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Among the many museum objects to benefit from enhanced forms of display, following our Heritage Lottery Fund grant, 
is a campaign despatch case.  It belonged to Sir James Willoughby Gordon (1771-1851) and was donated to the 
museum in 1984 by Mrs. Betty Williamson.  Gordon had acquired a summer home, 'The Orchard' in Niton Undercliff, 
around 1820, and he subsequently set about improving it, including a handsome garden. 
 
The despatch case seems to have related to Gordon’s service as Wellington’s quartermaster-general in the Peninsula 
war in 1812. He had earlier commanded the first battalion of the 85th Foot during the occupation of Madeira in 1801 and 
later had a period as military secretary to the duke of York.  His time with Wellington, however, lasted only a few 
months, for he was found to be too close to the Whig opposition (Wellington being a Tory). Thereafter, he became 
quartermaster-general at Horse Guards in London, a post he held for the rest of his life, awarded a baronetcy in 1818. 
 
The despatch case contains a tray (illustrated above) in which are found the following items: quill pens and ink wells, 
spare nibs and nib-cutter, paper, eraser, French chalk, map marker pins, seal and sealing wax.  It forms a remarkable 
survival. Indeed, somewhere in the National Archives at Kew, there may well be despatches written using items in the 
case. 
 
Gordon’s wife, Lady Willoughby Gordon (née Isabella Julia Levina Bennet), was a painter of some distinction, a pupil of 
J.M.W Turner and other artists of the time. Her children, too, were accomplished artists and the family were related to 
the Swinburnes of Bonchurch,  Algernon Swinburne a frequent visitor at 'The Orchard'. 
 
Michael Freeman, Ventnor & District Local History Society. Sources: files in Ventnor Heritage Centre; The History of 
Parliament: the House of Commons, 1820-1832, ed. D.R. Fisher (2009) 
 

 

Ventnor & District Local History Society is a registered charity, working to preserve and record the 

history of our area and make it available to the public in the Ventnor Heritage Centre. 

The Society and Heritage Centre are run and managed by volunteers.  
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