
The DOTTY Series - Historical and Literary References 

 

In DOTTY and the Calendar House Key: 

Did chimney sweeps really send children up the chimneys? 

 “As for the who: Pip’s the name,” replied the boy, 

“It’s short for Peregrine,” he said. “But it’s too much of a 

mouthful for most people, so everyone just calls me Pip.” 

The boy took a low bow. “At your service, Miss,” he 

grinned. 

 “As for the where:” the boy continued, “I came 

down your chimney. A fact that, begging your pardon, 

Miss, I would have thought quite obvious and, as for the 

what: well, I’m an apprentisweep, aren’t I?” The boy 

gesticulated, waving about a chimney brush in his right 

hand to demonstrate his trade. Dotty hadn’t noticed he 

was carrying anything before. 

 “A prenty-what?” Dotty blinked and then double-

blinked; struggling to focus her mind as well as her eyes.  

“An AP-PRENT-I-SWEEP,” repeated Pip slowly and 

rather more loudly this time. “You know: a chimney 

sweep; a climbing boy; apprentice to the Master Sweep?” 

he said looking at her... hopefully…” 

 

Sadly, yes they did. Children were taken from the streets or apprenticed (basically sold) by their 
parents to a master sweep in exchange for a few guineas. The apprenticeship lasted until adulthood. 
Sometimes less scrupulous sweeps even kidnapped children to use on the job. Children as young as 
three years old were used for the job of climbing the chimneys, although the preferred age to start 
an apprenticeship to a master sweep was 6, as prior to that they were considered too weak to do 
the job effectively.  

Being sent up a chimney the first few times would cause the child’s arms, elbows, legs and knees to 

be rubbed and scraped raw. The master sweep would wash their wounds with brine (salt water) to 

encourage their skin to harden and, after a time, the child would develop calluses making their task 

more bearable. Falling or getting stuck in the stacks was a major fear for chimney sweeps, or worse, 

burning. The constant breathing in of soot also caused irreversible lung damage in many children. 

But the dangers of the job were only beginning. Master sweeps were known for their brutality, often 

underfeeding children so that they would be thin enough to continue going up chimneys for a longer 

time. Chimneys could be as small as 9 inches diameter. The lifespan of chimney sweeps was short 

and they rarely made it to middle age.  

A series of Acts of Parliament eventually made the use of climbing boys and girls illegal, but it took 

over a hundred years for this to happen. 



What is a Calendar House? 

A calendar house is a house that symbolically contains architectural elements in quantities that 

represent the number of days in a year, weeks in a year, months in a year and days in a week. The 

architectural trend was started in 1604 when Thomas Sackville, 1st Earl of Dorset, built Knole House. 

It had 365 rooms, 52 staircases and 7 courtyards to represent the number of days and weeks in a 

year and the number of days in a week. 

“The house is really interesting, Sylv,” continued Dotty in her description of her newly 

discovered family home. “Gobby says…it has three hundred and sixty-five rooms, fifty-two chimneys, 

four wings. So it has a North and a South wing, Sylv, as well as an East and a West.” Sylv looked 

suitably impressed. “And it has seven staircases too. So it’s just like a real calendar. I’m going to try 

and visit all the rooms before I start school in the New Year.” 

Is the Calendar House in the Dotty novels real? 

No, but it is loosely based on a house called Witley Park in Surrey that burnt down in the 1950s 

(actually not a calendar house in design).  

Some of the interiors described in the Calendar House, such as Mam’s playroom and the nursery 

suite, and the panelled hallways, are descriptions of real interiors from other grand houses.  

 
Witley Park, Surrey.   

“Dotty was so busy listening to all Mrs Gobbins had to say that she hadn’t been paying 

attention to the journey at all. But now, suddenly, she was aware of being on gravel. They had 

turned into the driveway of the house. It had become quite dark but nevertheless Dotty could make 

out the outline of a mansion house, tall and grand, sprawling out in every direction from large, solid 

double front doors. The doorway was lit by a singularly large carriage lamp that swayed uneasily 

above it, creaking and groaning under its own great weight in the wind. It was imposing, to say the 

least.” 

http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/knole/
http://www.countrylife.co.uk/property/article/530609/The-Calendar-House-A-history.html


What is Dotty reading in the library? 

The Scarlet Pimpernel by Baroness Orczy.  

“Dotty was in the middle of a particularly gripping chapter of her chosen book (how could the 

heartless Marguerite give her husband away to that evil brute Chauvelin? Surely she must realise by 

now that Sir Percy was the hero of the piece!), when a banging and a scratching began in the 

fireplace.” 

Dotty shares the author’s passion for classic fiction, and can often be found reading a classic novel. 

In the latest DOTTY book, DOTTY and the Mermaid’s Purse, she is reading Jules Verne’s 20,000 

Leagues under the Sea. 

 

Where is the secret reference to Charles Kingsley’s Water Babies? 

There are actually two – firstly, in the playroom – the Water Babies are depicted on the cast iron 

range and, secondly in DOTTY and the Chimney Thief, when Winnie accesses the ballroom under the 

lake through a secret passage leading from his study, the lever to open the door is marked with a 

copy of the Water Babies. 

“[Dotty] scanned the room for its fireplace as she hadn’t noticed 

one when she walked in. Her eyes came to rest on an old cast iron 

range with a little kettle sitting on top of it, quite dainty in 

comparison to the great open hearths in the downstairs rooms. 

Like all the other fireplaces in the house, though, it was beautifully 

decorated, with fishing boats and leaping fish, and at the bottom 

little children swimming under the water.” 

“Striding over to the bookshelf to the right hand side of the 

fireplace, he ran his fingers along the rows of books, battered old 

copies of first editions, ancient and worn, until they reached the 

spine of a small book, bound in blue cloth and gilded with the 

name ‘Kingsley’ on it. He pulled the book forwards and stepped 

back, allowing the secret door to open.”  

 

 

 

  



In DOTTY and the Chimney Thief: 
Is the Ballroom under the Lake real? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes, and it still exists! The ballroom, which is constructed of steel and glass, stands 40 feet below the 

water of a lake which once formed the grounds of a large country estate near Godalming in Surrey, 

known as Witley Park.  

The house and grounds were built by disgraced British businessman Whitaker Wright, who later 

went on to commit suicide by cyanide poisoning, after he was exposed for a mammoth financial 

scam that ruined him and dozens of investors. The house was gutted by fire in 1952 but the ballroom 

still stands, hidden beneath the lake. 

 

What is a Hob? 

A "hobgoblin" or, in its shortened version, “hob” (the full term meaning "mischievous and ugly 
fairy") is a kind but mischievous household spirit, or spirit of the hearth, typically appearing in British 
folklore. The shorter word “hob” is mainly used in the North and Midlands of England. 

Whilst they were not tied to a particular place, hobs were often found within human dwellings, 
doing chores around the house while the family was asleep. Whilst they could be helpful, like other 
fae folk (the fairies), hobs were easily annoyed. If offended, they could become a nuisance or in 
some instances dangerous. 

The earliest instance of the word “hob” can be traced to about 1530, although it was likely in use for 
some time prior to that. 

The term “hob” has been twisted slightly within the DOTTY books, therein being used as a colloquial 
or old-world term for the book’s own brand of fairies. 



In DOTTY and the Dream Catchers: 
 

Do Dotty’s dreamcatchers have anything to do with the dream catchers of Native American 

folklore? 

No, nothing at all – they share only a name. The dream catchers of Native American folklore were a 

device created to trap bad dreams, only letting the good ones through.  

The dreamcatchers of the DOTTY books are more akin to highland wisps. 

 

Is Raven’s Fall a real place? 

It was a beautiful night. The sky was clear and bright, what remained of the summer still warming 

the earth, except in the dark places where the sun could not reach.  

Raven’s Fall was one such place. Long abandoned by men, its ruined battlements had not seen a 

summer for many generations. Jagged stonework lay overhung with brambles that seemed to cling 

to life in defiance of the sunshine that had forsaken them. 

Yes, but the name and 

setting have been 

changed for literary 

purposes.  

I first came up with the 

idea of the birds 

inhabiting a ruined castle 

or folly when I visited 

Highclere Castle and there 

discovered their folly, 

Jackdaw’s Castle. 

Obviously with the 

reference to jackdaws I 

couldn’t resist drawing 

the parallel.  

The setting described in DOTTY and the Dream Catchers, however, is not Jackdaw’s Castle, but the 

ruins of another castle on the Mulgrave Estate in Sandsend, near Whitby, on the North Yorkshire 

coast.  

The real castle has a woodland setting, which I had first described in detail in the novel. However, I 

realised the twin woodland settings of the Fae and Raven’s Fall might be confusing to the reader, so I 

gave Raven’s Fall the moorland setting you will have read about in the book.   



In DOTTY and the Mermaid’s Purse: 
 

Is there such a place as Robin Hood’s Bay? 

Yes. Robin Hood’s Bay is a small fishing village on the edge of the North Yorkshire Moors.  The 200 or 

so houses stand on a steep incline down to the bay below. Once haven for smugglers the village is 

now a popular tourist destination.  

 

 

Is there such a thing as a Hand of Glory? 

“…at the table’s centre, where the girl’s mother usually kept a vase of flowers cut from the 

garden…stood a far more grisly item than the fisherman’s daughter could ever had imagined, even in 

her worst nightmare. It was, or rather it closely resembled (for without close inspection the girl 

could not tell whether or not the thing was real), a human hand. Blackened and withered, it stood 

proudly on the scrubbed-top counter, unnaturally upright from the wrist, its fingers upturned. From 

each finger and thumb there burned a single flame, so that the hand appeared like some kind of 

ghoulish candelabra, burning five lights – or what should have been five, for the light in one of the 

fingers was out.” 

 

Yes, and this macabre item has an even more gruesome history.  

A Hand of Glory was supposedly the carefully prepared right hand of a murderer, cut off while the 
body still hung from the gallows and used by burglars to send sleepers in a house into a coma from 
which they were unable to wake – allowing the burglars to carry out their task unhindered. The 



outstretched hand had its own fingers lit. If one of the fingers refused to light it was a sign that 
someone in the household remained awake. 

The hand of glory pictured above was given to Whitby Museum in 1935 and is allegedly the only 
remaining hand of glory in existence. 

 

The Boggle of Boggle Hole 

“If you are kind with a generous mind, 
The Boggle for you will care, 

But if you are seen as lazy and mean, 
Then you really must take care!” 

 
A boggle is a kind of hobgoblin. Like other hobgoblins, he would be happy to help with household 
chores in return for the odd saucer of milk. If treated unkindly, a boggle could be rather less helpful! 
Stories have been told of Boggles smashing dishes, or blowing soot from the chimney all over the 
house – hence the traditional rhyme! 
 
Local people used to believe that boggles had healing powers, and would sometimes bring their 
poorly children to holes, called “hob holes”, where boggles were thought to live, in the hope that the 
children would be cured. The boggle of Boggle Hole was said to be able to cure whooping cough. 
 
Boggles were often believed to live in small caves or holes in cliff-sides. The name “Boggle Hole” 
comes from a cave in the headland near Robin Hood’s Bay where a famous boggle was once known 
to live. 
 
Some people believe the boggle was made up by local smugglers to keep customs officers away, as 
in more superstitious times people may well have wanted to avoid places where mischievous goblins 
were at play. The more likely truth is that clever smugglers used an existing legend to their 
advantage, however.  
 

 


