
 
'Behind the Scenes at the Palace of Westminster’.  
 
At its Annual Summer Lecture in May, Salisbury Branch members were fortunate to hear about the post of 
Black Rod from Lt. General David Leakey CMG CVO CBE. He held this unique position between 2010 and 
2018 and explained to the audience that its origins go back to 1350 when King Edward III first created the 
post as an usher/door keeper to the original Knights of the Garter. The King gave to the first post holder a 
black ebony stick surmounted with a gold lion at the top to signify royal appointment and the name has 
continued for nearly 700 years since.  

The first Palace of Westminster was originally a Royal Palace, although in 1512 that changed after a serious 
fire when the Royal Household moved out - but Black Rod stayed behind to ensure the doors were always 
open for Parliament. However, David went on to explain that there are in fact 14 buildings within the 
Parliamentary estate and even today some of these are still owned by the sovereign. For example, 
Westminster Hall where, by long tradition, the Lying in State following the death of any monarch has always 
taken place.  

David also explained that for more frequent events, such as the state opening of Parliament that is broadcast 
widely on TV channels, where Black Rod summons the Commons to attend the Queen’s speech in the House 
of Lords, no less than 54 miles of TV cable has to be used, almost all of it hidden from view. 

Not surprisingly, the role of Black Rod has gradually evolved over hundreds of years to what it is today, but 
whoever has the job keeps alive a great deal of tradition from those early times.  This includes the current 
post holder, Sarah Clarke, who is the first woman in its 670-year 
history. She, like all her predecessors, is principally responsible for 
controlling access to and maintaining order within the House of 
Lords and its precincts.  

Black Rod is formally appointed by the Crown based on a 
recruitment search performed by the Clerk of the Parliaments, who 
is the employer of all House of Lords officials. Prior to 2002, the 
office rotated among retired senior military officers, although these 
days it is now advertised openly, with well over 100 applicants each 
hoping to be successful. 

David Leakey had a distinguished military career prior to becoming 
Black Rod and is the son of Major General Rea Leakey and 
nephew of Victoria Cross (posthumous) recipient Nigel Leakey. He 
is also related to another VC recipient, Joshua Leakey, a young solider still serving in the Parachute 
Regiment. He is married with two sons and enjoys playing squash, tennis, golf, most field sports, 'chain 
sawing' and classical music. 

 

Annual Garden Party   
 
In June, the Salisbury Branch of the ESU and the Wessex Branch 
of the Royal Over-Seas League (ROSL) met up for their annual 
joint summer lunch.  This year, the hosts were ESU PSC 
Organiser, Lt. Col. Jeremy Moger and his wife, Lady Arabella, seen 
with ESU Branch President, David Stratton OBE DL.  The weather 
was perfect for the occasion and the 70 members drawn from both 
branches enjoyed a 
substantial buffet lunch 
in the beautiful setting in 
west Dorset. 

The ESU and ROSL, both founded by Evelyn Wrench, share a 
common heritage as two of the four Loyal Societies of the 
Commonwealth, and the two local branches enjoy a close working 
relationship. 

 

 

Salisbury Branch Chairman Michael Tulloch (left) 
thanks David Leakey for his enjoyable presentation. 



The Chalke Valley History Festival 
 
A few days after the summer lunch, the Salisbury Branch attended 
the Chalke Valley History Festival, and this time the Branch’s 
involvement was more ambitious than in 2018.  We had engaged 
the services of two ESU trainers, Elle McLoughlin and Bennet Ager 
and Matthew Christmas attended from Dartmouth House.  Elle and 
Bennet ran a series of mini public speaking workshops, devised by 
Dartmouth House, for primary schools on the Tuesday and the 
Thursday of the Festival.  These sessions were much enjoyed and 
appreciated by the children who took part, and their staff.  Our 
purpose was to publicise the ESU and show off some of our 
programmes which, hopefully, will result in schools asking us for longer full-day workshops.  We are now 
determined to attend the Festival again next year.  Sponsorship has been obtained and a plan is being worked 
on which should give us access to secondary schools as well as the primary schools. 

 

 

The Salisbury Branch’s 2019-20 programme begins with the AGM on Monday 16th September. Details of all 
our monthly meetings and other events can be found at www.esu.org/branches/salisbury-wiltshire. 
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