Nuneaton – The Churchyard

By Alfred Lester Scrivener (1845-1886)
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I never enter our ancient churchyard without experiencing a pleasurable melancholy. It is not only that I see and mark, with bowed head and humbled heart, the green mounds beneath which they sleep whose loss has darkened my own life with the shadow of death. Of these I cannot speak: even if I dare assay to lift that veil with which the heart instinctively shrouds such sacred sorrows, my trembling hand would refuse to write, and thoughts too deep for utterance would mock the poverty of the words. [1] But every stone bears a familiar look; here the name of an old friend or schoolmate; there of one whose form but a few years ago was frequent in our streets. "The place that knew them knows them no more." The more ancient tombs or headstones, the names they bore now worn and forgotten, are themselves as the faces of old friends, impassive witness of many a merry game with schoolmates, now scattered far abroad, or gathered to their rest, where of old they took part in our sports. Even those nameless mounds which affection alone can distinguish, speak with the most powerful, because most simple eloquence to him who has the seeing eye and understanding ear.

My mind easily links the silent graveyard with the old Town where Death reaped the harvest he has here garnered. These quiet sound sleepers people the streets which now echo our footsteps. The same homes sheltered them, or homes more ancient which ours have supplanted. Perhaps they gathered round the very firesides which are now bright with the presence of our loved ones. Silent, passionless, lifeless, as is now their rest, their hearts once throbbed with the same feverish energy, and in their lives were the same elements tragic or humorous, which make up the melodrama of our being. It may be there is no name on all these tombs which is now remembered beyond the circle of our own townsfolk; yet the homely joys and grief’s, the domestic tragedies, and grotesque humours of one generation of these sleepers will ever delight mankind in the pages of George Eliot. As she is of ourselves, so has she deeply felt and sympathised with our own forms of life and thought, and with no unloving hand has given them shape and being which the world will not willingly let die.     

I notice that a change is gradually creeping over the aspect of the graveyard. Not only are the later tombstones of more pretentious style, but many green mounds are being levelled and enclosed, and the daisy starred turf supplanted by more cultured flowers and evergreens. Public policy has now closed the graveyard against internments, except in certain special cases. It is therefore with peculiar interest that I turn over the pages of this antique volume of mortality, to which Finis must soon be written.

There are few stones or tombs dating back earlier than the middle of the 18th century, and, unfortunately, soft perishable sandstone has been used for these more ancient memorials. Most of them are half sunk in the earth, as though they, too, were hastening to share the fate of the buried dead, whose names they were intended to record. The rains of centuries have softened them, the green moss has crept over the rotting stone, and except in one or two cases, those earlier pages offer but a blank to the curious eye. No the very monuments we raise to the dead themselves perish and are not. Not a trace of the graver's hand remains on the ancient altar tomb near by the north door of the Church. More than one stone on the north side fronting the vicarage was evidently richly carved; cherubic heads and foliated ornaments stand out in bold relief, but the inscriptions are gone. In the angle on the north side of the tower is a stone distinctly dated 1676 and this is the earliest legible date I have discovered. The inscription was in Latin, the word "Exor" indicating that it was a husband's tribute to the memory of his lost wife, but I am unable to decipher it connectedly. A stone on the south side of the Church close to the footpath, bears the date 1693, but the rest of the inscription is ineligible. A sod of turf resting against the stone has preserved so much from the wind and weather, and having raised it to satisfy my curiosity, I reverently pressed back the kindly shield, but it is probable that the same covering guards inscriptions of interest on many of the half buried stones.       

The history of the graveyard recorded by the monuments, readily divides itself into three epochs - the age of stone of whose scanty remains I have spoken-the age of slate which is rich in quaint  and affecting inscriptions and this latest period, which may perhaps be called the marble age, for it is only in our own generation that this more costly material has found a place in our "God's Acre". The succession of materials which our fathers have graven the names of their dead suggest that it has faithfully reflected the various phases of that fuller faith and life, which, after all, is made up of such small parts. The earlier monuments are all quarried from Attleborough stone - perhaps found from the Dumble Holes or Stony Dells quarries [2]

Long disused, but familiar to every schoolboy in his bird nesting excursions. Then only the long train of pack horses headed by the wary practised leader, on whose head tinkled the guiding bell, brought the lighter wares of far off districts and foreign climes, through deep miry lanes to the secluded inland town. Later on I hear the slow stage wagon reeling and lumbering over the rough stone paved Market Place. Comely Warwickshire lasses look out curiously from quaint half-timbered gable ends, while from the dim shops with their many pained bow windows step forth the sprucely wigged shop keeper to look for bales from the clothiers, the rareness of whose coming make their advent an event.       

As water carriage was improved the slate quarries of Wales became accessible, and was used in preference to the softer native sandstone. The first slab of slate which is of interest from its priority bears the date 1729 and is to the memory of Thomas Varnum. This and the other earliest slates, too heavy to pay the cost of such a distant land carriage, were brought probably by the route made practicable under a commission in 1636 to a number of lords and gentlemen for enabling William Sandys, an esquire, to make the River Avon navigable for boats and barges from the River Severn, near Tewkesbury, through Warwickshire, Worcestershire and Gloucestershire to the city of Coventry. It was not till 1759 that the Duke of Bridgewater took the lead in the construction of canals, independent of natural watercourses. 

Later yet I hear the blare of bugles, the champing of bits, the pawing of unexhausted roadsters. The Mail or the Tally-Ho, is changing horses at the Bull. Today, as I write, comes the shriek of the locomotive; the swift express stays for a moment its headlong course, or the slower luggage train shunts aside part of its complement of heavy laden wagons, and to come back suddenly to my text, this latest bran new tombstone is of rich polished marble. 

The earlier half of the 18th century has left us but few monumental records, even supposing that a fair proportion of the illegible sandstones belong to that period. I am not prepared with any hypothesis to account for this seeming suspension of natural piety and reverence for the dead; but I note that of this period Marlborough's selfish and cruel was the hero; the sceptical Bolingbroke and unscrupulous Walpole the statesman; Addison, elegant, pure orthodox and exact; or Pope, bitterly scornful and meanly spiteful , the highest establishments of its cold and passionless intellect; while its social life, as preserved for us in the pages of Fielding, was course, repulsive and licentious. When the Grand Junction Canal brought the slate quarries of Wales within reach of the means of our humbler townsmen, the simple natural piety of these dwellers in the heart of England finds a voice not less affecting because expressed its quaint grotesqueness, utterly unconscious of its own humour. During this latter part of the 19th centuries, hardly a stone but gives characteristic expression to the homely faith and reverent earnestness of a simple God fearing people. I have only room to cite a few examples, and the first stone, which meets the eye on entering the graveyard from Church Street, will illustrate the meaning. It is dated 1800, and to the memory of a family named Ball. The triumph over the exigencies of rhyme is unique.   

"As near unto this gate we lie,

O, think on death as you pass by,

And your own sins before it is too late,

That you may enter the heavenly gate,

When death shall strike, great will be your falls,

For you will be like to these poor Balls."

 .  

The italics are the rhymer's own.

The inscription on a slate dated 1793, near the path leading from the south door of the Church, is less satisfactory, from the course relish with which the cause of death is detailed:

"A cancer, once the torturer of my frame,

From secret ambush, like an archer came,

Shot the corroding venom in my veins,

And filled my body with exquisite pains,

But sin, the cause of all my ponderous woe,

Received by Christ, for me, the fatal blow,

When death appeared it gave me no surprise,

I hailed the message sent me from the skies."

There is a more pleasing though simple pathos, in the inscription of the stone next to this, to the memory of an old couple named Mallabone, (an ancient uncommon surname still extant among us), who died in 1801, aged 90.[3]

" The happy pair in sacred union joined,

Long walked together in this veil of tears,

Those heavenly virtues that adorned their minds,

Gave a sweet calm to their declining years."

How few lives, when prolonged like this bridge over great tracts of history. Possibly there are those among us now who can remember old Master Mallabone in the calm of his declining years. Yet he first breathed English air when Pope was writing of Hampton Court Palace -- 

“Imperial Anna whom three realms obey,

Here sometimes counsel cakes, and sometimes tea." 

Too young to remember the anxieties which accompanied the introduction of the Hanoverian dynasty, or the danger which menaced it from the rebellion of 1715, he was growing into lusty youth, while Walpole, by fair means or foul, particularly foul, was consolidating its basis; and he was in the flush of manhood when in 1745, Charles Edward, penetrating even to the heart of England, made his latest gallant, but ill conducted effort to restore the line of the Stewarts. To run through the chronicle of his years is to capitulate some of the most striking events of modern history. The foundation of our Indian Empire, by the daring genius of Clide; the disruption of our American Colonies, and birth-day of that great republic, which lately celebrated its centennial with peaceful pomp and pageantry; the speculative madness which culminated in the South Sea Bubble; the feverish hopes, the wild terrors, the tragic horrors, engendered by the French Revolution.

His length of days unites the ages of Pope, and Swift, and Addison, with that of Walter Scott; the crooked policy of Walpole with the nobler canons of political modesty which inspired Pitt and Fox. The latest year of his life saw the youth and manhood of England arming itself in every city, town, and hamlet to repel the forces of France menacing invasion from the opposing coasts. Happy old man, whose homebred virtues could soften his dying pillow amid the terrors which shook a world in arms.

Still keeping to the south side of the Church I find the spirit of old English Toryism, of the days when Toryism was not merely a dull tradition, but a living faith, preserved on a tombstone, as ancient forms of life are found fossilised of shaped, cut and quarried stone. The most intolerant Radical can only smile with kindly intolerance at this quaint confession of political faith:

Here are deposited the mortal remains of:

SAMUEL RAYNER

He was an advocate for Social Order, a disciplinarian in Psalmody. ….

And an admirer of Episcopal principles.

He died April 12th 1823 Aged 67 [4]

This enumeration of the three fold virtues of Mr. Samuel Rayner, seemed to me so curious that I endeavoured to awake some recollection of him in the mind of the "oldest inhabitant". The "oldest inhabitant" could only refer me to his wife "You see she keeps her intellecks, she does". He said.

But the date 1823 brought no associations unto the old lady's memory, until I reminded her that was about nine years before "Dempster's Election"[5]. Then remembrance returned, and she elicited the vague but interesting fact that the Samuel Rayner of my search "led the choir, an stood next to old Master Wagstaff as played the bassoon, an hed fits."

Passing from the choir to the belfry, I must not omit to transcribe the epitaph on David Wheway, who died in 1823, at the ripe age of 77.[6]

"Here lies a ringer,

Beneath this cold clay,

Who rang many peals,

Both serious and gay,

Through grandsires and trebles,

So well he could range,

Till death called the bob,

And brought round the last change."

The rhythm of the old ringer's epitaph might almost be set to the chime of his own bells.

A more fastidious taste now forbids the personalities of the old epitaphs. We speak of our dead neither good or ill, and the irreverence’s of a jest on a tombstone would be indignantly condemned. Nor need we regret that an ancient fashion, liable to gross abuse, has fallen into disrepute. Future ages will read, in the chaste simplicity of our monumental records, the evidence of "sweeter manners, purer laws". But before I close these excerpts from our chapter of tombs, I would call attention to the idyllic grace and tenderness of the few simple words, carved with a common pocket knife on the Churchyard wall facing the Attleborough Road - 

Under this tree lies

DINAH BAKER

No more! But surely it was a holy instinct which prompted the rude hand to mark, by such a simple sign, the place where its beloved sleeps.

Our fathers did wisely when they buried their dead around the temples where the living comes to worship. The grave preaches more eloquently than the parson, and remembering this, I venture to express an earnest hope that those to whom the duty properly belongs will do somewhat to redeem our ancient Graveyard from the aspect of wildness and neglect which is now its normal condition.

Notes:

[1] There is something remarkably poignant about this opening passage. Alfred Scrivener lost his mother Mary Ann Scrivener (nee Lester) (1821-1851) at the age of five, his father Joseph Scrivener [1816-1860] at the age of 15, his grandfather Joseph Scrivener (1793-1859), a year earlier. 

[2] Attleborough stone quarries were worked until the 1930's and you can still see some of their output dotted around the town - the Chilvers Coton Heritage Centre is a particularly fine example. The Dumble Holes and Stony Dell quarries were outlying stone pits amongst the fields near to what is known as Waverly Avenue today, but was then open fields near to Kem's farm (usually known as Teddy Kem's Heaven). George Eliot wrote in "Silas Marner" "In the early years of this century, such a linen weaver, names Silas Marner, worked at his vocation in a stone cottage that stood among the nutty hedgerows near the village of Raveloe, and not far from the edge of a deserted stone-pit. I am convinced that George Eliot was thinking of Edward (Teddy) Kem 1722-1800 who was a linen weaver, and lived exactly as she described. Raveloe is Attleborough. The deserted stone pits were the Dumble Holes 

[3 ] Nuneaton and Coventry Library have copies of a book entitled "Memoirs of Mr. John Mallabone and Miss Mary Ann Mallabone" published by R.M.Miller in 1823.  Although there is a small amount of genealogical information in the book it is mostly a pious tract which reflects the deeply religious beliefs of this branch of the Mallabone family who were members of a small independent church in Bedworth known as The Church of Christ of the Independent Denomination. A diary also survives kept by James Mallabone (1711-1801) between the years 1718-1744. The family used to rent a farm at the Cuttle Mill, Chilvers Coton. The Cuttle Mill was on the Wem Brook on the parish borders dividing Chilvers Coton and Attleborough close to what is now Avenue Road. The small farm here was owned by the Ryder family who sold it to the Harpur family whose main seat was at Burton Latimer, Northamptonshire, but this branch of the Harpurs were also resident at Caldwell, near Kidderminster. (This is how the Coton district of Caldwell got its name). The year of this sale was 1742. At some stage thereafter the family moved out to Nuneaton Fields Farm, and the Cuttle Mill was demolished. It was replaced by a small mansion known locally as Coton (or later, Caldwell) Hall which became resident to Joseph Harpur. John Mallabone's son, James Mallabone (1754-1816) also kept a diary between 1795-1816. He married Sarah Hopkins of Burton on Trent in 1799 (a portrait of Sarah still exists in one of the Mallabone families archives). They were particularly unfortunate to lose four of their children to Tuberculosis. 

[4 ] Samuel Rayner (1756-1823)  was formerly resident in Abbey Street.

[ 5] Dempster's Election took place in 1832. It was the important Reform Election, which was held at a time when the labouring classes in Nuneaton were pinning their hopes on a radical candidate - Dempster Heming. George Eliot wrote about this election in her novel published under the title "Felix Holt the Radical" 

[ 6] David Wheway (1752-1828) married Hannah Lewis in 1798. He was the son of John Wheway(1715-1778) who married Mary Wagstaff ( -1785). David was one of ten children; he also had a large family of eight children. The Wheways in this branch of the family were very close to the church.  

