ATTLEBOROUGH 

By Alfred Lester Scrivener (1845-1886)
Reprinted from the Nuneaton Observer, November 23rd 1877

“The lords of castles, manors, towns, and towers,

Rejoiced when they [beh'd] the farmers flourish;

And would come down to the summer bowers,

To see the country gallante dance the morrice,

But since the summer poles were overthrown,

And all good sports and merriments decayed;

How times and men are changed so well is known, 

It were but labour lost if more were said.

PASQUILA PALINODIA - 1634

"Ignorance, pure ignorance," answered Johnson, when asked why, in the first edition of his dictionary, he had given a false definition. Ignorance equally dense, but perhaps more excusable , must be my plea for not stating, with any semblance of authority, the origin of the name of Attleborough. Dugdale spells it Attilborough, but citing, certain grants made to the Nuns of Nuneaton, I suppose this to be the place called Atleberge.[1] How this village, which would seem from the record to have been from time immemorial a hamlet of Nuneaton, came by the title of"le Berge", or the borough I cannot tell. I conjecture that as the village belonged to the Nuns, the tenements held of them by a species of burgage tenure as in ancient boroughs. Part of the lordship of Nuneaton is still called the Burgage. In Coke upon Littleton,  I find burgage tenure defined as " where the King or another lord, spiritual or temperal, is lord of such a burrough and the tenants hold of their lord to pay an annual rent..........having divers customes and usages which he not had in other towns. "However this be, it is certain that the village did belong to the Nuns, and adds Dugdale, had a chapel for the benefit of the inhabitants, whereunto, for the maintenance of a priest there serving, was antiently the sum of Cs. allowed". Nor was this stipend of one hundred shillings a year so inadequate as it seems, for in the time of Henry VIII beef and pork were half-penny per pound , mutton was three-farthings, a pig or goose could be bought for four pence, and strong beer for a penny a gallon. A penny would buy at least as much as a shilling of our money [2], so that the priest's stipend  was equal to about £60 per annum [3]; no mean provision when every office and sacrament of the church must also be paid for in money or goods, and when the priest claimed even from the bed of death the "upmost cloth" or counterpane, before he would give the body Christian burial. 

What Asmodeus shall draw aside the curtain of three centuries, and give us a glimpse of Attleborough village before the Reformation? I picture to myself, and the picture is not without truth, a wide open green, on this side a pond, on that a noisome ditch, and low mud hovels with roofs of thatch dotted around. Each squalid dwelling stands in its own patch of fruitful garden ground, bright with purple monkshood or garish sunflower. Here to the left on the site of Freer Street [4], was the little chapel, with its narrow Saxon windows, and its single bell, which was rung not only at the hour of prayer, but to drive away the demons when  storms were gathering overhead. Within the floor was strewn with rushes, the altar lighted with many tapers, and the tawdry image of the Virgin hung with paltry bits of finery, the offerings of devout or repentant village maidens. Facing the green, the parsonage, but little better built than the cottages, stood within living memory at the angle , or as it is still called the Nook, formed where the Marston Lane branched off from the highway. At the other end of the village , at the corner still called Cross Hollows [5] was the cross round which villagers and farmers met for sale and barter. In the centre of the green stood the maypole, hung with garlands and streamers, and on May-Day this was the centre of mirth and frolic, on which the easy going priest looked with tolerant eye. What pulse would not beat time to the mirthful measure of this old May-Day ballad, sung by our fathers at least two hundred years ago:-

"Come lasses and lads, take leave of your Dads, 

and away to the May-pole hie;

For every he has got him a she,

And the minstrels standing by.

For Willie has gotten his Jill, and Johnny has got his  Joan,

To jig it, jig it, jig it, jig it up and down.

Strike up says Wat. Agreed says Kate,

And, I prithee, fidler,play;

Content, says Hodge, and so says Madge,

For this is holiday!

Then every man did put his hat off to his lass,

And every girl did curchy, curchy, curchy on the grass.

Begin, says Hall. Aye, Aye says Mall,

We'll lead up Packington's Pound:

No, no, says Noll, And so, says Doll,

We'll first have Sellengers Round.

Then every man began to foot it round about

And every girl did jet it, jet it, jet it in and out.

You're out, says Dick. Tis a lie says Nick;

The fidler played it false:

Tis true, says Hugh; and so says Sue,

And so says nimble Alice.

The fidler began to play the tune again,

And every girl did trip it, trip it, trip it, trip it to the men."

Where are the lissome feet that tripped it so merrily round the may-pole on Attleborough green? Grim irony of fate! they are mixed with the mould in the gardens by Freer Street.

Attleborough, like every other English village, has its own traditions and superstitions. The spring called the Lynch, whose waters are filtered through the thick bed of sandstone which crops up to the south, is believed, if used in the early morning before cattle have troubled the well, to have special virtues for sore eyes. In a meadow near the Lynch spring, a group of farm buildings substantially built of stone from the neighboring quarry[6], bears the singular name of "Teddy Kem's Heaven".[7] This quaint name sets one questioning who was Teddy Kem, and why this barn and cowshed were called his heaven. Here and there some old labourer, who drove the plough in the days of Pitt and high prices, or some old weaver who watched his father at the loom before Mr Huskisson took the first step towards free trade, may remember to have seen Teddy Kem himself. More have heard their fathers tell how this strange man dwelt alone here with his cattle in the fields. Gossips relate a hundred stories of his wealth, his solitary, miserly, habits, his singular appearance. One tells how he heard his father say that his had seen Teddy Kem come down to Nuneaton market, in battered hat and rusty coat, and stockings gartered with haybands, where he drove shrewd hard bargains both as buyer and seller.   

Another knew them who knew somebody that bought a truss of hay from Teddy Kem, and found a paper of guineas hidden in it.  

Yet again one old grandsire assures me that Kem herding with his beasts acquired a wonderful knowledge of their natures; each one would answer to its name, and come at his call; he would fondle them in his more pleasant moods, but in his darker hours banish them from his heaven to a place called his hell. Among all these floating traditions I see a man solitary and reserved, soured towards his fellows, and seeking companionship among brutes, greedy of money, but so suspicious of men as to hide it when obtained, now in some corner of his barn, now in his hayrick, forgetting in his dotage the holes where he had stored it. Natures like these, estranged from human fellowship, ever seem to me infinitely sad and pitiful. Who shall tell what wrong, or scorn, or suffering turned to gall the better nature of this village Timon?

I should not be surprised if it be found that through this strange solitary man the village may claim some far off cousinship with no less a person than Samuel Johnson, the compiler of the great English Dictionary. To the disappointment of his kinsfolk in the village, Kem's will was made in favour of a branch of the Jervis family, of Hinckley, with whom he was somehow connected. Johnson's wife, his Tetty, whom, as Bozzy tells the story  he caressed with such awkward fondness, was a Jervis of Leicestershire,  and in Malone's time  her family was represented by an attorney at law by that name, living at Hinckley. [ 8]  

It would seem that there are few families in this world of ours. Every body is akin to every body. Even Johnson, prowling about London streets, tormented by that vile melancholy which made him mad all his life, at least not sober," and Teddy Kem nursing his solitary gloom in his barn and cowsheds at Attleborough.  

Some twenty years ago, Attleborough woke up one fine morning and believed itself famous. A series of stories had been published in Blackwood's Magazine under the title "Scenes of Clerical Life". They were marked by singular power and freshness. The critics praised them.; Dickens, then at the height of his fame, was charmed with the grace and force of the new writer, for the name of George Eliot was all unknown. Some few years later the novel of "Adam Bede", under the same nom de plume, astonished and delighted the nation. Who was George Eliot? The question excited hardly less interest than the letters of Junius, or the authorship of Waverley. The older stories in Blackwood were looked up, and readers hereabouts found touches of local colour, characters they could recognise, plots which had been worked out in the flesh before their eyes. The writer must be one of themselves. Who was it? Attleborough answered that it must be Joe Liggins. The only son of an honest baker, {9} who by thrift and industry, had gathered a little competence, he had shewn some signs of ability, and his father taxed his hard earned savings to send him to one of the universities [10]. Thrown among companions whose means exceeded his own, he got into debt and difficulties, and was expelled from college and outlawed from his country [11]. After years of wandering he returned to his native village, living a wretched and aimless life, now teaching a few lads, now writing letters for ignorant villagers. He became the oracle of the tap rooms, talked vaguely of his publishers, and was believed to be"writing a book". I remember seeing him once, when a jug of beer and a few judicious questions set the old man displaying his scraps of learning. He rolled out some Greek Hexameters, was dogmatic and sententious on the causes of the decay of nations, and illustrated his opinion by declaiming with some feeling the opening stanza of Byron's "Bride of Abydos"-

     "Know ye the land where cypress and myrtle

      Are emblems of deeds that are done in their clime.

              *               *              *

      And all save the spirit of man is divine."

Some individual in the company ventured to say that he thought Mr Liggins' learning wasn't much good to him; the old man aroused himself at this, and overwhelmed the daring heretic with a storm of abusive epithets. This was the man in whom Attleborough believed she had discovered the Great Unknown. Taxed with the authorship Joe maintained a discreet silence; the honour was thrust upon him [12]; the story got into the papers; hard things were said of the publishers; who left him to starve in obscurity; and a subscription list was opened for the author of"Adam Bede".{13} A letter from Blackwoods to The Times cooled the zeal of poor old Liggins' admirers by denying with authority that Mr Liggins was the author, and gave the first clue towards solving the riddle by naming the initials of the lady to whom the honour rightly belonged. Joe, who had for a time been living in clover, sank into a deeper wretchedness, and a few years ago died miserably in the workhouse.

The village has a pretty modern Gothic church[14], approached by a pleasant walk, under over-arching evergreens. The valuable bed of sandstone on which it is built has been quarried for many generations. Its old staple trade, the weaving of ribbons, is fast dying out. Forty years ago gauzes and fringes were woven in old single hand and treadle looms. Seventeen years ago there were in Attleborough sixty a-la-bar-looms, many of them fitted with Jacquard machines, and most of them owned by the weavers who worked them. I doubt if a dozen a-la-bars now remain, for in the hard time after 1860, looms which had cost £30 were sold for a few sovereigns, and broken up for lumber.{15} The weavers were formerly earnest Radicals., and many old villagers with whom I have talked learned their political creed in the school of Cobbet and Owen [ ]. I will not recall too curiously, all their exploits, or I might tell what village Hampdens [ ]rooted up the turnpike gates[ ], or who lifted the donkey out of the pinfold. Their radicalism now seldom takes a more dangerous form than a demand for an additional gas lamp, or an agitation for the reform of petrified kidney pavements[ ].

There is nothing very remarkable in this village long as is this ramble roundabout it. It is commonplace you will say, but are not most of our lives commonplace? Look beneath the surface of their vulgar realities. Weaver, plough boy, carpenter, all ordinary everyday folks, have not each their own loves, and hopes, and sorrows, of little interest to you and me, but to themselves more tragic and real than the fate of kings, or the fall of empires.    

The following notes have been appended by Peter Lee to bring us up to date, but we can do little to add to the fine article from the pen of Alfred L. Scrivener (1845-1886) who was the founding editor of the Nuneaton Observer:
1. Attleberga 1155-9; AEtla's Hill or barrow; whereas Attleborough in Norfolk was known as Atleburc in the Domesday Book and in 1194 AEtla's Burg which rather suggests a link between the two but who was AEtla and what was that common link?  (Atlinge is though to be an ancient King of East Anglia but have not traced his reign.) Attleboro in Massachussets incidentally derived its name from its namesake in Norfolk through immigration of people from that county. However, at one time there was a town of Attleboro in Pennsylvania but that name was later changed. I do not know what it is now called, or where its earlier name came from.

2. and 3. I calculate a shilling in 1878 to be worth approx £12.50 today or $20. Therefore £60 a year would yield a salary by our terms and my calculation of £15,000 per annum today.

4. Thought to be on a piece of ground at the back of the block of shops containing the Attleborough post office through to the Hong Kong House Chinese Takeaway, fronting the Square. Exact location not known, as the remains of the chapel had disappeared by the middle of the 19th century. It is shown as Attleborough Chapel on an 18th century map prepared by Henry Beighton (c.1720).

5. Near the Bull Inn, on the corner of what is now Attleborough Road but last century called Church Street, and what is now Bull Street. Again exact location not known. The Whitestone in Lutterworth Road is said to be a part of that ancient cross, and there is  more of the stone below the surface of the ground. 

6. The only part of Attleborough Quarry still extant today is in Quarry Lane, off Lutterworth Road. This is largely filled in with household waste whereas one hundred years ago there were very extensive excavations which stretched as far as Bulkington Lane. Paul's land soccer fields are reclaimed from old quarry workings through landfill. The quarries stretched to the Marston Lane side of the railway line and there were excavations known as the Dumble Hole quarries near the former Sterling Metals factory (now a new housing estate). Attleborough sandstone was much sought after for building material. Coventry Cross was reputed to have been built from it and lavishly covered in gold leaf. Few buildings in the Nuneaton area survive made from Attleborough sandstone but the most important is the oldest part of the Old School at Chilvers Coton which dates back to 1735, and the tower of Chilvers Coton Church .

7. Teddy Kem's Heaven was a farm house which existed near the Dumble Hole Quarry between Marston Lane and the Trent Valley Railway Line. I think Teddy Kem is the model for George Eliot's "Silas Marner" but that is another story. The Farm was reputed to have once been used as a stone cutters shed. It was partially constructed of Attleborough stone.

8. There was a lawyer in Hinckley - Edward Kem Jervis (1805-1883)

9. 10. & 11. Joseph Henry Liggins (1801-1872) was the son of  William and Sarah Liggins. William  made a little money and sent Joe to Cambridge University where he was admitted to St. Catherine's college on 3rd February 1824 . But Joe with his rustic ways got into bad company and was out of his depth,  rusticated through the debts he had run up. Between 1830-1833 he was a newspaper reporter living on the Isle of Man working for a Liverpool newspaper but by 1837 was back in his native Attleborough. 

12. & 13. His champion seems to have been the then vicar of Attleborough the Rev. James Quirk (1819-1876). Born in Kirk German on the Isle of Man it seems probable that the clerical gentleman knew Joe Liggins when he was living on the island, he felt he was capable of writing a novel.

14. Attleborough church was opened in 1842, dedicated to the Holy Trinity. It cost £3000 to build. Prior to that Attleborough had a small Baptist church; however, Parish business was conducted at St. Nicholas Parish Church, although it is believed a small graveyard existed prior to the new church being erected. Although there are no remains today and no hard evidence.

15. The domestic silk ribbon trade which had for the first part of the 19th century employed a large proportion of the population had been in decline for some years prior to 1860, but it was decimated in 1858 when all tariffs were removed from the importation of foreign silk products. This was followed by a strike of local ribbon weavers for better pay and conditions. The combined effect was devastating to the local trade. Only a few Warwickshire manufacturers remained specializing in military regalia, medal ribbons, banners, clothes labels, and mass produced factory articles. One Attleborough weaver named Joseph Warner traveled to New Jersey, USA and set up the largest silk clothes label manufacturer in that country which still manufactures the same product today. He worked for the Attleborough weaving firm of  George Leaked & Co. at nos. 20, 21 & 28 Albion Buildings. 

