George Eliot and Nuneaton
By Peter Lee
"A human life should be well rooted in some spot of native land...., a spot where the definiteness of early memories may be inwrought with affection."

George Eliot - Daniel Deronda
2007 marks the 150th anniversary of the publication of George Eliot's book "Scenes of Clerical Life", Three short stories by Mary Ann Evans which were originally published in 1857. They were serialised in the popular literary magazine published by John and William Blackwood of Edinburgh.
"The Real Drama of Evangelicalism - and it has abundance of fine drama for any one who has genius enough to discern and reproduce it - lies among the middle and lower classes," wrote Mary Ann Evans (1819-1880) who went on to become "George Eliot" one of the finest novelists of the Victorian age. Her first series of stories later gathered together in a three-part book "Scenes of Clerical Life" centred on parish if/c in three Nuneaton parishes - Chilvers Coton, Astley and Nuneaton. The middle and lower classes referred to were those in her home district she now painted into those "Scenes of Clerical Life" which was first serialized in Blackwood's Magazine from January to November 1857. At first only a single copy of Blackwood's was circulating in Nuneaton but the recipient of this literary magazine soon noticed allusions to local life and events which seemed to have been written by someone who still lived in the district. For Miss Evans writing under the non-dc plume "George Eliot" remote from her native town and district, in London, who felt safe from any brickbats which this series of stories might bring, was shocked to find an unprecedented storm of trouble brewing Trouble which was as dramatic as anything she might have expected to write about in any future novel. The literary people of Nuneaton went looking for the author. Struggling to find anyone who could have written it they foisted their attention on Joseph Liggins (1801-1872). Joe was probably unique in Nuneaton at that time as having gone to Cambridge, had rusticated, and was now living alone in Attleborough supposedly engaged in writing a book. 
Surprised by the attention he was now receiving and feeling that claiming the authorship might only find him good entry to the best company and largesse in his home district, he foolishly confessed that he was the author. The whole thing got out of hand. Letters were written to Blackwood's complaining that their poor storyteller had not received a penny in royalties from his work.  Various local dignitaries including the Rev. James Quirk the vicar of Attleborough and Charles Holte Bracebridge of Atherstone, a foolish and noisy aristocrat, wrote letters to the Times. In the end Miss Evans had to admit the authorship to put paid to all this nonsense, and that was that. Joe Liggins slipped back into poverty and the people of Nuneaton, Chilvers Coton and Astley back into obscurity.
After George Eliot died in 1880, more and more people started to tour the district looking for local landmarks associated with the stories she had written. In 1888 one such researcher: S. Parkinson wrote a book "Scenes from the "George Eliot" Country" where he wrote.' Nuneaton is neither ignorant of nor indifferent to, the distinction that has come to it by reason of George Eliot associations with the district ...But while you would search the town in vain for a scrap of printed matter, the chances are that the first adult person you met in the street would give you much of the information you required..." and having spent three days visiting the town in the 1880's he came across a local who said: "Oh, yes... .all the people in Scenes of Clerical Life are real. Dead and gone now, but with relatives still living in the town."
The excitement was, however, relatively modest until George Eliot published "Adam Bede". This was her second novel; and it was a hit with the literary classes, including her contemporary novelist: Charles Dickens; even Queen Victoria and Prince Albert wrote in glowing terms of their pleasure in the book. It is not surprising, therefore, that now with Joe Liggins claiming openly to be the author, and lionized by the local population, including members of the local aristocracy, who should have known better than to get involved, that both the publishers and Miss Evans herself, were forced into revealing the true identity of the author. Liggins was consigned to mediocrity and George Eliot twice more delved into Nuneaton town life with such detail and openness. "Felix Holt, the Radical" which was a version of the political events that led to riots in Nuneaton in 1832. It was published in 1866, some 34 years after the event she witnessed in the local streets as a schoolgirl and many of the key players were dead, and memories were fading rapidly. Also "Silas Marner" which appears to be based loosely on the legendary Attleborough character "Teddy" Edward Kem (?1722-1800).
In recent years there has been some attempt in certain quarters to play down the importance of George Eliot's Nuneaton and Chilvers Coton influence. Snobbish bookish people say because she wrote of "Adam Bede" "there is not a single portrait in the book, nor will there be in any future book of mine" that most of her characterisations were the result of "a combination from widely sundered elements of experience". Then her real life characters did not exist. However, she probably wrote that at a time when it seemed unlikely her real identity would be discovered. The Joe Liggins nonsense caused the unravelling of both her true identity of those characters she wrote about. Professor Gordon S. Haight, her principal biographer, wrote: While the background and characters are studied with the careful realism that marks all George Eliot's fiction, the plot is entirely imaginary. This does not hold up either in the case of "Scenes of Clerical Life" or "Felix Holt" which were based on real events that actually took place in Nuneaton on the day of the Great Reform Election of 1832 when the riot act was read, and a Nuneatonian was killed in the melee. However, Prof. Haight also wrote: "Through the perspective of twenty-five years Marian studied the inhabitants of Nuneaton with scientific objectivity."
However, I cannot help but think that if it was not for that rogue, Joe Liggins of Attleborough, who infamously claimed that he wrote "Adam Bede" and "Scenes of Clerical Life" that much of what we know of G.E.'s early influences would have gone un-noticed and un-recorded. It was as though his presence within that community caused local people to track down the original of the characters at the time they were still alive and everything fresh in people's minds. A most fortuitous set of circumstances. But one for which Joe will receive no credit.
A clergyman named Anders from Lincolnshire wrote: "You may easily satisfy yourself of my correctness by inquiring of anyone in that neighbourhood. Mr Liggins himself and the characters he paints in the Scenes of Clerical Life are as familiar there as the twin spires of Coventry.!"
WHO WAS REALLY WHO IN SCENES OF CLERICAL LIFE (1857)

The Sad Fortunes of the Rev. Amos Barton:
Shepperton was Chilvers Coton, Also features in Adam Bede.

Mr. Gilfil's Love Story,

Shepperton is Chilvers Coton, Knebley is Astley.

JANET’S REPENTANCE

Milby is Nuneaton, Paddiford Common is Nuneaton Common, Paddiford is Stockingford

Mr. Baird: Rev. G.W.Stanford, Weddington near Nuneaton.

Amos Barton: Rev. John Gwyther, Chilvers Coton m. Emma (Milly Barton) who died in 1836 leaving seven children. At the time "Scenes" was published John Gwyther was Vicar of Fewston, Otley, Yorkshire. Her grave: "Milly's Grave" is opposite to the main door of Chilvers Coton church and has recently been renovated.

Mr. Bates: Mr. Baines, gardener at Arbury Hall. His cottage stood in the Arbury Estate at the Swanlands. Mr. Brand: Dr. William Harris of Attleborough

Mr. Budd: Mr. Burton the churchwarden.

Luke Byles: John Astley, a grocer and oilman whose shop was in Nuneaton Market Place.

Mr. Carpe: Rev. George Hake, the largely absentee vicar of Chilvers Coton 1829-1844 who also held livings in the Evans family home area of Rocester and Ellastone, Staffs

Sir Anthony Cheveral: Sir Richard Newdigate, 1st. Baronet of Arbury.

Sir Christopher Cheveral: Sir Roger Newdigate (1719-1806).

Lady Henrietta Cheveral: Sir Roger Newdigate's second wife, Hester Margaretta, Lady Newdigate.

Revd. Martin Cleves: Rev. J. Fisher, rector of Caldecote and Higham, Near Nuneaton. One of his eminent

family became the Archbishop of Canterbury who crowned Queen Elizabeth II.

Mr, Crewe: Rev. Hugh Hughes,(l 779-1830) curate of Nuneaton who died in 1830.

Mrs. Janet Dempster: Janet Buchanan wife of James Williams Buchanan.

Lawyer Dempster: James Williams Buchanan (1792-1846)

Mr. A.Duke: Rev. Henry Hake, vicar of Chilvers Coton( 1844-1859), succeeded his father.

Mr. Ely: Rev.W.H.King who succeeded the Rev. Hugh Hughes as curate of Nuneaton, at one time thought to have been the "mysterious" George Eliot, at the time when Nuneaton folk wanted to find the author of these tales of town life. Married Miss Parrott.

Mr. Farquahar: Joseph Harpur who had built Caldwell Hall and owned the smaller estate in Chilvers Coton. George Eliot's teacher and friend, Maria Lewis, became governess to one of Joseph Harpur's sons, the Rev. Latimer Harpur. The Harpur family were related to the Harpur-Crewes of Calke Abbey, but their principal estate was at Burton Latimer in Northamptonshire. By 1850 Miss Lewis had returned to Nuneaton where she was running a boarding school. Caldwell Hall was later occupied by Walter Pearson Evans, George Eliot's nephew; son of Isaac, her brother.

Mr. Fellowes: Rev. Henry Bellairs of Bedworth. Rev. Bellair's son (also Henry) was vicar of Nuneaton. Mr.Fitchett: Mr. Baker, the verger.
Mr. Furness: Rev. W.S.Bucknill, vicar of Burton Hastings, near Attleborough.

Rev. Maynard Gilfil: Rev. Bernard Gilpin Ebdell, vicar of Chilvers Coton,1786-1 828, vicar of Astley, 1789-1828 and Chaplain at Arbury. Married George Eliot's parents at Astley and baptised Miss Evans as a baby..

Mr.Gruby: Thomas Barnacle, grocer in the Market Place, Nuneaton.

Mr. & Mrs. Hackit: Thought to be Mr. & Mrs. Robert Evans, George Eliot's parents, but there was a family of Hacketts at Attleborough, who were involved with Chilvers Coton church; one of whom played the flute in the little band that performed there in the days before an organ. These were known to George Eliot, as both her father and Isaac, her brother had real estate business with them..

Higgins/Liggins: In the original of the story, a Mrs. Liggins, an elderly widow, "well left" who says from the time she was married till Mr. Liggins died, nine years ago come candlemas, I niver was out of black two years together." After the Joe Liggins business, Liggins was dropped and in all subsequent printings the old lady was known as Higgins.

Mr. Jerome:Mr. John Evarard, George Eliot's uncle.

Jonathan Lamb: James Wheway, the parish clerk.

Ben Landor: William Craddock.

Mrs. Linnett: A Mrs. Hill

The Miss Linnetts: Mary and Rebecca, Mrs. Hill's daughters.

Mr. Lowme: Mr. John Towle, Abbey House.

Nancy the servant: Martha Howe

Mr. Oldinport: Charles Newdigate-Newdegate who succeeded at Arbury Hall in 1835 and died unmarried in 1887. It is perhaps significant that she never wrote about her father's employer Francis Parker Newdigate who succeeded Sir Roger Newdigate to the Arbury Estate in 1806.

Mrs. Patten: Mrs. Hutchins or Hutchings.

Mrs. Pettifer: Mrs. John Robinson. The Robinsons lived in Church Street, Nuneaton (Orchard Street in "Scenes"). John Robinson was a blue brick maker and maltster.

Mr. & Mrs. Fred Phipps.: Mr & Mrs. William Bull, local banker partner of William Craddock.

Mr. Pilgrim: Mr. William Bucknill, a Nuneaton surgeon who attended George Eliot's father and 'blooded' him several times, and set six or seven leeches about his kidneys.

Mr. Pittman: George Greenway, partner of Lawyer Dempster. George Greenway had Attleborough Hall built.

Mr. Richard Pratt: The Nuneaton doctor, Mr. Bond.

The Hon & Revd. Mr. Prendergast: The Hon & Rev, Robert Bruce Stopford, absentee vicar of Nuneaton at the time when Rev. Hugh Hughes was curate.

Mrs. Raynor: Mrs Wallington, whose daughter married Lawyer Dempster.

Caterina Sarti: Sarah Shilton, a local miner's daughter with a beautiful voice who was trained at Arbury Hall by Dominico Motta, the music tutor of Hester, Lady Newdigate. In 1801 she married the Rev. B.G.Ebdell.

Mrs. Short: Mrs. Fitchett

Mr. Spratt: Mr. Hackett. One of the Attleborough Hacketts.

Mr. Tomlinson: Thomas Hincks, the rich town miller.

Rev. Edgar Tryan: rev. J.E.Jones, curate at the Chapel of Ease at Stockingford. He was persecuted for his Evangelical Zeal. Died in 1831 aged 34. Buried at Withington in Gloucestershire.

Mrs. Wagstaff: The Wagstaffs were another prominent Nuneaton and Bedworth family. A Thomas Wagstaff was the landlord of the Bull Hotel (The Red Lion) in "Scenes of Clerical Life".

Capt. Wybrow: Sir Roger Newdigate's nephew.

ADAM BEDE (Published 1858)

Adam Bede: Robert Evans, George Eliot's father

Seth Bede: Samuel Evans, George Eliot's father's brother

With the exception of these characters, which were known locally, all events took place in Derbyshire and Staffordshire.

MILL ON THE FLOSS (Published 1860)

Lucy Deane: Christiana Evans, George Eliot's sister, born 1814 at Griff.  Died at Attleborough in 1859. Susan Deane: Ann Garner, sister of George Eliot's mother, Christiana; who married George Garner of Sole End, Astley.

Jane Glegg: Mrs. Mary Evarard, wife of John Evarard; formerly Mary Pearson, sister of George Eliot's mother. George Eliot's sister inherited the Evarard's house at Attleborough when Mary died.

Bob Jakin: William Jacques who lived near to the Evans in a cottage recently completely renovated at Griff, with a thatched roof near the Griffin Inn.

Mrs. Pullet: Wife of Richard Johnson of Marston Jabbett near Bedworth.

Edward Tulliver: said to be similar in temperament to Thomas Hollick, the son in law of Thomas Hincks: (Mr. Tomlinson), who took over the town mill when Mr. Hincks died.

Thomas Tulliver: said to be based on childhood memories of her brother: Isaac Pearson Evans.
SILAS MARNER (1861)

Silas Marner: Probably based on the legendary Attleborough recluse: Teddy Kem, who George Eliot may have seen in her early childhood, when she was at Miss Lathom's school at Attleborough. The vision of a lonely linen weaver who had a farm on the outskirts of the village and was an outcast from the local population. There are parallels between the Kern Legend and the Silas Marner story.

FELIX HOLT THE RADICAL (1866)

Felix Holt: "heir to nothing better than quack medicine, his mother lived in a back street in Treby Magna (Nuneaton)".North Loamshire is North Warwickshire. Identity of this character still to be made although in the 1830's there were three "Chymists and Druggists in Nuneaton - John Butcher, Market Place, John Warner, Silver Street - now Bridge Street, and Thomas Iliffe, Market Place.

Harold Transome: Dempster Heming, a former recorder of Calcutta, who returned to his home in the Nuneaton area, and having amassed great wealth purchased Caldecote Hall. Caldecote was the scene of a famous skirmish during the Civil War when it was owned by William Purefoy. The Purefoys are depicted as the Durfey family in Felix Holt.

The identities of many of these characters were made in the 19th. Century and were well known to Nuneaton, Chilvers Coton and Attleborough townspeople. Further identification has been made by the writer a continuing process • with the help of Alan Cook.
