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(Reprinted from The Observer, November 2nd, 1877).
“My native country thou that so brave spirits has bred,

“If there be virtues yet remaining in thy earth,

“Or any good of thine thou bred’st into my birth,

“Accept it as thy own whilst now I sing of thee,

“Of all thy later brood the unworthiest though I be.”

MICHAEL DRAYTON – “Polyolbion” – 1563-1613

NUNEATON has no history. The bold survey in Doomsday Book, Dugdale’s laborious but scanty chronicle, a chance allusion is some old monastic charters, a passing note by some obscure gazetteer, and the census returns for the present century, these are about all the materials which Learned Accuracy has placed on record concerning it. Some few dry hard scraps of fact, here a name and there a date, Learned Accuracy has painfully gathered and duly docketed and pigeon-holed. But of living History in whose ashes linger yet the wonted fires of the dead ages, there is none. Perhaps none is possible. Yet ringing down from “the spacious times of great Elizabeth” comes the quaint verse of rare old Michael Drayton with which I gave headed this column. To him, Warwickshire bred and born, for he first breathed English air hard by at Hartshill, this corner of England was classic ground. The “Sweet Anker,” as he sings elsewhere, was his Helicon. Town and Village, Grange and Hall, were full of stirring memories. There was virtue in its very earth, “so brave spirits had it bred.” It was to him the very “Heart of England” beating strongly and bravely in unionism with all great and noble…

…Saxons should meet by night to hatch treason against their oppressors. By the cruel forest laws to shoot a deer in Arden was held a graver crime than to kill a man. It was a sin for which there was no forgiveness. The followers of the Norman lords harried and wasted this valley, as they harried and wasted every tract in broad England where beeves and corn could be lifted or maids and matrons found to be forced with their lawless pleasure. Darkness was upon the land, a darkness that might be felt. A single name which the learned research of the Rev. W. H. Warner has discovered in some old deed flashes like the gleam of a Freeman’s sword in the thick gloom. In Coton (the Wood Town from Coed a wood, as Eaton is the Water Town) was formerly a wood bearing the name of Hereward, son of Earl Leofric and Godiva, the last of the English who withstood the Conqueror’s power. How came that wood by its name? Was it only from some daring freak of Hereward's boisterous youth, when he had slipped away with his wild house-cares from the surveillance of his pious mother at Coventry? Or better still, may we not believe that in his heroic manhood, he sought and found kindred spirits who oppression had not cowed, here, where the memory of his Mother’s deed dwelt fresh in the hearts of a grateful people? Here perhaps, under the merry Greenwood tree, Hereward planned some of those swift surprises and daring sallies which made him the dread of the Normans, and procured for him among the English Peasantry the loving name of England’s Darling. In vain, Brave Hearts, ye fought! The Norman sat too firmly in his seat; the Saxon was too sluggish to unhorse his mailed rider. Had there been four Hereward’s, id the popular voice, Saxon England had preserved its freedom. There was one, and all the record left of him here in the County which gave him birth, is his name once given to a wood whose trees are ashes and whose site is forgotten.


Not long did Eaton lordship remain in the family who received it from the Conqueror. The great nobles by force or fraud possessed themselves of the estates of the lesser gentry; and before the death of Henry I Eaton was a fief of the powerful Earl Robert of Mellent and Leicester whose broad manors stretched far and wide across the Midlands. In the war-like and troubled days of Stephen, about 1153, this Earl’s son Robert, called Bossu or the Hunchback, founded here, for the peace of his soul and the soul of his Ancestors, a goodly monastery for Nuns (Benedictines) of the order of Fontevraud. Twenty years later, if I mistake not, this same Robert Hunchback had quarrelled with his liege lord Henry II and was outlawed and exiled from England. Gathering a force of Flemings, in the year 1173 the angry Earl, breathing war and vengeance, re-landed on the cost of Suffolk; was met at Fornham on the banks of the Lark and perished fighting there among the marshes, he and his Flemish hirelings. His Countess, who had shared his exile and his rash adventure, fled hither to Eaton – henceforth Nun-Eaton – and renouncing the world, now empty of fame and honour and affection, became a simple nun in the house her lord had founded, and there died. In the recent excavations on the site of the Abbey preparatory to building the New Church, some stone coffins were uncovered which contained the bones of dead nuns. If these ghastly jaws, now “quite chap-fallen,” could have spoken, they might have told the story of the daily round of prayer and penance in the sombre Abbey Walls; how some fled hither for shelter from the lust of licentious nobles, some with high ecstatic visions of saintly perfection; others bruised and sinful to hide their shame; and more to dream away in idle reverie the hours given by God for labour before the “night cometh when none cane work.” They might have told of the poor crowding the Abbey Gate or Alms; of weddings in the porch of the Abbey Church and dowers given there to happy brides; of pleasant days in Summer time, when the Prioress and the sisterhood, each with a spindle and distaff, sat spinning in the great quadrangle, rejoicing to escape for one brief hour from the narrowing nunnery walls, and to breathe the free air of the wide heavens.

Like a tale that is told, - shall I say like a tale that never can be told? – Prior and Prioress, the Nun in her cell, the beggar at the gate, have passed away. Through the long War of the Roses the wealth of the Abbey was increased by terrified women who sought its shelter, and Men of War who thought thereby to buy heaven at a price. The smoke of the Battle of Bosworth Field might have been seen from the high tower of the Abbey Church. After the fight, Richmond’s victorious army marched through Nuneaton on its way from Leicester to Coventry, and this was one of the first English Towns to hail him King of England. It was in the time of his son Henry the Eighth that Townsfolk, gathered round the Market Cross, shook their sage heads and shrugged their shoulders mysteriously, as they canvassed the doings of certain strange gentlemen who visited the Abbey, and fluttered the doves in the dovecot there with all sorts of inconvenient questions. Over in Germany a storm raised by the Monk Luther had broken on the Church, and these Royal Commissioners were the stormy Petrels who foretold that the tempest travelled hitherward. The Printing Press had brought within the reach of common men that Book which to them was not merely a text book for sermons or lass-book for schoolboys, but the very Word of the Living God. Masses and images, forms and ceremonies, were tried by it and found to be not the visible embodiment of God’s Church on earth, but loathsome idols polluting the Holy of Holies. The awakened conscience of England rejected the popedom and its hypocrisies, broke down its images, wrecked its goodly houses, and destroyed the carved work of its temples. Nuneaton Abbey fell with other likewise endowments. The Nuns were dismissed with a yearly pittance, its manors were given to laymen, its church dismantled, and in a few years sheep grazed in its aisles, and cattle were foddered under the shadow of its broken columns.

Not until the spirit of that purer faith which had its birth among the wreck of ancient forms had been tried in the very fire. Through Nuneaton Market Place, Robert Glover, a pious gentleman of Mancetter, was dragged to Coventry to give a reason for the faith that was in him. Our own forefathers flocked thither; some with morbid curiosity to see the burning, others, grave men who met is secret to study the Word, to strengthen the Martyr’s faith by their presence and their prayers.


I linger to recall the memory of one pure soul who perished in these troublous times. In the days of Edward the Sixth I suppose some honest mercer or skilled craftsman of Nuneaton whose business took him to Astley Castle. He might have been there, seated beneath the shadowing arms of an oak which had flourished in Arden for a thousand years, a girl of sweet and noble presence. Rapt on the pages of some antique volume, her spirit flushing the fair girlish face as she drinks in “words that breathe and thoughts that burn” she is all unconscious of our honest tradesman’s presence until he is close upon her. His footsteps, rustling among the fallen leaves, break the spell, and she looks up in sweet confusion tempered by noble dignity of manners.

“Girl never breathed to rival such a rose


“Rose never blew that equalled such a bud.”

A few years later when gossips at the alehouse talked of Wyatt’s rebellion and how, brave in the hour of death, as she was lovely in her life, the Lady Jane Grey had perished by the headsman’s axe, out townsman tells how he surprised her once in the park, and his voice breaks and his eyes grow dim with not unmanly tears.

Time and shortening space warn me to hasten this chapter of unwritten history. When the Invincible Armada of Spain threatened the faith and liberties of England, high on Tuttle Hill, and answered from the heights of Charnwood, flamed the warning beacon which calls to arms the Yeomen of Warwickshire and Leicester. In the outbreak of the Civil War, Rupert’s dreaded horsemen swept by, flushed with victory from Worcester fight, and were held at bay for three long anxious days by the brave lady of Caldecote and her servants. Doubtless our schoolboys helped to whistle James the Second from his throne to the tune of Lullibullero, and the terror inspired by Charles Edward’s luckless raid survives in the proverbial expression by which anxious mothers describe their destructive and unruly brood as “Rebels of Derby.”

Old Hutton, the historian of Birmingham, who visited Nuneaton in 1741, describes the town as “in the dominion of sleep.” The inhabitants he said seemed to creep along as if afraid that the street should seem empty. But that eighteenth century was a sleepy godless unbelieving age. Its slumber was broken by the crash of falling thrones and uprooting of ancient empires which accompanied the French Revolution. Here as elsewhere Jacobin orators talked quasi-treason in obscure pot-houses. Well-to-do tradesmen and substantial Yeomen showed their zeal for public order by pledging Church and State at the Market Ordinary at the Bull. The joy bells rang out from the old Church tower as tidings came of victory on the Nile or at Trafalgar. The peace of 1814 was celebrated by roasting of oxen and sheep in Chancery Lane and Abbey Street, and broaching of mighty casks of home-brewed ale. A few years ago the Bull arch-way thronged on pension days by maimed veterans, who could tell how the breach of Badajoz was stormed, or how Napoleon’s cavalry were shattered and broken on the solid British squares at Waterloo.
In all the past history of our country, Nuneaton has borne its part. It has also shared in the social and political movements of our own time. 

