PARSON WOODFORDE
SOCIETY

Quarterly Journal

MARY BARHAM JOHNSON
b. 1895
(see inside, pp. 20-22)
by kind permission of
the Eastern Evening News, Norwich

VOL. XVIII, NO. 4 WINTER 1985



I leant upon a coppice-gate
When Frost was spectre-gray,
And Winter’s dregs made desolate
The weakening eye of day.
The tangled bine-stems scored the sky
Like strings of brcken lyres,
And all mankind that haunted nigh
Had sought their household fires . . .

At once a voice arose among
The bleak twigs overhead

In a full-hearted evensong
Of joy illimited;

An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small,
in blast-beruffled plume,

Had chosen thus to fling his soul
Upon the growing gloom.

So little cause for carollings
Of such ecstatic sound

Was written on terrestrial things
Afar or nigh around,

That I could think there trembled through
His happy good-night air

Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew
And I was unaware.

— The Darkling Thrush (dated 31st
December 1900) in The Collected

Poems of Thomas Hardy — Macmillan
1968.

See inside, Parson Woodforde and Nancy, p. 40.
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EDITORIAL

It is reasonable, I think, from time to time to stop and
contemplate the position of the Society, both looking back on
our history from the vantage point of the present day, and
forward to what remains still to be done. Our financial state is
much sounder than it used to be, thanks to the sterling work of
our Chairman. Tne number of subscribing members keeps up
well. While discussion and elucidation of James Woodforde’s
diary must be the main task of the Journal, the policy of
extending the boundaries of relevancy to include much that was
part of his familiar world, without his necessarily having been
directly concerned in it, has I hope preserved us from the
parochialism which dogs so many Societies formed to celebrate
one particular figure in history or literature.

But the diary must come first. With the appearance of our latest
publication, Ansford Diary III, the complete text of the diary
for another three years, 1766-1768, is made available. The
usual detailed notes not only make some expressions more
immediately intelligible for modern readers but also do some-
thing to provide a historical background to the diarist’s life in
those years.

The successor to this volume is already far enough advanced for
five-sixths of its text to be in the fair copy provided by the typist.
It may be thought that by producing at such a speed we are in
danger of outstripping our possibilities in the matter of publi-
cation. The point is surely that, while a given portion of the
diarist’s text in the rough-typed stage is no more than archive
material, the availability of fair copies which have been
provided for the printer must count among the important assets
of the Society.

It is naturally disappointing that, after so many years, the
general reading public’s impression of Woodforde is still by and
large that created by the Beresford edition. No text-book on
eighteenth century social history is now complete without one
or two quotations from the diary; but they continue to be about
food, or the kind put in to provide a little comic light relief. It is
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true that a reader looking for serious discussion of Woodforde’s
life and times will not find much of it outside the pages of the
Journal. All the same, it is better for such writing to be there
than nowhere at all, which would have been the case if the
Society had not come into being.

- R L. WINSTANLEY

Editor

GEOFFREY GRIGSON

Mr. Geoffrey Grigson, the poet, died on 25 November, aged
80. His family came from Cornwall, where he was born.
Readers of the Beresford edition will perhaps recollect “ A M.
Grigson, a young Clergyman”, whom Woodforde met at Mr.
Bodham’s on 22/5/1781. He was never married; but Geoffrey
Grigson was a direct descendant of his brother.

Grigson was a many-sided man. Indeed, his standing as a poet
might well have been higher if it had not been for his remarkable
diversity of interests. He was a literary journalist of great skill,
compiler of anthologies, editor, critic. As the Times has said,
he was ‘““a man of letters” in the broadest sense of that term.
Perhaps his keenest interests lay in the direction of English
romantic poetry and painting, and especially their relationship
to the landscape. He had a great love for our countryside, on
which he was a first-hand authority; while unlike many
historians he had an understanding and appreciation of natural
history that matched his knowledge of the human past.

No doubt we in the Society were a trifle disappointed that so
intelligent and sensitive a man did not show more sympathy
with Parson Woodforde. In a review of the latest reimpression
of Beresford put out by O.U.P., Grigson called the diarist a
glutton of gluttons, this harsh verdict appearing in the headline
above the article. My letter, pointing out that it is impossible to
tell whether anyone is a glutton until one knows how much he
eats, of which there is no direct evidence in the diary to enable
us to judge, elicited no reply.

Mr. Grigson was married three times. His third wife, by whom
he is survived, was Jane Grigson, the noted cookery expert. Our
sympathy is extended to her in her sad bereavement. (ed.)
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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES

Your committee will be meeting shortly to discuss the future of
our annual Gathering. Following that meeting you will be asked
to indicate your views. Meanwhile, I renew my invitation to any
member who has proposals or suggestions for the committee’s
consideration, to write to me immediately.

As promised, details of the Society’s new volume of previously
unpublished diary material are enclosed with this Journal.
Printing is already well advanced and copies will be despatched
as soon as can be arranged. This volume contains two indices,
one for the years covered by the text and, in addition, a very
useful index for the two earlier Ansford volumes. Members are
reminded that it may not be possible to maintain the pre-
publication price after the end of the year, so please order early.

Members may be interested to hear of the production of a
greetings card to be sold in aid of St. Andrew’s, Ansford, the
church so well known to James Woodforde. The cards are of
two kinds, a plain card bearing no message and one with a
simple Christmas greeting. The cards are illustrated with a
pencil drawing of St. Andrew’s by a local artist. Copies, at
£1.25 for 10, with envelopes, may be obtained from Mr.
R. L. C. Goodall, 23 Woodforde Green, Ansford, Castle Cary,
BA7 7LD.

I write these notes in November but by the time they are in your
hands Christmas and 1986 will be almost upon us. Your
Society can be justly proud of the fact that the year so nearly
over saw a successful Norfolk Gathering, the continuation of
our long term plan to make the full diary text available and,
thanks to our tireless editor, a Journal which maintains a
constant, superlative standard. I hope that we may anticipate
an equally good year in 1986. May I extend to all members,
their families and friends, traditional good wishes for both
Christmas and the New Year, together with the hope that the
diaries and our Journal will continue to give pleasure.

~ G. H. BUNTING

Chairman



TALES OF TWO PLAYERS

When Goldsmith in one of his essays made use of the phrase
“Bloody work at Drury Lane”, he was of course alluding to the
fictional violence which was mimed and declaimed, night after
night, upon the boards, in the melodramatic productions so
favoured by eighteenth century audiences. Still, I think actors
have often shown a tendency to be influenced in their personal
conduct by the roles they played on stage, and it may have been
that the atmosphere of histrionic mayhem they breathed helped
occasionally to produce real, not simulated, blood, wounds and
death. Heroic tragedy deals by definition with the actions of the
hero; that is, aggressive hyper-masculine behaviour which was
held up as an ideal to be followed and imitated. It is of course
possible that the two persons featured here, both notably bad-
tempered and quarrelsome by nature, would have been much
the same, whatever the way they had chosen to earn their living.
But it is likely also that their avocation was not, in the
circumstances of the time, one best suited to develop qualities
of restraint and self-control. So much, then, for a preamble to
our pair of related stories of the Georgian theatre.

James Quin, the illegitimate son of a barrister and grandson of a
mayor of Dublin, was born in the actors’ parish of Covent
Garden, London, in 1693. His mother called herself a widow
but appears to have had a husband, whose name was Grinsell,
living at that date, and a son by him. After the death of his father
in 1710 Quin brought an action in Chancery against this half-
brother, for the recovery of his patrimony. It is difficult to see
what claim he could have had, as the law respecting legitimacy
stood at that time; and in any case Quin lacked the money to
continue the suit. It was about this time that he first went on the
stage, at the Smock Alley theatre in Dublin. By 1714 or early
1715 he had effected his transition to the great London theatre
at Drury Lane.

Although his fame was overshadowed by the spectacular career
of his younger rival Garrick, he was a successful and popular
actor, well-known on the London stage for well over 30 years.
He had a considerable reputation as an eccentric and joker, and
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appears under his own name as one of the characters in
Smollett’s Humphry Clinker (1771). He was a man of some
cultural pretensions, and as such one of the notorious ‘““‘im-
provers” of Shakespeare, with which his time abounded:

Mr. Quin had, during the course of his acting, from his judgment
of the English language and the knowledge of the history of
Great Britain, corrected many mistakes which our immortal
bard Shakespeare had by oversight, or the volatileness of his
genius, suffered to creep into his works; he also changed many
obsolete phrases in his favourite poet . . .

Well, we know what this sort of thing amounted to. For
example, Macbeth’s desperate cry to the soldier: The devil
damn thee black, thou cream-faced loon! Where got’st thou
that goose-look? became Friend, what means thy change of
countenance? — which sounds rather like Dr. Thorne enquiring
why his patient doesn’t look very well! Contemporary plays, of
course, were mostly written in the stilted and unnatural
language thought appropriate for the high drama. It was very
different, as we shall see, from the way the actors actually spoke
when they were off duty.

However, Quin’s efforts as a linguistic reformer and his stage
reputation brought him to the notice of the Prince of Wales,
history’s ““poor Fred”, who took him on as tutor in the English
language to the royal children. They acted in plays under his
direction. When the young George III made his first speech
from the throne and was praised in Quin’s hearing for the way it
was delivered, he *“cried outin a kind of ecstasy —* Ay — I taught
the boy to speak.” ”’. Quin remained on the stage until his late
fifties. Then he retired to Bath where, with an annuity of £200
and “two thousand more in the funds™, later supplemented by a
pension from the king, he lived in comfort until his death in
1766. He was buried in the Abbey church, Garrick himself
contributing the rhymed inscription on his tomb.

Almost at once there appeared a little book with the title of 7he
Life of Mr. James Quin, Comedian, dedicated to Garrick. We
have already cited a passage from this source. The D.N.B.
writer had a low opinion of it, calling it *“a lying biography”. In
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'spite of that he accepted a story from it, to the effect that Quin
killed a fellow-actor named Williams, ‘“a native of Wales”, ina
sort of informal duel “under the Piazza” at Covent Garden,
which was indeed a notable duelling place. But if we credit this
we must then accept that Quin took the life of two people and
was tried twice, both trials ending in the same verdict. I think it
is a fiction concocted by a writer who knew hardly anything
about Quin’s life. Aware that the actor had been tried for
murder, he no doubt found it easier to invent an anecdote than to
research the facts. There is not a word in the Life about the real
happening. For this the primary source is a book which
appeared in 1721, entitled 4 Compleat Collection of Remark-
able Tryals of the most Notorious Malefactors at the Sessions
House in the Old Bailey, from the year 1706, to the last
Sessions 1720. The part of this compilation which refers to
Quin was added as a supplement by the editor of the 1887
reprint of the Life.

I think there is an immediacy and a vividness about trial
depositions which are unmatched in any other historical
document. Out of the amorphous and largely forgotten past
there emerge scenes of a sudden dazzling clarity, as ordinary
people respond to pressure to remember in detail what they saw
and heard, what they said and did, during one very short space
of time. Even the slight variations between one testimony and
another, the different emphasis put upon the same sequence of
events by prosecution and defence witnesses, highlight the
accuracy of the whole and its essential truth.

James Quin was indicted for “ The Murther of William Bowen,
Gent., on the 17th of April, 1718, by giving him one mortal
Wound with a Sword on the right side of his Belly, of the
breadth of one Inch and the depth of four Inches, of which
Wound he languished till the 20th, and then Died”.

On the afternoon of that day, between 4 and 5 o’ clock, Quin
and Bowen, a fellow-actor, sat in the ‘“Fleece Tavern Corn-
hill”, drinking and arguing. As a witness was to testify, they
“put pretty smartly upon one another with cutting jests””. With
some asperity they criticized each other’s theatrical perfor-
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sometimes saucy or sulky, it was by no means always so. Her
capacity for sympathy was not exhausted, and the parson drew
upon it more than he realized. Mr. Woodforde was past the age
when he delighted to give her presents and he had not many
good words for her. But once, on New Year’s Day 1796, when
he turned over to her the annual ten pounds due her, he added
ten shillings, as he had not done for years. She had happened to
please him that day.

The years brought changes among the villagers. With appre-
hension the parson marked the illness of his old parish clerk,
James Smith, who had been with him since the first Sunday at
Weston. Mr. Woodforde would go to visit him and leave a
shilling. In his time he had had his troubles with James; the clerk
had been a ““shocking Hand” at leading the singing; upon one
occasion he had been guilty of digging a grave too short for the
coffin, and the burial service had been interrupted. ‘I gave it to
James,”” Mr. Woodforde had recorded at the time. But that was
long ago, and now the clerk was going fast to his last home, and
an old relationship was coming to an end. The parson continued
to send the clerk money and food. It was when he was away in
Somerset that he learned of his death.

The servants had not been changed for a long time. Ben Leggett
still went to Norwich and did the buying and selling for the
household. Betty Dade had been head female servant for years
and a dependable one; when the parson and Nancy had been
away i Somerset, Betty had taken things into her own hands
and had discharged a servant for the customary foible among
female servants. The matter had been ““very well managed by
Betty,” the parson remarked, and he gave her a new gown. He
could not be so enthusiastic about Briton, still his personal
servant, who would come home “muzzed” and be discharged,
but would manage to stay on nevertheless.

It was only near the end of the diary that the equinamity of the
servant quarters was seriously disturbed. When the steady-
going Betty Dade fell ill and was not easily cured, Nancy
suspected a love affair with Ben, and that he had been
neglecting her. “I'hope,” wrote Mr. Woodforde with a suspicion
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he should not have allowed himself, ‘“he hath not been too
intimate with her.”

Betty could guess that there would soon be a change at the
parsonage. She had once been engaged to a farmer’s son who
had died, and had remained on friendly terms with the farmer
and his wife. But she was now thirty-six and may have thought it
best to choose the least of evils among husbands and secure a
home of her own. The parson was unsure what was happening
to Betty. Only death would curb his curiosity about those
around him. Now he heard that Ben had scolded Betty for
accepting Tom Leggett, his cousin, now that Betty had accep-
ted Ben, and again that Betty was going to marry Tom. Unless
some antiquarian searches among parish records we shall
hardly learn at what decision Betty arrived.

We have come to the parson’s last years. In novels those years
are often pictured as graced by serenity. The hero looks out
upon life with detachment, his tongue utters wisdom, he is
surrounded by troops of friends. It is seldom that way in diaries.
In those accounts it is likely to be the least heroic phase of life, a
phase which the kindly reader hurries over.

Mr. Woodforde’s last years, from the time he was fifty-seven till
his death at sixty-three, were not his best. In 1797, when the
parson was fifty-seven, he was so sick that his brother and
sister-in-law were summoned from Somerset. According to his
own account, as he wrote it afterwards, he had been quite
senseless. He recovered, but he was not what he had been. He
had fainting spells; he had to be supported coming downstairs;
he lay awake almost all night or so he thought, as old men will
think. But he always felt better after dinner or when he drank
some brandy. He could no longer take any part in the life of the
community, but he still kept tab on what went on in the church.
His natural force was abating, but his interest in his world had
not waned.

Yet his mind was chiefly concerned with his illness. Like many
old men he began to suffer from fear. Death he did not mention,
but he drew a hand with a long pointed finger on the page of his
diary opposite the comment on his health, “My Spirits or the
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Vis Vitae almost extinguished.” That was only ten months
before his death.

He did not seem to be preparing himself for another world, as
might have been expected. His parishioners he had watched
fade slowly towards their end and had comforted them with the
hope of a future life. That comfort, if his diary is to be trusted, he
did not now seek for himself. No doubt he believed sincerely
enough in the next world, but he was a sick man; it took an act of
imagination to envisage the hereafter, and he was too ill for such
effort. He had nothing to fall back upon but thoughts of himself.

He expected increasing attention and sympathy from Nancy
and even resented her occasional goings-out. She continued to
be “pert” and “saucy’ and ““sulky”’; he now called her ““Miss
Woodforde”, and wrote: “A. M. W. when she came Down-
stairs never asked me how I did or took the least Notice of my
being so lame or anything else.”” No doubt Nancy with all her
helpfulness found it hard to respond to constant calls for
sympathy. She avoided church a good deal, and her uncle,
eager to learn who had been present, was inclined to find fault
with her about that. Twice he delayed giving her the ten pounds
that was due her at the New Year.

But Nancy was not so dependent upon him as hitherto. With
surprise the reader learns that Nancy had come into more than a
thousand pounds and was investing it carefully. Only in the old-
fashioned novels does the heroine fare so well. It was again a
pleasure for Nancy to buy things, for the Custances had come
back from Bath. Mrs. Custance had given her a Camperdown
bonnet, and Nancy bought for herself a “picknick Bonnett’
which drew praise from her appreciative friend at Weston
House, who had seen nothing like it in Norwich. Nancy had her
mantua-maker, now one in London, make up for her a blue and
white muslin gown.

The old days occasionally impinged upon the present. The
Custances would ask Nancy over for a meal, but guests there
were fewer. Mr. Custance was often over to see the parson, and
the two would compare symptoms. The Squire was far from
well and had ceased drinking port. The Custance young people
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dropped in frequently at Weston parsonage. The Townshends
and the Bacons remembered old acquaintance by occasional
calls or inquiries. Mrs. Bodham was still living at Mattishall,
the last of the old clerical set with whom the parsonage had
exchanged dinners, and Nancy kept in touch with her. Mr.
Maynard was still about, but to the parson he looked weather-
beaten and oid. That Mr. Jeans who had cut such a figure and
given so many dinners, was reported to be in the King’s Bench
prison, and we may guess that Mr. Woodforde was not
saddened by that mystery of Providence. It was indeed a
memory of earlier days when Betsy Davie appeared for a
moment on the scene. Mrs. Shrimpton was her name now, and
the Shrimptons lived in a genteel way in Suffolk. Mr. Shrimp-
ton, to be sure, was a Dissenter, but the parson noted
nevertheless that the Shrimptons came in a *“genteel Whiskey”’,
that is, a kind of small carriage then fashionable, and that they
had a servant in attendance. If Nancy was pleased to see Betsy
again, her uncle does not mention it, nor what had become of
Mrs. Davie.

In the summer of 1802, the parson was in bad shape. His legs
and thighs were swollen as if from dropsy and a weak heart. On
17 October he set down his last entry in the diary: *“Very weak
this morning, scarce able to put on my Cloaths and with great
difficulty get downstairs with help. Mr. Dade read prayers and
preached this morning at Weston church. Nancy at church. Mr.
and Mrs. Custance and Lady Bacon at church. Dinner to-day,
roast beef, etc.” His last entry was of Weston church, of the
Custances, of Nancy and of roast beef.

The following New Year's Day (1803) he died. Nancy,
uprooted in mid-life, journeyed to London to visit her artist
brother and then went to live out her days in Somerset,
becoming known to a wide connection as Great-Aunt Anne.
We can imagine that she forgot her uncle’s weaknesses and was
always ready to talk of his virtues to such grand-nieces and
grand-nephews as would listen. She died at Castle Cary in 1830
and was buried in the old home village of Ansford. She could
not have guessed that her uncle had made her a minor immortal,
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but she would have enjoyed being a character in a book and
would have deemed it ““a very sensible thing.”

With a Woodforde sense of the proprieties she had had a
monument to her uncle put up in Weston church and you may
see it there to this day. She need not have done so. The parson
had set down on paper a record that will outlast even the fabric
of Weston Church.

NOTES AND QUERIES

Curious

Mrs. Irene Fleming writes:

This word continues to produce controversial references
(Journal Vol. XVII, No. 4, p. 42). Couldn’t it also carry
the meaning of “unusual”? Marvell’s poem, The Garden
(1681), admittedly a hundred years earlier, has *“the Nectaren
and curious Peach”, which surely implies something out of
the ordinary — odd; and the Concise O. E. D. has this meaning
too.

The book containing the Christie Catalogues is prefaced: “a
reprint of the original catalogues of one year’s curious pro-
duction of the Chelsea Porcelain Manufacturory . . .”". These
lots of porcelain contained a wide variation of styles, definitely
not ““odd” but certainly “well-made”. The solution, if there can
be one, might be found in the altering use of words through the
centuries. For example, ‘wainscot’ and ‘deal’ began as trade
terms and then, when adopted by the general public, the
. meaning expanded. Thus, when reading such words in the
diaries, one has to consider which way Woodforde is using the
word; probably not as a trade term.

Tea and Coffee
Mrs. Fleming has obtained the following information from an
expert in Oriental and English porcelain:
You did not use the same cups for both drinks: sets of 12
coffee cups with handles, 12 tea bowls and 12 saucers were
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sold. The saucers were used with both coffee cups and tea
bowls, which is why there was no indentation on the saucer.
It is thought that the English were the first to put handles on
tea bowls.

The very great reduction in the tax on tea after 1794 resulted
in an enormous increase in tea imports and tea drinking, so
that by 1800 the imports trebled those of 1782, and by 1841
had doubled again. The cheapness of tea as a drink in the first
half of the nineteenth century made the potteries increase the
size of cups and put on handles.

Tea in the eighteenth century was probably drunk from a
bowl in the Chinese manner, holding the bowl near the rim
with thumb and first finger, so that with practice it was
possible to drink hot tea from a bowl. Coffee cups always had
handles, so there was no problem there. Some ofthe potteries
were still making tea bowls well into the nineteenth century.
There are interesting examples in the galleries of English
China in the Victoria and Albert Museum.

New College and Its Fellowships

I have received a letter from a correspondent requesting
information about the system whereby Scholars on the Foun-
dation at Winchester were selected to become Fellows of New
College, Oxford. This subject has already been aired more than
once in the pages of the Journal; but for the benefit of members
who may be interested in James Woodforde’s Oxford career
and perhaps joined the Society after the Journals concerned
had all appeared, I am adding a brief note which I hope will
satisfy enquirers.

At the Winchester Election, which in Woodforde’s time nearly
always took place in the first week of September and occupied
two days, boys in the Sixth form and part of the Fifth were
examined and placed in order, not so much of merit as of the
amount of influence which their families possessed, on the
“Roll ad Oxon.” Each year’s Roll was valid for only a limited
period, and ran from the time of one Election to a date seven
weeks before the next. From this list vacancies occurring
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through death or resignation within the allotted time were filled.
The intake of the especially favoured ‘“Founder’s Kin” can-
didates was so regulated that two of them were presented each
year, and given the first two places on the Roll, this making their
acceptance at Oxford virtually certain. For the others, whether
or not they got in was purely a matter of luck. Woodforde was
seventh on the Roll in a year in which there were eight
vacancies. Had there been only six he would have stayed at
Oriel, where he had already been enrolled by his father; and, of
course, would never have been rector of Weston Longyville.

Arriving at Oxford, the “Founder’s Kin” entrants became
Fellows at once. The rest were called Scholars, and had to wait
until two probationary years were up before being formally
granted their Fellowships, two years to the day after they had
been accepted by the College. It was not the case, as Dr.
Hargreaves-Mawdsley appears to have thought, that there were
two lists, one for Fellows and one for Scholars, and that a
vacancy in the ranks of the former was filled up from the latter.
The system did not work like that at all, since the Scholars were
from the moment of their acceptance regarded as already
Fellows in embryo, the two years’ probation being seen as a
simple formality. The list written down in the diary by
Woodforde in 1759, just after he had become a Scholar, which
covers the full complement of 70 and includes his own name
and that of other Scholars, is headed Index nominorum socium
Novi Collegii, or “List of names of Fellows . . .”". The real
importance of the formally granted distinction was that its
possession allowed the Fellow to take part in the annual share-
out of the College profits. When Woodforde was registered in
the College records as a Fellow, on 21 July 1761, his name was
accompanied by those of the three other people who had been
admitted as Scholars with him. Tt hardly needs saying that there
was no single vacancy occurring at the time, let alone four.

R. L. Winstanley

*

Letters and enquiries to: Mrs. Cynthia Brown, 14 Seckford
Street, WOODBRIDGE, Suffolk, IP2 4LY.
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