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GLIMPSES OF VICTORIAN LIFE PART 3
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The term middle class, then as now, embraced a wide section of the population. A skilled artisan may well have
earned more, and enjoyed a higher standard of living than a low paid clerk, but the clerk would have regarded
himself as having the higher status. At the top end of the middle classes, wealthy industrialists amassed large
fortunes, and lived more affluent lives than many impoverished aristocratic families whose wealth often depended
on falling land values.

The most important indicator of one's middle class status was the employment of a domestic servant. These were
cheap and plentiful. A workhouse child as young as eight years of age could be employed for little more than her
keep, and would be expected to do all the dirty and heavy work about the house. Nevertheless many low paid men
could not afford a live-in servant, and might only be able to employ a 'daily’ woman to help with the housework. The
wife and daughters would work teaching social graces rather than
alongside their hired help to any useful accomplishments. A girl
ensure the smooth running of the would be taught to read, knit, sew,
household, but to preserve the and if she had the aptitude, to paint,
illusion of idle respectability sing and play the piano. It was
+aprons and dusters would be considered ill advised, if not
whisked away if 'company' called. downright dangerous, to educate a
girl to a higher standard. Sarah
Stickney Ellis, a popular writer for
women, expressed the widely held
view that there was no point in
educating women since 'men have
done everything before, and done it
better'. However, she did concede
that 'It is quite possible that you (the
girl) might have more talent (than
your husband)... but this has
nothing whatever to do with your

A girl growing up in an affluent
middle class family would be
educated to prepare her for
marriage rather than for a career.
In a modest home her education
would be provided by her maother,
but in more affluent households a
governess might be employed.
Governesses often only had a
very basic education themselves,
and would concentrate on

position as a woman, which is, and must be, inferior to his as a man'. Dr. James Burnett asserted, in 1895, that a
girl's academic achievements were bound to fall behind those of her brothers due to her 'dis-ordered pelvic life'. Any
signs of intellectual intelligence had to be carefully concealed. When making social calls a visitor from America noted
that 'in England an unmarried person of my age is not expected to talk much' and then only about 'suitable' subjects.
She decided that the only non-controversial subject available was the Zoo.
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Meeting schedule for 2011

Sun 17 July
Thur 15 Sep
Thur 13 Oct

Wed 9 Nov

Wed 14 Dec

Summer barbecue -at The Lodge by
kind invitation of Patricia and Roger Hall

England on the Eve of the Black Death
Professor Michelle Brown

Legendary and Ghostly Kent and

Sussex Mick Lynn and Geoff Doel
Fighting the French: The Hundred Years
War Professor Kathleen Burk

AGM - with The Marsh Warblers

Meeting schedule for 2011

Thu 12 Jan
Wed 8 Feb
Wed 14 Mar
Wed 11 Apr
Thu 10 May
Wed 13 Jun

Wed 11 Jul
Thu 13 Sep
Thu 11 Oct
Wed 14 Nov
Wed 12 Dec

Meetings and Events Reports

Wed 13 Apr: John Weeks - Bandages and Bene-
volence - 180 years of Tunbridge Wells Hospitals.

This year 2011 heralds the opening of a new, state-of-
the-art 21st century hospital at Pembury. However,
this is a far cry from the original institution erected on
the site nearly 200 years ago.

Our speaker, John Weeks found at the start of the
preparatory demolition and clearance that the
contractors were throwing everything including
paperwork into skips. Fortunately he realised the value
of all the archive material that was suddenly coming to
light and most of this was saved including the records
from the workhouse as well as a complete pictorial
record of the hospital in colour photographs taken during
the 1960's. It was the acquisition of this historical data
that encouraged him to chart the history of the
Tunbridge Wells hospitals over nearly two centuries.

Tunbridge Wells was the home of wealthy doctors and
their well-heeled patients in the early 19t century. In
1834 a dispensary was built for them in the Pantiles,
shortly to be replaced in 1842 by the Tunbridge Wells
infirmary, principally for outpatients but with ten
inpatient beds. Up to this time for those who could not
pay, the Poor Law had provided for each parish to look
after their own poor. However, in 1834 the Poor Law
Amendment Act changed all this and called for the
combining of groups of adjacent parishes to form a
Union with a communal, prison-like building to be
erected as a Workhouse to house the poor, a word which
encompassed not only those out of work or sick but the
mentally ill, unmarried mothers and the like! This
resulted in the Tonbridge Union Workhouse being built
at Pembury surrounded by high walls with separate
entrances and accommodation for men and women, as
well as the children. New inmates were stripped of their
clothing and issued with a workhouse uniform. There
were places for 150 men and women in the cramped
dormitories open to the roof - hot in summer and
freezing in winter. The Board of Guardians were drawn
from the ratepayers, which meant no women or
foreigners! A tight rein was held over spending with
provisions of the cheapest quality. Epidemics in those
days were frequent but cholera was particularly to be
feared and in 1840 the first vaccination programme was
introduced although people often slipped through the
net. It wasn't until 1856 that the first separate isolation
building was erected on the site and a medical officer
appointed from outside, but untrained inmates still
undertook the nursing jobs. Medical treatment was only
to be offered when strictly necessary in case it
encouraged people to come to the workhouse!

Vagrants and travellers were another group who were
allowed to receive free bed and board for the night but
on the condition that they performed certain work tasks,
stone breaking for the men and picking oakum for the
women. They were locked into specific ‘cells’ until these
tasks had been undertaken, and the beds provided were
very rough hammocks. Punishments for any
misdemeanours were very harsh.

We heard about Louisa Twining, friend of Florence
Nightingale, who founded the Workhouse Visiting
Association towards the end of the 1800’s and became
the first female Guardian at Tonbridge. It was she who
persuaded the Board to build the separate hospital on
the site at the end of the century. When the workhouse
finally closed in the 1920’s, those inmates who were tog
institutionalised to find work elsewhere, were kept on as
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maids and general factotums at the new Pembury
hospital. David Salomons presented the first X-ray
equipment to the new facility, almost unheard of outside
London.

Another leading figure was Amelia Scott, a key founder
of modern social work. She was a Guardian from 1899
to 1939 and was the first to get children out of the
workhouse and into foster homes or apprenticeships, etc.
Bread was baked on site until 1956 and at its height the
market garden and its glasshouses provided fruit and
vegetables with up to 3000 chickens reared for in-house
consumption and pigs bred mainly to raise money.

In 1930 KCC took over Pembury as the new County
Hospital. In the same period the General Hospital,
which had replaced the original infirmary in town, had
outgrown its building. It was replaced by the Kent &
Sussex which was built as a voluntary hospital on the site
of Culverden House in 1932 to be opened by the future
Queen Mother. In a time of depression this major
construction gave work to 155 men for two years.
Special decorative tiles were provided for the children’s
ward and it is hoped that some of these, if not too fragile,
can be transferred to the new children’s wing at
Pembury. Thus those who could afford it or were
covered by insurance went to the K&S whilst the rest
were treated at Pembury. Following a big campaign, the
latter acquired various additional buildings housing a
huge number of facilities.

A formidable matron saw the K&S through the war and
into the transfer to the NHS. It operated a laundry that
also supplied the care homes around town, and in 1939
took delivery of one of the first iron lungs.

At the outbreak of WW2 Guys Hospital was evacuated to
Pembury but it was soon realised that Tunbridge Wells
was too dangerous (the K&S was bombed in 1940) and
most of Guys relocated further west. However,
Pembury was a key facility after Dunkirk dealing with
burns, amputations and the war wounded in general.
There was a casualty department there and photos show
county nurses joined by those from Guys and the military
all working together. By the end of the war there were
2000 beds at Pembury and all the spare land had been
covered in temporary huts.

After the war the K&S was continually being expanded
up to 1985 when the Culverden Wing was added with a
new Casualty Department to cover the whole district.
Up to this time casualty had been alternated between the
two hospitals on a weekly basis which became very
confusing. However, the site was now very cramped
whilst the Pembury facilities were beginning to show
their age. A campaign, started in the '70s and '80s to
build a single new hospital on one site, gathered
momentum in the '90s and finally in 2001 the go-ahead
was given to re-build on the Pembury site.

The wartime huts have now been swept away where the
new hospital has been built at the bottom of the site.
The only original building which will remain will be the
workhouse chapel, recently restored, with its separate
entrances for men and women! Beside it, along the
ridge where the rest of the former workhouse and
hospital once stood, landscaping will provide car parking
and a helipad. Peta Hodges

Thur 12 May Members’ Collections Evening =
organised by David James & Madelyn Meredith

This was very much an experimental evening about
which there were several doubts at the planning stage.
Would enough members be prepared to bring items they

had collected? Would the items be interesting? Would
members be prepared to talk about their collections?
Indeed would members even turn out for the meeting?
On the day all these fears proved groundless. There was
no shortage of exhibitors - ten in all; the
Commemoration Hall tables were loaded with displays;
these were extremely varied - family history, old photos,
ceramic sardine boxes, tea cups and saucers, a
genuinely unique copy of Tristram Shandy; and the
exhibitors talked about their collections and why they
had made them - either through a formal presentation
or by detailed explanations behind their displays. And
turnout was well in line with that for more conventional
meetings. So - a success; and one to be repeated
perhaps in a few years time. Michael Harte
Wed 8 Jun: Geoff Hutchinson - Battle Abbey - Its
History to the Present Day

Geoff outlined the background to the Battle of Hastings,
with William upset that Harold had become king, as he,
William, had been promised the throne in 1051. So,
landing near Pevensey in 1066, William joined battle
with Harold, who had dashed south from his victory at
Stamford Bridge, Yorkshire. Triumphant at Senlac Hill
(‘*Hastings’), William was crowned king at Westminster
Abbey at Christmas, 1066.

In 1070, the Pope ordered the Normans to do penance
for their bloodletting during the Conquest, so William
commissioned an abbey to be built at the battle site, its
High Altar situated where Harold had fallen. Of Caen
stone and local sandstone, it was completed in 1094
(after William’'s death) for occupation by French
Benedictines.

The monks, 40 in residence on average, prayed for the
souls of the slain, each receiving 1 pint of wine and
considerable quantities of ale daily. Children as young as
10 entered, being fed, taught, and housed there, but, as
the years passed and morals relaxed, the monks
occasioned their own downfall. Henry VIII closed the
abbey in 1538, gifting it to his favourite Master-of-
Horse; Abbot Hamond retired on £100pa, a further 17
monks on £10pa.

Post-Dissolution, part of the abbey became a private
home, with much being ravaged for building materials.
From Sir Thomas Webster's arrival in 1719, the abbey
remained in his family until 1858, before being sold to
the Duke of Cleveland. Although the Clevelands lovingly
maintained the abbey, adding a library and writing its
history, the Websters acquired the property again in
1901. The abbey was finally sold to the Government in
1976 (English Heritage Grade 1 listing), but the 13t to
16t Century buildings, housing the Battle Abbey School,
formerly a girls’ boarding school, continue as a
successful independent school.

Two guesthouse towers remain as picturesque ruins, yet
little remains of the original Norman stone, following a
13th  Century remodelling. The cloisters have
disappeared, leaving mere traces in the best-preserved
West Range, while the undercrofts now serve as the
school’s dining hall. The crossing of the cruciform abbey
church remains, in outline, the supposed spot where
Harold died (the High Altar) being marked by a plaque
and nearby monument, but Harold himself is buried
outside Waltham Abbey,

Geoff furnished more detail than space allows to recount
here, and left us all eager to visit (or revisit) Battle
Abbey, such a wonderful cornerstone of our nation’s
history. Stefan Gatward
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Molly Hughes, whose stockbroker father died at the age
of forty, realised that she may have to earn her own
living. She applied to the North London Collegiate
School, a pioneering establishment whose aim was to
expand girls' education, but was nearly refused entrance
on the basis that she did not know how to sew a
buttonhole. For most girls, unable to get an education
that fitted them for a career, marriage was the only
option. However, in some households parents were keen
to keep the last unmarried daughter at home as an
unpaid housekeeper and nurse in their old age. Beatrix
Potter's father was reluctant to allow her to marry on the
grounds that he would then have no one to read to him
in the evenings. Having seen her cousin contract an
'unsuitable' marriage, she wrote 'If this is what beauty
leads to, I am well content to have a red nose and a
shorn head (due to illness). I may be lonely, but better
that than an unhappy marriage'. She remained single
until her late forties, having to endure her father's
dominating behaviour. She wrote 'Must confess to crying
after I got home, my father being as usual deplorable’.

The higher up the social scale the more closely would a
girl be chaperoned. Her value in the marriage market
would depend upon her proper upbringing. Introductions
to possible future husbands would be carefully
monitored, and she would have little opportunity to meet
men other than those approved of by her parents. A man
would be chosen on the basis of his status and income
rather than for his looks and personal charm. A girl's
own preference may not have been given much
consideration. In the case of wealthy industrialists, their
daughters were sometimes used as pawns in the status
game to gain entrance into aristocratic circles.

Having achieved the desired goal, a woman took on the
role of wife and mother, trying her best to make the
perfect home for her husband. If there were servants,
this task might be easier, although one of the constant
themes of Victorian middle class households was 'the
servant problem'. It would appear that they were
sometimes more trouble than they were worth, and
needed constant supervision to make sure they were
carrying out their duties properly and not eating too
much food or burning too many candles.
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Pregnancy also took its toll on a woman's time and
energy. It has been calculated that twelve years of a
woman's married life were taken up with pregnancy or
breast feeding. Some women seem to have known about
contraception by the end of the 19t" century, although it
was not discussed openly at this time. A woman was
expected to conceal the fact of her pregnancy, even from
her husband. In the 1840s steel stays were replaced with
whalebone, and ladies were advised that they could have
expandable lacings over the bosom during pregnancy. It
was further pronounced that wearing stays during labour
was not a good idea, although a broad bandage should
be wound loosely around the abdomen. Queen Victoria
gave birth to nine children and found the whole business
extremely disagreeable. However, in the mid 19t
century the use of chloroform was introduced to reduce
the pain during labour. The Church was vehemently
opposed to its use since the Bible, Genesis 3:16, insists
that 'In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children'. Queen
Victoria evidently felt she had had her share of sorrow
had no hesitation in making use of it during her 1857
confinement. Despite this royal seal of approval
chloroform was not generally used until the late 1870s.

As early as 1795 a doctor in Vienna insisted that those
entering his wards scrubbed up, thereby reducing the
number of deaths from puerperal fever amongst his
patients. Later, in 1865, the Female Medical Society
warned doctors against coming straight from dissecting
rooms to the childbirth bed, but The Lancet dismissed
this warning. Doctors insisted that 'mental emotion' and
'over excitement' were the causes of death. For all
pregnant women, childbirth was a very dangerous
period, and despite advances in medical knowledge
infant mortality rates remained as high in 1900 as they
had been in 1840.

In a prosperous household a monthly nurse would be
engaged, arriving a month before the baby was due, and
staying until it was about three months old. Her sole duty
was to attend to the mother and baby, caring for it
through the night, and bottle feeding it if necessary. A
wet nurse might be employed if the mother decided not
to suckle her child, but by the 1860s cheaper glass
feeding bottles were becoming available and specially
prepared baby food. Mrs. Beeton, author of the famous
cook book, considered that bottle feeding was more
nutritious and that babies fed this way were less likely to
succumb to childhood illnesses. It allowed the mother
greater freedom, as a servant or older daughter could be
designated to feed the baby. However, methods of
sterilization of feeding bottles did not become
widespread until the 1890s. Furthermore bottle teats
were created from calves' nipples, bought from the
chemist and tied onto the bottle. Mothers were advised
that 'when once properly adjusted, the nipple need never
be removed till replaced by a new one' several weeks
later. No suggestions as to how to get the milk into the
bottle without removing the teat.

Proprietary brands of baby food were being introduced
onto the market around 1860, but not all were suitable
for a baby's delicate digestive system. Prior to this
babies had been weaned on a bread-and-water pap,
sweetened with sugar, and fed to them on a spoon. The
beneficial properties of this diet seem negligible. Expert
advice as to the washing of a baby was provided by a Dr.
Chavasse who advised that 'they should not be put in a
tub, they should be sponged all over, although only their
hands, necks and faces needed soap'. He seems to have
neglected to mention the most vital area.
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Quite apart from the hazards of bottle feeding and
washing one's children, they were also prone to
numerous illnesses - smallpox, whooping cough,
measles, scarlet fever, mumps and diphtheria to name
but a few, and it would fall to the mother to undertake
the nursing of her children. There was no viable
treatment for the many ailments that afflicted them
(although a smallpox vaccine was developed towards the
end of the century). The only treatments prescribed
would be cod liver oil, purgatives or emetics, or a variety
of opium-based medicines more likely to kill than cure.
A doctor remarked that he was not surprised by the high
infant mortality rate, but rather that any survived at all!

Having survived the perils of childbirth, a mother had to
cope with the raising of her children, whilst still ensuring
that Father's needs were given top priority. Children,
particularly daughters, were regarded rather as an
expense and an inconvenience, and kept firmly out of
the way, upstairs in the nursery. The mother was
expected to run an orderly house and create a calm
environment for the breadwinner and this could only be
achieved by keeping the children out of sight and ear
shot for the greater part of the day. In an affluent
household with sufficient space and servants, this might
be achievable, but in many households, with a growing
family, a woman would find this a difficult and unrealistic
ideal.

If she was not ministering to the sick, she might be
engaged in teaching her children. Boys would be sent to
school at around seven years of age, but girls would
remain at home, sometimes with a governess, but often
educated entirely by the mother. Teaching children
started very early. Mrs. Gaskell (of Cranford fame) was
advised to wait until after her daughter's second
birthday before commencing her education. By her third
birthday her daughter had begun to read and sew. Self
Help books were prevalent during the Victorian period,
offering all manner of advice to the perplexed Victorian
mother. One, written by a Mrs. Warren, described how
she had taught her children to play the piano by allowing
them to play scales and finger exercises, with the very
occasional addition of 'sacred pieces' for seven years.
She apparently taught them how to draw by allowing
them to draw only straight lines, and then curved ones,
for more than a year. One cannot imagine any child
submitting to such an intolerable regime without running
amok.

A middle class child would not go hungry, but would
certainly not be cosseted. A granddaughter of Charles
Darwin, growing up in a Victorian household, recalled
that she was given toast and butter and porridge with
salt throughout her childhood, and that twice a week the
toast was 'spread with a thin layer of that dangerous
luxury ..Jam'. But never jam AND butter, since to have
both on one slice of toast would have been regarded as

an unheard of indulgence - a 'disgraceful orgy'. Food was
to be plain and wholesome, but bland. Strong tasting
foods were to be avoided, particularly for girls, as these
were believed to arouse passion, and to be troublesome
during puberty. Boys were hardly treated better.
Compton Mackenzie, the novelist, recalled a diet of
bread, porridge and watered milk, but the occasional
treat of the top of his parents' boiled egg that 'exceeded
in luxurious tastiness any caviar or pate de foie gras of
the future'.

Father was the head of the household, and his word was
law, but girls had also to acknowledge the superiority of
their brothers. Molly Hughes described how she was
expected to do her brothers' bidding. She was expected
to wait on them, run their messages, fetch things left
upstairs, and never grumble, let alone refuse, their
orders. This was, of course, perfect training for future
matrimony! She recalled that the children were given
their own playroom and each of the four brothers was
provided with a shelf of his own: Molly was not. Although
it was the childrens' room, Molly was not allowed to
enter it without the boys' permission. She thought at the
time that this was entirely fair and reasonable, though
whether this was on account of her being a girl, or of her
being the youngest is not clear. Subservience to the
mighty male was not universal. Constance Maynard and
her sister, recording their childhood experiences,
remembered that they were also expected to defer to
their eldest brother, but referred to him, (perhaps not
within his hearing) as 'The Fatted Calf'. Some seeds of
rebellion may have been taking root!

Raising and educating her children and tending the sick
were not her only duties. A woman had to ensure that
the home was kept clean and in good order, and
furnished in a style that underlined the husband's status.
Advice on how to achieve a suitable decor was to be had
from Mrs. Haweis, who warned 'Large Negro lads, with
glass eyes and arsenic-green drapery starred with gold,
are not as suitable, even in a great hall, as a bronze
Hercules or a really well-modelled elephant'. It was
necessary for a woman of taste to furnish with style, but
without ostentation.

Keeping a house clean, even with servants, was not an
easy matter. In Our Homes magazine, women were
warned that 'Household dust is, in fact, the powder of
dried London mud, largely made up of finely-divided
granite or wood from the pavements, but containing, in
addition, particles of every description of decaying
animal and vegetable matter, the droppings of horses
and other animals, the entrails offish, the outer leaves
of cabbages, the bodies of dead cats and the
miscellaneous contents of dustbins .." which all ended up
on the best parlour carpet and in the folds of the best
velvet curtains. Soot was another ever-present threat to
the purity of the home, from the atmosphere outside,
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from the coals in the grate, from the ashes in the hearth
and from the oil lamps and gas lights. Servants had to
be closely supervised to ensure that the home, and
particularly those areas where visitors might stroll, were
kept clean and sparkling. The only way to remove dirt
from rugs and carpets was to take them up and beat
them. Only households with adequate staffing could
hope to attain the high standards demanded in the many
expert advice books.

Dirt was not the only hazard to the family. Arsenic was
bought in large quantities to control rat infestations,
rats, mice and cockroaches being regular visitors to the
kitchen and elsewhere. Even if this was safely stored out
of harm's way, arsenic was also used the green pigments
of wallpapers. In one tastefully decorated home the
wallpaper was found to contain a lethal dose in every
square foot. William Morris, much admired for his
designs for the home, refused to accept that these
pigments were dangerous and continued to use them in
his wallpaper designs. Painted walls were little better
since these usually contained lead. In addition to these
hazards, arsenic could be found in some cosmetics,
cigarettes, wine, beer, paper, candles, paint, medicine
and virility pills, as well as many other products in
general use or consumption. Even the fashionable green
rnuslin used for ball gowns spread toxic vapours all
around.

As a girl grew older she would be expected to accompany
her mother on the many social calls that were required,
leaving calling cards, arranging 'at home' and other
social gatherings, taking a ride in their carriage (if one
could be afforded), and writing letters to friends and
relatives - an important part of life in Victorian times
when telephones, let alone e. mails, made contact
difficult. A rigid etiquette had to be carefully observed
when visiting, and fifteen minutes was regarded as the
appropriate duration. Girls accompanying their mothers
were not expected to express any original ideas. Whilst
life surrounded by servants may seem idyllic, for some a
life of enforced idleness must have been very frustrating.
Florence Nightingale, a determined spinster, fulminated
about the constant demands upon her time, requiring
her to attend to 'some little frivolous duty' leaving her no
time for 'any regular leisure or solitude..'. For some
women charity work offered an outlet for repressed
energy and abilities. There were many worthy causes to
become involved in requiring fund raising, organising
distribution of food, providing clothing and sick visiting,
but whilst these offered opportunities for women to
operate outside the home, men held the key positions.

Whatever her duties, a woman's principle concern and
responsibility was to her husband. In a novel by George
Gissing, he writes of one of his characters: 'Everything
he said presupposed his own supremacy; he took it for
granted that it was his to direct, hers to be guided', a
commonly held attitude, in fact as well as fiction. John
Ruskin's wife failed to grasp her subordinate position. He
complained that 'she is always thinking that I ought to
attend to her, instead of herself attending to me'. The
only explanation he could find for such extraordinary
behaviour was that she must have 'some nervous
affection of the brain'. It was a widely held view that
women were prone to madness due to 'disturbed ovarian
function', premenstrual tension not yet having been
invented! Any woman whose behaviour was outside the
norm might be labelled unstable, if not actually insane.
Charles Dickens diagnosed his wife as having 'a mental
disorder' when, after producing ten children in sixteen
years, plus several miscarriages, she appeared to lack
interest in running the home.

Death was a regular visitor to most Victorian households
- miscarriages, deaths of babies and young children,
deaths of wives giving birth, deaths from epidemics of
cholera, tuberculosis, and the many other diseases for
which there was no cure. It is quite surprising that
anyone survived at all. By the end of the century there
was a greater understanding of how disease was spread,
the importance of clean water and sewage disposal, and
the beginning of the study of bacteria. Anaesthetics were
also being developed, but blood poisoning occurring in
overcrowded hospitals in London, Glasgow and
Edinburgh resulted in the death of two out of five patients.
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For the grieving wife or mother the etiquette of death
had to be observed. A middle class woman was
expected to dress appropriately, though not
ostentatiously, for every occasion, including
bereavement. Whereas many women made their own
and the children's clothes at home, in the second half of
the century department stores had begun to spring up
in London to cater for the increasingly affluent middle
class women shoppers. At Peter Robinson it was
possible to buy a ready made bodice, and material
already cut out for home completion, and Debenhams
stores offered similar ready made, or partly made,
garments. Several retailers opened warehouses
specializing in mourning clothes, including a special
branch opened by Peter Robinson, known by one and all
as Black Peter Robinson, to distinguish it from the
non-mourning store. The etiquette of mourning had to
be properly observed. A wife would wear full mourning
for a year for a husband, six months for a child, and
three months for an infant. Following the death of her
husband, a wife might safely graduate to slightly less
sombre attire after twelve months, perhaps purchased
from Black Peter Robinson from their Mitigated Affliction
Department. These garments would be in shades of
lilac, purple or grey. Few women would follow the
Queen's example of remaining in widow's weed for the
rest of her life, after the death of dear Albert.
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The death of a husband might mean the loss of home,
income and status for a woman, or it might be a
welcome relief from an unhappy, even violent,
marriage. For an uneducated woman, there were very
few respectable ways for her to earn a living to support
herself and her family. If she was lucky she might be
able to continue to run a family business or become a
governess, but for many only the charity of the
extended family might save her from ruin. Even for
middle class women, life could be uncertain and
precarious and ill fortune could reduce them to poverty
virtually overnight. Despite the many vicissitudes that
faced Victorian women, they managed to survive and
even, perhaps, to enjoy life, but only with good luck,
good humour and quite a lot of stiff upper lip!

Gwyn Skae has made use of many sources for this
series of articles; the key ones are listed befow:

BEST, Geoffrey: Mid Victorian England 1851-70, Fontana 1982
CHESNEY, Kellow: The Victorian Underworld, Penguin 1982
ERICKSON, Amy Louise: Women and Property in Early Modern
England, Routledge 2002

FLANDERS, Judith: The Victorian House, Harper Collins 2003
HARRISON, JFC: Early Victorian Britain 1832-51, Fontana 1979
HILL, C P: British Economic and Social History, Arnold 1981
SEAMAN, L C B: Victorian England, Methuen 1973

Music in the parish church
[This article is part of a longer piece of research by Colin
Andrews, a retired choirmaster of the parish church; it covers
the years before 1900; the next period to the start of World
War 2 may appear in a later newsletter or in the Society’s next
publication]

Music in the church prior to the installation of an organ
was supplied by an orchestra and singers. Records of
their efforts are few and far between, but before moving
on to the organ the following may be of interest.

William Ashby, who was born in 1809, kept the mill at
Riverhall, and it is recorded that he played the cello in the
church orchestra. William Blundin played the violin;
there were players on the clarinet and flute but they are
not named. It is quite probable that there were other
instruments as well. "Uncle William's" cello, according to
his nephew Charles, was first used in the church way
back in the late 1700s, and so it is quite possible that
William was still using it up to say 1830. Nearly a century
later, it was still in the Ashby family but its present
whereabouts is unknown.

In 1824 a gallery was built across the west end of the
nave, to accommodate a "singing and childrens’ gallery"
so this is possibly where the instrumentalists played.

On the 18th December 1826 records reveal that "William
Courthope was very much amused by the clerk trudging
every time from his desk, to the pitchpipe left behind
when he headed the band".

Within the next 25 years (no exact date can be found) the
orchestra was replaced by a barrel organ. The orchestra
then became the village band. The barrel organ was
played by turning, a handle which revolved a barrel and
also a wind pump. It produced the sound in the same
way that a musical box does, with the prongs on the
barrel allowing air into the pipe as required.

Another of Uncle William's nephews, born in 1841, said
he could remember the barrel organ, but not the
orchestra. So if we assume that he would be 7/8 years
old to notice such things the organ was in use by about
1848. It is perhaps significant that the Rev. John Foley
(1846-86) and his wife Caroline and family came to the
church in 1846, and it is recorded that "Miss Foley began
the improvement of the choir and the church music" .
Perhaps the replacement of the orchestra by the barrel
organ was one of them.

In 1854 Charles Booking was appointed as Wadhurst's
first trained teacher. He had been a chorister at St.
Marks church in Clerkenwell, London; he also took over
the training of the church choir, and at a salary of £12
p.a. was appointed organist. He was probably taught to
"use the finger organ" by Miss Foley.

After Mr .Bocking, Mr. Williams became organist. He was
described as "a little, bald headed man, getting on a bit
but a nice chap everybody liked". Williams was followed
by Alan Rigg who was "a small tubby, jokey man", his
jokes however did not apply to the choirboys, as he kept
them strictly in their place. He however "liked a drink"
which was possibly why some of the church authorities
did not like him. He had his choir practises on Friday
evenings. They started at 8p.m. and sometimes
continued till 10p.m. which the choirmen considered far
too late for the boys who had to walk home in the dark.
To solve the problem it was agreed that the boys should
"walk out at 9 p.m." It was, however, noted that the men
did not want the boys to follow them to the pub!

[cont. over]
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Note from the Editor

The next newsletter should be available at the
meeting on 9 Nov 2011. Articles and material for
inclusion should be given to any Committee member,
to The Editor, Greenman Farm, Wadhurst TN5 6LE or
you can e-mail whs@greenman.demon.co.uk by

20 Oct at the latest please.

Music in the parish church [cont]

In 1851 James Worth followed Rigg, a young man of 25
years at the increased salary of £20 p.a.

Augustine Pearse came next from Exeter and was the
first organist to play the Vowles organll] in 1896; it is
recorded that the church was almost full, and Mr.
Pearse "played with great taste" the War March of the
Priests by Mendelssohn, Pastorale by W. Richmond.

This is possibly the first occasion when the choir was
robed and moved to the chancel from the cross aisle,
where it had formerly sat dressed in ordinary clothes.

Earlier in the year a concert was given for the organ
fund in which the choir sang "glees".

Mr. Karsh Sanders Goodell, an Associate of the Tonic
Sol-Fa College succeeded Mr. Pearse, and received a
salary of £25 p. a. He also conducted a newly formed
Choral Society.

Mr. "Wiggy" Knight followed in 1898,.with an increase
in salary to £30. It was said of him that "he was a good
chap, and could play”. He was also remembered as a
“jocular person, who would with feigned anger pretend
to hit choirboys across the back of the head with a hymn
book”. He played at Mr.Bobkin’s funeral at which the
choir "sang in surplices”.

The rapid turnover of earlier organists/choirmasters
may be explained by the fact that they came in general
from large towns and may have found village life too
dull for them. Together with teaching salaries, church
salaries were fixed locally, and often higher rates could
be obtained in towns. Bear in mind that the
choirmaster was also expected to teach in the village
school.

[The final section of Colin's article takes the story from the
1960s to the present - and is unlikely to be included in a
Society publication for some time!]

There appear to be no written records of choir activity
during either of the two World Wars but in the early
1960s the choirmaster was Kenneth Ascott [author of
'Education in Wadhurst’]. He ran the choir until 1986,
building the numbers to levels unheard of before.
Under his direction, a weekly anthem was sung as well
as more difficult works such as Benjamin Britten's
Psalm 150 for children’s chorus and instruments - some
of the players coming from the choir itself. He also ran
a boys’ club [no girls in the choir at this stage] with a
model railway in the choir vestry in addition to the choir
library! During the sermon, he allowed the boys to read
books - discreetly. Mr Ascott also took parties of boys

to exhibitions and, unbelievably for these days, took 10
boys for a week on a narrow boat on the Thames on his
own.

Since 1986, there have been five choirmasters:

Anthony Roberts
Christopher Storr}
Simon Andrews 3}
Colin Andrews
Robert Fuller

Head of music at Uplands
ex-choristers at Christchurch,
Oxford

choirman in the church
music teacher at Maidstone
Grammar School

Difficulties in the late 1970s resulted in the choir ceasing
to function. In due course, these were resolved and the
choir has continued to sing regularly at services in the
church. On special occasions it expands into the
Wadhurst Chorale and has tackled more challenging
music: in recent years these have included John Rutter’s
cycle of spirituals ‘Feel the Spirit" and the Stainer
‘Crucifixion’.

To complete the circle from the 1700s, the church has
had for some years an orchestra of young players and
more experienced musicians; and the Wadhurst Brass
Band occasionally supports church services in style.

History really does repeat itself.

The Tabard Room and other things

First - a reminder that the History Society Summer
Barbecue and pig roast is on Sunday 17 July at 12:30 at
The Lodge, next door to the Parish Church, by kind
invitation of Patricia and Roger Hall. Fingers crossed for
fine weather!

Another event, which I hope will prove highly attractive
to members, is the Summer Music Festival concert on
Saturday 6 August in the Parish Church at 7.30pm. Called
‘A Musical Banquet’ the concert is not a meal but rather
an evocation of the sort of music that might have
supported a banquet in times gone by. Adrian Boorman
- a counter tenor, who has family connections with
Wadhurst - has offered us this concert as a fund-raiser
for the History Society; I hope his generosity, and that of
his two accomplices Tricia McLaughlin, on viola da gamba
and lute, and Malcolm Pearce, harpsichord, will be
matched by a large attendance from Society members
and friends. Make up a party and have an enjoyable -
and unusual - evening out!

And why are we fund-raising? Well, the Institute, Hall and
Field has secured a grant from the Weald and Rother
Rural Partnership to improve the area under the
Commemoration Hall, thanks to some very clever work
by Paddy McFarlane. One old snooker room will be
retained by the Institute for storage and use by other
organisations in Wadhurst; the rest will become the
centre for the Wadhurst History Society. Here we will be
able to organise, and work on, all the material we have
acquired over the last eight years so that it can be better
cared for and used; there will be a sensible fit of
computing, printing and scanning equipment with
broadband access to the internet, where so much
material can be found. Although the project has been
scaled back from the earlier idea of establishing a small
museum, we will also have the possibility of mounting
small exhibitions of local historic material. There will also
be a home for the Society’s growing library. This will all
cost money but is, your Committee judges, well within
our financial capability. But more of this later! The
target is to be operational before the 2011 AGM.

Michael Harte

212



