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THE WHITE STATUE

I love you silent statue! for your sake

My songs in prayer upreach

Frail hands of flame-like speech

That some mauve-silver twilight you may wake!

I love you more than swallows love the south,

As sunflowers turn and turn

Towards the sun, I yearn

To press warm lips against your cold white mouth!

I love you more than scarlet skirted dawn,
At sight of whose spread wings

The great world wakes and sings;

Forgetful of the long, vague dark withdrawn.

I love you most at purple sunsetting:
When light with feverish eyes

Comes up the fading skies,

I love you with a passion past forgetting.

Olive Custance — Opals (1897)
Olive Eleanor Custance (1874-1944) the daughter of Col. Frederick
Hambleton Custance was a great-great-granddaughter of Parson

Woodforde’s Squire Custance. She married Lord Alfred Douglas in
1902.
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EDITORIAL

In taking over the editorial duties performed for so long and with
such real distinction by Roy Winstanley I feel much as Alfred
Austin must have felt on succeeding Tennyson as poet laureate. But
then, I remember that to Austin are attributed the immortal lines on
the illness of the Prince of Wales:

Along the electric wire the message came
He is not better — he is much the same

and I realise that I rather flatter myself.

First a word of reassurance. Few objects of domestic utility are
capable of striking such terror into the human breast as the new
broom. Those, however, who fear structuralist approaches and
post-feminist critiques need have no fear. Articles with titles such
as ‘‘Du Quesne, Dialectic and Deconstruction” or ““Will Coleman’s
Leap: ‘My Great Pond’, the Existential Void and Beyond™ or
“Decontextualising Parson Penny’’ are unlikely to be received with
more enthusiasm here in the High Peak than they would have been
in Halesowen. Which brings me back to Mr Winstanley. My
ambition will be to maintain the standard which he has established:
a standard characterised by accuracy, a fine sense of Woodfordean
context and, not least endearingly, readability. All of us will be
aware of the certainty with which he has steered this small but
sturdy craft away from the both the Scylla of trivialisation and the
Charybdis of sterile, jargon-ridden academicism. That it is possible
for a journal such as this to be both intelligent and readable is
something which, thanks to Roy, we take for granted. I hope that it
will continue to be so.

Having frightened off the structuralists, I must hasten to add that
contributions to the Journal are, of course, always welcome, and
this might be an opportunity to remind members that our aim is ““to
extend and develop knowledge of James Woodforde’s life and the
society in which he lived”’ (my italics). There is, however, another
way in which members could help. Not the least of Roy
Winstanley’s contributions to our enjoyment of the Journal has
been the ingenuity with which he has chosen such a stimulating
variety of cover illustrations with which to attract us to its contents.
By submitting their own photographs, members can help in more
ways than one. Miss Archer’s fine representation of St Peter’s,
Ringland which appeared on the cover of the Winter 1996 Journal
comes to mind as an example of what can be done. Not only is the
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editor spared a certain amount of effort but, more importantly, our
Society is saved a significant sum of money. The Portrait of
William Windham III by Sir Joshua Reynolds on the cover of the
current issue cost £24.63 for the image, post and packing and
reproduction fee: more than the cost to members of Volume X of
the Diary.

I am fortunate in being able to begin my time as editor with three
especially good essays. Conscious of the fact that members
attending this year’s frolic will be visiting Felbrigg, Robin Gibson
has provided us with a fascinating article on that agreeable man
“Weathercock Windham”'. In that extraordinary year 1968, when
what Nancy Woodforde might have called ‘“‘Revolusion Clubs”’
were so active in Paris and elsewhere, in a quiet corner of Norfolk
the nascent P.W.S. had its first Expedition. The events of that
auspicious day were recorded on audio-tape by Sidney Quin and
now David Case has produced a wonderfully evocative
transcription. “‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive”, indeed!
Finally, we come to Mr Gradgrind’s star pupil Bitzer who knew
exactly how to define a horse — ““Quadruped. Graminivorous.” etc
—but, unlike “Girl number twenty”, Sissy Jupe (“‘possessed of no
facts in reference to one of the commonest animals!”’), he knew
nothing of horses and still less of humanity. At the end of Roy
Winstanley’s masterly essay, even the most un-Bitzerish
horse-lover is likely to be a little more of a Sissy Jupe. Do enjoy
your reading.

MARTIN BRAYNE
Editor



CHAIRMAN’S NOTES

This Journal will precede the Society’s AGM and Frolic by a few
weeks. Looking back on earlier expeditions to Woodforde’s
Norfolk, I wonder if the elements have sufficient time to change
from the cold, raw, blustery weather of today to the warm sunny
weekends that we have enjoyed in past years. The Met Office
cannot predict the state of affairs for May, but Society members
can rely upon a well-planned and entertaining event. Meticulous
planning by Phyllis Stanley has resulted in a well thought-out series
of activities aimed at meeting the diverse range of interests of
attendees. Even Phyllis’s severely injured wrist has not thwarted
the preparations, although David Case has kindly stepped in to
assist her. Support to the event also comes from Ann and David
Williams with their production of nametags, attendee lists, AGM
and committee minutes. This Journal features a fascinating article
on the very first Frolic; I hope you will join us this year in Norfolk,
compare it with that first Frolic and enjoy the warm welcome
awaiting both new and regular ‘Frolickers’.

Members who are settling down to read this Journal may be further
entertained by two new forthcoming Society publications. We are
extremely grateful for the 65 members who ordered their copies of
Volume X prior to printing; their package could have preceded this
Journal’s arrival on their doorstep by a day or two. New orders can
be placed at any time and copies will also be available ‘across the
counter’ at the Frolic. Our second publication due out in late 1999,
and resulting from the combined efforts of Roy Winstanley and the
Reverend Jameson, is Volume XI covering the years 1785-1787.
This period has received scant attention in the past and members
will find our good friend and companion, Woodforde, in fine form
as he goes about his everyday but fascinating life. How fortunate
we are to have members who bring Woodforde to us through the
diary publications, the Journal and our annual Frolic.

NIGEL CUSTANCE
Chairman



ROY L. WINSTANLEY - AN APPRECIATION

In his final editorial (Journal XXXI, No. 4) Roy Winstanley claims,
with characteristic modesty, that his work for our Society over the
years entitles him to one-and-a-half cheers. Now this really will not
do. For a period of well over a quarter of a century Roy, as editor,
has almost personified the Parson Woodforde Society, and I speak
here from my own experience as your one-time chairman. For a
large part of that time I worked closely with him and so my
knowledge is first-hand. No, no Roy, one-and-a-half cheers will not
do; an abundance of cheers, a fanfare even, to celebrate triumphal
achievement, is what is called for, and this from all lovers of
Woodforde, Society members or not. Let me enlarge upon this.
Over all this long period of years, with unfailing regularity our
Journal, now an acknowledged and applauded publication, has
appeared, vast sections of it written by Roy himself. And written,
please note, in a fashion which combines style with erudition,
adding enormously to our understanding of Woodforde and his
times. Surely this is a major accomplishment.

Roy was kind enough to write, at the time I ceased to be your
chairman, that in all our long association we had never exchanged
a “‘cross word’". Opportunities for such were, I suppose, most likely
to have occurred during the many delays, difficulties and
vicissitudes which accompanied the production of Roy’s nine
volumes of complete and unabridged diaries. Many hours were
spent in long telephone discussions and in frequent
correspondence. I can recall the anguish of last minute alterations,
of spells of necessarily hasty proof-reading at inconvenient times,
of problems over indexing and binding. Yet it is true, as Roy says,
that all such details were resolved without any falling out, in our
shared determination to see the volumes published. I do no more
than give Roy his due when describing them as a monument to his
untiring efforts to bring our diarist more fully to the attention of the
reading public, and worthy to rank with the Latham & Matthews’
Pepys. It is undeniably true now that no-one can think of
Woodforde without coupling the name with that of Winstanley.

With the publication of the first biography of Parson Woodforde
Roy achieved not only an ambition but the culmination of long
years of dedicated research into the diarist’s life and times. I am
proud that I was able to assist in the arrangements for its
appearance. Here, for the first time, is laid out for the general reader
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and enthusiast alike a scholarly and eminently readable account of
Woodforde’s daily living, of his family and friends, of his domestic
routines and of that fascinating trivia which is so often unrecorded.
As the book becomes more widely known it will, I think, fulfil
Roy’s expressed hope that Woodforde will be given his rightful
place as a chronicler of, and authority on, his times.

Roy has indeed served our Society well and in laying down the
burden of editorship will, I hope, enjoy a respite. We are fortunate
that we shall continue to enjoy the occasional contribution to the
Journal and, of course, his continuing work on previously
unpublished portions of the diary.

I cannot resist concluding this appreciation with a story the truth of
which I can guarantee. I am, from time to time, approached by
people with an enquiry about some specific diary or diarist. Some
months ago in a telephone conversation with one such enquirer I
was asked if I’d ever heard of Woodforde’s diary. Before I could
draw breath to answer the lady said, I think it’s by a man called
Winstanley ™.

G.HB.

WILLIAM WINDHAM OF FELBRIGG

William Windham was a notable politician in the late eighteenth
century and although not an acquaintance of Woodforde he is
mentioned several times in the diary as one of the local aristocrats
and MPs (for Norwich). He was the only near neighbour of
Woodforde who achieved some political eminence; he became a
Cabinet Minister in the Government and owned one of the most
splendid houses in Norfolk, at Felbrigg near Cromer. He was a
colourful character and was a close friend of some of the most
notable people of the eighteenth century.

In writing this essay I have referred to the entry about Windham in
the Dictionary of National Biography but the main references are
two books written by Robert Ketton-Cremer who was the last
owner of the Windham home at Felbrigg and who bequeathed the
estate to the National Trust. The two books are The Early Life and
Diaries of William Windham, published 1930 by Faber & Faber,
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and Felbrigg, the Story of a House, published in 1962 by Rupert
Hart-Davis. A copy of the former book was kindly loaned to me by
one of our members, Roy Creamer, and this is particularly
interesting as it was presented by the author in October 1930 to
John Beresford in acknowledgement of his kindness in allowing
quotations from The Diary of a Country Parson.

Early Life and Parentage

Windham was born in 1750 and was therefore some ten years
younger than Parson Woodforde. He was descended from a very
old and illustrious family who had built the family house at Felbrigg
in the early seventeenth century. (Earlier generations had also
owned an estate at Felbrigg since the fifteenth century.) Two of
William’s ancestors had the same christian name and so the subject
of this essay was sometimes known as William Windham III.

Windham’s father was a Colonel in the Militia and his main claim
to fame lay in writing an Army Manual of Drill which was
published in 1759. It was regarded as one of the most elaborate and
decorative training manuals ever produced and it was adopted by
many of the militia regiments around the country.

Windham senior inherited Felbrigg on the death of his father in
1749 and soon afterwards he married his mistress, a widow Sarah
Lukin, who had had three children by her first husband. William
and Sarah’s son and only child, young William, was born three
months after the marriage and the family then settled at Felbrigg
although they spent much time in London. Windham made major
altertions to the interior of Felbrigg, employing such eminent
people as James Paine and the plasterer Joseph Rose. The
alterations reflected his taste as developed during his earlier
““Grand Tour”’ of Europe and provided a setting for his collection
of mainly Italian paintings, many of which still adorn the house.

In May 1757 William junior was entered at Eton when just seven
years old. During the next three years his father was much engaged
on his militia duties but soon after his health began to fade and he
died as a result of consumption on 30 October 1761 at the early age
of 44. At that time, young William was aged eleven and had been
at Eton for four years. He was regarded as an outstanding athlete
and also a very proficient scholar. Among his friends at Eton was
the future Prime Minister, Charles James Fox, and there was an
enduring friendship between them. Although William was the only
child of both his parents, he had an older half-sister, Elizabeth, the
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illegitimate daughter of his father, who had been largely
disinherited because of an unacceptable husband.

Windham as a Young Man

Windham was a somewhat wayward youth who had to leave Eton
when sixteen under threat of expulsion as he had been involved in
some riots at the college. Later in the year he went to Glasgow
University where he studied mathematics and developed a passion
for the subject. Apparently, one of his pastimes was to multiply six
figures by three figures in his head and then he recorded the time
in which he achieved the result. He continued to have a great
interest in mathematics during his lifetime.

After the year of exile in Scotland he went to Oxford as a gentleman
commoner of University College, beginning his residence there in
the Michaelmas Term of 1767. At that time the college had a high
reputation for its scholarship and had several eminent men as
Master and Fellows. One of these Fellows was Robert Chambers
who was Windham's tutor. Chambers was a notable academic and
Vinerian Professor of Law. One of his friends was Doctor Johnson
who was a regular visitor to the college and this may be how
Windham first made his acquaintance. Windham’s most intimate
friend at Oxford was George Chomondeley whose father, to the
alarm of his family, had married the sister of the actress Peg
Woffington.

Windham was a serious scholar and studied classical literature with
such success that he might have become one of the foremost Greek
scholars of his time. He took his degree and left Oxford around
1771 or 1772; he became MA in October 1782 and, much later, was
granted the honorary degree of DCL in 1793. Apparently,
Windham much enjoyed his time at Oxford and frequently returned
to enjoy the peaceful atmosphere and the company of old friends
at the college.

Windham and the Forrest family

At the time of leaving college Windham was regarded as one of the
most promising men of his generation and yet he did not follow any
set course for the next few years. He was completely indifferent to
public affairs and declined an offer to become private secretary to
his father’s old friend Lord Townshend who was Lord Lieutenant
of Ireland. In May 1771 he came of age and entered on his large
inheritance. His mother had not lived at Felbrigg during her son’s
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“UPON THE WHOLE AN AGREEABLE DAY"

The parson of the Parish in England, a few years ago, was
almost necessarily a man who had been educated at Oxford or
Cambridge . . . And then came an assurance, in which trust was
put by more or less all classes, that the parson of the parish was
at least a gentleman. He was a man who had lived on equal terms
with the highest in the land in point of birth, and hence arose a
feeling that was very general in rural parishes, and as salutary
as it was general, that the occupant of the parsonage was as
good a man as the occupant of the squire’s house. It would be
interesting to us to trace when this feeling first became common,
knowing as we do know that for many years after the
Reformation, and down even to a comparatively late date, the
rural clergyman was anything but highly esteemed. We are told
constantly that the parson left the dining-room when the pudding
came in, and that he by no means did badly for himselfin
marrying the lady’s maid . . . Then came the halcyon days of the
British clergyman, the happy days of George Il and George IV,
and the parson in his parsonage was as good a gentleman as any
squire in his mansion or nobleman in his castle. There is, alas! a
new order of things coming on us which threatens us with some
changes, not for the better, in this respect.

(Anthony Trollope: Clergymen of the Church of England (1866).

Reprinted from the Pall Mall Gazette. The Trollope Society)*

There is a good deal of truth in this observation of Trollope’s and
his general point is supported by no less an authority than the great
historian G. M. Trevelyan, who claims, in the first volume of
England under Queen Anne, that

Before the end of the reign of George III, Jane Austen depicted a
society in which the rural clergy are scarcely to be distinguished
from squires in education, in standing, and in desirability as
husbands for young ladies — although even at that time there was
a class of poor parson of whom we hear nothing in these novels
of sheltered life. (My italics)

This latter, of course, is not an accusation that can be levelled
against Trollope himself who introduces us rot only to the likes of
Mr Robarts and Archdeacon Grantly but also to Mr Crawley and
Mr Quiverful. Trevelyan, too, tells us of the social division
signalled in the houses of some of the squirearchy early in the
century by the arrival of dessert, quoting Addison who censured

* [ am grateful to Mr R. L. Winstanley for drawing my attention to this piece.
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those patrons who dismissed their chaplains prior to its arrival or
forbade them to touch the jelly. That paragon of the Tory virtues
Sir Roger de Coverley was not, of course, such a squire.

The gradual rise in the status of the clergy which took place in the
eighteenth century owed much to the introduction of Queen Anne’s
Bounty, agreed by Parliament in 1704, which remitted all arrears
of first-fruits and tenths to poor clergymen and established a fund
to increase their stipends. After the fractious disputes between High
and Low Church in Queen Anne’s own reign, the emergence of the
kind of compromise Anglican orthodoxy to which Woodforde
himself assented probably did much to increase the respectability,
if not necessarily the piety, of the clergy.

At Winchester and at Oxford Woodforde had certainly encountered
scions of the aristocracy and landed gentry, men like the Oglanders
and Bathursts, as well as numerous sons of squires. But not only
was he not himself from a landed background, his small estate at
Sandford Orcas hardly qualified him for that, he was more familiar
with the relative openness of a small town elite than he was with
the more permanent, if by no means fixed, social structures of the
countryside. This may explain why, when he arrived at Weston,
having been elected to his parish by the Warden and Fellows of
New College, he was to treat “‘my Squire’” Mr Custance with the
deference more appropriately due to a patron. Thus, having
supported the Wilkite tendencies of the Castle Cary middle-class
and been an occasional subscriber to the North Briton, he became
for the rest of his life, like Mr Custance, a Tory. There can be little
doubt, of course, that Woodforde genuinely admired Custance, but
one suspects that he was predisposed at least not to criticise him.
This was not a question of subservience as much as of social
insecurity — remember his brothers were Heighes and John
Woodforde! —and for a conformist such as Woodforde the natural
inclination was not to rock the boat.

Familiarity with Mr Custance, the upwardly mobile grandson of a
mayor of Norwich, saw a friendly respect grow into a respectful
friendship. In the case of Mr Du Quesne, the son of a French
marquis and grandson of an English baronet with connections that
included the Archbishop of Canterbury, Woodforde appears to
have met a man not only with consummate social skills but also
with a capacity for friendship to which he himself could readily
respond. We only have to read Du Quesne’s letters to Woodforde,
written by the former from St David’s, to recognise that he is as
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much a gentleman — “rather beloved than esteemed”, lacking
completely in hauteur — as the eighteenth century archetype, his
namesake, Sir Roger (see R. L. Winstanley, ‘Mr Du Quesne at St
David’s’, Journal XIX, 4).

Two lengthy diary entries will serve to place Woodforde in the
social milieu in which he was most at home. The first shows us why
he lacked ambition in terms of preferment and the second
demonstrates what it was about Weston that he found most to his
liking. Both are to be found in the Society’s latest publication,
Volume 10 of the Diary, edited by R. L. Winstanley.

I breakfasted, supped & slept again at home —

M. Custance made me long morning Visit and

offered to send his Coach after me to dine with him

to day by appointment, but I told him that M". Du
Quesne who dines also at Weston House to day would
take me thither in his Chaise as he promised

and therefore ab'. 2. o’clock Du Quesne did call on me
stayed with me ab'. half an Hour and then we both
went to Weston House in our Gowns & Cassocks (as
we are to meet the Bishop of Norwich there to day)

and there we dined & spent the Afternoon with M".

and M™. Custance, the Bishop and his Lady M™. Bagot,
his Lordships Chaplain M. Gooch and S*. William

and Lady Jernegan — M. and M. Branthwaite

were also invited but did not come the former having
sent word in the morning that he had the Gout —

The Bishop was not dressed in his Gown & Cassock but
in a purple Coat and a short silk Cassock under it —

The Company all broke up about half past seven o’clock.
I got home by 8. — could not prevail with Du Quesne to
stay and sup with me on his return —

We had for Dinner some stewed Carp, Ham & Fowls

a fine Cygnet rosted &c. &c. —the first Course —

A brace of Pheasants rosted, a fine Hare rosted
Blamange, green Peas, &c. &c. —the second Course —
Many Dishes of Desert afterwards but nothing extra —
The Bishop took Du Quesne very genteelly in to preach
a Charity Sermon the ensuing Year at Norwich towards
the Support of the Charity Schools there —

St. Will™, Jernegan is a very fine Man, very easy
affable & good natured — Lady Jernegan is a fine
Woman but high and mighty — they are both of the
Romish Persuasion — It being Friday and a Fast Day

of Course to them, they however eat Fowl, Pheasant
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and Swan and S*. Will™. eat some Ham —

Upon the whole we spent an agreeable Day, but must

confess that being with our equals is much more agreeable.
(7/11/1783)

However much our diarist may have enjoyed his food, he was
clearly not the kind of glutton for whom so sumptuous a feast more
than compensated for a sense of social unease. One suspects that
he enjoyed himself far more on the following day when he “Went
out a coursing to day with my Folks . . . we had tolerable Sport”’.
How much more agreeable ‘‘being with our equals” was to
Woodforde we discover on 23 March in the following year:

I breakfasted, supped & slept again at home —

Nancy breakfasted, dined, &c. &c. again at home —

About 11. this Morning took a ride & Will: with me

then went to Mattishall called on M. Davy & Betsy

both at home but M'. Davy was very ill and in bed.
Stayed there half an Hour, then walked to M’. Smiths
found him at home & disengaged, therefore promised

to take a Family Dinner — then walked to M". Bodham’s
saw M'. & M™. Bodham and Miss Bodham — they wanted
me to dine there but was engaged to M". Smith —

Stayed there almost an Hour — Saw at M". Bodhams

a M". Wright of Downham a Surgeon — & Billy Hewitt.
Returned to M'. Smith by 2. o’clock & there dined

with him only — We had for Dinner some minced

Veal, some cold slices of Port & a plumb Pudding —

M. Bodham came & smoked a Pipe with us after Dinner —
About 5. walked down by myself to M™. Davys and there
drank [tea?] with her and her Daughter Betsy — stayed there
till 6. then mounted my Mare and returned home —

Got home about 7. o’clock —spent a very pleasant Day —

One further point might be made about these two contrasting diary
entries. Woodforde is perfectly honest with himself. He knows
exactly what he likes — modest, undemanding pleasures —and who
he likes — his friends and social equals. It is this honesty, of course,
which gives us such faith in the integrity of the diary and it is the
way in which it is expressed which provides its charm.
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HOW A BISHOP LED TO BUGSY-WUGSY

All through the morning of St Valentine’s Day 1662, much to her
husband’s amusement, Elizabeth Pepys would venture out of her
room only with her hands over her eyes. Workmen were in the
house, painters gilding the mantelpiece in Samuel’s study, and she
did not want to see one by accident and so have to take him as her
Valentine.

Late in the morning, young William Bowyer came to the rescue.
He was the son of one of Samuel’s associates from the Exchequer,
and Elizabeth was happy with him, though Samuel did not record
what Valentine present William gave her.

It was always a day for practical jokes and presents. The previous
year, Samuel had thought it politic to take Martha Batten,
step-daughter of the Surveyor to the Navy, as his Valentine. He was
very careful when he called at their door to enquire whether it would
be a man or woman who opened it; he did not want to be trapped
into having one of their maidservants. When his knock was
answered by a strange female voice, he was quick enough to
recognise one of his other colleagues having him on.

He gave Martha a pair of embroidered gloves and six plain pairs,
which cost him 40s, no small sum. Another year it was green silk
stockings and more gloves to his cousin.

His wife, Elizabeth, was popular with their very young friends who,
more than once, came to her and Samuel’s bedside to claim her as
a Valentine. Their presents were modest; one brought no more than
her name written in gold on blue paper, which she and Samuel
agreed was very pretty. But she did not want to miss out on more
valuable presents, so she took the precaution of insisting that
Samuel should always be her additional Valentine, and each year
buy her a ring or some other valuable trinket she had her eye on.
Present-giving was much more a feature of St Valentine’s Day than
it was of Christmas.

Such sportiveness, let alone modern newspaper columns full of
“Pooh loves Piglet”” and ‘“Bugsy-Wugsy wants his Tootles™, or
worse, is a long way from the obscure third-century martyr, or
possibly two martyrs, called Valentine, both by coincidence put to
death on 14 February.

One was said to be a Roman priest imprisoned at the time of
Claudius II for ministering to Christian prisoners awaiting death.
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When he converted his Roman gaoler, together with the gaoler’s
wife and family, he was beaten with rods and beheaded in 269 on
the Flaminian Way, where a church was eventually built in his
honour.

Even less is known about the other possible St Valentine, a Bishop
of Terni executed in Rome in 273. The Oxford Dictionary of the
Christian Church says cautiously that each legend ‘‘contains a
nucleus of fact; and it is just possible that the kernel of truth in the
two legends refers to a single person”.

The courtship tradition associated with their feast day is assumed
to have much more to do with the fact that 14 February was the eve
of the Roman Lupercalia, the festival sacred to Pan originally held
at Lupercal, where the she-wolf is said to have reared Romulus and
Remus. Two goats and a dog were sacrificed, and their skins were
made into whips with which two naked youths would run about the
streets, lashing at all they could reach. What effect the whipping
had on men is not clear, but for women it was a fertility rite,
overcoming barrenness and easing the pains of childbirth.

The festival spread and became something of a riot, until the
prudish Emperor Augustus forbade anyone over the age of 14 to
run naked in the streets of Rome during the Lupercalia.

It was, of course, the right time of year for turning European minds
to courtship. The birds were at it, and Chaucer’s Parlement of
Foules, written around 1380, was based on the long-held belief that
the birds chose their mates on 14 February, a belief that lasted
among country children well into this century.

Men and women also responded to spring stirrings of the blood,
and often used to choose their Valentines by lottery, as well as by
chance meeting. Queen Elizabeth I selected her own Valentine and
then left the rest of her court to draw theirs by lot.

Once they were drawn, all sorts of customs prevailed at different
times and in different places. Sometimes one wore the Valentine’s
name on a piece of paper, publicly or secretly; sometimes the
couple had to kiss, or be seen together for several days; and there
were many superstitions about marriage.

By Queen Victoria’s reign, it was still believed that the first person
of the opposite sex you saw outside the house on St Valentine’s
Day would influence your destiny; but Punch advised those who
wanted greater freedom in choosing their partner to remain indoors
until the spell expired at 12 noon.
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The customs were gradually watered down, but St Valentine’s Day
continued to be one of the noted feast days of the calendar, however
secular its observance. In Norfolk, it long continued as a time for
present-giving. The custom there was for anonymous presents to
be left on the doorstep. The fun was in the secrecy.

But there were more prosaic customs. When the Revd James
Woodforde moved to his parish of Weston Longyville in 1777, he
discovered it was the tradition for the parson to give a penny to
every child under the age of 14 who called at the rectory on 14
February, and was able to say ‘““Good morrow, Valentine”. (If the
14th was a Sunday, they would turn up on the Monday morning.)

In his first year, there were only 26 children, which cost him 3
shillings; but the number increased, and by 1798 there were 90
children at a cost of 7s 6d, pretty well a week’s wages for a working
man.

At the same time he gave a Valentine present to the niece who lived
with him, which gradually increased from £1 to £10. He was always
a generous man.

In general, however, present-giving declined in the 18th century,
and was replaced by the early Valentine cards, with hand-painted
hearts and flowers, and handwritten verses. Commercialism took
over; and by the middle of the 19th century the festival had become
such a booming industry that the post office had to plead with its
customers to post their cards early, and for all ‘““Valentines
containing cut flowers, bouquets, confectionery, toys, fancy
articles etc’’ to be carefully packed.

Many of the Victorian cards were exquisite confections of paper
lace with hand-painted flowers, romantic scenes ansd sentimental
verses, slightly spoiled, to our eyes, by the resemblance of all the
young ladies in the tender pictures to their rather podgy Queen with
her stiffly formal consort.

The poetry was not of the best quality: “‘O’er Love’s sea, in Love’s
boat, Lover with thee, I could float”’. Some would go no further
than declaring their anonymous card to be ‘“‘a token of sincere
affection”.

Standards declined towards the end of the century, and vulgarity
set in until cards became downright rude. What did the recipient
make of:
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Oh, lovely charmer with a voice so sweet

and loud, folks hear you halfway down the street.
“I would I were a bird”’; yes, a pretty bird you’d be:
The parrot tribe I think is best compared to thee.

Romantic cards reappeared in the 1930s, and today are still to be
found among others of very dubious humour.

But now the newspaper columns have taken over in a big way, and
the hundreds of cryptic messages they carry are an annual
contribution to the papers’ advertising revenue.

It has been a curious history; and there must surely be scope for a
historian’s — perhaps a psychologist’s —thesis on how we got from
that Roman priest executed on the Flaminian Way to Bugsy-Wugsy
and Tootles.

— By kind permission of the Editor, ‘Church Times’, 13/2/1998
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THE PARSON WOODFORDE SOCIETY

The Society was founded in 1968 by the Rev. Canon L. Rule Wilson
and may be said to have two main aims: one, to extend and develop
knowledge of James Woodforde’s life and the society in which he
lived, and the other, to provide opportunity for fellow enthusiasts to
meet together from time to time in places associated with the diarist,
and to exchange news and views.

Membership of the Parson Woodforde Society is open to any
person of the age of 18 years and over upon successful application
and upon payment of the subscription then in force, subject only to
the power of the committee to limit membership to a prescribed
number.

The Annual membership subscription of £12.50 (overseas
members £25) becomes due on 1 January and should be forwarded
to the Treasurer, Dr David Case, 25 Archery Square, Walmer, Deal,
Kent CT14 7JA.

PARSON WOODFORDE SOCIETY COMMITTEE 1998/99

George Bunting President

Dr Nigel Custance Chairman

Martin Brayne Vice-Chairman

Dr David Case Treasurer

Roy Winstanley Editor

Phyllis Stanley Membership Secretary

JoAnn Archer, Mollie Matthews, Ann Williams,
Suzanne Custance, Jenny Alderson

The Parson Woodforde Society is a registered charity no. 1010807
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