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The Author dedicates, with the utmost respect and humility, this scraped together offering to both His Grace the ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY and the DEAN OF CHRIST CHURCH, OXON, so that, in mutual opprobrium at so ghastly a volume, they might effect a THEOLOGICAL RECONCILIATION befitting their respective ranks and statures.
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It will not escape the eagle-eyed reader that this is a compendium of eccentrics that features exclusively clergy of the male sex. Here, I’m afraid, your humble narrator can but plead cowardice. It is not that there is a shortage of eccentric, successful or nutty women, or, indeed, women renowned for their sense of adventure or love of good living currently in Holy Orders. However, the Church of England’s regrettable tardiness in ordaining women to the Priesthood means that most of these potential subjects are still alive and, being women of great ingenuity as well as great godliness, many have access to excellent lawyers and some (particularly those in rural ministry) to unlicensed firearms. In light of this, a decision was made to restrict this collection to clergy who have shuffled off to a Better Place. It is to be hoped that the large numbers of women clergy who undoubtedly warrant a place in this collection will not feel too aggrieved by the author’s decision to exclude the quick from his collection. Confident that God will continue to call as many manifestly strange women to the Priesthood as men, the author looks forward to a tome being produced in the not too distant future, replete with tales of these remarkable Priests; produced, however, by an individual braver (or with better legal representation) than he.
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ECCENTRICS
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[image: image]he archetype of the dotty Anglican Vicar is one with enduring appeal. Whether the imagined parson of a half-remembered past or the character who gives a touch of anecdotal variety to the drudgery of parochial existence, a clergyman with unusual habits is a stock figure in the English cultural lexicon. The secret of the clerical eccentric’s longevity in the popular imagination (long after it appears to have abandoned many of the other appendages of cultural Christianity) is that he is essentially a hybrid figure, standing at the crossroads of two rich seams of public strangeness. Put simply, to be a clergyman is eccentric enough, but to be English on top of that is almost overkill.


The parson is recognisably part of the broader tradition of English eccentricity. Quite what it is in the English character that has engendered such a predisposition is unclear – perhaps it is a legacy of those who seek to disrupt a culture historically bound by complex rules of etiquette and propriety, or maybe it’s just a result of people trying to entertain themselves amid the perpetual drizzle. Either way, whether collecting curios, walking oddly or fostering inappropriate relationships with animals, the English have carved a niche as a nation with a streak of eccentricity running right through national life.


The Church of England is, of course, no exception. With its stated aim of ministering in every community and its presence at most of the stranger rituals of national life – from conducting coronations to judging competitions based around amusingly shaped vegetables – the Church, and its clergy, can justifiably claim to be the warp on which the mad tapestry of England has been woven.


Priests are part of a much older Christian vintage: that of the ‘Holy Fool’. These were figures, particularly prevalent in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, who, through their odd behaviour, are said to make the rest of us consider where the real foolishness lies – namely in the ways of the world. The Holy Fool might seem strange in their behaviour to us, but, so the tradition says, it is in fact our ways that are strange. There is a concept, going back to the Gospels, of ‘the Holy’ being so inconceivable to limited human reasoning that it must appear to us as madness. It is a tradition that makes contemporary counterculture look positively mainstream. The great clerical eccentrics were undoubtedly considered to be insane or, at the very least, obsessive, and yet they often proved to be effective communicators of an ‘other-worldly’ holiness. It is partly the appeal of this, and partly the goodly heritage of old-fashioned Englishness that gives the eccentric Vicar his enduring appeal – he treads the thin line between prophet and clown.


The men whose lives are detailed in this section represent a mere tasting menu of eccentricity plucked from the rich à la carte selection of clerical strangeness down the ages. There was, alas, no room for figures such as the Cornish incumbent who was so prone to wandering off during services that he had to be chained to a communion rail by the ladies of the congregation. Nor was there space for the Lincolnshire clergyman who, fancying himself an amateur surgeon, got an elephant drunk on ale and tried to dissect it. However, the motley collection of mermaid-impersonating, steam-roller driving, bicycle-stealing clerics whose lives are detailed in the following pages are the cream of the crop, glorious in their eccentricities and their folly.


The eccentric Vicar is not, however, a figment of a half-imagined past. It might be the continued legacy of the Holy Fool or it might be something in the (Holy) water, but the Church of England is still replete with ‘froward and strange’ clergy to this day. While they are unlikely to follow in the footsteps of their forbears and urinate on you or force you to play leapfrog, they will undoubtedly be interesting, idiosyncratic figures – it rather comes with the territory. And so, dear reader, if you seek the great clerical eccentric, that fabled mid-point between Old English ‘character’ and Old Testament prophet, my advice is to look among the pews; they’ll almost certainly be waiting for you there.


I


The Reverend Robert Hawker,
Vicar of Morwenstow (1803–75)


The Mad Mermaid of Morwenstow


Cornwall, as a county of strange seascapes and moorland myths, has a remarkably high tolerance for odd behaviour. However, even by the high bar of the West Country, the Reverend Robert Stephen Hawker was a profoundly weird individual. Hawker’s behaviour, even as a youth, was the subject of considerable comment. Whether it was his running away from a series of schools or his marriage, while an undergraduate at Oxford aged just nineteen, to an old spinster, he showed early signs of not being exactly in line with the expectations of polite nineteenth-century society. However, it was his return to Cornwall as a clergyman that made him something of a local legend.


Firstly, as Curate at Bude, he decided that he had a joint calling; not only to be a Priest, but also a mermaid. In order to live out this vocation, he fashioned a wig out of seaweed and, naked apart from an oilskin wrapped around his legs, rowed out to a rock in Bude harbour one evening, sat on it and began to sing. This spectacle provoked great comment among superstitious locals and each evening a crowd gathered on the cliffs to see the ‘mermaid’ perform. Quite why this bizarre habit of Hawker’s ended after a few months is debated; some say that, as the winter drew closer, even the blubbery form of Hawker was affected by the elements. Another story relates that a somewhat sceptical local farmer brought along his gun and threatened to pepper the aquatic damsel with shot if she stayed warbling any longer. Whatever the reason, one evening he substituted his haunting mermaid’s lament for a rousing rendition of ‘God Save the King’, plopped into the water and swam back home.


After Bude, Hawker took on the vicarage of Morwenstow, a tiny parish at the most northerly tip of Cornwall. Here, devoid of supervision, he could indulge in his bizarre behaviour unabated. Although he no longer wore wigs made out of seaweed, his outfits were not exactly prim. Hawker would tramp around his parish wearing a long purple coat, a bright blue fisherman’s jersey and red trousers stuffed into huge waterproof boots. In bad weather this extraordinary outfit was complemented by a bright yellow poncho made of horse hair that he dubiously claimed was the habit of an ancient Cornish saint. If any Vicar in history can be described as ‘colourful’, it is Hawker.


His time at Morwenstow was not without innovation; he famously invented the now ubiquitous harvest festival as a way of getting his parishioners (whom he viewed, perhaps not unfairly, as little more than baptised pagans) to come to church. Although clearly a great lover of landscapes, Hawker’s relationship with the animate orders of creation was somewhat more complex. He kept a sizeable menagerie, including ten cats (who would follow him to church and routinely made up the majority of his congregation). However, he reacted with fury when he saw one catching a mouse on a Sunday and publicly excommunicated it in front of his other animals. Sabbath day violations aside, Hawker was a great lover of animals, being regularly observed talking to the birds in the churchyard and making friends with a ‘highly intelligent’ pig called Gyp. Another ‘pet’ was a stag called Robin, which Hawker insisted was tame, although its habit of attacking and pinning down visitors to the vicarage would probably suggest otherwise.


Hawker was not without a sense of clerical duty. He made it his particular mission to collect the bodies of sailors who regularly drowned in shipwrecks off the treacherous north Cornish coast. He was also assiduous in improving the parish, rebuilding the dilapidated vicarage out of his own pocket, although he did insist on designing the building himself, resulting in an odd-looking structure where the chimney pots were modelled on his favourite towers, one of which used the same design as his mother’s gravestone. In his later years he tried to raise funds to rebuild the church as well, but his track record of strange behaviour and his growing opium addiction made him a less than attractive investment prospect. During this time he also wrote a bizarre poem about an imprisoned Bishop called ‘The Song of the Western Men’ (now more widely known as ‘Trelawny’, the unofficial Cornish anthem). In 1875, he died, short on hard cash, but still full of airy ideas.


If you visit Morwenstow today you will see signposts pointing to the intriguingly named ‘Hawker’s Hut’. Built by the parson out of driftwood from shipwrecks, he would sit for hours in a haze of opiates, happily chattering away to the birds and writing nonsensical poetry. It has the unusual distinction of being the smallest property in the possession of the National Trust, a testament to the abiding appeal of the strange life of Robert Hawker as well as a suitably unique accolade, of which the great merman might be proud.


II


The Reverend George Harvest,
Rector of Thames Ditton (1728–89)


‘The Most Forgetful Man in England’


George Harvest was known by contemporaries as ‘the most forgetful man in England’. This was putting it kindly; Harvest was, in fact, nothing short of a human disaster zone, whose absent-mindedness reached such prolific levels that whole chapters of his ministry read like the script for a farce. Harvest was from a wealthy background and, having obtained the usual degree at Oxford, prepared to take Holy Orders. His sizeable income and good prospects meant that he was lined up to marry the daughter of the Bishop of London while still a humble Curate. Indeed, she went so far as to accept a proposal and plans were made for an impressive society wedding, to be officiated by the bride’s father – Harvest’s boss. The day arrived and, in a flurry of Austen-esque excitement, the bridal party began preparations. In stark contrast, the groom had woken up and, struck by a sudden desire to catch gudgeons (a type of small river fish), had packed up his rod and lures and set off to find a suitable spot. It is not known exactly when Harvest realised his mistake, suffice to say by the time he hurried to the church, his marriage, and any prospect of future promotion, were in tatters.


After such a catastrophic foray into the world of romance, you might imagine that the Rector of Thames Ditton (a post he had finally procured through the charity of a powerful friend) had learned his lesson. You would be wrong. Harvest (somehow) managed to set a date for another marriage ceremony with a second unfortunate fiancée. However, on the day in question, when the carriage called to pick him up, he was nowhere to be found. Several hours later, as Harvest was midway through supper with some people he’d met on a morning stroll to Richmond, he realised that he was meant to be doing something rather more important that day. He rushed back, only to find another sobbing bride and another furious father. Apparently informing the offended party that it had been ‘one of the pleasantest walks of my life’ did nothing to effect a reconciliation and Harvest remained a bachelor.


In fairness to Harvest, his betrothed had known what she was letting herself in for. Earlier on in their relationship, Harvest had forgotten that he was supposed to be meeting her one morning and had slept in. Subsequently, he decided, showcasing the appalling decision-making that was to become his trademark, that it would be easier to shave himself en route rather than waste time at the rectory. All went well for Harvest until he reached the end of the lane, where his fiancée’s house was located. Here he stopped and, resting his shaving kit on his saddle, proceeded with his ablutions. Remarkably, the actual shaving went to plan; however, when Harvest tried to pack his things away, his horse took fright and ran down the lane, with a topless, soapy Harvest on top of her, scattering toiletries as they went. In the end the mare came to a stop just outside the young lady’s house, where she and her family were still waiting outside to meet the great catch.


Horses were particularly forgettable for Harvest, and not a single person in three counties was prepared to lend him one for even a couple of hours, after a series of incidents where the clergyman would return to the stables dragging a rein and bridle along the floor, with no explanation as to how he had managed to misplace the animal he had been riding. Indeed, almost anything was at risk in Harvest’s possession. A friend recounted a visit to London where Harvest found an interesting pebble near the Thames. He picked it up and put it in his pocket in order to show it to a mutual acquaintance later on. Some minutes later, Harvest’s friend asked the time. Harvest took out his expensive pocket watch and duly obliged. The friend then watched in silent horror as the clergyman absentmindedly skimmed the timepiece across the surface of the Thames. It was only some hours later, when he tried to check the time on his shiny pebble, that Harvest realised what had happened.


Harvest’s erratic behaviour affected not only his personal life but his professional one, too. On several occasions, after hearing a great noise in his church while lumbering round the graveyard, he ran home to fetch a gun and surprise the intruders. Harvest would burst in with his firearm, only to find a stunned congregation sitting waiting to begin the Sunday service (which the Rector had, naturally, forgotten). The congregation were not entirely passive victims of their Priest’s eccentricities, it being considered great sport among them to secrete various unrelated pieces of paper into the pages of Harvest’s sermon and watch him read them out. On one occasion the entire congregation slowly slipped out of the back of the church during the course of a particularly long homily, with Harvest only noticing when the Churchwarden told him he was going to lock up; on another he read out a rude poem in lieu of the banns of marriage and then became enormously confused when the congregation burst out laughing.


Perhaps his finest pastoral moment came when he was asked to explain the constellations of the night sky to Lady Onslow (the wife of the friend who had got him his job). Midway through Harvest’s explanation, the noble lady suddenly felt a warm and damp sensation at her feet; Harvest, pressed by a call of nature, had taken advantage of the cover afforded by the darkness of the night and begun to relieve himself while continuing his astronomical lecture. Unfortunately for Lady Onslow, Harvest had mixed up his left and right and, while he thought he was surreptitiously urinating away from her (itself a less than ideal situation) he was, in fact, detailing the wonders of the Plough while passing water down her leg. After his death in Thames Ditton in 1789, a contemporary author was surely correct when he described Harvest as a divine whose character was ‘of such a singular composition that we shall scarcely find its equal’. Whether it was twice missing his marriage, pointing a pistol at his parishioners or pissing on a peeress, Harvest was unlike any other cleric the Church of England has ever seen.


III


The Reverend Sandys Wason,
Perpetual Curate of Cury and Gunwalloe (1867–1950)


Sci-fi, Sermons and a Donkey Called Sheila


One of the many concepts that the modern church has borrowed from secular office jargon is ‘collaborative leadership’. These days it is the norm for clergymen to be expected to demonstrate that they are a ‘team player’. Leighton Sandys Wason was not, however, a ‘team player’. Whether it was publicly disrespecting his Bishop or ignoring the dirty protests of his congregants, Wason gave the studied impression of living in another world. In many ways, he did, as he was a prolific author of nonsense verse and an early pioneer in the genre of science fiction. Yet even his penchant for producing fantastical stories cannot explain his flagrant disregard for the opinions of every soul he met.


Wason was born to a relatively prosperous family in Marylebone in 1867 and, after school, went up to Christ Church, Oxford, to study. Fin de siècle Oxford was awash with the self-consciously extreme Anglo-Catholics (‘sodomites with unpleasant funny accents’ as Evelyn Waugh so memorably termed them in Brideshead Revisited). Wason embraced both eccentricity and Anglo-Catholicism, attending Mass daily and taking to wearing a monocle, despite having perfectly good eyesight. Ordination was the next step and, from 1894 to 1897, Wason was Curate of the Suffolk village of Elmswell. Here he prayed using rosary beads, installed statues of the Virgin Mary and lobbied to have every service said in Latin; all seemingly harmless to modern sensibilities, but very much illegal under the law of a Church still partially scarred by the legacy of the Reformation. His very public love of Catholic devotions made it impossible for the Bishop to advance him beyond the position of Deacon and ordain him Priest, as he was, daily, contravening the law of the Church of England. Unperturbed, Wason moved to Plaistow in the East End of London where a more sympathetic (or less assiduous) Bishop agreed to ordain him.


This Bishop soon realised his mistake and made clear to Wason that there was no chance of him ever securing a parish of his own unless he changed his extreme practices. Wason, once again, stuck two fingers up at his superiors and went to the one diocese in England where communications were so poor and discipline so lax that he might have been able to get away with doing what he wanted: Truro. The inhabitants of the tiny villages of Cury and Gunwalloe on the Lizard peninsula can hardly have known what had hit them. After being provisionally made Priest in charge of the two hamlets, Wason immediately set to work turning them into centres of Catholic worship that rivalled even Rome. He didn’t give a fig for cost, using money from his mother’s will to install (without permission) a solid, marble altar in place of the wooden communion table which, when diocesan officials arrived to remove it, proved so sizeable as to be totally intractable and so remains there to this day. Wason also didn’t care what his parishioners thought. The English are not usually keen on ‘long religion’ and so Wason’s Sunday services, which consisted of several Masses (each taking two hours at a bare minimum and often in Latin), followed by benediction of the blessed sacrament and a public recital of the rosary, were not exactly popular.


Wason would probably have been disciplined earlier had the First World War not intervened (he spent the conflict trying to stir up anti-Protestant feeling in the villages on the sole basis that the Reformation had begun in Germany). However, by 1919, even the inhabitants of this quiet corner of Cornwall had had enough. A group began to disrupt Wason’s services, preaching loudly outside and rattling the door of the church (which Wason usually kept locked) to disturb the rites inside. On one occasion, Wason was striding out of the church when a man asked him how he could keep his own parishioners locked out (he had a point: this, like much of Wason’s practice, was illegal). Wason simply strode past, his cassock billowing, pushing the heckler into a ditch as he went. Later on, his parishioners even went so far as to dig up the body of a recently deceased donkey called Sheila and dump her on Wason’s front doorstep like Cornish Mafiosi. The following morning Wason opened the door of the vicarage, took one look at Sheila’s putrefying remains, drew up his cassock, stepped over the unfortunate creature and carried on his way to church as usual.


Eventually, the parish had had enough and appealed to the Bishop. The Bishop, underestimating Wason’s sheer determination, reasoned that a visit by his superior might convince Cury and Gunwalloe’s Priest of the gravity of the situation. Accordingly, the Bishop arranged to have a notice put on the church door at Cury announcing that he would celebrate a church service there on the morning of Sunday 1 June 1919. When the Bishop arrived the following morning, he found that Wason had scribbled out his advertised service times and instead written ‘MASS & BENEDICTION – 11AM’ over the top of them. Sensing that things weren’t going to be as easy as he’d hoped, the Bishop gingerly opened the door of the church and entered, followed by a crowd of bemused parishioners. Wason had just finished the Mass and was now in the midst of a sermon. The sermon, which Wason would routinely interrupt to shout at people he thought were moving too much or making unnecessary noise, lasted until nearly half past two, the Bishop having given up by five past. At three o’clock, he began the two-hour-long evensong and benediction, with the final combined service time standing at six hours.


The Bishop, unsurprisingly, fired Wason but he refused to leave, steadfastly ignoring the dead animals that found their way to his doorstep. However, on 2 October 1919, Wason went to the entrance of the vicarage and answered what he thought was a sick call. Instead, when he opened the door he found a large group of burly Cornishmen who promptly packed him into a waiting car and dumped him in a neighbouring village.


Wason had no hope of holding an ecclesiastical office again and so turned to writing. His poetry was deliberately nonsensical. One piece, which, for some reason, he gave the German title Kabale und Liebe, contains such bizarre images as ‘the omelette of the past’ and compares ‘nicotine extravaganzas’ to ‘a cheese at evening’. More successful than his surreal poems was his foray into science fiction, with his 1927 work Palafox, which imagined a device that could read other people’s thoughts, ensuring that he didn’t die totally bankrupt. It is ironic that a novel with such a theme could have redeemed the fortunes of a man who spent his clerical career demonstrating that he had no ability to relate to the thoughts of other people whatsoever.
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