The Vicars of Attleborough

Presentation of Plate to the Rev. M. Thomas [1826-1915] – the anniversary of the opening of the opening of the village schools in 1848 was celebrated in the school house on Tuesday June 10th. When nearly 300 persons assembled. Mr. McEwan presided at the piano, and members of Nuneaton Choral Society added greatly to the to the enjoyment of the evening The Rev. M. Thomas, the incumbent, was supported by the Rev. B. Richings, R.Freeman, J.F.Bickerdike, and W. Maudson, H.R.Harpur, Esq., Messrs. Bucknill, Bull, Prowse, Hand, Beale, Winfield, Ward, & c. The room was tastefully decorated with evergreens and flowers, and the company unusually large. The Grace before and after tea, was sung.

The Rev. M. Thomas (being about to exchange the scene of his present labours for the duties of Secretary to the Colonial Church and School Society,) took occasion, in his opening remarks, to give a succinct account of erecting the church and schools at Attleborough , and of his labours amongst them for six years. He rapidly passed in review the many difficulties he had to encounter, as well from the long neglected condition of the village as from a tedious echo and other discomforts in the church, which had been erected without due regard to correct proportions, or the comfort of worship. And yet great as had been these double obstacles, the number of attendants had been such (when the population of the district and the dimensions of the building were considered) as to bear favourable comparison with neighbouring churches. The building would hold half the entire mass of the district, and a third usually frequented it from Sunday by Sunday. He felt greatly encouraged by these results; but expressed a strong and decided opinion that an early effort should be made to remedy the defects of the building, which might be effected by an outlay of #150 or #200. In reference to the schools, upwards of 200 children receiving instruction, either in the week or on Sunday, (under) an efficient master, mistress, two pupil teachers, through whose combine efforts, and with God’s blessing, much good had resulted, and he sincerely trusted would continue to arise during the incumbency of his friend and successor, the Rev. J. R. Quirk, whom he strongly commended.  

Mr. James Hand, Senior Churchwarden, then advanced, and, in a brief and complimentary address, presented, in the name of the people of Attleborough, to the Rev. Mesac and Mrs. Thomas a handsome and massive silver salver, in token of their affection and remembrance of the schools, and assured them that the (suited) prayers of all their friends were offered for the blessing of God upon both for time and for eternity.

The Rev. M. Thomas, in feelingly thanking Mr. Hand and his other friends for their uniform kindness to Mrs. Thomas and himself, and especially for the present marked proof of affection, begged them to believe that they did not feel conscious of deserving the attention, kindness and respect with which they had been peculiarly received by all their parishioners; and that for himself he could honestly say, that the labours of Mrs. Thomas had very greatly stood to procure favour and acceptance for himself.  Again warmly thanking them for their self devoted kindness, he concluded by praying that, as his ministry had ever been directed to win their souls to Christ, they might be found, minister and flock, allies partakers of a saving faith and a joyful resurrection hereafter.

Mr. Hand again rose and read an address to the Rev. M. Thomas from a large number of tradesmen of Nuneaton, expressing their deep regret at his early removal, and the deepest gratitude for the general support which the trade and town of Nuneaton had already received from him; and concluded with humbly praying that God’s blessing might attend his labours here, and conduct him to a peaceful and happy (-----------) hereafter.    

H.R.Harpur, Esq., said – Little disposed as ever I am, my friends, to present myself at public meetings, or to take a part in the discussions usually ascendant on them, I could not absent myself from your festivities so interesting an occasion as the present – the last that your pastor, Mr. Thomas, would have an opportunity of presiding over them in his present character. That we may often see him amongst us in his private capacity is, I am sure, what we must all wish. There is probably no-one present better qualified to speak on the (--) present and former state of Attleborough than myself, or draw a contrast between  the aspect it presents now and that which it presented some years back. That a great change is perceptible, and that for the better, cannot be denied, and one would hope the improvement extends somewhat below the surface. At any rate there is a greater outward appearance of order and decorum amongst you than hereto, less noise and confusion in your streets, and a manifest improvement in the demeanour of the inhabitants generally, especially the younger portion of them.  To what then is this change to be ascribed? Is it too much to say that the erection of the adjoining church, the erection of the building in which we are now assembled, and the constant residence of a churchman amongst you, have contributed to this improvement. I cannot but think that the improvement to which I have alluded has been mainly, if not entirely, effected by these causes. That any clergyman, on first entering on his duties here, would have to encounter many difficulties, and to labour under many disadvantages, must be obvious to any reflecting mind. One of the ordinary magnitude Mr. Thomas has already noticed. I allude to the fabric of the church itself. But in spite of these obstacles, it has been very pleasing for me to witness (on occasionally attending your service here when there has been none in my own parish church) the progressive increase of your congregation – a congregation much  more likely to be permanent than if a large influx of persons had assembled under the excitement of hearing a new preacher, and then, as too frequently happens, had dwindled away as the novelty ceased which had first called them together.        

I do not stand here to pronounce a high flown eulogy on my friend Mr. Thomas, or to pay him any exaggerated compliments – a position, I fear, too much the fashion in the present day, when young people meet together on public occasions, but without falling into this error, I think it is due alike to Mr. Thomas and to yourselves to say of him, that he has discharged his duty of his sacred office amongst you with zeal and fidelity, going about his daily work in a in a quiet, unostentatious manner as his services seemed to be required. Nor can be said to have been unmindful of your temporal wants, for in times of stress and great depression in your trade, you have invariably received an amount of relief from him much beyond what you could reasonably have expected. I could also appeal too many present whether in the hour of sickness, or any other affliction, they have not met with a degree of sympathy and kindness at the hands of Mr. & Mrs. Thomas which has seldom been surpassed. I perceive from the manner in which you have received these remarks, that you are not insensible of the obligations you owe them; indeed the pleasing testimonial you have just offered to their worth is a sufficient indication of your feelings; but flattering as this mark of your attachment must be, there is yet, If I know my friend Mr. Thomas aright, another kind of testimony-another token of your esteem-which would value even more highly than the one which you have just now with so much kindness offered for his acceptance. It is this, that when his voice is no longer heard amongst you, you would bear in mind the precepts he has inculcated on you from the pulpit; and further, endeavour to carry them into your every day life and occupations. By doing this you will not only prove the sincerity of your esteem for Mr. Thomas in a manner the most grateful for his feelings, but at the same time confer a lasting benefit on yourselves. Now that you are about to lose the services of Mr. Thomas it must be satisfactory to you to know that he will be succeeded by a gentleman who is probably, more or less, known to most of you now present – a gentleman for whom I have great esteem – I allude to Mr. Quirk. For this appointment your obligations are due to the vicar of the parish, Mr. Savage, with whom the right of nomination rests; for had he been disposed, he could have selected an entire stranger, who, however, deserving he might have been, could hardly have been so acceptable as already well known amongst you. Now, sir, (turning to Mr. Thomas,) that you are about to retire from your charge here, and so enter on another sphere of usefulness, it must be gratifying to you to feel of usefulness, it must be very gratifying to you to feel and know that you carry with you the best wishes and grateful recollection of those over whom, for a brief space, you have been allowed to preside in spiritual things; and though you may have your ministrations here-and who can feel otherwise when the responsibility is so great!-still your own conscience must bear you witness that you have, at least, endeavoured so to act as one who is to given an account, being content to leave the result in the hand of the Almighty being who alone can give the increase.

The Rev. M. Thomas then presented a number of books to L. T. Chavasse Esq. B.A. of St. Peter’s College, Cambridge, who had for four months most efficiently aided him in visiting from house to house, instructing adult Bible classes, and giving lectures in the village. 

Mr. Chavasse acknowledged the kindness he had ever received from his friends Mr. And Mrs. Thomas, and hoped he should bear away with him the advantage he had derived from Mr. Thomas’s teaching and example in public and in private.

The Rev. B. Richings and R. Freeman subsequently addressed the meeting, which broke up at eight o’clock, after singing the national anthem.

Mr. Thomas announced that after Sunday, 22nd inst., his ministry among them would cease.

On the following day the children of the National and Sunday Schools, exceeding 200 in number, assembled at three o’clock, in the school room, for their annual treat of tea and plum cake. After tea they sang various hymns, and heard some admirable addresses from the Rev. B. Richings, vicar of Mancetter, who attended a second time. Subsequently the girls of the first class in the Sunday School presented a handsome Bible to Mrs. Thomas, as a mark of their regard and affection. The children then preceeded by a band of music, walked in procession through the village to the grounds of Mr. H.R.Harpur, Esq., where they were greatly delighted by various amusements and sports at the conclusion of which they thanked Mr. Harpur by three hearty cheers, and returned in the evening in procession, as before, to the house of their incumbent at Attleborough, where each child received a further supply of cake. After a parting address from the Rev. Thomas, three cheers for the Queen; for Mr. And Mrs. Thomas, and their teachers, were given, and then the nationalist anthem. They then quietly returned to their homes abundantly gratified by the proceedings of the day. 

Comment

Nine years after this article appeared in 1851, in 1860 Rev. Mesac Thomas was residing at 9 Serjent’s Inn, Fleet Street, London. E.C. as secretary to the Colonial Church and School Society. Crockfords for that year states that he had studied at Trinity College Cambridge where he had received his B.A. in 1840 and his MA in 1843. He was ordained a Deacon in 1840 and a priest in 1841 before he moved to the new church at Attleborough which opened in 1842. After he left there he had been Vicar of Tuddenham St.Martin in Suffolk. He later moved to Australia where he became the Bishop of Golburn.

Rev. James Quirk

His successor, the Rev. James Richard Quirk, a native of the Isle of Man where he was baptised at Kirk German on 15th February 1819, the son of  James and Ann Quirk who were married at Patrick on the Island in 1818. He had been at Oxford where he matriculated with a BA in 1841 becoming a Deacon in 1842 and a parish priest in 1843. When he took over the incumbency of Attleborough, under the patronage of the Vicar of Nuneaton his gross income was £205. Rev. Quirk’s wife, Maria died and was buried at Attleborough. She died on 25th. March 1874. Rev. James Quirk was vicar of Attleborough between 1851 and 1863.

Rev. Quirk’s successor was Rev. John Thomas. He died on 16th January 1888 aged 65. 

