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Sister Fanny (1836–1907)
Pioneer Church of England deaconess in
Bedford*
Fanny Elizabeth Eagles was born in
Bedford on 10 December 1836 at the
1
family home in Harpur Place the
youngest of three children. Her father
2
was Ezra Eagles (1803–1865), solicitor,
Coroner and Clerk of the Peace for the
County, and his wife, Elizabeth
3
Halfhead (1804–1866). Such was
Fanny’s delicate state of health as an
infant, she was baptised privately, and
afterwards ‘received into the church’ at
St Peter’s. Fanny received her first
communion at her confirmation in
4
1852 at Holy Trinity Church, Bedford.
She is said to have played the organ
there.
Above, right: Harpur Place, Bedford, was Fanny Eagles’ family home.
Photo c 1900 Source: R Wildman, Bedford Past and Present (1975), Plate No 31.

Fanny survived both her brothers, the eldest, Ezra junior (Clerk of the
Peace and Coroner to Bedford Borough Council), dying in 1862 and her
younger brother, Edward, in 1900. She cared for her parents, keeping house
for them, and later, after the death of her father, nursing her invalid mother
until she died.
Fanny, referred to henceforth as ‘Sister Fanny’, grew up as a staunch
5
Anglican, at the time of the Tractarian Movement. Spiritually, she was
6
greatly influenced by the Reverend James Donne (c 1795–1861), a devout and
faithful Evangelical priest, and then by his successor, a theologian of national
repute, the Reverend Michael Ferrebee Sadler (1819–1895), the vicar from
7
1864 who very quickly established the Tractarian tradition at St Paul’s. She
was engaged in district visiting for the church from as young as 17 and
sometimes her experience of the living conditions of the poor she came
8
across in Bedford caused her, on returning home, to ‘cry her eyes out’. By
the age of 28 she saw the need for devoted work among the poor of the
parish.
The close deaths of her brother Ezra (1862), her father (1865) and her
mother (1866) led her to decide ‘not to be entangled in the bonds of
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matrimony’ but to commit her life to serve the poor in an Anglican
sisterhood. She adopted sober attire, leaving many in the predominantlynonconformist population of the town to charge her with being a ‘Catholic’.
She ignored these comments and set about her work in visiting the homes of
the poor, notably in the slums of St Paul’s parish, such as the streets north
and south off Midland Road. Wherever she heard of a case of sickness she
would go to soothe, alleviate and comfort to the best of her ability. People
witnessed her cheerful spirit and selfless devotion.
She studied nursing in London in the fever ward at King’s College
Hospital and then undertook training in the religious life at St Peter’s Home,
Brompton Square, London. She was admitted as an Associate of that
Community on 4 February 1867 and was away from Bedford for about two
years. Her desire to join one of the traditional style communities now
becoming established gave way to the desire of the then Vicar at St Paul’s
Church, Bedford, the Reverend Michael Sadler, who persuaded Fanny to lead
a life of prayer and service to the poor in Bedford.
On 5 February 1869, aged 32, she was admitted as a Deaconess (see page
10) by the laying on of hands by Dr Harold Browne, the Bishop of Ely, in the
presence of a few friends in the Chapel of Bishop’s Palace at Ely Cathedral. St
Paul’s Deaconess Institution’s founder was the Rev Michael Sadler. Sister
Fanny initially used her home in St Loyes Street for meetings. A stable loft in
Allhallows Lane, Bedford, was also used to begin her benevolent work with
the poor. She did a great deal of nursing, as the only trained community
nurse in Bedford in those days. She also raised money to support her work.

‘The Home. Whitsuntide. 1875’: Group photo of Sister Fanny, Elizabeth, Sister Ann,
Nurse Dancy and five orphan girls. Courtesy of Bedfordshire Archives. X455/41 a-b. in
Pamphlet 151, Patricia Bell, St Etheldreda’s Bedford (Centenary brochure).
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In addition to Sister Fanny, there was also a probationer (Marianne
Dalton, who became Sister Marianne in 1870) and eight Associates to help
her in her work. Associates had to be ‘communicants of the Church of
England, subscribers of not less than Five Shillings, annually, and be ready to
help the Deaconess in parochial work when able and if required, subject to
regulations’. Numbers of Associates increased over the years: 14 by 1871, 28 by
1875, 27 by 1883, 31 by 1885, 45 by 1890, and 52 by 1893. In addition, there
were Associate Parochial Nurses: one by 1875, two by 1893. All Associates
lived in their own homes with their own families.
Sister Fanny was joined by Sister Marianne in 1870, Sister Sarah in 1873,
Sister Anne in 1874, Sister Isobel in 1875, Sister Margaret in 1881 (1882?) and
Sister Ada in 1894. Sister Marianne may have served elsewhere in the Diocese
of Ely, rather than at Bedford and Sister Sarah served in Cape Town, South
Africa, and then in the South of England (see page 10 for details). The
Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List of 1883, page 175, lists those Deaconesses
present at Bedford at that time as Sister Fanny, Sister Anne, Sister Isobel and
Sister Margaret. By 1890 the Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List is reporting
that
‘Six deaconesses have been admitted since the Home was established. Of these one
has died [Sister Marianne in 1888], two are working as ‘unattached’ elsewhere in the
Diocese [Sister Sarah and Sister Margaret?], and three are working in the community
10
in Bedford [Sister Fanny, Sister Anne, Sister Isobel?].’

Sister Ada was subsequently admitted on 6 February 1894.
In the early days, when education of infants was a priority for the
Deaconesses, before the state made effective universal provision, the idea
was for each Bedford parish to employ a Sister in their area, if they could
11
afford it, paying a fixed sum to the Home.
Sister Fanny set up Sunday schools in the parishes of St Peter’s and St
Paul’s, night schools for men and boys, ‘some of the roughest of description’,
from 1870–71 onwards, and guilds and sewing groups for young girls. The
Junior Guild helped prepare girls, typically those in domestic service or
dressmakers’ apprentices, for confirmation and first communion. There were
also women’s meetings. Several women attended the elder classes of the
Sunday schools. A further Communicants’ Guild, a fortnightly class for those
who had taken baptismal vows, was held by clergymen and there was a
special service every month.
There were weekly mothers’ meetings and there were cottage readings on
Sundays and during the week, for those who could not get to church.
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The Sisters ran a Sunday School at St Paul’s Mission in All Hallows Lane.
Augmenting educational provision for the poor in Bedford, offered by the
Harpur Trust elementary schools, Sister Fanny had opened a weekday
mission school, St Paul’s Infant Day School, from October 1868, to cater for
those poor children (some 90 children, both boys and girls) who could not,
for whatever reason, attend those Harpur Charity schools. One Sister acted
as warden for the old people in the Harpur Almshouses.
Fanny’s decision to dress in a black
habit like a religious sister attracted
considerable hostility from the large
nonconformist community in Bedford in
the 1870s, 1880s and 1890s. They also
attacked what they saw as a scheme to use
her social work as a way of proselytising for
12
High Church Anglicanism. Despite this,
Sister Fanny was described by those who
knew her as ‘always cheerful, almost
exuberant in spirit and with a keen sense
13
of humour’. Associates spoke of the time
when, packing up after the Annual Winter
Sale (to raise money for the Home), Sister
Fanny suddenly sat at the piano and played
14
‘with vigour and brightness’.
Sister Fanny (unknown photographer/undated. c1900)
Courtesy of Bedfordshire Archives ServiceX455/39

Over the winter of 1871–72 Bedford was struck by a three-month-long
smallpox epidemic, which proved to be an ordeal and testing ground for
Sister Fanny. At a time when nobody was prepared to go near to the houses
of those who had the disease, she went into the homes of the sick to comfort
and nurse them, working day and night. She took her own life in her hands
but never hesitated. She washed the bodies of the dead and put them in
coffins. Burials were conducted at Bedford Cemetery at 10 o’clock at night by
15
the Reverend Harry Hocken, curate at St Paul’s Church, as many as 50
16
overall. This dedication caused many nonconformists in the town to change
their opinion of Sister Fanny and subscribers to fund her work came forward.
Sister Fanny became the Head Sister of what was known during her time
17
in office, and up to 1914, as the Ely Diocesan Deaconess Home in Bedford,
finally being referred to as Sister Superior. Her appointment was renewed
every three years.
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In 1869 Sister Fanny took in two orphan girls from Biggleswade, then
others, and almost by chance the Sisters’ mission evolved into child care. The
work in the town and outlying parishes continued alongside the care of
children, first, in Dame Alice Street, then at 49 Loyes Street in 1871 as an
orphanage. Finally, they moved to a larger house in Conduit Road (the
18
former name for that stretch of Bromham Road).
Sister Fanny’s parish work had grown steadily and in May 1881, following
an intervention by a benefactor, Mr Anthony Gibbs (a well-known
philanthropist from Bristol, who had heard about her work and later met
19
her), she and her fellow Sisters moved to 9 Bromham Road, which was
bought using the money he donated. This was a substantial Regency house
at the corner with The Crescent. Officially known as the Ely Diocesan
Deaconess Home and Orphanage where nursing and parish work continued,
20
it ultimately became known as St Etheldreda’s Home. Numerous ladies in
the town and neighbourhood became Associates of the home, assisting the
deaconesses.

St Etheldreda's Home & Orphanage, 9–11 Bromham Road, Bedford. Undated
photograph by A E Alleway. Courtesy of Bedfordshire Archives. Pamphlet 151, Patricia
21
Bell, St Etheldreda’s Bedford (Centenary brochure).

A red-brick oratory chapel and refectory (see next page) were added as an
extension, opened on 8 July 1890, with the chapel dedicated by the Bishop of
Ely, Lord Alwyn Compton.

6

The chapel enabled the Community to arrange retreats for the Associates
and others, as well as quiet days, conferences and meetings, and the children
went twice a day to chapel.
Exterior of former
St Etheldreda's
Home Chapel
(first floor) and
refectory (ground
floor), 9 Bromham
Road, Bedford, 2017.
Photograph:
Stuart Antrobus.
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Sister Fanny died on 7 March 1907, in Bedford, where she was born, bred
and spent her life in the service of the poor. She had served as Deaconess for
38 years and, as one of the obituaries noted, her ‘single-hearted devotedness
won the esteem of all who saw her and the affection of all who knew her . . .
the whole town recognized the devotion and zeal of the good woman . . .
23
[and] . . . regardless of denomination, mourned for the sudden loss”. Soon
after her death in 1907, the neighbouring house, No 11 Bromham Road,
Bedford, was acquired by the Archdeacon of Bedford, Frederick Bathurst,
using the £3,600 left in Sister Fanny’s will for the benefit of the Home; the
24
rest he raised himself.

Brass plaque at the foot of a stained gass window dedicated to Sister Fanny in St
Ethedreda's Chapel, 9 Bromham Road, Bedford. Photo Stuart Antrobus

On 4 September 1908 the home was accredited as a Certified School,
allowing it to receive children boarded out by the workhouse authorities. It
accommodated up to 20 girls, aged from 4 to 12 at admission. The aim was to
train its children for domestic service after leaving school, so that they could
earn a living. The Diocese of Ely was divided in 1914 to create the new
Diocese of St Albans. It was then that the Ely Diocesan Deaconess Home
became the St Alban’s Diocesan Deaconess Home and Orphanage, and
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finally named St Etheldreda’s after the Second World War. St Etheldreda’s
Home continued to care for children until 1984 (see pages 9, 12). The
Bromham Road buildings were then sold by the diocese and a ‘Thanksgiving
Eucharist for St Etheldreda’s, 1872–1984’ was celebrated on 8 July, 1984.
The chapel building with its stained-glass windows, remains today as a
reminder of this religious community, but is now an office for a private firm.
Sister Fanny was a pioneer of women’s ministry at a time when both
Deaconesses and religious Sisters were new in the post-Reformation Church
25
of England, a forerunner of today’s female ministry. Sister Fanny, Rev
Michael Sadler and St Etheldreda are all memorialised in a set of three
stained glass windows, at the north-eastern end of the clerestory windows of
26
the Chancel of St Paul’s Church, Bedford.

1909 stained-glass triptych commemorating Sister Fanny, Rev M Sadler and St
Etheldreda in St Paul’s Church, Bedford. Photo by Dave Stubbs
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Appendices
The Deaconess system
The principle of the Deaconess system was stated as:
‘The principle of the Deaconess system is that those that are employed act
immediately under the Bishop of the Diocese and the clergy of the respective
parishes, that they are not bound by vows, but that they undertake their work for a
certain specified time, not to be curtailed except for good and sufficient reason. I
have given full encouragement to this system in my own Diocese, and I believe I have
27
the general sympathy of Clergy and Laity with me.’
‘In connection with the Ely Deaconess Association established at Bedford in 1869,
there is at present in addition to the Deaconess, one Probationer and eight
28
Associates.’

Sister Fanny worked with the Reverend Sadler, whose idea it was to
create a Deaconess Institution in Bedford, and the rector of St Peter’s
Church, Bedford, since she was to work in both parishes. The first Anglican
deaconess in the modern era (since the early church) was Elizabeth Ferard,
who was a probationer in 1861 and ordained in 1862 in London. Sister
Elizabeth was based at The North London Deaconess’ Institution at 50
Burton Crescent, Euston Square. There she led a group of deaconesses who
desired to live in Community, founding what was later called the Deaconess
29
Community of St Andrew in 1862, eventually living the full Religious Life,
30
under Evangelical Counsels, i.e., vows of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience.
After 1987, when women were made deacons (rather than deaconesses,
and some subsequently became ordained priests from 1994), the Community
dropped the word ‘Deaconess’ from its title. Although they were not nuns,
Sister Fanny and her deaconesses, who had to be over 30 years of age, wore
‘habits’ like religious sisters, adopted the title ‘Sister’ and lived in a small
31
community bound by strict rules, including seven services a day. The Ely
Home for Deaconesses which Sister Fanny created in Bedford continued to
be known locally as the ‘Ely Home’ until 1914, when it became ‘The St Albans
Diocesan Deaconess Home and Orphanage’. In 1946 it became the St
32
Etheldreda’s Children’s Home.
St Paul’s Deaconess Institution, Bedford (as it was originally known), was
established ‘to afford opportunities to faithful women of dedicating
themselves to the special service of God in the work of the Church’. The
work included nursing the sick, teaching in schools and working with the
Girls’ Friendly Society, plus the making of altar frontals and vestments for
33
use both in this country and also for overseas missions. One of the last
large pieces of church embroidery was a banner of St Etheldreda for the Ely
Theological College in 1906.
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Sisters of the Ely Deaconesses Institution in Bedford from 1869 to 1921
It was not customary in religious communities to use surnames. Sister Fanny
Eagles was exceptional in her surname being known, perhaps because she
was from a notable Bedford family. The following list gives the full birth
names of the women (and dates of their birth and death, where known) who
were admitted as Deaconesses to join the Ely Deaconesses Institution in
Bedford from 1869 to 1921:
Sister Fanny: Fanny Elizabeth Eagles, ordained on 5 February 1869 (born,
10 December 1836 and died on 7 March 1907).
Sister Marianne: Marianne Dalton, ordained in 1870 (born on 27 January
1812 at Kelvedon and died on 23 January 1886 at Ticehurst but buried
at Kelvedon).
Sister Sarah: Sarah Elizabeth Cook, ordained on 16 October 1873. Prior to
1873 she went to Cape Town, South Africa, to assist her cousin in the
Bishop’s household, since her family would not consent to her joining
a Sisterhood. On her return, being over 30, she could choose and was
ordained by Bishop Harold Browne. She later went to look after her
deceased sister’s young children in Bath (she may have been the
source of information to Anthony Gibbs, who became a patron to the
Bedford Home). She subsequently worked in Portsmouth, Salisbury
and Newcastle, retiring to Bedford in 1916, in her declining years.
(Born on December 1827 in Whittlesea and died in Bedford in
September 1927, aged 99 years and 9 months!)
Sister Anne: Anne Storar, ordained in 1874 (born 18 April 1820 in
Middlesex and died on 21 April 1905 in Brighton, aged 85).
Sister Isobel: Isobella Fanny Ramsey, ordained in 1875 (born, London, 1842
and died October 1925 in Kensington, London, aged 85).
Sister Margaret: Alice Margaret Power, ordained in 1881? (born, late 1842
in Southwark, London, and died on 21 January 1917 in Headington,
Oxford, aged 74).
Sister Esther: Esther Bessie Brand, previously trained in the Rochester
Deaconess Institution and ordained in Rochester in 1905. She headed
the Bedford Home as Sister Superior (after the death of Sister Fanny)
1907–1914 (born in Colchester in October 1868 and died in Napier,
New Zealand, on 20 March 1943).
Sister May: Victoria May Giblin, ordained in 1904 in Dunedin, New
Zealand (born 17 May 1858 in Victoria, Australia, and died 21 June 1938
at the Bedford Home, aged 80). She travelled backwards and forwards
between Australia and England throughout her life. Retired to Bedford
by 1934.
Sister Ada: Ada Jane Norman, ordained on 6 February 1894 (Sister
Superior, 28 September 1914 to 1933), born on 6 February 1863 in Bury
St Edmunds and died on 26 July 1934, aged 83, in the Bedford Home.

10

Sister Frances: Fanny Ball, the last Deaconess of the order founded by
Sister Fanny, was ordained on 21 December 1921 in St Albans (born in
1863 in Campton, Shefford, and died on 9 July 1939 at the Bedford
Home, aged 83). After Sister Frances the Bedford Deaconess Home
failed to attract any more women to train to be deaconesses.
St Etheldreda’s Chapel, 9 Bromham Road, Bedford
Previously, a room in the Home was set aside as an oratory. The new chapel,
as one would expect, was dedicated to St Etheldreda. The architect of the St
Etheldreda chapel was Richard Herbert Carpenter (1841–1893) with Benjamin
34
Ingelow (c 1836–1925). The building material was in local red brick with
Ruabon brick string courses and stone heads and cills to the windows. It cost
around £800, raised by subscription including £90 left by the deceased Sister
Marianne. The contract was carried out by Mr S Foster of Kempston, with
grates and ventilation by Mr D O Boyd. Chalice and patten, cross and
candlesticks and other altar necessaries, together with dossal and hangings
35
were donated.
There was an 8am service of dedication on Tuesday, 8 July 1890,
conducted by the Bishop of Ely and other local clergy including Chaplain of
the Home, Rev L Woodard, attended by the Sisters and 33 of the 50
Associates plus lay visitors. Music was provided by the choir of St Paul’s
36
Church, conducted by its choir master, Dr Harding.
The oratory chapel, with refectory underneath, was 28½ feet long and 18
feet wide, with a sacrarium of less width but sufficiently deep to contain the
altar and footpace. At the head of the stairs to the chapel was a small vestry.
On the corner of the stairs stood a plain carved wooden statue of Our Lady
(the sculptor or source is unknown). There was an external doorway to be
used for retreats, as well as a door of communication with the Home on the
ground floor. In addition there was a service passage from the offices for the
37
use of the ground floor refectory.
The furniture from the former chapel was distributed, after closure of the
Home, as follows: the outside bell used to announce times of prayer (the
rope for which was by the seat of the Sister-in-Charge in chapel) is in the
Higgins Museum & Art Gallery, Bedford; the altar was given to Oakley
Church along with the frontal; the reredos was given to All Saints’, Queen’s
Park; the Aumbri for the Reservation of the Blessed Sacrament was given to
St James, Biddenham; the statue of Our Lady and the gong for prayers are in
Paddock House, Willen, Milton Keynes, the last home of the Sisters.
The former chapel is now an office for a private firm, but still retains its
three sets of stained glass triptych windows. On the Bromham Road side, in
the entrance stairwell leading from the ground floor to the first floor former
chapel is a triptych one sees first on entering the building, as one climbs the
stair and turns back on oneself, lit from the south side of the chapel. On
entering the former chapel, set high up at the east end, which would have
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been above the altar, is the East Widow triptych. This can be viewed from
The Crescent, on the outside of the brick-built building, together with the
gable end wall-mounted commemorative blue plaque to Sister Fanny (2019).
On the south side of the chapel (facing Bromham Road), in the main body of
the former chapel, are the three windows (another triptych) showing the
figures of (left to to right) Saint Ann, St Margaret, and St Elizabeth of
Hungary, dedicated to Sister Fanny, Sister Ann and Sister Margaret. The
windows dedicated to Sister Fanny and Sister Alice were erected by
subscriptions from Associates and friends to mark their 38 and 28 years’
service to the Home, respectively.
St Etheldreda’s
There were seven sisters in charge at St Etheldreda’s, Bedford: Sister Fanny
until 1907; Sister Esther until 1914; Sister Ada until 1934. Under the
Community of St Andrew (CSA) subsequent sisters in charge were Sister
Anne 1933/34–1940; Sister Maud 1940–1954; Sister Helena Mary 1954–1962;
38
Sister Joyce 1962–1992. By 1937 there were 23 children in the orphanage,
who attended local schools, and when old enough were trained to go out to
domestic work. Local guilds and societies were welcome to use the House
and Chapel. One Sister was assisting at St Mary’s and another at All Saints’,
Queen’s Park. Two did sacristan work in the prison chapel. The Sisters
addressed meetings of the Mother’s Union and Women’s Fellowships in the
surrounding villages.
After the Second World War the name of the Home became St
Etheldreda’s Home and the work continued until 1984 when the Home
closed, following a change in government policy towards large children’s
homes. From 1967 the Sisters took the title of the Sisters of St Etheldreda.
The name of St Etheldreda’s went with the Sisters to a house in Conduit
Road, along with the remaining four young people, after the closure of their
Bromham Road home in 1984. In 1992 the Conduit Road house closed and
the name was no longer used but lives on in its vast family. Two sisters,
Sister Hazel and Sister Joyce, moved to Willen, Milton Keynes, where the
Society of the Sacred Mission (SSM) had built a house for the three
remaining Sisters, named Paddock House, in 1983. The other Sister, Sister
Muriel, lived for the next 10 years in the Christie Almhouses, Bedford, where
she was Deputy Warden for a while, and continued to support St Paul’s
Church. She finally joined Sister Joyce and Sister Hazel at Paddock House in
2002. Sister Joyce died on 21 March 2009 and Sister Muriel three weeks later
on 16 April 2009.
Sister Hazel was ordained as a priest in 1996 and appointed Honorary
Assistant Priest at St Paul’s Church, Bedford in 2019. She continued to live in
Paddock House alongside St Michael’s Priory, in the SSM House, and kept in
touch with scores of former ‘St Eth’s’ family of ‘children’ and their children
and grandchildren. There was a large reunion of many of these in Bedford on
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16 November 2019 at a service at St Paul’s Church, Bedford, to celebrate the
150th anniversary of the appointment of the first deaconess there, Sister
Fanny, in 1869.
Notes
*I gratefully acknowledge research assistance from Linda Ayres, James CollettWhite, Sister Hazel, Pushpa Kadappa, Maurice Nicholson and Trevor Stewart, and
proofreading by Trevor Stewart & Ros Wong. With thanks to the staff of Bedfordshire
Archives Service, Lambeth Palace Library and the University of Cambridge Library.
Particular thanks to Trevor Stewart and Linda Ayres for detailed and extensive family
history research on the various deaconesses. This article appeared in Chapter 3 of
‘Call Sister Fanny!’, The Annals of St Etheldreda’s Home & Orphanage, Bedford, pp 103–
110, edited by Sister Hazel [Smith], November 2019. ISBN 978-1-5136-5684-7 A much
shorter, earlier version first appeared in Bedford Local History Magazine, No 100,
September/October 2017, pp 9–11.
1. The Eagles family residence is confirmed by the 1841 Census (when Fanny was
listed as aged 4 years old). Harpur Place no longer exists. It was in a triangle between
the present-day Harpur Street, Dame Alice Street and St Loyes. Strangely, this family
residence was given in censuses and street directories, at various times in the 19th
century, as having all of those three addresses. Possibly this was because Eagles
House had an adjacent lawyer’s office attached to it at one end.
2. Ezra Eagles, senior, was born in Ampthill and baptised there on 6 May 1803; he
died, aged 61, on 11 March 1865, at St Loyes Street, Bedford. (Notice of death:
Northampton Mercury, 18 March 1865.)
3. Elizabeth Halfhead (Mrs Eagles) was born in Bedford on 31 March 1804 and
died aged 61 years, in the spring of 1866. Elizabeth’s brother, Richard Halfhead,
became a Bedford banker and was a prominent public man in the early 1800s. Later
he moved to Stoke St Gregory. He is buried in St Paul’s graveyard, Bedford.
4. Aged 16, it was at her confirmation that she is said to have resolved that she
would devote her life wholly to God. Source: Patricia Bell, St Etheldreda’s Bedford
(Centenary brochure), 1969.
5. The Oxford Movement was a movement of some members of the Church of
England which eventually developed into Anglo-Catholicism (‘High Church’). They
were seeking the original Catholic roots of the English Church. The movement’s
philosophy was known as ‘Tractarianism’ after its series of publications, the Tracts for
the Times, published from 1833–1841. For more on this topic locally, see Enid R Desert,
The Influence of the Oxford Movement on St Paul’s, Bedford, from 1840 to 1900 (MA
dissertation, University of Leicester, 1993).
6. Reverend James Donne brought a new spirit of devotion, concern and
dedication to St Paul’s Church, Bedford, and this must have communicated itself to
the young Fanny Eagles. During the cholera epidemic of 1829 he nursed and
comforted the victims and buried the dead. It is possible that she had heard about
this episode as she grew up, and this might have inspired the young Fanny when she
had a similar challenge during the smallpox epidemic of 1871–72. He died age 61 years
and was buried at Holy Trinity Church, Bedford, on 23 January 1861. He served as
Vicar of St Paul’s for 36 years and is commemorated by a memorial plaque on the
south wall of the Chancel of St Paul’s.
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7. Reverend Michael Ferrebee Sadler made great changes, including Morning and
Evening Prayer daily and a weekly celebration of the Holy Communion at St Paul’s
Church, Bedford, and began the restoration of the fabric of the building. When he left
St. Paul’s in 1869 he became Vicar of Honiton in Devon where he remained until he
died. While at Honiton he was offered a Bishopric but he was advised to decline it on
health grounds. He died at Honiton in 1895.
8. Sister Fanny: A Short Memoir by ‘Two Associates’ (Bedford, 1907), p 7.
9. Quotation from the obituary ‘The Late Sister Fanny’, Bedford Mercury, 15 March
1907, p 8, col 1.
10. The Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List for 1890, p 189 (West Room, University
of Cambridge Library).
11. Sister Fanny: A Short Memoir, p 20.
12. Letter to the Editor, Bedfordshire Times, undated, c 1871–72?, quoted in
Richard Smart, ‘Now and Then, Part 50: the Eagles window in St Paul’s Church,
Bedford’ in The Spire, September 2010. Dr John Brown of the Bunyan Meeting, talked
of the Reverend Harry Hocken, Curate at St Paul’s Church, Bedford, ‘leading captive
silly women’, by which he meant the Deaconesses, and harassing the dying and
administering the sacrament as ‘the passport to heaven’.
13. Bedfordshire Mercury, 15 March 1907, p 8, cols 1–3. See also: Bedford Mercury, 8
March 1907, p 5, col 5 and Bedford Record, 12 March 1907, p 3, col 2.
14. Sister Fanny: A Short Memoir, p 19.
15. Reverend Harry Hocken was later vicar of All Saints’ Church, Cople, 1875–1915.
16. 218 people died of smallpox in Bedfordshire during the 1871–72 epidemic
(Charles Creighton, A History of Epidemics in Britain, vol 2). Reverend Harry Hocken
presided over more funerals than at any other time although it is hard to know which
were the people who died of smallpox. There was no mass grave but the majority
were buried in ‘Section H’ at Foster Hill Road Cemetery.
17. Sister Fanny was appointed Head Sister in Bedford in 1873 and re-appointed
every three years by the Bishop of Ely. Source: Bedfordshire Archives: X455/82.
18. A Children’s Association was formed in 1887, although no details of its
function have been discovered. Source: The Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List for
1890.
19. Antony Gibbs (1875–1907), a member of a family of High-Church Anglicans,
lived just outside Bristol in his family’s mansion, Tyntesfield, which is now owned by
the National Trust and is open to the public. Antony Gibbs & Sons was a British
trading company, established in London in 1802, whose interests spanned trading in
cloth, guano, wine and fruit and led to it becoming involved in banking, shipping and
insurance. Gibbs wanted to establish the Deaconess’ work on a firmer basis and
offered a sum of money which was invested in the name of trustees. It was with this
money that No 9 Bromham Road was bought in 1872, first let as a source of income
for the work of the Deaconesses and then as the permanent base for the Home in
1881.
20. St Etheldreda was an Anglo-Saxon saint. She was born an East Anglian
princess, one of four daughters of the King of Mercia. She became a Fenland and
Northumbrian queen, originally called Æthelthryth, and later, when her second
husband died, became Abbess of Ely. Although married first to an older husband,
then widowed and then to a younger husband, she took a vow of perpetual virginity
before the marriages to which her husbands agreed. Her second husband allowed her
to leave but later regretted it and pursued her. Bishop Wilfrid of Lincoln protected
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her, installing her at Ely, where she ruled over some hundreds of monks and nuns in
a double monastery.
21. The two brick-built houses, 9–11 Bromham Road, were built in 1825 to 1826,
and only encased in rendering in 1925. They formed part of the Bedford North End or
New Town development for the gentry. The first occupier, in 1826, of what is now No
9 Bromham Road, was the Reverend James Donne, Vicar of St Paul’s Church. The
house was bought in trust for the ‘St Paul’s Deaconess Institution’ in 1872 but
continued to be let until, in 1881, Sister Fanny and her community moved there from
her old family home in St Loyes. No 11 Bromham Road was sold to the Home in 1907.
The Sisters were then able to have all their activities under one roof.
22. For obituaries see: ‘Death of Sister Fanny’, Bedford Mercury, 8 March 1907, p 5,
col 5; ‘Death of Sister Fanny’, Bedford Record, 12 March 1907, p 3, col 2; ‘The Late
Sister Fanny’, Bedford Mercury, 15 March 1907, p 8, cols 1–3. Sister Fanny was buried in
the family grave at Ampthill.
23. ‘The Late Sister Fanny’, Bedford Mercury, 15 March 1907, p 8, cols 1–3.
24. For the will of Fanny Elizabeth Eagles, see Bedfordshire Archives Service:
X455/88.
25. See Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2004, vol 17, pp 549–550 and
online. For the National Association of Diocesan Advisers in the Women’s Ministry:
see http://nadawm.org.uk/ A Report on the Developments in Women’s Ministry in
2018:
www.thinkinganglicans.org.uk/a-report-on-the-developments-in-womens-ministryin-2018/ Women and the Church: see https://womenandthechurch.org/
26. The St Paul’s Church, Bedford, stained glass commemorative windows to
Sister Fanny, Rev Michael Sadler and St Etheldreda were made by Clayton and Bell in
1909.
27. The Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List for 1870, pp 89–90.
28. ‘Bishop’s Charge’, p 15.
29. The Community of St Andrew (CSA) is an Anglican religious order founded to
be both deaconesses and professed sisters serving in diaconal ministry. The
community was founded in 1861 by Elizabeth Ferard, with the encouragement of
Bishop Tait of London. The Community of St Andrew officially took on responsibility
for the Bedford home for the Diocese in 1934.
30. See: Henrietta Blackmore (Ed), The Beginnings of Women’s Ministry (Boydell,
2007).
31. See: Bedfordshire Archives X455/10: ‘Fundamental Rules of the St Paul’s
Deaconess Institution in the Diocese of Ely’.
32. The Diocesan Calendar and Clergy List for 1870, p 103: ‘Archdeaconry of
Bedford: The Ely Deaconess Association’. The design of the Association is to assist
Deaconess’ work in the Diocese of Ely. For a description of the work carried on by a
Deaconess Institution, see The Penny Post, 1 November 1871, pp 281–285: ‘What The
Deaconesses Are Doing’ by ‘Associate’ (Bedfordshire Archive Service: X455/8).
33. http://www.childrenshomes.org.uk/BedfordCE/
34. See Charles O’Brien & Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England:
Bedfordshire, Huntingdonshire and Peterborough (Yale, 2014), p 105.
35. The Bedfordshire Standard, Saturday, 12 July 1890, p 8, col 4.
36. Ibid.
37. The Bedfordshire Standard, Saturday, 19 July 1890, p 7, col 1
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38. The 37 years of CSA administration and partial staffing of the Bedford House
for the Diocese of St Alban’s is summarised in the excellent history, The (Deaconess)
Community of St Andrew 1861–2001 by Rev Dr Sr Teresa Joan White, CSA (2001):
Bedford references at pp 108–109, pp 128–129, 153–155, 200–201.

Commemorative plaque to Sister Fanny and the Children’s Home on the gable end of
the former St Etheldreda’s chapel, 9 Bromham Road, Bedford (viewed from The
Crescent). Photo: Stuart Antrobus.

Stuart Antrobus
—

The Lancastria tragedy and
Private Ronald Charles Pates
The Cunard Steamship Company launched the Tyrrhenia on 21 May 1920.
Her name was changed in 1924 to the Lancastria and, when the Second
World War began in 1939, she was taken over as a troopship.
On the morning of 17 June 1940, the Lancastria dropped anchor along
with many other ships at a port near St Nazaire on the French Atlantic Coast.
She and the other ships went there ahead of the German attack, to help in
the mass evacuation of British servicemen, embassy staff, RAF personnel,
and women and children.
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The Lancastria

One of those awaiting departure was Private Ronald Charles Pates, of the
1
Royal Army Service Corps (RASC). He was born in 1914 in Bedford, one of
four children of Annie and William Pates. Ronald, along with thousands of
others, rushed to get on board the Lancastria and, by the time the ship was
ready to set sail, it was crammed with an estimated over 6,000 passengers. At
1.50 pm, Captain Sharp received orders to sail. He signalled for a destroyer
escort, but there was no response. Since U-Boats were active in the area he
made the decision that it would be safer to wait for a second ship to be
loaded and set out together for protection.
At 3.45 pm, the Luftwaffe came. The first Junkers-88 dropped four 500-lb
bombs that hit holds number 2, 3, and 4 – the last tearing a hole in the port
side beneath the waterline. As the ship listed and began to sink, the crew
and passengers tried to escape.
Many of the exits were blocked by fire, leaving little chance of escape for
many of the large number of passengers on board. For those who did get
onto the hull and the deck of the ship, low flying aircraft attacked them with
machine-gun fire and leaking oil covered them. Of the few lifeboats
launched, many of them turned over. Twenty minutes later, the Lancastria
had sunk.
While survivors were struggling in the water, the Luftwaffe began to
firebomb them to set the fuel spill on the sea on fire. (The Lancastria had a
capacity for 1,380 tons of oil.) Survivors on the hull, holding on to débris
trying to keep afloat, were also machine-gunned.
The Luftwaffe attacked the lifeboats full of women and children, with
machine guns During the Luftwaffe attack, many other boats, some with
French crews, took some survivors to waiting evacuation vessels. The
Cambridgeshire, a trawler, rescued 900 survivors. Residents of St Nazaire,
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despite their exhaustion, dived repeatedly into the water, dodging machinegun fire, to help the survivors.

The Sinking of the Lancastria off St Nazaire
The
Cambridgeshire
trawler rescuing
survivors

Just 2,477 passengers survived. The number of lives lost is unknown, but
some have said it could be 6,000. The Lancastria went down in history as the
largest loss of life at sea – a disaster much greater than the lives lost on the
Titanic and Lusitania put together.
Churchill wrote: ‘When the news came to me in the quiet Cabinet room
during the afternoon, I forbade its publication, saying “the newspapers have
got quite enough disaster for today at least”. I intended to release the news a
few days later, but events crowded upon us so thick and so quickly that I
forgot to lift the ban, and it was years before the knowledge of this horror
became public.’
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A French salvage firm broke up the the Lancastria where it lay in 1951 and
2
the site is now recognised as an official war grave. The French built a
monument to the Lancastria dead, and placed an exclusion zone around the
wreck to protect it.
In 2005, the first restrictions were released, and the survivors of the
Lancastria could talk freely of what happened on that ill-fated day. The full
details will be made public in 2040.
Most of the crew came from Scotland and that is where the Lancastria
Association began, it represents the survivors and their relatives, and has
members all over the world. Memorials in Glasgow, St Nazaire and in the
National Memorial Arboretum honour the crew.
Private Charles Ronald Pates went down with the Lancastria. He is
commemorated on the screen wall, panel 41 in Les Montiers-en-Retz
Communal Cemetery, No T/63985. There are 62 Second World War
casualties on this site, of these, a quarter are unidentified.
At the time of Private Pates’ death, his
parents lived at Nuneaton, Warwickshire. He
is commemorated on his grandparents’
headstone at Foster Hill Road Cemetery.
There is no mention of the tragedy or his rank
on his headstone just the date. Perhaps his
family did not know what happened on that
day, or were told to not to tell. The inscription
on the memorial:
Ronald Charles Pates
Who made the supreme sacrifice
In France June 17th, 1940,
Aged 25 years
Grave Ref H 575
Before the 75th anniversary on Wednesday, 17 June 2015, the relatives of
those who were on board criticised the Ministry of Defence for failing to
commemorate their sacrifice. In 2008, the Scottish Government commissioned a medal to honour survivors and descendants of those who lost their
lives. However, the UK Government remained doggedly silent.
A spokeswoman for the Ministry of Defence said: ‘There is no formal
event being organised by the MoD.’ She added that the Government did not
commemorate events ‘Willy nilly’, and later said: ‘The sinking of the HMT
Lancastria remains the United Kingdom’s greatest maritime disaster of many
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thousands of servicemen and civilians, and the fortitude of those who were
saved that day, must never be forgotten.’
Notes
1. Commonwealth War Graves.
2. Cunard Liners, Martin’s Marine Engineering page.

Photograph credits
The Lancastria, Liverpool Echo, 25 July 1940.
Sinking of the Lancastria, photograph HU 3325 from the collections of the Imperial War
Museums.
Cambridgeshire trawler rescuing survivors, The Sphere, 3 August 1940.
Ronald Pates memorial by Linda S Ayres.

Sources
Daily Mail, 17 June 2015,
The Scotsman, Friday, 26 July 1940.
The Independent, 16 June 2015.

Linda S Ayres
—

Notes from the Beds Mercury: Wild Life
Mushrooms gathered on Christmas morning; one 6 inches [15 cm] across.
5 Jan 1895, p 7, col 4, Bromham.
Birds shot: pair of puffin; blackbird with white head; Herring gull 5 feet
[1.5m] across the wings. The blackbird was shot at Millbrook, the gull at
Bolnhurst. 12 Jan 1895, p 7, col 5, Marston Moretaine.
Curlew's body found in starved condition, sent to Mr Little for
preservation. 16 Feb 1895, p 7, col 6, Blunham.
Pike landed at Tempsford, 39 inches [1m] long, 20 inches [52cm] girth,
19lb [8.6kgJ. 25 Jan 1896, p 7, col 6, Sandy.
‘Bedfordshire Wild Life Protection Acts 1880 & 1894’. List of names of birds
covered by the Acts. 7 Mar 1896, p 4, col 6, advertisement.
Pike caught at Tempsford weighing 12lb [5.5 kg] by Mr Falkener, who has
caught over 300lb [140kg] of various fish this season including the 19lb [8.6kg]
pike caught ‘a few weeks ago'. 21 Mar 1896, p 8, col 5, Sandy.
Cuckoo heard and seen. Nest of fully fledged thrushes found. 28 Mar 1896.
p 5, col 4, Goldington.
‘An otter's nest has been found in a tree near Holme Mills, containing
three young otters’. Mr Jordan is hand-rearing them. 11 July 1896, p 8, col 3,
Biggleswade.
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‘Otter hunting’. Hounds from Newport Pagnell visited Holme Mills ‘but
could not find the old ones and had no sport’. 18 July 1896, p 8, col 3,
Biggleswade.
‘Sea-gulls seen here on Tuesday, a very rare sight so far from the sea’. 3 Oct
1896, p 7 col 5, Tempsford.
Pike, 19lb [8.6kg] caught by the butler from the House. 14 Nov 1896, p 8,
col 6, Turvey.
Five chubb caught 13lb [5.9kg], one just over 4lb [1.8kg]. 21 Nov 1896, p 8,
Sandy.
Pike caught, 12½lb [5.7kg]. 28 Nov 1896, p 5, col 5, Oakley.
Mr Norton, butler, caught pike, 12¾lb [5.8kg] and 10¾lb [4.8kg].5 Dec
1896, p 6, col 6, Turvey.
Submitted by and with thanks to Alan Hunter
—

Peter Gilman, artist
In the late 1960s Peter Gilman (1928–1984), a much loved English landscape
and marine artist, moved to the village of Ashwell in Hertfordshire just over
the Bedfordshire border. He painted in a traditional style in watercolours,
oils and acrylics. His early life was lived in Surrey, but in East Anglia he
became a full-time professional artist and started to establish his reputation
with charming local landscapes. He preferred to paint in situ outdoors in all
seasons of the year, communing between painting and nature. Fellow artist
Edward Seago was a great influence on his work. After starting selling his
paintings off the railings at Hyde Park, Peter Gilman quickly rose to
prominence in the field of English landscape art, eventually tutoring
professionally and becoming a member of the prestigious, by invitation only,
Wapping Group of Artists.
For 30 years or more before his tragic death he painted in East Anglia,
Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and along the Thames. His long association with
the Picturecraft Gallery in Holt, Norfolk, where he held his first one-man
exhibition, led to the publication of a book about him: Peter Gilman: East
Anglia and Beyond, by Michael and Adrian Hill, published by Halstar,
available from Amazon for about £25. The book on his life and work brought
together a wide selection of his paintings for the first time.
His considerable output, especially of watercolours, found great favour
with the general public and secured his long-term reputation as one of
Britain’s finest landscape artists. Tragically, Peter Gilman passed away before
his time in 1984 at the early age of 56.
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Prices of Peter Gilman's work achieved at auction can be found on
Findartinfo. where you can see that some of his watercolours have sold for
more than US$500. There is a fine collection of images of his work on Google
Images.

Peter Gilman, ‘Southwold’
The Wapping Group began in 1939 when members of the Artists Society
and the Langham Sketching Club met at the Prospect of Whitby pub in
Wapping East London and decided to pass the coming summer sketching
and painting by the River Thames. The outbreak of the Second World War
put paid to any more ideas and it was not until the end of the war that the
artists reconvened in 1946 to establish formally the Wapping Group. Its first
President was Jack Merriott and membership was limited to 25 artists whose
sole aim was the delight in painting ‘plein-air’. At this time exhibiting such
works was generally of lesser importance and the painting season was thus
restricted from April to September which has not changed. Their first three
exhibitions were held at the Port of London Authority headquarters before
moving to the Royal Exchange Galleries where they remained until 1981.
During the 1980s to 2000 exhibitions were at St Botolph's Church,
Aldgate, until they settled at the Mall Galleries. Very large pictures of the
Thames shorelines showing views from Henley-on-Thames to Southend-onSea also include the Medway, Crouch and Blackwater tributaries. Since its
formation the group has been closely aligned with the Royal Society of
Marine Artists and shares members both past and present. These include
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Jack Merriott, Trevor Chamberlain, Dennis Hanceri, Hugh Boycott Brown
and Eric Thorpe.
Ted Martin
Sources
https://sites.google.com/site/worldartandartists/home/peter-gilman
https://www.thewappinggroupofartists.co.uk/

—

Society Bookshelf
Books published by our history societies: contact the Editor if you wish
your Society’s books to be included
Bedford History Timeline, by Alan Crawley and Bob Ricketts Published by Bedford
Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society. 2019, Paperback, 94pp, 119
illustrations. Price £8, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40
2NN or £10 incl postage from Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.
Beats, Boots and Thieves – A History of Policing in North Bedfordshire, By Des Hoar and
Richard Handscomb. Sharnbrook Local History Group. 2013. Paperback, 146 pp, £10
from 24 Loring Road, Sharnbrook, Bedford MK44 1JZ.
Colmworth and Neighbouring Villages: Then and Now, by Colmworth and Neighbours
History Society. 2018. Paperback, 46pp, 100+ illustrations, £5 + £2 postage from Dave
Jarrett, 3 Collingwood Road, Eaton Socon, PE19 8JQ
Henry John Sylvester Stannard with notes on his daughter Theresa Sylvester Stannard, by
Richard Morgan. Published by Bedfordshire Local History Association, 2018. 48pp incl
index. Available via the BLHA website http://www.bedfordshire-lha.org.uk, £5 + p&p.
Langford Then and Now 2006. Published by Langford & District History Society, 2006.
Paperback, 40 pp, 80+ photos, £4 from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 312556
or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Langford through the Lens Volume 1. Published by Langford & District History Society,
reprinted with amendments 2014. Paperback, 74 pp, 70 photos, £5, from Rowena Wolfe
by phone or email: 01767 312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Langford through the Lens, Volume 2. Published by Langford & District History Society.
1992. Paperback, 80 pp, 80+ photos, £3, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Willington in the First World War by Robert Bollington. Published by Gostwick Press.
2018. 96pp, £6 from Willington Local History Group (cheque to be payable to them)
c/o Rob Bollington, 2 Beauchamp Place, Willington MK44 3QA.

23

