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INTRODUCTION

In 1831, The Rev. J.Curtis, headmaster of The Free Grammar School, Ashby-de-
la-Zouch and perpetual Curate of Smisby, described Swannington as “formerly a
hamlet, but now part of the chapelry of Whitwick, containing 1539 acres, 541
inhabitants, 114 houses ...... In 1825 a Chapel was erected at the north extremity
of the township, for the accommodation of such inhabitants of Swannington and T
Thringstone as are most distant from Whitwick”.(1) This we now know as St. .
George’s Church, Swannington with Peggs Green.

For its origin we have to start at Coleorton.

THE SITE FOR THE CHURCH

Sir George Howland Beaumont, 7th Baronet (177 0-1827) resided at Coleorton
Hall which had been rebuilt in 1804. Sir George was an amateur artist of great
distinction, connoisseur, patron and friend of many artists and writers. Visitors
at the Hall included Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Constable, Scott & Sir
Joshua Reynolds.

William Wordsworth records walking with Sir George and discussing the siting
of a new church. “During the month of December 1820, I accompanied a much-
beloved and honoured Friend in a walk through different parts of his estate, with
a view to fix upon the site of a new Church which he intended to erect.” Shortly
afterwards Wordsworth wrote sonnets entitled “Church To Be Erected” and “New
Churchyard”.(2)

No doubt discussion occurred among the “literati” on many topics including the
siting of this new church and the Rector of Coleorton, who was also vicar of
Whitwick, Rev. Francis Merewether, M.A. would also have been present. How-
ever it was later revealed that Lady Margaret Beaumont claimed to have chosen
the site so that the chancel would be built where Sir George had stood his easel.

It was mainly due to the dogged persistence of the Rector that the church was
actually built “on behalf of the townships of Swannington & Thringstone in the
parish of Whitwick, the Archdeaconry of Leicester and the Diocese of Lincoln”.
The population of the whole parish of Whitwick in 1821 was 2916 of whom 541
lived in Swannington and 1181 in Thringstone. The parish consisted principally
of framework knitters and was considered almost, if not quite, the poorest in the The Rev. Francis Merewether M.A.
County of Leicester.

Mr. Merewether gave notice of Vestry meetings to be held in both Swannington
and Thringstone in July 1821 to discuss the possibility of the building of a church.
Various other meetings took place but there was considerable opposition to the
idea. About 200 people signed a petition addressed to the Archbishop of
Canterbury objecting to the proposed building. The main objections included:
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1. The vast majority of the parishioners lived within 1.5 miles of Whitwick
Parish Church and none lived farther than 3 miles.

2. As the proposed site was under dispute as to ownership between the Marquis
of Hastings and Wigston Hospital, no one was competent to sell the site.

3. Whitwick Parish Church was large enough to seat all who wished to attend.

4. As many had recently given land from their estates to build a new church in
Charnwood Forest (Oaks in Charnwood 1815) and because of the depressed state
of agriculture and being burdened with the poor and other parochial rates, they
would find it impossible to make any contribution to the new chapel.

However Mr. Merewether was undeterred. The estimated cost of the chapel, size
71 ft. x 28 ft. x 20 ft. high would be £970 including the duty on the bricks. By
September 1821, £290 had been raised by voluntary subscription and he wrote to
the Incorporated Church Building Society for financial help. In 1822 the society
agreed to give £450 towards the construction of the Chapel on condition that 380
of its 450 seats were to be free and unappropriated.

The following year Mr. Merewether claimed that sufficient money had been
raised and asked permission from the Church Commissioners for the building to
commence. In 1824, Merewether, as agent for His Majesty’s Commission for
Building New Churches contracted with Wygston Hospital and William Fenton,
Esq. to purchase the land and minerals for a chapel on a site of area 2 roods and
29 perches and the foundation stone was laid on St. George’s Day, April 23rd 1825.
The building was supervised but not necessarily designed by William Matthews
of Ashby-de-la-Zouch.

There was still opposition. Certain freeholders of Swannington, because of
Commoners’ Rights, gave notice that if Mr. Merewether and the workmen

commenced digging foundations for the Church, they would be treated as 0 Y P LAN

trespassers. They continued digging and notices of trespass were served. &‘// ooy 1L ' )

However on the advice of solicitors they continued. The Commissioners agreed ) = P ey et we e —-—r—

that there was no case of trespass and the building proceeded. T : l nnonn NN W =7

. (it l

On December 16th 1825 a letter was sent to the Incorporated Church Building

Society informing them that the Chapel of Ease for the townships of Thringstone =

and Swannington in the parish of Whitwick had been completed, seating 450 of =)

which 380 were free. A plaque would be displayed inside the church acknowledg- . U Uy uuu 0o

ing the Society’s gift of £450. The letter was signed by F. Merewether (Minister), .. U — ;§1

Thos. Grundy and Rich. Potter (Principal inhabitants) and Edward Handford and " . 1 M

William Matthews (Surveyors). ey l .l -l Q
————— ' =

A copy of the original drawing of the church and seating plan sent to 1.C.B.S. in P — :

October of the following year hangs in the Vestry. NN >

OnJuly 4th 1827 wassigned the conveyance of Land and Mineralsat Swannington - — :“ AR . {N

between on the one hand William Fenton of Thorpe Hall near Leeds and the
Chaplains and Poor of Wigston Hospital and on the other hand The Commission-
ers for Building New Churches. It was agreed that the cost of the land was £39 - 5
and the coal and other mineralrights £175.18s.10d to be divided between Wigston Chapel of Ease

Hospital and Mr. Fenton.

A Brief History of St George’s Church Swannington Page 3 of 17



comgszcmﬂomfo FTHE CHURCH

The church was consecrated by John, Bishop of Lincoln, in August 1827 and the
sermon preached by Rev. F. Merewether, Rector of Coleorton, Vicar of Whitwick,
Chaplain to Marquis of Lansdown.

The total cost of the church had risen to about £1,100, most of which was raised
by voluntary contribution including gifts of £50 from King George 1V (Chancellor
of Duchy of Lancaster) and £50 from Sir George Beaumont.

The parsonage was completed in 1832, Lady Beaumont donating £400 towards
this building. Unfortunately she died before it was completed.

The surveyor was Mr. Chaplin and the cost was £1,200. On completion the Rev.
Matthew Drake Babbington took possession and applied to the Commissioners
for Building Churches and to the Bishop of Lincoln to assign a District to the
Chapel of St. George in Whitwick. In 1833 The Rev. F. Merewether wrote a
printed address of farewell to the inhabitants of the Chapelry of St. George and,
as an appendix, a description was given of the boundary line of the district
included in the Chapelry.

It is noteworthy that at this time the address of the Parsonage was Thringstone
Parsonage, Ashby de la Zouch.

BIRTHS, DEATHS AND MARRIAGES

The first baptism, that of Thomas Perkins aged 17 of Swannington, took place on
18+h November 1827 and the first funeral, that of William Springthorpe aged 2
of Thringstone occurred on December 9th of the same year. Strangely the church
snot authorised for the solemnisation of marriages until 14th April 1853 by the
Bishop of Peterborough. The first marriage was between John Fletcher and
annah Smith, both of Swannington, in that year.

Oz April 20th 1829, Joseph Varnham, aged 24 and of Thringstone, and two others
were hanged at the new Welford Road gaol on a charge of horse stealing.(3) The
following day, the body was interred in St. George’s church yard - it was the 22nd
burial. Sadly we note in the register that only a week before, the burial service

to0k place for his father, William Varnham, aged 48, of Thringstone.
The death penalty for cattle, horse and sheep stealing was abolished in 1832.

The oldest gravestone found in the churchyard, the 23rd burial, was that of John
Bird of Thringstone who died on 17 July 1829. Other C19 memorials include:-
1835 Thomas Hill aged 21

1837 Frederick Rushton aged 3

1863 “In loving memory of Harry Clements whose death was occasioned by the
breaking in of water at Califat Coalmine”. 8.10.63.

1879 Francis Barkby of Peggs Green - “For 52 years respected clerk and sexton
of the parish, aged 71”. Also his wife.

In 1865 the churchyard was extended by about an acre to the south and west of
the church. The consecration was performed by George, Bishop of Peterborough.
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FORM FOR"
THE SERVICLE
WHICH WILL lli’i 0!!§§[\VF.I)

AT THE CONSECEATION

oF

50, GEORGL'S CIIAPEE WILI'TWICK,

On THURSDAY, the 23d .RIGUST, 1827,
BY THE RIGIIT REVEREND {FATIIER IN GOD
JOIIN,

T
BY DIVINE 1-mm|.&7)uu,

LORD BISIIOP OF “.INCOLN.

A SERMON
BY TIHE REV. FRANCIS MEEEWETHER, . A.

RFECTOR OF COLE ORTON, VXCAI?OF WIHITWICK,

AND GHAPLAIN TO TIHE MOST NODLE THE:MARQUIS OF LANSDOWNE.

LEICESTER:
PRINTED BY T. COMBE AND SON.
AND SOLD BY BEADSMORE, ASHBY-DE-LA-ZOUCH.
1827

PRICE SIXPENCE.
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TARLY CLERGY AND THE
CHURCH SCHOOL

The Rev. Matthew Babington remained at Swannington until 1847. In the 1841
Census, Matthew, Hannah, 3 students and 3 servants are all recorded as living
at the Thringstone Parsonage. Mr. Babington’s son, Churchill, refers to attend-
ing his father’s school at Thringstone, although no doubt the number of pupils
would have been small.

Babington was succeeded by the Rev. Thomas Hunt who recorded in the 1851
Ecclesiastical Census that the church had a total of 460 “sittings” of which 380
were free. The attendance on March 30th 1851 was 150 general congregation plus
130 “Sunday Scholars”.

The Rev. Samuel Smith who followed wrote that “as from Quinguagesima 1852”
he was introducing “two full services every Sunday not alternate morning service
one Sunday and afternoon the following week”. This incumbent was also
prepared to preach out doors.

The Loughborough Monitor (4) reports that, “On Sunday last the Rev. S. Smith
D.D. visited Lymby Hall and preached an excellent sermon in the open air. The
colliers were particularly invited and a numerous congregation, including several
of the residents of the Hall, were quiet listeners to the eloquence of the learned
Doctor, whose mission, it is hoped, may be not entirely without some good results.”

In the four years between 1851-5, the population of Swannington rose from 822
to over 1100 due to the sinking of new coal mines in the vicinity. Asthere wasno
regular school in the village, the Rev. Dr. Smith instituted an appeal for the
erection of aday school to accommodate 108 children and a schoolmaster’s house,
thetotal cost being £1,000. A grantof £300 was received from the National Society
and the remainder raised by public subscription.

Contributors included Earl Howe of Gopsall Hall, Sir George Beaumont, Rev. F.
Merewether, Rev. Dr. Smith and Swannington, Coleorton and Snibstone collier-
ies.

The Ashby-de-Zouch News and General Advertiser for November 28th 1863 (5)
reports that the annual Missionary meeting was held in the National School
Room. Dr. Smith was in the chair.

Dr. Smith was succeeded at Swannington by the Rev. John Hewitt in 1857 but he
returned to be appointed Vicar of Whitwick on October 24th 1864 following the
death of Rev. Francis Merewether. The living of Whitwick is a gift of the
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster (then Queen Victoria) and at that time
worth £400 per annum with 200 acres of glebe and a house.

Samuel and Francis Smith had 10 children (6 sons and 4 daughters). The two
youngest, Temple Chevallier and Beatrice Gertrude were born in Heidelberg
(1857) and Wiesbaden (1859). On January 1st 1869 the vicar wrote:-
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