























MY DEAREST EMMA

Joseph had left Walthamstow in 1848 and gone as curate to the rural
parish of Downe in Kent. Later it became famous as the home of
Charles Darwin, but although he was already living there the publica-
tion of The Origin of Species was still some ten years in the future. The
census taken in spring 1851 shows that the Oldham household consist-
ed of Joseph and Emma, with a housemaid aged 22 and afootman aged
16; Joseph's mother was also staying with them, no doubt to support
Emma during the last weeks of her pregnancy; but she must have
returned to her own mother’s house almost immediately, for her
daughter Emma was born at Walthamstow on April 25th. Joseph and
Emma must have decided that he should not try to make a profitable
career in the church, ashisbrother did, but to devote hislife to the serv-
ice of the poor and needy, and to this end he had applied for a post in
one of the rapidly-expanding new industrial towns. Probably neither
Emma nor Joseph returned to Downe, as he took up the position of
Perpetual Curate (later Vicar) at Clay Cross in Derbyshire and is
recorded as officiating there for the first time at a funeral on 29th May.
Meanwhile the two Emmas remained at Water House, and the young
mother is recorded as notifying her daughter’s birth to the Registrar at
Walthamstow on 5 June 1851.

For centuries Clay Lane, later known as Clay Cross, had been a
windswept hilltop village in the parish of North Wingfield. In 1831 it
consisted of 111 houses with a population of 564. Most of the men were
employed in farming, but some operated handlooms or frame knit-
ting-machines as pieceworkers in their own homes; there was no paid
work for women. But in 1836 plans were made to extend to Leeds the
recently-completed railway line from London to Derby, and George
Stephenson and his son Robert were appointed Resident Engineers.
Clay Lane lay across the proposed route and they decided to tunnel
through the hill on which it stands rather than take the line up such a
steep incline. When preliminary borings ran through several seams of
coal George seems to have remained inactive for a short time during
which no doubt he was looking into the technicalities of the new
industries he wished to establish; then he invited four friends to join
- him and his son in forming a new company to exploit the possibilities.
In addition to completing the railway line he had, within a very few
years, sunk a mine shaft and was obtaining coal, established a quarry
- and lime kilns for making cement, and also a brickworks and brick
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kilnsusing local clay. His railway contract stipulated that he must have
the tunnel lined with a double layer of bricks set in Roman cement,
and when the tunnel was completed he continued with the lime- and
brickmaking for building stations and signal boxes, then houses for
the firm’s employees, and later for sale to the building industry. Also
there were coking ovens and gasometers, and a foundry using local
iron ore to manufacture pipes. George Stephenson died in 1848 and his
son withdrew from the firm shortly afterwards, but the remaining
directors reorganised, renamed the firm The Clay Cross Company
Limited (abbreviated to CXC), and continued in production with all
the enterprises.” The 1851 census shows that the town had by then
more than quadrupled to 487 houses with 2278 inhabitants.

The Rector of North Wingfield obtained permission to build anew
church at Clay Cross to serve this burgeoning population. Building
was begun in August 1849 on land given by the colliery, and it was com-
pleted and dedicated to Saint Bartholomew in January 1851, a curate
from North Wingfield carrying out the duties there until a permanent
minister was in post. Joseph found a building that was little more than
ashell apart from having seating for 450; worse still, no house was pro-
vided for the incumbent. He quickly set about remedying this, obtain-
ing a grant of land from an estate owner and money from the colliery
company, also from Church of England funds and wealthier parish-
ioners; no doubt he and Emma also made contributions from their
own money. The Vicarage still stands, a substantial stone building
with an inscription engraved near the front door:

AD
MDCCCLII
LAUSDEO

JO

A son, Joseph William, was born to them there on 22 September 1854
and asecond son, Arthur Hugh, on 8 May 1858. Sadly, both boys died
in childhood.

William and Emma continued their correspondence, and he sent
her some of his early poems, which were found in her bureau after she
died." On 10 September 1855 William travelled by train to Clay Cross
to visit Emma and her family. The relief of Sebastopol had been
announced on the previous day and the whole country was rejoicing,
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but he found that Russian tricolours were being flown there instead of
French ones, and he complained to his friend Cormell Price in a letter
dated 29th September from Walthamstow, that the solitary church
bell, which was ‘of a singularly mild and chapelly nature’ was rung
‘ALL day long, the effect of which I leave you to imagine.”” His visit
was shortly after the holiday he had spent in northern France with
William Fulford and Edward Burne-Jones, when Burne-Jones and he
had decided not to make their careers in the church. Since then he had
tried to persuade his mother to accept that he would become an archi-
tect and not a priest, but he felt that she had hardly taken him serious-
ly. He could not bear the thought that a similar misunderstanding
should arise between himself and Emma, so he decided to go and tell
herin order that they could talk things over together as they used to do.
No doubt she was disappointed at his change of mind, but by now her
own mind was filled with the duties of a busy wife and mother, run-
ning the vicarage with the help of only two young maids. Also she had
had experience of life at the head of a parish and knew that the
demands of that life could be met only by 2 man who was convinced
that he had been called to it.

There is much detail about Joseph’s years at Saint Bartholomew’s in
abooklet, Parish of Clay Cross which was published in 1951 to mark the
centenary of the church. F E. Dwelly, the author, wrote that he had
been informed that the first decoration of the chancel was carried out
by William Morris ‘(who seems to have been a close relative of Mirs.
Oldham)’ and also that the window in the south aisle had been
designed by him; but he had been unable to verify this from any
records.'® He was certainly near the truth about the window for it was
produced and installed in 1879 by the Morris firm. Sewter describes it:
L. St John in blue; C. St Peter in gold and white; R. St James in green
and white; all designed by Burne-Jones and all previously used else-
where."” The question of the decoration of the chancel is less easily
answered; there might have been time for Morris to do the work dur-
ing 1858, ayear in which not all his time seems to have been accounted
for. Also he had by then had experience during the previous year of
working on the murals at the Oxford Union, where, although his
panel had been marred by clumsy figure-drawing, he had gone on to
paint the ceiling with trailing stems and flowers which had been gen-
erally admired. This would have given him confidence for tackling
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another scheme. And yet, ifhe had done it why did neither Jane Morris
nor Edward or Georgiana Burne-Jones tell Mackail about it so that he
mightincludeitin his biography? By now it is probably too late to find
any answer.

During the following years it is unlikely that Emma and William
saw much of each other. He married, Red House was built and occu-
pied, two daughters were born, and he helped establish ‘the Firm’. But
Mrs. Morris loved to have her family gathered around her, and they
probably met at her parties at Leyton House. When Jenny developed
epilepsy Emma was quick to offer support and during the summer of
1877 the girl stayed with her aunt for about two months. She was taken
to see Jocal showplaces such as Hardwick Hall, leaving only when her
father came to fetch her to Kelmscott Manor for a family holiday.

There was another problem to which Emma and William respond-
ed similarly; this was when their younger sister Isabella (the third sis-
ter) announced that she intended to become a nurse. Her husband had
died when she wasaged 40 and she wished to do something useful with
her remaining years. But in spite of Florence Nightingale, nursing was
not regarded as an occupation suitable for a ‘lady’, and her motherand
most of her siblings were bitter in their opposition; however Emma
and William supported her. Later, when a bishop asked her to become
the leader of a new order of Deaconesses who would work in parishes
among the poorest women and families, she was at first unwilling to
give up nursing; but he prevailed. After they had found premises suit-
able for a training establishment William went there to advise her on
the decoration of the small chapel, and undertook to supply all labour
and materials to beautify not only that, but also Isabella’s own rooms.
On completion of Isabella’s training Emma came down to stay with
her for a few days in order to be present at the ordination ceremony.

The population of Clay Cross continued to increase and the pollu-
tion of the area became worse and worse, since all the industries intro-
duced by George Stephenson produced either dust or noxious fumes
or both. By 1888 the parish had reached more than 6,000 souls; it was
aheavy load fora man aged 68, who had never spared himself when he
was younger. However, during 1888 Joseph was promoted to become
the Rector of the parent parish of North Wingfhield, with a population
of fewer than 4000 and a stipend of £682 per annum plus the Rectory.
The church dated from the twelfth century, and the parsonage was for-
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merly an Elizabethan manor house; they were buildings that Emma
and William might have dreamed about when they shared their hopes
for the future during their talks in the park at Woodford Hall. When
Morris went to lecture on ‘Monopoly’ to the Chesterfield Discussion
Society on 17 November 1889 he took the opportunity offered by being
in the district to spend a few hours with Emma and Joseph at the
Rectory. A few days later he reported to his mother that he had found
Joseph ‘only pretty well I should say, but Emma very well. Miss Emmy
was away . He added that he liked the house, and described the church
as ‘handsome and interesting’, although both had been spoiled by
restoration work carried out a number of years before. He had not
liked the smell of the coke fires of Clay Cross, but it seemed that the
others did not notice it much."

On 8 December 1894 Mrs. Morris died; she was 89 years old and
had been ill for four years; William went to her funeral at Much
Hadham; and she had appointed him her executor. In her will, aftera
few bequests, she left her estate to be shared equally between her eight
surviving children (although she omitted the orphaned children of her
son Thomas Rendall); each received more than £2,000. This money
was very welcome to Emma and Joseph, for during his years at Clay
Cross his stipend had remained low and it is unlikely that it had ever
been enough to cover their household expenses. Besides, Joseph had
always had some appeal running for the improvement of Saint
Bartholomew’s, such as the provision of gas-lighting to replace can-
dles, the building of a steeple on the tower, and later the installation of
a peal of bells; and he had built chapels in the outlying villages of his
large parish, these serving as schoolroom or village hall during the
week, and as church on Sundays. In spite of many fundraising activi-
ties, from the holding of parish tea-parties to approaches to all the
moneyed residents in the district from the Duke of Devonshire down-
wards, more money was always needed, and Emma and Joseph had
contributed generously to all these causes, so that the money they
brought to the marriage had been depleted. This inheritance enabled
them to look forward to retirement with more confidence.

They had eight years at North Wingfield in slightly more comfort-
able circumstances, and could now afford a third maid to relieve
Emma of some of her domestic duties. But towards the end of July
1896 Joseph had a stroke, and he died on 2 August. His nephew, H. S.
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Oldham, who had succeeded Joseph at Clay Cross, came over from
there to support his aunt and cousin during this difficult time and it
was he who notified the death to the local Registrar. In times of crisis
most of William Morris’s brothers and sisters had become accustomed
to turn to him for help and advice but this resource was denied to
Emma, forwhen Joseph died William was not even in this country. He
had gone on what was intended to be a restorative cruise along the
Norwegian coast, and probably he did not hear about the death until
he returned to Tilbury on 18 August. But it was soon clear that the trip
had brought him no benefit, and that his strength was failing. On 9
September he signed a new will, in which, among other bequests, he
left Emma an annuity of £100. He died on 3 October 3, exactly two
months after Joseph. There is no evidence that Emmavisited him dur-
ing his last illness or that she attended his funeral; it is possible that she
felt overwhelmed by this second death coming so soon after her hus-
band’s, or it may be that she simply had no time, for sheand Emmy had
to clear everything out of the Rectory and leave it empty for Joseph’s
successor. Although they had lived for so long in the Midlands they
decided to move to the South Coast and took a small house on the
clifftop at Lyme Regis overlooking the sea.

There was one ceremony, however, for which the two Emmas must
have returned to Clay Cross. 1897 was the year of Queen Victorid’s
Jubilee and the parishioners of Saint Bartholomew’s decided to mark
the occasion by installing a stained glass window in the east end of the
church, the work being carried out by Clayton and Bell of London.
The small upper lights show Christ and angels, and the four upright
ones depict the four Evangelists. Although the windows showing the
three other Evangelists were given by local families in memory of some
dead relative, Saint Matthew on the left was bought by subscriptions
from local people to commemorate Joseph Oldham’s 37 years of work
in the parish; itisa portrait of him and, with its plentiful white hairand
flowing beard, was considered to be a very good likeness. The window
was dedicated on 26 May 1898.

Already, before leaving North Wingfield, Emmy had been earning
by selling portraits and landscapes she had painted, and Lyme must
have offered much more scope for her brush. Mother and daughter
lived there together until the older Emma died on 30 June 1915.
Although life had set their paths in very different places, William had
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acknowledged his childhood debt to her by leaving her an annuity
which doubled her income and enabled her to live amid beautiful sur-
roundings and in modest comfort for her remaining years. During
those years she must constantly have thought of him with gratitude,
and remembered with love the close relationship they had shared as

children.
NOTES

I am very grateful to Cliff Williams of Clay Cross for the long-term
loan of two books which he had written, Driving the Clay Cross Tunnel
and Clay Cross and the Clay Cross Company, as well as the centenary
booklet of Saint Bartholomew’s church, which gave me access to infor-
mation which I should have had great difficulty in finding elsewhere.
The Church of England Record Centre allowed me to consult their
Crockfords and to read the Isabella Gilmore Papers. My nephew
Nicholas C. S. Mason kindly searched records at Worcester for infor-
mation about the Morris and Shelton families, and Peter Cormack
and Amy Clark at the William Morris Gallery in Walthamstow help-
fully gave me access to their records.

1 It is important that these dates of birth are accepted as the correct
ones, since they were given by William Morris senior in his applica-
tion for his coat of arms, and he is likely to have been very careful
over the accuracy of that document. Some of Morris’s biographers
have been misled by the fact that Henrietta was already eight
months old when she was baptised in July 1833 and have assumed
that she had been born only a few weeks eatlier; but in that case she
would have been only eight months old when brother William was
born, which is just possible but most unlikely.

2 Norman Kelvin, ed. The Collected Letters of William Morris (New
Jersey: Princeton UP, 1987), vol. 11, p. 228. Subsequently referred to
as Kelvin.

3J. W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris(London: Longmans Green
& Co., 1922 [1899]), vol. 1, p. 9. Subsequently referred to as
Mackail.

4 Kelvin, 1, p. 546.

s Kelvin, 11, p. 227.
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6 Mackail, 1, p. 26.

7 Charles Harvey and Jon Press, William Morris: Design and Enterprise
in Victorian Britain (Manchester: Manchester UD, 1991), p. 12.

8 Kelvin, 1, p. 3.

9 Kelvin, 1, p. 4.

10 Mackail, 1, p. 9.

11 Kelvin, 1, pp. 6-8.

12 Mackail, 1, p. 26.

13 Cliff Williams, Clay Cross and the Clay Cross Company (Stroud,
Glos.: Chalford Publishing Co., 1995), pp.16 ff.

14 Florence S. Boos, The Juvenilia of William Morris (New York &
London: The William Morris Society, 1983) p. 2 (but note that
Emma Oldham died in 1915, aged 84, not in 1921 aged 91, as stated).

15 Kelvin, 1, p. 23.

16 E E. Dwelly, Parish of Clay Cross. (Clay Cross: Jos Spriggs & Sons,
Printers, 1951) pp.12—29.

17 See A. C. Sewter, The Stained Glass of William Morris and his Circle
(New Haven & London: Yale U 1974-75), vol. 11, p. 53.

18 Kelvin, 111, p 127.
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