
Written In Stone – A Thirst For Religious Education (And Beer) 

 

 This is the second article in a short series looking, each month, at an individual headstone in the 
village churchyard. At the east end of the churchyard, tucked away under a yew tree canopy, stands 
the grave of William Arnold (1796 – 1866) and written on his headstone is the inscription …. 

“William Arnold died April 5th 1866 aged 73 years. A Memorial from the teachers, scholars and 
friends of Flamstead Sunday School in which he was a teacher 27 years. “When I awake up after Thy 
likeness I shall be satisfied with it”” 

It is clear from this wording that William had helped play a considerable role in the religious 
education of the children of Flamstead and that he was widely respected for that – but to find out a 
little more of his life story we have to look elsewhere. 

William was born in Silsoe, Bedfordshire, in the mid 1790s – he was quite possibly born on 11th 
January 1794, the son of James and Sarah Arnold, but that hasn’t yet been confirmed. 

On the 17th February 1829 he married Elizabeth Ginger in Flamstead Church, she was originally from 
Kensworth, and it was at about this time that he must have also begun teaching at the Flamstead 
Sunday School.  

By 1841 (the earliest national census available to us) William, then aged 46, was living in Beechwood 
Lodge along with his wife, Elizabeth, daughters Emma, Mary Ann, Sarah and Eliza and sons Thomas 
and William. The oldest child, Emma , had been born in Great Gaddesden and the remainder of the 
children in Flamstead. William stated that he was employed as a Brewer. 

As long time village resident Jim Hewitt points out, beer was a very important part of the agricultural 
economy at that time and the Brewer would be an important position to hold. Beer (or Cider) was a 
standard part of an agricultural workers pay, not just for its recuperative effects on a parched throat 
after hours of manual labour, but also because it was often safer to drink than locally sourced water. 
And the quality (and quantity) of beer offered by a farm or estate to itinerant agricultural labourers 
could quickly determine how easy it was to recruit people when increased labour was needed (e.g. 
hay making and harvest times). If your beer was of a poor quality then you might struggle to recruit 
the workforce you needed. Fortunately, the beer typically never exceeded 2% ABV (and was known 
as “small beer”) so its intoxicating impact on the drinker was minimal. 



According to Eric Edwards, village folklore states that for a number of years, even in more recent 
times, there was said to have been a barrel of beer kept under cover by the roadside at Valley 
Bottom Farm with a notice saying “help yourself and put the value in the jar”.  

Returning to the subject of Sunday School, in his book “A New History Of Flamstead” Eric points out 
that, an education survey conducted in 1848, stated that at Flamstead “there is no day school and 
education is much neglected.” But it was also noted that there were a number of local Sunday 
Schools in Flamstead, Trowley Bottom and Markyate – the largest one being the St Leonards Church 
one with an average attendance of 150 children. Given its size it is perhaps unsurprising that the 
teachers, quite likely including William Arnold, were specifically recorded as being paid – unlike 
many of those at the other Schools. 

In 1851 William and his family, including a new daughter Anne, were still living in Beechwood Lodge. 
Elizabeth, and their two oldest daughters Emma and Mary Anne were all now employed as Bonnet 
Sewers.  

A decade later, in 1861 William, now aged 68, was living with his wife, Elizabeth, and three 
unmarried daughters (Emma, Mary Anne and Eliza) in a house on Valley Lane, he still gave his 
occupation as being a Brewer 

William died on the 5th April 1866 and was buried in St Leonard’s Churchyard, a week later, on the 
12th April. 

As a footnote to this story I can’t help noting that today’s Chiltern Brewery produce one of their 
“flagship” beers called “Beechwood Bitter”. There is, of course, absolutely no link to the Beechwood 
Estate that William worked on (this particular Beer only began to be brewed in 1982) but the next 
time I drink a pint of it I will be able to raise a glass to all those domestic brewers who kept the 
wheels of agriculture turning. It is perhaps also fortunate that, at 4.3% ABV, the Chiltern beer wasn’t 
available to those 19th century agricultural labourers as, otherwise, there may have been a few more 
lopsided haystacks! 

Simon Goodwin  


