
Written In Stone – “Twenty Seven Years A Churchwarden” 

 

 In the southern end of the Churchyard, hard by the wall to College Farm, stands a Headstone 
bearing the inscription …. 

“In Loving Memory John Reeve for 27 years Churchwarden of this Parish who died December 8th 1890 
aged 56 years. Also of Eliza Reeve wife of the above who died March 19th 1909 aged 83 years.” 

and, perhaps uniquely in the churchyard, there is also lettering on the other side of the headstone, 
this time saying …. 

“In Loving Memory of Adelbert Robert Reeve who died September 2nd 1895 aged 29 years. Also of 
William Thomas Reeve who died March 30th 1897 aged 37 years”. 

 As many readers may already be aware, in general all graves face East. However, the graves of 
clergy often face West – so that on the day of the second coming of Christ the priests can rise facing 
their “flock” and ready to lead them (this is also a useful thing to know if you are out orienteering 
near a churchyard and have lost your compass). What is unusual is to find a headstone with writing 
on both East and West faces. 

John Reeve was born in Little Gaddesden in 1834 the son of a Butcher, William Reeve, and his wife 
Mary.  John married Eliza Seabrook, from Norrington End Farm in Redbourn in 1864, she was eight 
years his senior and had been born in Redbourn in 1826. In 1863 the couple took over the lease of  
Church End Farm, Flamstead, which John then farmed. By 1886 John and Eliza had moved to live at 
College Farm and John died there only a couple of years later. According to the 1891 census Eliza, 
now a widow, was living in College Farm along with her nephew Adelbert Reeve, her niece Mary 
Reeve and her sister Alice Seabrook.  

  



Given the dates on the gravestone it looks as though John became a Churchwarden in 1863, when 
he and Eliza first moved to the village and took over the tenancy at Church End Farm. He was 
certainly one of the Churchwardens in 1877 as that is the year the clock in the bell tower was 
installed by Mr W Bish and it bears the following inscription on the winding dial …. 

 

“W Bish 

Hemel Hempstead 

Erected 1877 

T.F. Burra – Vicar 

Sir J Sebright – Churchwarden 

John Reeve – Churchwarden” 

 

1877 was certainly a busy year as John Reeve also felt the need to take George Bradbury to court for 
“indecent behaviour in church” and George was found guilty and fined 1 shilling. We can only 
speculate as to what he might have got up to!! 

It would appear as though John and Eliza had had no children of their own and were forced to take  
on help for the farm from John’s brother’s family. Two of John’s nephews were William Thomas 
Reeve ,who had been born in Little Gaddesden in 1860, and his younger brother Adelbert Robert 
Reeve who was born in 1866 in Ivinghoe. Their father William Reeve had, like his brother John who 
this article is about, been born in Little Gaddesden. By 1871, William Reeve and his wife Mary Ann 
were running the “Kings Head” Pub at Ivinghoe. 

It is sad to note that William and Adelbert, who are recorded on this headstone, both died before 
their fourtieth birthdays. 

  

Simon Goodwin  


