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George Eley -The Longest Serving Vicar of St Mildred's

Several weeks ago whilst seeking information to answer a genealogical query about the Tilden family, and
especially Nathaniel the 17th Century emigrant to New England, I came across some previously unseen papers
setting out his "encounters" with George Eley, Vicar of St Mildred's 1571-1615. The Reverend George Eley is
thus recognised as the longest serving Vicar of all times and is likely to remain so. Hugo Norman is shown to
have been appointed in 1180 and not replaced until 1240, but even if the ancient church records are correct, he
was Rector of the parish. It was not until 1311 that the appointment of the first Vicar was recorded in the
Lambeth Register. It would be too lengthy an exercise to go into the differences between the two titles and
would justify a separate article in itself.
Nathaniel Tilden was a member of a wealthy clothier family in Tenterden but chose not to join the business,
instead becoming a successful farmer/grazier with lands in both the Tenterden area and on Romney Marsh. In
1608 he married Lydia Buckstep and about this time his puritan views brought him into conflict with the church
authorities. At the Archdeacon's Visitation on 19th October 1607, he was presented for not having received
Communion in the parish since Easter. At the next Visitation in February 1608, Nathaniel stated he had in fact
received Communion at Northiam from the Rev Frewen, Rector of that parish and a man of strongly puritan
convictions. The following July, Nathaniel was again presented "for that he did suffer his man to go to plough
all May Day last". He replied that he was 20 miles away and it was done without his knowledge. He was
nevertheless appointed Churchwarden from Easter 1611 to Easter 1613 at St Mildred's, but in June of that year,
Rev Eley was himself presented "for putting of Nathaniel Tilden from Communion not being detec;ted of any
crime mentioned in the 12 Articles". The Vicar's answer to this charge was that Tilden refused to kneel to
receive Communion and on 1st July "the said Tilden was cited to appear but failed to do so, and was
pronounced contµmacious ". . On 15th July, however, Nathaniel attended St Mildred's and knelt to take
Communion. (NB I am given to understand that Puritans considered kneeling for Communion to be
"idolatrous".) Tilden was to become a man of great local standing, including a time as Mayor of Tenterden,
but it would appear he never really accepted the situation in the Church of England at that time, his
dissatisfaction probably resulting in his decision to emigrate to New England in 163 5.
But George Eley himself was not without criticism during his long spell as Vicar. At the Archdeacon's
Visitation in 1576, a presentment was made that "George Haffenden, the Clerk, doth read in the Vicar's
absence but is not /icenced". Again in 1590, Robert Bassate·was also presented for 'reading divine service, but
not being licenced'. In 1604, further presentments were made that "our church is not as orderly and cleanly as
we think it ought to be, and graves in the-churchyard lie very unevenly and sink in below the ground". George
Eley's reply was 'he doth-not know whether it doth belong to his office or the churchwardens'.
Perhaps the most notorious event during the incumb�ncy was The Affair of the North Chancel Door. Martha
Whitfield, the wife of Herbert Whitfield (both commemorated in the Whitfield Monument in today's Lady
Chapel) had a seat in the north chancel which she and her predecessors had occupied "from a time when the
memory ofman was not to the contrary". It was Martha's custom to enter the church by the small door into the
north chancel, normally used only by the Vicar on his way from the vicarage to the church. Despite the fact that
other ladies had been given the use of a key to this door and "had diligently looked to the locking", Martha was
refused the use of one by George Eley. The Archdeacon was then involved in the matter when Martha
protested. It was put to him that several parishioners had voiced their opinions that the opening and closing of
the door before and during the services caused great noise and a noticeable draught on windy days. However,
after much argument, he ruled that Martha Whitfield should have a key, providing she locked the door every
time and that she should pay an annual gratuity to the parish clerk.
�
George Eley's grandson, another Nathaniel, himself emigrated to New England during the same period as
Tilden. Many years ago, I met one of the descendants who came from Tennessee. A whole day was spent
showing him round the town, including of course St Mildred's. Expecting to meet a volatile person, I was

