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A Snort History OF THE REVEREND DIVER
AND THE COLLECTING CEREMONY

By Sybilila Pamela Hunter Of Vanes
12 years old
1988

A brief history of my family’s house and
the ceromony which takes place every
year.

I’11 sing you twelve, O,
Twelve come for the comb, O!
What lare your twelve, 02
Twelve for the twelve new hunters,
Eleven for the eleven who went to
heaven,

Ten for the ten commandments,
Nine for the nine bright shiners,
Eight for the Spring Collectors,
Seven for the seven stars in the sky,
Six for the six-sides of the comb,
Five for the five proud walkers,
Four for the honey makers;,
Three, three, the rivals,

Two, two, the beloved girls,
Clothed all in green, O,

One is one and all alone and evermore
shall be so.

There was a place of worship on this
very spot over a thousand years ago. As
you climb up to the cliffs, the ancient
woodland winds like a ribbon between the
village of Larcombe and the beginning of
the moorland. . Above ' these woods: at &he
top of the cliffs someone built a chapel.
No one knows quite how the building would
have looked, but it was hexgonal, the same
shape as a cell in a hive. At some point
the building collapsed - it is not known
how, but local legend said it was knocked
down by a terrible storm one night, the




greatest wave ever seen in England which
crashed up*and over' the cliffs. The seaj
was angry, they said. Locals déserted3thq
church - the lepers, hiding in the woods)
had nowhere to go, their hives, on' the
edge of the wood, were all gone; the tiny
rectory, set back from the cliffs, was
destroyeaitqgos

Soon after that, some time in the
late '.eighteenth century. Caradoc Diver
came to the village. He had come across
the country in answer to the ‘call ofiithe
diocese for, help. In thejhallway 0f our
house, Vanes, there is a portrait of.the
Reverend C. Diver. We can see he was a
tall, rangy man, with fierce pale- green
eyes, their expresion intense, deep set
within a protruding skull, against a black
backdrop which® has now faded to a deep
kind of aubergine over the centuries. On
the table next to him sit five handbells,
his one long index finger resting ‘on the
middle one, as if he is about to pick it
up and shake it. From books and letters
in the house and what the villagers have
handed down about him we know various
facts about Reverend. Diver’s early life.
He had grown up in Pickering, by the North
Yorkshire moors, the son of an apprentice
glovemaker. The family was very poor, and
as a child Diver sold scraps of kid at'the
market; this fear of poverty followed him
through his 1life. His father violently
opposed  the ‘New Dissenters’” and the
visits John Wesley made to the  town to
spread his message of Nonconformism. I
think this made an impresion on him. I
think he saw what might be possible. Thanks
to the aid of a rich local supporter who
recognised the promise in the young man
Diver studied at Trinity College, Oxford,
where he sang in the choir, and become
a keen apiarist which is someone who is
a collector of different species of bee
and their honey. I was unable to find out
how he came to Somerset, how he heard of
the living vacancy. But come he did, din
the 1780s, and there he found a ruined
church, no rectory, no incumbent for over




a decade, no glebe farm. ;

The parish of Larcombe was rotten.
For years no vicar coul% ba Foune; and’thé
Reverend Culney, wvicar at Crowcombe, the
neighbourings parigh, « xefusedi to: per Form
the funerals of either the'depers liwing
in the woods or the battered bodies thrown
up onto 'the rocks: by the 'sea,isaying he
did not know if they were Christian men
or' notunSormanytmen s lost st heh palisve setioas

way, and the number .ofi servides: thatihad

to be held was dreadfuly hard on the local
inhabitants - wateching the ship pitch and
roll in the storm, knowing the poor seuls
on board were doomed but for a miracle,
knowing the coast was too trecherous for
them to attempt to land. This same vicar
alsoy . declared fthe »'would: ot weppOSE any
parishioners who burned the woods: in an
attempt to rid them of the leper colonies
miat sthat seimesithereswas (as pagtEdiiar g
large one, men and women enslaved

from Assam and shipwrecked many years
earlier, driven into the woods, who would
creep out at night: and steal, the poor
desparates soulis.

Poverty in this wild harsh country
was everywhere, and a bad harvest meant
certain starvation to some villagers and
their families. A blind eye was turned
to the foul habit ef ‘wrecking’,. where
men, women and children risked their own
lives on the rocky, violent shoreline,
scrabbling for tredstiee from the
shipwrecks. I myself find it disgraceful
that ‘such things occurred but they did I
am sorry to say. 'The wreckers would rob
dying men of their coins; they once found
a heart, pierced on a rock, and one man fed
it to his pig. The local landowner around
thelse fpar t's swa s then fauidastardld vitteliFamn
named Smythe, but he®took no interest in
the people and his own land, leeching
finon ~themi ito, "IMerhi sthowneioo dkiait st Al
was as I say rotten, when Caradoc Diver
arrived.

Partly to solve the problem, partly
to make it go away, at Diver’s entreaties
the Bishop agreed a new parish could be

freme




formed, but in his records it was referred
to as ‘a parish of the damned.’ :Diver was
given some modest rebuilding .funds - no
one to this day knows where the rest of
the money came from, but | later people
said the Devil left a small bag of gold
on the door of the chapel. He rebuilt the
chapel around the ancient hexagonal' floor
(giving it the carved wall panels and
the too- elaborate vaulted 'ceiling which
later collapsed), and it was Reverend
Divers for ~whom ' the  house  was built ‘=ia
manse in size and scale comparable to. a
small “Manor: House ' rather  than the more
modest ' rectory in' Larcombe, greatly to
the disgust ‘0of the wicari ofitthat v parish:.
And while building went on, every day the
Revered Diver (I. typed Revered - that is
quite appropriate!) went to the farms and
cottages, the huts and shacks thereabouts,
trying to persuade people to come and
worship in their own parish again, not
to cross to:'Crowcombe or, which would be
worse, to the Chapel at Winsford. He went
toiithe swoods ; fandatalked st thellicepems)
and invited them to come and worship. The
story goes that they gave, him some of
thehnshoney, jand chat hadeamritted sitiiback
to the house with him.

‘We have built- a chapel for lost
souls,’ he said, and it is recorded in the
diary of George Red, a farmer’s son' who
became a great pamphleter and abolitionist
in Bristol. YWe have raised up a sanctury
with money sent from the Lord.’

Bt inol \onehseame e Fiver v fSundag:,
Reverend Diver would wait iat the door,
the wind blowing in his face, and no one
came. Six long months came 'and went and
no one came - the warmest summer for many
years fading into one of the finest autumns
in men’s memorys, with a |rich harvest
and much rejoicing, and then the storms
began. And every month or so Diver would
have: to perform the funeral rites of a
sailor lost at sea, would have to drag
the 'bodies up from the rocks with only
shevhe'lp offthessextonydaiodal mant eallce
Ned Watchet, whose family had lived: in




the district for many generations. The
villagers could not plunder shipwrecks
any more, not when the vicar was so often
down at Larcombe, keeping an eye on them.
Ned Watchet told ewveryone the vicar was
a strange one, who beleived things that
weren’t in the Bible, but a good ’‘un the
same. He :told them about the chapel,
inlaid with carved stone panels showing
scenes from the Bible, Samson breaking
open the jaws of the lion and taking the
honey* from its corpse, St Bartholomew,
tending the bees, the leper squint for
those who could not come inside, who were
shunned, to partake. He told them the
vicar had given him, and his family, rost
beef and plum pudding on Christmas Day.
But "still'Enctone camelg-And®thentti b was
winter, cruel and long, and more sailors
died, more services were had, and Diver
saidnothingaabeit hag, slof & butvhauled
the bodies up from the rocks himself, his
tall frame ripling with sinew, thick hair
growing longer. His funds, the mysterious
money that had enabled him to build a
grander house and chapel than he had ever
been allotted money for, had dwindled to
nothing. He received no tithe that autumn.
Underneath the muscle he was thin. No one
came.

And then they say one May morning,
when the countryside was at the height of
its beauty, when the swallows .and swifts
dived up and over him as he walked through
the fields to the chapel, Reverend Diver
found something had come. A vast swarm of
bees had landed inside one of the tombs in
the chapel that were tightly stacked like
hives themselves.

HaveRyouteveriseensafswarmeofabecs
dear reader? One hundred and fifty thousand
or more there can be of them. They are
not yellow & gold. They are black, like a
cloud, like a reptile, moving smoothly,
acting as one. They understand each other,
and - wedfiwhot have  conquered: the: Barth sand
underssangdElclislcl osl sliwerng s 1 it deNineE
cevenglindersiEandi oW s DSl allikiE i teaiehl
other, how they know what they know.




This swarm did not move, and the Reverend
didino thaskl themitoinove s WithiEhes 1o stiof
his money he bought from a friend of Ned
Watchet’s a skep, a hive made of willow
reeds, «coiled into the hive. shape.  He:*
caked it with the salty mud from the flats
oh+the beach. Then he ‘kneeledidowniinjithe
chapel’and he said a prayer over them.
Standing in the - empty space, the sound
of the gentle, menasing ‘humming outside,
he blessed the bees for finding him,, for
visiting him, and he asked them to stay.
He made a pact with them, in fact.

I will protect you with this vow:
if anyone tries towremove you, the Devil
will remove them. If anyone .takes. more
than ‘his' share of your honey, the Devii
take them. If anyone comes here and lies
tol you, # andindoes inokty.tell & you itheir
secrets, the Devil will see his heart’s
desiresfand istrike ‘himsdown.  Half for us
and half for you, else the Devil take us
el ]

There are those who say he did not
invoke the Devil, but it must be true,
because of what happened.

That Sunday, and the following,
still no one came.:And he said the words
again, and by now the bees were settled
inside the tombs and inside the  skep,
which he set upon the ground outside
the chapel and they did not like being
disturbed. They:were angry bees, and it
remains true to this day.

Finally, he went into the village
and bought a slab of sugar and set it upon
ithe wall beside the chapel, and the bees
were grateful, but still no one came.

A month went by and he waited at
the chapel door to welcome his flock, but
no one came, and now Reverend Diver grew
angry.: He 'was “brownsdEemn ‘summeritsuns CHk
wish I hadn’t helped you,’ he screamed at
the bees, and only Watchet heard him, and
he was used to his madness by then.

Then it was the end of summer,
24th August, feast day of St Bartholomew,
patron saint of bees and glovemakers, and
Reverend Diver came early to the church,




his eyes downcast, sunken in their
sockets. He stood by the door, waiting.

And then he felt a hand on his arm,
and up he jumped, almost out of his wits.
There was Ned Watchet and his wife Lily,
and their two children. ‘We thought we’d
worship with you today,’ he said. ‘Seeing
assihewaithc WReve e ndii@u lneviisiibeenitiaken
Rl

And as he was seating them inside
e Cismalil sispace, ‘whe e a relilige s coughst sand
there was young Amabel Turleigh,- the
fresh young governess over at the Hall,
with Augusta Dawson, the formidable
housekeeper, and Amabel could not meet
his  eye, for she was desperately - shy,
but Mrs Dawson told him she’d risen that
morning with a sudden desire to worship
larEll(oh ok

‘Come, Mrs Dawson, ’ he said,
kindly. ‘Come in and be seated. God 1is
hexend ;

YCome i chiiuld Mrs Dawson said
briskly to Amabel, who raised her |dark
eyes to his, blushing furiously, and the
Revercndselueked hertiunde rathie sehsns

Womgalesisate Sheve i myisidean o o He
said, his finger resting underneath her
Jjaw for a moment. 'Behnot. afraid.’

wYes eudismt ishes vsaad s ands ' Mes
Dawson watched, approvingly, but old Ned
saw this, and was troubled.

And more behind them, the Locksleys
over at Larcombe Hall, for the curate
had been taken ill there too, paralysed
in" the night they said, and then Pauly
Goddard and his family, they’d walked
all the way from Tors Head, and more
andemoresunti Wi the itiny  chapeld “was fully
then finally out of the woods the lepers
came, and they stood at the’ window, and
the others watched them ‘with respect,
andiisaidt nothing, everyone: i sterning ‘to
Caradoc Diver preach. He found he had to
shoutEoxber heard loveni:Eher soutldy'®s § the
Deess ¥ -
‘Today a miracle has happened,’
he called, to them all. ‘You came, in
Faath, L atosdworshipsieofn whordi HEae skEand




devotion, and you came because I - I
asked itk

There was a fresh honeycomb inside
one of the tombs. He "reached inside and
tore off some of the paper—"thin comb, and
apelat i dTheY sugariburnedihi ststongle, he
back of his mouth, and he gave some to old
Ned, who closed his eyes:®

'Tis good honey,’ the older man
said, nodding.-

The Reverend Diven thought suddenly
of the bees, and the pact he had made, but
then, brustied vitdiasideniHewsfaredr ansEead
at the faces of the congregation, :packed
so tight in, staring at him. He had them.
He had them now. ‘Come, take some. Here,
and here.’ Glancing at Mrs Locksley’s
scandilized eXpression he  csaidiaaidEt s
not the communion, Mrs, Locksley. It is an
honest declaration of thanks for what God
has provided. For does:not Milton say:
Let us with a gladsome mind?’

And he tore of a small piece of the
comb, and handed it to her, and when she
tasted it, her eyes were 1lit from within
with golden fire; and she! smiled.

The Reverend Culney over at
Larcombe never recovered from what had

"ailed him that morning. He was found
dead outside'his cottage, face down in a
rose bush. $o those from Larcombe stayed
with Reverend Diver. They had tasted the
honey, and rumours soon began to abound
about its properties. Some said there was
magic in it, or a madness, that it made
youdinviineib e thara 6 sent‘you Crazy
But - still the congregation swelled.they
came, and others joined them.

Reverend Diver was gratéful. He
reaped the benefit of the bees. He called
the chapel. St Bees, though it had been
dedicated to St Dunstan, an abbot who
had apparently several times :defeated the
Devil. His congregation swelled. It was
rumoured that he had cured the lepers in
the:woeds . But ' this was airumour I believe
was set about by him, the lying Devil.

Smart people, Lord and Lady Lowther
and-sO EatGh f started to ppme . TheRemBran )




I think wanted to be part of history. That
is why he set up the ceremony! he icalled
the €Collecting, .to give ‘thankshier .the
resurrection of the parish and the saving
of -lost souls, every year at the end of
the summer, on St Bartholomew’s Day. No
one needed to wreck any more. The crops
did not fail. The harvest was always good.
But there were no more lost souls rescued
from the sea, as the Reverend had been
begged by Lady Lowther not to risk his own
body down there. So the bodies |lay pinned
on dark spikes through winter and summer,
visiblew firomd Ehe ¥ .cldffs, labovie N cutyi ta
ribbons as the months went by.

At the' end of .summer every year on
St Bartholomew’s day came the procession
of wvillagers, holding beeswax -‘candles.
They came up from the old, now- abandoned
¢church in Larcombe through the winding
lanes and paths through the wood, high
up onto the cairn called the Vane Stones
up on the- hill where they had 1it sa
beacon to warn of the approaching Spanish
Armada over two hundred years:' ago, then
through the garden down to the chapel.
The wvillagers sang, softly, and people
who heard it always said it sounded like
angels, walking towards you through the
old pathways. My ‘own grandmother tells
of how as a girl she came across the
procession, in the lanes, and the sound
of it drove her to follow up, up onto the
plain where stood the chapel, and it is
there she first saw my grandfather.

Thoseswho | wereitheresirEport (Ehat
chey i felitthelprasenee ofGodysliay TnguHi-s
light on them, that they felt|His touch
upon their shoulders. And then to the
chiapel sewhere et *Reyerend = reameved isthe
combs  from the recesses in the walls,
giving the honey that came |(from them
@i Ehc #iassaneiicd tgicstsit — "'senEiis a Ve tER e
ceremony took on a certain Bacchanelian
aspect at this point, and madness ensued,
others say that is greatly exaggerated.
They certainly used the silver spoons Lady
Lowther had had commissioned for Caradoc
Diver as a gift. But still, some whispered




it was sacriligeous, like a taking of
communion. :

The Reverend Diver was well- known,
and 1f" the ishamefullsbusiness -with ithe
young governness who went missing and who
was found up by the Vane, Stones was of
interest to some land%if Lady’ Lowtherfs
absence from the home for six months was
remarked upon by no- one’but noticed by
all and if he had a temper and ego that
grew through the years, well, people were
grateful enough for the miracle of God’'s
presercepand theperfeessvof' thethonaeyitthew
felt to say nothing more of it. I myself
know what both those events were about
and leave it to the reader to draw his;own
conclusions. Everyone who was present at
the Collecting when Diver presided over it
claims extraordinary events took place.
That the Reverend. called up the Holy
Spirit, that He was there, he answered
them, he held them close, they felt all
worry and hunger and illness disappear,
all because.of Rewverend Diwver.

And then one day, without word to
anyone, he hanged himself in «the church.

Ned Watchet found him, but he
‘never revealed what was in the note he
left behind. As Ned was cutting him down,
he was found by the churchwarden, who
fainted clean away at the expression on
therdead, manfs fade’.

They said, in the wvillage, and in
the surrounding countryside, that he had
Peeh seenimutie ring berhimsel i ot Matlic
lanes and up on the moor late at night in
the long ‘summer twilight. They said that
he lured the bees iusing dark magic. That
he took too much of their'honey, IgouEt s
you don’t leave enough for winter they
have ' nothing to live on, for why else
do they make it if not for themselves?
Wasn’t that the pact he’d made with them,
and with the Devil, to leave them their
honey?

T abifam & s o Eon S sa et sSomes s aie
the 1little governness had been in an
‘interesting condition’ when they found
her. They said the bees drove Diver mad,
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that  their droding bored into his brain
and helped him lose his .senses. The five
handbel lsiwenefscatitered aiihrsifecriiNed,
gathered them up, -and polished them, and
puiEhemb dekirh e hele i blieriogn tom L i
old master, and the candlesticks and the
‘spoéns,'and left them in the house.

As a suicide, the Reverend could
nothabe buniedifin thei.churehyard. At Ned/’s
suggestion ‘the remains .were taken up
onto Exmoor, to ' the Vane Stones high up
overlooking the sea, and buried there.

dhereiwds ¢ often: ‘troubleRiabt “ithe
village after his death. Larcombe became a
black place, where the Good Leper Inn was
notorious along the coast and smuggling
and all sorts were rife. Reverend Diver’s
name . gbecame sanctified. 'He ‘was hotty . be
insulted: Vicars would not stay dp at
Vanes. The house was too lonely, too cold,
too wild,sbut mainly far too grand:— how
had he perSuaded the Church te build such
a palace! Still, the bees came back every
year, some in greater years than others.

In the end the Church of England
was glad ito isell it off. My family, :the
Hunters, had some connection with the
house. My greak-/ grandfather Hunter<was a
beekeeper of some renown and had made money
in the mines in Somerset. His father had
taken part in the Collecting ceremonies as
a boy and had often talked about them with
wonder. Great- grandfather Hunter wished
tow out="dolhis* father, andscouldufind ne
greater solution than to buy this house.
When another bad storm, as bad as the Great
Wave before it, destroyed the roof of the
chapel, a month after he bought Vanes
he did not take it personally. He kept
thetkradition \efrthe Collectimgi going,
preserved the house, fitting it out with
Victorian flourishes. By the time Charles
Hunter, ‘my . brother,®wast /born  ia #1928
the ceremony was long re- established.
This summer I will, along with my sister
Rosalind, take the part of one of The
Beloved Girls who process at the rear of
the procession, symbolizing the purity of
our mission, of the honey, of our lives




here. It is our honour and duty to keep it
going. I myself am happy to do so only as
long as we Hunters understand the rules
el B e N A AL T Com Bhem s Ve Bge” the
Beyael e akeviisital 1.

Sybilla Pamela Hunter
Vanes, Somerset, 1938




