REV. WILLIAM HOLLINGS

(A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH)

In the night of the 25th March 1820, died the Rev. Wm. Hollings, of St. Owne’s Street, Hereford, in the 70th year of his age.  He was a native of this city, brought up in the College school; and afterwards graduated at Brazenoze College, Oxford.  Taking holy orders, he officiated for many years as curate of Ullingswick, in this county, under Dr. Talbot, but left the situation in disgust, and under the view that he would never resume his Clerical functions.  This resolution was strictly adhered to during the remainder of his life and it originated in the disappointment and mortification which he experienced in the refusal of the Patron to appoint him to the vacant Benefice in the year 1709, on the recommendation of the parishioners.  His understanding was good, his education respectable and his conversation not unpleasant, cleanliness did not distinguish his person, and his dress was singular and shabby.  Avarice was the ruling passion of his mind and its sway was never disputed but in the voluntary dereliction of professional emolument.  His house and furniture strictly corresponded with the appearance of their master: no domestics of any description were admitted within his walls, lend they should rob him, and every office, whether culinary of otherwise was performed by himself.  His diet was cheap and homely; a few penny worths of tripe and a quart of the water in which it had been boiled, occasionally constituted with the aid of a sixpenny loaf, two meals of more than usual indulgement: the cooking on these occasions was simple and efficient; it consisted in soaking the crumb hollowed out from the loaf in the liquor of the tripe, for one day’s repast; and in placing the tripe itself in the cavity of the loaf for the next day’s junket.  A steak from the butcher was an extravagance of very rare occurance.   His gun and his fishing rod afforded a casual supply, but his principal reliance was on the bounty of his relatives or the donations of the numerous friends who from their own assiduities or his professions, considered themselves reasonable expectants of his property.  He left his bed at the earliest hours in pursuit of some kind of game or other: if he was observed in a wood, his gun was his excuse: if near a river, his rod; whilst the fishing basket on his back answered the double purpose of containing plunder and concealing the hole in his coat.  On one of these marauding expeditions (when hares were often mistaken for rabbits, and tame ducks for wild ones), he had the good fortune to discover in his favourite walk on the bank of the river Lugg, the mutilated remains of a large-sized pike, which after glutting [?] the appetite of the otter was destined to be the prey of our hero and supplied him with at least half a score dinners of unusual splendour.   On another occasion of a similar nature, he was apprehended while sitting near the confines of a wood and watching for game within a circuit of the adjoining field, which he had marked out by sticks placed in the ground to show the distance at which he might depend on the effects of his gun with the least possible risk of discharging it to no purpose, but the loss of the powder and shot.  The gamekeepers conducted him in custody to the Lord of the preserve: mutual congratulations ensued on the apprehension of the grand poacher who had so long eluded their vigilance; and his capacious and distended pockets were unloaded before the party.  Great however were their surprise and disappointment, when instead of the game expected, these ample pockets were found to contain merely a miscellaneous collection of potatoes, sticks, turnips, glass phials and hogshead bungs, all of which he purloined from a neighbouring cottage, in which he had obtained shelter from a  storm.  Thus, if feather and fur and fishes failed, his resources were still unexhausted; the turnip fields or the hedges could always assist him; and on his removal from one house to another, he filled three hogsheads with the broken sticks which he had thus acquired, and he nearly preserved that quantity in his garret to his death, by almost daily or rather nightly supplies.  
  In his usual walks he formed many intimacies with the cottagers of the district, and under pretence of remembering them in his Will he often put them to the expense of maintaining him for a week.  From his more able friends he often solicited the gift of a hare, which he turned to good account, by fixing a long residence with those to whom he presented it.  An unpleasant rebuff once accompanied an application of this kind: the late Mr. D. of Hinton made it an indispensable condition of a compliance with his request, that the applicant should prove that on some one occasion of his life, he had given away anything which cost him the value of the hare.  It is superfluous to add, that the condition was impracticable, the request was unsuccessful, and Mr. D. was never forgiven.  
  The appearance of Mr. Hollings was grotesque.  In the extreme:- The capacity of the pockets seemed to be the principal object in the construction of this coat: it was formed of cloth of the coarsest texture, originally of a black colour, but the effect of time had strongly tinged it with Verde Antique so valuable in the eye of the antiquary: his waistcoat was of similar materials, and being prudently fitted up with long pockets in compliment to his coat, was met above his knees by a pair of worsted boot-stockings, and thus, happily spares the description of any intermediate garment.  His hat was round and shallow: his hair was sandy: and despising the vain control of a black and bushy wig, it acquired for him the title of ‘Will with the golden whiskers’.  Thus adorned, and equipped too with his rod and basket, a miniature portrait of him was last year taken by Mr. Leeming of Park-street with the usual ability and success of that artist.  The mother of Mr. H. lived with him to the time of her death, which occurred about 30 years since: she left a set of chemises nearly new and the circumstances of her son’s wearing and washing them afterwards might be concealed from history, had he not often been observed to place them on the drying line in his garden.  Other parts of the wardrobe of his father and mother which even Mr. Hollings ingenuity could not adapt to his own personal uses, were found in the house at his death, and afforded no bad specimens of the costume which prevailed in the reign of George II.  His garden has been alluded to:  that garden contains a pear tree of unusual merit: and to prevent any injury from complying with the wishes of his friends for a supply of its grafts, he regularly procured at the proper season a large bough from some other and inferior stock, and substituted its branches for those of the favourite tree.  He once possessed more extensive property in land, which being situated in the centre of a worthy Baronet’s demesne, was purchased at a price nearly double its worth: but Mr. H. long repented the sale, from an idea that under all the circumstances of the case a still greater price might possibly have been extorted.  
  Mr. Hollings was never married: but notwithstanding all his eccentricities he had the merit of great devotion to the female sex; and the faithless promise of his mother’s black silk cloak has induced many a fair damsel to indulge him with her society.  This long and (it is feared) tedious sketch, is now drawing towards a close.  About six weeks since, he abruptly and hastily pressed immediate payment of interest and principal from a tradesman who had joined with another person in giving [security?] for a hundred pounds, for the use of the latter.  The interest was paid and an acknowledgment given on unstamped paper.  The party feeling himself aggrieved, laid an information against him, and the penalty of five pounds was exacted.  This was his death blow; in his own words, from that moment he “could neither eat, nor drink, nor sleep”.  Under this mental depression he lingered about five weeks, gradually declining in health and spirits, until the morning of the 26th March, when after forcing his street door he was found dead in a miserable house, in a miserable room and on a miserable bed without an attendant, without fire, without sheets, without curtains, and without any other visible comfort.  The scene which succeeded bids defiance to description; none but they who have witnessed the effects of a London hoax filling all the streets with [?] of all descriptions, can form an idea of what now occurred.  Wives, widows and maids urged the promises they had received; parsons and proctors, lawyers and doctors assembled on the spot; one person required remuneration for drugs, another for drams a third for dinners, and a fourth for cider; in short, the demands, the expectations, and the confusion seemed universal; and on unfolding his will, it appeared that with the exception of a few trifling legacies his relatives were wholly excluded, his expectants disappointed, and a property of about three thousand pounds was divided to their great surprise to a yeoman in the County and a gentleman who managed his pecuniary concerns in the City.  Of the hospitalities of the former he had occasionally partaken; and the latter had excited his particular favour by returning a five pound note which Mr. Hollings had placed in his hands beyond the deposit he intended to have made.  On this occasion Mr. H. emphatically exclaimed – “[?] there is one honest person in the world!”  Thus lived and thus died the Rev. Wm. Hollings.  He was buried at Withington under the salute of a merry peal of bells as directed by his will and ordered to be repeated on a suitable endowment, during twelve hours, on every anniversary of his funeral; and if he be unentitled to the credit of having performed much positive good; perhaps he cannot justly be charged with the commission of much positive evil.  D.
