
THE ROYAL SCOT MYSTERY 
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On his fresco map of the Lake District and Lancashire in the Midland Hotel at 
Morecambe, the sculptor, Eric Gill, left a clue to a mystery worthy perhaps of Hercule 
Poirot himself. Almost lost in the smoke of the Royal Scot above his depiction of the 
hotel, Gill marks a place with a circle and the name Tarnside Refuge (Fig 1 ). Yet, 
located between Lancaster and Preston, it corresponds to no obvious named place 
today and its significance was probably known only to Gill and his circle. 
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Figure 1: Detail from the mural map of the Lake District and Lancashire coast by 
Eric Gill in the Midland Hotel, Morecambe (drawing by Peter Wade) 

Another Gill mystery is a reference (Collins 1998, 161) to the headstone of a grave to 
be found in a 'cemetery at Garstang'. Yet, when looking in the most likely graveyard 
at Garstang, no trace of the headstone could be found. 

The description in the book is of a crucifix headstone for Mary Reeves, dating from 
1928, made of Portland stone but of unknown size. It is supposed to bear the 
inscription 'In memory of Mary Reeves died 18 May 1927, aged 67 years', while a 
preparatory pencil drawing, held at the William Andrews Memorial Library at the 
University of California (Los Angeles), shows a front view with a crucifix and a rear 
view carrying a figure similar to Our Lady of Lourdes. 

The name Reeves is important in relation to Gill because of his association with May 
. Reeves, known to Gill because she was the sister of his friend, Father John Baptist 

Reeves, who was living in the Garstang area in the early 1930s. According to a recent 
biography of Gill (McCarthy 1989, 255), he would spend some nights in Garstang 
with May who would ferry him to and from the Midland by car. McCarthy's 
description of May, as 'in her 30s, presumed to be a virgin, a large woman with knock 
knees, very buxom, with nice trim ankles and neat slim waistline', all beneath 'the 
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tightly-buttoned high-necked twinsets May Reeves wore habitually', hardly suggests 
what was to follow. In the summer of 1933 (the time the Midland opened and Gill's 
work there was complete), May upped-sticks and moved into the Gills' household at 
The Pigotts in the Chilterns as resident lover, occasional model, assistant to Gill and, 
as 'Auntie May', governess/nanny/teacher to The Pigotts' assortment of children - all 
with the full knowledge of Gill's wife, Mary, who was also in residence. 

A cursory look round the graveyard of the Roman Catholic Church of St Mary and St 
Michael in Garstang revealed no obvious headstone while a follow-up letter to the 
Parish priest, the Reverend Father David Elder, again drew a blank. This raised all 
sorts of questions. If this was not the cemetery, which was? Had Gill simply designed 
the headstone but never actually made it, or had the headstone been somehow spirited 
away? 

The next port of call was Morecambe Reference Library. From there Lyn Wilman, the 
Senior Assistant librarian, was able to contact her colleagues in Preston who turned up 
a death notice in the Lancashire Evening Post. There, a funeral mass was indicated at 
the English Martyrs Church in Preston, followed by interment at the Church of St 
Thomas the Apostle, Claughton-on-Brock. A phone call to the Reverend Stephen 
Cross at St Thomas sent him out on a damp afternoon to search the graveyard. A 
return call a short time later brought news of his success - the Gill headstone had been 
located. 

The graveyard at St Thomas is in a tranquil rural setting surrounded by trees. The 
neighbouring church is in a muted Georgian style, almost like a mausoleum, with the 
priest's house adjoining. On entering the cemetery from the road, the headstone is to 
be found in a middle row to the left. Though not ostentatious, it is distinguished by its 
triple form and is recognizable from a distance. 

The headstone's upper panel is filled by a crucifix and the words, 'Jesus mercy', 
running vertically by the sides of the cross. Each of the panels below is surmounted 
by an incised cross. The left-hand panel reads 'Pray for Mary beloved wife of Joseph 
Reeves who died May 18 1927 aged 67 years', while the panel to the right reads 'Pray 
for Joseph Reeves who died February 12 1932 aged 71 years'. On the reverse, the 
upper panel again has a carved figure, this time with the words, 'Mary help', running 
vertically at its sides. 

Since drawings for the headstone are dated August 1927 and April 1928, the question 
arises as to when the stone was actually made. One possibility is that it was carved 
around 1928 with the right-hand panel left blank. Alternatively, it may have been 
carved as a whole in 1932 or 1933. Either possibility would make it contemporary 
with other Gill works in the North West: the Rossall School altarpiece of 1928; or the 
Midland Hotel and Manchester Choir School of 1932 or 1933. 

Following the location of the headstone, two feature articles in the Garstang Courier 
editions of 24 September and 1 October 2004 set out the story and its background, as 
well as appealing for any memories of May Reeves. At a remove of some 70 years 
this seemed unlikely. However, there were some responses. One came from Mrs 
Maisie Kitching (nee Bamber); Mrs Kitching had been a pupil of Miss Reeves at 
Claughton School when she was 12 or 13 years of age in the early 1920s. Mrs 
Kitching remembered Miss Reeves as a pleasant, gentle person, quite different from a 
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previous head teacher, Miss Thompson, who described her own tenure to Maisie as a 
time of being 'under the dragon'. Mrs Kitching recalled how Miss Reeves once 
brought a bundle of clothes for the large Bamber family at Little Stubbins Farm. 
Another response came from Cyril Baines of Garstang, whose mother, Margaret, had 
met May Reeves as a student teacher. Mr Baines recalled that the Reeves family had 
come from the Black Bull Lane area of Preston and that they later moved to 
Myerscough Lodge. Both Mrs Kitching and Mr Baines were able to confirm that 
Mary and Joseph Reeves were May's parents. The Garstang Courier articles even 
found their way to The Pigotts, from where Michael Wheeler-Robinson made contact. 

The most interesting response came from another of Miss Reeves pupils, Mrs Gladys 
Kitching (nee Rowcroft). She recalled how Miss Reeves' arrival brought a breath of 
fresh air to the school, with new subjects and a memorable charabanc outing to 
Liverpool. During the week, having cycled from Brock station, Miss Reeves lodged at 
a farm which took in summer visitors. Her family then lived in Preston, where her 
father was the head teacher at the English Martyrs School. Mrs Kitching recalled a 
visit to the school by Miss Reeves' brother, the Reverend John Baptist Reeves, 
accompanied by the Mayor of Preston. She remembered the Reverend Reeves as a 
dark dour figure sporting a beard (as did Gill). Mrs Kitching also recalled Miss 
Reeves' reaction in the presence of another bearded figure, this time a school 
attendance officer, when she became, in Mrs Kitching's words, unusually 'bubbly'. 
After Mrs Kitching left the school she was presented with a book (Three Fair Maids 
by Katharine Tynan), dedicated 'To Gladys Rowcroft, A little memento of Claughton 
School from M. W. Reeves, July 1929'. An accompanying letter sent from Loughrigg, 
Sharoe Green, Broughton, notes '... I chose this particular book for you. Knowing 
how devoted both you and Madge are, and always will be, l am sure, to the good 
mother and happy home that you are blessed with'. Mrs Kitching was able to shed a 
little light on Miss Reeves' later life, knowing that she spent her final days with the 
Little Sisters of the Poor in Preston and that she was buried at Claughton with her 
parents. 

Miss Reeves' sudden departure had come out of the blue back in the 1930s and for 
both Mrs Kitching and Mr Baines, the true reason had only now emerged. The only 
hint of a scandal in an age of 'not in front of the children' was reported by Mr Baines, 
who was aware that the adults around him were discussing something at the time but 
that they would fall silent or change the subject when children were present. The only 
open discussion was about money (the amount to be paid to Miss Reeves' 
replacement or surprise that the Reeves could afford to move to Myerscough Lodge). 

The subject is still a delicate one in the Garstang area: questions were raised after the 
appearance of the Garstang Courier articles about the wisdom of, or motives for, 
raking up the story of Eric Gill and May Reeves after such a long time. An approach 
to St Mary's School at Claughton for information produced the surprising response 
from the head teacher, Mrs Walling, that the school logbooks contain 'no reference to 
a Miss Reeves in the 1920s'. It seemed as if Miss Reeves had been removed from 
history and that there were those who wanted it to stay that way. 

The Reeves family can be found online in the 1901 census as living in Preston 
(www.1901census.nationalarchives.gov.uk). Joseph was the head of the household, 
then aged 40 and working as a Certificated Teacher in an Elementary School. His 
wife, Mary, was also aged 40 and, like Joseph, had been born in Ireland. Their 
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children, Joseph, then 13, and May (recorded as Mary), then 11, were both born in 
Preston. Mr Cyril Baines was able to add Annie and Terry to the list of children, as 
well as another son, believed to have been killed in action in the First World War. 

Going back to the original mystery, while attempts to locate Tamside Refuge through 
the Garstang Courier failed, a house on Dimples Lane in Garstang was found with the 
modern name Tamside. Enquiries at the house revealed that it was formerly known as 
Tarn Cottage and was a coachman's house, its tarn being an area to the rear which 
floods in wet weather. Whether this was Gill's Tarnside Refuge and how, if at all, it 
fitted into the story of Gill and May Reeves is likely, however, to remain shrouded in 
mystery, much as the place marked on Gill's fresco is almost lost in the smoke of the 

Royal Scot. 
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