Abbott
I want to talk about Abbott’s involvement with bellringing.
It was in 1976 that Abbott came to England on sabbatical and wanting to be near Oxford he just happened to arrive at Little Tew, and rented the flat at Grove House next door to the Little Tew Post Office. I was working at Fitt’s in Little Tew at that time and we would often meet when I collected the papers from the Post Office. 

I must say there were a few rumours went a round that a Professor had moved in to the village. I think people did not know what to make of this, would he be some sort of eccentric or a mad professor carrying out strange experiments? As it turned out we did not have to worry he was just an ordinary chap like the rest of us.

We got to know each other and soon after meeting Old Ab. (as he became known, everybody in Tew is old something despite your age) took up the challenge to learn to ring church bells at Great Tew. I was please to have been able to teach Ab to ring. He was the first person I taught to handle a bell. 
Ab took no persuading to visit the Falkland Arms after ringing and soon acquired a taste for Hooky beer. And I really remember with great joy the evenings in the pub when Ab would bring his fiddle and Mrs Burchell her accordion and we would all sing our hearts out until closing time and beyond.

With in a year he was elected a member of The Oxford Diocesan Guild of Church bellringers. He must have realized he was going to stick at ringing because instead of paying an annual subscription he decided to pay a one off life subscription. He also rang his first quarter peal within a year.
I remember in those early days of his ringing career we went on a ringing tour to the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire. Abbott had a red left hand drive Toyota car and he took Joe Burchell and me, it was a little worrying being driven round narrow lanes at speed sitting in the right hand front seat with no controls!

I was very sad when Abbott was about to return to Canada after his sabbatical, as we had become very good friends. I need not have worried as Ab was to return many times. North Oxfordshire turned out to be a magnet and kept pulling him back.

He also brought Margaret and family over and we had the joy of getting to know them. It was particularly good to have them live in Upper Heyford for a year which gave us the chance to see Alison, Catherine and Sarah grow up. Catherine started bellringing while they were there, she was so keen to learn each time there was a break in the ringing she would jump to her feet and say is it my turn again! Shortly before they were due to leave for Canada again Sarah had just about grown tall enough. So standing on a large box she had her first lesson. I am still waiting to teach Alison.  
I am sure Abbott was very proud to see them both progress and still be ringing today.

Abbott rang two peals. Both of these were in 1984. His first was at Swalcliffe and the second was at Great Tew.

Over the years we got used to the Conway’s comings and goings. Sometimes for brief visits. Ab and Sarah just happened to call in for our Silver Wedding anniversary party on their way to Europe.
He also conducted a very happy short blessing service when our Grand Daughter visited from Australia. He was always happy to oblige.
We also had the chance to visit them in Montreal. We arrived at the airport at 11pm. to be met by Abbott looking like he had just returned from a polar expedition, all wrapped up.  As we stepped outside and experienced minus 30 degree temperatures we soon understood why he was dressed that way. We attended church at St. Georges where Ab was the local minister. After the service while talking to a local lady she said that every week we pray for the people of the Tew’s. Now she had met someone from there she knew they really existed.
He also took me to look at an empty tower at McGill university where he had tried to get a peal of bells installed in the 1980’s, what a fitting memorial to him that would be if it could ever happen in the future.
So the Conway family continued to travel between England and Canada until Abbott got the job he most wanted - Vicar of the Tew’s. 

In 35 years of knowing Abbott I never heard him lose his temper or raise his voice, he was always a good friend and good company to be with.
He was always there if you needed him. I remember when I was elected master of the Diocesan Guild of Ringers and said I needed a few suitable prayers to use at Ringers Meetings he just produced a list that I could use.
Ringing gave Abbott a great deal of pleasure and enjoyment. He joined the Cherwell Crinklies a group of people who meet on Wednesday afternoons to ring together.

He was Chairman of the Banbury Branch of the Oxford Guild of ringers.

He particularly enjoyed quarter peals and I would like to just mention four recent ones that where rung at Great Tew.
The first was two years ago to celebrate Abbott and Margaret’s Silver Wedding anniversary. Although Ab. did not ring in this quarter they both came into the church after we had finished and enjoyed a glass of wine and of course the celebration cake. The grin on their faces said it all. 
The 2nd was just a year ago when Abbott was able to ring a quarter with Catherine and Sarah, the only time the three of them rang a quarter together. This was to congratulate Sarah on passing her driving test and to mark Catherine’s graduation.
The 3rd quarter peal which was the last I rang with Abbott in June of this year to welcome Bishop John as the new Bishop of Oxford.

And finally a quarter was rung last evening by the local ringers here in thanksgiving of Abbott’s life.
I will always remember Abbott when walking into Steeple Aston tower on Tuesday nights, looking across the tower slightly bowing his head and just  saying “Greetings”. 
 It is hard to believe he will no longer be ringing with us.

I am not sure if there are bells in heaven but if there are I bet Abbott is still struggling with his Stedman Triples. 
Good bye Old Friend.  
 
 Graham Clifton.
