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West Felton’s Shakespearian Connection 
 

J.F.M. Dovaston of The Nursery was such a devoted admirer of Shakespeare 
that the Bard’s birthday (23 April) was often a well-planned celebration among 
his circle. No wonder his good friend Mrs Mary Yates, who conducted a 
school in Oswestry, arranged a special Shakespearian souvenir for him. 
 

By way of thanks, Dovaston penned a poem which appeared in 1825 entitled: 
“To Mrs Mary Yates; On her sending me a branch of the Crabtree in which 
Shakespeare is said to have slept.” 
 

The Crabtree pertained to the legend that, after an evening of imbibition at the 
village of Bidford a short distance west of Stratford, the Bard slept under a 
Crab-apple tree in a hedge by the inn. Before long, the tree became known as 
“Shakespeare’s crab”. 
 

Dovaston clearly tended this treasured off-cut well, so he would have been 
delighted by the curious ceremony which took place behind Shakespeare’s 
house at Stratford-upon-Avon on Friday 3 February 1893. 
 

In the presence of the Mayor, Mr R. Latimer Green and others, Mr John 
Dovaston of West Felton (a descendant of JFMD’s cousin John, who inherited 
The Nursery after 1854), presented and planted a scion of the Bidford Crab 
tree, which had been growing at the Nursery, being the graft of a graft. Mr 
Dovaston declared it to be “a descendant twice removed from the celebrated 
Shakespeare Bidford Crab.” 
 

“It was growing yesterday in my grounds in Shropshire,” he said. “I am grate-
ful to the trustees of Shakespeare’s Birthplace for allowing me to do what I 
know would have been pleasing to my dear departed relative in connecting 
his name with the reliques of his beloved Shakespeare.” 
 

In case you’re wondering if this tree is still growing 117 years later, a query 
has been sent to Stratford. We’ll keep you posted!  (see below) 
 

Contributed by Gerard Benjamin and Gloria Grant, editors of the recently-
published book, A Shropshire Squire, Diary and Letters (1812-1825), which 
contains seven substantial letters by J.F.M. Dovaston, that came to light    
recently in New Zealand. – www.ggbooks.wordpress.com 
 

Kate Welch, the Information Assistant at the Shakespeare Institute Library 
in Stratford-upon-Avon forwarded the following message:  
 

"The Shakespeare Birthplace explained that Mark, the gardener, reported that 
the tree was in the main border leading from the exhibition to the entrance of 
the house, where the apple trees are, until about 1990 when it was then    
removed. Mark explained that most apple/crab apple trees only live for about 
100 years so it was probably rotten and that was why it was removed. Mark 
has some old photographs of the garden but none showing that particular 
tree."  No wonder the owners of The Nursery ensured that cuttings of the tree 
were taken!  


