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Timeline



	AD 43
	Roman conquest of Britannia



	122
	Hadrian’s Wall commissioned as northern border of the Empire



	c.209
	Martyrdom of St Alban



	313
	Emperor Constantine ends persecution of Christians



	314
	Three English bishops at Council of Arles



	380
	Pelagius leaves Britain for Rome



	397
	Ninian arrives in Whithorn



	410
	Roman forces withdraw from Britannia



	449
	Hengist and Horsa arrive as mercenaries to protect Britons but seize power



	548
	Ciarán founds monastery at Clonmacnoise



	563
	Columba comes to Iona



	589
	Ethelbert, the first English king to be converted, becomes king of Kent



	597
	Augustine arrives from Rome in Kent



	627
	Paulinus baptises the King of Northumbria on Easter Day



	633
	Birinius arrives in Wessex from Rome



	635
	Iona sends Aidan to Lindisfarne to re-evangelise people of Northumbria



	653
	Cedd evangelises Mercia



	664
	Synod of Whitby



	668
	Theodore named Archbishop of Canterbury



	735
	Death of Bede



	787
	Lichfield briefly becomes third archbishopric in England



	793
	Viking raids on Lindisfarne



	795
	Iona raided



	871
	Alfred becomes King of Wessex



	878
	Alfred defeats Danes at Battle of Edington. Peace divides country between Wessex and Danelaw



	891
	First edition of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle



	917
	Danes defeated at Maldon and depart



	943
	Dunstan named Abbot of Glastonbury and promotes monastic revival



	978
	King Edward murdered, succeeded by Ethelred the Unready



	991
	Viking raids resume at Folkestone and English defeated at Maldon



	999
	Vikings murder Bishop Morgenau of St David’s



	1005
	Plague causes Vikings to depart again



	1011
	Vikings invade Canterbury and burn down cathedral



	1012
	Archbishop Alphege murdered by Vikings



	1016
	Christian King Cnut of Denmark invades



	1042
	Edward the Confessor crowned



	1057
	Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, ruler of Gwynedd, claims title of King of Wales



	1065
	Westminster Abbey consecrated



	1066
	Norman Conquest



	1070
	Lanfranc named as Archbishop of Canterbury



	1081
	William the Conqueror in St David’s to mark ‘pacification’ of Welsh



	1128
	Cistercians’ first English abbey at Waverley



	1144
	‘Blood libel’ against Jews of Norwich following murder of Christian boy



	1148
	Foundation of the home-grown Gilbertines



	1154
	Election of Adrian IV, first and only English pope



	1170
	Martyrdom of Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral



	1171
	Henry II leads a force into Ireland and meets bishops at Cashel



	1192
	Pope removes Scottish bishops from English control



	1208
	Pope Innocent III places England under interdict



	1209
	Pope excommunicates King John



	1215
	Magna Carta signed



	1215
	Fourth Lateran Council meets



	1221
	Dominicans establish first house in England at Oxford



	1285
	Edward I celebrates victory over Welsh



	1290
	Jews expelled from England



	1297
	Irish Parliament established



	1309–77
	Avignon papacy



	1337–1453
	Hundred Years’ War between England and France



	1381
	Peasants’ Revolt



	1384
	Wycliffe dies working on English Bible



	1395
	Lollards present Twelve Conclusions to Parliament



	1414
	Council of Constance excommunicates Wycliffe



	1415
	English victory at Agincourt over French



	1517
	Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses



	1521
	Henry VIII attacks Luther and named Defender of the Faith by Pope



	1533
	Henry divorces his first wife and marries Anne Boleyn



	1534
	Act of Supremacy



	1536
	Dissolution of Monasteries begins



	1537
	Irish Parliament endorses King as Head of Church



	1540
	Execution of Thomas Cromwell



	1547
	Occupation of St Andrews by Scottish Presbyterian reformers ended by French fleet



	1549
	First English Prayer Book



	1549
	Mary Queen of Scots betrothed to Dauphin of France



	1552
	Second English Prayer Book



	1553
	Death of Edward VI and accession of Mary



	1556
	Thomas Cranmer burnt at the stake



	1557
	Scottish Lords of Congregation demand church reform



	1558
	Death of Mary I, accession of Elizabeth



	1559
	Elizabethan Settlement



	1560
	Scottish Parliament votes in Scots Confession and establishes Presbyterianism as national Church as widowed Mary, Queen of Scots returns from France



	1567
	Mary, Queen of Scots goes into exile in England, leaving behind infant son, crowned James VI of Scotland



	1570
	Pope excommunicates Elizabeth



	1587
	Mary, Queen of Scots executed



	1588
	Spanish Armada defeated



	1603
	James VI of Scotland becomes James I of England



	1605
	Gunpowder Plot



	1611
	King James Bible published



	1620
	Mayflower sails for America with Puritans on board



	1625
	Charles I succeeds his father



	1629
	Charles I dissolves Parliament



	1639–40
	Scottish Bishops’ wars



	1640
	Short then Long Parliament summoned by King



	1641–52
	Irish Confederate Wars



	1642
	English Civil War begins



	1649
	Execution of Charles I and declaration of Commonwealth



	1653
	Cromwell named Lord Protector



	1656
	Jews allowed to return to England



	1658
	Death of Cromwell paves way for restoration of monarchy



	1660
	Charles II returns



	1662
	Revised Prayer Book and new Act of Uniformity



	1685
	Accession of Catholic James II



	1688
	‘Glorious Revolution’ restores Protestant monarchy with William and Mary



	1689
	James II defeated at Battle of Boyne



	1701
	Act of Settlement provides for continuing Protestant monarchy



	1707
	Acts of Union between England and Scotland



	1714
	Death of Queen Anne and start of Hanoverian monarchs



	1738
	Conversion of John Wesley and ‘birth’ of Methodism



	1778
	First Catholic Relief Acts followed by Gordon Riots



	1800
	Act of Union between England and Ireland



	1818
	Establishment of Church Building Society



	1828
	Repeal of Test and Corporation Acts



	1829
	Catholic Emancipation Act



	1832
	Great Reform Act



	1845
	Newman abandons Oxford Movement and becomes a Catholic



	1850
	Restoration of Catholic hierarchy in England and Wales



	1869
	Disestablishment of the Church in Ireland



	1920
	Disestablishment of the Church in Wales



	1970
	Church of England General Synod established



	1972
	Failure of Anglican–Methodist merger



	1982
	Papal visit to Britain



	1985
	Robert Runcie’s Faith in the City report



	1992
	General Synod votes in favour of women priests
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Prologue

I tried to add up everything that was in England. I began with churches. Then the stones that the churches were built from.

Rose Tremain: Sacred Country (1992)1

 

The origins of Christianity in Britain and Ireland are impossible to establish. They lie somewhere in the second half of the first century, but exactly where and when is buried in a tangle of legend, folklore and the occasional tree. What I can be clearer about, however, is when my own habit began of searching out answers to this and other questions about the Christian history of these islands. It was the summer of 2006, and the method I stumbled upon was by wandering into whatever churches happened to be at hand.

That was the first school holiday our family had spent in north Norfolk. My wife had grown up there, so for her it was the return of the native. What had been edited out of her memories of big sandy beaches and even bigger blue skies, though, were the occasions, mercifully rare, when the blue was replaced by black clouds and the walk back over marshes in driving rain felt penitential. On one such drizzly, downcast day, knowing that I just had to get the children, nine and six at the time, out of a house that was too small to contain them any longer, I stumbled upon the idea of visiting a local medieval church. Such jaunts had played no part in my own childhood, but I had read somewhere that St Mary’s had a roof decorated with angels. That promise seemed sufficient to stifle the protests of our offspring. We packed coloured pencils, notebooks and snacks and set off. And so began our ‘church crawls’.

The choice of destination that day proved inspired – large, dry, empty of other people, but stuffed with fascinating things. Like the angels peering down benignly from the ceiling. There was even an ancient, wheeled device with angled mirrors on top of it so you could get a better look at the cherubim up in the rafters. Each was holding a different object. Drawing them and trying to work out what they were for, provided an activity that was a good deal cheaper than anything else on offer locally to make the rainy days wash by. Thereafter the combination of strange, colourful objects, layer after layer of stories, and access to what felt like secret places, though they stood in plain sight, turned such outings into regular stand-bys, our very own variation of the Horrible Histories books they were reading at the time. Only not horrible – or not very often. One statue in an isolated church depicting Saint Sebastian being shot through with arrows was graphic enough to be slightly disturbing, even for me.

When my church-crawling companions reached teenagerdom and moved on to other pursuits, I continued the habit. I always try, usually briefly and falteringly, to find one feature of whichever church I hit upon that illuminates something not just about its own past but also about the shape Christianity has taken down the centuries, and how that shape has shaped these countries too. Like the box pews, shut off from the hoi polloi by doors, usually found at the front of churches but sometimes at the back, and raised up, which were the product of a class system that dominated local churches as it did the world outside them, until the seismic changes of industrialisation began to sweep all such earthbound hierarchies away. Or the curious pagan nature symbols found in more ancient churches, lurking in the margins of elaborate carvings, especially on great stone crosses, cheek by jowl with details taken from the Gospel narratives, which reveal how an older set of beliefs co-existed with Christianity long after they were officially declared dead. Or even the inscriptions on tombs that line the aisles, suggesting that the orthodoxy of the history taught in our classrooms might not always be the whole story. In a remote Herefordshire church, a memorial to Elizabeth I’s longest-standing lady of the bedchamber describes her mistress as truly the Virgin Queen.

There is no shortage in rural Norfolk of huge, grand, lavishly decorated churches in tiny villages, a legacy of the county’s medieval prosperity and the anxiety of every wealthy family back then to establish their social status and endow a church in order to ease their ascent into heaven. My crawls, though, in search of history on the hoof, have over the years spread far and wide, though I am a novice compared with Britain’s reigning church-crawling champion, Oxford historian, writer and broadcaster Diarmaid MacCulloch, who started young (his dad was a vicar, which may or may not have helped) and has clocked up by his own account an estimated six or seven thousand visits.2

Nevertheless, I, and many others I have bumped into during my own expeditions, share his enthusiasm for a pastime that, in an unpressured, entertaining and health-enhancing way (if you combine it with a hike), pieces together the history of what remains the dominant faith in our country. Yes, it requires going into a church, and we are not a particularly churchy nation any more; so much so that people often feel unsettled by not knowing the right words to use of the various areas – nave, chancel, apse, ambulatory and so on. And, unlike museums, there are often inadequate labels, or none at all, to explain the source, story and point of the objects to be found there. Yet most of the time you can have these buildings to yourself to work it out and give your imagination free rein. What they offer is more than a tale of popes and bishops, dogma and ritual. Collectively and individually they tell a human story about the how and the where and the why of the faith of the people who have used these buildings, and the ways in which that was reflected in the societies to be found beyond their walls. Being places that have always opened their doors to (almost) everyone, they have a rare power to connect us in a tangible way, even in our secular and sceptical times, to the everyday flow of history. When we stand before fittings and furnishings that have been there for a thousand years, or touch walls that have been witnessing events for even longer, there is an invitation to join the long chain that links us to those who were once in exactly the same spot. This is where we come from.

What follows is an ordering and assembling of Christian history as told by a selection of ‘crawled’ churches – and what surrounds them – so as to recount the story of faith over two millennia in England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. Each nation, of course, has its own distinctive narrative, and these are reflected too, but what connects them in the Christian history of these islands goes a long way to explaining why we have ended up where we are now. To explore the fullness of the tale I have reached into every corner of the land with a building in each chapter heading that follows the pattern of the centuries, plus an additional small number of locations appended because they also illuminate that century in a remarkable and complementary way.

Some readers will disagree with my choices, but with thousands to pick from, that is part and parcel of the compulsion of church crawling. Everyone has their favourites because each one you go into is different, in big ways as well as small. Some can only be accessed on foot. Some require perseverance, following long, narrow lanes deep into countryside that give every appearance of being bound to lead to a dead end. Many are tiny and can be enjoyed in silence and solitude, though there are some bigger beasts in there too, well-known names that mean you have to learn to share if you are to get the best out of them.

Some family friends, on being told of those summer excursions of long ago, would tease me that it was all a cover for trying to indoctrinate my young children. If that had been my intention, it has certainly backfired now they are in their twenties and have made up their own minds; but it really wasn’t. The point of church crawling is not an evangelical drive to repopulate churches or to revive institutional faith. It is much more modest and inclusive: to benefit from these free-to-access resources in our midst that are centuries old, historic and usually beautiful, and which have something about them that makes them stand apart from the rush of modern life and our own fleeting obsessions. They may once have been built ‘to the glory of God’, but their continuing meaning is subtler. They are close to the heartbeat of human history, giving expression to our longings and helping us to remember who we are.
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