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INTRODUCTION



BRITAIN’S CHURCHES SEEM such familiar features of its countryside and cityscapes that many of us don’t realise how bizarre these buildings can be. The dark steeples standing reliably against the sky, the unremarked arched windows, the leaning weathered gravestones – all these can appear so commonplace that most people are largely unaware that British churches house artefacts linked to the most incredible legends, the strangest stories, the most mindboggling pieces of history.


British churches and cathedrals host objects as odd as saints’ skulls converted into drinking cups, dragon-slaying swords and spears, the mummified heads of famous statesmen, crowns and garlands that once bedecked virgins’ coffins, and millennium-old ‘shamanic’ reindeer horns.


Stroll out into the churchyard and it gets even weirder. Here we find legends of dead men seated in pyramids, with bottles of port ready to open on Judgement Day. British churchyards contain devils’ footprints, evidence of attempts to outwit body snatchers, enormous standing stones, the graves of vampires and giants, the tombs of characters from Britain’s bountiful literary history, and rocks that will inform us when the Apocalypse is approaching.


From imps petrified by angels to eggs painted with clowns’ make-up, from stocks and ducking stools to the embalmed hearts of ghostly monks, from preserved robins’ nests to the graves of beloved dogs and cats, from door knockers modelled on demons’ faces to holy wells whose waters fizz on sacred days of the year, these oddities really do make Britain’s cathedrals and churches repositories of the bizarre.


This book is a brief introduction to such curiosities and to the tales, legends and folkloric ceremonies associated with them. We begin our journey by examining items – mysterious menhirs, stones etched with runes, ‘goddess’ sculptures, carvings from Norse myth – that are remnants of a pagan, or possibly pagan, past. Our voyage through the strange continues with a look at ancient relics – mummified apostles’ hands, preserved archbishops’ skulls, the ribs of monstrous cows – after which we step out to explore the churchyard. The enigma of what lies beneath British churches comes next – bone crypts, shadowy undercrofts, spooky effigies, secret tunnels – before we gaze into the wonderful history of holy wells. We then investigate the folkloric pageants and rituals that are, or once were, centred on churches – from boys masquerading as bishops to children listening for witches frying pancakes under hills – and finish off with a round-up of random oddities, ranging from French cannonballs embedded in towers to burn marks left by black hellhounds.


During my work as a fiction writer – whose output draws heavily on the legends and peculiarities of the British landscape – and as a blogger focused on the dark, strange and quirky, I’ve been constantly surprised by just how weird so much of my country’s heritage is. And much of that eccentric inheritance is found within churches and churchyards.


It’s my hope that, after reading this book, you will never again look on churches as dull or merely functional buildings, but rather see them as stores of myth, history and legend, and as treasuries of charming, disturbing, precious and deeply unusual artefacts.
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La Gràn’Mère, who stands at the gate of St Martin’s Churchyard, Guernsey, was probably first carved in Neolithic times, possibly from a standing stone. Flowers are often placed at the statue’s feet and coins left on her head. She is a popular addition to wedding photos!



		

STANDING STONES, RUNES AND PAGAN ALTARS

IT MIGHT SEEM odd to talk about ‘pre-Christian’ or ‘pagan’ survivals in churches. Surely a religion dedicated to the ‘one true God’ would have made sure its houses of worship were cleansed of heathen objects and all traces of competing deities? It also might seem obvious that any dubious artefacts wouldn’t have survived long centuries of Christian dominance and – especially – the efforts of zealous Protestants to root out ‘superstition’ during the Reformation.



Though this is generally the case, there are here and there oddities in British churches that date from – or at least may be folkloric echoes of – the pagan past. The conversion to Christianity was a piecemeal and gradual process, frequently interrupted by pagan resurgences. Though begun under the Roman Empire, the conversion of the Romanised Celts was not complete when the Romans left and invasions by other pagan peoples – Saxons, Angles, Jutes and later Vikings – coloured the fabric of British life. At certain times, paganism and Christianity coexisted and there are records of the same building being used for both forms of worship. Churches were sometimes built on pagan sites, presumably both to suppress the old religion and to benefit from the reverence locals had for such places. Plundered objects from temples were reused in the construction of churches. Vestiges of paganism may have lingered in the popular mind long after the official conversion. Medieval Arthurian legends mingled Christian and pagan themes while superstitions against damaging barrows and standing stones lasted into the 1800s. It could be argued this continuity between the two faiths is reflected in some strange artefacts in British churches and churchyards.


It’s sometimes hard, however, to disentangle what’s ‘pagan’ from what’s ‘Christian’. Is the graphic female image of the Sheela-na-gig, for instance, a medieval remnant of pagan fertility beliefs or a stern Christian warning against lust? Ancient Nordic runes can convey Christian piety while stone crosses might be engraved with the adventures of Norse gods. There are also more utilitarian considerations – were churches, for instance, built within ancient earthworks because of the populace’s attachment to these mystical sites or because of prosaic motives like defence and access to water sources? We should remember too that some researchers – especially our enthusiastic Victorian forebears – have sometimes committed the error of supposing mysterious artefacts and peculiar folkloric customs automatically spring from a romanticised pagan past.


This chapter doesn’t claim every oddity it mentions is definitively ‘pagan’, but merely aims to highlight objects in British churches that at least seem questionably Christian or that may harbour some resonance from ‘heathen’ times.


A striking juxtaposition of the Christian and pagan can be seen at Midmar Church, Aberdeenshire, where a Bronze Age stone circle stands in the churchyard. Estimated to be 4,000 years old, the circle is 17 metres in diameter, with some of the stones reaching 2.5 metres in height. The standing stones, which mingle strangely with the later Christian grave markers, form one of north-east Scotland’s best-preserved recumbent stone circles, ‘recumbent’ meaning that some stones were set up ‘lying down’. The Midmar area seems to have been a site of ancient religious importance, as two other stone circles lie to the east and south-east of the village and standing stones are scattered throughout the locality.


Several other churches are built within prehistoric sites or close to ancient stones. A megalith towers over the graves in the churchyard of All Saints’, Rudston, East Yorkshire. At nearly 8 metres in height, the Rudston Monolith is Britain’s tallest standing stone. The monolith was the subject of enthusiastic investigations by the antiquarian William Stukeley (1687–1765), who claimed the stone went as far into the ground as it stood above it and that he’d found human skulls and bones buried next to the megalith, perhaps indicating the stone was a focus of human sacrifice. The Rudston Monolith dates from the Neolithic or early Bronze Age, meaning it would have been erected at least 2,500 years before the site was used for Christian worship.
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Looming above the graves in Rudston Churchyard, Yorkshire, the Rudston Monolith is Britain’s tallest standing stone. The 40-tonne monolith may have once been the centre of a ‘ritual landscape’ of barrows, henges and ditches. Local legend says indentations on the stone’s side are dinosaur footprints.





Unsurprisingly, this colossal and mysterious monument has attracted legends. Some say the monolith was a javelin hurled by the Devil to demolish the church. This demonic missile was deflected by divine intervention and merely embedded itself among the graves. Another story states the monolith dropped from the clouds, burying some sinners who were desecrating the churchyard. This legend may be a garbled memory of a meteorite that fell at the nearby village of Wold Newton in 1795, missing a labourer by just 9 metres and landing with an enormous bang. Meteorites have long been seen as mystical and ominous stones.


The Rudston Monolith is, however, no meteorite. Made of gritstone, which isn’t found in the local area, the stone was either carved from a glacial erratic or was brought from 10 to 20 miles away. If the latter theory is true, then hauling the monolith – estimated to weigh around 40 tonnes – such a distance would have been an astounding achievement.


The monolith may have been the centre of a ritual landscape. Barrows, henges and traces of Neolithic settlements can be found in the area, as can four cursuses – ditch-like, bank-enclosed earthworks – three of which converge towards the Rudston Monolith.
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A standing stone serves as a gatepost for St John the Baptist’s Churchyard, Ysbyty Cynfyn, Dyfed. Several standing stones are incorporated into the churchyard wall or scattered around the churchyard in a circular pattern – suggesting the site’s first church may have been built within a stone circle. The tallest stone is an impressive 3.4 metres high.





A 1.75m-high standing stone – which could be over 4,000 years old – can be found by the porch of St Gwrthwl’s Church, Llanwrthwl, Powys. The stone may have once been even taller as its upper section seems to have been broken off. St Gwrthwl is said to have built the first church on the site, possibly taking advantage of the standing stone’s spiritual associations.


Another Welsh standing stone lurks near the porch of St Twrog’s, Maentwrog, Gwynedd. St Twrog – who seems to have boasted characteristics of both a saint and giant – is said to have hurled the stone from the nearby Moelwyn Mountains to crush a pagan altar. His handprint can apparently be seen on the menhir. If you rub the stone, local folklore says you will return to Maentwrog. Another tradition claims the stone marks the grave of the hero Pryderi, who appears in the medieval Welsh epic The Mabinogion.


St John the Baptist’s Churchyard, in Ysbyty Cynfyn, Dyfed, contains several standing stones. Some are incorporated into the churchyard wall, suggesting the church may have been built within a stone circle. Two standing stones even serve as gateposts.


In St Mary’s Churchyard, Bungay, Suffolk, stands the Druid’s Stone, a boulder believed to be a portal for contacting the Devil. To speak to the Evil One, you have to run around – or knock on – the stone twelve times. The stone is probably a glacial erratic that arrived in the last ice age.


St Levan’s Stone, in St Levan’s Churchyard, Cornwall, is a large round boulder, split down the middle. The sixth-century St Levan is said to have divided the rock by striking it with his fist and proclaiming:

When with panniers astride

A packhorse can ride

Through St Levan’s Stone

The world will be done.

Thankfully, St Levan’s Stone is nowhere near wide enough yet to usher in Armageddon. The stone – because of its ‘labial’ shape – may have been a focus of fertility rituals and such devotions might have later transferred themselves to a Christian saint.


Other churches are built in ancient earthworks. Inside the massive banks and ditches of the Iron-Age hillfort of Old Sarum, near Salisbury, the foundations and remnants of a once-imposing cathedral can be found. St Lawrence’s Church, in Cholesbury, Buckinghamshire, lies within the ramparts of the Iron-Age earthworks known as Cholesbury Camp. At Knowlton, Dorset, a ruined Norman church stands inside a henge, part of a large Neolithic and Bronze-Age complex of earthworks, ditches and barrows. On Jersey, two medieval chapels crown a burial mound called La Hougue Bie. La Hougue Bie – a passage tomb, meaning it contains several chambers linked by a corridor – may date back as far as 3500 BC. On the Autumn and Spring equinoxes, a sunbeam shines into the tomb, hitting the back wall of its innermost chamber.
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The ramparts of the Iron-Age hillfort Old Sarum once encompassed a medieval castle, city and cathedral. After complaints about the ‘rage of the wind’, the scarcity of water and tensions between clergy and soldiers, the cathedral moved to Salisbury, with the new edifice being constructed from the stones of the old.





Several British churches possess pagan artefacts from Roman times. In All Saints’ Church, Ilkley, Yorkshire, a Roman altar bears an image of a female figure in a long, pleated robe grasping two snakes. This figure is thought to be Verbeia, a Celtic goddess and personification of the River Wharfe, which flows through Ilkley. Another stone, discovered elsewhere in the town, is inscribed with a dedication stating: ‘To holy Verbeia, Clodius Fronto, prefect of the Second Cohort of Lingones’. This stone probably once accompanied the carving of the goddess. A Roman fort stood on the site of modern Ilkley and it was common for Roman troops to placate local populations by honouring their gods. The altar was one of two Roman altars discovered built into the church’s tower in 1925. Both altars – the other may have been dedicated to the Roman god Sol Invictus (the Unconquered Sun) – are now kept in the tower’s base. A copy of the stone with the dedication to Verbeia can be found in the Manor House Museum, next to the church. According to local legend, a bloodthirsty female spirit haunts a section of the Wharfe known as the Strid, where many people have drowned. This spirit – said to turn into a white horse before claiming a victim – may be a folkloric echo of Verbeia.


In St Giles’ Church, Bowes, County Durham, a stone in the north transept bears a dedication ‘in honour of Emperors and Caesar’ while a recut piece of a Roman altar supports a font. St Thomas the Apostle’s Church, Stanhope, also in County
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