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			Dedication

			To Kaitlyn, for delightful Sundays from

			the shallow end to the chippy van

			and beyond …

		

		
			A chronology of Sunday law

			A list of some important dates in Sunday legislation for reference while reading this book, which you are legally entitled to enjoy on any day of the week.

			925 – The first King of England, Athelstan, outlaws Sunday trading.

			1020 – King Canute prohibits Sunday ‘assembling’. Except in church, obviously.

			1388 – Playing tennis and football outlawed. Archery encouraged to help breed fighting types and aid Robin Hood impersonations.

			1448 – Sunday fairs and markets permitted only on four Sundays around harvest time.

			1617 – King James issues his Book of Sports. It lists forbidden pastimes, among them bear and bull-baiting, musical interludes and plays, and bowling. Allowed, but only strictly outside of church service hours, are archery, dancing, leaping and vaulting.

			1625 – The Sunday Observance Act makes it illegal for people to assemble ‘out of the parish for the purpose of sport and pastime’.

			1677 – Another Sunday Observance Act bans Sunday work and trade. There are some exceptions; for example, the sale of milk or the dressing of meat at inns. Sunday travel is also prohibited and common informers are encouraged to snitch on transgressors.

			1780 – There has not been a Sunday Observance Act for more than a century, so here comes another. This one focuses on ‘public entertainment or amusement’. Any place charging entry for an event is defined as a ‘disorderly house’. Common informers are now rewarded with a proportion of fines raised. This would have worked chillingly well during Covid lockdowns.

			1845 – The Gaming Act bans Sunday playing of billiards and bagatelle, both sinful pursuits.

			1847 – The Town Police Clauses Act gives officers the power to divert traffic away from churches during Sunday service hours.

			1867 – Factory Acts Extension Act: Sunday employment of women and children in factories outlawed.

			1901 – The Factory and Workshop Act makes some exceptions in Sunday employment for certain sectors; for example, in steel and paper mills. Recognising the difference between Christian and Jewish Sabbath, provisions for Jewish people are made.

			1930 – Parliament decrees that hairdressers and barbers must close on Sundays. Six years later, butchers are also told to close.

			1932 – The Sunday Entertainments Act allows the opening of cinemas, museums, galleries, gardens, concert halls and other entrance fee-charging entertainment venues. The Acts of 1625, 1677 and 1780 are no more. Sundays become occasionally fun.

			1950 – The Shops Act demands that most retail outlets close on the Lord’s Day. Exceptions are made according to the products on offer. These make for entertaining muddles: partly cooked tripe can be sold, as can aircraft accessories. Pornographic magazines are allowed but not Bibles; whisky but not tinned vegetables.

			1972 – Theatres are finally allowed to open on Sundays as the threat of them encouraging people to dance recedes.

			1976 – Pubs in Scotland are permitted to open all day on a Sunday, ending the days of cramming into hotel bars.

			1994 – The Sunday Trading Act allows all shops to open up on Sundays, with some restrictions.

			1995 – Pubs in England and Wales are now allowed to open all day on a Sunday. Full drinking sessions thus become possible for those who wish to skip roast at home in favour of pub crisp selection.

			2000 – In the days before New Year’s Eve, charging an entrance fee for dance events in England and Wales is legalised for the first time since 1780. Sunday nightclubbing begins, Monday hangovers increase.

		

		
			Introduction

			It was a drizzly Sunday that felt like one long sigh. Thin, fuzzy rain seemed to attack in shoals and linger everywhere, an invading force. To sit on a bench would have been an act of reckless abandon, like dabbing a finger on a surface marked as ‘Wet Paint’ or leaving the central heating on for more than an hour at a time.

			In 45 minutes of walking around Stornoway, I had encountered only one other person, a man who made eye contact but then scuttled off down a side alley, resembling a spider being flushed down the plughole. I felt like some kind of loathed enemy riding into town, only residents had been too polite to tell me.

			Everything, save for a few pubs, was closed. There would be no lunchtime meal deal from Boots, no Clubcard discounts to be had in Tesco and no popping into Argos to steal a tiny pen. Drinking away the rain with a fine single malt from the Island Spirit Whisky Shop was also out of the question; ditto watching a film at An Lanntair arts centre or swimming in the council baths. There were no buses running, so sightseeing on this stunning island was not an option.

			I considered drying off in my bed and breakfast, but remained scarred by another trip to the Isle of Lewis some years previously. On that occasion, I’d returned to the B&B room after an afternoon stroll. I then opened the door to find the landlady sitting on a chair with her slippered feet on my bed, reading my newspaper. ‘Oh,’ she’d said quite casually, ‘I thought you were out.’ Mind, as a friend said to me afterwards, ‘At least she wasn’t wearing any of your clothes.’

			Plus, beyond the wounds of that trauma, I had a boat to catch.

			Some battled for the Sunday ferry to exist here. Others opposed its introduction vehemently. Walking through town with a local on another trip, I’d been informed by him of the fissures that still existed: who was no longer speaking to who, which people were boycotting what.

			On the morning in July 2009 when the MV Isle of Lewis became the first-ever Sunday ferry to sail from Stornoway, protestors assembled. It had been the same seven years earlier at the airport, when Sunday flights began. On that occasion, 50 locals had amassed in the car park and sung ‘God is our refuge and our strength’. Now fewer in number, they chanted psalms, prayed and held a banner citing the Fourth Commandment of the Bible: ‘Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.’

			Some of them cried as the boat heaved out of the harbour. Others raged, among them the Rev. Angus Smith, a veteran pro-Sabbath campaigner. He had been present on the Isle of Skye in 1965 when Sunday car ferries were introduced there, throwing himself onto the road and laying down in front of the traffic. Now, he claimed that Sunday ferries would bring ‘things that terrified parents’, such as open shops and crime. The ferry company, Caledonian MacBrayne (CalMac), said they had little choice; legal advice stated that not running on Sundays may be a breach of equalities law. ‘CalMac made a great play that they must keep the law,’ said another clergyman, the Rev. James Tallach. ‘Well, I ask them, “What about the law of God?”’

			The majority of those present on that summer’s day sixteen years ago supported the work of the Campaign for 7 Days Sailings. They had cheered loudly as the Isle of Lewis set sail. Ten years on, in 2019, they celebrated the opportunities and economic benefits that Sunday crossings had brought. In opposition, the Rev. Graeme Craig suggested that recent mechanical troubles had been an equalising act of God. ‘It is interesting to note,’ he postulated, ‘that CalMac has had breakdowns and numerous other problems with its fleet since starting Sunday sailings.’

			The closed Sunday lingers deep in the Hebridean soul. Lewis is by tradition a devoutly Presbyterian island where observance of the Sabbath – doing little on a Sunday beyond attending church, possibly twice – is widespread. Its history is dotted with instances and examples that may baffle outsiders like me, but which are culturally ingrained within many islanders. Observance is about more than religion; it is about preserving a sense of community and another way of life. While some may not attend church, they hold to doing very little else.

			In 1918, English industrialist Lord Leverhulme purchased the island, seeking to make it a co-operative fishing utopia. When he was due to dock late one Saturday night in June of that year, locals gathered in Stornoway Harbour to greet his boat. ‘Welcome to Your Island Home’ read their giant banner, and a pipe band stood ready to play. Yet Leverhulme encountered instead an empty, silent quayside. His delayed boat had arrived after midnight, encroaching on the Sabbath. All had gone home for fear of Godly wrath. More recently, contemporaries of my own recalled to me ’90s childhoods bereft of games and sports, of parents refusing to hang out washing for fear of causing outrage and grandparents feeling the backs of televisions for warmth to check programmes had not been secretly viewed.

			The grip of Sabbath observance has undoubtedly slackened. An Lanntair now opens for a few hours on one Sunday every month (although the café bar remains closed) and Engebret’s filling station fulfils petrol and pasty needs until 4 p.m. More recently, and some time after my latest visit, in November 2024 Stornoway’s Tesco supermarket began trading on Sundays. On the first afternoon it opened, a small band of opponents convened outside the store clutching placards repeating the messages of the airport and ferry protests. Shoppers interviewed by the BBC welcomed the move. ‘I am a Christian and, yes, remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy,’ said one, Fiona Macdonald, ‘but going into a shop for a tube of toothpaste I don’t think is a great sin.’

			Despite these developments, Stornoway and the Isle of Lewis do not quite resemble the description given in his latter years by the Reverend Smith. ‘Part of the problem is people coming from the mainland with a Blackpool culture,’ he claimed in 2006. ‘At first, they say they love it here and would not want it to change. But that soon changes and then they want it just like the mainland.’

			That afternoon, awaiting the ferry back to Ullapool, I began to reflect on how much Sundays had changed elsewhere in the United Kingdom. Boredom in Stornoway forced into focus questions about the one day which had historically been different to the week’s other six. Did quiet, contemplative Sundays still exist elsewhere, or had this day of unique character – both nostalgically good and tediously bad – become like all the others? Had we forgotten how to do Sunday? And what was a proper Sunday anyway?

			Other events prior to my Stornoway trip had also left me pondering the nature and history of our Sundays. Throughout the Covid lockdowns of 2020 and 2021, several times I’d heard people make two particular comments about the empty passage of time: ‘I don’t quite know what day it is’ and ‘every day’s like Sunday’ (the second of which, naturally, led to immediate and terrible impressions of Morrissey).

			The latter was provoked by the idea that lockdown – for those of us lucky enough to have cushty homeworking jobs – provoked an overall mood of boredom similar to that of a traditional Sunday. Further, the two shared a number of specific characteristics: broodingly quiet streets; television schedules groaning with repeats; family members thrown together and mumbling about going for walks to nowhere in particular; and the feeling that food was all we had to look forward to.

			Having Sunday roll around an empty brain led me to contemplate what the day had become in recent times. Did we still make a conscious effort to set it aside for gardening, day trips, seeing relatives, walks, roast dinners, pub sessions, reading plump newspapers, napping and perhaps even going to church? And how did any of those things become our shared traditions in the first place? That is, what was the social history of Sunday? I resolved to go in search of Sundays past and present, the results of which are this book and an intimate knowledge of rail replacement buses.

			There was, I realised from the outset, a problem in my frankly ridiculous aim of warmly showing what Sundays are and were: lots of people dislike them. In conversations, I have encountered everything from mild disgruntlement to full-on detesting. Very few people say they love Sundays, though I happen to think – as I hope I’ll show – that the last day of the week contains the potential for much-needed comfort and occasional delight.

			Much disdain comes from our younger days. Sundays in childhood summon memories of unwanted grandparental visits, stodgy beef joints, everything being closed, bath time and, worst of all, those Last of the Summer Wine or Heartbeat theme tunes (to name but two) that became sirens reminding us of forgotten homework and double maths first thing on Monday.

			John Betjeman knew of the Sunday evening fear shared by both children and adults. In the script of his 1972 BBC series Thank God It’s Sunday, he wrote (and be warned, this quotation takes a quite unexpected turn):

			On Sunday evening rain begins to fall;

			On Sunday evening we feel all alone.

			Unhappy rumours flicker through the mind,

			News seems futile and the coming week

			A long, long avenue of unpaid bills.

			We can’t keep up the struggle any more:

			No wonder many of us take to meths.

			Yet, even in this domestic misery, I found interest. For better or worse, Sunday was different and had an identity of its own. I wanted to know if those same rules applied now. If the day had lost its sense of otherness, then I imagined we might have lost a little of what makes living on these idiosyncratic, infuriating islands so interesting. ‘What should happen to the soul of England,’ asked a 1922 essay, ‘if Sunday should become as other days?’

			Early in 2024, I opened my new print diary and noticed something. On most pages were time slots; hourly breakdowns for inserting appointments and notes. This did not apply on Sundays, which were blank. It felt like a nod to history and tradition. I would enjoy filling the blanks with visits to significant Sunday places, starting – like all great journeys – at a car boot sale in Northumberland.

		

		
			1

			TAKING THE SCENIC BOOT

			‘How much for your Sexy Poker?’ asked the pensioner in a broad Northumbrian accent. Using his metal walking stick as a pointer, he gestured downwards towards a battered green-and-white box of 1970s playing cards with that title. The stick’s rubber stopper made light contact with the box’s negligée-wearing cover star.

			‘Give us a poond for it,’ replied the stall-keeper, who until that point had been tucking into a sandwich with gusto, as if riffing on a blues harmonica. The pensioner shook his head and shuffled away. Mild arousal had its budgetary limits. In declining to haggle, though, at least he had retained his dignity. Sexy Poker would remain on the gravel, alongside a truly haunting porcelain clown and a hardback manual entitled Industrial Adhesives and Sealants. All items were flanked by a tatty jigsaw of a similar vintage to the cards. Investing in the idea that all 1,400 of its pieces were still present was a ginormous leap of faith even for the Lord’s Day.

			Me, Sexy Poker Man and around 50 other browsers had all paid £5 for early entry to the Tranwell Sunday-morning car boot sale, staged on a World War II RAF base just outside the town of Morpeth. We filed between trestle tables congested with chipped vases and wooden mallets, and stooped over tarpaulin sheets of handbags and Barbie dolls, lying unloved as if cast aside in paupers’ graves.

			Our feet crunched on the broken asphalt of a runway from which bombers had taken off so that recruits could be trained in air gunnery. Had the twentysomething man now vigorously inspecting a 1960s black-and-white television looked beyond its bulk, he might just have spotted a derelict aircraft hangar or an air-raid shelter. Somewhere hereabouts – perhaps beneath the burger van with its slogan of ‘Live it, Love it, Eat it’ – were the remains, too, of an underground control room. This combination of wartime remainders and a young woman from Pegswood selling a framed call bell accompanied by the words ‘Ring For Champagne’ (‘£3, less than it cost us to make it, hinny’) seemed, for a giddy moment or two, to be the very essence of modern Britain.

			Although car boot sales do take place on other days of the week, most remain a Sunday pursuit. Quite simply, they suit Sundays. There is the unhurried pace at which buyers slip between stalls, as if time itself has been suspended; the way they drowsily peruse items, sifting through seven-inch singles or forensically examining wooden spirit levels; and the laissez-faire manner in which sellers display their wares, thinking nothing of placing, to use an example from Tranwell, a well-used bra next to a Princess Diana figurine, with both items guarded by a rusty saw. Here is a distant and languid mini-society far removed from Friday Big Shops and errands requiring lists.

			That the car boot sale’s various origin stories are rooted in Sunday culture enhances this feeling. A Catholic priest from Stockport, Father Harry Clarke, is among those credited with starting the phenomenon in the early 1980s, hosting an event as a way to raise church funds. Elsewhere, there are claimants from the antiques world – including Bettina Ward of Slough who, by the following decade, had ambitions on exporting car boot sale culture to Italy. (Whether citizens of Turin or Palermo were interested in cardboard boxes of Beano annuals, knitting needles and horse brasses was a different matter.)

			Regardless of who pioneered the deployment of decorating tables as shopfronts, by the end of the 1980s, 10,000 car boot sales were held every Sunday across the land. Beyond their obvious dual appeals of offering bargain buys and the opportunity to nose around other people’s stuff, they were a reaction to retail legislation. On Sundays through that decade, and well into the next, ‘CLOSED’ signs hung in most shop doorways. The car boot sale was a rebellion offering the chance to buy and sell when the high street could not.

			By the era of the car boot boom, restrictions on Sunday retail were at least 1,000 years old. The first King of England, Athelstan, outlawed trading on the day of rest in 925. A century later, Canute strengthened that edict, making ‘assembling’ a misdemeanour too. In the first half of the second millennium, there was some liberalisation, with afternoon trading permitted. Then, in 1448, Henry VI halted the Sunday selling of goods outside harvest time.

			Such constraints were mild compared to the Sunday Observance Act of 1677. Passed in a time of frenzied adherence to religious commands, among many other measures it forbade all commerce, except for the sale of milk. Those who opened up shop or were witnessed flogging turnips down shady alleyways could be snitched on by any citizen – the common informer. Over subsequent years, the Society for the Reformation of Manners also monitored transgressions, helping secure many thousands of prosecutions.

			There followed more iterations of the 1677 laws, but the decrees which shaped the barren high streets of the 1980s were found in the 1950 Shops and Sunday Trading Act. Bringing together a miscellany of individual statutes, it sought to offer clarity: all shops should be closed on the Lord’s Day. There were, however, exceptions and provisions, many of which made for an entertaining muddle. For example, partly cooked tripe could be sold, as could aircraft accessories, though presumably not in the same outlet. Shops sited at holiday camps were permitted to open on 18 Sundays every year, while Scotland’s ban on seventh-day haircuts could be circumnavigated if a barber was Jewish or fulfilling the needs of a cruise ship passenger.

			Anomalies and differing interpretations meant that, over the decades, conventions developed in what could and couldn’t be sold on Sundays. Pornographic magazines were allowed but not Bibles, and whisky but not tinned vegetables. Easter eggs were fine, but not hen’s eggs, and gin but not tea. In the years prior to reform in the mid-1990s, many shops began to open regardless of the law, and some attempted to evade
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