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Chapter 1

The First Century

Glastonbury Abbey: And Did Those Feet in Ancient Times?
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The rapidity with which the faith spread through the Roman Empire astounded the Christians themselves.

Professor Henry Chadwick1

 

There were almost certainly Christians in the British Isles in the first century. The Church established by the followers of Jesus of Nazareth in the middle decades of the century, following his death and based on the conviction that he had risen from his tomb, expanded rapidly out of Palestine. It spread around the Middle East, into the imperial capital of Rome, and then onwards to all points of the far-flung Roman Empire, which, from ad 43, included the conquered province of Britannia. Yet, while it is possible to identify how the new religion would have reached these islands, exactly when it did and who embraced it still remain just out of reach, and therefore largely the stuff of legend.

One location in particular – Glastonbury in Somerset – boasts of being ‘the cradle of Christianity in England’. The description appears on the information boards that greet today’s visitors to its ruined Abbey, a much later creation, once one of the grandest and richest in the country but destroyed in 1539 as part of the Dissolution of the Monasteries during the English Reformation. Such an eye-catching assertion, however, rests precariously on medieval claims widely dismissed by scholars that Joseph of Arimathea, the disciple who, according to the Gospels, provided a tomb where Jesus’ corpse could be laid after his crucifixion,2 came to Glastonbury as part of the first-century missionary push. He is said to have established there, on the site subsequently occupied from the early 700s by the first of three abbey buildings, a simple Christian church that was the first of its kind in the land.

The strongest evidence to back up this story comes from 1130, when William of Malmesbury, sometimes referred to as second only to the Venerable Bede as a reliable source on early Christianity in Britain, wrote in his description of Glastonbury that it contained an ‘ancient’ church that was ‘the oldest of all those that I know of in England’.3 He makes no reference to Joseph of Arimathea. That only came as an addition to his writings, inserted by others in later editions that appeared after his death.

William’s picture of this church, though, is a beguiling one for those searching for evidence of early Christianity in the British Isles:

In it are preserved the bodily remains of many saints, and there is no part of the church that is without the ashes of the blessed. The stone-paved floor, the sides of the altar, the very altar itself, above and within, are filled with relics close-packed. Deservedly indeed is the repository of so many saints said to be a heavenly shrine on earth.4

This earliest of Christian churches, made, William suggested, of ‘brushwood’, was destroyed in 1184, when fire consumed the whole abbey complex. In the rebuilding that followed, it was reborn, at the request of the monastic authorities, as a chapel dedicated to the Virgin Mary, whose cult grew popular in medieval Christianity (compared to in its early centuries). Money was required to fund the construction, and it seems likely that the wily monks took liberties with a hazy Joseph of Arimathea legend that had become attached to the ‘ancient’ chapel. They rightly saw its potency in attracting pilgrims who would be inspired to dig ever deeper into their ‘scrips’, or wallets, by the suggestion that they were standing on the very spot where someone who knew Jesus had once walked.5

They were being misled. A 2018 archaeological study by academics from Reading University concluded that, while there were traces of a fifth-century structure buried underneath and around what are now the ruins of the twelfth-century Lady Chapel, there was no evidence of anything dating back to the first century.6

 

Christianity’s arrival on British shores has, then, left no structure that, however distantly and indirectly, connects visitors with those early decades. It is a conclusion that fits with what we know of the circumstances of first-century Britannia. The new Jesus sect had been spreading rapidly. The Welsh monk and chronicler, Gildas, writing in the 540s in De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain), claimed that Christianity had been established in the British Isles before the death of Emperor Tiberius in 37,7 but most discount any suggestion that it predated the Roman conquest in 43. It is unlikely, though, to have been imported by the elite of colonial administrators, military and civil, who arrived after that date. They were the people who would have had to approve, or at least turn a blind eye to, the building of any Christian church, and the Roman Empire, while generally tolerant of local religious sects and cults within its borders, also insisted on formal adherence by all to its state pantheon of gods – Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, Mars and others – to whom was ascribed imperial success and prosperity. This top-down demand that all go through the motions as regards the official religion weighed most heavily on senior officials and their families. They were expected to set an example, leaving them little room to indulge their own private religious convictions.

For those lower down in the colonial ranks, including in the entourage of these high-ranking figures, there may have been a little more freedom to reject the official polytheism of the Roman state – but only as long as they, too, were seen in public to offer symbolic sacrifice, when required, to the gods. Such acts were akin to an oath of allegiance to the Empire.

However, before embarking for this Roman outpost, some among their number may have had some contact or connection with what we know from Saint Paul’s letters was a growing, if still small, community of Christians in the imperial capital in the first century. In his epistle to the Romans, dating from the mid 50s, he greets Prisca and Aquila as ‘fellow workers’ and refers to ‘the church at their house’.8 In such settings, the talk was not of the vast official pantheon of gods, but of the one God who sent his Son, Jesus, to preach a radical, bottom-up message of reform to the world.

There may even have been some who were touched by the fledgling Christian communities that were springing up elsewhere in the Empire among the legions of soldiers who played their part in bringing and keeping most of Britannia under the rule of Emperor Claudius (41–54) (though Scotland remained free, and parts of the north and Wales were just too far from the centre of Roman power in southern England to see for many years any sustained efforts at effective imperial control). Many of those who made up the occupying force under Aulus Plautius had come from Roman-controlled Gaul (France), where Christianity is said to have spread especially quickly up from the Mediterranean coast and into the Rhône valley, making Avignon, Lyon and Marseille significant centres of Christianity in these early centuries. It grew so rapidly in numbers that its followers faced a major persecution by the authorities in Lyon by 177.

To mark the addition of Britannia to his empire, Claudius – nephew of and successor to the infamously louche Caligula (37–41) – paid a sixteen-day celebratory visit. He was accompanied, according to reports, by elephants when he arrived in triumph in the newly established Roman capital at Camulodunum (Colchester). In his retinue, as well as the generals and administrators (and those who answered to them) required to keep down the unruly locals in the patchwork of kingdoms and tribes now under his authority, was the first influx of traders. The Empire was not just about territorial power but also about economics, and Britannia’s mineral reserves in particular had made it very attractive to the Romans. There were profits to be made, and so in the string of fortified towns, linked by the well-made, straight roads that are Rome’s lasting mark on the countryside, merchants and dealers would gather. Again, among the less-regimented ranks of this commercial fraternity there may well have been some who had already encountered and carried with them the Christian faith.

A lot is written of the Roman persecution of Christians. Generations of schoolchildren have grown up on tales of those who refused to deny Jesus Christ being thrown to the lions in vast Roman arenas in front of baying crowds. Much of that brutal oppression came later, growing over the centuries as numbers of Christians and their network of churches and bishops expanded, causing official alarm that this new sect of believers posed an existential threat to the cohesion of the Empire itself. By contrast, in the first century only two flashpoints of anti-Christian violence stand out. Emperor Nero (54–68) blamed and punished Christians for the Great Fire of Rome in 64, during which, legend has it, he did nothing but play his fiddle as the flames took hold. The ensuing persecution may even have claimed the lives of both Saint Paul, the missionary par excellence who, more than any other figure, defined the Christian canon, and of Saint Peter, Jesus’ chosen leader for his new Church.9 Subsequent Christian accounts of their deaths in Rome sometime between 64 and 67 have, though, been widely challenged. Peter may never have been to the imperial capital at all. And the whole story of Nero’s targeting of Christians rests on a single contemporary reference by the Roman historian Tacitus who, in his Annals, writes of the emperor inflicting ‘the most exquisite torture’ on adherents of a ‘most mischievous superstition’ called ‘Chrestian’.10

The second outbreak of violence in the first century came with the persecution of Christians at the end of Domitian’s reign (89–96). It provided the backdrop and inspiration for the apocalyptic scenes that dominate Revelation, the final book of the Bible, written at this time. Yet such purges were often confined to specific places and regions. While Domitian’s imperial decrees and edicts would have applied equally to Britannia, prosecution relating to them was much less fierce in this new colony than elsewhere.

This may have been because there were just too few Christians around to pose a real threat, especially when compared to the much more pressing uprising against Roman rule in Britannia led by Boudica, queen of the Celtic Iceni tribe. Her forces destroyed Camulodunum, Londinium (London) and Verulamium (St Albans), leaving an estimated 60,000 dead, before being defeated in 60 or 61. Next to this, the private activities of a scattering of first-century Christians would scarcely have set alarm bells ringing, especially if they kept their beliefs to themselves and others of like mind, while all the time paying lip service to the official gods.

Christianity is, of course, an evangelistic faith, with Jesus urging his followers to go out and spread his message.11 For those first British Christians, what might have proved just as inhibiting as fear of persecution may well have been the (baseless) reputation this new sect enjoyed in Roman society. ‘Popular fear of this strange new group,’ writes American historian Paula Fredriksen, ‘fed also on rumour, which attributed terrible anti-social crimes to Christians – infanticide, cannibalism, incest.’12

As a consequence, the earliest manifestations of Christianity in Britannia would have been in the privacy of a family’s home, and later other believers would be invited into what became a house church. These were not, then, the brushwood, rock, wooden, stone and bricks-and-mortar structures that tell so much of the subsequent story of Christianity in Britain and Ireland. ‘Church’ for these early Christians – taking their cue from the Greek noun ἐκκλησία (ekklesía), meaning assembly or congregation – was about people, whether it be an assembly of one or a gathering of several in a private home. And so signs of it are hard to detect twenty centuries on.

Later chroniclers of the rise of Christianity, nevertheless, fleshed out accounts of the faith in the British Isles in the first century by putting names and faces to that first generation, on the basis of little or no reliable evidence. Most prominent among these characters is Aristobulus of Britannia, referred to in On The Seventy Apostles of Christ. This is a second- or third-century text attributed to the theologian Hippolytus (170–235), who played a leading part in the early doctrinal disputes of the Church, at one stage setting himself up as a rival pope (or anti-pope), before dying as a martyr in Sardinia. There are many question marks over the age, accuracy and authenticity of this document, as indeed there are over the shadowy figure of Hippolytus himself, but he writes of Aristobulus as one of the seventy-two unnamed disciples referred to in the Gospel of Luke.13 In this passage, Jesus sends them out as evangelists, ‘like lambs among wolves’, to prepare the way for him. Hippolytus suggests that Aristobulus travelled all the way to Britannia and so became known as the first ‘Bishop of the Britons’.

His legend was subsequently taken up with much more gusto by Eastern Christians than by those in the West, where he remains little venerated. In the Orthodox tradition he is revered as a saint, as the brother of the apostle Barnabas, as a sometime companion on the travels of Saint Paul, and as a missionary in his own right who made his way to Britannia via northern Spain. Some Orthodox accounts of his life state that he died peacefully when he reached his destination; others that he was martyred in Wales. This second theory was expanded in the nineteenth century by Anglican cleric and antiquary John Williams, who attempted to show that Aristobulus established churches and even ordained priests and deacons.14 If he did, no convincing evidence has ever been found, much less any building associated with that mission. Williams’ theory is just that.

The same can be said of the tale that Saint Paul made a missionary journey to Wales around 63, an idea that was promoted by Williams’ cousin and fellow Anglican cleric, Richard Williams Morgan, in his book Saint Paul in Britain in 1861. It speculated about a connection between Paul and a Welsh Druidic chieftain, Caradog ap Bran (a figure based on the first-century British leader, Caratacus). As a preface to meeting Caradog, Paul is said to have travelled to Llantwit Major in the Vale of Glamorgan on the coast of the Bristol Channel. While it was later a centre of Christianity with a monastery most closely associated with the sixth-century saint Illtyd,15 there is no evidence it existed in the time of Saint Paul (though that did not stop the claim fuelling the burgeoning Celtic revival in Wales, of which Williams Morgan – or Mor Meirion to give him his Bardic name – was a part after he broke with Anglicanism in 1874 and became the first Patriarch of what he termed the Ancient British Church).

With no better footing in any documented fact is a reference to Aristobulus found in a post-Reformation Catholic tradition that takes us back over the border once more to Glastonbury. The source this time is the seventeenth-century Benedictine monk and historian, Serenus de Cressy, who had been allowed to return to England at a time of ongoing persecution of Catholics because he was chaplain to King Charles II’s Portuguese wife, Catherine of Braganza. He suggested in his account of Christianity’s origins in Britain that Aristobulus’ life had ended in 99 at Glastonbury.16 He quoted various secondary sources to back up his contention, including English Martyrologe, a sixteenth-century text:

Artistobulus dyed at Glastonbury, a place far enough removed from the Trinobantes [the ruling tribe in modern-day Essex, including Colchester, before 43] where the Romans exercised their power. Probable it is, that having spent so many years in the laborious exercise of his Apostolick Office, he in his old age retired himself into that place of solitude and Recollection, there quietly disposing himself for his leaving the world.17

This appears to be a case of Aristobulus being recruited to another longer-established Glastonbury legend. Had Serenus consulted medieval texts, including amended later versions of William of Malmesbury’s history of the town, he would have found plenty of references to the ancient church there, and its association with Joseph of Arimathea. Some of them even claimed that Joseph, as well as Aristobulus, was one of the seventy-two disciples mentioned in Luke’s Gospel. How tempting, then, to picture Aristobulus presiding in the church that Joseph built, the first Bishop of the Britons inheriting the building provided by the man who was the first Christian in Britannia.

There was and remains to this day something about Glastonbury that encourages such speculation. This is a town, after all, conflated with the mythical Avalon at the heart of the legends of Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. It is also regularly cited in discussion about the Grail – the chalice used by Jesus at the Last Supper. In many accounts, Joseph of Arimathea buried it in the ground of Glastonbury, causing a spring to bubble up whose red-tinted water contained traces of Jesus’ blood, shed on the cross, and therefore had the power to heal. Long cherished by pilgrims who to this day visit the site of the Chalice Well, this ‘blush’ has been shown to be a result of the presence in the water of tiny quantities of iron.

Yet so very popular did those stories of Joseph of Arimathea prove in Glastonbury’s medieval heyday that in the late fifteenth/early sixteenth century a chapel in the Abbey was dedicated to him. The Reformation may have destroyed the Abbey, but it couldn’t eclipse the legend. Such tales are dancers to the music of time, and by the nineteenth century this particular one had segued into regional folklore in the south west of England. It was told that Joseph – now described as a merchant and trader – had brought a young Jesus, presented as his great nephew, to Glastonbury as part of a commercial trip connected with the tin mines in Cornwall. The idea of a young Jesus, in those years before he started his public ministry, coming to Glastonbury and walking up its landmark Tor, inspired the mystic and artist, William Blake, to add another layer to the legends that shape the town with an 1808 poem,18 later set to music by Sir Hubert Parry as ‘Jerusalem’.

 

And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon England’s mountains green:

And was the holy Lamb of God,

On England’s pleasant pastures seen!

 

All of this leaves me, in my search for a tangible remnant of first-century Christianity, standing in the grounds of the ruined Glastonbury Abbey in front of a small thorn tree. It is tucked away behind the visitor centre, one of a number of ‘holy thorns’ dotted about Glastonbury, all claiming a common link to the rumoured visit of Joseph of Arimathea. He reputedly arrived at Glastonbury by boat – the surrounding lowlands at the time often being covered by sea water – and moored on Wearyall Island, better known as Wearyall Hill since subsequent draining of the area. As he climbed out, Joseph rested briefly upon his wooden stick, pressing it into the ground. It is reported to have miraculously taken root in the soil.

A succession of thorn trees, including this one in the Abbey, planted in 1992 to replace its eighty-year-old predecessor, claim descent from that original. Until 2019, one stood proudly in splendid isolation on Wearyall Hill itself, bent by the wind and attracting pilgrims who brought garlands for the branches. This seems to have annoyed someone so much that under cover of darkness they hacked it down.

The thorn tree in the Abbey grounds may not be on such prominent display, but at least it enjoys the protection of locked gates at night. If the stones of church buildings can speak across the ages, so too, in this town where the boundary between the physical and the metaphysical is unusually thin, can the branches of an ancient tree, though its prickles would deter anyone tempted to hug it to tune in better.

One variation of the legend suggests that Joseph brought with him one of the thorns from the crown placed on Jesus’ head at the crucifixion, and that is what gave rise to this succession of thorn trees. Records down the ages refer to them blossoming, with great liturgical sensibility, at Easter and at Christmas. As, more or less, do their successors now. All fun, fancy and invention? To add in a dash of science, the trees in question come from a species that is unknown anywhere elsewhere in Britain. Its natural home is . . . yes, the Middle East.

The Reformation’s attack on monasteries fortunately didn’t stretch to holy trees, which explains why the cult of the Glastonbury thorn as the oldest physical manifestation of Christianity in Britain and Ireland continues to this day. It is, at best, a tenuous link in gnarled wood to the first century. Over the next hundred years, however, Britannia changed to become a land that the early Church Father Tertullian (born in 160) describes as ‘conquered by Christ’. And that conquest did leave behind something in stone.

 

Also with a story to tell . . .

St Just in Roseland in Cornwall is a thirteenth-century church, built on the site of an earlier sixth-century Saxon foundation. If you wander along bamboo-lined paths that lead through sub-tropical gardens down to a tidal creek on the River Fal, you are, according to local legend, walking in Jesus’ footsteps. When accompanying Joseph of Arimathea on one of his folklorish expeditions to the tin mines of Cornwall, the ship carrying the young Jesus sought shelter from a storm in this very creek. For centuries, a stone on the shoreline, marked with a cross, identified the exact spot where the Son of God stepped onto England’s pleasant pastures.





Chapter 10

The Tenth Century

St Andrew’s, Greensted: Anglo-Saxon Restoration
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The Anglo-Saxon Church in the last quarter of the tenth century was well organised, well staffed, and well integrated into the fabric of the nascent kingdom of the English.

Professor Simon Keynes1

 

While the abbeys and cathedrals of the tenth century were built in stone, smaller local churches in an ever-widening parish network continued to be wooden. And so it was that fifty-one vertically placed split oak logs, rounded on the outside but flattened on the inside, were put in place from the 990s onwards to enclose the nave of what is today St Andrew’s Church at Greensted-juxta-Ongar in that part of Essex that is far away from the roar of London’s orbital motorway. Remarkably, they survive largely intact, and palpably carry those who turn up in this rural location back to Christian life in Britain and Ireland at the end of the first millennium. This is the oldest wooden church in the world, and has survived fire, fashion and furore. What is most endearing about St Andrew’s is that it manages to carry this great weight of historical significance with little fanfare or heritage paraphernalia that distract from its continuing daily existence as a modest countryside parish church.

The immediate impression St Andrew’s gives is one of playing down quite how remarkable it is. That is helped by the central tree-trunked section of the church on which its claim to a place in history rests being bookended by an eye-catching but hardly unique eighteenth-century weather-boarded tower and spire, and a picture-postcard Tudor brick chancel (built on a Norman shingled base). And the roof of the nave (originally thatched) was given a makeover by the Victorians who installed distractingly large dormer windows in an attempt to throw some light into the atmospheric darkness of the Saxon nave. They succeeded admirably in their aim, but not so much as to lessen a tangible sense indoors of time concertinaing.

There may once have been other openings in St Andrew’s to the light – and anyway, Saxon builders favoured high walls and light from above – but the only original one remaining is tiny. Referred to as a ‘leper’s squint’, it is a space carved out between the timbers on the north side of the church so that, legend has it, the priest could bless lepers who gathered outside the building without having to admit them for fear that they would spread infection. It is a tale that brings history vividly alive, but more recent studies favour a more banal explanation of the feature – that it may simply have been a peephole, close to the original entrance, so those within could spot the approach of armies. At the time of its reconstruction, that would have been useful, since the Vikings were once again landing on the coast of Essex away to the south and east. Their threat had not been completely extinguished by Alfred and his successors on the throne of Wessex. At the very end of the tenth century, they came back to terrify the Anglo-Saxons.

That, though, is to skip ahead in our story. Of greater significance in the history of this particular church was the boom in the later decades of the tenth century in the cult of saints in the imagination and religious practices of British Christians. Pilgrimages and processions to sites associated with those who had lived and died saintly lives, and where miraculous healing might as a result take place, had long been a core part of Christianity in these islands, but it was given extra potency by the approach of the millennium. It was a date that provoked widespread fear of ‘Last Days’ and of the sort of blood-soaked apocalypse described in graphic terms in Revelation, the final chapter of the New Testament.

Millennial anxiety was stoked, too, by graphic representations of God sitting in judgement on humanity on the Last Day, such as the one found at the time on the wall of the main church at Jarrow Abbey. Its purpose was to remind the congregation always to live in fear of the end of the world and of eternal punishment. In his history of the Monkwearmouth–Jarrow twin monasteries, Bede explained the presence of such depictions as being ‘so that everyone who entered, even if they could not read, might have . . . the perils of the Last Judgment before their eyes [and] examine their hearts the more closely’.2 With the year 1000 on the near horizon to concentrate minds, that warning took on for many an immediate and ominous echo.

End-times anxiety was everywhere. Turning to the saints for solace, begging them in prayer to intercede with God to keep believers safe in whatever tribulation lay ahead, was the antidote. So there was a rush to put the relics of saints on display even more prominently in cathedrals and abbeys. Since the sacking of Lindisfarne by the Vikings in 793, when the remains of its great abbot, Saint Cuthbert, had been spirited away by monks, his bones had been moved round various locations in northern England. In 995, though, capturing the mood of the time, they were finally given a permanent home in a shrine in a wooden structure, known as the ‘White Church’, on a bend in the River Wear. Three years later, pilgrim numbers arriving there were so large that it was rebuilt in stone, and in the next century became Durham Cathedral. Likewise in 896, the relics of Saint Ethelwold, the revered local bishop and a promoter of the revival of Benedictine monasticism, were given a permanent home in Winchester Cathedral.

Such renewed enthusiasm for the cult of saints, then, outlasted the turn of the millennium and spilled into the next century. So it was that, in 1013, the relics of Saint Edmund, the East Anglian king martyred by the Vikings in 869, are reported to have spent time in Greensted Church, perhaps as a temporary shrine to be visited by local pilgrims. This stopover was one stage on their slow and ritual progress towards a final resting place at Bury St Edmunds. The event is recalled in a much later, ghoulish carving on St Andrew’s roof beams, where Edmund’s decapitated head is shown guarded by a dog. There is even a wooden cover on a Bible kept in the church. According to legend, the wood comes from the tree to which the vanquished Edmund was tied as the Danish arrows rained down to make a martyr of him.

 

King Alfred of Wessex may have succeeded where Edmund failed in halting the Viking advance, but he had not banished them from the British Isles. Instead, his uneasy truce with Guthrum was made on the basis that neither side believed they could achieve a complete victory over the other. So Alfred contained the invaders, and the settlers who came in their wake from Scandinavia, in the Danelaw to the north and east of the country. The bigger task of fashioning a single kingdom of England, Wales and most of Scotland fell to Alfred’s son, Edward the Elder, whose reign covered the first quarter of the tenth century. He was ably abetted by his sister Ethelflaed, married by her father to the senior member of Mercia’s royal family and, on his death in 911, titled ‘Lady of Mercia’, its queen in all but name since Mercia had become part of the expanded Wessex kingdom.

A raid by the siblings into what is now Lincolnshire in 909, ostensibly to rescue the relics of Saint Oswald from the Danelaw, provoked a strong response. A Viking army that contained several kings, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports, invaded Mercia but was defeated in 910 at Tettenhall (now part of Wolverhampton) at the cost of ‘many thousands’ of Danish lives.3 Edward and Ethelflaed pressed home their advantage by reclaiming territories in the English Midlands and East Anglia, culminating in defeat for the Danes at Maldon in Essex in 917. That forced the Danelaw’s surviving leaders to agree terms and submit to Edward as their king. Alfred’s son may not have been a match for his father in terms of scholarship, suggests the twelfth-century chronicler William of Malmesbury, but as a military strategist and ruler he was ‘incomparably more glorious’.4

On account of their willingness to submit, some of the Danish settlers were allowed to keep their lands, and even influence, but Edward’s writ now ran all across England. From 920, according to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, it also stretched to ‘all the people of the Scots’.5 Local kings may have remained, but they accepted the overlordship of Alfred’s descendants.

The process wasn’t entirely smooth. It took until 954 for the claims of the shadowy figure of the Viking Eric Bloodaxe to the throne of Northumbria to be ended by force, but for the most part there were six decades of relative peace in the middle of the tenth century during which the fabric of the country could be sewn back together under the House of Wessex as kings of England.

Where Alfred had leant heavily on bishops in his ambitions to reform the Church and make it his ally in his expansionist plans, his successors were more inclined to put their faith in a revival of monasticism. Where the one male monastery Alfred had founded had failed to thrive, by the end of the tenth century there had been a flurry of successful creations – including Ramsey (969, by Oswald, later Archbishop of York) and Thorney (early 970s), both in the Fenlands and for men, and at Wherwell in Hampshire in 986 and Chatteris, near Ely, at the end of the century for women. Just as important was the refounding or reform of existing monasteries – for example at Pershore in Worcestershire, in Peterborough and at Abingdon.

All followed the Benedictine Rule, which had first been brought to the British Isles at Monkwearmouth–Jarrow by Benedict Biscop. After the Rule’s initial flourishing, however, it had become besmirched amid the chaos of the ninth century. Monks in charge of monasteries had been replaced by secular clergy, who were often married. They owed their appointment to their local lord, and followed his instructions more readily than Benedict’s original blueprint for living in religious community. This was not a failing confined only to England. Across Europe, Benedictine monasticism had followed a similar pattern of decline and departure from its ideals. In the tenth century it had started to retrieve some of its lustre as a result of a thoroughgoing reform inspired by Cluny Abbey in France, founded in 910. Its second abbot, Odo, restored the original focus on prayer, silence and solitude, as well as the imperative to pay attention to the needs of the local poor. Soon the ‘Cluniac Reform’ was spreading across France, Italy, Spain and eventually England.

Among those enthused by it was Dunstan, who in 943 was named by King Edmund as Abbot of Glastonbury. High-born, Dunstan had spent time in his youth as a hermit. He combined piety with worldliness that saw him achieve the rank of chief adviser to the King. His knack for organisation was accompanied by charisma. At Glastonbury, he had translated the continental monastic Reform movement into something that worked in the English context, including founding a celebrated school for local youths. His gifts did not go unnoticed, and he rose steadily up the ecclesiastical ladder to be first Bishop of Worcester, then of London, and finally from 960 to 988 held the position of Archbishop of Canterbury.

Some historians have hailed his arrival at Canterbury and the position of trust in which he was held by King Edgar (959–75) as ‘a turning point in history of religion in England’.6 Certainly his insistence on a cleansed and purposeful monasticism, harnessed to royal power, the Church and State in harmony, found clear expression in the 970 Regularis Concordia, written by his co-reformer, Ethelwold. It laid down a single, shared framework for the life of all Benedictine monasteries across the country. As a sign of its origin, close to the throne, it included the instruction that prayers should be offered each day for the King, and stipulated that the appointment of a new abbot required royal consent.

Where the King’s authority was strongest, these reforms had their greatest and most beneficial impact. New foundations and revived monasteries were therefore mostly in southern and central England. Further north, the Wessex kings’ claims was more fragile. As a result, local nobles with monasteries on their lands carried on as before, allowing married secular clergy to run them in ways that departed significantly from Benedict’s original intentions. Still, where the reform spirit was embraced, new energy was generated among monks for artistic and cultural life, producing peerless illustrated manuscripts and theologians whose reputation spread across Europe.

The model of Church and State proceeding in step gave the kings of the tenth century a significant role not just in the naming of abbots, but also in the appointment of bishops. In theory, this was a matter to be decided in conjunction with the Pope in Rome, but the holders of the throne of Saint Peter in the tenth century were, for the most part, a disreputable and powerless bunch (including, legend has it, a woman called Joan who tricked her way into the office by disguising herself as a man, before being revealed when she gave birth to a child during a procession7). The monarch’s choice, therefore, went unchallenged. It would take until the next century, when Rome had undergone its own reform and renewal, for settlement of the arguments between popes and kings over who had the final word on senior church appointments.

With the King’s wishes paramount, in the sixteen dioceses that now made up the province of Canterbury,8 as well as the two in the northern province of York (led by Dunstan’s close ally, Oswald),9 monks were appointed as bishops. Moreover, around half of the cathedrals at the heart of these dioceses – including Canterbury, Winchester and Worcester – henceforth became ‘cathedral priories’, a designation unknown elsewhere in Europe. Communities of monks were brought in to run them in place of their previous regular clerical guardians, the deans and canons. They were regarded by Dunstan, who believed in celibacy as an essential part of the call of vocation, as far too worldly to carry out such a task on account of them having wives and children. Rome’s final ruling that all priests should be celibate was still more than two centuries away – plus several more for it to be enforced – but one result of the monastic reforms across Europe of the tenth century was to give special status in the leadership of the Church to unmarried, chaste men.

That prejudice, though, had yet to make much impact on the parish system that included St Andrew’s. The widespread emergence of local parish churches, offering pastoral care to their communities, arguably is the hallmark of the tenth century. The number of new parish churches, though hard to calculate because so little documentation exists, is likely to have been much greater than that of new monasteries and nunneries created or revived, where best estimates suggest a joint figure of thirty-six.

Sometimes referred to in manuscripts of the time as an ‘altar thegn’, or ‘altar attendant’, the priest in such parishes relied for his church, his home and his living on the say-so of the local lord of the manor. He would most likely be a local man, with some, but not very much, education, despite the efforts of reformers. The majority were married, though as the reforming wind blew through cathedrals and monasteries and down to the grassroots of the Church, there was from the 960s onwards increased pressure for married men to put aside their wives when they were ordained. Not only would celibate clergy make for better, more attentive, less distracted, more Christlike priests (Jesus, the Gospels tell, was unmarried), they would not, if they followed their ordination vows, leave behind descendants who might otherwise stake a claim to lands and property that the Church insisted were its own.

As with other developments, this realignment was initially seen more widely in the southern province, but overall parish life was becoming more regulated. The ‘Lord’s Day’ increasingly was not marked only on Sunday but began on Saturday evening, with services in church building up to Sunday’s Mass. There would be a sermon, music and Communion during the penitential weeks of Lent in the build-up to Easter, but only sporadically at other times of the year. Those who took Communion were expected to follow prescribed periods of fasting in advance to prepare.

In leading and organising parish life, the priest was now serving several masters. As well as input from the local lord, there was much more oversight from bishops than previously, as diocesan structures became more robust. A late tenth-century translation into Old English of the Capitula (or Pastoral Guidance for Priests), first laid down by the French Bishop Theodulf of Orléans in the eighth century, was one popular source of guidance for what was expected of a faithful priest. It stressed the importance of the clergy doing manual labour. Like monks in reformed abbeys, they were not to imagine themselves as better than their congregations. But at the same time, it urged them also to attend to the basic educational needs of their flocks. ‘Mass-priests,’ it intoned, ‘ought always to have a school of learners in their houses, and if any good man will commit his little ones to them to be taught, they ought gladly to accept them and to teach them at free-cost.’10

 

The death of King Edgar in 975 was followed by a dispute over the succession between his oldest son, Edward, and Ethelred, the son of his third wife, Elfhryth. Both would-be heirs were boys at the time, and most accounts paint Elfhryth’s machinations in favour of her boy in unfavourable detail. With the support of Dunstan and Oswald, as the two most senior bishops, it was Edward who prevailed, but it caused a breach with Ethelwold, now Bishop of Winchester, who sided with Ethelred and his mother.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes the three years of Edward’s rein as troubled. The disputed succession had weakened the monarchy vis-à-vis the nobility, who saw the power struggle between different claimants as an opportunity to claw back some of the lands that Edgar had taken from them to give to new monasteries. They were also anxious to reassert the rights of those of their children who had lived comfortably, if not entirely monkishly, as secular clergy before being cast aside by the recent reforms. And there appears to have been unrest in Northumbria, with the King’s chief representative there, Oslac, going into exile for unspecified reasons.11

Matters came to a head in 978. When Edward visited his stepmother and half-brother at Corfe Castle in Dorset, he was murdered. While the exact circumstances were opaque, the finger of suspicion pointed firmly at Elfhryth, either as mastermind of the assassination or even as the killer. It was her son, aged just twelve, who benefited most, though his assumption of the throne was accompanied by the rapid rise of a cult around ‘Edward the Martyr’. The murdered king’s body, hastily buried, was disinterred, found to be incorrupt (which was taken as a miracle) and in 979 placed in Shaftesbury Abbey, founded by Alfred the Great. It drew great crowds of pilgrims.

The circumstances of Ethelred’s rise to power had already weakened him, but his actions on the throne once he reached adulthood did little to inspire confidence, though he earned his epithet ‘the Unready’ not on account of incompetence but because in old English the word refers rather more kindly to him simply being poorly advised. The discontent at his rule reached the ears of the Vikings who, after decades of peace, reckoned England was once more in little state to defend itself and so restarted their raids. In 991, a large Viking fleet arrived at Folkestone on the Kent coast and made its way round to the Blackwater Estuary in Essex, where they defeated the English forces at Maldon, gaining revenge for their loss there eighty years previously. Ethelred was forced to pay ransom, under the pretext of buying their protection.

Further raids followed in the years afterwards, and on each occasion Ethelred was forced to pay tribute. Among the targets of the Norsemen, as before, were churches, as well as churchmen. Saint David’s on the coastline of what was then the Kingdom of Menevia (now Pembrokeshire) had been a regular target earlier in the century, but in 999 when they came ashore again, not only did the Vikings loot and destroy buildings, but they also murdered the local bishop, Morgenau. His death was seen by churchmen of the time as another sign of God’s displeasure at lax discipline, especially since the reforming Morgenau reputedly had let slip the prohibition on eating meat that had been part of the monastic community there ever since David (Dewi) had established it in the sixth century.

Ethelred’s vulnerability in the face of the Viking threat left the population at large uneasy. What turned out to be a greater threat to life and limb, however, was a particularly fierce outbreak of a pestilence that had several times already flared up in the latter part of the tenth century. It was fear of it, and the death toll it could exact, rather than the King’s army, that saw the Danes head for home in 1005. It was to prove a temporary reprieve.

 

Also with a story to tell . . .

St Cronan’s Church in Tuamgraney, Co. Clare, is the oldest in continuous use in Ireland. Originally there was a wooden church on the spot, built by Saint Cronan in the sixth century, but as the Vikings targeted Ireland, it was raided on more than one occasion. The current simple sandstone structure dates back to the aftermath of a Viking raid in 949.

 

The Minster Church of St Mary, Stow-in-Lindsey, Lincolnshire, is in an area that took the full force of the Viking raids. It boasts, at the foot of one of its mighty Saxon arches, the earliest example of Viking graffiti in the country, a crude tenth-century scratching of a Viking longboat, complete with oars.

 

Ramsey Abbey, Cambridgeshire, was established as a Benedictine community in the 960s by Oswald, then Bishop of Worcester, later Archbishop of York and one of the leaders in the revival of English monasticism in the tenth century. Known in its day as ‘Ramsey the Rich’, on account of the lavishness of its endowment, it was abandoned in Henry VIII’s Reformation. Substantial sections remain, including what is today the Church of St Thomas à Becket.





Chapter 11

The Eleventh Century

Canterbury Cathedral: The Norman Conquest
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[The Normans] came to England at a time when the country was wavering between a closer approach to, or a wider alienation from, the culture and organisation of Latin Europe, and they settled the question in favour of the first alternative for the rest of the Middle Ages.

Sir Richard Southern: The Making of the Middle Ages1

 

You can still catch a glimpse of the original Saxon Canterbury Cathedral on a visit to the stately mother church of both English Christianity and the worldwide Anglican Communion. In one of the most prominent niches of its elaborate mid-fifteenth-century choir screen that divides the high altar from the nave is a stone carving of Ethelbert of Kent, the king who welcomed Saint Augustine to these shores at the end of the sixth century. In his left hand, he holds out, as if offering a gift to all who pass by, a model of that earlier cruciform, stone cathedral.

No one can be sure whether its details and dimensions bear any resemblance to what actually once stood on this spot, though it is not unlike an image of the original building found by archaeologists on an early twelfth-century seal.2 The role of Ethelbert is accurately recorded. As we have seen, once he had embraced the Christian faith of his wife, Bertha, he handed over his palace at the start of the seventh century (having built a new one) to serve as the first cathedral in Britain and Ireland. It was steadily embellished over the centuries that followed. In the ninth, there was the addition of a baptistry and a mausoleum for Augustine’s successors as Archbishop of Canterbury.

This Saxon cathedral was destroyed in September 1011 as Viking raiders, led by Thorkell the Tall, swept up the river in their long ships to Canterbury, intent on pillaging and burning the whole city. The pattern of such attacks was well understood by locals. Two years earlier, another Viking assault on Canterbury had only been halted by the payment of a ransom. That time the raiders melted away for a couple years, busy targeting other parts of southern England and even making an unsuccessful attack on London. Now they had returned, and in numbers. When the alarm was raised, the monastic community that had been in residence at the cathedral since Dunstan had taken charge hurriedly sought refuge within its walls as their city was besieged. Archbishop Alphege, a protégé of Dunstan, was in their midst.

They held out for three weeks, but finally the attackers broke their resolve and went on the rampage, setting fire to the whole city, including the cathedral. It was burnt to the ground. Of those inside, only four escaped with their lives, according to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. One of them, Alphege, was taken prisoner and held for seven months at the Vikings’ main camp at Greenwich, close to London. A further ransom was demanded for his release. The Archbishop, though, smuggled out a message instructing that no payment should be made. He would rather die.

And so the ransom requests were turned down, infuriating his captors so much that, one drunken evening in April of the following year, Alphege was tied up, pelted with ox bones left over from their feasting, and then finished off with an axe.3 The Viking leader, Thorkell, is said to have tried to intervene to stop the murder, but failed. So appalled was he by what took place that he and a group of loyal followers defected to the English forces, taking with them forty-five Viking ships.4

The Anglo-Saxon Church, and the country, was once again in crisis. The Danish threat had returned with a vengeance, and in King Ethelred the Unready there was no champion of the stature and resolve of Alfred to face it down. How this weakness and vulnerability ultimately led to the Norman Conquest of Britain, and to the rebuilding of the cathedral by Archbishop Lanfranc in the years immediately following 1066, is what has brought me back to the city. Canterbury’s importance in revealing the history of Christianity in Britain and Ireland makes it stand alone in requiring a second visit.

 

Alphege’s final resting place in the cathedral, alongside that of Dunstan, is marked today with a simple floor plaque next to the high altar.5 A more dramatic image of his fate at the hands of the Vikings is found in stained glass on the north side of the choir. After his death, despite Thorkell’s defection, the Viking threat continued to grow, so much so that by 1016 a second full-scale Viking invasion saw Ethelred flee to Normandy, his son Edmund Ironside defeated in battle, and a Danish prince, Cnut, on the English throne. There was, however, one crucial difference from similar events in the ninth century. This time the usurper was not a ‘heathen’. Cnut – the same Canute referred to in the popular, though misattributed, story about trying and failing to turn back the tide6 – had been born and raised a Christian, the product of Saxon missionaries who had travelled to Scandinavia in the previous century. If his faith was not always immediately apparent in his personal and professional conduct – he was a bigamist with a reputation for brutality on the battlefield – then it was undeniably there in the respect he showed for the Anglo-Saxon Church institutions and structures throughout his reign. He even went on pilgrimage to Rome.

For many in England – and later Scotland, when its king, Malcolm II submitted to Cnut in 1031 – his reign marked a return to more settled, predictable times. The threat of Viking attacks evaporated when Cnut became King of Denmark in 1018 and later of Norway, too. Yet, unlike previous kings, Cnut was possessed of no real ambition to engage with or impose his stamp on the Church. He was content to allow it to carry on as was. New Benedictine monasteries were handsomely endowed – notably at Abbotsbury in Dorset – but the King did not interfere in how they were run or dictate what standards were expected of their monks.

After his death in 1035, he was succeeded by his first son, Harold Harefoot, and then from 1040 by another of his sons, Harthacnut. The latter’s demise two years later heralded the return of the Wessex line, though there was now an overlap between it and Cnut’s family. The new King, Edward, crowned in Winchester Cathedral, was the forty-year-old seventh son of Ethelred, but the first by his second wife, Emma of Normandy. She had married Cnut after Ethelred’s death, making Edward and Harthacnut half-brothers.

Edward had spent so many of his early years in exile at court in his mother’s country that his English was poor. His pious demeanour is said to have earned him the title ‘the Confessor’, but the popular image of him as a saintly ‘crowned monk’ is the result of a later medieval cult that, for political and dynastic reasons, sought to reimagine his life in terms suitable to place him among the patron saints of England.

Whatever the actual state of his soul, Edward had, in his youth, taken to the battlefield in an ill-fated foray to England in 1036 to recover his inheritance (which resulted in another brother being brutally murdered, on Harold’s orders, after having his eyes poked out with blazing pokers). As an adult, Edward was known, on occasion, to fly into spectacularly unsaintly rages. His stewardship once king was often unthinking, certainly capricious, with his strongest instinct being to surround himself with a small group of those he knew from having grown up in Normandy, a habit guaranteed to alienate the Anglo-Saxon nobility. They coalesced instead around Godwin, Earl of Wessex, Edward’s father-in-law and formerly a powerful figure in Cnut’s court.

Church matters inevitably became entangled in such a stand-off. When the see of Canterbury fell vacant, Edward, as was his habit, looked to France and named Robert Champart who, as Abbot of Jumièges in Normandy, had been a prominent supporter of the King’s youthful efforts to replace Cnut on the English throne. Already Bishop of London, Champart was Edward’s closest advisor. The leadership of Church and State were now to be as one, but his promotion to Canterbury caused controversy with those already feeling excluded from the centre of power. After a clash between the King and Godwin, the Archbishop was forced to flee the country, in fear of his life. In the disputed succession process, he was replaced by Stigand, who combined being Archbishop of Canterbury with continuing as Bishop of Winchester, a situation that caused the Pope to excommunicate him for breaking Church rules. The first non-monk in a century to be leader, Stigand was not widely held in high regard, having shamelessly amassed great personal wealth out of holding high office in both the Church and court.

The stubborn and continuing stench of corruption in the Church that Stigand personified went unchallenged by Edward. He had little of the taste for reform in the Church that had driven his predecessors. A rare exception came with his treatment of the saintly Wulfstan, who managed to win the King’s confidence despite being English-born and a confidant of Godwin. In 1062 he was named Bishop of Worcester. More generally, though, profound as Edward’s devotion to God appears to have been, he retreated from affairs of Church and State.

The twelfth-century chronicler Orderic Vitalis paints a pitiful picture of the Anglo-Saxon monasteries in this period: ‘Monks differed very little from seculars in their way of life. They wore no habit and took no vows; they indulged in feasting and private property and countless foul transgressions’.7

Orderic’s assessment should be taken with a pinch of salt. Though born in England, his father was French, and he was a great admirer of subsequent Norman reforms of the Church, so he may have sought to portray what had gone on before them in the worst possible light so as to enable the new regime to shine to best effect. And there were certainly achievements to note in Edward’s long reign, not least Westminster Abbey. He had promised to make a pilgrimage to Rome but in the end agreed to found an abbey to spare him the journey. Built in the Romanesque style favoured in Normandy (it may have been modelled on Jumièges), and therefore a reflection of where Edward had grown up rather than of the prevailing Anglo-Saxon vernacular style of England, it was consecrated just after Christmas in 1065. Edward was too ill to attend. He died in the early days of 1066, and his mortal remains were entombed in front of the high altar – a scene depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry.

Edward left no direct heir. He may have taken a private vow of celibacy, in line with the medieval portrait of him as more otherworldly saint than flesh-and-blood king. There may, however, have been more practical reasons. He was long estranged from his wife Edith as part of his long-running dispute with her father, Godwin. Characteristically, Edward had dithered over naming his successor. William, Duke of Normandy, his kinsman, claimed to be his choice, but in the immediate aftermath of Edward’s death, it was his brother-in-law Harold, son of the now deceased Godwin, who seized the throne.

William would not be thwarted. With the backing of Pope Alexander II, who sent Saint Peter’s banner for him to fight under, he assembled an army in Normandy and crossed the English Channel. Among his stated aims, trumpeted to win support for his invasion, he promised to rescue the Church from the legacy of Edward’s neglect and misrule. It seems to have had the desired effect, for when he landed at Pevensey Bay on the south coast, Church leaders were among the first to welcome him. He went forward to defeat Harold at the Battle of Hastings and take the English throne by
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