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Chapter 1 1940


Part 1

“We receive this child into the Congregation of Christ’s flock,” Thomas, the vicar of St Mary Abchurch, tried to make the words of baptism from the Book of Common Prayer seem both fresh and relevant as he sprinkled the baby he was holding with a few drops of water from the font. Andrew, for his part, didn’t protest or even acknowledge the intrusion. He remained fast asleep.

His parents and then his godparents, one woman and two men, as tradition demanded for a male child, repeated their promises to ensure that Andrew was brought up in the Protestant faith, which would lead him eventually to teenage confirmation.

All was now finished. The ancient font cover, furnished with models of four apostles, was lowered back into position, and the small party thanked the vicar, put a few coins into the antique wooden collection box which starkly admonished ‘Remember the Poor’, and walked out of the church into the autumnal clear afternoon air. The minister smiled, removed his surplice, finished writing up the event in the register, blew out the baptism candle, and followed them pensively into the small square in front of his church.

It’s good that they do keep bringing their children to this place, he thought.

That’s eight babies and old Miss Frisby since last Christmas. I wonder if the Archbishop of Canterbury is right and this war is really encouraging more and more people to become active Christians.

He locked the main front door, waved to the departing baptismal party, and walked quickly down Sherborne Lane to Bank Underground Station, hoping that Doris had prepared the promised tasty dinner, knowing in his haste that he needed to be indoors before it was dark and the blackout was put in place. She had saved up his bacon rationing coupons, and the thought of his favourite fried meal also encouraged him to hurry that afternoon in the autumn of 1940.

Andrew, if he had been old enough to understand events, might have appreciated that his christening would be the last to be held for many years in the famous Abchurch covered font. Later that same night, war came directly to the whole Cannon Street area. First of all, incendiaries lit up the City of London. Then, just before midnight, a large bomb blew apart the White Hart Hotel and other buildings which were very close indeed to St Mary Abchurch itself.

The church shuddered as a result, its large stained glass windows shattered, and huge chunks from its famous painted dome fell down into the dark nave. The organ suffered extensive damage, and on the roof, most of the slate tiles fractured. Yet, despite this carnage, the building itself still stood intact.

This beautiful ancient church, built by Sir Christopher Wren and constructed after the ravages of the Great Fire of London had destroyed the previous building in the seventeenth century, eventually found that it had survived its own, perhaps even greater, London fire nearly 300 years later.

The following day, after the sirens had sounded the ‘all clear’, the vicar and his housekeeper, Doris, picked their way delicately down Sherborne Lane through snaking hosepipes, broken glass, shattered tiles, smouldering bricks, and general rubble until eventually they managed to reach the church.

“Keep away, please,” yelled an officious fire warden. “The walls here aren’t safe, and we need to put awnings over the broken windows before it starts to rain. The hotel over there has completely gone.”

“Save me, O God: for the waters are come in, even unto my soul,” Thomas silently mouthed Psalm 69.

Aloud, he said, “I’m the vicar here. I will take responsibility for my own safety and that of Doris. I have the keys to my church. Before I put a call through to the church wardens and the bishop’s office, I want to decide for myself just how bad the damage inside really is. Pity about the White Hart Hotel. I hope Eric is all right.” He spoke of the landlord. “Always so generous with wine and food for our social events. It seems only yesterday that he organised that afternoon tea when the church had its 250 years celebration,” he reflected.

“Yes,” said the fire warden. “Everyone has been accounted for from the White Hart Hotel.”

And then, the vicar started to laugh. He sat down on the church steps amongst the broken glass and wiped his eyes, but still couldn’t stop laughing. “I think God or maybe Sir Christopher Wren’s spectre made a decision,” he said at last.

“Whatever do you mean?” Doris enquired nervously, worried lest the events of war were starting to affect Thomas’s sanity.

“Don’t worry, my dear,” cautioned the fire warden. “This war affects people in many funny ways. Let him rest a while.”

“Well, look, Doris,” said the vicar, trying to control his laughter. “Look at the windows. All of them!”

“But there aren’t any windows left. They have all been broken beyond repair. Most of the glass must have blown into the building, but even so, there are piles of glass outside everywhere. We are crunching glass underfoot wherever we walk in the lane or the square. You are sitting in a pile of it,” said Doris reprovingly.

“Of course, we are, but don’t you see. That’s the whole point,” exclaimed Thomas. “There aren’t any windows left! Or rather, more significantly, there aren’t any stained glass windows left! How many difficult conversations did we have when I first came to the parish all those years ago! I was chastised for not signing documents, and I was reported to the bishop for delaying the new windows.

“How much unchristian nastiness did we all have to endure when Mr Gilbert, our church warden at the time—you remember him, Doris—flashed his cheque book and demanded that Sir Christopher Wren’s plain glass windows be torn out, just so some ghastly stained glass eyesores, designed by his brother of course, could be put up in their place. As I forecast at the time, such shockers turned our dear St Mary Abchurch into a dark dungeon of a place.

“Well, God or Wren, or both, obviously agreed with me. Those awful stained glass windows are gone at last, just dust and grit. Come on, let’s look inside.”

And with that and still laughing, Thomas took out a bunch of keys and made to let them both into the building.






Chapter 2 Arrival

The Reverend Thomas Fowler had always been an old, somewhat fussy man. Everyone who met him would remark that he seemed a lot older than his years. As a young man, such a greeting might be taken for praise and erudition, but as he aged, the remark could, by some, signify stubbornness or an inability to appreciate the age in which he lived. Everything he did or thought spoke of times long past.

He enjoyed the music of the eighteenth century when his school friends saved their pocket money for occasional railway trips to London to see Marie Lloyd perform music hall ditties at the Empire Theatre in Leicester Square. He always dressed smartly in a dark suit and clerical collar, and would occasionally wear a cravat even after such eighteenth-century fashion had been discouraged by the church hierarchy.

His taste was firmly for Book of Common Prayer services, of course, and he adamantly refused to join the Anglo-Catholic High Church movement popular in the nineteenth century, especially after several adherents started to use Roman Catholic rites. He had been the obvious young man to move into Sir Christopher Wren’s St Mary Abchurch when that living had become available at the beginning of the twentieth century, and the bishop had readily agreed to his preferment.

The diocesan authorities knew that Thomas Fowler would change nothing, question nothing, whilst upholding the religious traditions associated with Thomas Cranmer, the Protestant reformer of the sixteenth century, and the building traditions of Sir Christopher Wren, the architect of the seventeenth century. Here was a safe, if ancient, cleric indeed!

His reception at St Mary Abchurch couldn’t have been better timed. He arrived to take up position as incumbent (this was his first such post after serving briefly in a curacy position in Clapham) two days before what was to become known as Mafeking Night. In May 1900, the City of London erupted in a pageant of red, white and blue as the news filtered through that the African town of Mafeking, surrounded for months by Boer fighters, had at last been relieved by British troops sent to exert imperial control in the South African War.

London, and especially the City of London, responded with a mixture of noisy patriotism, joy, and sheer exuberance on hearing the news. Office workers poured out of banks, insurance, shipping and export-import companies, and their singing filled the central area in front of the Mansion House, the Royal Exchange, and the Bank of England, the so-called ‘Heart of Empire’. The equestrian statue of the Duke of Wellington riding in front of the Central Bank, now squashed in by the crowd, found itself smothered in scarlet cloth.

Men and boys in their thousands toured the adjacent streets, squares, and alleys, planting Union Jacks on the new electric light lamp posts and in window boxes. Banks, churches, counting houses, taverns, chop, and ale houses were soon splashed with imperial colours. St Mary Abchurch itself was bedecked outside with a plethora of colourful flags and bunting, whilst inside the ancient organist found he could easily and without music improvise to great applause the latest military marching songs.

Soldiers of the Queen became the unofficial national anthem in London that long day and night. Rapidly printed copies of the words were passed from hand to hand. No one wanted the occasion to end. Men and women sang themselves hoarse. The lord mayor, in the late evening, strode out onto the balcony of his home, the Mansion House, and made a short speech congratulating the troops on their success in faraway Africa. The reception to his words was deafening.

But his appeals then for the revellers to go home were ignored, and many insisted on camping out in the centre of the city until the following day, illuminated by the glow from dozens of those electric lights.

Reverend Thomas was caught up in this infectious enthusiasm. The new electric lamps in his church were kept burning until well past midnight. He allowed many of the revellers to nap in the building and organised several visitors to take turns ringing the old bell hanging high up in the tower. The bell ringing became competitive as the neighbouring church, St Swithin London Stone, also tried to make its voice heard in the clear evening air. No one seemed to mind the cacophony.

St Mary Abchurch and St Swithin London Stone were adding their voices to the dozens of others now ringing, from Great St Bartholomew in the west to All Hallows by the Tower in the east. And that night, the new vicar proudly remarked to one of his churchwardens that whatever happened in St Mary Abchurch during the following years, nothing could possibly match the days of his arrival.

The church for which the new incumbent assumed responsibility was hidden away, lost amidst old passages and alleyways to the north of the main Cannon Street thoroughfare. No one stumbled upon it or came to it without intention. And St Mary Abchurch appeared to relish its position skulking away amongst the back lanes of the City of London. Those few curious individuals who did persist and look inside, however, were richly rewarded for the perseverance of their efforts. The church was like no other.

Some thought it seemed to be a nonconformist chapel, others that it shared similarities with Orthodox establishments in the eastern parts of Europe. It was truly difficult to categorise. When rebuilding in the seventeenth century, Sir Christopher Wren had determined to fit the site with a square church which had no aisles and pillars in the usual ecclesiastical fashion. An enormous dome painted with angels looking down from a heavenly paradise was fixed over the edifice.

Rich parishioners at the time had paid to equip their new church with delicately carved wooden fixtures, including a covered font, a large intricate lime wood reredos with baroque fruit and flowers carved by the famous craftsman Grinling Gibbons, a pulpit with an enormous canopy and two exquisitely carved fixed poor boxes. The whole interior gave the appearance of both experimentation and wealth. Over the following decades, many of the local men and women would come to love this exceptional place and, for its part, the church returned their affection.

As a result, St Mary Abchurch gained the reputation of being both a very lucky church and a very holy place too.

The City of London in those days was not the haunt of wandering tourists, knowledgeable guides, or enthusiastic amateur historians. That was to happen much later. It was the workplace then of city men and increasingly women employed in what had become a vast emporium of imperial commerce. They worked in the hundreds of local businesses and offices after travelling in from the suburbs by steam trains. The plethora of churches such as St Mary Abchurch dotted liberally amongst the Victorian commercial buildings were all still places only of Christian worship.

Automobiles were slowly becoming more noticeable, although horse-drawn traffic dominated the streets around. The electric underground Central London Railway—the popularly called Tuppenny Tube—was being built with the ‘Heart of Empire’ in the city as its terminus. Thomas himself, of course, had been compelled to adapt to some of these modern methods of travel although he still could ride a horse and had, as he often said, once as a very young man ridden a stallion over nearby London Bridge.

St Mary Abchurch had lost many of its local worshippers when steam trains first appeared to persuade them to move to suburban villas years before. Yet, defying this exodus, a few older church members had remained living in the city in small homes lost unnoticed in the various alleyways and squares, and these locals helped to give support to the parish as best they could.

When Thomas arrived, the church provided three or four services each Sunday as well as Holy Communion every lunchtime during the working week. The vestry even felt able to pay for a large choir of fifteen boys to sing regularly at Sunday services. Luckily, too, the congregation was strengthened by the presence of senior men of commerce prepared to travel in from the suburbs on the Lord’s Day.

Both churchwardens in particular were important officials on the Lloyd’s of London Insurance market and often quietly and secretly ensured, from their own funds, that the parish could meet any financial burden placed upon it. Reverend Thomas was inheriting a parish which handsomely ‘paid its way’ as diocesan officials liked to remark.

Thomas sensed that he would become happy in his new role. When he arrived, he was told by the Bishop of London that there were no problems at St Mary Abchurch. The wonderful churchwardens could be relied upon always to offer financial support to this particular parish and sometimes even to the wider diocese. They were the key officials. The bishop laid great emphasis on this point. Thomas was inheriting a church at peace with itself. It was a ‘happy band of pilgrims’ was the expression he used.

And after a few years ministering at this church, he could look forward to a career gradually rising to little dreamed of ecclesiastical levels. The bishop emphasised this point too. Thomas had to work hard, remain loyal, and ensure the congregation stayed together. Abchurch would ease him slowly into the principles of parish management, into understanding how the parish structure functioned in the Church of England, at that time still considered a skill necessary for young men with spiritual ambition.





Chapter 3 Abchurch Affairs

When the imperial festivities had died down, flags been put away, and the organist reverted to Bach, Mozart and the hymns of Charles Wesley, Thomas held his first parochial vestry formally to meet some of his new parishioners. And it was during that evening that he found St Mary Abchurch, as the bishop had hinted, to be controlled by two very powerful churchwardens indeed but not a ‘happy band of pilgrims’.

The vestry itself was made up of male parishioners, with the notable exception of an elderly lady who took note of the proceedings whilst regularly spilling royal blue ink, from a large bottle, across the minutes register.

“I’m so so sorry,” she would say as yet again script was made illegible in a vast inky sea. “I buy large bottles from Hanson’s shop because it’s so much cheaper to purchase ink that way, and then I spill most of it. We should support Hanson though. His children do enjoy our Sunday school and they are regular attendees at the church as indeed are Mr and Mrs Hanson.”

She justified her purchase as she did life in general by quietly separating the parishioners and communicants of St Mary Abchurch from the rest of Christianity. Abchurch people were on the road to heaven, everyone else, well, best not to think about them.

Thomas quickly came to appreciate that the two churchwardens, Mr Gilbert and Mr Fletcher, were in tight control of the vestry. In meetings, no one spoke
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