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Prologue


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


Rose Tremain: Sacred Country (1992)1


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










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 2


The Second Century


Saint Alban’s Shrine: The First Home-grown Martyr
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By embracing the faith of the Gospel, the Christians incurred the supposed guilt of an unnatural and unpardonable offence.


Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–88)1


 


The medieval cathedral housing Saint Alban’s shrine in the Hertfordshire commuter city to the north of London that bears his name is vague about the year of his martyrdom. The display boards in the user-friendly modern visitor centre, added on to this mighty Norman cross-shaped church that was reputedly built on the spot where Alban died, hedge their bets with talk of his death happening ‘around’ 300. In the north aisle, however, an older, Gothic-style framed timeline, in elaborate black-and-red calligraphy, places it firmly almost 100 years earlier, in 209.2


The gap between the two highlights the degree of flexibility necessary in any telling of how Christianity spread through Britain and Ireland. The cache of details that we possess from this period is so much more meagre than that from later centuries, while most of what we do have is subject to fierce scholarly debate about provenance and dating. The picture that emerges, therefore, doesn’t always conform to a neat series of 100-year parcels. Instead, what works better is to regard the killing of Alban – wherever we place it on the spectrum of possible dates – as instructive about the next distinctive stage of Christian development after a first century spent in the shadows of Roman rule. It was an age of martyrs, with sporadic persecution of Christians shaping the second and third centuries as the Church took its first hesitant steps out of the private and into the public domain.


While Aristobulus has a prior (though historically flimsy) claim to be Britain’s first Christian martyr, Alban has long held this honour, largely unchallenged by dint of the endorsement of the Venerable Bede in his enduringly influential Ecclesiastical History of the English People, written around 731 and still one of the earliest and best sources we have on Christianity in the Roman outpost of Britannia. The circumstances that this scholarly monk describes for the martyrdom of ‘noble Alban’ took place against a backdrop of an increasingly widespread and active suspicion of those early British Christians. Actual repression of the new Church, though, waxed and waned. Much of what is routinely referred to as Roman persecution of Christians throughout its Empire in this period was localised, sporadic and sometimes mob led, or else carried out in bursts by over-zealous individual officials on the spot rather than as a systematic programme directed from the imperial capital.


‘Being yet a pagan,’ Bede writes of Alban, ‘when at the bidding of unbelieving rulers all manner of cruelty was practised against the Christians, [Alban] gave entertainment in his house to a certain clerk [priest], flying from his persecutors.’3 Witnessing how diligently his guest (first given a name, Amphibalus, in accounts that date from the twelfth century4) prayed to his Christian Lord, Alban was moved to join in with him and so, Bede continues, ‘cast off the darkness of idolatry [to] become a Christian in all sincerity of heart’.5 When soldiers came to arrest his house guest, Alban insisted that the two men should swap cloaks, allowing Amphibalus to escape. Alban surrendered himself into custody, dressed as a priest.


The detail is instructive and perhaps even anachronistic. Alban’s guest was unlikely to have been going about in public dressed a Christian priest. That, in Britannia, would have been to draw attention to himself and invite trouble – though, of course, his sartorial misjudgement may have been precisely what brought the soldiers knocking on Alban’s door. Christianity elsewhere was by this stage developing a leadership structure that separated clergy and laity – a distinction unknown in its earliest decades – and introduced dress codes to demarcate the two.


Slowly taken before a judge, Alban refused to recant his new-found faith, (Emperor Septimius Severus in 209 had decreed that all converts to Christianity should be executed). ‘If you desire to hear the truth of my religion,’ he declared defiantly, ‘be it known to you that I am now a Christian’.6 Torture (the favoured Roman tactic to strong-arm captured Christians into apostasy) failed to break his resolve. Indeed, so oblivious did Alban appear to the prospect of losing either his limbs or his life that, at the last minute, his executioner couldn’t bring himself to carry out the beheading, as ordered, and instead fell to his knees in front of Alban and declared himself ‘a companion in faith and truth’.7 A stand-in was summoned and did manage to complete the job, but as Alban’s head tumbled to the ground, Bede reports, so too did the eyes of the man who had decapitated him. Even the judge was not immune to the spectacle; he urged an end to the persecution of Christians and became one himself.


Bede tells a well-formed, dramatic and – for those of faith, open to the intervention of the miraculous hand of God – persuasive story, but those same qualities have led some modern scholars to question whether it might have been deliberately fashioned that way by early Christians so as to strengthen their resolve that God was with them, as with Alban, when they encountered the full force of Roman wrath. There are various theories as to how this shaping of the narrative about Alban that came down to Bede might have been achieved. Some suggest a borrowing of details from the cults of gods worshipped by pagans, others that Alban’s death was subsequently embellished with elements taken from the cult of Saint Ailbe of Emly, popular in Ireland in the fifth century. And yet another has it that Alban’s martyrdom was created as a saintly human manifestation of the spirit of ‘Albion’, a word originally used by the Greeks in the third and fourth century bc to refer to what we now know as Great Britain. While none has become the orthodox explanation, what is certainly agreed, concludes the ancient historian, Robin Lane Fox, is that the ‘date and historicity’ of Alban ‘are highly disputable’.8


As Christianity won over ever more converts, what is known is that it grew ever more skilled, often in particular regional contexts, at what is referred to as ‘baptising the customs’ – taking on board the narratives of those religions it sought to replace, then rearranging and repeopling them to make them its own, but keeping sufficient of the heart of the original story to win round those who had once taken them as an article of faith.9 One well-known example from Britain and Ireland (and elsewhere) is how pagan shrines to water deities were subsumed into Christianity by rebranding them as holy wells and attaching saints’ stories to them.


Bede, of course, insisted on the literal truth of what he wrote about Alban. Quite what sources he used are unknown, which leaves his account open to question. The earliest description of Alban’s martyrdom came in Vita Germani (Life of Germanus), a hagiography written many years later, between 460 and 480, which told how the sainted Christian Bishop Germanus of Auxerre in Burgundy had visited Britain to help put down a revolt against the Church. ‘[He] went to the tomb of the blessed martyr Alban,’ it reports, ‘to give thanks through him to God’.10 That night, the Life recounts, Alban appeared to Germanus in a dream and shared with him the details of his martyrdom. When he awoke, the bishop wrote them down and, on his return to Auxerre, put what he had recorded on display in a basilica he had built that was dedicated to Alban.


So a shrine to Alban did exist in Britannia in the latter half of the fifth century, but no mention is made in the Life of where it was. For that sort of precision we have to wait almost another century, until 547, when the Welsh monk and chronicler, Gildas, listed among the British martyrs of Roman persecution ‘Alban of Verulamium’ – the Roman name for modern-day St Albans. His name appears alongside those of ‘Aaron and Julius, citizens of Caerleon’ (sometimes called ‘the City of Legions’, on the River Usk in Wales, one of three permanent Roman legionary bases in the later stages of its occupation of Britannia, along with York and Chester) and ‘others of both sexes who stood and fought courageously for Christ’.11


Bede is believed to have relied in several passages in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People on details found in Gildas, but it is Bede’s own version of Alban’s story that has been re-enacted down the ages in St Albans, revived in recent years as a colourful procession of life-size puppets through the main streets to the west front of the cathedral on Alban’s feast day, 22 June. Bede is careful in his writings, though, to make it plain that the tale of Alban had long been famous not just in one place but throughout Britain. That process had been under way since ‘peaceable Christian times were restored’, with pilgrims making their way to a church ‘of wonderful workmanship, altogether worthy to commemorate his martyrdom’ in the place of the execution. It was, Bede says, somewhere ‘the cure of sick persons and the frequent working of wonders cease not to this day’.12


That reference to when ‘peaceable Christian times were restored’ could mean once the Roman Empire officially ended the persecution of Christians with the Edict of Milan in February 313. Or once imperial forces started leaving Britannia later in the final decades of the fourth century. Or when the so-called ‘golden age’ of Anglo-Saxon Christianity dawned much closer to Bede’s own times. The one thing that is sure is that a shrine to Alban had existed for some considerable time before the early decades of the eighth century.


 


On the day of my visit, I have the Shrine of Saint Alban to myself. Not a single other pilgrim is present to mitigate the experience, nor a cathedral usher in sight to keep a watchful eye on me. Once there was no hour of the day or night when, given its fame, the shrine could be left unsupervised. No ordinary pilgrim could be trusted to be alone with Alban’s relics. To the north side of the central shrine monument is a free-standing medieval structure, known as the Watching Loft. Two storeys high, in mellow, pinkish-red wood, it contains a steep staircase that leads up from the pillared lower floor to an upper tier, fronted by a delicately carved viewing gallery. Here, from 1400 onwards, the resident monks of Saint Alban’s Abbey would keep a vigil over what was then a jewel-encrusted structure. Their twenty-four-hour wakefulness sprang not only out of concern that thieves might creep into the Abbey under cover of darkness to steal the precious stones that had been given to honour Alban’s memory, but also that they might desecrate this sacred precinct by removing his bones from inside the shrine’s casing. Relics were, in medieval times, a commodity almost as valuable as gold. It was known for them to be stolen and sold on to another abbey or cathedral, or to a pious prince to be added to his collection and then put on display to boost a thriving pilgrim trade that could bring up to 100,000 visitors to the major shrines during the Church’s great festivals.13


For pilgrims, there was a much greater attraction than the prestige or monetary value attached to saints’ relics. ‘Surviving body parts and clothes of a dead saint would retain a residue of supernatural and efficacious essence,’ writes the expert on medieval manuscripts, Christopher de Hamel, in his account of the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral that in those times rivalled Saint Alban’s as a destination. ‘Devotion at a saint’s tomb or reliquary brings the pilgrim into almost tangible proximity to actual godly presence still on earth.’14


Such intensity of faith is hard to imagine in our secular, sceptical age, but there is nowhere better to come within touching distance of it than where I am standing. The shrine itself is a curious-looking thing, like a tall, thin scale-model of a Gothic chapel, held up by similarly miniature, slender buttresses. Stranger still, on top of it sits what looks like a tiny, ornate, deep-red tent, more suitable as the desert residence of a small-in-stature Eastern potentate. On closer examination, though, the main plinth, in greyish marble, is a richly carved pedestal, on two levels: a lower tomb-like structure with diamond-shaped recesses, and above it a series of alcoves that are adorned with angels, the outline of their wings worn away by time, and still just-about discernible details of Alban’s martyrdom. This is where pilgrims would rest their heads against the shrine as they knelt beside it to pray, or where they could leave their gifts. Today there are rails and kneelers, to keep visitors at a distance, but they don’t stop some carrying on time-honoured traditions. One niche is filled with long-stemmed red roses to match the almost claret colour of the silk cloth above.


That tented upper section, trimmed in the 1990s with fresh gold and silver embroidery that is based on medieval sketches of the shrine, would originally have housed the casket containing Alban’s relics. It still has the desired effect of inexorably lifting my eyes upwards to what symbolises Alban’s eternal presence at the heart of the cathedral and the city named after him. The design once allowed, too, for this elevated final resting place to be periodically uncovered, and the casket of Alban’s relics to be lifted down and then processed around the building on high days and holy days, as one might lift a coffin off a bier.


One effect of being all alone in this space is to imagine myself as the latest, insignificant link in an endless human chain of pilgrims drawn to this spot that may even stretch back to the age of martyrs in the second and third centuries of Roman Britain and Alban’s death. Such thoughts are augmented by details on the walls that surround the shrine with, in one corner, a carving of a severed head, presumably Alban’s, as if in full flight down to the ground, red markings representing the blood spilling from his severed arteries. Yet reason intervenes to remind me that what is here today does not date back to those earliest centuries of Christianity, or even to the time of the pilgrim visits that Bede records. The church ‘of wonderful workmanship’ to which he refers in his 731 text was replaced at the end of the eighth century.


Of all the different kingdoms that made up England at the time, the Christian gospel was particularly late in reaching Mercia, which covered much of central England down as far south as the River Thames. Not until 653 did its pagan king, Penda, allow Christian priests to enter his territories. By 757, when Offa ascended the Mercian throne, he enthusiastically established new Christian monasteries. Among their number was one at Verulamium, where Offa made it his business to recover the remains of Alban and place them at the heart of a community of Benedictine monks.


Matthew Paris, the most celebrated scholar to have graced the resulting monastery, tells in his The Lives of the Two Offas how in 793 Offa the King was guided by a beam of light shining down from heaven to the precise spot where the bones of Alban were subsequently unearthed. It suggests that they had been either hidden or misplaced despite Bede’s confident talk of pilgrims coming to a church.15 In building a monastery, church and shrine to Alban in which to house his remains, Offa was undeniably motivated by faith, but it was only one of his considerations. He could also see the value of associating himself, and his claim to hegemony over his rivals as the first English king, with the man who was Britain’s first martyr. For succeeding generations of monks who lived in this monument to Alban, the combination of a much-visited shrine and royal patronage allowed them to thrive.


Quite what form was taken by the original shrine built by Offa to hold the relics is lost in the mists of time. What is in front of me now dates to the rebuilding of the Abbey in 1077 under Paul de Caen, following the Norman Conquest. It may have replicated the existing shrine, but that seems unlikely. In church design, each age seems to try to outdo what was there before. More plausible is that it was constructed in the same place as its predecessor, such continuity being the medieval practice, responding to the need to reassure pilgrims (however questionable the evidence) of an enduring direct and tangible line back to the saint. A casket containing Alban’s remains was therefore positioned near the main altar of the new Norman abbey.


A century later it was placed in a feretory, an elaborate outer housing-cum-platform, and relocated directly behind the main altar so that when the priest was saying Mass he could look up and be inspired by Alban’s example.


The next stage in the shrine’s evolution began in 1484, when the building of a great stone screen separated it off, and split the abbey in two. The impetus for its construction seems to have been to divide the space where Mass would be celebrated from where pilgrims would come, allowing the monks peace and contemplation at one end, removed from the noisy visitors. That arrangement, however, came to an abrupt end in December 1539 when, as part of Henry VIII’s Reformation, the dissolution of the monastery of Saint Alban took place, one of the last to surrender to the King. Its treasures were stripped out and taken to the royal treasury, including those associated with the shrine. The pedestal on which it stood was broken up and the relics removed. From 1553, the abbey served as a parish church to St Albans, later its cathedral.
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