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 history group Anne Kirby 

At our April meeting we galloped 
through 1000 years of history relating to 
the importance of the parish in English 
life: a roller-coaster ride which held us 
spellbound. We were treated to this 
overview by Bishop’s Tachbrook resi-
dent, Beat Kümen, Professor of Medieval 
History at Warwick University.   
 
We learnt about the sacred role of the 
church and its function 
as centre of the local 
community, how the 
parish role eventually 
developed into a secu-
lar unit of administra-
tion, with elected  
wardens to allocate 
resources.  We were 
reminded of famous 
names and events – 
John Wycliffe, the 
Lollardy Heresy, Henry 
VIII and his successors, 
Thomas Cartwright, 
William Laud 
(Archbishop of Canterbury) and Armini-
anism, the Poor Law and popularity of 
church ale houses which raised funds for 
the worthy poor (the unworthy poor 
were men who were fit but didn’t work), 
Puritans and the destruction of religious 
art by fanatics during the Civil War and 
Commonwealth,  William Fox and the 
Quakers, the rise of Methodism.  It was 
not until the end of the 17th century that 
diversification of worship for Quakers, 
and later Methodists, was permitted. 
This freedom was not extended to  
Roman Catholics however until the 
Emancipation Act in 1830 and heavy 

fines were imposed on recusants for non-
attendance at the parish church.   
This snap-shot of history was made rele-
vant for us by references to St Chad’s, 
along with colourful photographs and 
examples of different styles of church 
music:  Gregorian Chant sung by monks,  
Protestant chanting (every syllable on a 
note) led by the clerk with responses 

from the congregation, po-
lyphony –  independent but 
harmonious strands of melo-
dy.  These fascinating  illustra-
tions, including computer-
generated designs showing the 
development of church  
architecture,  came from an 
interactive DVD ‘The English 
Parish Church through the 
Centuries’ to which Beat has 
contributed.   
 
Beat started his talk by saying 
that we have thousands of 
parish churches which don’t 
get the acknowledgement that 

they deserve. His talk has inspired us to 
learn more about this invaluable part of 
our culture and heritage.   

Next Meeting 
Tuesday 8th May 

7.30pm in St Chad’s Church 
The fascinating story of one of the 
 richest women in England in the  

16th Century –  
Bess of Hardwick 

Recounted by Dr Gillian White 
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire, was built by 

Bess and we will visit there on Thursday, 
12th July.  Further details later. 


