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During the English Revolution descriptive headings were added to each year in the parish register of the Leicestershire village of Rotherby. 1643, ’44, and ’45 were each ‘Bellum’; 1646 was marked ‘Interruption Persecution’, while the years from 1649 to the end of the register in 1654 were ‘Sequestration. Sequestration. Sequestration’. The history of the conflict and turmoil in England was both generalised – in terms of ‘Bellum’, war – and personalised through the sufferings of the rector, Francis Needham, charged before the county committee for scandal and malignancy in 1646 and ’47 and ejected by 1649. Further entries in the register continued that personalisation of memory, naming the sequestrators of the living and the intruded minister.

The use of parish registers to record the experience of the English Revolution has been occasionally noted by scholars, but they have tended to focus on those latter personal stories. Mostly, however, have tended to see such registers as unproductive and unyielding, a mere unrelenting and tedious litany of the baptised, married and buried. Moreover, so many are incomplete or disordered in mid century that Adam Smyth has suggested that they ‘map the Civil Wars’ only in their ‘gaps and confusions’. Nevertheless, recent work on standard, communal forms of early-modern record keeping – Ann Hughes on the parish returns in the Commonwealth Exchequer Papers and John Walter on churchwardens’ accounts – has shown how thin pickings can be used to produce rich rewards – Walter to recover popular political engagement during the wars, and Hughes on memories of those wars. This paper will argue that parish registers can be subjected to a similar methodology to map some of the ways that the civil wars were remembered locally: not just the function of parish registers as a form of collective biography, creating and fixing the life story of the whole community, but also in the frames of time keeping they used to situate events and preserve those memories.
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