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The story of parish religious practice during the 1640s and 1650s has a contested history.  The nonconformists/whiggish view of these as times of Godly virtue, transformative religious zeal and relative religious tolerance is still influential. Loyalists, however, remembered things differently.  This paper considers how the life of the interregnum parish was remembered and characterised two-generations later by those most resistant to it.  The early 18th-century letters in the Bodleian Library Walker Archive, along with recording memories of loyalist clerical sufferings, on which I have previously written, also contains a rich seam of commentary on the life of the interregnum parish under loyalists’ Godly successors. Incumbents of Queen Anne’s reign, defending the existing ways of the Church of England against the perceived threat from nonconformity, worked industriously to gather and pass on memories from ordinary parishioners about what went on during a period they considered an anomalous and anarchical period of inversion. And quite a tale they told, of constant religious change within parishes, military control of the pulpit, suspicious backbiting, abuse of clergy, dire and long-lasting economic problems for the church, and much enormity and folly. They told stories of resistance to Godly reformation, of parishioners mocking or driving away disliked new incumbents, loyalist clergy who refused to go quietly, or continued to carry on prayer book services in secret. A party famed for their dislike of the ‘hydra’ of popular opinion, here co-opted an idea of the communal will or voice of the ‘people’, in order to undermine the idea of a popular mandate for Godly religion and to serve the cause of the Church of England’s continuance.  Yet the stories they collected from ordinary parishioners also undermine it, often straying from the central thrust of the narrative in providing rich anecdotal detail of events that some within the church would have much preferred to remain forgotten.
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