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CHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE 
 

I write this Autumn piece on the eve of our great annual fundraiser when -  as our 
esteemed Chairman of the Ride and Stride Patrick Grieve says ‘it is time to find 
those bicycle clips and helmet and dust off the high vis gear’.  And this year our 
riders and striders will once more be joined by over a hundred vintage and classic 
cars which will be competing not for speed but for answers to a tricky church crawl 
quiz.  Last year all up our ‘Suffolk Churches Day’ raised a remarkable £192,000. 
And as most readers will be aware, the money has never been needed more, as 
state funding for the upkeep of church buildings has never been less easy to 
access. 
  
I also write with a heavy heart at the news of the passing of one of our Vice 
Presidents, Dr David Dymond, who was a tireless champion of local history and a 
great supporter of our Trust. 
  
David would have enjoyed the extract I found last week in the Guide to St Mary the 
Virgin, Sedgeford in north west Norfolk from one Charles Fawcett Neville who was 
restoring the church in 1841: 
 
“in no part could you sit without drops of rain which fell now on your book, now on 
your head…..a foul damp smell rose from the green broken floor.  Many vaults had 
fallen in, tilting their memory stones on one side.  The earth was within six inches 
of the windows, the walls covered with centuries of whitewash where not pre-
occupied by green mould…..the lightning stricken tower threatened the roofs and 
these in turn the seats and aisles….and the pulpit door was so narrow that the stout 
Rector of (neighbouring) Ringstead after vainly attempting to enter it straightways 
or crabwise was obliged to elevate himself by the doorposts and pass his legs 
through the aperture which would not admit his body”. 
 
I found this piece a salutary reminder to those like myself who rail against Victorian 
‘improvements’ that without the works of our 19th century forebears the job of 
Churches Trusts like ourselves would be impossible. 
 
Finally, please find details on page 4 of our Annual Meeting of Friends at Haughley 
Park on Monday, 11th October 2021, 6.30 for 7.00pm.  Do try to come if you can! 
 
Geoffrey Probert 

 

As always, this Newsletter is also available on the Trust website  
under the “Latest Newsletters” tab 
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ANNUAL MEETING OF FRIENDS –  
MONDAY, 11 OCTOBER 2021, 6.30 FOR 7.00pm, 

AT HAUGHLEY PARK BARN, STOWMARKET IP14 3JY 
 

As you will recall, we had to cancel the Annual Meeting last year but we will be 
holding it in the traditional way this year, with the usual buffet supper.  We fully 
recognise that some of our members may feel uncomfortable about mingling in this 
way or may choose to leave before supper.  The pattern will follow previous years 
– drinks from 6.30 to 7pm, then a short meeting to bring the members up to date 
on the Ride and Stride/Pedal and Drive, the results for the previous financial year 
and the current financial position, and any other relevant Trust affairs.  This will be 
followed by an address from The Right Revd Dr Mike Harrison, Bishop of Dunwich, 
then the supper.  For those of you who cannot attend, we will put together a 
summary of what is said. 
 

If you would like to attend the Meeting, please advise the Trust office by 7 October, 
by: 

emailing  shct@btconnect.com  

or phoning  01787 883884 (please leave a message if necessary).  

Please indicate if you will be bringing one or more guests to the Meeting and, for 
catering purposes, if you will not be staying for the supper. 

(The editor regrets the late notification of this event.) 

 
**************************************** 

 

RIDE AND STRIDE – 11 SEPTEMBER 2021 
 

After the surprising success of last year's Ride, when £175,000 was raised, 
including Gift Aid, we are promoting the event again this year and it will have taken 
place  by the time you read this.  It will be a challenge to equal or surpass last year, 
but why not?  There is increasing interest and enthusiasm for cycling and healthy 
exercise, and no better way of enjoying it than on our lanes and roads in the Suffolk 
countryside.  Our ancient churches are full of curiosities and charm.  Their peace 
and serenity are an inspiration and comfort in these troubled and uncertain times.  
Churches and chapels in towns can be visited on foot: specially recommended is 
the recently renovated Grade I Unitarian Meeting House in Ipswich. 
 

The funds raised play a vital part in maintaining the fabric and viability of these  
important structures, part of everybody's heritage.  PCCs should not hesitate to 
apply for grants, and full details are available by contacting the Trust's website -  
www.shct.org.uk  
 

Fingers crossed for a fine day and a full turnout! 
 

Patrick Grieve   Ride and Stride Committee Chairman 
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SUFFOLK CHURCHES RIDE AND STRIDE / PEDAL AND DRIVE 2021 
 
On  Monday, 28 June 2021, broadcaster and Suffolk resident Bill Turnbull, a vintage 
car (a 1925 12/50 Alvis, called Belinda), and Suffolk Historic Churches Trust 
walkers and cyclists launched this year’s Suffolk Churches Ride and Stride and 
Pedal and Drive event, which takes place in September.  
 

Held at St John the Baptist Church, Badingham, the launch was held to announce 
that full details were available for the several thousand cyclists and walkers of all 
ages (and vintage and classic cars drivers) planning to take part in the annual 
fundraising event on Saturday, 11 September 2021.    
 

Against all the odds, the day-long event was held in September 2020 and the 
sponsorship money raised was the highest for ten years at £192,000 
 

Broadcaster Bill Turnbull said,  
 

“This is a very good cause, and it combines two of the things that Suffolk should be 
proud of - countryside that people can cycle around and terrific churches. Churches 
need the help and it’s a fun way to raise funds.  I’m not in the position to cycle at 
the moment but, as soon as I can, I’m going to get on a bike and do it myself.  It 
gets people out in the fresh air and, fingers crossed, it will be a lovely day…and 
people will learn a lot too”.  
 

Cyclists and walkers get sponsored on their journey around some of Suffolk’s 
churches, choosing their own route, long or short.  The money they raise help save 
this wonderful part of our history, with half going to the Trust to give out as grants 
for church buildings, and half to the cyclists/walker’s chosen church. Hundreds of 
churches are open to welcome participants on Saturday, 11 September. 
 

Also, on the same day, a vintage and classic car rally is held with cars travelling a 
provided route, around a selection of churches.  
 

Christopher Banham created a lot of interest in Badingham, when he brought  his 
1925, 12/50 Alvis called ‘Belinda’, to the launch.  It was bought by his family in 1933 
for £33.  The launch was held at St John the Baptist church, as they have a huge 
restoration project underway, and have received a grant towards the cost from 
Suffolk Historic Churches Trust.  
 

Sponsorship forms and full details for Ride and Stride and Pedal and Drive have 
been available in Suffolk churches and from the Trust website.  Donations and 
sponsorship can also be collected via JustGiving. 
 

“After the unexpected success of last year, the challenge this year is to repeat or 
better it.  Our churches and chapels need the funds, and after lockdown we all need 
the fresh air and exercise.” said Patrick Grieve, the Chairman of Suffolk Churches 
Ride and Stride. 
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The annual Ride, began in Suffolk in 1982 but has now spread across England, 
appeals to families, local history lovers, keen cyclists and walkers, church 
supporters and those who just enjoy an annual trip around the villages and towns 
of Suffolk.  
 
A list of open churches has been available on the Trust website -  www.shct.org.uk 
- and from participating Suffolk churches.  Cyclists and walkers can choose 
whichever churches they wish, and disability scooters are welcome too.  A 
photography competition for participants is also held, with details on the Trust 
website.  

 
Rachel Sloane 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Riders and Striders at the 2020 event outside the Unitarian Meeting House, 

Ipswich, which has recently been restored, helped by a grant from SHCT 

 

 

 

 

- 6 - 



 

 

BILL TURNBULL TALKS TO RACHEL SLOANE 
 
When Suffolk Churches Ride and Stride and Pedal and Drive 2021 were launched 
at St John the Baptist church, Badingham, in June, the TV and radio presenter Bill 
Turnbull kindly offered to come along.  It created great interest in the press and 
media and there were live interviews on BBC Radio Suffolk and on Felixstowe 
Radio.  Both the Bury Free Press and East Anglian Daily Times ran the story with 
the photos we provided, both on their social media and in the print versions of the 
newspapers.  
 
I took the opportunity to interview Bill for the Trust:  
 
Thank you for coming today…. How long have you lived in Suffolk now? 
 
Bill:  We moved here five years ago but we were visiting for about twenty years 
before that, because my brother-in-law lives just outside Woodbridge, so we know 
the county pretty well.  
 
Have you been able to explore much? 
 
Absolutely, but not nearly as much as I would like to; there’s always a little bit more 
to find out, but we are getting there.  It’s delightful as every day you find out 
something new.  
 
Are you a ‘church-crawler’ - looking at old churches? 
 
(Laughing) Not too much but occasionally we see one that looks interesting, and 
we will stop.  The trouble is, they used to be open when I was a boy but sadly, they 
often aren’t any more.  Finding a church that is open is a particular joy.  We always 
keep our eyes out for a crinkle-crankle wall though – and so if you have a 
churchyard with a crinkle-crankle wall, let me know and it will be a double bubble!  
 
Breakfast TV, Foreign Correspondent, presenting Songs of Praise - what  is 
the highlight of your career?  
 
Oh, I think that for me it is always some of the big stories I’ve covered as a reporter 
as they are irreplaceable really.  I did some fairly hairy stories in Moscow, I did an 
amazing feature about voodoo in Haiti once and interviewed a  zombie, and one of 
the last stories for Breakfast was going to Afghanistan when they were dismantling 
Camp Bastion, and that was fascinating and moving as well.  Getting there was a 
bit of adventure, as it was for everybody who went.  
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I’m slightly disappointed that you haven’t said “Strictly Come Dancing!”  
 

Strictly wasn’t really a career highlight thing!  Strictly was wonderful and life-

changing, in many ways, because of the instant fame it can bring you.  It was great  

fun, but I don’t really consider it an achievement!  I made some great friends and 
had a huge amount of fun with it, and I’ll never forget it.  It’s the one thing people 
always ask me about even though it was now 16 years ago!  
 
Thank you for helping to launch Ride and Stride and Pedal and Drive today. 
We are very grateful. Why did you agree to do it? 
 
Well, it is a very good cause, and it combines two of the things that Suffolk should 
be proud of – wonderful countryside that people can cycle around and terrific 
churches.  Churches need the help and it’s a fun way to raise funds.  I’m not in the 
position to cycle at the moment, but, as soon as I can, I’m going to get on a bike 
and do it myself.  It gets people out in the fresh air and, fingers crossed, it will be a 
lovely day…and people will learn a lot too. 
 
We are all concerned about your health. How are things going?  
 
It’s up and down really.  I am OK generally, at the moment.  I am in the middle of a 
course of treatment which is very good but anybody who has had cancer will tell 
you it’s a roller-coaster and some days you are up and some days you are down, 
and you just try to modulate them and ride out the down bits.  I’m OK….. 
 
Well, it’s lovely to see you here in Badingham today….Thank you.  
 
 
 

**************************************** 
 
 
 

Would you like to write a Chat? 
 

Our fortnightly Churches and Chapels Chats are proving very popular.  

Trustees and members of our Grants Committee have enjoyed preparing them.  

But we are sure that amongst our members and supporters there are scribes who 

would love to write one too.  If you are one of them please drop a line to our Hon 

Secretary Mike Kiely on mekiely@gmail.com 
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Brandeston village sign 

(see article next page) 
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A BLACK DAY FOR BRANDESTON 
 

In the 16th and 17th centuries there was constant dispute and conflict between the 
Puritans, who sought to purify the Church of England of Catholic practices, and 
those who sought to make their catholic beliefs and rites fit into a broader vision of 
the Anglican prayer book.  To preach the catholic liturgy was to risk being labelled 
a “scandalous minister” or even to be a Royalist during the Protectorate.  The risks 
were never greater than during the Witch Trials of the mid-17th century, when those 
who offended were liable to be tortured, arraigned on trumped-up charges, found 
guilty and hanged.  And we have evidence of this in Suffolk. 
 

In the centre of Brandeston village, on a neat triangle of grass, you will find the 
village sign with a thatched cottage and the church pictured above the scrolled 
name of the village.  However, to one side there is a small but easily distinguishable 
figure hanging from a gallows.  This was John Lowes, a graduate of St John’s 
College, Cambridge, and the then vicar of Brandeston.  
 

His church, All Saints, remains beautifully and peacefully situated within the 
grounds of Brandeston Hall, now Framlingham College Prep School.  A plaque 
within the church points to the sad story.  He had preached at All Saints church for 
nearly half a century, apparently not always to the satisfaction of his congregation.   
He felt that the Church of England should follow a wider and more traditional path 
than the Puritanism prevalent at the time.  He had several times attracted 
unwelcome attention because of his preaching but in 1645 the Witchfinder General, 
Matthew Hopkins, a native of Great Wenham, accused Lowes of witchcraft, 
arrested him and subjected him to intense questioning and torture. 
 

Lowes must have been a ‘tough old boy’ for by now he was 80 years old; he was 
deprived of sleep, marched round and round his cell until he could not stand, his 
resistance was finally broken, and a series of ‘impossible’ confessions was 
supposedly extracted from him.  He was accused of having a covenant with the 
devil who had guided him through the delivery of over 60 sermons. He was 
supposed to have put the devil into cattle, sunk a ship near Harwich on a calm day, 
raised storms, worked constantly with the devil, committing many awful crimes with 
the daily assistance of six imps.  Hopkins claimed that he had confessed to 
bewitching a local lady to death and trying to poison the son of a local lord.  His 
body was searched, and every spot or wart was claimed by Hopkins to be a teat on 
which the servants and beasts of the devil could suckle. 
 

Seen as guilty, Hopkins left others to take Lowes to Framlingham Castle to meet 
the traditional trial of witches.  It was a no-win situation: the alleged witch would be 
thrown into the water and if drowned, was deemed to be not guilty - but dead!  If 
the person floated, this was proof that he or she was a witch and therefore 
condemned to death.  Lowes was thrown into the moat but somehow, he survived 
and escaped.  
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With Hopkins and his henchmen now on the track of other witches, Lowes 
retracted his confession, but he was later re-arrested and taken to the assizes at 
Bury St Edmunds.  The seemingly gullible court accepted the story that he had 
sent an imp to sink a ship and sentenced him to death.  He still protested his 
innocence but, having been ordered to read his own burial service, the sentence 
was carried out on 27 August 1645, alongside 17 other men, women and children, 
all found guilty of witchcraft. 
 

A tragic end for a man with sincere beliefs and who felt that the Anglican Church 
should not be as rigid as the Puritan ideals. 
 

Matthew Hopkins was a self-styled witch finder, the son of a Vicar, born around 
1620.  He received a Parliamentary commission to discover witches and was paid 
twenty shillings per visit and a similar sum for each conviction.  (At this time the 
average wage of a skilled craftsman was 18 pence a day).  His career lasted only 
five years but in that time he discovered and convicted up to 300 ‘witches’ and 
would have received over £600 – £75,000 in today’s money. 
 

The film Witch Finder General says that Hopkins met his death at the hands of a 
vengeful soldier, but in fact he died of consumption at his home in Manningtree in 
1647, aged just 27 or 28. 
 

Sources: 
1. The Witch Finder and the Devils Darlings, Simon Peters, Lucas Press,                  

ISBN 1-903797-21-7  
2. A True Arraignment of Witches, Published in London in 1645, Available in 

Brandeston church. 
3. The English Civil War. Diane Purkiss, Harper Collins, ISBN 0-00-715061-X.  
4. The History of Suffolk Volume 2 by Rev Suckling.  
5. Weird Suffolk: The Brandeston Witch | Eastern Daily Press (edp24.co.uk) 

Howard Stephens 
 

 
Brandeston Church, John Lowes memorial 

 

 

- 11 - 

https://www.edp24.co.uk/lifestyle/weird-suffolk-brandeston-witch-1213766


 

 
STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES FOR THE YEAR ENDED 5 APRIL 2021 

      
 Unrestricted     

     Income Designated Restricted   Total     Total 

 Fund Funds Funds  Funds Funds 

 2020-21    2020-21   2020-21 2020-21  2019-20 

 £ £ £ £ £ 

Income      

Donations and legacies:      

Annual donations 17,052 - - 17,052 11,645 

Other donations 3,857 -  3,857 3,754 

Tax reclaimable 20,772 - - 20,772 7,339 

Legacies/donations in memoriam - 45,397 - 45,397 25,598 

Activities for generating funds:      

Investment income 862 - 274 1,136 3,295 

Fundraising events 93,272 - 79,212 172,484 143,985 

Other income:      

Grants received for Alarm Scheme - - 60,000 60,000 25,000 

Total incoming resources 135,815 45,397 139,486 320,698 220,616 

      

Expenditure      

Raising funds 16,629 - - 16,629 19,965 

Net incoming resources available      
for charitable application 119,186 45,397 139,486 304,069 200,651 

Charitable expenditure      

Direct charitable expenditure 93,014 - 94,633 187,647 185,653 

Net incoming/(outgoing) resources      
before transfers 26,172 45,397 44,853 116,422 20,158 

Transfers between funds 31,551 (31,551) - - - 

Net incoming/(outgoing) resources 57,723 13,846 44,853 116,422 17,158 

Unrealised investments gains/ (losses) - 77,193 - 77,193 (45,551) 

Net movement in funds for the year 57,723 91,039 44,853 193,615 (28,393) 

Total funds brought forward 227,631 429,144 131,559 788,334 816,727 

Total funds carried forward 285,354 520,183 176,412 981,949 788,334 
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BALANCE SHEET AT 5 APRIL 2021 

    

      
    Unrestricted    

    Income   Designated     Restricted      Total    Total 

   Fund   Funds    Funds      Funds     Funds 

   2021   2021    2021      2021    2020 

  £  £   £     £   £ 

      

Tangible fixed assets            404   -   -           404          -  

      

Investments  -    361,683  -    361,683   334,490  

            404    361,683   -    362,087   334,490  

Current assets      

Debtors and accrued income       11,993   -   -      11,993     12,655  

Cash at bank and on short term deposit 373,865 158,500 176,412 708,777   557,823  

 385,858 158,500 176,412   720,770   570,478  

Creditors: 

amounts falling due within the year (100,908)  -   -  (100,908) (116,634) 

      

Net current assets 284,950 158,500 176,412 619,862   453,844  

      

Net assets 285,354 520,183 176,412 981,949  788,334  

      

Represented by:      

      

Restricted funds      

James Mair legacy fund  -   -    109,833    109,833  109,559 
  

Roof alarm fund - - 66,579 66,579 22,000 

      

Unrestricted fund      

Income fund     285,354   -   -    285,354   227,631  

      

Designated funds:      

Capital fund  -      158,500   -      158,500     94,654  

Reserve fund  -    361,683   -    361,683   334,490  

Margaret Gilbert legacy fund  -      -   -      -     -  

Anthony Wheeler legacy fund  -  -   -  -     -  

      

     285,354    520,183    176,412    981,949   788,334  
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YALDA’S MUSICAL PILGRIMAGE 
 

 

St Margaret & All Saints, Chattisham, June 2017 
 

Yalda Davis has now completed her remarkable project to raise money for SHCT, 
The Churches Conservation Trust and The Suffolk Wildlife Trust by playing her 
cello in all of Suffolk’s 511 medieval churches and chapels, including those which  
have now closed for regular worship and even those which have been converted 
to private homes.   
 

Her journey started at St Augustine’s, Harleston, in April 2017 and ended at St 
Bartholomew’s, Orford, on Saturday, 4 September 2021. 
 

Although Yalda was alone when she played in most churches, there were 
occasions when someone happened to be present and was able to enjoy her 
performance.  Indeed, as more and more churches became aware of her project, 
many took the opportunity to invite an audience to attend her performance in their 
church and thereby raise funds. 
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To mark the end of her journey on 4 September 2021, Yalda invited her brother, 
Kurosh, her sister, Sheida, and two good friends, Florence Cooke and Rosie 
Lowdell, to perform, with her, Schubert’s String Quartet in C major at St 
Bartholomew’s, Orford. 
 

 

 

St Bartholomew’s, Orford, September 2021 

 
 

My wife, Caroline, and I were extremely lucky to witness, with 200 of Yalda’s family, 
friends and supporters, a truly memorable performance – the ensemble was 
perfectly balanced and they all played with outstanding sensitivity for the music, the 
venue and, most important, the occasion. It was no surprise and fully deserved 
when the performance ended with a standing ovation. 
 
Well done, Yalda, for bringing so much wonderful music to Suffolk’s beautiful 
churches and helping to raise money for the preservation of those churches. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Martin Favell  
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GRANTS COMMITTEE NEWS 
 

SHCT Grants 
 
During the financial year 2020-21 grants totalling £91,000 were awarded to 27 
churches and one meeting house.  Having seen fewer applications, particularly in 
April and October 2020, numbers started to pick up again in January 2021. 
 
At our July meeting, grants totalling £38,000 were made to ten churches.  Eight 
were for fabric repairs and two went towards the provision of modern facilities.  So 
far during the financial year 2021-22 there have been 23 grants totalling £70,000.  
 
Zoom has served us well during lockdown but we are very grateful to Haughley 
Barn for again making their facilities available, thereby enabling us to hold our first 
face-to-face meeting for over a year.  
 
Extensions of Time 
 
The Trust’s guidance notes state that grants awarded by the Trust but not claimed 
within two years automatically lapse but may be reconsidered on fresh application.  
Due in part to the effects of Covid, the Trust has received a number of requests for 
the two year period to be extended.  
 
National Lottery Heritage Fund Grants 
 
In the Spring Newsletter mention was made of the mandatory inclusion outcome 
which every project is required to achieve.  Recently, when writing to a church to 
explain why its project was not a strong match for their funding, it was pointed out 
that NLHF cannot fund capital only projects. The Fund expects every project to 
meet its mandatory inclusion outcome of ‘a wider range of people will be involved 
in heritage.’  For this the Fund will be looking for signs that the applicant’s audience 
or volunteer profile has changed between the start and end of the project. Examples 
were given. It can include specific, new activities such as engaging schoolchildren 
on the heritage of the church and grounds through talks or visits, working with local 
groups to increase biodiversity of the grounds, celebration events etc.  The Fund 
expects heritage activities to be costed and factored in from the start.  Without 
detail on how the applicant will reach this outcome the application is unlikely to 
succeed. 
 
John Devaux    Chairman Grants Committee  
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GRANTS AWARDED 2020-21 

 
Dallinghoo, St Mary  £7,000.00 

Tuddenham, St Mary  £3,500.00 

Sudbourne, All Saints  £2,500.00 

Hitcham, All Saints  £3,000.00 

Mendham, All Saints  £3,000.00 

Hacheston, All Saints  £3,000.00 

Walberswick, St Andrew  £5,000.00 

Bromeswell, St Edmund  £2,000.00 

Fornham, St Martin  £1,500.00 

Bury St Edmunds, Unitarian Meeting House  £2,000.00 

Ilketshall, St Margaret  £1,500.00 

Swilland, St Mary  £2,000.00 

Crowfield, All Saints  £2,000.00 

Hartest, All Saints  £3,000.00 

Pakenham, St Mary  £1,500.00 

Ashbocking, All Saints  £3,000.00 

Ipswich, Unitarian Meeting House  £3,000.00 

Onehouse, St John the Baptist  £750.00 

Haughley, The Blessed Virgin Mary  £1,000.00 

Somersham, St Mary  £3,000.00 

Homersfield, St Mary  £9,000.00 

Oakley, St Nicholas  £6,000.00 

Sibton, St Peter  £3,000.00 

Nettlestead, St Mary  £10,750.00 

Ipswich, St Mary le Tower  £1,000.00 

Stradbroke, All Saints  £500.00 

Combs, St Mary  £2,500.00 

Snape, St John the Baptist  £5,000.00 
 

 
 

  £91,000.00 
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METHODISM IN SUFFOLK 
 

This is the first article in a series about the non-conformist churches in the county.  
 

Most of us know that Methodism dates from the 18th century and was led by John 
Wesley who, with his brother Charles, also wrote many of the traditional hymns that 
we sing in Christian churches today.  
 

History:  
 

Norma Virgoe has written books about the history of Methodism and John Wesley 
and is the editor of the Wesley Historical Society (East Anglia).  She kindly agreed 
to tell us more: 
 

John Wesley was an ordained Church of England priest, and he never left the 
Church of England.  He believed that anybody could be ‘saved’ as long as they 
accepted Jesus as their saviour, and that God would forgive their sins.  He regarded 
Methodism as a ‘yeast’ within the Church of England but he always insisted that 
Methodist services were at a different time from the Church of England services 
and that his congregation should attend both.  When he was first invited to preach 
in the open air, he felt this was very distasteful, but was amazed at the response 
when thousands of people attended.  He realised this was a way to reach people 
who might never go into a Church of England church.  
 

Increasingly, pulpits were denied to John Wesley, and Methodist preachers met an 
enormous amount of hostility, some encouraged by the local priest.  It became 
important to find places where people could be sheltered from the weather, could 
concentrate on the service - and be kept safe from the mob who attacked the 
preachers and those listening.  People went to hear the preachers as it was unusual 
to find someone standing up in a marketplace preaching the Gospel, but they also 
liked the message that God cares about you personally… it wasn’t about the Lord 
in his manor and his servants, all sitting in pews in church. 
 

The many Methodist societies began meeting in farmhouses, cottages and barns, 
then congregations started to build their own premises. The chapels provided a 
religious life but also a social life with tea meetings, speakers, lantern slides and 
Sunday School for the children.  Every member had to meet in a weekly class of 
10 or 14 people with a leader, to talk about their own spiritual journeys.  
 

After John Wesley died in 1791, the annual Conference, the governing body of 
Methodism, wanted to retain the tight grip he had held, but this was resented by 
some members and there were breakaway groups almost immediately.  In the early 
19th century, a group in Staffordshire held huge outdoor meetings again.  Facing 
disapproval, that group also broke away.  They became known as the Primitive 
Methodists.  
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In a Wesleyan church they would sing hymns and would have used the Anglican 
prayer book for their services.  The Primitive Methodists service was much more 
emotional, with heartfelt spontaneous prayers and sermons, appealing to people’s 
emotions.  They also had women preachers.  Although many of his preachers had 
not liked it, John Wesley had encouraged certain women whom he felt had been 
given a gift to preach by God.  Many of his Methodist colleague preachers were not 
happy with this but did not actively oppose him.  Then, after he died, Conference 
forbade women to reach in the pulpit although, of course, they spoke in the classes 
- that was allowed and often the class leader was a woman. 
 

In the late 1840s anonymous ‘Flysheets’ were published and distributed in chapels 
criticising the ever more authoritative Methodist hierarchy, and at the annual 
conference in 1849 three ministers, who refused to affirm that they were not 
involved, were expelled without proof, losing their jobs and homes. Horrified 
congregations held protest meetings and those members were expelled, along with 
any sympathetic ministers.  Hundreds of Methodists left the church (especially in 
Norfolk), and set up congregations as the Wesleyan Reformers, often taking over 
the former chapels.  
 

Eventually several of the breakaway groups joined up to became the Free 
Methodists. 
 

 
Alan Road Methodist Church, Ipswich 
Image © Simon Knott – suffolkchurches.co.uk 
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Unlike in Norfolk, Methodism started later in Suffolk.  In the 17th and 18th centuries 
early dissenters, such Baptists and Congregationalists, were already well 
established in Suffolk, appealing especially to the small landowners, so when 
Methodism came it was difficult for them to get land on which to build their chapels. 
The Primitive Methodists in particular had very little money and faced great 
opposition.  
 

Although John Wesley spent time in Suffolk, it was almost always on the way to 
and from Norwich, before going on to Yarmouth and Lowestoft.  He opened a 
chapel in Lowestoft in 1776, and, amazingly, he went  to North Cove (which must 
have been just a hamlet then) six times!  In Newmarket he stayed overnight but 
never preached there, and he went to Ipswich just once, for half an hour, but just 
because they couldn’t get any horses at Copdock!  
 

(from an interview between Norma Virgoe and Rachel Sloane) 
 

 
Methodism today: (see explanations of terminology below) 
 

The three major strains of Methodism (Wesleyan, Primitive and United Methodists) 
joined together as the Methodist Church of Great Britain in 1932.  Worldwide there 
are approximately 70-80 million Methodists.  
 

Many of John Wesley’s original ideas are still features of Methodism today: local 
un-ordained preachers, ordained ministers serving a limited time in a church before 
moving on, the annual covenant service, a ‘class ticket’ for members, and the way 
the structure is set up with ‘circuits’ and ‘districts’ (see below).  
 

The ban on gambling was lifted relatively recently, although that is still a sensitive 
subject with some Methodists, and alcohol is still not permitted on Methodist 
premises.   
 

There are over 40 Methodist churches and chapels in the main ‘circuits’ in Suffolk 
(Bury St Edmunds, Lowestoft and East Suffolk, Waveney Valley Ecumenical 
Partnership, Haverhill, Ipswich and Thetford, Diss and Mildenhall.  There is at least 
one more in the Ely and Newmarket circuit.) 
 

Services:  
A Methodist church service includes prayers, Bible readings, a sermon and 
congregational hymn singing, but it is different from a Church of England service in 
several ways.  
 

District Chair, Rev Julian Pursehouse, explained that “Methodism is less liturgical, 
of a freer form and less bound by recited prayers.  There are no sung responses in 
Methodism, they use different hymn books and do not recite psalms.” 
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What are the main challenges Methodism is facing nowadays? 
 

“Declining elderly congregations, availability of ordained ministry, Covid financial 
pressures and struggles regarding lay leadership (for example finding people willing 
to take on voluntary positions such as circuit treasurers, circuit stewards and even 
some district roles.”  
 
 
The terminology of Methodism: 
 
The Minister – is the ‘vicar’ equivalent - and he or she lives in a church-owned 
house called ‘a manse” rather than a vicarage.  
Local preachers conduct around two-thirds of Methodist Sunday services. They 
are trained lay volunteers.  Originally, the term ‘local preacher’ showed the 
difference between those who stayed in a local area and those who moved around 
the country as ministers (presbyters). 
Church stewards are lay volunteers who manage each church. 
Methodist churches/chapels are in a ‘Circuit’…  a local group of churches, led 
by a Superintendent Minister.   
Circuits belong to a ‘District’. They produce a quarterly ‘Plan’ which lists which 
ministers and local preachers are at each church on a Sunday.  
The District Chair would be the equivalent of a bishop but there are a number of 
distinctions between the roles. 
A District Synod sets the policy for the district, linking the Conference and the 
Connexional Team that links the churches and circuits.  
Methodists are governed by Conference which is a democratically elected body 
and meets annually at different locations around the country.  The Methodist 
Council undertakes the ongoing work. 
The President (from the clergy) and Vice-President (lay representative) preach 
across the country and are a focus for leadership around the Connexion and 
churches, offering visits to encourage.  They are the public face of the church to 
the surrounding world and society.  In the event of a major disaster, there would be 
a public statement from the President. 
(Thank you to the District Chair, Rev Julian Pursehouse, for his help with this 

terminology) 

 

Rachel Sloane 
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THE CULT OF THE HOLY ROOD - 1250 to 1547 
 

Visitors to most parish churches in Suffolk and elsewhere are often curious about 
the small door set in the wall just in front of the chancel arch, with another opening 
six feet above it, leading nowhere.  This is all that remains today of the once 
extensive and mysterious Cult of the Holy Rood.  The rood, or Anglo Saxon rode, 
was a large wooden cross bearing an image of the crucified Christ, usually flanked 
by statues of Mary and John.  It was set on a massive transverse beam running in 
front of the chancel arch, the rood loft, with a secondary transverse beam in front 
of it, the candle beam, used for lighting the images above.  The rood loft was 
accessed by the small doors and the steep stairs inside the width of the wall. 
 
Beneath the candle beam was the choir screen, an ornate wooden structure carved 
and gilded, with the lower portion decorated with paintings of saints.  The upper 
portion was perforated, allowing worshippers to see the high altar, and in particular 
to witness the elevation of the host at Mass.  In the old Sarum Rite, the rood loft 
was used in rituals on feast days when the gospel was read from the loft.  During  
Lent the rood was veiled until Palm Sunday.  On reading chapter 27 of Matthew, at 
the words " the veil of the temple was rent," the veil would drop dramatically. 
 
Some rood lofts were four feet wide, and it is thought they were used by choirs or 
musicians.  Some were only 12 or 15 inches wide and thus only accessible by 
children, perhaps choirboys.  They might have been used to store the veils or 
banner staves.  Again, some of the doors were tiny, two foot high and 15 inches 
wide, only allowing a child to crawl through.  All this is surmise as there are few 
contemporary references of the use of rood lofts.  To light the rood, roofs were 
heightened to allow clerestories to be constructed, or special windows inserted, as 
at Badingham.  Prosperous Suffolk merchants spared no expense to embellish the 
church to the glory of God, and perhaps, to bask in its reflection. 
 
Rood lofts were found all over Europe, and the cult thrived until the Council of Trent 
in 1545, which initiated  the Counter Reformation.  It was ordered that there should 
be no obstructions between the nave and the High Altar, so people could observe 
the celebration of the Mass.  Rood lofts thereafter disappeared largely in Europe, 
although many survived in Sweden and Britain.  In 1547, Edward  VI ordered all 
rood lofts to be removed.  Mary for a time reversed the order, but Elizabeth 
confirmed it and today not a single medieval Holy Rood survives in the country. 
 
Many  thrifty parishes were reluctant to destroy fine woodwork and carving, and 
material was re-employed in choir stalls and pews.  The effigies of saints in the 
choir at Southwold are thought to have formerly decorated the rood. 
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Doom painting at St Peter, Wenhaston 
Image © Simon Knott – suffolkchurches.co.uk 

 
 

 

 
St Peter and St Paul, Eye 
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Behind  the  rood on the chancel arch timpanum the elaborate paintings, usually of 
the Last Judgement, were painted over in the 16th century and replaced with the 
royal coat of arms or the Decalogue.  Some doom paintings were discovered and 
restored in the last century, notably at Wenhaston.  A king, a bishop and two ladies  
naked but for their crowns and mitre wait nervously in judgement, while a demon 
propels sinners into the jaws of hell.  Well worth a visit. 
 
Distinct from the rood was the screen below it, as mentioned.  Many of these 
beautiful objects can still be found all over Suffolk. The parclose screen at 
Dennington is remarkable with much of its polychrome yet to be seen.  The delicate 
screen and canopy at Bramfield are a notable survival.  The panels of saints on the 
lower portion of the screen are distinctive.  These paintings are miraculous relics 
which escaped the attentions of Dowsing and the iconoclasts.  These paintings of 
the Ranworth school are also found at Southwold, Blythburgh and Westhall nearby. 
Their sophistication contrasts with the cruder doom painting at Wenhaston . 
 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries many artifacts, medieval carvings, 
paintings and treasures were discarded and lost.  The small rood loft doors had 
been walled up, but most were reopened in the nineteenth century.  The Oxford 
Movement  Gothic revival left its mark on many parish churches with use of pseudo  
medieval furnishings, including screens and the Holy Rood.  These restorations 
swept away much which now would be valued, and  Munro Cautley is scathing 
about the depredations of the Victorians.  They saved many a crumbling church, 
and what they did was not all bad.  At Holy Trinity, Barsham the  restored screen 
and Holy Rood have attracted attention by the recent discovery and opening up of 
two windows in the west tower.  At the autumn equinox, they allow for a few minutes 
the setting sun to illuminate with a golden shaft the faces of Mary, Jesus and John. 
This extraordinary  transient theatrical event is awe-inspiring and brings life to the 
mysterious and forgotten cult and veneration of the Holy Rood.  Go and see it for 
yourself. 
 
The  best surviving  wooden screens are in Suffolk, such as those at Bramfield, 
Lound and Southwold.  But the finest of all is the  restoration of a 1480 screen, 
complete with Holy Rood, vaulting, and canopy  at St Peter and Paul, Eye.  After 
nearly 400 years, again one can see a colourful and serene example of the Holy 
Rood once common in Suffolk churches. 
 
Patrick  Grieve 
 
 
For much of the above I have relied on Wikipedia, and Suffolk Churches, by H Munro Cautley   
(The Boydell Press) 


