Conference report – ‘Early Modern Churchwardens’ Accounts: Uses and Abuses’
On Saturday 23 October 2010 the School of History hosted a very successful conference on churchwardens’ accounts attended by 45 scholars.  Led by two of our honorary research fellows – Drs Valerie Hitchman and Andrew Foster – the day included speakers drawn from Wales, Ireland, England and the USA.
Andrew Foster set the scene and chaired the sessions, noting that there were two main aims to the day: to learn about the state of play with research into these important yet often neglected documents, and to take soundings regarding the launching of a project to compile a database of extant accounts.
Our own Dr Sheila Sweetinburgh opened proceedings with a case study on the economic impact of the Reformation on Canterbury, drawing heavily on the evidence of churchwardens’ accounts and what they reveal of the work of key tradesmen and craftsmen.  Don White, a research student at Warwick, discussed his work on material culture in the West Country noting how the very documents themselves need to be approached almost ‘archaeologically’ to reveal layers of meanings.  Chris Webb from the Borthwick Institute at York spoke illuminatingly on the links in the eighteenth century between concerns for culling vermin and provision made for the poor.
Two presentations offered news from Ireland. Evie Monaghan from the National University of Ireland reminded us of the poor survival of such records there, yet showed what could be done, particularly for the period after 1660 when it seems that the influence of Wren on church furnishings stretched across the water.  Toby Barnard from Oxford picked up the theme of loss of records and was likewise optimistic about what could be done for at least the Protestant Episcopal Church in Ireland, acknowledging that the ‘established church’ represented a minority of the population.
We were fortunate to have a paper from Wales read, as the author - Katherine Olsen of Bangor University - was unable to attend in person.  Her paper highlighted problems with survival of records for Wales, and yet again revealed what could be achieved with limited material and detailed case studies, while picking up the importance of changes after 1660.
Cutting across the middle of the day - to give people time to think - Valerie Hitchman outlined a scheme to construct a database of existing churchwardens’ accounts, noting the problems that beset scholars in this field and how such a database might help.  This led to a lively debate with Andrew Foster feverishly taking notes on a whiteboard, many suggestions, much advice, and lots of cold water, scepticism and dire warnings; yet the idea was broadly welcomed and endorsed and various people even kindly volunteered to help – so the project may be deemed to have been successfully launched!  A website will hopefully be constructed shortly with further news on all aspects of this conference and project.
Two senior scholars brought the day to a rousing conclusion. Professor Vanessa Harding from Birkbeck College, London spoke about the survival of city parish records after the Fire and revealed that losses were not as bad as might have been supposed.  Moreover, chance and not wealth seems to have been the key to survival even before the fire and there was some obvious disruption during the Interregnum.  Professor Gary Gibbs from Roanoke College, Virginia helpfully commented on various debates about the significance of churchwardens’ accounts, what they contain and what they left out. He picked up several themes from the conference as a whole: the importance of placing our documents firmly in local and national context; the need to be aware of archival traditions; the importance of keeping an eye on legislation and canons of the church that had a bearing on the production of these documents; and stressed something surely well observed at this conference – the usefulness of placing our work in a comparative context and always bearing in mind our modern preconceptions.
Thanks for this successful conference should go to the organisers – Valerie Hitchman and Andrew Foster, all the speakers, and behind the scenes, Kenneth Fincham, Tim Keward and Rebecca Warren, not to mention our audience who took part in a very friendly, lively and constructive day of which we hope there will be more to come.
  
