From Pagan beginnings, shrouded in mystery and folklore to a
strong and devout Christian following, North Yorkshire’s
religious communities have seen many challenges and changes.
The religious history of Settle and indeed our county as a whole is
extremely fascinating. As Settle has been a market town for many years,
with links via a network of trade routes spanning wide swathes of England,
new practices have slowly begun to influence this small town. From
modern-day paganism to a variety of Christian denominations, we all live
together in our communities of Settle and Giggleswick.
We hope that we have helped you rediscover your religion, and the religion of our county.
Josh & Joe

This exhibition has been developed by Joshua Kirkhope and
Joseph Ladds of Giggleswick School, two of The Folly’s
young volunteers.

Paganism was a term created by Christianity to refer to the Roman belief system
and the Latin vernacular for polytheism (the worshiping of many Gods and
Goddesses). This was the initial practice across the world and a wealth of historic
evidence can be seen in museums and sites all over the globe. Polytheistic worship
seems to have been influenced by nature and the environment and continued to be
practiced until monotheism (belief in the existence of one single God) spread
across the world.
Prior to the Roman invasion, the area around Settle was inhabited by the Brigantes,
a Celtic people who in pre-Roman times controlled the largest section of what
would become Northern England. The Brigantians were Celtic pagans who
worshipped a pantheon of over 1,200 deities. In 71AD the Romans dominated most
of Yorkshire and this was to change religion forever.
Under the reign of the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great (272-337AD), pagans
started to face persecution. Many of their temples were pillaged and destroyed.
This led to an eventual decline in paganism England. The Anglo-Saxons were
initially pagan but around the end of the 6th century there was an overall conversion
to Christianity.
One example of an ancient Pagan site
in North Yorkshire is the Devil’s
Arrows, located close to the A1M
near Marton-le-Moor.
These large monoliths were early
Bronze Age markers and they stand
at over 20 feet tall. This makes them
the second tallest group of menhirs
(standing stones) in the UK. Much
mystery surrounds these sites, which
were sacred places of religious
ceremony.
After hundreds of years of Christianity, paganism has seen a resurgence in the UK.
According to the 2011 Census, there are 53,000 people who identify as pagans in the
United Kingdom. These ‘neo-pagans’ don’t participate in human sacrifice, as is the
myth; rather, they empower one another through the veneration of nature.
The Pagan Federation has districts throughout the UK; including Yorkshire.

Folklore has held a strong grip on the belief systems of Yorkshire’s inhabitants. There
are tales of holy wells, boggarts, black dogs and fairies. There is even evidence of
‘apotropaic’ or protective stones here at The Folly. There is a strong connection to
witchcraft too. Originally, witches were described as “cunning folk” – people who
had a breadth of knowledge of natural remedies and who would heal people, assist in
childbirth or provide protective talismans.
From the 7th century onwards however, views toward those suspected of practicing
witchcraft started to worsen. In 1542, during the reign of Henry VIII, laws banning
witchcraft and making the practice punishable by death were passed. Tales of
witchcraft became ostensibly linked to evildoings and was seen as the antithesis of
organised religion; witches channelled the devil.
These laws were used frequently to kill people who were possibly reclusive in their
respective communities, people who healed, people who assisted with childbirth;
those who were in any way different became the targets of others. The laws were
repealed during the Age of Enlightenment in 1736, though ill-sentiment towards
witches didn’t fade until much later.
Mary Bateman (1768 – 20 March 1809) was an English criminal and alleged
witch, known as the "Yorkshire Witch", who was tried and executed for
murder during the early 19th century. Mary came from North Yorkshire.
During the 1780s, she became a minor thief and con artist who often
convinced many of her victims she possessed supernatural powers. By the end
of the century, she had become a prominent fortune teller in Leeds who
prescribed potions which she claimed would ward off evil spirits as well as
acting as medicine. Her skeleton is on display in the Thakray Medical
Museum in Leeds.

The most prominent (and local) witch trials in Britain were those of the infamous
Pendle Witches. The trails took place in 1612. During these trials, 12 “witches” who
lived in and around Pendle Hill were accused of the murder of 10 people. The accused
witches were tried for theft, violence and ‘sexual laxity’. Of the 12, one died in prison,
one was found not-guilty and the other 10 were hanged. These witches came from
two families and included multiple generations – from grandmothers to
grandchildren. We are much kinder to witches now of course. Currently, there are
thousands who identify themselves as witches in the UK. Most of these people follow
Wicca – a belief that was defined and developed between the 1940s and 50s, by a
retired civil servant called Gerald Gardner.

Christianity was introduced to Britain following the emergence of traders from
Rome. Stories of Jesus and a single God became a fascination, though it was
regarded by some as merely ‘a fashionable cult from the east’. During the 4th century
however, Christianity became more visible, though it still had to win over the hearts
and minds of the masses. Pagan beliefs still thrived and Christianity was a minority
faith through growing in popularity throughout the rule of Constantine the Great.
It looked as if Paganism might again get the better of Christianity when, after the
departure of the Romans, new invaders arrived: Angles, Saxons and Jutes. Yet
somehow Christianity survived on the Western edges of Britain, even during the
Dark Ages.
William the Conqueror invaded Britain in 1066. He carried the Papal Banner
(which means the Pope gave the Normans approval) and along with it came the
organised clergy of the Catholic faith. The Normans built large stone churches
and cathedrals (some of which can still be seen today) to show their devotion to
Christ.
In Yorkshire, Norman abbeys such as Easby, Fountains and Rievaulx are all of
Norman heritage. Every member of the community was required to attend –
peasants were made to stand, though they wouldn’t have understood anything
that was going on as the lengthy sermons would have been performed in Latin.
After the Normans,
the Tudors became
the rulers of
England. The
country was still
Roman Catholic
until the reign of
Henry VIII, who
then broke ties with
the Pope and
launched the
country into the endorsement of Protestantism in the 1530s. So began the
Reformation, the Anglican church and the sacking of Catholic cathedrals and
abbeys, such as Fountains Abbey near Ripon (pictured above).
Since then, Kings and Queens have had differing religious empathies – Queens
like Bloody Mary tried to change England back to Catholicism, but subsequent
rulers have upheld the Church of England.
Nowadays, religion in Britain is rich and diverse, with the immigration and
expansion of a wealth of cultures and beliefs. Indeed, only 3% of adults under 24
now describe themselves as Anglican.

The Christian church has many denominations. Two that are prevalent in Settle and
surrounding villages are Zionism and Quakerism- The word “Zion” has numerous implications – it is a Biblical place, as well
as often being used to describe the Biblical Land of Israel. In Judaism, Zion is used as
the name of the hill to the south of Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The word also has
many links with the Rastafarian movement – Zion being used to illustrate a utopian
place of unity. In the Book of Moses, the people were called Zion as they were of one
mind.
Zion Congregational Church stands very nearby to the
Folly and was founded in 1816. It is an independent
church, so it did not receive any financial support from a
national church group – instead, it relied wholly on
donations from the public to fund restoration projects.
The chapel closed in 2015 and it was donated to the
North Craven Building Preservation Trust.
The Chapel is a Grade II listed building. The graveyard
and the imposing nature of the building make it
extremely striking – perhaps, the fact that it is currently
closed makes it more mysterious and beautiful! There are
plans to develop the chapel to reinvigorate it within the
community.
– Quakers can trace their history back to 1665
to the first recorded Yorkshire Meeting. Quakerism
actually started in Yorkshire and across the north west in
1651-52 when George Fox amongst others discovered the
true faith that they yearned for. This was a difficult time
for followers of ‘different’ religions. Despite this there was
a period of rapid expansion, religious fervour and sadly
considerable persecution of Friends.

George Birkbeck, Physician
and Educator was born in
Settle to Quaker parents

Quakers practice a religion which encircles experience.
According to Settle Quakers “It is a contemporary, simple,
and radical faith”. The original Quaker ideal of living simply, promoting peace,
speaking with truth and integrity and seeking God in everyone are still part of their
core values and practice.

Giggleswick School Chapel
was built in 1897. It was
constructed as a gift from
Walter Morrison MP to
commemorate the Diamond
Jubilee of Queen Victoria.
The Chapel plays an innate
part of life in Giggleswick
School, which was built
originally in 1512 and received
its Royal Charter in 1553. It
has always been a Christian
school.
All students must attend chapel twice during the school week – it serves as a place of
religious prayer and one of pastoral school support. Furthermore, every Sunday
boarding students are obliged to attend a longer, more religious chapel service. As well
as the various functions that take place in the Chapel, it is a building that has created a
sense of pride for everyone associated with the school due to its beauty and its history.
Unbeknownst to most,
Giggleswick School
Chapel is open to visitors
– however, it is also used
by Giggleswick school
pupils during school
chapel services. It is a
Grade II listed building –
both due to its impressive
exterior, the magnificent
Pre-Raphaelite paintings
and the beautiful interior
the chapel.
On the extraordinary interior of the dome, angels and saints are
depicted (pictured above) and the chapel has some of the most
spectacular stained glass windows in the area.

