
 
 

 
We are here tonight to honour a great historian. I first knew Eamon and Jenny, I think in 

1969, when Eamon was a research student in Cambridge, and they lived in a converted 
Victorian villa in the grounds of Selwyn College. This was an all-too-convenient drop-in 
place near the University Library for lonely students, and the Duffys endured such 

constant visitations with loving warmth and kindness. This was forty-four years ago, and 
their friendship since has been a great joy of my life. How much there is that I owed to 

them then that I have never repaid, and which only the angels know.  
 There were then a great many research students in Cambridge working on modern 
religious history, and what a nest of singing birds we were. In that dear dead golden age 

beyond recall, we all eventually found permanent employment. Eamon himself was a 
pillar of the Catholic chaplaincy, which had only just modernized itself after the thirty-

three year rule of the arch-traditionalist half-Spanish Monsignor Gilbey, a kindly pastor 
despite his snobbery and devotion to hunting hares with beagles. In the flat above Eamon 
lived Ted Royle, now a Methodist Professor at York, and the authority on Victorian 

secularism. Ted’s wife, an enthusiastic if amateur mechanic, littered the yard outside 
Eamon’s door with bicycle parts. 

 I was moved to verse:  
 

While Duffy within is up to his chin in cyclostyled papal Encyclicals,  

You will find black with oil 
A besoiled Mrs Royle 

At her toil manufacturing bicycles.  
 
Eamon then came to Durham, and Meg and I became engaged forty years ago in Eamon’s 

house in South Street. I have an early mental image of him, at my wedding, very smartly 
dressed, with his presents in his hands, a handsome casserole dish and a Victorian copy 

of the Ushaw College Crown of Jesus hymnal. Meg welcomed the one, and I the other.  
 Meg suggested that as you had heard a good deal from the serious Eamon, that it 
was my task to supply the antidote. But there is no need for an antidote, as Eamon 

communicates with the kind of Irish wit which through Swift and Sheridan and Shaw has 
contributed so greatly to English literature. Eamon’s Catholicism also has its Irish edge, 

not least, dare I say it, in a certain suspicion of authority, but as a Catholic in England, he 
began his academic life with an interest in its intellectual giant Cardinal Newman, and 
went on to write a Cambridge doctoral thesis on an eighteenth- and early nineteenth-

century rapscallion English priest, who was usually agin the government, called Joseph 
Berington, a leading figure in the English Catholic Enlightenment.  

 As much as Swift and Sheridan and Shaw, Eamon belongs to two worlds, the Irish 
and the English. This kind of middle identity has its own distinction and ambiguity, not 
quite flesh, fish, fowl or good red herring, indeed as I felt as an Australian in Cambridge 

writing about the Irish in England. The immigrant has left one world, and is not quite part 
of another.  Eamon made the transition with effortless ease, and later in life, had the 

Cambridge Divinity Faculty, surely the soul of Englishry, sing the hymn ‘Hail, glorious 
St Patrick’ in his living room on St Patrick’s Day.  There was no pleasing everyone: an 



old Irishwoman inspected Eamon’s family on a return to Ireland, and spat out ‘You’re all 
English now’, proceeding to sing a great many verses of an Irish rebel song before 

making her indignant departure.  
 In Durham, Eamon worked on the seventeenth century, and here he wrote well of 

Protestant religious practice and Nonconformity and on that great irenic divine Richard 
Baxter. Then, after a few years in London, he found his true native land again in 
Cambridge, when his church visiting in East Anglia bore fruit in The Stripping of the 

Altars. The work made Eamon’s international reputation.  
 For many Catholic readers, the revelation of The Stripping of the Altars was that 

the late medieval Mass was not a merely clerical affair, but involved so much in the way 
of lay ownership and participation, and could be a close and familiar and intimate lay 
experience as well as a distant and remote one. Again, some of the stranger saints’ cults, 

as of the virgin martyrs like Agatha and Agnes, suddenly made sense.  
 It was impossible to avoid the evidence cited, but Eamon’s sympathetic note was 

another matter. It drew on his memories of the Irish Catholicism of his childhood, which 
he came to think, for all its sins, had been in touch with spiritual realities, even through 
his sainted grandmother’s luminous bedroom Madonna. And so his scholarship was 

informed by an inner experience of what he wrote. But that was also a problem. Ronald 
Knox is supposed to have said that he wanted his great historical work Enthusiasm to be 

published by the Oxford University Press and not the Catholic Truth Society, because he 
wanted people to believe it to be true. Or as an East Anglian vicar put it, “what does 
Duffy know about the English Reformation? He’s just a papistical Irish peasant.’  

 Thus the work, though published by secular Yale, raises the question of the 
relation between scholarship and religious commitment indicated in a remark, ‘it might 

have carried even more conviction had it been written by a Wee Free Presbyterian called 
John Campbell Knox.’ Eamon was not the only historian to show the strengths of the 
older medieval tradition, as did Jack Scarisbrick, Christopher Haigh and Richard Rex, but 

Eamon’s book was a best-seller, read far beyond academia, and it shook the long reign 
over the subject of A.G. Dickens and Geoffrey Elton, overturning a Protestant narrative 

in favour of a Catholic one. My beloved Presbyterian Professor at St Andrews was famed 
for the refrain of his Reformation lectures, ‘But the corruption continued unabated’. 
Eamon showed that there was a great deal to be said  - apart from the undoubted 

corruption. Of course, there is no such thing as a wholly unbiased position: a secular one 
has its own inbuilt certitudes. Perhaps there has been a swing back against the Catholic 

version from a more explicitly secular point of view, one which is in greater harmony 
with the increasingly anti-Catholic temper of England in our times. I am thinking of the 
works of Professor Diarmid MacCulloch and the novels of Hilary Mantel. But Eamon 

made a revolution in his subject, one which any historian of the era must address. 
 In one respect, his emphasis is wholly modern. He loves pictures. He has a keen 

eye, and notices things, attending to the plastic arts of painting, sculpture and architecture 
which the Reformation had destroyed. The Protestant case suffers from its hatred of 
images. On the reformed view, the stained-glass smashers let in the light. Or in the words 

of the poet Edwin Muir:  
 

The Word made flesh here is made Word again …  
See there King Calvin with his iron pen,  



And God three angry letters in a book, …  
 

 Eamon’s presidential address to the Ecclesiastical History Society was a dazzling 
exposition of the content of a picture of the family of St Thomas More at prayer with 

their Books of Hours, in which he showed that the medieval prayers of the beads and the 
Renaissance cult of the book were not, as they often were, opposed. At a later date, 
Eamon’s beautifully illustrated Marking the Hours demonstrated that the Books of Hours 

were not to be dismissed as the fashion accessories of the idle rich, displaying a galloping 
individualism, ‘sanctified whingeing’, personal neurosis and social anomie, but 

connected the intimacies of their users’ prayer lives to the Church’s official liturgy, 
through their marginalia as well as through their bejewelled picture windows into heaven.  
 Eamon’s retreat from the eighteenth and seventeenth back into the sixteenth 

century made me wonder, after he had given a brilliant lecture on thirteenth-century 
Franciscan devotion, whether he would next turn up in the age of Hildebrand. In fact he 

fooled me by going everywhere at once, with a beautifully written and organized history 
of the papacy embracing the whole Catholic tradition, Saints and Sinners, enlivened with 
many an arresting portrait, and adroitly summarizing a great mass of modern scholarship. 

It was, no doubt, too critical for some (too many sinners), too enthusiastic for others (too 
many saints), but it has the great virtue of a grand narrative, only possible from a scholar 

who could stride with knowledge and confidence across the centuries.  
 Eamon returned to the sixteenth century with his study of a west country parish, 
The Voices of Morebath, to my mind his most intensely moving work, partly because its 

priest-hero Sir Christopher Trychay, anticipates a common modern experience of serving 
institutions which are no longer what they ought to be. A good deal of the book is a 

closely written account from a uniquely valuable source, the records kept by the parish 
priest, of the relationship between the Devonshire village community of Morebath and 
the cults and communion of saints in its parish church, and of the destruction of this 

whole elaborate structure of lay parochial life by the Reformation. There is a special 
delight in the skill with which Eamon uncovers the hitherto hidden fact that five of the 

young villagers, covertly supported by their elders, took part in the West Country 
rebellion against the imposition of the Prayer Book in 1549. Its conclusion – I have 
slightly shortened the passage - on Sir Christopher’s death is one of the most moving I 

know on the strange ways of continuity and discontinuity by which Catholic England 
became Protestant:  

 
He had been their priest, Catholic and Protestant, for fifty-four years, for fifty-
four years the heart and voice, above everything the voice, of all their enterprises. 

He had been the spirit of Morebath  … He had baptised their children, buried their 
dead, married every one of them. He had been the guide of their pieties, he had 

almost certainly encouraged their sons into rebellion, and, when the time came, he 
had eased them into a slow and settled conformity to a new order of things. For a 
little while they would remember him. … Perhaps Morebath knew that with Sir 

Christopher Trychay, they had lost something unique and irrecoverable, and that 
there, between the altar and the table, they had buried something of themselves.  

 



Here, brilliantly half-suppressed, is both a haunting sense of period and place and the 
modern English Catholic tragic note of exile from a greater history.  

 Since then Eamon has fluttered the dovecotes with a book arguing not that Mary 
Tudor was right, or that it was proper to burn heretics, but that Mary’s brutal policy was 

of its era and would have succeeded in restoring the faith in England had she survived. It 
was here that I found an aesthetic objection. Durham might have been splendid if 
converted to Baroque, as the English Melk or Vierzenheiligen, but would we love it quite 

so well?  
 Let me conclude on the note on which I began   One of the Eternal Father’s 

greatest gifts to his children is neither gold nor glory, for friendship is greater than these. 
My advice to the young would be ‘Find friends’. There is a touch of exaggeration in 
Belloc’s verse, but it expresses the proper sentiment:  

 
From quiet homes and first beginning 

Out to the undiscovered ends 
There’s nothing worth the wear of winning  
But laughter and the love of friends.  

 
Let us toast my friends, our friends, Jenny and Eamon.  

 
 
 

 
 

 


