
On March 23, 2020, Boris Johnson
placed the country under curfew, as he
introduced extreme measures to curb
the spread of the COVID-19 contagion –
the papers declared.
So what exactly is a curfew, where did
the idea come from?
The word derives from the Old French,
covrefeu, “to put out fires”, from covrir
“to cover” + feu “fire”. It originated in an
age when unattended fires were a
constant threat to our towns and
villages, comprising, as they mostly did,
of tightly packed, timber framed
buildings. We all remember the Great
Fire of London!
Later the word came to signify an order
establishing a specific time after which
certain regulations applied. This was
usually in times of war, when
unauthorized groups of people were
banned from being outdoors and
places of public assembly were to be
closed. The signal was commonly
made by the ringing of a church bell.
All Saints’ Allesley had maintained the
tradition of ringing the curfew for a good
500 years, only lapsing with the
commencement of the First World War.
So quaint and interesting was Allesley’s
“custom of tolling the curfew bell every
night at eight o’clock”, that it was
reported in the Coventry Evening
Telegraph in August 1900. Good for
Allesley for keeping it going - but not
very relevant for today, surely?

So was it some sort of premonition,
channelled through the mysterious
inheritance of the campanologist’s art,
that caused the ringers to decide, in
2017, to reinstate the ringing of the
curfew bell? That summer we installed
an electric chiming system for the tower
clock and as a nod to tradition added
the sounding of the curfew at 8.00 pm –
on the very same bell that had tolled out
that signal for Allesley since 1708. Then
a ringer used to ascend the tower every
evening to mark the time - now it is
done electrically, on a timer. In 2017 we
had to explain to visitors what it was all
about. Now we are all only too aware of
the realities of a lockdown.
I guess the weary plowman, being a key
worker, unable to operate from home,
would still be allowed to go out to
cultivate his field and help stock our
supermarket shelves. But as for the rest
of us? Well, we have learned that curfew
means that doing the ironing can feel
like the highlight of the day and that
managing to get an online food delivery
slot is like winning the lottery! At least
we are allowed the use of electricity and
possibly the naked flame should we so
wish.
But one thing is for sure. Allesley has
known the curfew before. We maybe
did not expect to see it again but we got
through it last time – we will get through
it this.
So when the 8.0 o’clock bell sounds, on
Thursdays whilst we ‘clap for carers’,
but also every other evening, perhaps
we could make it Allesley’s way of
remembering the debt we owe to our
lovely NHS staff and all key workers.
Keep Safe!


