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Cuthbert Hedley was a Victorian. Born in the year Victoria came to the throne, 
he died as the lamps of Victorian optimism were being extinguished in the First 
World War. He reached maturity in the 1850s: the world o f the popular press, the 
penny post, the railways, Palmerston and the ascendancy of the Liberal Party. The 
hungry 40s, the world of Chartism, the Irish immigration, the great struggle to 
repeal the Corn Laws, all lay beyond his active memory, in his boyhood as a doctor’s 
son in M orpeth in Northumberland. As a monk, he was to have a profound effect 
on Ampleforth and the new monastery at Belmont, contributing to the monastic 
re-awakening of the second half of the 19th century. As a bishop, he was one of 
the great Victorian missionaries, doing perhaps more than anyone to develop the 
Catholic Church in Wales. As a writer, he grappled with the great intellectual 
questions of the day, above all the great assault on faith and traditional belief made 
by the new trends o f thought in English society. He stood out as the leading 
intellectual among the bishops at the turn of the century, twice tipped for 
Westminster but content to be overshadowed by other and perhaps lesser men.

He was not a handsome boy. Some called him ugly. But he was bright and 
self confident. The Catholic environment in which he grew up at Morpeth, where 
his family had been doctors since 1788, prized toughness. The parish priest, Fr. 
Augustine Lowe, was an Ampleforth monk, the only novice to resist Baines and 
Burgess in 1830, a trenchant figure who once auctioned his coat rather than pay 
the Church Rate. At Ampleforth, the dark, remote little school of the 1840s, he 
showed his strengths: aged 12 he produced a play; in the 1853 Exhibition he 
delivered the Spanish speech, won premiums for Literature and Maths and played 
the first gravedigger in Hamlet and took part in a farce. These qualities of resilience 
and intelligence were to be the outstanding characteristics o f his life. They helped 
him achieve as much as he did, both in the practical but also the intellectual spheres. 
They gave him an independence o f spirit but also a fierceness of loyalty that again 
made him typical o f his generation.

As a boy and young monk in the 1850s, he saw the efforts of Wilfrid Cooper 
to transform Ampleforth and re-establish a fuller monastic life. As a novice, he came 
under the profound influence o f Fr. Laurence Shepherd, learning from him both 
about the Liturgy and also about the teaching on prayer o f Fr. Augustine Baker. 
He was one of Shepherd’s last novices and his monastic vision for the future was 
governed by holding together these two strands, the conventional and the 
contemplative, the liturgical and the mystical. In the juniorate, he was taught 
Theology by Fr. Austin Bury, a pioneer of the Thomist revival, who taught St. 
Thomas’s Summa with the aid o f hand-copied commentaries. From Bury, whose 
memory was prodigious and whose clarity of mind Hedley was always to admire, 
the young Br. Cuthbert learned a deep respect for hard, rational enquiry. Though 
he always felt he had benefited from a deep acquaintance with the Thomist system, 
and it shaped his view of many areas of theology and spirituality, it never stifled



his thought — rather the reverse, it opened his mind and made him more deeply 
sympathetic with the great currents of contemporary literature, philosophy and 
science. But despite the inspiring quality o f these teachers, Hedley was largely self- 
taught. The width of his reading, his analytic and systematic mind, his genuine 
curiosity, all made him a typically Victorian autodidact. For example, as a young 
monk he taught himself the piano, and music remained a passion throughout his. 
life. He would accompany church services on the organ, and even in later years 
visiting the Wards on the Isle of Wight would accompany W.G. Ward singing 
selections from Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro.

The great years o f self-education were the years he spent at Belmont in the 
1860s and early 1870s. There, where he taught from shortly after his ordination 
until he became a bishop, he found a monastic regime far more complete than 
anything the English monks had known since their expulsion from France. It had 
been set up in 1859 as a common novitiate, to raise the standards of monastic 
observance in the English Congregation, and to act as the cathedral and chapter 
of the Benedictine diocese of Newport. In this, it was heir to a tradition going back 
to France where a common novitiate had existed in the 1780s at Douay. As the heart 
of a Benedictine diocese, in direct descent from the Welsh District and behind that 
the Western District, the scheme was an echo of Baines’s ideas at Prior Park. But 
now the age was ripe for the experiment, where Baines’s had been premature. The 
1850s saw a great re-awakening of the monastic spirit that had been stifled by the 
Revolution. The habit was resumed. New monastic buildings were constructed 
— at Ampleforth, for example, the old Church and the New College, which created 
the space for a monastic liturgy and greater silence and stricter enclosure. Life at 
Belmont was austere. Complete silence was observed before lunch. Manual labour 
occupied the afternoons. Recreation took the form not of football or other games, 
but of long walks. The regime was frugal. The Mass and office were the mainspring 
of the day, Vespers being sung each evening according to the new metrical Mechlin 
chant. For the generation formed there from the 1860s onwards, monasticism was 
a way of life far more similar to the great revival on the Continent at Solesmes and 
Beuron than the style of the English houses in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
It was set against a background of gothic cloisters and choirs, echoing with medieval 
chant. The young men returned to their monasteries calling corridors cloisters, but 
there was little complaint. It was the trend of the age, towards the recovery of a 
vision of monasticism as a coherent, total lifestyle. The best monastic liturgy, with 
solemn Vespers and High Mass, was to be found on the big city parishes in 
Liverpool, not in the monasteries apart from Belmont. And this was the atmosphere 
in which Hedley developed for 11 years, throughout the 1860s.

As a young man, he was formidable but not forbidding. He was the preferred 
companion and advisor of younger monks who found other professors or the junior 
master too remote. One important aspect ofBelmont was the shared discovery of 
new dimensions in monastic life. To the first generation of professors, the features 
of monasticism that Belmont had been created to develop were almost as novel as 
they were for the novices and juniors. It was a house of study, and Hedley found 
his chance, indeed his duty, at Belmont to immerse himself in theological reading.
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His greatest discovery was Patristics, the writings of the Fathers of the early Church. 
Benedictine monasticism originated in Patristic times and its spirituality is far closer 
to the Patristic conception of Christ, the Church and the sacraments than to the 
Tridentine framework of ideas. The recovery o f monasticism inevitably pointed 
to a recovery of the Fathers and Hedley contributed to this with a series o f articles 
in the Dublin Review which first drew attention to his name. At Belmont and on 
a wider stage he was beginning to establish himself as the rising young man of 
the English Benedictines. He came into the circle o f Catholic intellectuals — 
W.G. Ward invited him to stay on the Isle o f Wight; Manning marked him out as 
a potential bishop.

The late 1860s saw an increasing polarisation among the English Catholics. 
Manning was Archbishop of Westminster from 1865. A convinced ultramontane, 
he worked hard for the triumph of the Holy See, increasingly besieged by the forces 
of anticlericalism and nationalism in Italy. He combined his devotion to papal 
authority with a deep pastoral concern for the working classes and a distaste for 
the social and cultural references that characterised both the old English Catholics 
and many o f the new Oxford converts. W.G. Ward was immersed in controversy 
on the ultramontane side, using the Dublin Review which he edited as one o f his 
chief platforms. O n the other hand, the Rambler, the chief organ of more liberal 
thought which Newman had edited for a short period, had been suppressed. 
Newman emerged from the obscurity o f a succession of failures in 1864 with his 
Apologia, establishing himself as the foremost writer and theologian of the English 
Catholics. His rivalry with Manning was notorious. His hesitations about a 
definition of Papal infallibility became public knowledge. Yet Hedley’s involvement 
in the Dublin Review and his becoming the protégé o f Manning and Ward did not 
mark him out as a narrow party man. He read deeply in Newman’s writings and, 
in the opinion of his obituary in the Dublin Review, was more deeply influenced 
by Newman than by any other single author. Hedley thus straddled two worlds: 
the clerical authoritarianism of Manning and the open engagement with the 
problems of modern thought of Newman. He was to prove a practical man of affairs, 
a great administrator, a pastoral bishop like Manning, and an interpreter o f the age 
and of his faith for contemporaries after the manner of Newman.

In 1873, he was chosen as the new auxiliary Bishop of Newport, to assist the 
venerable Bishop Brown, the Downside monk who had stood up for the rights 
of his house and the congregation against Baines in Rome and caught the Curia’s 
attention by skipping to keep warm. Brown had been the bishop in Wales since 
1840, and was a real pioneering missionary. When he became Vicar Apostolic in 
1840, there were 17 missions in his district and about 5,000 Catholics. At his death 
in 1880, he left 47 churches and 40,000 Catholics. In his late 70s, it was clear Brown 
needed an assistant and probable successor. He wanted Fr. Norbert Sweeney, a very 
able Downside monk and parish priest in Bath. But Manning wanted Hedley, and 
his wishes prevailed. Hedley was consecrated a bishop by Manning, Brown, 
Chadwick o f his home diocese o f Hexham, along with the Benedictine bishops 
Ullathorne and Collier. He was 36 years old.

He took up residence at St. Francis Xavier’s in Hereford, playing the rôle



Ullathorne named in a letter to him “an episcopal curate”. He was Vicar General 
of the diocese, business secretary in spiritual and temporal matters, inspector of 
the elementary schools, but his work as auxiliary did not occupy his time, his energy 
or his talents at full stretch. Instead, he embarked on a series o f tasks that marked 
the opening of a new phase in his life. He started his career as a retreat giver: over 
the next 40 years he was to become one o f the best-known in the country and to 
publish three volumes of his retreat conferences. His manner in his retreats was 
serious, earnest but down-to-earth and practical, offering humane advice that 
tempered the severity o f much of his message. He consolidated his reputation as 
a preacher, so that over the next 40 years he became the most sought-after episcopal 
speaker, featuring at almost every major event o f the Benedictines and the Church 
at large. For example, he preached at nearly every major ecclesiastical funeral: 
Manning, Vaughan, Ullathorne, Brown, Brownlow. He was a powerful speaker 
but no orator. His appeal was not to the emotions but to the minds o f his 
congregations and he was quite prepared to speak over people’s heads rather than 
omit or caricature elements in his teaching. His work in the primary schools began 
his interest and expertise in education that made him the bishops’ expert. He was 
in at an early stage, as Forster’s Act had revolutionised the provision of schools only 
three years before. As a supply-priest over weekends he gradually learnt about the 
life of the clergy and mastered the craft of the parish priest.

The 1860s and 1870s were thus two formative decades when his education 
was advanced and deepened. But the contrast between the monastic 1860s in 
Belmont and the pastoral 1870s in Hereford should not be exaggerated. Hedley 
saw the tensions between monastic and parish life but did not believe that they were 
irreconcilable. The English Congregation o f the Benedictines was driving fast to 
develop both its monastic character and its parish work in the 1870s and few thought 
that the two impulses could not be kept together in harness. They were not yet 
seen as rivals but complementary. Hedley combined the two in his own person 
and developed a monastic spirituality encompassing a profound devotion to 
contemplative prayer, a robust personal austerity and a high monastic culture. For 
Hedley, the 1870s were also an advance on the previous decade intellectually. He 
became editor o f the Dublin Review after Ward’s retirement in 1878. He published 
a study in Christology, Our Divine Saviour in 1875. He kept up a correspondence 
with Newman. He was emerging as a prominent Catholic theologian, the most 
promising theologian among the English bishops.

The 40 year episcopate ofjoseph Brown ended with his death in 1880. Hedley 
was named his successor and installed in 1881. The 35 years of his own rule in 
Cardiff were a continuation and development ofBrow n’s achievements. In 1881, 
Wales had 40,000 Catholics and 47 churches. By 1915, there were 80,000 Catholics 
and 80 churches. One of his first acts was to move the centre o f the diocese from 
Newport to Cardiff. In 1895, he split the diocese creating a new northern diocese 
of Menevia. By 1915, he was arguing for the elevation of Cardiff to the rank of 
archdiocese with Menevia as suffragan, which happened in 1916 as his successor 
was the first Archbishop of Cardiff. He was devoted to his clergy, showing a special 
concern to build up the number of diocesan clergy and reduce his dependence on
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Benedictine priests. In 1881, there were only 13 secular priests in Wales; by 1915, 
there were 54. The great majority o f the Welsh parishes were remote, one-man 
missions and so he ensured a training for the young priests by getting the Fathers 
of Charity to surrender a Cardiff parish and the Benedictines to surrender Rhymney. 
Here the priests could serve as a team in a large parish before going on to remote 
villages. In 1889, he produced the Priest’s Guide, a manual setting down the life of 
the ordinary priest. He laid down a daily rule of life: half an hour’s meditation, a 
visit to the Blessed Sacrament, a nightly examination of conscience and weekly 
confession. Matins and Lauds should be said the previous evening. The priest should 
keep alive the study of Theology, history and lives o f the saints. His principal 
morning sermon should be a full 15-20 minutes of instruction. Other sermons 
should be five minutes.

He did not surrender the editorship of the Dublin Review until 1884 and during 
those six years he changed its character, shifting it away from the narrow pre
occupations of W.G. Ward. Ullathorne congratulated him, saying it was high time 
they had a Catholic rather than a party review. He avoided publishing an attack 
by Ward on Newman’s use of the word conscience and, on Newman being made 
a cardinal, wrote a warm encomium of his chief intellectual inspiration. The 1880s 
and 1890s saw Hedley engaging with several o f the major issues of the day, 
especially the authority of scripture, evolution and faith. They were not entirely 
new themes: Hedley’s first article on evolution had been published in 1869, only 
ten years after Darwin’s Origin of Species. But characteristic throughout was the 
determination to take the modern world, modern science and thought and its effect 
on religion, seriously.

Much the same willingness to open the Church and the individual to 
contemporary challenges inspired his long campaign to allow Catholics to attend 
Oxford and Cambridge. As early as 1867, against the advice of Prior Bede Vaughan, 
he prevailed upon Bishop Brown to write in support o f Newman’s proposed 
Oratory at Oxford. In 1882, he was still arguing in favour of Oxford and 
Cambridge, specially with an eye to lapsation among the English upper classes. 
Manning was the great obstacle to this change. His hostility to the old Anglicanism 
of the universities and the new mood of unbelief was profound and his defensiveness 
towards the outside world was far more marked than Hedley’s. Manning died in 
1892 and almost at once the question was reopened. Hedley was made chairman 
of the Committee looking after religious instruction o f the young Catholics there. 
In 1896 the Jesuits opened Clark’s Hall, now Campion Hall, at Oxford, and St. 
Edmund’s House was opened for secular clergy at Cambridge. In 1897, Hunter 
Blair’s Hall, now St. Benet’s Hall, was opened by Ampleforth at Oxford. In 1898, 
Hedley gave the first course o f conferences to the Catholic undergraduates.

Thus Hedley was acceptable to the ultramontanes but did not share their 
narrowness and fear of the modern world, and appreciated the struggle of Newman 
and others to come to terms with the challenge of the modern world without it 
in any way impeding his work as a strong, pastoral bishop. He bridged the gulf 
largely by breadth of mind and strength of character. Much the same was true of 
his outlook towards monasticism. The 1880s saw a polarisation of attitude and
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expectation among the English Benedictines in which Hedley steadily refused to 
descend to the level of party. On the one hand, these were some of the most fervent 
of the monastic reformers who sought a restoration of monastic life to the English 
houses. They tended to be ultramontane, looking to Roman intervention to secure 
the fulfilment o f their hopes. They delighted in precisely those elements of 
monasticism that cut most deeply across the trends of the age — especially the idea 
of abbatial authority and life abbots, in an England moving gradually towards 
democracy. On the other hand, the parish missionaries who were committed above 
all to work for the conversion of England and the consolidation and development 
of the parish structure, who were not hostile to a revival in plainchant, silence, the 
habit or the cloistered life, but turned sharply against monastic reform when it 
threatened their own parish work.

Hedley was a conservative in the sense that he did not favour congregational 
constitutional change. He stated in a report to Rome in 1887 that he did not think 
it expedient for the parishes, which had their own superiors and organisation in 
the form of Provincials in the north and the south, to be subordinated to the 
monasteries. The monasteries and the parishes have such clearly different aims, they 
must be kept apart. In this he was plainly right. If the Benedictine mission was to 
survive, it had to keep its independent organisation from the monasteries. But in 
1890, Rome laid down that the provincial structures were abolished and the priors 
of the monasteries divided the parishes between them and took over their direct 
control. This was not only a victory for monastic principle, asserting the autonomy 
and priority of the monasteries, it was also a victory for ultramontane authority: 
270 years of English Benedictine tradition was changed over the heads of violent 
opposition from a substantial body of opinion, perhaps the majority, by the stroke 
o f a pen in Rome, and the infrastructures o f the two provinces, with a series of 
regional authorities in which about a quarter o f the priests held some sort of 
authoritative position, was replaced by the direct rule of the priors. Hedley was 
a conservative only in the sense that he regretted this change on practical grounds 
and the past 100 years have probably proved he was right. He was not a conservative 
in the sense that he opposed all monastic reform: far from it.

His devotion to Ampleforth was profound and lasting. He attended the 
Exhibition every year from going to Belmont until his death except for only three 
or four times. In 1875, he was chosen as Vice-President and Chaplain of the newly- 
formed Ampleforth Society. By 1883, he was already talking of retirement to 
Ampleforth. His influence became dominant in the mid-1880s with the election 
as Prior of his own secretary, Fr. Anselm Burge. Burge had been Prefect of Studies 
in 1874—1875 and had introduced the Oxford Local and London Matriculation 
Examinations. These were the early years of Stephen Kearney, Prior from 1874 to 
1880. But Kearney’s enthusiasm waned in 1878—1880. He began to look for an 
escape from monastic life and settled on the real reservations that surrounded the 
circumstances of his baptism. He had been conditionally baptised again when he 
was ordained, but that left the status of his monastic vows open to question. With 
this excuse, he gave up monastic life, declaring his profession invalid, in 1880. This 
threw the community into a quandary — the shock of the Prior’s departure being
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exacerbated by the sudden realisation that all his acts as Prior, even the appointment 
of officials, must also be invalid. These problems were overcome but for the next 
five years Ampleforth struggled with a succession of superiors who could not inject 
the confidence back into the community. These were years of turmoil for the 
English Benedictines, locked as they were in deep dispute about congregational 
reform. Ampleforth, inevitably, adopted a very conservative posture.

Then in 1885, the community got the unusual opportunity to elect their own 
candidate as Prior. Usually, priors were appointed by the General Chapter. They 
chose Hedley’s secretary, the reforming Prefect of a decade before who had served 
in the meanwhile as chaplain to Lord Petre’s school at Woburn Park. Burge returned 
to his previous policy of modernisation. He introduced the Oxford and Cambridge 
Higher Certificate. Games were made compulsory. Soccer was now played 
throughout the school and matches with other schools started. Athletics and 
swimming were taken up, cricket was made more professional. An Eton uniform 
was adopted in the lower school. More contact with the outside world was 
encouraged, with expeditions to concerts and lectures. The school grew. By 1895, 
there were 120 boys.

Great plans were made for the future. In 1891, fund raising started for a new 
monastery. The architect, Bernard Smith, produced a plan in 1893 for a unified 
scheme of monastery, church, six classrooms, chemistry laboratories, libraries, 
playrooms, a dormitory, a hall, workshops and infirmary, with a refectory for 200 
and a washplace for 120. The plan would have cost £130,000. The scheme suggested 
a monastery o f 40 monks and a school o f 200 boys. The first stone o f the new 
monastery was laid in 1894; the work was completed in 1898 and Hedley blessed 
the building in 1899.

In 1890, Burge started the Ampleforth Diary, largely a formal record of the 
school. In 1895, Hedley suggested a literary review should be started up and that 
year the Diary was transformed into the Ampleforth Journal. Hedley wrote solid 
articles for edition after edition in the 20 years before he died, expressing a wide- 
ranging monastic culture of history, literature, theology and spirituality. The bound 
articles form a very substantial volume. Thejournal was, in its early days especially, 
a vital intellectual stimulation for the community and a major channel by which 
Hedley influenced Ampleforth.

In 1897, Hunter Blair’s Hall was founded. Once more, Hedley’s direct 
intervention was responsible for one of the most significant steps in the emergence 
of modern Ampleforth, creating the setting for generations of Ampleforth monks 
to receive an Oxford training and in the process to transform Ampleforth 
from small, parochial, and rather dim, to having to measure itself up against the 
modern world.

Burge was succeeded as Prior by Oswald Smith in 1898. Smith changed all 
the officials and allowed the regime in the school to revert to older patterns. 
Numbers declined — 120 in 1895,100 in 1900, 78 in 1903. Smith was a delightful 
and holy man but indecisive and far from businesslike. But at last sensible 
appointments were made: in 1902, Fr. Bede Turner was made procurator and in 
1903 Edmund Matthews was made headmaster. They turned the tide. The school



numbers climbed back. By 1908, over 120 and by 1914 over 140. Matthews 
continued the work of modernisation undertaken by Burge, but with the added 
dimension of an Oxford Greats course behind him. His inspiration was at least 
in part the example of Winchester and the English public schools, then in their hey
day in the years before the First World War, not merely academically excellent but 
also great centres of Christian life and mission. Successive Headmasters of 
Winchester became Anglican bishops, and the school produced administrators, 
imperial officials, judges and clergy intoned with a deep sense of mission. That was 
the ideal Edmund Matthews sought to emulate.

Even here, he was not removed from the outlook of Hedley. The determination 
to break into the world of Oxford and Cambridge was inspired too by his deep 
appreciation o f the values o f classical education. In three major lectures, he spelled 
out his views on Benedictine education. In 1886, to celebrate the 25 years since 
the New College had been built, he spoke of the happy union o f missionary and 
monastic in the school (it was of course at the hottest moment of the missionary 
and monastic controversy). “ In a Benedictine house, the students are always part 
of the Community.” In 1903, celebrating the centenary of the foundation of the 
school at Ampleforth, he defined the key characteristics o f an Ampleforth monk 
as tenacity, sincerity and hard work. He praised the revival o f monasticism. And 
he called for a development on all fronts of the new Ampleforth — ecclesiastical, 
university, college and missionary. In 1912, celebrating 50 years of the New College, 
he once more praised the missionary value of the school and laid out the ideal of 
a Hellenic Liberal education, the real education of the Christian character o f piety 
and honesty in terms that must have won the deep sympathy of the Headmaster.

Hedley’s last visit to Ampleforth was to lay the foundation stone o f what is 
now Junior House in 1914. By then, he was a most august and venerable figure, 
a bishop for over 40 years and Bishop of Newport for well over 30. He had been 
lame since 1870 and walked with sticks — the pain and discomfort deepened the 
power and dignity of the man. He had lost the early approachability he had shown 
in the 1860s. Rather forbidding, he could crush well-intentioned but gauche 
conversationalists. He did not suffer fools gladly. But he commanded more than 
respect. He was loved, not only by his fellow monks at Ampleforth, who owed 
him so much but also by the people and clergy at Cardiff. His devotion and personal 
qualities were widely appreciated. It was known that his name had twice been put 
forward to become Archbishop of Westminster: in 1892, to succeed Manning, the 
terna had been Vaughan, Hedley and Gilbert. In 1903, to succeed Vaughan, it had 
been Hedley, Gasquet and Bourne. But his lack of personal ambition, his devotion 
to people whether monks and their monastic culture and hopes or the people of 
Wales with their Welsh language and literature and music and history, above all 
his deep religious spirit made him one of the great churchmen of his time.
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