
SOME SOURCES FOR ENGLISH BENEDICTINE
HISTORY

by

DOM VINCENT MARRON

T h is  article concerns the history o f the English Benedictine 
Congregation in particular during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, when all the communities which made up the C on
gregation were living abroad and sending monks to England to 
serve on the mission. In recent years, the study o f Catholicism in 
England during these centuries has intensified, and many are now 
engaged in research into Recusant history. When, as a result o f 
all this labour, the records are known and understood, an assess
ment may become possible. In such an assessment the part played 
by the clergy is bound to be an important factor, and among the 
clergy the Benedictines, though less numerous than the secular 
priests or the Jesuits, are worthy o f consideration.1

There is at once a difficulty. The records o f the Congregation 
are to be found not only in England but in many places in Europe. 
The scope, importance and exact location o f those that have sur
vived the upheavals o f the past are known only to a few. Before 
any history can be attempted, a systematic account must be given 
o f the extant records. M y purpose here is to say where some records 
are today and to suggest where others might be found. The account 
given will, no doubt, prove incomplete, and may serve as a starting 
point for a more systematic account. Before considering the records 
themselves, it will be well to rehearse, for the benefit o f those who 
are unfamiliar with the subject, the origin o f the term ‘English 
Congregation’ .

The present English Congregation has been in existence since the 
union o f August 1619, when there were about one hundred and
1 The size o f the English Benedictine Congregation in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries is given in a table in The Education o f Eighteenth-Century English Monks 
by Dom Hugh Aveling in th e  d o w n sid e  r e v ie w , 1961, p. 135*
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ENGLISH BENEDICTINE HISTORY
:'nrty monks engaged in the mission. These monks belonged to 
:hree distinct bodies: to the Italian or Cassinese Congregation o f 
St Justina; to the Congregation o f Spain; and to what was recognized 
= s the old English Congregation. The Cassinese were only six or 
seven in number. They did not accept the terms agreed to by the 
other two bodies and did not enter the Congregation when it was 
-estored in 1619. By far the largest group was that composed o f 
English monks, about a hundred in number, who had made their 
profession either in Spain or under the obedience o f the Congre
gation o f Spain. They were governed immediately by an English 
rjperior who was answerable to the superiors in Spain by whom 
he was appointed.

For some years before the union o f 1619 four convents o f English 
nonks had been in existence: St Gregory’s at D ouai; St Laurence’s 
at Dieulouard; St Benedict’s at St M alo; and St Edmund’s at 
Paris. Shortly after the Chapter o f 1641 a German house was made 
over to the English Congregation, the former nunnery o f St Adrian 
2nd St Denis at Lamspring in the diocese o f Hildesheim. In 1669 
St Benedict’s at St M alo was handed over to the Maurist Con
gregation. St Gregory’s, St Laurence’s and St Edmund’s remained 
undisturbed until the French Revolution, and the Abbey o f 
Lamspring until it was suppressed by the Prussian Government in 
1803. After the French Revolution, St Gregory’s and St Laurence’s 
returned to England and settled at Downside and Ampleforth 
respectively. St Edmund’s eventually found a home in the convent 
at Douai which had been evacuated by the community o f St 
Gregory’s and remained there for nearly a century, from 1818 
rill 1903, when they returned to England and settled at W oolhampton, 
retaining the name ‘Douai Abbey’ .

Many o f the records o f the English Congregation were destroyed 
it the French Revolution. Since then only one full history o f the 
Congregation has been completed, and this has remained in manu- 

:ript. It is the work o f Dom  Athanasius Allanson, a monk o f St 
Laurence’s, who was appointed Annalist o f the Congregation at 
:he General Chapter in 1842.2 A s Annalist, he had access to every

! Allanson *s MSS works are at Ampleforth. These are: History o f the English Bene- 
: : tine Congregation, in two volumes; Acts o f General Chapter, in two volumes; 
records, in five volumes; and Biographies o f Monks o f the E.B.C., in two volumes.
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species o f document then available. In the Preface to his History 
he gives an account o f earlier historians o f the Congregation:

‘Great pains appear to have been bestowed in the beginning o f 
the Congregation in keeping ample Registers o f passing events. 
But after the lapse o f some years, this useful practice began to 
grow into disuse, and though the standing Laws o f the Body called 
upon the various Superiors to chronicle any important matters 
which occurred during their administration, yet the work was 
either overlooked or postponed at the time and then afterwards 
neglected; so that notwithstanding several Capitular Regulations, 
it has never been properly enforced either in ancient or modern 
times."

Allanson does not refer by name to any early works on the history 
o f the Congregation. He certainly knew Fr Augustine Baker’s 
Treatise o f  the English Benedictine Mission, but may have omitted 
it on the grounds that it was only partly historical. Most o f this 
work was written to impress upon the younger monks the spiritual 
dangers o f the mission in England and to induce them to choose
the safer way by living, if  possible, always in their monasteries. 
The historical portion, which forms the final section o f the work, 
is printed in the volume o f records o f English monks published by 
the Catholic Records Society.3 Allanson apparently did not know 
o f the texts concerning Fr Baker preserved in the Bibliothèque 
Mazarine in Paris. O f these, Fr Baker’s Autobiography and Fr 
Leander Prichard’s Life o f  Fr Baker are printed in the same volume 
o f records, together with Fr Thomas W oodhope’s Obits o f  Eminent 
Benedictines o f which Allanson likewise makes no mention.4

The first o f the Congregational Annalists to be mentioned by 
name is Fr Philip Ellis, who was commissioned by President Shir- 
burne, after the Chapter in 1681, to compile the Annals o f the 
Congregation. Allanson remarks that his indifferent state o f health 
prevented Fr Ellis from making all the researches that were necessary. 
From the Biographies we learn that in 1685 Fr Ellis was one o f the 
Royal Chaplains appointed on the erection o f a convent o f Bene
dictine monks at the Palace o f St James. In 1688, when Innocent

8 C.R.S. XXXIII (1933), edited by Dom Justin McCann and Dom Hugh Connolly, 
p. 155.
4 Op. cit., pp. 1-154. Woodhope’s Obits are from Wood MS. B 6 in the Bodleian 
Library: see Dom Hugh Connolly’s Introduction» op. cit., p. 240.
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wy XI divided England into four districts, he was selected for the 

Western Vicariate and consecrated Bishop in M ay o f that year
of at the Royal Chapel o f St James. When the Revolution broke out

us. in the following November, he was imprisoned in Newgate. On
to regaining his liberty, he joined the exiled James II at St Germain

led and later lived in Rom e.5 The next to be mentioned, Fr John
ers Townson, was a monk o f Lamspring who had been sent in 1688
ras to the University o f Trier, where he took the degree o f Doctor o f
rds Divinity. On his return, his Abbot set him to search the archives
ins, o f the Abbey and to write its history, which he duly completed,
era in Latin, four years later.

The most important work, in Allanson’s opinion, was that o f
:ory Br Bennet Weldon. Weldon was born in 1674, converted to the
er’s Faith at an early age and professed as a choir monk at St Edmund’s
tied in 1692. In 1707 President Gregson asked him to draw up a history
this o f the Congregation, but Weldon felt himself to be lacking the
tual necessary experience for this task. Instead he set down in writing
rose a large mass o f miscellaneous information on the Benedictines and
ries. collected and transcribed numerous papers and records so that
ork, some other, more qualified than himself, might later compose a
d by full history. His manuscript Memorials, or Collections, in two
now large volumes, are preserved at Douai Abbey. The whole work
èque was completed in five months and is certainly the most valuable
I Fr collection o f materials for the history o f the English Benedictines
lume after the Reformation. For this work Weldon had access to two
ment important sources which have since disappeared: a Chronology 

compiled by Fr Philip Ellis and the revision and continuation o f
d by W oodhope’s Obits by Fr Thomas Vincent Sadler.
Shir- Weldon also composed a summary o f his larger work, known as

f  the Chronological Notes. He did this by selecting some o f the passages
:ealth where he himself tells the story from the documents at his disposal,
ssary. while omitting all but a few o f the documents copied or inserted
?f the in the Collections. This was completed in 1709; and two years
Bene- later Weldon produced ‘a reviewed, corrected and augmented’
ijcent version o f the same work. There are two manuscripts o f the 1709
■noily, version at Downside, one in the author’s own hand, the other a

iocleian 5 Allanson also notes that Leo XII gave Bishop Ellis’s library to Dr Baines for the 
use of his successors in the Western District (see Biographies, i/320).
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copy made in 1713, the year in which he died. The original manu
script o f the 1711 version is at Douai Abbey. A n edition o f the 
Chronological Notes was printed at Stanbrook A bbey in 1881. 
This edition rests on W eldon’s earlier text, and has in addition 
many dates inserted in it (almost all within round brackets) which 
are not W eldon’s. Some writers have been misled by the edition 
and have judged Weldon exclusively by it.6

Four years after W eldon’s death Fr Edward Chorley was 
appointed Historian o f the Congregation by General Chapter but 
died within the year. According to Allanson, the subject was not 
resumed till after the French Revolution, except that Fr W illiam 
Hewlett composed a History o f St Edmund’s, ‘extracted in great 
measure from the pages o f W eldon’, and brought the Annals o f 
that house down to 1742.

Allanson’s immediate predecessor was Fr Cuthbert Rooker, 
who devoted some time to collecting the biographies o f his departed 
brethren. But by Allanson’s day these materials appear to have 
been destroyed or lost.

In his History Allanson produced a systematic record o f the 
Congregation down to the year 1850. Since his death, no further 
attempt has been made to write the history o f the Congregation 
during those years. M uch work was done in the first half o f this 
century by Dom  Hugh Connolly o f Downside, Dom  (later, Abbot) 
Justin M cCann o f Ampleforth and Dom  Stephen Marron o f Douai. 
The fruits o f their labours are to be found in articles, especially 
in t h e  d o w n s i d e  r e v i e w  and the Douai Magazine.7 A  glance at 
these articles and at the volume edited by Dom  Justin M cCann 
and Dom  Hugh Connolly for the Catholic Records Society will 
show immediately that the interests o f these three historians lay 
predominantly in the first half o f the seventeenth century; Dom  
Hugh Connolly and Dom  Stephen Marron were concerned with the 
re-establishment o f the Congregation, the founding o f the houses 
and their early members, while Abbot M cCann’s interests centred 
largely on Fr Augustine Baker. Their work is o f great importance

* See Weldon and his Critics by Dom Stephen Marron in The Douai Magazine, 1922, 
pp. 7-19.
7 See articles in t h e  d o w n sid e  re v ie w  between 1927 and 1943, and in The Douai 
Magazine between 1920 and 1936.
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manu- for the period with which it deals, but it tells us very little o f the
of the regular conventual life in the houses o f the Congregation, o f the

[881. relations with neighbours both clerical and lay, o f the position
Lition and influence which the monks enjoyed in the land o f their adoption,
which of the connections with England and the work on the mission in
dition that country, o f the monastic observance, o f the standard o f their 

studies or o f their intellectual achievements,
r was The same is, to a great extent, true o f Allanson’s History. His
er but method is to take each period o f four years between successive
is not General Chapters and to give an account o f the events that occurred
^illiam in that time. He himself defines the scope o f his work. His main

great concern, he explains in the Preface, is with the formation o f the
aïs o f Congregation and thereafter with the most important events that 

took place within it. He has two main categories o f important
ooker, events, those which concern the relationship o f the congregation
?arted with other bodies, and those which concern internal dissensions

have within the Congregation. Finally, he considers it important to 
present as full an account as possible o f the Regulations o f Chapters,

of the He says explicitly that the state o f the mission or o f the individual
-rther convents at any given time is only touched on incidentally. These
nation were his aims, and it is not to belittle his work to suggest that it
: f  this now admits o f being extended and supplemented, especially in
^bbot) the light o f our increasing understanding o f Catholicism in England
3ouai. during the period covered by his History.
ecially Allanson’s Biographies o f  Monks o f  the English Congregation
nee at are sketches o f nearly all the English Benedictines from the end o f
cCann the sixteenth century to 1850. It appears to have been the last work
ty will o f any size that he undertook. His knowledge o f the material at
ns lay his disposal was thorough and detailed; his method was critical,

Dom and it is rare to find a statement in his text for which he fails to
::h the cite a good authority. What is o f interest here is that he gives a
houses full list o f his sources, including those in manuscript. Defective
sntred as it is, it is the only such list compiled since the French Revolution
r^nce and I give it here in full:

1. The Acts o f the General Chapter in two volumes.
*** 1922, 2. Account book belonging to the South Province.
w Douai 3. Account books belonging to the North Province, in two

volumes.
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4. Fr Augustine Baker’s W ork on the Mission (MS. at 

Ampleforth).8
5. M r Birdsall’s life or account o f Abbot H eatley.8
6. Berington’s Panzani.10
7. Dr Challoner’s Missionary Priests.
8. D odd’s Church History (of England) in three volumes.11
9. M r Howard’s Ledger P from 1738 to his death in 1766.

10. M r Howard’s D ay Book from 1738 to 1766.
11. M r Howard’s D ouay Accounts.12
12. Council Book o f St Edmund’s from 1619 to 1646.13
13. Council Book o f St Gregory’s from 1683 to 1726 in the 

Public Library at D ouay.14
14. Council Book o f Lamspring from 1715 to 1802.
15. Liber Depositi o f St Gregory’s at Douay.
16. In the Public Library at Lisle there are a thousand letters to 

President W alker.15
17. Profession Book o f St Gregory’s at Douay.16
18. Hewlett’s Annals o f St Edmund’s.
19. Records o f the English Benedictines which I have had copied 

in five volumes.17
8 This is probably Ampleforth MS. 119 used by Dom Hugh Connolly. It is the second 
volume of a copy of the whole treatise made by Dame Barbara Constable and finished 
in 1645. The companion volume, containing the first part, is at Downside (see n. 3 
above).
9 Fr Maurus Heatley, elected in January 1762, was Abbot o f Lamspring until his 
death in August 1802 (see Biographies, i/524-554).
10 Joseph Berington’s translation o f The Memoirs o f Gregorio Panzani, published at 
Birmingham, 1793.
11 Charles Dodd (pseudonym for Hugh Tootel). His Church History o f  England from 
the Commencement o f the Sixteenth Century to the Revolution o f  1688, edited by 
Tierney, was published in London in five volumes between 1839 and 1843. There 
was an earlier edition in three volumes published in Brussels between 1737 and 1742.
12 Placid John Howard of the ancient family o f Corby Castle in Cumberland became 
President o f the Congregation in 1753 but remained on the mission in England. 
He was President until his death at St Gregory’s, Douai, in July 1766 (see Biographies, 
i/407-8).
13 This MS. volume is now at Douai Abbey.
14 The original MS. is still in the Public Library at Douai (see Catalogue des manu
scrits de la bibliothèque publique de Douai, by Abbé C. Dehaisne, Paris, 1878, no. 
548). There is a transcript at Douai Abbey.
15 Now in the Departmental Archives at Lille (see Répertoire Numérique des Archives 
Départementales du Nord —  Série H, by Max Bruchet, pp. 262-66).
16 The Liber Graduum, as it is called, is preserved at Downside. It covers the period 
from 12th May 1607 to the French Revolution, but with a gap from 1650 to 1668.
17 The first two volumes cover the period down to 1818. Most o f the records they 
contain are drawn from Weldon or Dodd. There are two references (i/697, 698) to 
a ‘Book o f Records in the Public Library in Douai’, which I have been unable to 
identify with certainty from Dehaisne’s Catalogue.
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20. South Province Book S containing chiefly the Acts o f 

Provincial Chapters o f the South Province.
21. South Province Book R  containing the Councils held by the 

South Provincial and copies o f a number o f documents.
22. Townson’s History o f Lamspring, belonging to Ampleforth.
23. Book o f Acts o f the Visit at St Laurence’s at Dieulouard, 

containing also a list o f those who joined the confraternity 
o f the Rosary.18

24. W eldon’s Memorials o f  the Benedictine Congregation in two 
volumes.

25. W eldon’s Chronological Notes.
26. Fr Thomas Welsh’s Diary from the year 1767 to his death.19
27. W ood’s Athenae Oxonienses.
28. M aihew’s Trophœa Benedictinorum in the British M useum .20

This list gives some idea o f the records which have survived the 
French Revolution and o f the research which is needed to bring 
them to the light o f day. Such a survey is a necessary preliminary 
to almost any systematic work on the history o f the English Con
gregation. It would need to be comprehensive. A  monk, for example, 
though professed for one house, sometimes studied in another 
before passing to the mission, where he worked in several different 
localities, retiring perhaps to become Chaplain to a convent o f 
English nuns in France or Flanders. Such mobility makes the 
writing o f a simple biographical note a complex piece o f work.

Allanson and others who have written since his time have left 
several clues which allow us to suggest where material for a history 
o f the English Congregation may be found today.

Outside England, there is, first, the material touching the origin 
of the Congregation. In Spain, the archives o f the Spanish Con
gregation are preserved in the monastery o f San Domingo, at 
Silos near Burgos. These archives contain many important letters 
and other papers sent by the English monks o f the Congregation 
to their Spanish superiors in the first half o f the seventeenth century.21
18 This is now at Ampleforth Abbey.
1#Now in the Archives at Lille. It covers the period from 18th October 1767 to 
2nd August 1792. There is a copy at Douai Abbey.
*° See A Rare Benedictine Book, by Dom Hugh Connolly, t h e  d o w n sid e  r e v ie w , 
1932, p. 108.
11 See, for example, A List o f  the English Monks o f  the Spanish and English Con- 
negations, 1613, and Two Official Relations o f the State o f the English Congregation, 
iith  Introductions and notes by Dom Hugh Connolly, in C.R.S. XXXIII.
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Dom  Hugh Connolly thought this material second in value only to 
W eldon’s Collections for the early history o f the English Congregation.

The Italian material for the origin o f the Congregation is less 
well known. Dom  Stephen Marron refers occasionally to notes and 
transcripts made by Dom  Benedict M ackey.22 There are several 
references to the Monte Cassino archives and to single manuscripts 
in the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan and in the University 
Library at Padua.

The bulk o f the material abroad, however, is to be found where 
the communities were settled during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Abandoned by the monks, or taken from them, when 
they left their houses at the French Revolution, it was seized by 
the authorities and has since found its way into local archives and 
libraries. The clearest example is that o f my community, St 
Laurence’s at Dieulouard. There the last monks to leave the monastery 
fled before the forces o f the Revolution, taking almost nothing with 
them. The archives which they left behind are now at N ancy.23

M ost o f the material preserved there concerns the purchase, 
sale and rent o f land and property, both in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century, and the lawsuits which took place in this con
nection. A s for conventional monastic records, there are neither 
Annals, nor Clothing and Profession Books, nor Council Books. 
There is a series o f the statements o f accounts prepared for Visitations 
and for General Chapter between 1624 and 1761. The disastrous 
fire o f 1717, which destroyed the original library at Dieulouard, 
may in part explain why there is less material from the seventeenth 
century than from the eighteenth. Only for the period 1731 to 1793, 
for example, are there complete daily accounts o f income and 
expenditure. The account books for the earlier period have not 
survived. For the rest, there is much o f value: some papers con
cerning the early history o f the Congregation, several profession 
certificates, lists o f addresses in England, letters from England 
and from other houses in France, several Acts o f Visitation, not 
only for St Laurence’s but for the other houses, including Lamspring 
and St M alo, documents concerning Lamspring at the beginning 
o f the eighteenth century, a printed list o f the Congregation in

ss See articles in The Douai Magazine, 1923, pp. 157 and 228.
28 Archives Départementales (Meurthe-et-Moselle), Série H. 47-102.
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v to 1713 containing 118 names, and many papers concerning St
ion. Laurence’s alone, including the catalogue o f the monastic library
less which by the Revolution had grown to nearly 2,500 books. Only
and some twelve or fifteen o f these have come to Ampleforth. O f the
eral rest, some may be in libraries in the district, perhaps in the Public
ipts Library at Nancy.
*sity In the same way the records left in France by the other com 

munities are now in archives and libraries. There is material
iere concerning St Gregory’s in the Municipal Archives at Douai, and
:nth several manuscripts in the Public Library there came from the
hen English Benedictines. Dom  Stephen Marron, in his articles, makes

by occasional references also to the Arras archives. In Paris, several
and pieces are known concerning St Edmund’s both in the Archives

St Nationales and the Bibliothèque Nationale. A t the Bibliothèque
:erv Mazarine there is a catalogue o f the Library o f the Benedictines o f
srith St Edmund’s dated 1702.24 There is material for St Edmund’s in
v .23 the nineteenth century at Douai. Some o f the records o f the house
ise, at St M alo are still preserved at Rennes.25
and In addition to these obvious sources, valuable material is some-
on- times to be found among the records o f other establishments which
iier were in some way connected with the English monks. This can
>ks. come about in various ways. Fr Welsh’s Diary and the collection
ons o f letters sent to President W alker are now at Lille. The reason
ous for this is that Fr Welsh was chaplain to the English nuns at Cambrai
trd, and died there in 1790. The nuns were then served by Fr Walker,
nth who had been elected President in 1777. He stayed at Cambrai

9̂3} until the French Revolution, when he shared the same fate as the
md nuns and was imprisoned. He died, still a prisoner, at Compiègne
not in 1794.
on- The Cambrai nuns, when earlier they were in Paris, were friendly
ion with the famous community o f Port Royal and received much
md help from them. It is only from the Journal de Port Royal that we
not learn that the English Benedictine fathers also were well known at 

Port Royal. It tells how, in 1661, the Abbess asked whether the 
English Benedictine fathers, ‘qui disent la Messe ici’ , might also

in be allowed to act as confessors to the nuns, that permission was

M MS. 4057.
45 Archives Départementales (Ille-et-Vilaine), Série 7.H.I.
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granted for this but that it was withdrawn after a few days, the 
English being suspect as foreigners.26

The community o f St Edmund’s at Paris was well known to the 
French Court, but evidence for this connection is to be found 
only among State decrees and in contemporary journals, like the 
Mercure Galant, now that the monastic records have largely dis
appeared. King James II o f England wished to be buried at St 
Germain-en-Laye, where he had spent his last years. Louis X IV , 
however, hoping for the restoration o f James III to the English 
throne, had the body placed in a chapel in the monastic church 
o f St Edmund in the Rue St Jacques to await translation to W est
minster Abbey. Later Princess Louise was laid beside her father in 
the church o f the English Benedictines. The only known evidence 
for this, from monastic sources in France, is an account o f the death 
o f James II and some letters and certificates concerning his piety, 
now in the Archives Nationales.27

Finally, there are the ecclesiastical archives o f the dioceses, for 
example, in which the English monks were resident.28 There are 
also the Vatican Archives. Dom  Benedict M ackey’s Italian researches 
appear to have included a visit to these, for there are references 
to them in some o f Dom  Stephen M arron’s articles, particularly 
to the Nunciatura di Francia. 29

About the records in England less can be said. Apart from those 
preserved in the Abbeys o f the Congregation, o f which unfortunately 
no hand-list yet exists, very little is known. It is quite possible that 
much is still preserved among the papers o f families once served 
by Benedictine missioners, among the records o f those parishes 
founded by Benedictines, and in public archives.30 N ow that students 
o f Recusant history have begun to explore these sources it may 
be possible to discover a great deal about the Benedictines who 
served on the English mission.

26 See Strangers and Sojourners at Port Royal by Ruth Clark, C.U .P., 1932, pp. 
73-74. The Journal de Port Royal is in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, Fonds 
français 17774.
27 Série K . 26-57 and 106-107.
28 In France all ecclesiastical archives prior to the Revolution are now in public 
Archives.
29 See, for example, The Early Years at St Edmund's, Paris, in The Douai Magazine, 
1925, p. 258.
â0Among the Everingham papers at Beverley, Dom Hugh Aveling found the letter 
books o f a Benedictine missioner, Fr Bede Potts, for the years 1730-1740.
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