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UILDINGSOCCASIONALLY FLASH out asscintillating threadsin thewarp of life. | amnot referring

tothekind of cause and effect that can be verified by historical research, but to glimpsesof the
fittingessof thingsintheoverall pattern which can sometimesbe picked up by poetic antennae. Let me
giveyoutwo brief examples. A member of our community owesher specifically Benedictinevocation
to the fact that she took the Rule of St Benedict as a set book when reading medieval Latin at
Cambridge. Her tutoriad swereat Jesus College, formerly St Radegund®, amonastery of Benedictine
nuns. | myself have never forgotten the contribution madetowardsthefinal i ssueof my ownvocation
by a casua remark thrown out over tea in an old room at Worcester College, Oxford, once
Gloucester Hall, the Benedictine house of studies.

But itisonanother Benedictinehouseof studiesthat | would liketo concentrate: St Benet®
Hall, Oxford, formerly an Ursuline convent with a school of which | am an Old Girl.

The land on which St Benet@ stands was at one time part of the extensive property of a
house dating back in part to 1600 and represented now by 40 St Giles. In 1821 the heir decided to
part with some of hisproperty and within the next two decades 38 and 39 St Gileswerebuilt. They
were duly advertised as “residences for persons of the first distinction.”

It was not until 1890 that the Dames de Ste Ursule moved into No 38. Though their
immediate provenance was Stowmarket, they werein fact asplinter group from Ursulinesin Belgium
belonging to a congregation founded by Anne de Xantonge. It seems that it was not secularist
legidationwhich drovethem to England but the prevailing anti-French attitude of the government at
that time. Perhapsbecause splinter groupsare apt to contain withinthem germsof further splintering,
perhapsbecausetheair washeavy with narrow-minded nationalism.
impression that the Oxford community were too conscious of having both French and English
membersto survivefor long asaviableunit. Neverthel esstherewere splendidindividualsamong them
and they did valuable work.

TheOmanfamily livedinNo 39from 1897 till 1908, and CarolaOman describestheir house
asbuiltindoll"3housestyle, thinbut tall. Therewasagardenwall whichlooked old but was probably
made of fragmentsfrom Beaumont Palace. Occasionally sheand her sister would gazefascinated at
the sight of school-children processing round the garden singing hymns. When the Omansleft, the
nuns bought No 39, joined the two housestogether and added an attic storey. The chapel wasbuilt
outintothegardenfromtherear of No 39. Somewhereat the back, towardsor in Wellington Square,
(beit confessed with shame) the nunsran another school for childrenwhose parentswere considered
not to be quite of the first distinction. The schools had separate entrances and posed not a few
problemsfor children’3minds. A front school child might belooked at askanceif shewalked home
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with aback school child, evenif thelatter parentshappened to be saintly and influential membersof

the parish. On the other hand one might make the even more appalling mistake of referring to the
“poor” school and thus incurring a horrified reprimand.
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vocations. Apart fromvocationsto other orders, they could claimto haveinfluenced four membersof
the EBC and two secular Benedictine oblates.

ThefirstonthelistisFather David Ogilvie Forbeswho had two spellsasapupil there. After
acoupleof termshewas sent onto amore manly establishment run by two or three maiden sistersof
Sydney Owen of Christ Church. However, at the end of hisfirst term there the Owensather died
and the school wasgiven threemonthsholiday. Poor David had toreturnto St Ursula®, “ furiousat
being sent back to agirls?school and bolshie.” Thismood found expression oneday when apioneer
aviator flew over, prior to landing on Port Meadow. Despitetherather fiercemanin charge, David
wasdetermined to get the best possibl e view and rushed from theroom followed by thewholeclass.
One suspects that the reopening of the Owens?school must have caused general relief.

Then there was a largish family whom, to be up to date in terminology, | shall call
Sandepersons. Theelder boy, known to anumber of you later asadistinctly big Fr Michael, wasat
that timenot large or strong enough to go homewith theel der membersof thefamily but had to be put
on to the horse-drawn vehicle which conveyed passengers to North Oxford. It was known in the
family asthe“ sepulchre’, “ sep” for short, presumably becauseit progressed so slowly, or perhapson
account of itsappearance. CarolaOman mentionsthe horsetrainswhich ran up Banbury Road: her
father waseven rash enough to purchase sharesinthe Oxford District Tramways. Itispleasingto be
abletorecord herethe happy relationship between Fr David and Fr Michael in after life. At onetime
Fr David wasBrother Michael 2novice-master; it wasimpressive, so | wastold, to seetheex-RAF
novicereach out along arm, seizethenovice-master by theback of hiscollar, turn himround and then
address him with the utmost reverence.

Theyounger Sandeman boy, so much in our minds of late [Fr Barnabasdied on 11 August
1980, threeweeksbefore the Symposium], escaped thefull educational clutchesof the Ursulinesfor
he was sent straight to Miss Owen3, but he was not entirely immune from their influence, asthey
prepared himfor hisFirst Communion. Interestingly enough, thoseinstructionsincluded initiationinto
thefundamental principleof e ectricity: evidencethat their educational ideaswerenot too narrow. He
asofiguredinanother episodeat St Ursula®: | distinctly remember hisspilling theincense-boat onthe
day onwhich | and another small girl crowned the statue of Our Lady inthe sanctuary. At thispoint
let me insert a note to say that Fr Barnabas saw the very first draft of this paper, gave me warm
encouragement and provided some of the most graphic details. He remembered the spilt incense too!

Inrecallingthesefacts| amfar frominsinuating that weleft aspiritual atmosphere about the
place, least of all mysealf. Therewasmy historic sinof calumny: theother littlegirl didn?redlly call me
a“pigandabeast”, sheonly called nie“abeast”. Therewereal so themorelegendary seven helping
of cold hamwhen| wasinvited therefor breakfast (no doubt therewasanucleusof fact!), and there
wascertainly my embarrassed refusal tojoininthetime-honoured game (wasit called “flags’ ?) that
took place in the garden during morning break.

However, therewer esaintly peoplearound, and | wouldliketo singleout oneof them. Sister
Josephine was avery humble, very charitable lay-sister who served the community as cook. Her
qualitieswereapparently recognised, for the Jesuit parish priest of St Aloysiusasked if hecould have
her whole time for parochia work, and she was awonderful success. She was the kind of person
who could go anywhere and do whatever was needed: the poor accepted her as truly one of
themselves; inthewar thewounded Tommiesinthe Exam School s, thenthe Base Hospital, would be
cheered by her visits, and children2 heartswoul d be delighted by the surpriseswhich emerged from
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her capacious pockets. Though she shrank
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from entering adrawing-room, she was unselfconscious enough to play aunt Sally along with the
portly ex-naval Jesuit, Fr Wolverston, at aparty for themothersof theparish, her invaluablework for
St Aloysius was cut short by the break-up of the community in 1922.

Inthat year adiscreet approach was made to the Master of St Benet2 Hall, then at 8and 9
Beaumont Street, asking whether Ampleforthwould beinterestedin purchasing 38 and 39 St Giles.
Lessdiscreet wasthevisit of Fr Bede Turner, the procurator, who a armed the nuns by going round
the house, stamping onthefloorstotest their stability and make surethat the beamswerestill resting
onthesupportingwalls. Thechange-over wasrapidly accomplished thoughit wasnot until well onin
thethirtiesthat the altar in the chapel was rededicated in honour of St Benedict. Thisinvolved Fr
Justin McCannchipping out therelicsonenight, Abbot M atthew3reconsecrating thealtar, and two
young monkshavingtofitin between lecturestheinnumerable psalmsprescribed for therite. Hereit
should be emphasized that the substitution of St Benedict as patron instead of St Aloysius, or any
other Jesuit saint, wasnoindication of any fegling of rivalry between the sonsof St Benedict andthose
of Stlgnatius: onthecontrary, it wasat the suggestion of the Jesuitsthat Ampleforthtook theinitial
step of sending threemonksto Oxford in 1897, and there had been close collaboration between the
two housesin later years, especially in their successful endeavour to be recognised as permanent
private halls.

But what of the nuns? The community wasdisbanded and each member wasfreeto choose
what shewould do. Two at |east joined another congregation in thenorth of England, and somewent
to Francewherethey lived asasecular community. In St Aloysiusparishit wasfelt that Sr Josephine
should not beallowed to dlip away unnoticed after al her yearsof devoted service, soalittlegroup of
parishioners wernt to the station to see her off. They found here there with luggage consisting of
innumerable brown paper parcels. After putting her on to the train and bidding her agrateful and
affectionatefarewell, they realised with dismay when thetrain moved off that it wasthewrong one!
My mother, awoman of action, boarded thenext train and pursued her to Didcot. Thereshefound Sr
Josephine surrounded by brown paper parcel sand sympathetic porters. And therewemust leave her.

But aword about Didcot: thenameissaidto bederived from*“Didan3Cot”, and Didanwas
thefather of St Frideswide. In 1880 astrange mistakewas madewhentherelicsof St Frideswidein
the Cathedral at Oxford were secretly investigated under cover of dark. Finding two setsof bones,
one large and one small, in aleather bag, they erroneously assumed that one set must be those of
Didan. It issurprising that a mere hundred years ago experts could have been so ignorant of the
history of therelicsat thetime of the Reformation, and of how in 1561 St Frideswide2boneswere
mixed with those of Catherine Martyr.

Onthereredosof St Benet, if it still survives, St Frideswideis depicted together with St
Laurence, St Benedict and St Edmund of Abingdon. May sheand Sr Josephineintercedefor all who
study there, while we are left pondering on the message bequeathed to us by St Aloysius on an
external piece of atar stonein letters such as QHAA: Quid haec ad aetemitatem?
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