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NEWS & NOTES

Note from the Chairman
Welcome to our latest issue of the Newsletter of the English Catholic
History Association. We have two new articles from our members. Thank
you to everyone that has been sending material which is very helpful as we
have been suffering with copy over the pandemic! We have all been locked
up but Zoom has allowed us to correspond and have some excellent talks
by our own members and brother and sister organisations. We are pleased
to note that the website continues to attract lots of visitors and it has been
a lifeline to keep communication going in the absence of physical meetings
and ‘live’ events. I hope you’ll agree with me that members have done
sterling work in keeping the association live with events in these strange
times.
We’re pleased to note that the association’s AGM will take place this year
at Downside Abbey as a hybrid event where members can either come in
person or watch the talk and AGM on Zoom. Details are provided, along
with a booking form below.

Simon Johnson (chair)
sjohnson@downside.co.uk
Downside Abbey, Stratton on the Fosse, Bath, BA3 4RH.

Keeping in touch
The membership continues to be strong and we are always happy to
welcome new members. If you would like to update your details or
are able to provide an e-mail address for communication then please
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get in touch. All data is held strictly in line with current data
protection law and used accordingly.

ECHA AGM 2021

AGM. Saturday 6th November 2021. Downside Abbey, Bath. This
will be a hybrid face to face and Zoom event, so that members who
are unable to travel to Bath can still take part. I will be giving a
tour and talk about the archives after the AGM. See programme.

Faith in the Pandemic
by
Dr Giles Mercer
Where has God been in the pandemic? Indeed, where has God been in the
many pandemics in history: the three major ones in the Greek and Roman
world; the devastating bubonic plague (Black Death) of the fourteenth
century; the 1855 pandemic, mainly in China and India; the 1918 - 20 Spanish
influenza that killed more people than the First World War; and the
numerous other outbreaks of cholera, small pox and other diseases? What
challenges and lessons does the pandemic hold for the believing
Christian, for those of other faiths and for those who profess none? How is
a pandemic and suffering reconciled with Christian faith? I can
only propose the following.
First, God must not be blamed for the pandemic, any more than God should
be blamed for the two other mega-crises that have been afflicting our times,
the economic crisis (aggravated by the 2008 crash) and the
climate crisis (with long-term causes and accelerating consequences). These
three crises are deeply linked and they together worsen humanity’s other
perennial problems of wars and violence, drug addictions, illnesses as yet
incurable, gross inequalities of wealth, over-stretched health services, overcrowded prisons, poor housing, and many other problems, which affect us
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all, directly or indirectly. Had the imperatives of the Kingdom of God been
consistently and thoroughly applied by enough people over a
long enough time, the world would surely be vastly better. God must not be
blamed for a coronavirus brought about and spread by human
error, human weakness and human misjudgements. At the same time, we
can thank God that he has given to scientists and doctors, whether they
acknowledge this or not, the talents to build up their body of knowledge to
produce vaccines. To heal is to share an aspect of God’s
Kingdom. Reviewing responses to a pandemic and preparing for future
possibilities are vital: ‘fortune favours the well prepared’ (Louis Pasteur).
Secondly, I believe that God has always and everywhere been
present alongside us during the pandemic. Jesus accompanies – and wants to
be recognised by – the suffering, the dying, the bereaved, the fearful, the
health workers, by all of us, just as he accompanied the frightened and
dejected companions on the road to Emmaus and is present with us – lives
in us – in his sacraments and in his Word. God never leaves us. God is with
us most closely at times of greatest suffering and he is closest to those who
suffer most, physically and mentally (and mental health problems, sadly, have
risen dramatically, as have incidents of domestic abuse). Those in care
homes have suffered grievously and longed achingly to be shown love.
Thirdly, the pandemic has pushed the boundaries of our moral
understanding, our compassion, and given us abundant evidence of
extraordinary generosity of spirit. We have seen examples of heroic
selflessness, mixed with the utter devotion to patients demonstrated over
long months by health workers. Generally, it seems, family and
community life have grown stronger.
In schools, it seems in general that relations between teachers and parents
and children deepened in communities of mutual support. The situation in
universities appears to have been much more varied. Volunteering in
churches and community support-groups soared. ‘The way to God’,
Maria Skobtsova, the Orthodox saint said,
‘lies
through
love
of
people;
there
is
no
other
way.’
A great and widespread strain during the pandemic, it has often been said,
has
been
the relentless uncertainty. For
too
many, uncertainty was resolved dreadfully with failed businesses or
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unemployment or, above all, with bereavements. For those on furlough, the
uncertainty of wondering whether there would be work at the end of it has
perhaps been more stressful than at least the certainty of work, even work
from home on computer screens. Humanity has been united in a kind of
solidarity of uncertainty. Wherein do we find ultimate certainty? For
Christians, the
great
hymn has the simple answer: ‘O
thou
who changest not, abide with me.’ For the rest, ‘earth’s joys grow dim, its
glories pass away; change and decay in all around I
see.’
Christian faith during (and after) the pandemic ultimately comes down to the
greatest matters; suffering, love, sacrifice, and immortality. Consider the
number of saints who have selflessly devoted themselves to caring for the
sick and dying, often paying for this with their own lives, such as the young
St Aloysius Gonzaga in sixteenth-century Rome or the Belgian St Damien
Molokai, among lepers in
Hawaii
in
the
nineteenth
century.
Pandemics have massively increased suffering and our perennial need for
love. The Christian interprets the mystery of suffering as fruitful and making
some sense only when it becomes a willing participation in the suffering of
Christ, the vine from whom we are the branches, some sharing in the Cross
that leads to resurrection. At the death of Lazarus ‘what causes Christ to
weep is the sight of humanity weeping … Having wept, he goes up to
Calvary to work our redemption … By virtue of this sacrifice, our tears are
transformed’
(Erik Varden O.C.S.O.).
It is love that conquers
all.
St Nicholas Owen, builder of priest hides in Elizabethan England
T. J. Guile
In Elizabethan England it was against the law to practise the Catholic faith.
Priests and sympathisers were arrested and treated brutally. Many died
terrible deaths for their faith. Ingenious craftsmen were required to design
and construct secret spaces to hide a priest and his ‘massingstuff.’ These secret places were built in fireplaces, attics and staircases and
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were largely constructed between the 1550s and the time of
the Gunpowder Plot in 1605. Sometimes other building alterations would
be made at the same time as the priest’s holes so as not to arouse
suspicion. The priest hole or hide, was usually tiny, with no room to stand
up or move around. During a raid the priest would have to stay as still and
silent as possible, for days at a time if necessary. Food, drink and basic
sanitation had to be provided in these hiding places. During the reign of
Elizabeth I, Jesuits priests were feared as enemies of the state and hunted
down by agents of the Privy Council and by magistrates and pursuivants.
Catholic priests moved from Catholic household to Catholic household,
often pretending to be tutors, visitors or distant relations. Wealthy families
built hiding places in their homes so that when the priest hunters came
calling there was somewhere to hide their secret guest. Many manor houses
employed mainly Catholic servants and retainers in order to protect
the priests and the families. It was not unknown for disloyal servants to
denounce their masters.
The authorities began to launch unannounced raids on the homes of known
Catholic sympathisers. This often involved the priest-hunters known
as pursuivants measuring the footprint of the house from the outside and
the inside to see if they tallied; they would count the windows outside and
again from the inside; they would tap on the walls to see if they were hollow
and
they
would
tear
up
floorboards
to
search
underneath. Another tactic would be for the pursuivants to pretend to
leave or quickly return and see if the priest would then emerge from his
hiding place. Once detected and captured, priests could expect to be
imprisoned, tortured, and put to death.
One of the priests who was arrested near Oxford was Fr Edmund Campion
who is now a saint. At the time, one of Campion’s servants, an Oxford born
carpenter and joiner who abandoned his apprenticeship to
follow Campion was present at his arrest according to Mattias Tanner in his
book on Jesuit martyrs published in 1675. (Reynolds, T, St Nicholas Owen,
Gracewing 2014, p. 25) Whether or not this is accurate, what we do know
is that Nicholas Owen, who joined the Society of Jesus, the
Jesuits, as a lay brother, went on to construct the best examples of priest
hides in England. It is impossible to know how many priest
hides were constructed and where they were all located as, at the time, it
was highly secret information. We know that some hiding places in
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the English midlands have been attributed to Nicholas Owen, who devoted
the greater part of his life to constructing these places to protect the lives of
persecuted priests. With incomparable skill Owen knew how to conduct
priests to a place of safety along secret passages, to hide them between
walls and in hidden recesses. With great ingenuity, he so disguised the
entrances to these as to make them most unlike what they really
were. Unsurprisingly, he kept these places so close a secret that he would
never disclose to another the place of concealment of any Catholic let alone
an agent of the crown. He alone was both their architect and their
builder, and their location was secret. One thing is certain, Owen’s skilfully
crafted priest holes saved many lives during this period of religious turmoil
and persecution.
Owen was born in Oxford in 1562, one of four sons of Walter
Owen. Their father was a carpenter and Nicholas followed him into the
trade. In 1577, Nicholas Owen was apprenticed to the Oxford joiner
William Conway and learned the skills that he later put to use designing and
building secret hiding places. His brother John became a priest, his brother
Walter died in 1591 and third brother, Henry, was apprenticed to a printer
and engaged in the secret printing of Catholic literature. By the time he was
in his mid-twenties, after the arrest and death of Fr Campion, he had
apparently abandoned his apprenticeship as a joiner and taken up working
for Fr Henry Garnet, a well-known Catholic priest. He had also been
accepted as a lay brother in the Jesuit order by then. Owen was a short man
who was said to have suffered from ill health including a limp from a poorly
set bone and a hernia. Despite his physical disabilities, he secretly travelled
from manor house to manor house constructing priest holes throughout the
midlands and beyond. He used pseudonyms such as Little John and few knew
his real identity. His modus operandi was to work entirely on his
own by candlelight at night to create his hiding places. Many of the priest
holes were so well concealed that they were only discovered much later.
Owen’s favoured locations appear to have been behind fireplaces and under
stairs. The pursuivants were men who could judge if an interior wall looked
shorter than an exterior wall, so Owen had to be very careful as to where
he located his priest holes. Sometimes he created a secret space which
could be quickly found but was not the real hiding place for a priest.
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By 1588, he was in the employment of the Jesuit priest, Fr Henry
Garnet. He travelled from house to house, accepting only a bed and food as
reward for his work and in a letter dated 1596, Fr Garnet speaks of, ‘a
carpenter of singular faithfulness and skill who has travelled through almost
the entire kingdom and, without charge, has made for Catholic priests hiding
places where they might shelter the fury of heretical
searchers.’ (Letter dated 1596 by Fr Henry Garnet)

The work of ‘Little John’ is particularly impressive when one considers that
he was of diminutive size and walked with a limp, but none of this prevented
him from working alone and in secret, usually during the night, to break
down stone walls and reconstruct them in such a way as to create secret
places that were almost impossible to find if you did not know where to
look. He made false entrances in fireplaces and staircases, trap doors, sliding
doors and in one case at Speke Hall, near Liverpool, a crawl space above a
ceiling accessed by a rope ladder in a small space at the side of a bedroom.
He is said to have favoured sites away from outside walls and seems to
have had the ability to think in three dimensions and in curves. In order to
provide cover for his principal work of constructing priest-holes, Owen
would always engage himself with other obvious works by day, only
conducting the real work by night. This in itself must have been exhausting,
not to mention that he would generally work unaided and would be engaged
in substantial physical work. Alan Fea’s book Secret Chambers and Hiding
Places quotes an authority saying of his work, ‘With incomparable skill, he
knew how to conduct priests to a place of safety along subterranean
passages, to hide them between walls and bury them in impenetrable
recesses, and to entangle them in labyrinths and a thousand
windings.’ Furthermore, Owen’s hides were always different, discovering
one in one house would not help a searcher to find a hide in another house.

He used false perspectives and illusion, now more often employed by stage
magicians, to hide the priest holes. The hiding places at Harvington Hall in
Worcestershire are some of the finest surviving examples in England, and
four of them, all sited round the Great Staircase, show the trademarks
of Owen, the master builder.
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[Figure 1] cross section diagram of Harvington Hall showing location of
priest holes. [Courtesy of Harvington Hall]

[Figure 2] location of a priest hole under the stairs at Harvington Hall.
[Courtesy of Harvington Hall]
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He was known to have stayed there around 1588. Baddesley Clinton
in Warwickshire was a safe house for Catholic priests and home of the Jesuit
priest Henry Garnet for almost 14 years. It too boasts several priest holes
built by Owen. One hiding place, just 3’ 9” high (114cm), is in the roof space
above a closet off a bedroom. Another is in the corner of the kitchen where
visitors to the house today can see through to the medieval drain where Fr
Garnet was hidden. Access to this hiding place was through the garderobe
shaft in the floor of the room above. A hiding space beneath the library floor
was accessed through the fireplace in the Great Parlour. They were
sometimes built as an offshoot from a chimney.

Figure 3] cross section of Baddesley Clinton showing location of a priest
hole in the sewer.
[Courtesy of the National Trust.]
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[Figure 4] entrance to priest hole at Baddesley Clinton.
[Courtesy of the National Trust.]

Another favourite entrance was behind panelling such as at Ripley
Castle in North Yorkshire. Others were adapted from garderobes for
example at Chesterton Hall, near Cambridge. Other places with known
examples of his priest holes were
at Oxburgh Hall, Norfolk,
Coughton Court and Baddesley
Clinton, both in Warwickshire.
At
Hoghton
Tower,
in
Lancashire, one priest hole was
only
discovered when
an
electrician fell into it, and at
Astley Hall, Chorley in Lancashire
a priest hole was discovered as
recently as 2004. There is
evidence that Owen also stayed
at Sawston Hall and Huddington
Court in Worcestershire.
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[Figure 5] entrance to a priest hole at Oxburgh Hall.
[Courtesy of the National Trust]
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[Figure 6] entrance to a priest hole in the tower at Coughton Court.
[Courtesy of the National Trust]

Nicholas Owen is also credited with planning the daring escape of Fr John
Gerard and another Catholic, John Arden from the Tower of London in
1597. They were being held in one of the towers but by means of bribery
and cunning they were able to meet up. The plan was to rescue them from
the roof of the Cradle Tower by means of a rope strung across the
moat from the roof of the tower. After a failed first attempt to manoeuvre a
boat into position, the rescuers tried again the following night. Waiting again
until they had been locked in the tower together, Gerard and Arden
climbed onto the roof. Throwing down a weighted cord they raised up a
rope that had been tied to it by the rescuers below. The plan had been to
slide down the rope but the angle it made meant that instead the escapers
had to pull themselves hand over hand along its length. Fr Gerard was later
smuggled out of England and made his way to Rome where he ended his
days.
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Owen once had had a very narrow escape at Stoke Poges while engaged in
constructing priests' holes at the Manor House. The house, like many such
houses was secluded and surrounded by woods. But this was not the only
advantage. The walls were very thick and offered lots of opportunities for
Owen. Whilst he was busily burrowing into the masonry a search
party arrived; but somehow or other he slipped between their fingers and
got away under cover of the surrounding woods.
The authorities continued to search for Catholic priests up and down the
country. These searches could go on for many days and all the time the
priest in his hidden chamber had to remain still and silent faced with either
discovery or starvation. Surprisingly, there is no record of Harvington Hall
ever having been searched. The centre of the operation for hiding priests
in Worcestershire and the Welsh Marches was Hindlip Hall, the home of
Humphrey’s friend Thomas Habington, where the Jesuit Edward Oldcorne
arrived in 1590.
[Figure 7] Hindlip Hall

[Courtesy of Wikepedia]
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Although Hindlip was demolished in 1814, descriptions of the hides there
show a striking similarity to those that survive at Harvington. That is unlikely
to be an accident. It was there that Garnet, Owen and Oldcorne were all
captured in 1606, just after the Gunpowder Plot. According to
Allan Fea (Secret Chambers and Hiding Places, Chapter 1) the walls of the
mansion were literally riddled with secret chambers and passages. There
was little fear of being run to earth with hidden exits everywhere, or so they
must have thought. Wainscoting, solid brickwork, or stone
hearths were used as possible places to hide a priest. Tensions were
heightened as a result of the failed plot and the authorities were out to get
as many Catholic sympathisers as they could. The house was surrounded
by a hundred men at daybreak on Monday, the twentieth November and the
searchers began to rip the house apart. Owen may have been starved out of
his own hide on the fourth day of a twelve-day search, during which he and
a companion, Ralph Ashley, had nothing to eat except one apple between
them. They seem to have been discovered, creeping along a gallery, possibly
to distract attention from the two priests, Fr Garnet and Fr Oldcorne, who
were also in hiding there. But after eight days, the priests were found and
also arrested. There would be no escape for Nicholas Owen. Fr
Oldcorne and Ralph Ashley were later executed.
When he heard the news of Owen’s capture, Lord Cecil, the Secretary of
State, wrote, ‘Great joy was caused all through the kingdom by the arrest of
Owen, knowing his skill in constructing hiding-places, and the innumerable
number of these dark holes which he had schemed for hiding priests
throughout the kingdom.’
(https://elizabethashworth.com/2015/05/13/nicholas-owen-builder-of-priestholes/)
After his arrest Owen was transferred to the Tower of London and it
was here he was tortured following Lord Cecil’s instructions that, ‘the
secret is to be wrung from him’. Although it was illegal to torture disabled
people, he was first manacled by the wrists and suspending in chains from a
ceiling. This resulted in his hernia bulging from his body to such an extent
that his intestines were protruding, so Topcliffe, the man tasked with his
torture, ordered that an iron plate be strapped to him to hold them in. It
was this plate that eventually killed him ... James I’s agents wanted to know
everything he knew about the Recusant network of safe houses. He would
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not tell them. He told them what they already knew and that was all.
According to the Jesuits in Britain website, we have two records of Owen’s
confessions under torture. For example, on March 1, 1606: ‘He confesses
that he has known and sometimes attended Henry Garnett, the Provincial of
the Jesuits for around four years. He confesses that he was at the house of
Thomas Throgmorton called Coughton at the beginning of November last
year, when the Lady Digby was there and by the watch that was in town
they knew that Robert Catesby, Thomas Percy, and the rest of the
gunpowder plotters were up in arms. That on All Saints Day last year,
Garnett said Mass at Coughton House, and that at that Mass there were
around half a dozen people. That Henry Garnett was at Henlipp, the house
of Thomas Abington some six weeks before he was apprehended and Hall
the Jesuit was there about three days before the house of Mr Abington was
searched. https://www.jesuit.org.uk/search/Nicholas%20owen

Refusing to divulge any information he was racked and the result was that
the plate cut into the hernia and ruptured it causing him to bleed to death in
his cell in the early hours of second of March 1606. He took his knowledge
of his priest hides to the grave, having divulged nothing to his torturers. The
official stance was that he had committed suicide by ripping himself open
with the knife given him to eat his meat. It is an unlikely story as the torture
had left him unable to use his hands at all and suicide, for a Catholic, was a
mortal sin that would have endangered his soul. Since they had learned
nothing from Owen and had killed him, the authorities covered up what
they had done by holding an inquest and issuing the verdict that Nicholas
Owen had killed himself.
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[Figure 8] the torture of St Nicholas Owen
https://elizabethashworth.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/
nicholas_owen_in_the_manacles-1.jpg(
One can note the irony in trying to excuse the futile death of a man
committed to the truth with a lie. As Fr John Gerard later commented in
his Autobiography, they added, ‘calumny to murder,’ and that they had
tortured him cruelly. Gerard comments that if Owen had not injured his
neighbour by revealing secrets that would harm them, he certainly would
not, ‘offend God by self-murder’ concluding that the, ‘Day of Judgment will
refute this calumny as well as others.’ (Gerrard, J., Autobiography of a Hunted
Priest).
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He was buried in the grounds of the Tower of London. Many priests must
have owed him their lives and many Catholic families were able to receive
the sacraments from a priest because of his work. He was beatified by Pope
Pius XI in 1929 and canonized by Paul VI as one of the Forty Martyrs of
England and Wales in 1970. His Feast is celebrated on the 23 January in the
Diocese of Birmingham and 22 March elsewhere; there is a church dedicated
to him in Lancashire. In one of the odd twists of time, that many of the
houses in which St Nicholas Owen built priest holes are now tourist or
pilgrimage sites such as Oxburgh Hall in Norfolk, Speke Hall near Liverpool,
Baddesley Clinton and Harvington Hall in the midlands. Visitors can actually
crawl into priest holes and see how it would have felt. From a place of
desperate refuge, it has become a highlight on a day trip or pilgrimage. Next
time you are visiting a Tudor house and you are shown a priest hole, spare a
thought for Nicholas Owen for his ingenious work and for his horrific and
painful death for his steadfast faith. Fr Garnet, a priest he worked for, said of
him: ‘I verily think no man can be said to have done more good of all those
who laboured in the English vineyard. He was the immediate occasion of
saving the lives of many hundreds of persons, both ecclesiastical and
secular.’ (https://www.jesuit.org.uk/profile/nicholas-owen-sj)
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31st Annual General Meeting
The English Catholic History Association
Saturday 6th November 2021
Downside Abbey, Bath
AGENDA
1.

Apologies

2.

Minutes of 30th AGM

3.

Matters arising

4.

Treasurer’s Report

5.

Secretary’s Report

6.

Election of Officers

7.

Any other business
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Nominations for Officers and Members of the Committee must be received
by the ECHA Secretary by 30th October 2021.
Mrs Angie Hodges, 45 High Street, Stoke sub Hamdon, Somerset TA14 6PR
secretary@echa.org.uk
Please ensure that you have the agreement of the person you are
nominating.

NAME

PROPOSER

Chairman:
Deputy Chairman:
Treasurer:
Secretary:
Members:
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SECONDER

PROGRAMME
Downside Abbey, Bath
Saturday 6th November 2021
10.30 Mass
11.15 Coffee
11.45 AGM
12.30 Opportunity to attend mid-day Office
12.45 Lunch (bring picnic)
1.30 p.m. Tour and Talk – Dr Simon Johnson

Zoom link will be sent out for those wishing to attend virtually.
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