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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES

I am writing this towards the end of October. By now 
we all hoped Covid-19 would be in retreat but alas 
we seem nowhere near the end of it. It has, of course, 
disrupted the Society’s programme for the year. It 
was a great disappointment not to hear Professor 
Ben King in June, especially as we had been a long 
time organising it in conjunction with his trip to 
England. It then, sadly, became clear that the October 
meeting would also have to be cancelled, and we 
cannot be optimistic about January. Nonetheless 
we have managed to keep going and I pay tribute to 
fellow members of the Committee, especially Brent 
Skelly and Stephen Savage, for the work they put in 
so that we could send out the AGM lecture and the 
Summer Newsletter.
	 You will by now have received a flyer about our 
twentieth anniversary volume, Twenty Priests for 
Twenty Years, which Michael Yelton and Brent are 
both handling. We are very pleased with it and I 
hope you are buying copies, and indeed telling your 
friends. 

You have received Professor King’s lecture, which 
certainly opened up a new dimension of early 
Anglo-Catholic history hitherto unresearched, and 
one which inevitably raised some eyebrows, coming 
at a sensitive time when the issue of slavery suddenly 
emerged into the public spotlight with some 
force. I have not yet received Professor Elizabeth 
Stuart’s lecture but it will compliment well Martin 

Wellings’s lecture on the Methodist response to 
Tractarianism of some years back and Canon James 
Garrard’s lecture on the view from Lambeth Palace 
in October 2021. Some of you may have come across 
Peter Toon’s book Evangelical Theology, 1833-1856: 
A response to Tractarianism (1979), which outlines 
the response of the Evangelicals to the rise of the 
Oxford Movement.
	 I am reading Faithful Witness: The confidential 
diaries of Alan Don, chaplain to the King, the 
Archbishop and the Speaker, 1931-46 (SPCK £30), 
edited by Fr Robert Beaken. Fr Robert is a member 
of our Society and has given us two lectures on 
Archbishop Lang and Anglo-Catholicism and the 
First World War. It is comforting to know that in 
today’s Church of England there are still scholarly 
clergy in country parishes writing books—but for 
how much longer! It is certainly a volume that will 
give you endless delight so if you find a book token 
in your Christmas stocking this is a ‘must buy’.
	 Alan Don (1885-1996) was a Scotsman who left 
Dundee to take up an appointment as chaplain 
secretary to his fellow Scot Cosmo Gordon Lang, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury. It was to prove, as 
Beaken writes, “the springboard to a glittering 
ecclesiastical career”. He served as chaplain to three 
Kings and then Elizabeth II and in 1936 as chaplain 
to the Speaker and a canon of Westminster. Finally 
in 1946 he became Dean of Westminster. The period 
Robert covers ends with Don’s appointment to 
Westminster, and though he continued to keep a 
diary it is not yet in the public domain. The diary 
he has edited is kept in Lambeth Palace Library 
and is on a grand scale—1,764 closely written pages 
from which Fr Robert has judiciously distilled a 
selection filling 431 pages. In his Foreword the 
present Archbishop describes Don as a “perceptive 
and vivid diarist” whose world of course spanned 
church, politics and royalty at a most sensitive time 
both nationally and internationally. Historians will, 
no doubt, be especially drawn to the light it sheds 
on the Abdication Crisis when Don was used by 
the then Precentor of the Chapel Royal to convey 
information about Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson 
to Lang. Church historians will be interested in the 
light it sheds on Lang himself during his Canterbury 
years. As Temple’s time at Canterbury was cut short 
Lang is surely the greatest, though also the most 
enigmatic, Archbishop of the last century. The diary 
does, however, include many personal touches and 
vignettes and reveals a man who was rather more 
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than the dour Scot he liked to portray himself. Don 
was, of course, a Scottish Episcopalian rooted in a 
distinct tradition: catholic but not the same as the 
Anglo-Catholicism of the inter-war years. For us 
the book is especially interesting for its comments 
on and attitude towards Anglo-Catholics and their 
activities during the period. Above all the book 
conveys a wonderful atmosphere, though reading it 
one is painfully conscious that this is a record of an 
ecclesiastical era that has utterly vanished.
	 As many of you will know I have had since 
late July health problems. After the stroke which 
was mercifully not severe and from which I have 
recovered well, I unfortunately developed the 
symptoms of angina which have resulted in a stent 
being fitted. I am most grateful for the concern and 
good wishes members sent me, it was most kind.
	 All I can do now is to wish you all as happy a 
Christmas as can be, whatever form it will take, and 
a New Year which sees the virus behind us, or at least 
in retreat, and a return to some sense of normality. 
Let us at least hope so.

Perry Butler

IPSWICH, WILLESDEN AND
WALSINGHAM

Everyone likes a mystery. The story I am going 
to tell has elements of a good detective story: 
statues revered for centuries, royal agents bent 
on destruction of images, traditionalists trying 
to preserve sacred objects for future generations 
and persistent pious legends of true images which 
one day might be revealed and a devotion revived 
in the land of ‘Our Lady’s Dowry.’ And of course, 
like any good detective story, heroes and villains. 
You can make up your mind which are which from 
the likes of Thomas More and Thomas Cromwell. 
At the Reformation in England in the 1530s there 
was an orgy of destruction of images of saints, 
holy objects, crucifixes and crosses. Evangelical 
reformist bishops such as Latimer and Ridley led the 
way and others followed. Thomas Cromwell, chief 
minister to Henry VIII, ordered the plundering 
of shrines and monastic institutions including 
hospices and hospitals. Pilgrimages, hitherto a way 
of life for ordinary Christians, were banned and the 
holy places despoiled. But what happened to the 
relics, statues and images from these shrines and 
churches? Did some survive the smashing, looting 
and burning of the evangelical fanatics of the new 

religious movement? Were some of the altars, relics 
and sacred objects hidden in the hope of better 
days to come when a future monarch would again 
look favourably upon his or her Catholic subjects? 
Were Catholics to be forever banned from visiting 
shrines and praying for healing and thanking God 
for the good things in their lives? What if some 
had survived, hidden away or sent abroad for safe 
keeping?
	 2020 was the year that England was rededicated 
as Our Lady’s Dowry. This traditional title goes back 
to the reign of Edward the Confessor (1042-1066) 
but it was King Richard II, at the height of a national 
emergency, who after praying at the shrine of Our 
Lady of Pew in Westminster Abbey on the feast 
of Corpus Christi, reputedly decided to formally 
dedicate the country to the Virgin Mary. The title 
‘Our Lady’s Dowry’ was set to be attached to England 
forever. Or so it seemed. In the midst of a different 
crisis in 2020, the title was renewed and affirmed at 
the only place it could be, at Walsingham.
	 At the start of the sixteenth century, pilgrimages 
were part of the traditional faith of England and 
central to everyone’s lives. This was an experience 
which was extremely common in the medieval 
period right up to the reign of Henry VIII, after 
which it was strongly discouraged by acts of 
parliament and the new regulations brought about 
by the religious reformers who had the king’s 
ear at that time. A pilgrimage is a devotional 
practice consisting of a prolonged journey, often 
undertaken on foot or on horseback, toward a 
specific destination of significance. It is a short-term 
experience, removing the participant from his or 
her home environment and identity. The means or 
motivations in undertaking a pilgrimage might vary 
but the act, however performed, blends the physical 
and the spiritual into a unified experience.
	 My first experience of pilgrimage was a 
trip to Lourdes with my mother and sister on 
a diocesan pilgrimage at the age of ten. In my 
twenties I discovered Student Cross pilgrimages to 
Walsingham in Norfolk and thoroughly enjoyed 
the walking from Essex to Norfolk, a distance of 
around a hundred miles, travelling with a group of 
fellow pilgrims, just like in Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales, and arriving at Walsingham in the evening 
of Good Friday. There we met up with all the other 
groups or Legs who had set off from other locations. 
We shared the Easter liturgies of the Anglican and 
Roman Catholic traditions and we shared fellowship 
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and fun. We honoured the Blessed Virgin, Our 
Lady of Walsingham and we prayed together. I 
was hooked. The following year I made the same 
pilgrimage once again. I felt as if I was walking in 
the footsteps of my ancestors. I even walked the 
Holy Mile into Walsingham from the Slipper Chapel 
in bare feet as Henry VIII and many other kings and 
queens had all those long years ago, slipping across 
a liminal boundary and into a world, seemingly 
outside our normal everyday experiences. Why did 
our ancestors feel the need for such an experience 
to spiritually, and physically journey to holy wells, 
shrines of the saints and above all, pray before 
statues of the Blessed Virgin Mary?
	 By the end of the middle ages and at the start of 
the Tudor age, people made pilgrimages for a variety 
of reasons. Many holy sites were believed to have 
healing powers, such as Walsingham. Pilgrims who 
had a sick loved one could seek divine help at a place 
like this, along with people who were ill themselves; 
and people who had recovered from illnesses could 
also come to give their thanks to God. Penitents 
would also undertake pilgrimages in order to gain 
forgiveness for their sins, or to shorten time in 
purgatory for themselves or for others. Sometimes 
people went on pilgrimage to pray for fertility or 
safe delivery of a baby. Basically, as a pilgrimage was 
a journey of faith, anything a person felt they needed 
God’s help for could be motivation for the journey. 
Walsingham was the most popular destination for a 
medieval or early Tudor pilgrim.
	 For most Catholics at that time Mary was of 
huge importance in their religious life. Mary, the 
Mother of God, was revered and honoured almost 
universally in England. More churches were 
dedicated to St Mary or variations of her title than 
any other saint. This practice was particularly strong 
in East Anglia and surrounding areas. Cathedrals 
and larger churches had a Lady Chapel and so 
there were many places of pilgrimage associated 
with Our Lady which were visited by rich and poor 
alike. The traditional faith of this country in the 
sixteenth century was Catholicism. A central part 
of this indigenous Catholicism was the Marian 
cult. The English towns and villages most noted 
for medieval devotion to Mary in Britain were: 
Walsingham, the primary British shrine of Mary 
and known across Europe; Coventry; Doncaster; 
Ely; Evesham; Glastonbury; Ipswich; Lincoln; 
Pontefract; Willesden and Worcester. Many abbeys 
and priories were dedicated to Mary, especially the 

Cistercian and Carmelite ones. Yet, very many more 
places could be added to the list as devotion to Mary 
was common; most people could not travel far and 
needed a local place to visit on pilgrimage.
	 On Lady Lane in Ipswich once stood a chapel 
dedicated to Our Lady of Ipswich also known as 
Our Lady of Grace. The earliest reference to it is 
in the thirteenth century and, like other Marian 
shrines, it was suppressed in the 1530s. The Ipswich 
shrine to Our Lady was positioned in its own chapel 
instead of being placed in the local parish church. 
This sometimes happened if the dedication of the 
local church was not to Our Lady. At its height, it 
was believed by some to be the second most popular 
pilgrimage site after ‘Our Lady of Walsingham’. 
Even today in Ipswich there are several churches 
with medieval origins with similar dedications: St 
Mary at the Elms, St Mary Le Tower, St Mary at the 
Quay and St Mary at Stoke.

St Mary at the Elms, Ipswich

Notable visitors and events at the shrine of Our 
Lady of Ipswich included the wedding of Princess 
Elizabeth, daughter of King Edward I, to the Count 
of Holland in 1297. This event brought much needed 
business to the maritime and ship-building port 
of Ipswich. In the fourteenth century both King 
Henry VIII and his wife Catherine of Aragon both 
visited the shrine separately, staying with Lord 
Curzon on Silent Street in Ipswich. Other famous 
visitors included Anne Boleyn, Cardinal Thomas 
Wolsey and Sir Thomas More. More is said to have 
witnessed and recorded a miracle of ‘Our Lady of 
Grace’ involving the healing of twelve-year-old 
Anne Wentworth. In his book The Supplication of 
Souls he describes how Anne, daughter of Sir Roger 
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Wentworth, suffered from seizures in which she 
would spasm, blaspheme and speak of prophesy. 
After Anne had a vision of ‘Our Lady of Grace’ 
she was taken to the shrine and laid before the 
image of the Blessed Lady. Thomas described Anne 
Wentworth as... “grevously tourmented and in face, 
eyen, loke and countenance so grysely chaunged...
that it was a terrible syght to beholde”. However, in 
front of the audience she recovered “perfytely and 
sodeynly”, as More recounted. It is believed that 
Anne, in recognition of this miracle later took her 
vows and became a nun.
	 The fate of the statue of Our Lady of Grace, as 
the statue was known, is unclear. It was reported 
to have been transported to London in a cart and 
delivered to the house of Thomas Cromwell in order 
to be burnt along with the statue of Our Lady of 
Walsingham and other statues. There is evidence 
that this was indeed the fate of some holy objects. 
Cromwell’s steward is reported to have remarked of 
the statue from Ipswich that it had “nothing about 
her but two half shoes of silver”. What happened 
after that is a matter of conjecture, but it appears to 
have escaped from a fiery destruction. There is a gap 
which is unaccounted for between 1538 and 1550 
when it is believed the statue was smuggled away 
by sailors who set sail for Italy. One hopes that a 
Catholic sympathiser persuaded or bribed someone 
in Cromwell’s employ to turn a blind eye as they 
spirited it away. We will never know.
	 It was a dangerous time to have such a statue in 
one’s possession. Perhaps it was smuggled aboard 
a galleon of Spanish design moored in the River 
Thames. Maybe it was transported at dead of night 
by rowing boat under the noses of the authorities 
and stowed in the hold of that ship? We know the 
ship set sail but the Italian sailors took refuge from 
a ferocious storm during the voyage and prayed 
for the Virgin’s protection. In return for their safe 
passage, they offered the statue to the people of 
Nettuno in the south of Italy. And there the statue 
stayed. It was and still is, treated with huge respect 
and given pride of place in the local church.
	 In 1938 a historian of thirteenth-century icon
ography, Martin Gillett, examined the statue which 
the locals like to call ‘The English Lady’. Gillett 
described it as being in the English style and noted 
that it was wearing two half shoes made of English 
silver just like the ones mentioned by Cromwell’s 
steward. Although the statue had been somewhat 
altered, various clues such as the folds in her clothes 

and the child’s position on the right knee instead 
of the left all seem offer clues about its English 
origin. In 1959, whilst the statue was undergoing 
restoration, an inscription was discovered under the 
right foot of the Lady. It reads ‘iu? aret gratiosus’ 
which translates to ‘Thou art gracious’. Ipswich 
was the only shrine in England dedicated to ‘Our 
Lady of Grace’. So, as we have seen, one statue at 
least does appear to have survived the iconoclasm 
of the sixteenth-century reformers. Today you will 
find a replica of the statue from Nettuno carved 
from English oak in the church of St Mary at the 
Elms in Ipswich. Every year on the nearest Sunday 
to the feast of Our Lady’s Birthday, which is the 8th 
September, a joint Roman Catholic and Anglican 
pilgrimage takes place in the town and prayers are 
offered to God and the memory of Our Lady of 
Grace is kept alive.
	 Another very famous shrine of the Virgin Mary 
was at Willesden, Middlesex, then just outside 
London but now very much part of this vibrant city. 
According to tradition, Our Lady has for centuries 
graced this ancient site not only with her presence 
but also with a holy well which was said to have 
had healing abilities and which may have been the 
origin of the name of the settlement, well at the foot 
of the hill. There is of course no proof of this. Little is 
known about how the tradition of pilgrimage to the 
shrine of Our Lady of Willesden began. A Visitation 
report of 1249 mentions the presence of two statues 
of Our Lady in the local church, one of which may 
have been the so-called ‘Black Madonna’.
	 By the end of the middle ages the shrine at 
Willesden had become famous, and pilgrims in 
their thousands travelled on foot and on horseback 
from all over the south east of England and beyond 
to the shrine of Our Lady. By the early sixteenth 
century the shrine had become so famous that it 
was visited by royalty such as Queen Elizabeth of 
York. In 1517 William Litchfield, Vicar of Willesden 
and Chancellor of St Paul’s Cathedral, died and was 
buried in the chancel of Willesden church before 
the image of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Litchfield 
also gave to the church a gilt chalice, ‘the same to 
remain to the use of the said Church and the honour 
of the Blessed Virgin for ever.’ This chalice is still in 
regular use today.
	 Sir Thomas More, Henry VIII’s Chancellor, 
confidently petitioned the Blessed Virgin under her 
title of ‘Our Lady of Willesden’. More’s biographer 
Thomas Stapleton (1535-98) says that More regularly 
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made pilgrimages on foot to shrines up to seven 
miles from London, including Willesden. One such 
pilgrimage to Willesden was during the first week of 
April 1534, with More staying at the home of Giles 
and Alice Alington just days before his final arrest 
for refusing to endorse the divorce of Henry and 
Catherine as well as Henry’s position as head of the 
newly established Church of England. According to 
a contemporary document, Our Lady appeared to 
the vicar, a certain Dr Crewkehorne, in 1537, and 
said that she wished to be honoured at Willesden 
as she had in times past. There is of course, no 
evidence of this and Crewkehorne later retracted 
his statement when questioned by none other than 
the formidable Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas 
Cranmer.
	 Some writers and clergymen in the sixteenth 
century spoke out against pilgrimages, shrines and 
statues of the Virgin Mary. William Tyndale (c. 1494-
1536) complained of those who continuously repeat: 
‘Our lady of Walsingham pray for me; Our Lady of 
Ipswich, pray for me; Our Lady of Wilsdon, pray 
for me.’ He clearly thought that this invocation had 
little or no power or merit. In 1527 the reformist 
priest Thomas Bilney (c.  1495-1531) was arrested 
for preaching against pilgrimages, even doing so in 
Willesden church itself in Whitsun week that year: 
“You do not well to goo on pilgremage to our Lady 
of Walsinghan, Ipswiche, or Wyllesdon, or to any 
other place and there to offer for they be nothing 
but stocke and stones, therefore it were better to tary 
at home and pray to God there.”
	 These people may be seen as the forerunners of 
the changes in the faith of the nation during the 
1530s and beyond. Willesden, like all the other 
shrines, was subject to the new laws and regulations. 
The statue, made of dark, ebony-like wood, was 
removed and disappeared. This fits the description 
of one made of dark wood which was reportedly 
burnt in 1538 by order of Henry VIII’s chief minister, 
Thomas Cromwell. It was said to be covered with 
gold, silver and precious jewels, gifts from grateful 
supplicants and pilgrims. An eyewitness described 
the shrine as standing beneath a canopy of silk 
between the altar and the nave and was protected 
by an iron grille. Richard Mores, Cromwell’s agent 
described it like this: “They have there an image of 
Our Lady in robes of sarcenet with stones; with a 
veil withal of lace embroidered with pearls and other 
precious jewels, and gold and silver… We did strip 
the image which we found to be of wood, in colour 

like ebony, of ancient workmanship, only save the 
upper parts thoroughly plated in silver.” He added 
that the church was crowded with pilgrims. “Even 
at our coming there were five folk praying before it, 
two old men and a woman and a child, and one that 
had brought an offering of flowers.” Even after the 
shrine’s destruction, as late as 1563, in the Second 
Book of Homilies, a newly reformed Church of 
England was still inclined to warn against idolatrous 
invocations to: ’Our Lady of Walsingham, Our Lady 
of Ipswich, Our Lady of Wilsdon and such other.’
	 Clearly, the ordinary faithful of the realm 
had not entirely given up their Catholic faith and 
practices. It probably took a long time to stamp 
out the traditional faith. For the crime of being an 
‘idolatrous parish’ the state imposed an annual fine 
of £13 on the incumbent of the parish and the vicar 
was also fined a further 26/- for having housed an 
‘idolatrous image’. By far the most famous medieval 
shrine of Our Lady was Walsingham. Erasmus, the 
Dutch scholar, visited Walsingham in 1513 and 
was impressed by the splendour of the Shrine. He 
wrote: “There is a small chapel, which admits by a 
small narrow little door, on either side, those who 
come to salute our Layde; the light is feeble, in fact 
scarcely any, excepting from wax candles. A most 
delightful fragrance gladdens one’s nose.” Of the 
statue in the chapel he said: “When you look in you 
would say it is the abode of saints, so brilliantly 
does it shine with gems, gold and silver... Our Lady 
stands in the dark at the right side of the altar... a 
little image, remarkable neither for its size, material 
or workmanship.”
	 This was all soon to come to an abrupt end. 
Henry VIII, annoyed by the Church’s refusal to 
grant him the divorce he wanted and short of money 
to fight foreign wars, ordered the dissolution of the 
monasteries, and in 1538 the Priory of Walsingham 
was closed, the ‘Holy House’, made of wood and 
dating from the founding of the shrine, burned to 
the ground. The holy statue of Our Lady was taken 
to London to be destroyed, or so the story went. 
However, recently (2019) the Catholic Herald has 
published an article casting new light on the matter 
of the supposed destruction of the holy image from 
Walsingham. Two English art historians Fr Michael 
Rear, a retired priest, and Dr Francis Young, 
proposed just such a scenario in their article in the 
Catholic Herald on 26th July 2019. Their theory is 
that a statue known as the Langham Madonna, 
a battered thirteenth-century English statue to 
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be found in the Victoria and Albert Museum in 
London, could actually be the original statue of 
Our Lady of Walsingham, the most sacred image of 
medieval England and the very one which was at the 
heart of the shrine there. Equally well, it could be a 
very near copy, of medieval origin.
	 The official story was that the simple wood statue 
of the Madonna and Child that stood beside the 
shrine’s main altar was hauled away and destroyed 
in 1539, when the Priory Church was torn down 
and its religious community dispersed by order of 
King Henry VIII after they had hanged the sub-
prior and pensioned off the Prior of Walsingham. 
Contemporary accounts of the statue’s fate, though, 
are notably vague. So, what really did happen? 
Records list two different locations for the statue’s 
burning, one at the ‘heretics’ pyre’ at Smithfield 
and the second location in the court of Thomas 
Cromwell’s house at Chelsea. There appear to be 
no eyewitness accounts of the event. Rear & Young 
proposed instead that a substitution was made and 
that the genuine statue was hidden by local recusant 
Catholics. Similar defiant acts have been described 
by Professor Duffy in his book The Stripping of the 
Altars. At St James’ church, Somerton, Oxfordshire, 
a carved stone reredos depicting the last supper was 
carefully hidden in the village and only returned to 
its place behind the altar in the 1820s, thus ensuring 
it was not defaced or destroyed. In the case of this 
particular parish, the local land-owners, the Fermor 
family, were known to be recusant Catholics and, 
as they appointed the vicar, it was possible to avoid 
some of the worst excesses of the iconoclastic 
destruction in that parish. Rear & Young suggested 
that Sir John Grigby, the vicar of Langham, Norfolk, 
a small village six miles from Walsingham, could 
be the instigator of this plot to hide the holy statue 
of Walsingham. Grigby had been arrested in 1537 
as part of the ‘Walsingham Conspiracy,’ a brave but 
futile, armed plot to defend the shrine’s looming 
destruction. This had been hatched among the 
peasants of the surrounding villages by Ralph 
Rogerson, a yeoman farmer who was also a lay 
chorister in the priory church. Unlike the principal 
conspirators, who were hanged, drawn, and 
quartered, Grigby was somehow allowed to return 
to his parish to continue his ministry.
	 Grigby’s most notable parishioners at Langham 
were the Calthorpes of Langham Hall, who resisted 
pressure to accept the new Anglican faith, remaining 
recusants, that is, those who would not attend the 

Anglican services. Another recusant family, the 
Rookwoods of Euston in Suffolk, inherited Langham 
Hall a few years later, in 1555.

The Langham Madonna in the V&A Museum, London 
© The Victoria and Albert Museum

The family was believed to have attempted to hide at 
least one other image of Our Lady in the decades after 
the English Reformation. In 1578, whilst hosting a 
visit by Queen Elizabeth, Edward Rookwood was 
arrested when an image of Our Lady of Euston was 
found in his possession, hidden on their farm. The 
statue, we are told, was destroyed, and Rookwood 
was imprisoned for this serious crime.
	 But could the authorities have failed to notice an 
even more famous image also hidden at Langham 
Hall? Until then the idea that the Langham 
Madonna could be the actual medieval shrine statue 
had not seriously been considered. The statue was 
eventually passed to a saleroom in London before 
being bought by the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
Rear & Young proposed that there was an error in 
records passed on to the museum when the statue 
was bought on December 23, 1925, for £2 10s. As 
travellers in England know well, villages in widely 
different parts of the country sometimes have the 
same or similar names. There are, in fact, three 
villages in the east of England called Langham, 
namely in Norfolk, Essex, and Rutland. The London 
saleroom had claimed that the Madonna had come 
from Langham Hall, Essex, near Colchester, but this 
place lacked any association with recusant Catholics 
of any sort, whilst Langham in Norfolk certainly did 
have documented connections with Catholicism. 
Six years after the Victoria and Albert Museum 
acquired the statue, Henry Joy Fynes-Clinton, one 
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of the founding guardians of the Anglican Shrine at 
Walsingham, wrote in the Roman Catholic journal 
The Tablet of the discovery of an ancient carved 
wooden figure in an old house near Walsingham. He 
suggested that it could be a copy of the Walsingham 
image, or even the original, “saved perhaps as other 
relics and holy things, by means of substitution being 
made for the purposes of satisfying the desecrators”. 
Rear & Young thought that the Langham Madonna 
might possibly be a later copy of the Walsingham 
statue as devotional copies were common just as 
they are now. The Langham Madonna’s presumed 
thirteenth-century origin could be confirmed 
through carbon dating. Sadly however, the records 
of the London saleroom were destroyed during the 
London Blitz so we can never be sure of what was 
recorded.

Drawing of the seal of Walsingham Priory, 
King’s College Cambridge

Circumstantial evidence was needed in order to 
prove the provenance of this statue. The Langham 
statue is remarkably similar to the image on the seal 
of the Priory of Walsingham now held by King’s 
College, Cambridge. Many believers wish to know 
one way or the other. If the statue was indeed the 
Walsingham image, wouldn’t it have some markings 
to indicate what it was and where it was from? It 
turns out that the Langham Madonna has a notch 
at its base that could possibly indicate the removal 
of a so-called, ‘toadstone’ This was mentioned in 
the account by Erasmus during his 1512 visit to 
the Shrine. A toadstone, also known as bufonite, 
is a gem or fossil tooth formerly supposed to have 
been formed in the head of a toad and credited with 
therapeutic or protective properties and possibly an 
antidote to poison. It is an idea preserved in folk-
memory that it represented Our Lady’s victory 
over evil and sin in the same way that later statues 
sometimes depict her with her foot on the head of 

a snake, representing the serpent in the Genesis 
story. We know from contemporary accounts that 
the statue wore a crown. A band around the head 
of the statue could possibly have been designed to 
secure the large crown known to have been donated 
by King Henry III in 1246. We also know that the 
Virgin sat on a throne from the evidence on the seal 
from the priory. A series of dowel holes on the back 
of the image could have been used to secure it to the 
throne shown on the medieval priory seal. Much of 
this is supposition. More research is needed as it is 
as yet unproved that this is a medieval East Anglian 
statue or even the very image of the Virgin Mary 
which was so revered by so many for so long in the 
village of Little Walsingham.
	 Pilgrims still visit the Slipper Chapel, the priory 
ruins and the Anglican and Roman Catholic 
shrines. The popularity of Our Lady of Walsingham 
has not waned since the shrines were re-founded in 
modern times. In 2020 the Roman Catholic Bishops 
of England and Wales rededicated England to Our 
Lady as her dowry. The many shrines of Our Lady, 
whether ancient foundations or more recent ones, 
continue to attract pilgrims, penitents and tourists. 
Long may pilgrimage continue in England and 
Wales.

Tim Guile

BLESSED BE GOD IN HIS ANGELS
AND HIS SAINTS

One hundred years ago, in the summer of 1920, 
The Reverend Frank Bennett (1866-1947) became 
Dean of Chester. He served for 17 years. Bennett 
was a graduate of Keble College, Oxford, and was 
ordained in 1892. His first incumbency was at 
Portwood, Stockport, where he stayed for ten years 
and then after a short time as the parish priest of 
Christ Church, Chester, he moved in 1910 to the 
parish of St Deiniol, Hawarden, in North Wales, 
where he served for the next ten years. He was an 
undoubted Prayer Book Catholic and had to cope 
with enthusiasts from the Church Society from time 
to time.
	 Early in his ministry at the beautiful cathedral 
in Chester he stated two of his aims: to open the 
cathedral free of charge to visitors and to glaze the 
cloister with stained glass. He followed his son’s 
suggestion that this should be of the Church’s 
calendar.
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It would be unique and, as Dean Bennett put it, 
“make the cathedral famous”. To cover the cost, he 
suggested that each window should be a memorial, 
to attract donations. The two principal stained-glass 
artists were Archibald Keightley Nicholson (1871-
1937), elder brother of Sydney Nicholson the church 
musician and Frederick Charles Eden (1864-1944).
	 There are thirty-four windows in the cloister, 
most with four lights, making a total of 130. Ninety-
three lights are from the calendar of The Prayer 
Book of 1928. Six others, including St Werburga, 
the Foundress of Chester’s Benedictine Monastery, 
complete the sanctorale and the Christmas Cycle of 
the temporale; the Easter Cycle has six lights. The 
remaining 25 lights are of those, including several 
Caroline Divines, who have served the church 
faithfully but who at the time were not in the 
calendar—nine are now in the Common Worship 
Calendar.

This record has now been placed on the Chester 
Cathedral website—it helps to mark the centenary 
this year of Dean Bennett’s appointment.

https://chestercathedral.com/gallery-of-saints/

Jane Brooke, Elizabeth Moncrieff  
Barry Ingram (photographer) 

Nick Fry, James Thomson

https://chestercathedral.com/gallery-of-saints/
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Our front cover photograph shows The Virgin 
and Child, a detail from the Epiphany light in 
the east walk of the cloister of Chester Cathedral. 
Note the cruciform halo on the Christ Child, 
the stars on the halo of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
(Revelation 12 v 1) and her Fleur de Lys broach. It 
was taken by Barry Ingram, of Chester Cathedral, 
and reproduced here with permission. Many 
members will be interested to see the windows. 
This Calendar of the Church’s Year is a most 
striking and important teaching aid. Bennett 
himself needs to be further researched.

BOOK REVIEW
The Cowley Fathers: A 
History of the English 
Congregation of the 
Society of St John the 
Evangelist.
by Serenhedd James 
Canterbury Press, £45. 
ISBN 978-1-78622-183-4 

One of the most regrettable features of the recent 
history of Anglo-Catholicism is the rapid decline 
in the fortunes of the religious orders, particularly 
since 1960. That decline has been complemented by 
a series of informative books on the life and times 
of a number of communities, particularly those 
of men. We already have The Community of the 
Resurrection by Alan Wilkinson (1992), History of 
the Society of the Sacred Mission by Alistair Mason 
(1993), and This Poor Sort (on the Franciscans) and 
The Labour of Obedience (on the Benedictines) by 
Petà Dunstan (1997 and 2009 respectively). The 
community which has been ignored to date, rather 
oddly bearing in mind that it was the first stable 
order for men, is the S.S.J.E., better known as the 
Cowley Fathers. Serenhedd James has now filled 
that large gap with this comprehensive work, which 
is well-timed because the two remaining members 
of the Society have now retired.
	 James has used the comprehensive archive of the 

Society, and although the title refers to the English 
Congregation (thus not dealing with the American 
Congregation, which continues in existence and 
had a number of new recruits just as their English 
counterpart was failing to attract any) it also has 
extensive material on the work in India and in South 
Africa, both of which were run from Cowley.
	 James deals well with the resolution needed by 
the founders, particularly Richard Meux Benson, 
who became the first Superior General and who set 
up a community without any precedent to follow. 
1866 was a very early date to embark on this venture. 
The author also deals sensitively and carefully with 
the somewhat stifling effect which Benson had in his 
later years as Superior, restricting the appeal of the 
community by rigidity and extreme austerity. He 
restores the reputation of Benson’s successor Robert 
Lay Page, who took over in 1890 and oversaw a rapid 
expansion of the order and its activities. He had to 
overcome opposition from those who over-revered 
Benson’s example, but times were changing.
	 James also makes it clear that although some of 
the liturgical ideas of the S.S.J.E. were idiosyncratic, 
they were more representative of advanced Anglo-
Catholic thought than some commentators have 
given credit. In some ways the S.S.J.E. was a very 
‘English’ community in that the members were 
reserved rather than demonstrative. Many, but not 
all, of the members of the Society came from an 
upper-class, even aristocratic, background.
	 Leadership given by the Cowley Fathers to the 
Anglo-Catholic Movement was most pronounced 
under the leadership of William Braithwaite 
O’Brien from 1931 to 1949. O’Brien was responsible 
for a great deal of propaganda against the Church of 
South India, but in the end he and others accepted 
the fudge which the Church of England devised 
and stepped back from secession, a step which they 
probably never intended to take. The arguments 
over the C.S.I. were of more importance than some 
think, because after that reverse Anglo-Catholics 
were always on the back rather than the front foot.
	 The declining years of the community do not 
make for happy reading. The beautiful church at 
Cowley and the House were evacuated and sold, and 
a number of passing fads were taken up. None was 
sufficient to attract new recruits and the order has 
now passed into history. One of the reasons for this 
was the inability to transplant the ethos to Indian 
and South African men who could carry forward 
the work at which those who came from Cowley 
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worked so hard, and in some cases for most of their 
life.
	 This book gives a clear picture of the work of 
the S.S.J.E. and of its contribution to the Church of 
England. It is clearly referenced to the archives, so it 
is possible to see what happened and when. The only 
criticism I have is that there could have been more 
on the outstanding individuals who were members 
of the Society, such as Philip Waggett and Lucius 
Cary.
	 The book is strongly recommended to members 
of the Society.

Michael Yelton

RECENT PUBLICATIONS
In Concert Sing: A 
Mirfield Bedside Book
edited by Bruce Carlin
166 pages, paperback
Was £8.50, now £7
ISBN 978-0-902834-51

This splendid book, edited by Bruce Carlin, is 
described on the Mirfield website as “a gallimaufry 
of the Community of the Resurrection. A collection 
of articles, some from past issues of their Quarterly 
Review, many newly written for this book – some 
serious, some more light-hearted, interspersed with 
brief snippets and quotations on the monastic life. 
We travel with Brethren to the corners of the earth, 
but at the same time are earthed in the life and 
worship of the Community at Mirfield itself, and 
its long term core work of priestly formation and 
spiritual guidance.”

Available via the Mirfield website:  
https://mirfield.org.uk/shop/
Or from:
Mirfield Publications, Community of the 
Resurrection, Stocks Bank Road, Mirfield, 
West Yorkshire WF14 0BN

Just John: The 
Authorized Biography 
of John Habgood, 
Archbishop of York, 
1983-1995
by his former chaplain, 
David Wilbourne
SPCK
Available in hardback 
and paperback
Various prices
ISBN 978-0-28108392-3

A man of considerable ability who might have gone to 
Canterbury. Of interest to Anglo-Catholic historians 
is his promotion of the idea of the Resolutions A 
and B and alternative Episcopal oversight. Also his 
involvement in the 1987 Crockford’s affair.

The Destiny & 
Passion of Philip Nigel 
Warrington Strong
by Jonathan Holland
537 pages, illustrated
published by Lakeland 
Publishing, Australia
About £20
ISBN 978-0-244-18236-6

Philip Strong (1899-1983) served in tough inner-city 
Anglo-Catholic parishes in England before taking 
on an even more difficult job as Bishop of New 
Guinea. He stayed there throughout the Second 
World War, during the Japanese occupation. The 
story of the New Guinea Martyrs (remembered on 
2nd September) is well known and much discussed 
even now. In later years Philip Strong was senior 
Archbishop of the Anglican Church of Australia. 
His was a life of challenge and of adventure. Bishop 
Jonathan Holland has done thorough research and 
this is a very good read.

https://mirfield.org.uk/shop/


ACHS Newsletter—December 2020 Page 11 of 11

St Hilda: Our Patron 
and Friend
by Stephen Savage
32 pages, illustrated
Remaining copies for 
sale at £5—proceeds to 
church funds
Send cheque made out to 
‘St Hilda’s, Cross Green’ 
to Stephen Savage
4 Austhrope Gardens
Leeds LS15 8TF

Strictly speaking not Anglo-Catholic history, 
although it does include a two-page reflection on the 
history of the parish. More than one Anglo-Catholic 
parish church is dedicated to St Hilda of Whitby, but 
this booklet was produced specifically for St Hilda’s, 
Leeds, for members of the congregation. New-
comers were regularly asking about St Hilda and 
her enigmatic snakes, as she is not so well-known in 
Portugal, Eastern Europe, Malaysia, Chile, the USA, 
India or in most parts of Africa, and this booklet 
tells them all they want to know.

Again, many thanks to our contributors, all 
working in difficult circumstances.

Items for the May 2021 edition may be sent 
to me at any time.

By e-mail to:
stephen.leeds@btinternet.co.uk

Or by post to:
4 Austhorpe Gardens, Leeds LS15 8TF 

mailto:stephen.leeds%40btinternet.co.uk?subject=

