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THE STORY OF THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH IN CLEVEDON 

LOOKING FAR BACK IN THE PAST  

We in this part of our country at the foot of the Mendips cling to our legends of long ago, to the 

coming of the Christian faith, clustering mostly around visions and poems of Avalon which our 

ancestors looked upon as the new Jerusalem. And why not? If such origins are lost in the mists of 

time, why not dream of beautiful scenes with dim figures of the Holy Grail, of Joseph of Arimathea 

and even of the founder himself. We often sing about that. 

When real history brings the facts into focus, the glamour often wears off the dreams of what might 

have been. Streams of foreign invaders, Romans, Angles and Saxons, Vikings, Danes and Normans 

changed the early promise of past visions. Certainly when the Angles had completed their conquest 

and changed the name of Britain, more sadly they superimposed on the land their religion, or rather 

the lack of it. When Britain became England it became pagan again. 

But not for long! It all began this time in a Roman slave market, selling angelic looking boys with fair 

hair and blue eyes, an unusual sight to southern Italians. They attracted the interest and concern of 

a pun-loving monk. Gregory1 did not forget those Anglo-Saxon slaves when he shortly became pope. 

He sent some of his fellow monks, thirty of them, from their monastery on the Coclian Hill in Rome 

to preach the gospel to that land over the sea that the Romans had abandoned to the marauding 

tribes in order to defend their own land. Augustine2 was appointed the head of this group of monks 

and he began his work in the Garden of England. 

Where better? He established himself at Canterbury and became the first archbishop of the English. 

But all that is another story. 

MONASTICISM 

Another five hundred years must slip by before we really reach the starting point of our particular 

story. Experience showed the value of setting up monastic establishments in converting pagan 

countries to Christianity. It's putting into practice Our Lord’s parable of the leaven. 3Already the 

monasteries had played such a large part in the early growth of the religious and social history of this 

country. As early as 400 A.D. there was another Augustine4, the one with the famous mother, St 

Monica5. He became bishop of Hippo in North Africa and besides his confessions and many 

theological writings, he composed a rule of life by which men and women might lead more perfectly 

the Christian way of life. 

We must concentrate on one particular Order which followed the rule of Saint Augustine of Hippo. It 

is known as the Canons Regular of St Augustine, or more familiarly as the Austin Canons. They were 

one of the largest religious Orders in the middle ages. Their main concern was never care of 

parishes; indeed they were more inclined to settle in rural and sparsely populated areas. In their 

                                                           
1 Pope Saint Gregory I, commonly known as Saint Gregory the Great, was Pope of the Catholic Church from 3 
September 590 to 12 March 604 AD 
2 Augustine of Canterbury was a Benedictine monk who became the first Archbishop of Canterbury in the year 
597 
3 Matthew 13:33 
4 St. Augustine of Hippo was a Roman African, early Christian theologian and philosopher whose writings 
influenced the development of Western Christianity and Western philosophy.  
5 Saint Monica of Hippo is remembered and honoured for her outstanding Christian virtues and her prayerful 
life dedicated to the reformation of her son, Augustine. 



earlier, formative days they had absorbed much of the Cistercian6 rule and observances into their 

way of life.  

Their first arrival in this country was in the reign of Henry I (1100-1135) and by the 13th century 

there were more than two hundred houses of the Order established in England. Most of them were 

priories and the larger ones were abbeys. The priories were organised on a regional basis and 

tended to be unified by the formation of provincial units. A very early priory in England was made in 

1142 in Bristol by a city merchant, Robert Fitzharding. He was said to be a descendant of a king of 

Denmark and was certainly an ancestor of the Berkeley family. He was much favoured by Henry II 

who gave him the barony of Berkeley with all its churches which Fitzharding in turn put into the care 

of the Canons Regular. The Bristol priory became an abbey in 1148, originally meant for six canons 

only, it increased to more than double that number. William Courtnay, grandson of Reginald 

Fitzurse, (one of the assassins of St Thomas Becket), built Woodspring Priory for ten canons in 1210 

in reparation for the crime in Canterbury Cathedral. St Andrew's, Clevedon, was established from 

Bristol in 1257 and became a parish in 1291. 

THE REFORMATION 

All these with the other priories and monasteries flourished until the Act of Royal Supremacy in 1534 

which in effect was to end communion with Rome and establish a national church, the Church of 

England. In the same year the abbot of St Augustine's, Bristol, and eighteen canons subscribed to 

this Act and surrendered in the following year to Thomas Cromwell's 7commissioner, Dr Richard 

Layton. The community of canons were pensioned off, not very generously; William Morgan, the 

abbot, received £80 and some orchards with twenty loads of firewood and the manor house of 

Leigh. The abbey in Bristol was destroyed and the new diocese of Bristol came into being with the 

abbey church as the cathedral and Paul Bush, a former Austin Canon became the first bishop of 

Bristol. Roger Tormenton, last prior of Woodspring, submitted to the Supremacy Act in 1534 and St 

Andrew's, Clevedon, apparently complied with the Act about the same time as its mother church in 

Bristol.  St Nicholas' was a chantry in Highdale, Clevedon, that was used for Sunday Masses  for the 

convenience of those who found it difficult to reach St Andrew's, a mile away and often cut off by 

water. The chantries, so called Song Schools, had as their chief function to train singers for the 

church services. There were both elementary and secondary schools, maintained by priests whose 

benefice involved chanting Masses for the intentions of benefactors, with education as a subsidiary.  

All chantries were abolished by Edward VI in 1547, but even before that date St Nicholas’ was rented 

as Highdale farm in 1535 to John Bulbecke and there was no priest there after that time. 

Since then, alas, came the political and historical event known as the Reformation or the movement 

that split the Christian church and broke the religious unity of Christendom which had existed for 

over fifteen hundred years, the unity which we are all hoping and earnestly praying for today. Since 

that unhappy Reformation there is no certain evidence of the existence of a Roman Catholic church 

in Clevedon for nearly three hundred and fifty years.   

CLEVEDON IN MODERN TIMES  

Clevedon was a village, a very small one, in Saxon times. What little history it might have made is lost 

in obscurity. This can be readily understood when we find in the very first official census of 1801 that 

there were only 334 residents, which is only about a hundred families. Even in the next twenty years 

the population had risen to only 581. In subsequent years the official records show a population of 

                                                           
6 The Order of Cistercians are a religious order of monks and nuns that follow the Rule of Saint Benedict.  
7 Thomas Cromwell was a lawyer and statesman who served as chief minister to King Henry VIII of England  



Clevedon as about 2,000 in 1850 with the present population about 17,000. The early numbers do 

not seem very large, but the growth seemed surprisingly rapid and the reasons for this increase were 

sought. One theory for the growth of the population was ascribed to the eloquent preaching of two 

Bristol divines. Robert Hall of Broadmead chapel and John Leifchild of Bridge Street independent 

chapel apparently made the charms of Clevedon a constant theme of the sermons - not perhaps 

heaven, but at least on the way to it. Their attentive congregations listened no doubt with rapt 

attention, and soon the reason for Clevedon's soaring population was obvious! 

Clevedon would not have been much like we know it today. There was no Hill Road nor Copse Road, 

and Clevedon Park still extended from Wellington Terrace to East Clevedon. Wellington Terrace was 

not so named until after the victory of Waterloo in 1815. Marine Parade was there with only three 

or four houses overlooking the sea, the last two being the Marine hot baths and Rock House inn. As 

the name implies the inn was built on a rock projecting into the sea. It was built by Mr Hollyman in 

1822 on the site now occupied by the Royal Pier hotel. Mrs Perry was the proprietor after her 

husband's death. A few years later Hans Price, architect of the Alexandra Road market, planned to 

build a new Rock House. Evidently this was required to meet the needs of the growing number of 

Clevedon residents. There were other attractions in this area when Owen Roberts provided a library 

and reading room in 1868 for men who would be working on the proposed building of the pier. But 

we must turn our thoughts to one building that was to play such a prominent part in the story of the 

Roman Catholic Church in Clevedon.  

THE ROYAL HOTEL 

This building was erected in 1828 about the same time as Hill Road and Copse Road came into being. 

It was originally known as Watson's Royal Hotel. I have no idea why it claimed to be royal, there was 

no evidence of plaques over the beds to say who slept in them. The dining room could 

accommodate a hundred and twenty people, about a quarter of the entire population in those early 

days. Of course there were visitors and the extension of the railways increased the number 

considerably. In July 1847 the branch line was built from Yatton, (previously named Clevedon Road 

station), to extend to Clevedon. The residents of Clevedon invited all the passengers to arrive on the 

first train on the new extension to have breakfast at the Royal hotel. During all that day two 

thousand passengers travelled on trains between Yatton and Clevedon and the fares were not 

exorbitant:  

Clevedon to London 10/10; 20/6; 30/- (3rd, 2nd, 1st class) [Equivalent to 55p; £1.025; £1.50 – ed.] 

Clevedon to Bristol 1/- ; 2/-; 3/- (3rd, 2nd, 1st class) [Equivalent to 5p; 10p; 15p – ed.] 

Before this branch line was opened, a coach from the Royal hotel ran to Clevedon Road station six 

times daily. 

For twenty years a daily horse-driven coach with inside and outside passengers ran between Bristol 

and Clevedon. A handbook of 1868 writes in glowing terms of the hotel with its gardens sloping 

towards the sea, commanding a prospect rarely surpassed in England. It was the first building in 

Clevedon to be called an hotel. The proprietor was a Mr Barrett who seems to have been filled with 

many attractive ideas. He advertised post horses, britzskas and pony carriages on hire as well as a 

brake8, bait9 and livery10 horses taken in at moderate charges. Of course you will be able to 

                                                           
8 a horse-drawn carriage used in the training of horses for draft work 
9 A horse rented for a period of time 
10 livery – an arrangement where horse owners pay a weekly or monthly fee to a stable keep their horses 



understand what all this means. I am afraid I didn't, as my equestrian vocabulary does not include 

words describing horseplay in the 19th century. But I had recourse to the larger Oxford dictionary 

and found post horses meant that one could always pick up a horse for the rapid conveyance of 

passengers, etc. I wonder how many each day availed themselves of this magnificent offer of 

transport. Of course if the numbers were very large, there was always the option of a britzska which 

was, so the dictionary runs, a long spacious carriage with a folding top. But for those who were 

merely en-passant, a stop could be made for food for oneself, or if the stay was longer, board and 

lodgings for the horses as well. Such facilities could hardly be found today, even at the Dorchester.  

I came across a letter to the Clevedon Mercury of a later date from a reader in Backwell who either 

had a very long memory or else he treasured the tariff of a visit to the hotel years before. There was, 

he writes, full board at three guineas a week, including breakfast, lunch and dinner; or breakfast, 

dinner and tea. Sitting room per day from 2/6 to 6/- [12.5p to 30p]; bedrooms 2/6, 2/- and 1/- 

[12.5p, 10p and 5p]; double bedrooms with two beds 4/- [20p]. Servants’ bed 1/- and 1/6 [5p and 

7.5p]. Breakfast plain 1/- [5p], with cold meat and eggs 2/- [10p]. Visitors’ servants board 25/- 

weekly [£1.25]. Fires 1/- per day [5p], lights 1/- per night. Hip or sponge bath 6d [2.5p]. Attendance 

per night 1/6 [7.5p]. If it seems all too wildly expensive, non-residents could obtain breakfast or 

lunch 3d [1.25p] and dinners 6d [2.5p]. Which all compares very favourably with similar facilities 

today! 

A FLEETING TRIP TO FRANCE 

Now we must move to France, not for long, just a very brief visit to acquaint ourselves with a decree 

of expulsion for Religious Orders issued periodically by an anti-clerical action of the State. The Jules 

Ferry laws passed by this French government on 20th March 1880 commanded all Religious Orders 

to petition for government recognition within three months and to be ready to accept terms for 

their continuance  

The Minister General of the Franciscan Order informed the friars in France that they could not 

accept anything on unknown terms and recommended them to look for refuge elsewhere. The friars 

from Amiens sought hospitality in England. We English Franciscans had been in much the same 

situation more than one hundred years previously by hastening to Douai in north France when the 

State here issued instructions that we were no longer welcome in England. So it was that the Father 

Provincial 11of the St Louis’ Province from Amiens called on his English brethren in Stratford, Essex 

who informed him that the Franciscan nuns in Taunton, Somerset, could offer temporary 

accommodation to some thirty French friars on 30th October 1880. Bishop Clifford of Clifton diocese 

was also very helpful and lent the premises of a disused Dominican 12convent, St Catherine's, near 

the Clifton pro-cathedral. This convent had been originally built by Fr Leo Edgeworth O.F.M. when he 

was engaged in his plans for the church at Clifton. The Dominican nuns lived there from 1848 to 

1854 before they established themselves at Stone in Staffordshire. The refugee friars made it a 

house of studies with some forty members in the community. It afterwards became a Catholic 

primary school when the Franciscans left Clifton. There is a letter in our archives from Irene, 

Countess Lubienski, a Polish lady who married Charles Bodenham, the heir of a renowned 

Herefordshire family residing at Bodenham Manor, Rotherwas, some miles outside the city of 

Hereford. Having no children, the Bodenhams decided to dedicate all they had to the church. After 

failing to bring Polish nuns to Hereford, they succeeded in a foundation of Sisters of Charity 13for the 

                                                           
11 The most senior member of the Order in a Province usually elected by peers for a term of 3 to 6 years  
12 A religious order founded by the Spanish priest Dominic of Caleruega in France in 1216 
13 Founded in 1832, a congregation of women consecrated to God  



purpose of education and St Elizabeth's school was built. Then they appealed to the Poor Clares 

community at Notting Hill for sisters to form a praying community, and in 1880 the convent of Poor 

Clares at Bullingham, Hereford, was founded. Now Countess Irene was anxious to have the convents 

well supplied with chaplains, and the Bishop of Newport and Menevia approved of her application to 

the Franciscans temporarily at Taunton. Perhaps the invitation to Hereford came too late as 

arrangements to go to Clevedon were already well advanced. 

THE FRENCH FRIARS ARRIVE IN CLEVEDON 

The helpful Mother Abbess of Taunton, Mother Jerningham, sister of Admiral Jerningham of 

Norwich, understood that the French friars were willing to undertake parochial duties during their 

stay in England. She suggested they should start a parish in Clevedon and with the Bishop's consent 

she obtained possession of, Portland House in Wellington Terrace. In this house a Miss Nunny lived 

in 1863 with a Miss Homer until 1876; it was between Cliff House and Severn House. The friars took 

up residence there in June 1882 when they left Taunton. A chapel was opened for the public and the 

first Sunday Mass was said on 14th July and the congregation numbered five, which was the total of 

Catholics known to be living in the town at that time. Discouraging? No, not a bit of it! Many non-

Catholics were later attracted, maybe out of curiosity mainly. Anyway, Portland House soon became 

too small, especially as members of the Order came from their temporary home in Clifton. New 

members were entering the Order and in the year 1882-83 twelve young men, probably Frenchmen, 

received the Franciscan habit and commenced their novitiate here in Clevedon, and in 1891 four 

more postulants were clothed in the habit. 

Plans for enlarging Portland House were set aside and the Royal hotel had been up for sale and no 

bidder for it was forthcoming. Mr Charles Blount, a Catholic solicitor and a Clevedon resident, 

purchased the hotel on behalf of the friars for £3,800 with money promised by friends in France and 

Portland House was sold. The hotel might never have become the Franciscan friary as the Deeds of 

the property nearly went astray. These Deeds were prepared by the London solicitors of the 

Franciscan Order and sent to Charles Blount, uncle of one of the partners of the London firm of 

Blount, Lynch & Petre. In a letter to his uncle he briefly tells the story, "Here is the letter I wrote to 

you on the 16th [April 1883] just received thro' the D.L.O. [Dead Letter Office] owing to the 

blundering stupidity of a clerk whom I told to address the envelope and who wrote 'Cleveland' 

instead of 'Clevedon'." I wonder how many times that mistake has been made? The purchase of the 

hotel created some activity among the estate agents in the neighbourhood with a view to promote 

further sales. One Bristol estate agent wrote to the solicitors of the Franciscans urging the friars to 

seize the opportunity of buying Marine Parade, "This property consists of a pair of villas ... and in the 

large house known as Sandringham House and the Baths containing we believe about 40 rooms and 

also situate in Marine Parade. All the houses in Marine Parade with the private road are for sale." All 

of which generous offer was declined by the friars, who must have been stretched to the limits of 

their meagre resources. 

Anyway, the first service was held in the Royal hotel, to be known in future as the Franciscan friary, 

on 18th February 1883. The following week, and for many years to come, under the heading 

"Churches" in the Mercury appeared the notice:  

Franciscan Friary. Services on Sunday. Mass at 5.30 a.m., Mass and Holy Communion 8 a.m., 

High Mass and instruction at 11 a.m., Rosary and Vespers at 3 p.m., Compline, sermon and 

Benediction with the Blessed Sacrament at 6 p.m. weekdays everyday Mass and Holy 

Communion at 5.30 a.m. and 8 a.m.  Every Friday Stations of the Cross at 6.15 p.m. Church 



open from 5.30 a.m. to 11.30 a.m. from 2 to 7 p.m. The Parish Priest may be called at any 

time for ministry. 

I wonder how many responded to the advertisement, especially at the early Mass. As we have seen, 

Clevedon was without a Roman Catholic church for nearly three hundred and fifty years, so it is not 

surprising that its sudden return would produce certain upheavals from some quarters. 

THE MONKS AND THE PRESS 

It took only a fortnight for a subscriber to the Clevedon Mercury, who signs himself ‘A Dissenter', to 

produce the following article: 

A Visit to the Friary 

Many conjectures have been advanced by visitors and some of the residents respecting the 

Monks and the Friary, and without being in any way their oracle but only an enquirer to 

penetrate the secrets of this remarkable building, was unfortunate as it was made when the 

Monks were at exercise and after inspecting for some time at the gate and observing with 

wonder their manly stature, shaven crowns, brown cowl and monkish dress, wood sandals 

and rope girdle, one of their company came and said, "Excuse me but I must shut the gate" 

and we unbelievers were pleasantly left to enjoy the light of the outer world, while the 

Monks continued their promenade alone. The next attempt was made on a Friday at 6.15 

when the Clevedon Mercury announced the Stations of the Cross would be done. I went, 

remembering the Apostle's words about speaking with the tongues of men and angels, and if 

without charity being as sounding brass or tinkling cymbal and thought that however much I 

might despise the Catholic faith - however much it might be at any time my duty to denounce 

it - however misguided I might feel the Monks were – still it was Christian duty even with 

them to exercise some charity. Punctually to the moment, my companion and I presented 

ourselves at the door, but the devotion had commenced and we were very sorry to appear to 

interrupt them. We followed someone in and found a congregation of six assembled in a 

good-sized room, apparently about thirty feet by twenty feet and divided off by a crimson 

screen in front of which was an altar containing a shrouded shrine, a cross, two lighted 

candles, two vases of flowers, etc. In one corner of the room was a Monk devoutly kneeling 

and my companion and I comprised two of the comfortable seats and sat still, others coming 

in occasionally, believers kneeling all the time and unbelievers were sitting. We unbelievers 

were able to note some attempts at decoration round the room and see Father Celestine, 

assisted by two acolytes, bearing lighted tapers about six feet high, doing the Stations of the 

Cross, which appeared to consist of short readings, Father Celestin having a strong French 

accent and the Lord's Prayer gone through at what appeared to us, almost an irreverent 

speed, some Monks behind the screen joining with their deep bass voices. After this had been 

done and some formula gone through some 14 or 15 times and was getting quite 

monotonous. Father Celestine appearing in front of the altar and considerably to our relief 

the acolytes rested their candles as one of them had been carried rather crooked and seemed 

in danger of dropping hot wax on his pate, but presently Father Celestin had a purple cover 

put over his surplice and incense was burned and behind the screen some good voice gave 

music accompanied by an organ and the scene was fairly effective and presently the acolytes 

retired getting their lights through the curtains in a very clever manner and Father Celestin 

mounted the steps with an apparently jewelled cross which some twenty Monks kissed and 

had some words pronounced while they filed and knelt in front of the altar. After they had all 

gone Father Celestin presented the crucifix to two or three believers but we were passed by. 



The impressions I have gathered, respecting these individuals are that it is not worthwhile to 

go and see them out of curiosity as there is very little to see. It is waste of time trying to 

understand what they say for it is impossible. It is nonsense to suppose that they will do 

strangers any harm for they appear to take little or no notice of them, it would be well to 

leave them alone and not even speak evil of them. They do not appear to wish to do any 

harm and if they stand in need of more light, let us hope they may ere long get it, for as far 

as I have seen, Clevedon peace and happiness, truth and justice, religion and piety might 

reign supreme if residents and visitors would only make use of privileges daily within their 

reach. 

OTHER REACTIONS 

One can hardly take offence, even at the mocking tone of this newspaper article, perhaps one can 

admire his courage in entering the inner sanctuary of those of whom he had such strong suspicions 

of their evil ways. Indeed it was most generous of him to advertise to the public the harmlessness of 

the monks. There was of course a great deal of ignorance about religious life which was mingled with 

superstition and a long tradition of prejudice, though criticism was often feigned 

One of our elderly brothers, Br George, long since dead, told me many years ago that when he first 

came to Clevedon in the 1880's going out in his habit to post a letter, a lady in a bathchair being 

pushed along by her manservant, eyed the brother and in a voice loud enough for him to hear asked 

her chauffeur, "James, is that a man or a woman?" To this James with a sense of humour, replied, 

"Neither, mom, it's a monk", (and he made the last word rhyme with honk). The very fact of our 

being dubbed as monks when we are only friars proclaims a lack of real knowledge.  

From time to time during the next few years there were outbursts of a much more vitriolic nature. 

Public lectures and meetings concerning the supposed teaching of the Roman Catholic church were 

held in the town with the intention of adding fuel to the opposition. Under the auspices of the 

Protestant Educational Institute from London, Pastor Chiniquy, an apostate Roman Catholic priest, 

though he called himself a converted priest, from Canada, delivered his lectures in the skating rink. 

This hall was in Linden Road and was also a dairy school, mostly for farm girls in 1889. It would not 

be an entirely inappropriate atmosphere for his attacks on the Catholic church. His institute had 

been established to counteract the dangerous influence of Rome. The poor pastor from Canada was 

surely skating on thin ice, to mix the metaphor. His hopes were dashed and they produced just the 

reverse of the objects of the Institute. One correspondent wrote to the Press "The effect of these 

lectures has been to fill the Friary it is filled at almost every service". The Mercury editor himself 

commented, "Very Rev Father Celestine who has brought quite a new theory in Clevedon, has had 

the greatest difficulty in finding room for his congregation, even in the splendid room at the Friary, 

once the Royal hotel, where we have enjoyed many pleasant dinners". 

Although I can find no reference to the friars’ response, if any, to these public lectures, an account is 

given in the Mercury of the reaction to them by the then Vicar of St John’s, the Rev Robert Lawson, 

who very ably and adequately refutes the outrageous attacks made on Roman and Anglo-Catholic 

teaching, so falsely represented and ridiculed by the lecturer.  

A CRUDER CORRESPONDENT 

There was a very unpleasant correspondent to the Mercury who had courage enough only to sign his 

letters "Winter Bird". He was perhaps a poor delicate individual who needed to immigrate to 



Clevedon in the cold weather and had nothing better to do than write letters like this one. Just one 

of them will be quite sufficient for you to judge exactly the type he was.   

Sir,   

On a previous occasion in speaking of those poor deluded young men (the monks) I ventured 

to recommend matrimony to them, I thought it would do them good.  I am glad to see that 

as a preliminary step, some lady monks are coming to live in their vicinity and join them in 

worship. So far so good. Now let me advise those dear, and I think I may say, good-looking 

young women, to consider whether it would not be in accordance with their duty and the 

laws of nature for them to throw off that ghostly drapery and just make themselves a little 

bit attractive. Who can tell but that even the cold hearts of those men may he smitten and 

that they would find out that human love is of divine origin. What could rejoice the 

Clevedonian  more than to see them put shoes on their feet, a decent hat on their poor bare  

heads and cast off those nasty, stuffy, weather-worn garments for the garb of the 19th 

century and once more feel themselves to be men and I venture to say the way would be easy 

for them to make overtures to the sisterhood, the result being the happy connubial bliss of 

monk and nun - so the world would no longer say, "What a dismal thing religion is, only fit 

for ghosts and half-starved recluses. 

Signed: Winter Bird   

WHAT CLEVEDON THOUGHT OF WINTER BIRD   

Just listen to the immediate reception his letter met with, first of all from one who signs him-(or her) 

self, "One who believes in the faith of our forefathers":   

"I was surprised at your inserting the insulting letter headed ‘The Monks’ in your  paper last 

week and rest assured it will not tend to the increase of its circulation.  I dare say the writer 

considered it a very clever production, but if he had signed himself ‘No Gentleman’ instead of 

‘Winter Bird’ there would have been plenty of your readers willing to believe him." 

Another letter:   

"It really grieved me, as I know it did many others to read a heartless letter by one who calls 

himself "Winter Bird" in your paper of last Saturday. Now, sir, though I do not personally 

agree with the monks and their views, I have on several occasions conversed with them and 

found them most courteous and indeed intelligent.  Surely theirs is only one religious sect in 

the world out of so many, and one  certainly not to be ridiculed, jeered and scoffed at - it is 

unmanly and cowardly  to do so. Here are a few lines I quote, written in the time of the 

Dominican Friars in the 13th century:   

0 Blessed Lord, how much I need 

The light to guide me on my way, etc.  

 

These are good, wise and discreet words and worthy of our following and favourably  to be 

compared with those of Winter Bird which are indiscreet and unkind and remind me of what 

a few years ago would have been called a hare-brained chatterer of  irresponsible frivolity.  I 

beg to sign myself Credo"   

And yet another:   



"There is nothing wonderful in the sarcastic yarn made by your correspondent Winter Bird 

last week, though I have heard expressions of regret that it should have appeared. I have not 

the slightest doubt it will be treated with the contempt it deserves. I know the Friars to be 

most warm-hearted men, during their residence here they have endeared themselves to 

both Protestants and Catholics alike, and they have been the means directly and indirectly of 

doing an incalculable deal of good to the town. This is evidenced by the large congregation 

usually to be seen at the Friary, many of whom belong to the Anglican church."   

The letter is signed by "An Anglican" who concludes by suggesting that Winter Bird read 1 Cor 11.14 
14and when he puts his pen to paper again, he will show a little charity. 

And so it goes on. There are more like those and not a single one to support the ideas and 

suggestions of Winter Bird. Of course there was no response from the Friary except to expand their 

advertisement in the local paper to reassure readers that there was no weakening in their services:   

"The Franciscan Friary are ready at any moment to attend the sick and the either rich or 

poor, who may desire their ministrations-and also to instruct who wish to learn the truths of 

the Catholic religion or who have any difficulty they wish to have solved. The Friars do not 

take money but work for the love of God and his Church. Those who desire their prayers for 

any particular intention should leave a notice of the same with the brother."   

THE FRIARS' FEELINGS   

Although the Franciscans made no public comments on the correspondence in the Press, they 

naturally had their own views on the subject. I came across one of the students’ letters; some ten 

years later in 1892 he became the Guardian of Clevedon Friary and later Provincial of the St Louis’ 

Province, Father Arsenius Beix.  In 1883 he wrote this private letter from Clevedon:    

"The Fathers preach three times on Sundays and several times during the week.  The 

Protestants came in great numbers to hear them and also to the Benedictions which we have 

very frequently. What draws them is our singing so we try to please them. Every day during 

recreation they come in crowds to look at us and are astonished to see such people. They 

cannot understand how we can live in chastity and why we fast and take the discipline and 

do so much penance.  They say also when speaking of our sermons that we preach better 

than their ministers do, and what is more surprising still, they say; the monks practice what 

preach.  

At the beginning they circulated all sorts of calumnies against us.  They thought we seized 

Protestant children to kill them — so much as the poor little things were afraid to come near 

the place. They said also that we had got several barrels-of gunpowder to destroy the 

country and blow up the churches. One day when several cases of books arrived at the Friary, 

everyone made sure they were the famous barrels of gunpowder and several policemen to 

make a searching enquiry. They couldn’t believe either that we had no wish and they used to 

say these were coming over soon to join us, but they have given up this now. As they get to 

know us they find out their misconceptions so there is quite a big movement in Clevedon 

towards Catholicism. One good lady seeing we are so good, is most distressed at our being 
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Catholics, she has undertaken to convert the whole community and comes from time to time 

to preach the ‘true Gospel‘, but since she finds the Fathers grow more and more hardened 

and each time resist the grace of her preaching, she always ends up by saying she will pray to 

the Holy Spirit to enlighten us."   

There were sometimes criticisms and complaints even from our own Catholics.  As early as 1890, a 

letter from a very good Catholic who shall be nameless, as  they say, expressed surprise and 

disappointment that the evening services, Sundays  and weekdays would be at 2.30 p.m. on account 

of elderly people and invalids.  "What about the working class?" he cries, and goes on to quote 

examples of those who walk 7 or 8 miles to hear Mass. Anyway, he concludes, he knows of only one 

invalid or maybe two. So again it seems you can't please everybody.   

EXPANDING  

The friars had hardly settled down in their new friary when they decided to establish another centre 

at Portishead. The land there was bought in the names of the Bishop of Clifton‘s trustees, and a 

small church was built by the Franciscans.  It was clearly laid down by Bishop Clifford that the 

arrangement was only temporary as he did not wish the friars to have another canonical foundation 

other than Clevedon. The Portishead community, consisting mainly of studying Sacred Eloquence, 

resided there until 1886 when the house was given up though the church was served by a priest 

from Clevedon Friary until 1907 when the diocese took it over. A letter from Bishop Burton of 22nd 

October 1906 indicates that the English Franciscans requested their withdrawal from Portishead and 

the bishop expressed that "it only remains for me to tender to you and your Order the expression of 

my gratitude for having so long borne a burden which must have been felt at times to be grievous".  

Father (later Bishop) Lee was to be sent by his bishop to Portishead to wind up the interests of the 

Franciscan Order.   

It meant that for twenty years one of the Franciscans walked each morning to Portishead and back 

to say Mass, fasting from midnight in those days, and Portishead to Clevedon is four and a half miles 

each way.   

EXPANDING TOO AT CLEVEDON 

It was quite clear that the numbers of Catholics and others attending the friary for the services had 

considerably increased. The first infant to be entered in our register is that of Frederic William 

Amalthon Pearce who was baptised on 27th August 1882. The first marriage to be recorded was a 

double on 31st January 1885 when William Port of Torquay married Helen Mary May of  Clevedon, 

the witnesses being Thomas Edwards and Henry Pippet of Torquay and  Amy Hunt of Clevedon. At 

the same time Henry Edward May of Clevedon married Amelia Elizabeth Stocker, witnesses were 

Samuel Stocker and Henry Pippet and Kath Sullivan of Bath. Henry and Helen May were brother and 

sister and Father Mathias performed the ceremony.  

During the years 1882 to 1895 there were sixty-nine non-Catholics received into the Friary church 

and from 1883 to 1902 a hundred and sixty-eight confirmations.  Perhaps one of the means of 

attracting people to the church was a flourishing parish library by which the friars were doing 

everything to spread the true teaching of the Catholic faith. 

I understand that in its earliest days services were held in what had been the bar of the hotel. 

Whether it was this fact or the crowded situation, a strong feeling was growing that a church 

building should he erected on the ample site of the Royal hotel grounds. When plans for such a 

proposed church were put to the local authority, some difficulty was created. There was a Samuel 



Ransford, the chemist, (now Marks), who was on the board of directors of the pier committee in 

1867, living in Marine House, Marine Hill. He was also a sometimes difficult member of the local 

council. When the matter of the proposed church was bought up, Mr Ransford said he had been 

informed that the late Sir Abraham Elton had made a covenant in the Deed for laying out the Park 

estate to the effect that no Roman Catholic place of worship should be erected on the estate. He 

went on to say, rather apologetically, that he had no personal feeling against the monks but people 

had expected him to bring up the question. The chairman, Sir Edmund Elton, said he was not aware 

of any such covenant, and the Rev J. S. Neumann said it would create a great disturbance if that sort 

of thing was pressed; people, he said, would be Roman Catholics and must have a place of worship. 

The discussion was dropped and the plans were passed.   

LAYING THE FOUNDATION STONE   

On 16th February 1886 the foundation stone of the new church was laid. The service began at 8 a.m. 

with pontifical High Mass sung by the Honourable and Right Reverend William Clifford, Bishop of 

Clifton. In his sermon the bishop explained that the ceremonial rite was about four thousand years 

old and was used at the dedication of the Temple by Solomon in Jerusalem and was used when the 

great churches of Glastonbury, Wells, Yatton and Clevedon were consecrated.  

Enclosed in a bottle in a tin case were placed several coins of the realm for 1885 and 1886, some 

newspapers and also a document, the whole being placed  beneath the stone, the foundation stone 

of the new church. The document written in English, Latin and French, signed by the bishop and 

others was as follows:   

To the greater glory of God on the 16th day of February A.D. 1886, Leo XIII  being Pope, the 

Hon and Rt Rev William Clifford, Bishop of Clifton; the  most Rev Father Bernardine 

Portogruaro, Minister General of the whole  Franciscan Order; the Very Rev Fr Chrysostom, 

Minister Provincial of the  Province of St Louis, Bishop of Toulouse; Rev Father Celestine 

Mary, Guardian  of the Friary of Clevedon, the foundation stone of this conventual parish  

Church, dedicated to the Most High God, in honour and under the invocation of  the glorious 

and Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary was laid according to the rite of the 

Holy Roman Church by Rt Rev W Clifford, Bishop  of the diocese, in the presence of the 

students of Philosophy and Sacred Eloquence with their lecturers, together with the whole 

community, clergy and  people in the 49th year of the reign of Victoria, Queen of Great 

Britain;  Sir E Elton, Bart of Clevedon Court being chairman of the local Board;  Rev A Scoles, 

architect; James Hillier Kitch, builder.   

Signatures  

The newspaper reporter made a slip in including the Bishop of Toulouse among those who witnessed 

the ceremony. There is a contemporary copy of the document in which the Latin version is 

"Provinciae Sti Ludovici Ep" and the English text gives "of the Province of St Lewis, bp of Toulouse". 

The patron of the Province is St Louis who was a Franciscan and was Bishop of Toulouse, but was not 

likely to be present at the laying of the foundation stone, except spiritually, as he died in 1297 A.D.!   

At 6 o'clock that same evening the new bell, donated by a lady of the congregation, was blessed by 

the bishop. The local newspaper reporter has something to add about this:  

Bells are usually a sign of joy and happiness and many persons were attracted by the unusual 

sound. Not all were satisfied. The grumblers have already begun to find fault with the Friary 

bell. It is rung too frequently to suit the tastes of some people, others are not satisfied with 



its tone. With regard to the latter cause of complaint, we can only say that those competent 

to judge of such matters consider that the bell possesses a rich and fine tone; far superior to 

that of many of the castings which in some Protestant churches we could name, are dignified 

with the name of bells. With regard to the frequency of ringing, it reminds thoughtful people 

that at least one section of the community are about to worship the Almighty.  

The reporter concludes by hoping the friars will ring the bell in spite of the growling of the 

grumblers.   

While we leave the builders to get on with the completion of the church let us think for a moment of 

the original intention of the French friars. A statement in the Franciscan Herald (see below p. NN) 

makes it quite clear that the friars at Clevedon did not regard their foundation as just a temporary 

refuge.  They stated that on the expulsion of the friars several friaries were founded in England with 

the intention of forming a Province in this country. Some rough pencil notes here in our archives 

indicate that Cardinal Vaughan had been discussing with the French friars at Ascot a plan of his for 

the friars to make a foundation in Epping Forest in Essex as a centre to evangelise the surrounding 

countryside. He thought the Franciscans were cut out for this work. The French friars were        

established in Ascot in 1887 and in Woodford, which is on the fringe of Epping Forest, in 1894. The 

Duchess of Newcastle was connected with these discussions with the Cardinal but would have 

preferred another Order.   

The Bull of Leo XIII in 1897 was to put an end to such developments.  But in 1894 it would seem that 

the friars in Clevedon intended building an entirely new friary on the site where later the college 

wing was erected as a first instalment. In actual fact the Clevedon community decided to make a 

foundation for the novices at Saltash in Cornwall, and it was this that became a Seraphic college in 

1887 i.e. a minor seminary for boys hoping to join the Order.  It flourished only for a very short time 

when we shall meet it again when it was transferred to Clevedon in 1894.   

CONSECRATION OF THE CHURCH   

To return to our still unfinished church in Clevedon. Though not yet complete it was possible to say 

the first public Mass in it on 2nd February 1887 and it was finished by 14th July of the same year, 

which was the day fixed for its consecration. The church was now entirely free of debt, that being 

one of the conditions necessary for consecration. The service followed that laid down in the Roman 

Pontifical which is the ceremonial for episcopal rites, an exceedingly lengthy service lasting many 

hours, about six in fact. The night before, the bishop had prepared the relics that he was to seal into 

the altar of the new church. They were relics of St Francis, the founder of the Franciscan Order, St 

Antony of Padua and four early Christian martyrs who had been interred in the catacombs in Rome. 

The church was to be dedicated to our Lady under the title of the Immaculate Conception. It is built 

in the early English style, 120 feet long and 50 feet wide to accommodate 500 people. It is built of 

local stone with Bath-stone dressings, consisting of a nave and two aisles and sanctuary. The 

sanctuary is separated from the choir by a stone screen in front of which is the high altar. The chapel 

in the north aisle is dedicated to St Francis and that in the south aisle to St Antony. The stained-glass 

rose window at the west end of the church depicts the arms of the Franciscan Order and it was a gift 

of the Clevedon tertiaries.  

For the consecration ceremony the pillars and walls of the church were decorated with evergreens 

and along the walls of the nave were hung a number of magnificently embroidered banners. The 

service began with a procession bringing the relics from the friary chapel into the church. The bishop 

addressed a few words to all present on the great blessing of having this beautiful church dedicated 



to God's service, exhorting them to help in the future to maintain the church as they had in the past 

to raise its walls. Father Mathias directed singing and the Rev A Russell and Father Celestine were 

masters of ceremonies.  Present at the consecration were Mgr15 Canon Clarke, Vicar General of the 

diocese; Mgr Williams, director of Prior Park, Bath; Canon Mitchell, Taunton; Mgr English Bristol; Fr 

Grant S.J.16, Bristol; Fr Thomas Laws O.P.17, Prior of Woodchester;  Fr Joseph, St John's, Bath; Fr 

Ambrose 0.P., sub-prior of Woodchester;  Frs Dominic and Alphonsus, Carmelites18 of Wincanton; Fr 

Gallini, Cardiff; Fr Scoles, Bridgwater; Hon Fr Arundell, Shepton Mallet; Fr Bernard, Wells; Fr 

Wadman, Clifton; Abbé Hennet, Taunton; Very Rev Fr Chrysostom O.F.M.19, Provincial of St Louis’ 

Province; Fr Peter Baptist, Guardian of Clevedon Friary; Fr Celestine,  Clevedon Friary; Fr Bouvier, 

Weston-super-Mare; Fr O'Brien, Arnos Vale; Compte Pinot Moira; Dr Thurston; Messrs Ford, Wraxall 

Court; Sheppard, H Brandling, W Green, Parnell, Blount, Johnson, Brown, Jupp, Kitch, Bradfield, 

Gouldstone and Christmas. 

The architect was the Rev Alexander Scoles of Bridgwater. He had qualified as an architect before 

studying for the priesthood. His father, Joseph, also an architect of Farm Street Church and other 

churches, had been one of the last pupils in our Franciscan school at Baddesley Clinton in 

Warwickshire. The contractor was M Kitch of Bridgwater and Mr Bradfield was the mason. Local 

builders were employed. 

At the Mass Father Désiré was celebrant with Father Xavier deacon and Br20 Antony sub-deacon. The 

service lasted until 1 p.m. when the clergy and a number of guests retired to M Wickenden's 

restaurant for a well-earned lunch. It is recorded that the proprietor with his customary lavish 

catering gave ample satisfaction to all. I found the receipt and see that Mr Wickenden charged £6. 

12s [£6.60). for that meal for all the guests. But the great day was not yet over; in the evening the 

bishop administered the sacrament of Confirmation to a number of converts recently received into 

the church. Then the day concluded with Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament given by Father 

Thomas Laws O.P., the prior of Woodchester.  

The church cost £5,000 subscribed by various benefactors, but mainly from the tertiaries of Amiens 

in thanksgiving for the hospitality given to the French Franciscans in Clevedon on their being driven 

out of France.   

For the feast of St Francis that year, a long established traditional custom was revived when the High 

Mass at 10 a.m. was sung by the Dominican friars  from Woodchester, the prior being the celebrant. 

The evening service was at 6 p.m. with the preacher another Dominican, the famous Fr Bertrand 

Wilberforce. He was famous for being the grandson of William Wilberforce so instrumental in 

obtaining the abolition of slavery. A number of well-known persons were related or closely 

connected with William Wilberforce. Fr Bertrand's father was Henry William Wilberforce younger 

son of the liberator of slavery, and his mother was Mary, the second daughter of Reverend John 

Sargent. Mary's sister married Bishop Samuel Wilberforce and a third sister was Archdeacon 

Manning's wife. Both parents of Father Bertrand became Catholics and were close friends of 

Cardinal Newman. Fr Bertrand's sister became a Franciscan nun in Woodchester convent, Sister 

Frideswide. Fr Bertrand was also famous in his own right as a great preacher. He had connections 
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with this part of the world. He was ordained in Clifton pro-Cathedral in 1862 and entered the 

Dominican Order two years later. His younger brother, Wilfrid, was a parishioner here in Clevedon 

and Wilfrid's son, Arthur, was baptised in this church in 1899 and his daughter in 1903. Arthur's son, 

William Gerard, who is now a priest in the Plymouth diocese, told me that his father, Arthur, used to 

relate that after being baptised he was laid on St Antony's altar and dedicated to the great saint of 

Padua.   

On a later feast of St Francis in 1894 the Bishop of Clifton, Dr William Brownlow, presided at the 

Dominican Mass and preached in the evening.  He had already on 2nd October consecrated the altar 

of St Francis. The chapel of St Francis is also the Rosary chapel. One account of the consecration 

ceremony of the church states that Bishop Charles Graham consecrated the altar of St Francis during 

the consecration of the church. But this happened as stated above, which information comes from 

the contemporary church notice book. Bishop Graham had been secretary to Bishop Vaughan of 

Plymouth and became coadjutor of Plymouth, he was consecrated bishop by Bishop Clifford. He 

succeeded to the see of Plymouth in 1902 and died in 1912.   

In 1895 another well-known preacher, Bishop Hedley of Newport and Menevia came to give an 

eloquent sermon on St Francis.   

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS   

During the next few years several requests were made to and by the local council. As early as 1896 

pressure came from the authority for the widening of the road round the friary grounds but it was 

another thirty years before an agreement on the matter was reached. Nightingale Villa, the property 

next door to the friary was purchased by the Franciscans for £1,400 in 1899 to safeguard the privacy 

of the friars and to protect them from undesirable tenants. In the same year a request was made by 

the friary for a portion of land for Catholic burials on the far side of the present cemetery, but 

nothing came of it. The following year the friars made a request to the council for the purchase of 

the old quarry north of the friary boundary but the local authority wrote to say that they had other 

plans for that land. This was the quarry just opposite the Hydro in Wellington Terrace; in a letter to 

Fr Guardian, dated 26th June 1900, Messrs Alonzo Dawes state the property was not for sale as 

there were plans for the extension of the Hydro hotel when the old quarry was destined to become 

stables. In fact it has become houses. 

BON VOYAGE! 

By 1902 the anti-clerical wave in France had somewhat abated and French Franciscans were able to 

comply with the Papal Bull of Leo XIII published in 1897. By virtue of this bull Provinces of 

Franciscans were to withdraw friaries that had been established in countries other than their own 

and establish them within the national boundaries of their own country. This was to prevent 

overlapping of Provinces and it meant that the French Province of Franciscan would give up houses 

in this country, of which Clevedon was one, to the English Province, just as the English Province gave 

over their friary in Killarney to the Irish Province of Franciscans.  

In accordance with the agreement made between the two Provinces (French and English) the English 

members had the option of deciding within twelve months whether to enter the English Province or 

return with the French Province to Amiens.  A certain amount of agreement was reached with 

regard, for example, to valuable books which would be returned to the French Province if so 

requested.   



We must express something of our feelings towards the French Province of St Louis before waving 

goodbye to them on their return to their French and native shores. In such a short time, only twenty 

years, the French friars thoroughly endeared themselves to the people of Clevedon and the 

indignation sometimes shown when they first arrived and before they were really known, soon died 

down. The speed at which it did so is a strong proof of their wonderful influence.   

Nearly a hundred years have passed since then and they are still remembered at least by repute and 

always spoken of with love and respect. They more than made straight the paths for the English 

Franciscans and will ever be held in high regard and always remembered by the material 

monuments they left behind.   

THE ENGLISH PROVINCE   

On 31 October 1902 the first English Franciscans arrived in Clevedon, Fathers John Moran, Ephrem 

Hickey and Wilfrid Dickinson, and the next day Father Provincial, (Osmund Cooney), came to explain 

to the parishioners what had happened to change the situation in Clevedon. On Sunday 2nd 

November he announced to perhaps an astonished congregation the meaning and consequences of 

Leo XIII’s bull Felicitate Quadam of 4th October 1897, and how it came about that such an upheaval 

had occurred in the Clevedon friary.   

One of the early problems to face the new community was an educational one. It will be 

remembered that a Seraphic college had been established at Saltash in 1887 and was transferred to 

Clevedon in 1894. The first headmaster was Fr Arsenius. We learn something of this college from a 

publication known as Franciscan Herald, the first number of which appeared in March 1887 and was  

issued from Clevedon friary, price 1d [one old penny], 1/6 [7.5p] per annum post free. It announced 

itself monthly remembrancer for tertiaries in England. It had the approbation of the Bishop of Clifton 

and the secretary was Mr J H Sheppard M.A. of Ulcome, Walton-by-Clevedon, Somerset and was 

printed by Mr Sercombe, manager of the  Mercury. Mr Sercombe had twin daughters, one of whom, 

Georgina, married a Gordon Smith of the Indian Civil Service. After their honeymoon they went to 

live in India but their son, Basil Gordon, was educated at Downside and Wadham College, Oxford; he 

entered the Benedictine Order in 1936 and was ordained priest in 1943. He later went to Worth 

Abbey in Sussex and volunteered for their foreign mission in Peru in 1968 where he is now working.  

To return to the Franciscan Herald, it continued to be published in Canada after Clevedon friary was 

transferred to the English Province. The French friars already had friaries in Canada. Several of the 

friars who later joined the  English Province said they first learned of Clevedon through the 

Franciscan Herald, Fathers Alban, Sylvester, Daniel, Reginald, Leo and Thomas to mention a few.  The 

Irish Catholic Directory had an advertisement for the Seraphic College:   

"A seminary, directed by the Franciscan Friars, open exclusively to those boys who desire to 

consecrate themselves to the service of God in the Order of St Francis. They undergo a 

preparatory course of religious and in intellectual training, highly calculated to sift and 

consolidate their vocation and eminently fitted to inure them to the practice of religious life."   

LAST DAYS OF THE COLLEGE 

When the English Province took over Clevedon friary and the other friars’ properties, there was no 

longer a need for their college as we already had such an establishment which had begun in 

Manchester in 1881 and was transferred to Buckingham in 1895 and was known as St Bernardine's 

College, so the one in Clevedon ceased to exist as a Seraphic College in 1902. That was not quite the 

end, although there was a gap of six years. In 1908 a school for boys, not necessarily with the 



intention of entering the Order, was started by a Mr Onslow. It was convenient for him that Judge 

Quinlan had just died and so Nightingale Villa which the judge had leased from the friary for £52 a 

year was now vacant. When the late judge’s family moved away and the Onslow family moved in.  

Mr Onslow agreed to take all responsibility, financial and otherwise for the school, the friars 

undertaking only the spiritual supervision. Unfortunately Mr Onslow died three years later, but one 

of the assistant masters, Mr Williams, agreed to carry on the school under the same conditions. As 

the friars had perhaps wisely foreseen, it could not pay its way and Mr Williams was forced to give it 

up; so the whole life of the school was very short.   

Soon after the English Franciscans had taken over the friary in Clevedon, our own novices when 

professed came here to continue their studies. Father Gregory  who later became known perhaps to 

everybody in Clevedon during the many years he  spent here, was one of those newly professed 

young men from Chilworth, six of them,  and Father Gregory was only eighteen years old on this his 

first visit to Clevedon.   

SOME EARLY BENEFACTORS   

During the 1890's there were many donations to the new church to beautify  it, maintain it in good 

condition, supply the necessary vestments and add financially  to what must have been a rather 

meagre collection from such a small congregation.  When the English friars took over in 1902 the 

average collection on Sundays from all the services was £1. 1s. 10d. [about £1.08]. A number of 

items are entered in our records as contributions from individual parishioners such as stained-glass 

windows and special collections for the heating apparatus, etc. The whole set of the fourteen 

Stations of the Cross are listed as costing only £2. 18s. 4d. [about £2.92].  One of our early 

benefactors was Dr L MacNamara M.D. of Torquay who supplied the two stone altars in the aisles to 

replace the previous wooden ones for the statues of our Lady and St Pascal Baylon.  These stone 

altars were made and erected by the monumental masons of Clevedon, Messrs J A Cox who had 

workshops at Portishead and Yatton.   

The small side porch was added about the same time at the north end of the church as a shelter 

from the channel gales. Dr MacNamara also gave five stained- glass windows. The abbess of Taunton 

convent was always a great financial help us, also the Poor Clares 21in Dublin.  Another of the very 

early benefactors was Miss Edith Armstrong who entered the Poor Clare convent at Levenshulme.  

She was living in West Kensington, London. It was in April 1891 that she became a nun at the age of 

24. There are several of her letters preserved in our archives here in Clevedon. The first indicates 

that she was a stranger to the friars; but she was a great lover of St Francis. She willed her money to 

his followers for the use of the college at Clevedon which was suggested by Father Guardian here 

but fully desired by her. "It is such a grand work", she wrote, "to increase the sons of St Francis in 

this poor country". We are sure that many boys were helped to become sons of St Francis here in 

Clevedon and Buckingham by the generous lady who gave herself also in becoming a follower of St 

Francis.   

Others whose names occur frequently as benefactors were Mr and Mary Weld, Mrs Gilbert who 

gave the stained-glass windows in the north aisle and Mrs Eileen Chaman, also Ms Mary Blythe, 

formerly of Villa Veronica, Clevedon.  

It was considered a great improvement to the church when at this period the massive rood screen 

above the chancel was lowered about seven feet as well as the statues of the Mater Dolorosa and St 

John the Evangelist on each side of the crucifix. In spite of all the admiration for this improvement 
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expressed at the time, the screen and its statues were completely removed some years later leaving 

only the crucifix. 

A GREAT BENEFACTOR   

Outstanding among our many benefactors was Mr Erasmus Smith of Wye Villa, Clevedon, though he 

lived for many years in Nightingale Villa, adjoining the friary.  He was always a constant and 

generous giver to the Franciscans as well as being a valued and much respected tertiary. He was a 

bachelor and had gone away for a change to Tunbridge Wells when he was found on 1st May 1912 

lying dead on the floor of his room in Mount Ephrem, the boarding house where he was staying. He 

was 75 years old and death was due to heart failure. His remains were brought back to Clevedon 

where the Requiem Mass was sung by Fr Guardian with Fr Ambrose as deacon and Frater Alexis, a 

student, as subdeacon. Mr Vandeleur Bright-Smith, a nephew apparently his only living relative, was 

at the funeral. Erasmus left his entire estate to the Franciscans of Clevedon but his will was 

contested by Vandeleur, his next of kin, on the grounds that those bound by a vow of poverty could 

not inherit.  The case had to be taken to the Chancery division of the High Court of Justice before Mr 

Justice Joyce. The friary solicitors were Messrs Blount, Lynch and Petre who instructed among others 

Mr T M Healy K.C. on our behalf. Judge Joyce gave judgment in favour of the Franciscans who 

received £18,000. A full account of this case, very important for guidance in future judgments, was 

given in the contemporary issue of the Tablet22.  

There were always many generous and regular contributors to the church  funds including such 

names as the Duke of Norfolk, the Smyth-Pigott family, the  Fitzherberts of Swinnerton, Lady 

Southwell, Lady Giffard, lady Margaret Régine de  Sommcry who knew the friars when they were in 

Taunton, (the Abbess often refers to  the dear old countess). She died in 1897. There were many 

other French persons, titled and untitled.   

In the earlier days of the parish two names were prominent especially in literary circles, namely 

Emily and Marian Nesbitt. They were of Irish extraction on their father's side, descended from the 

Nesbitts of Lismore, Co. Waterford.  They were received into the church in childhood. Marian was 

the author of many books, mainly devotional, as well as being a contributor of articles to several 

religious magazines. She was perhaps even better known in America. Emily was fully cooperative in 

her sister's writings in the less glamorous task of editing and correcting proofs. As twins they worked 

very closely together. Marian’s style of writing was literary and graceful; many of her hooks were 

published by Longman, Green & Co. The Bishop of Salford, Dr Casartelli no mean critic, wrote an 

appreciative preface for her book on "Our Lady in the Church". Pope Benedict XV awarded both the 

sisters the signal honour of Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice 23for their noted zeal in the spread of the 

Catholic faith and their many learned contributions to Catholic literature. In 1919 the Minister 

General of the Franciscan Order sent letters of affiliation to the Franciscan Order to the two sisters. 

Emily died on 5th June 1921 and Marian on 29th December 1933. They are both buried in Clevedon 

cemetery.   

SYNDICS OF THE FRIARY   

In the earlier days every friary had to have a layman who was to hold the office known as Apostolic 

Syndic. He was appointed by the Vatican the legal owner of all Franciscan property and finance. The 

syndic was the representative who legally dealt with the finance and property of the friary to which 

he was attached. Among those who held this office for Clevedon was Mr J H Sheppard who was the 
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first; he died in 1896. Then Charles Staunton Devas, Fr Dominic's father; he was particularly 

interested in the boys of the Seraphic college, often providing them with sporting equipment. He 

was also a benefactor of the church in many other ways. Then two of the Brandling family followed 

in succession, father and son. They were a large, prominent family who came from Gosforth in 

Northumbria. They settled in Clevedon and befriended the friars in countless ways. Henry was 

appointed syndic and he was followed by his son Vincent. The last appointment to this office was Dr 

Alastair Macleod.   

Is it possible to believe that before the first world war the  church inside and out was decorated for 

£80 and the heating for the church  friary combined cost £60? Money certainly went a long way in 

those days.  At this very moment we are considering the possibility of redecorating the church for its 

centenary. It depends of course on raising the necessary money. It is galling to read in our records 

that our predecessors needed a little over £100 and we would have to meet bills perhaps in the 

region of £30,000. By the way, that £80 mentioned above included the re-covering of all the chairs in 

the church and re-varnishing as well as a complete overhaul of the organ. The original colour of the 

church had been salmon, obtained by mixing red ochre with the cinders of the plaster, or so the 

record says. The new colour was French grey.   

One other little matter cropped up in pre-war days. The right-of-way by which carts and other 

vehicles entered the friary college premises was blocked by an asphalt footpath with kerbstones 

made by the owners of the newly built Villas in the old quarry opposite. This was the very site the 

far-seeing French friars had tried to buy. Protests in the local paper were made by our parishioners 

against this blockage. After the usual disputing had died down, the local council met the difficulty by 

having some yards of roadway fenced with iron railing by the side of the new footpath. This expense 

was met by the Urban District Council who would keep it in repair as it was part of the public right-

of-way leading from Wellington Terrace to Dial Hill.   

WAR TIME  

Then the war broke out - nothing to do with the District Council - I mean the real war, World War I, 

which used to be called the Great War until we had a bigger one. The atmosphere of war arrived 

very rapidly in Clevedon when Belgium was invaded by the Germans. It brought a flood of Belgian 

refugees, including four Belgian Franciscans with ten students and a number of lay people. Billets 

were found for them in Clevedon and the outlying districts of Yatton, Wrington, Churchill, 

Winscombe and Congresbury. The Belgian friars administered to their spiritual needs, Mass being 

said in all these places. The parishioners played a very generous part in providing things necessary 

for the wounded soldiers by joining the working guild established in the town. In the early part of 

1915 recruits for the Lancashire regiments were billeted in the town, over a thousand of them. Two 

special Masses were said each Sunday for them in our church. About sixty of these soldiers lived in 

Nightingale Villa at the government's expense.  Several Belgian friars arrived to meet the needs of 

increasing numbers of refugees; but towards the end of 1915 the Masses at Yatton and Brockley 

were discontinued as numbers dwindled. At first there had been between ninety and a hundred 

refugees, but when the numbers decreased, three of the Belgian friars went to duties elsewhere. At 

the same period the number of our own priests was reduced as some were serving at home and 

abroad as army and navy chaplains.   

The war memorial in the church gives the names of the eight parishioners who were killed in action 

1914-1919:  

Cary  L.S.R. 2nd Lieut. Gloucester Regiment   



Costello  P.G.H. Lance Corporal Gloucester Regiment   
Cuddon  O.D.S Private   Gloucester Regiment   
Howard A. A. Acting Sergeant London Regiment   
May F. F. 2nd Lieut. Gloucester Regiment   
May L. L. 2nd Lieut. Gloucester Regiment   
Tonkinson  Regimental Sergeant Major Somerset Light Infantry   
Whitgreave H.E. 2nd Lieut. Somerset Light Infantry   

 

The war brought many graces and blessings as well as the terrible disasters. For example, here is one 

of the blessings: Mr and Mrs Eddy were living in Hill Road during the war years when they gave 

hospitality to a Sergeant Hoff and his wife and children. The Hoffs were a Jewish family, but were 

attracted to the church by the Eddys and soon Mrs Hoff and her four children were received into the 

church by Father Osmund, all except the Sergeant who declared he would never forsake the  Jewish 

religion. But he did and died a Catholic.  

RECONSTRUCTION 

When the war was over the possibility of building became a major question, though it was getting 

towards the middle twenties before very much could really happen.  The legacy left by Erasmus 

Smith was waiting to be used for the purpose for which he left it. His original intention was that we 

should build a new friary, but expert advice hesitated to recommend the demolition of such a solid 

structure that examination revealed the existing fabric to be. Plans were therefore prepared to bring 

the interior of the old hotel into the usual requirement of a religious house and work was to 

commence in June 1924. As a preliminary the community took up residence in the empty, 

dilapidated and-fast fading Nightingale Villa. The students were now housed in our friary at 

Woodford in Essex. The architect for the reconstruction of the Royal hotel was M John Bevan 

L.R.I.B.A., a parishioner of St Bonaventure's, Bishopston. Most of the furnishing was by Wake and 

Dean of Yatton, later Avalon and now closed. Passing over all the inconveniences of re-building, let 

us hurry to the finished article.   

The interior was completely transformed. A new and imposing entry hall had been formed by the 

removal of the porter's room and one of the parlours leading to a beautiful new sacristy on a level 

with sanctuary and choir. A fine staircase six foot wide led to a cloister about sixty feet in length and 

twelve feet wide, admirably lighted and arched. Here in a prominent position stood a very lovely 

statue of St Francis which was brought from Italy. There was also a mural tablet, now in the new 

friary, recording the gratitude of the Franciscans to Erasmus Smith for providing them with what was 

practically a new friary. The cloister, paved with red quarry tiles, gave access to the library, refectory, 

community room and kitchen. The three first mentioned rooms had polished oak blocked floors. 

Another fine new staircase led to the upper floors, a feature of which was a spacious corridor 

running from end to end of the building with cells for the religious on either side. This, through 

double doors, gave admittance to the portion set aside for the students and here numerous cells 

had been provided.   

All the rooms had electric light and were heated by radiators. The sacristy with its handsome new 

oak vestment press and lavabo, also in oak, adjoined the choir.  The choir had been fitted up with 

new oak stalls. The removal of the tiled roof over the parlours gave a better view seawards from the 

refectory and library windows. A new porch had been erected outside the main entrance. The 

church had been benched in place of the chairs. I remember when the benches arrived.  Fr Albert 

proudly showed them to me and perhaps to shock me said they had cost £2,000! I don't suppose 



you would get one of them for that figure nowadays. Most of the interior fittings and furniture were 

added at various later dates, many of them donated by individual benefactors.  

THE CEREMONY OF REOPENING 

For the great occasion of the official reopening of the reconstructed friary, the church was crowded 

with many from Bristol, Portishead, Weston-super-Mare and Bridgwater as well as our own 

parishioners and friends. The service began with pontifical High Mass at 11 a.m. sung by the Rt. Rev. 

Arthur Doubleday, Bishop of Brentwood, at which the Rt. Rev. George Ambrose Burton, Bishop of 

Clifton in cappa magna24 presided and preached. Attendants on the Bishop of Clifton were Rt. Rev. 

Monsignor Provost Russell, Clifton and Very Rev. Canon Lee, Pro-Cathedral. The assistant priest at 

the Mass was Very Rev. Fr. Anselm, custos25 of the Province with Rev. Frs. Andrew and Godfrey 

O.F.M. as deacon and subdeacon respectively.  Rev. Fr. Long, secretary of the Bishop of Clifton, acted 

as master of ceremonies.  Other visiting clergy were Very Rev. Canons Lean, (Burnham);Murphy, (St 

Nicholas, Bristol);  Davey, (Holy Cross, Bristol); Lyons, (Weston-super-Mare); and Wheatley, 

(Birmingham); Rev. Frs. Gerard O.M.C26., (Portishead); Meyer S.J., (St Mary's on the Quay, Bristol) 

and Byrne, (Westbury, Bristol). Other Franciscans present were Very Rev. Frs.  Herbert, (Provincial); 

Alfred and Osmund, (ex-Provincials); Alexander and Cyril, (definitors27);  Frs. A1bert, (Guardian of 

Clevedon friary); Reginald and Malachy, (Clevedon);  Ethelbert, Wilfrid and Alexis, (Bishopston, 

Bristol); Gregory, (Ascot); Raymund,  Conrad and David, (Forest Gate); Maurice, (Liverpool); Alban, 

(Buckingham); Edward, (Chilworth); and Harold, (Manchester).   

A number of boys from our Franciscan parish in Bristol helped as altar servers. Fr. Gregory presided 

at the organ, the motets Ave Verum and the Sanctitatis Nova Signa were rendered by the choir of 

priests already mentioned. Immediately before the sermon, Fr. Albert extended a welcome to the 

two bishops, to members of Clifton Chapter and to the other clergy, secular and regular who were 

present. The Bishop of Clifton preached with a text from the Canticle of Canticles VIII 6.7. He spoke 

on St Francis of Assisi.   

Lunch followed the morning service at which Dr George MacLeod responded to the toast to the 

guests. In the evening the church was again filled for solemn Compline at which Father Provincial 

officiated. The sermon was preached by the Bishop of Brentwood who spoke of the three Franciscan 

friaries in his diocese and how extremely difficult it would be to work his diocese without the 

Franciscans. The theme of his sermon was the spirit of St Francis. Pontifical Benediction followed, 

assistants were Fr Raymund, Guardian of Forest Gate friary and Fr Alban, Rector of Buckingham; with 

Fr Reginald as master of ceremonies and the service closed with the singing of "God Bless our Pope".   

JUBILEES GALORE 

When looking back over past years we recall a number of outstanding celebrations in, and of, our 

church. One such was the ordination to the priesthood of Fr. Bertrand Aherne O.F.M., a native of 

Weston-super-Mare, later to become Guardian of Clevedon friary. The following year there was an 

even more important event as it was closer to the parish. Fr. Romuald Eddy O.F.M. was ordained; he 

had been brought up in the parish and his family have lived in Clevedon for many years; some of 

them are still parishioners, but his parents retired to Plymouth.  The bell we now hear so often 
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warning that the priest is entering the sanctuary to begin Mass is in memory of Fr. Romuald's 

parents. A very recent event, but a very important one in the spiritual life of the parish, was when 

Francis Wainwright great-nephew of Fr. Romuald made his first profession with the Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate 28after completing his novitiate in Ireland.  

Another boy who lived for many years in the parish is Fr. Antony Rickards O.F.M. who returned later 

to sing his first Mass in the Church and later to take up pastoral duties among our parishioners in 

Clevedon. His aunt, Miss Rickards, will be remembered by many of us. Fr. Antony's grandparents, 

sister and brother and aunt are buried in All Saint's graveyard, Clevedon.   

There were others whom we class as Clevedonians who entered the ranks of the clergy. In 1913 the 

Anglican Benedictines of Caldey Island decided as a community to enter the Roman Catholic church. 

Thirty of them remained at Caldey forming the community of Catholic Benedictines, later removing 

to Prinknash. The other three of the old community became Catholics but left the Order. Two of 

these lived in Clevedon, one of whom later became a priest in the Catholic church. Two other young 

men with Clevedon connections joined the Benedictine Order in other Benedictine abbeys.   

I do not know how many jubilees we have had of members of the communities, of their years in the 

Order, of their priesthood, of silver, golden and even diamond jubilees. Fr. Gregory certainly had 

them all, only just missing his own centenary! One of his last anniversaries was of the 62nd crib he 

had built in the church.   

Fathers Thomas and Albert had a double golden jubilee of their priesthood  They had both been 

ordained together at Forest Gate by Bishop O'Donnell of Raphoe in Ireland. The bishop, later a 

cardinal, had been a great friend of Mr McGhee Fr. Albert's father.  

The feast of St Francis was, of course, always duly celebrated with great solemnity and joy. Once 

again in 1961 the Dominican Fathers came from Woodchester to be with us, to sing Mass for us in 

the church here and join with us for lunch in traditional style. We recall the three civic Masses held 

in the church. The first was for Herbert Wilkins, chairman of Clevedon Urban District Council. He was 

the first Catholic to be elected to this office. Later Mr John Topham was elected chairman of 

Woodspring District Council. He was supported by his council at the inaugural Mass celebrated by Fr. 

Callistus and attended by the Mayor and Lady Mayoress of Bristol. Still more recently Mr Peter 

Briggs became the second Catholic to be elected chairman of the (now newly named) Clevedon 

Town Council. One of the greatest memories of all was the golden jubilee of the foundation of the 

church itself, without which there would have been no other Catholic celebrations at all. It fell on 

16th February 1936 but it was not kept then. It was decided that the more fitting day would be the 

next year, the anniversary of the first Mass said in the church. In actual fact the jubilee was held just 

before Christmas 1937 with pontifical High Mass sung by Bishop Lee of Clifton with all the notable 

clergy, secular and regular present. The preacher was Fr. Dominic Devas, delegate Provincial, who 

had long association with Clevedon in his youth when his father lived in Copse Road. In his sermon 

Fr. Dominic paid high tribute to the faith and loyalty of the Catholic community past and present, 

through whose generosity the beautiful church had been built and maintained for fifty years.  

WAR AGAIN AND GROWTH   

We mustn't forget - could we possibly? - there was another evacuation in 1939 in preparation for 

the coming war with Germany again. The evacuees’ children, arrived from the parish of our lady of 

Sorrows in Paddington, London.  An additional Mass at 9 a.m. was introduced on Sundays to 
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accommodate the children. We seem to have retained that Mass ever since. There was another 

temporary centre at Cleeve for the children billeted in that locality. This centre lasted only for about 

a year as nothing very warlike seemed to be happening and the children, pining for the brighter life 

of home and London, more dazzling than that of Cleeve, gradually returned.   

All the while the health of the parish had been improving and was up to greater strength and size. 

When Fr. Raphael was Guardian he began a new Mass centre at Yatton saying the first Mass there in 

the Drill Hall on Sunday 17th November 1935. Requests by us for a suitable site on which to build a 

church at Yatton were constantly being made. The local council at Yatton and Long Ashton Rural 

District Council refused permission for no very cogent reasons, and both the Bristol Evening Post and 

the North Somerset Mercury let the public know about such unreasonable refusals.   

The following year a regular Sunday Mass began at the Royal Oak hotel in Nailsea - an echo of our 

beginnings at Clevedon. A site for a church there was inspected and bought and a new hut, (60 ft by 

20 ft), purchased for £821. Both these centres, Yatton and Nailsea, were in a flourishing condition, 

though the hired taxis to take the priests to them were rather a crippling expense. So voluntary 

drivers from the parish organized a rota to collect and deliver their priest, which considerably 

defrayed this financial burden. A second Mass had soon to be put on at Nailsea at 10.30 a.m. for the 

increasing congregation. Similarly a 4 p.m. Mass was required at Yatton.   

About this time a new parish came into being which slightly altered the boundaries of the Clevedon 

parish. The area around Churchill and Langford, which had been part of Clevedon parish, now 

became part of the new parish of Cheddar.   

There was a period of extensive repairs and redecorations, inside and outside the church. The 

question of widening the road at Friary Corner, as it is aptly called, came up again after all these 

years. The friary agreed to make a present to the public of the small strip of land involved, if the local 

authority would bear all the expense of demolishing the necessary section of the wall and then 

rebuilding it. The Council expressed their thanks to the friars by putting up a stone 

acknowledgement - it is just over the post box in Marine Hill.   

DECORATIONS   

Now to the inside of the church. The first business was electrical re-wiring, and then the re-

decoration of the church - it took four weeks.  The Mercury reporter certainly went to town on it in 

describing the colour scheme as "maple and peach for the walls; windows and roof of the side 

chapels in porcelain blue; over the stone work of the high altar a pink shade, leaving the two 

monograms, ALPHA & OMEGA; the arch over the altar was picked out in porcelain blue, and white 

was chosen for the choir behind the altar. Side chapels were painted in aquamarine with cream 

background. St Paschal was restored to his altar and St Joseph placed at the side on a wooden 

pedestal". As we read this description of the colours in the church, it seems as though we are 

witnessing the departing days of their glory. Well, it was fifty years ago. The eloquent reporter 

concludes his article, "You will agree the Franciscans seized the opportunity to glorify God by a 

transformation wrought in modern colours.  Go and see for yourselves, look at the change and 

worship". The total cost was £1,646 but this was already cash in hand which resulted from the draw 

that had been running in the parish for the previous two years for this very purpose.  Do you think 

we can do it again and perhaps inspire another poetical reporter?   

The newly furbished church and its activities-received more publicity  from another quarter when an 

article appeared anonymously in the Catholic Times describing the parish; as having an area of sixty-

four square miles and, "the Franciscans from the church go out to say Mass in a wooden hut at 



Nailsea  and in an ex-British Legion HQ hut at Yatton. Altogether the friars serve four hundred 

families."  I don't know whether it was through readers of the above quoted article having their 

sympathy aroused, but the Sunday collections shot up from £25 to £78 a week. No, I'm sure this 

financial boost was due to the "Gift to God" scheme later known as "Christian Stewardship". This 

was a campaign on which several of our parishioners worked so hard that they deserved such 

results. Now we have a parish council, an innovation from Vatican Council II and the new code of 

canon law.29 Its members are democratically elected to deal effectively with all current problems, 

material and financial, to lift the burden from the poor harassed parish priests - long may they reign! 

The council I mean, as well as the parish priests. This council consists of a dozen parishioners. Apart 

from such valiant tax-gatherers, many other groups and church workers must be mentioned.   

SOME EARLY ACTIVITIES   

We look back with gratitude to a wonderful series of organists who have been so devoted in their 

service and brought so much gladness to congregations. at their prayers: Miss Poole, Fr. Gregory, 

Mrs Weekley L.R.C.M., Mr Wilkins,  Mr Gegg, Mr Jones F.R.C.O., then Mr Rogerson, a non-Catholic 

from Weston, Sister Michael and lastly, Mr Hatch also a non-Catholic, all of whom have given  their 

services freely. Coupled with all these faithful players were the choristers, many of them worthy of 

long service medals. They always excelled themselves at Christmas with their singing of carols to 

crowded churches. We recall particular occasions, for example, under the direction of Richard Jones, 

who alas has since moved to Bristol; and when Miss Hallet read between the carols a suitable poem 

of John Betjeman, our then poet laureate. Also, one particular Christmas was marked by an interlude 

in the 10.30 Mass when an evangelical preacher, self- appointed presumably, wished to “save us all 

from Rome and its idolatrous practices”, quoth the preacher, almost like an echo from the past. He 

began vociferously to cast his sham pearls, but not many, for he was quietly, courteously, but very 

firmly escorted from the church to find elsewhere a congregation not so sunken in rumoured 

superstition and more likely to be converted by his words of pseudo-wisdom.   

Such interruptions were not entirely novel. In an early church notice book when arrangements for 

the Christmas services were announced, it was pointed out that admission to Midnight Mass would 

be only by tickets, available beforehand from the friary. This was in 1894. The following Easter there 

was a warning that on Bank holiday the church doors would be locked after the last Mass. What a 

familiar ring these notices have, and we were under the impression that these precautions used not 

to be necessary. Certainly there is nothing new under the sun.   

One Christmas the crib in church took on an original aspect, the child of many brains and the 

creative work of several families. The unique feature of it was that all the figures were of an original 

fashion and sculptured in paper. Our outdoor Crib which had always been an appreciated event in 

Hill Road at Christmas time was brought to an end by a very severe gale which caused irreparable 

damage to the figures.   

We have had a number of all-night vigils in the church for special intentions as "For Justice and 

Peace in the World". There was another similar vigil in connection with the anti-abortion rally in 

Manchester, to which a coach-load of our parishioners went while twenty-five stayed here to spend 

the night in prayerful support.   

The year of St Francis commemorating the 750th anniversary of his death leaves behind a 

comforting and happy recollection. A coach took a number of parishioners to Westminster Cathedral 

for the service in which Cardinal Hume officially opened the year. Meanwhile, nearer home, at 
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Portishead in fact, Fr. James Scott 0.F.M. conventual30, was organising fitting events for the west of 

England. The main activity was in Clifton Cathedral when his Lordship the Bishop celebrated Mass 

with concelebrants from the ranks of the diocesan clergy and Franciscans. 

In the afternoon, still in the Cathedral, St Joseph's primary school from Portishead presented a 

drama on the life of St Francis. The bishop himself Dr Mervyn Alexander, came to our own church to 

sing the 10.30 a.m. Mass on the feast on 4th October and we were all entertained to lunch at the 

Convent of Mercy. 

A LITTLE ADVERTISING   

Some years earlier we had played our part in a new venture in the national sphere when the 

Vocations Exhibition came to Bristol. It was held annually in different parts of the country when the 

Catholic church displays its wares, showing the various types of work in this country and on the 

foreign missions - all being exhibited in an attractive way to foster and encourage vocations to the 

priesthood and religious life. When the exhibition came to Bristol it was held in the Victoria Rooms 

and open to the public for a week in 1955 during which the Clevedon friars assisted in manning the 

Franciscan stall and in answering all the questions.   

The Vatican Council II brought a number of visible changes in the church.  When the pulpit was 

removed, at first perhaps it raised the congregation's hopes but the people soon became 

accustomed to sermons from the sanctuary. Another obvious change was the wooden altar in the 

middle of the sanctuary so that the priest faced the congregation during the celebration of Mass. 

This new liturgical move and the wooden altar to comply with it were the work of Vatican Council II 

and Sid Youde!   

Some years ago the Good Shepherd nuns closed their convent at Henley in Bristol where two very 

good wooden screens adorned the convent chapel. The screens were given to us by the nuns and 

made into the present confessionals. About the same time a new porch was built outside the church 

door in St Antony's aisle.  That door had been in use for a couple of years, of this the parishioners 

were well aware when the east wind blew creating quite an unnecessary amount of ventilation.  

Another draught protector was the glass panelling which closed the apertures in the stone screen 

behind the high altar.   

A memorable occasion was when the statue of our Lady of Fatima was welcomed into our church 

and parish and remained in our midst for a week. A beautiful auxiliary shrine on the sanctuary was 

kept splendidly decorated with flowers. A special and really outstanding service was arranged by the 

Sisters and staff of St Antony's school for the children. The joy and happiness on the faces of the 

children matched what must have been felt by the children at Fatima who actually saw our lady 

appear.   

Looking back I remember two weddings that were just that little bit different. One was when Bishop 

Alexander himself came to perform the ceremony in our church for the bride whom he had 

befriended when she was a little Polish refugee.  Another Catholic marriage was when the 

bridegroom was one of the Wurzels, a character so often seen on television.   

The temporary duties that were taken over at Locking R.A.F. station comprising one Sunday Mass, 

three lectures weekly to the R.A.F, men and about forty Catholic families living on the station with 

children requiring catechetical31 instruction became permanent when Fr. Edward was recently 
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appointed of  chaplain.  Easter Sunday 1974 will be remembered as an important day in the 

development of the Catholic church in Clevedon. Private negotiations had been taking place with the 

Rev. Peter Rundle, vicar of St John's, Clevedon.  It was a tentative request that we might say a 

Sunday Mass in his church. He immediately expressed his willingness, even his delight in being able 

to help us.  The request moved to higher levels when Bishops were brought in. Again prompt 

permission was forthcoming from the Anglican Bishop of Bath and Wells and from the Bishop of 

Clifton. This practice of weekly Mass at St John's has continued ever since and is of great benefit to 

those without transport to hear Mass on Sunday without having to climb a hill. All are most grateful 

to the Rev. Peter Rundle.   

CONFRATERNITIES, SOCIETIES AND SODALITIES 32  

Perhaps a brief survey of some of the groups and religious activities that were going on over past 

years may be of interest. Tuesday devotion to St Antony is a very special feature in all our Franciscan 

churches. On  13th February 1894 the Minister General of the Order, Father Aloysius of Pama 

erected in the basilica of St Antony in Via Merulana in Rome the Pious Union of St Antony, the 

purpose of which was thanksgiving for favours received through the intercession of St Antony; 

petitions to St Antony that pagans and schismatics may find the true faith; that sinners may be 

brought to repentance; that brothers and sisters of the Third Order may guard as a treasure the 

Franciscan spirit above everything else St Antony sought; that the poor may obtain their daily bread; 

that people in trouble may find relief and whatever they may have lost whether goods of fame or 

fortune. The national centre for England is given as the friary Clevedon. In its earliest days here in 

Clevedon, the St Antony's devotions take place in the morning when the Blessed Sacrament was 

exposed on St Antony’s altar after the first Mass and remained exposed until after the later Mass 

when the novena prayers were said and Benediction given.  

Nor did the friars delay in establishing the Third Order of St Francis. This was founded by St Francis 

himself after he had initiated his first Order for men and his second Order for women, known as the 

Poor Clares. The third Order, now called the secular Franciscan Order, was for those who wished to 

follow St Francis, not in the religious life but while still living in the world and popularly known as 

tertiaries. According to our registers, Miss Mary Frances Young of Pierrepoint house, Bath was the 

first person to he received into the Third Order in Clevedon on 3rd September 1882, followed in the 

next year by Miss Helen May, Mr James May and Mrs Henry May.  

Another great spiritual work in the parish has been the St Vincent de Paul Society which year by year 

brings so much comfort and material help to our own people and indeed to all or any in need of 

help. A very encouraging development has been the recent founding of a junior section of this 

society, so ably managed by the Sisters of Mercy.  

Much more recently, in fact in quite modern days, the practice of prayer groups has grown up. 

Essentially it is a handful of people, about a dozen, men and women who met together to say their 

prayers. During the last few years one or two such groups have gathered weekly for this purpose.  

When Dom33 Michael Delaney O.S.B.,34 brother of our one time parishioner, Mrs Appleby, brought a 

party of eighty people from his parish of St Mary of the Angels in Cardiff to Clevedon, he introduced 

another type of group to this parish, his folk group. Their singing at our evening Mass that Sunday 
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was an incentive to us to start our own such group under Mrs App1eby's guidance. It has most 

faithfully maintained the service at our folk Mass each month ever since and now under the devoted 

attention of Mrs Vella it still flourishes. The Clevedon Mercury gave a full account of the founding of 

the group with photograph and all about the long playing record, non-profit making, except for 

charity.   

Two or three other organisations, the Catholic Women's league and the  Legion of Mary have had a 

number of lives in which great work was done during their active years. The sewing guild too, in the 

able fingers of Mrs Edmonds has given tremendous service in keeping up the high standard in all the 

requirements of the sanctuary, the vestments and the altar linen that need so much attention to 

prevent their becoming shoddy and ill-kempt.   

Our master of ceremonies on the sanctuary for many years has been Herbert Wilkins who has always 

trained and looked after an adequate number of boys to serve on the altar at the Sunday Masses. He 

has also arranged sales to raise funds to pay for their cassocks and cottas as well as an annual 

celebration and entertainment. A new band of sanctuary officials perform a very important function 

as readers of the lessons during Mass every Sunday, men and women as well as the younger ones. 

How well the parish has always been provided with a vast variety of statues, holy pictures, prayer 

books and religious works of all kinds. I wonder how many of you remember Miss Sprod? There 

were two of them.  Sarah Joanna Sprod who was born in 1865, of 38 Hill Road, where the Catholic 

repository was. She was a convert received into the church by Fr. Raphael in 1936. Her sister was 

Hannah Louisa Sprod of Wye Villa, Marine Parade; she had lived most of her life in Clevedon and had 

been a Catholic for many years and was confirmed here in 1883, one of the earliest in Clevedon. She 

died here in 1942.  They were both concerned in the running of the shop which was also a Catholic 

lending library.  Now this good work is the repository stall at the back of the church, kept indeed 

religiously by Mrs and Keith Edmonds all day on Sundays. Not the least of its services has been to 

guide us through the numerous and confusing changes in the liturgy of late years.   

SOME SOCIAL GATHERINGS   

Scattered around the parish in various assembly halls, dances and social evenings sprinkled 

themselves among the more spiritual items we have been discussing. 

The venues were the Pier hotel, the Towers, the Community Centre, the Salthouse pavilion, the 

Walton Park hotel, (dare I mention a St Patrick's evening there? it is in the records — a fight broke 

out towards the end!). Over a hundred of our people used to be present at these gatherings, often 

the complaint was that they were too crowded. There were children's parties too with some sixty 

youngsters.  There was at one time a ladies’ club which met every month. Such a club nowadays 

would savour of sex discrimination and anti-women's liberation. There was a valuable institution 

that flourished for a number of years, a study club with an average attendance of thirty members. 

The first meeting was addressed by Fr. Grimshawe who was then parish priest of Fishponds, Bristol. 

The audience could hardly have realised that this very young speaker was one day to become Bishop 

of Plymouth and later Archbishop of Birmingham. Another lecture in those days was given on 

Communism with special reference to Spain, very topical at the time, by Fr. Ellis, a 

Premonstratensian35, a nephew of Fr. Reginald Ellis O.F.M., one time Guardian here.   

Always the chief annual event has been, and still is, the Autumn Fayre.  I think the first one, a 

hundred years ago, produced a profit of £75 and the one in 1985 made a profit of £1700. Of course 

we must take into consideration the change of coinage and inflation before we compare the two 
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totals. I wonder if the fact that the fayre has been going on so long makes us retain its medieval 

spelling!  

Then sometimes there was a Garden Fete and we were honoured by the presence of several 

celebrities on these occasions. Once it was the abbot of Downside now Bishop Butler in Westminster 

Archdiocese. Another time it was Ted Kavanagh who was a Knight of St Gregory, a very high honour 

granted by the Pope for outstanding Catholic work; he was also a well—known script writer for 

radio.  His most popular programme was ITMA (It's that man again) featuring Tommy Handley and 

contributing much to keep up our spirits in the dark days of the last war. Ted wrote in his weekly 

column in the Universe, after his visit to us, "My visit, all too short, for a Clevedon where my room in 

the Friary commanded a magnificent view across the sea to the Welsh coast. There was much to be 

learned and much to be admired both in the pastoral efforts of the younger friars and from the 

wisdom and experience of the elder ones, some of whom had spent their lives in the missions 

abroad and where health had suffered in consequence. For peace, punctuated by kindly humour, 

there's no place like a Franciscan Friary. What a legacy St Francis left when he went to his reward." 

At the end of the year there was always a very cheerful, family affair for the church helpers, about 

sixty of them, including draw collectors, Sunday drivers, stall-holders of the Fayre, altar servers, 

choir, church cleaners, apparitors36 and flower ladies. All these varied social activities emphasised 

the need of some parochial premises of our own. The first real effort towards this was to demolish 

the then dilapidated Nightingale Villa. That in itself was a costly item of expenditure, but another of 

our generous benefactors, Miss Johnson, the late Erasmus Smith's housekeeper, bore most of the 

financial burden of that.  Then from Middlesbrough arrived a second-hand hut, it cost only £445 

including dismantling and transport to Clevedon. For five years I had been the home of two 

Middlesbrough families. Clevedon local council passed the plans for its erection on the site from 

whence the Nightingale had flown. The work of putting it up was undertaken by volunteers from the 

parish and we were fortunate in having the professional supervision of one of our own parishioners, 

the Woodspring Council surveyor. The parish hall, as it was proudly called, became a centre of 

activities for the parish fortnightly dances and the Catholic Social Club which met on Tuesday 

evenings from 7.30-10 p.m. It seems to have had a very full programme with table tennis, darts and 

other games, with a large variety of dance records. It organised football fixtures and in the summer 

weather permitting, cricket with matches as far afield as Buckingham. The Clevedon Women’s 

Voluntary Service used the premises for an old people‘s club, the Good Companions, meeting from 3 

p.m. to 5 p.m. on Tuesdays. Later there was a further development of club facilities when under the 

inspiration of Fr Bernard O.F.M. of the Bishopston friary, the empty college wing was converted into 

accommodation for the social club activities on two floors. 

An important charitable work at this time was when Keith Edmonds  organised very comforting 

holidays for poor  bomb-facing children from Belfast, bringing such youngsters, Catholic and 

Protestant, here to Clevedon, providing them with a peaceful rest and also showing how well 

Catholic and Protestants can live together without quarrelling.   

One of our parishioners, Martin Dibble, who has had a defective heart since birth, received, 

deservedly, some publicity and praise for his sponsored walk from Portishead to Clevedon. He 

received enough money to send a handicapped child to Lourdes in the care of the Handicapped 

Children’s' Pilgrimage Trust.  Talking of health, the name of MacLeod goes back for over sixty years 

in the friary annals. We who are alive and on behalf of those friars who eventually died, must pay 

tribute to the house, (or is it clan?) of MacLeod for its generous services to so many Franciscans in 
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the Clevedon community. Doctor George MacLeod had given his medical attention, always free of 

charge, in those days when there was no National Health Scheme, to all the friars for twenty-five 

years. Then his son, Alastair, took us all under his care when his father retired from practice and kept 

us all in extremely good health. You have only to look back at the ages of those who lived so long. 

Alastair faithfully served us until he retired when he broke his father's long record by ten years. 

Apart from his medical skill, you should hear him play the trombone. Perhaps you have. 'The 

Queen's jubilee was marked by a Mass as part of the public celebrations and we figured in the 

official Clevedon programme arranged by the local authority. Our event was an evening of music in 

the church under the direction of our organist, Richard Jones with Ronald Tripp and his youth band. 

Dr Macleod, a member of the band, said he fulfilled his great ambition of playing his trombone in 

church. There is another trombone episode in his life, when his wife Noreen was very ill, the 

Salvation Army band knowing this kindly and thoughtfully came that Christmas to play carols outside 

the doctor’s house and invited him to come out and join in the trombone parts. A truly ecumenical 

gesture.   

ECUMENISM37   

The parish has not been behind in its efforts for the ecumenical movement.  It grows and brings us 

into closer and more frequent touch with the local vicars and ministers. The Franciscan community 

have been present at the induction of three new vicars in Clevedon who were invited to dine at the 

friary at the community meal.  A very elaborate outdoor ecumenical service was held when the late 

Rev. Jack Court, vicar of St Mary's, Walton, said in his address, “there were churches in Clevedon 

eight hundred to a thousand years ago and now there are more than fifteen places of worship, more 

churches than in any other town of a similar size”. The girls of St Brandon's school on that occasion 

rendered a bible song with guitars. 

In view of all these successful occasions the Clevedon Council of Churches was formed with Father 

Lucian as secretary. One of his first tasks was to appeal for help, through the Press, on behalf of the 

Clevedon West Girl Guides who had made the admirable suggestion of a garden for the blind at the 

corner of Copse and Alexandra roads. Another outstanding event in the week of prayer for Christian 

Unity was when all denominations met in our church for an "Happening", the inspiration of Father 

Lucian. It was no fleeting happening for it lasted from 7.30 p.m. to 10.30 p.m., though there were 

three breaks for coffee. Whether or not it was the influence of this happening, Fr. Lucian was elected 

chairman of the Council of Churches for the approaching year. His first public duty was to present 

new colours to the Clevedon company of the Boys’ Brigade. This company is unique in being 

sponsored by the Council of Churches and not by one particular church. Another activity which 

flourished under the patronage of the Council of Churches has been the forty members of the Bible 

Study group; also the house-to-house collection for Christian Aid which achieves over £800 a year.   

When Mr Kostyle, a Catholic living in Kingston Seymour, died, his Requiem Mass was celebrated in 

the parish church at Kingston Seymour by Fr. Lucian with the vicar present in the sanctuary. It was 

surely the first time since the Reformation that a Catholic priest celebrated at that altar.  

It was not always pleasant duties that fell to the let of the chairman.  On one occasion a newspaper 

article appeared in the local paper stating that a report of the Weston Health Council gave approval 

to the sterilisation of young handicapped children. The Clevedon Mercury stated that a copy of this 

report had been sent to the Clevedon Council of Churches who had studied it and declared there 

were no inherent objections to it. The local report counted without our vigorous chairman.  Father 
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Lucian's letter to the Mercury gave this unambiguous retort, "The document mentioned has never 

been studied by the Clevedon Council of Churches and we wish to dissociate this Council from 

Weston Health Council's recommendation.” There must have been a domestic discussion in the 

inner circle of the Council of Churches because Fr. Lucian sent a second unequivocal letter limiting 

the objectors to such sterilisation to ourselves only, exonerating other members of the Council of 

Churches who evidently wished to confirm their agreement with the report. This second letter from 

Fr. Lucian plainly states, "The views attributed to the Clevedon Council of Churches are not those of 

the Catholic Church of the Franciscan community or our parishioners." Quite clear now, isn't it?   

Later when Fr. Lucian's term of office was completed as Guardian of the friary, Fr. Callistus Devine 

O.F.M. was elected the new Guardian. He took Fr. Lucian's place on the Council of Churches and 

later became its chairman.   

THE PAPAL VISIT   

Of course the most outstanding memory of all was the historic visit of His Holiness Pope John Paul II 

to this country. For some time it became only a possibility on account of the Falklands’ crisis when 

almost up to the last minute it was thought his visit might have to be cancelled. But he did come, as 

we all well remember, and everything was perfect, even the sunshine. The media gave first-class 

coverage and television was magnificent for those of us who stayed at home. Three coach-loads 

from the parish left here for Coventry on the Saturday at 9 p.m. and returned at 6 p.m. on Sunday, 

though apart from our own Clevedon people, there were some 200,000 others in the Coventry 

aerodrome for the papal Mass. Another Clevedon party, mainly of young people, travelled to Cardiff 

for the special youth Mass at Ninian Park football ground which was also so well attended.   

TALK 0F A SCHOOL  

When I say talk, it means rather a 1ong conversation lasting over fifty years, but we can give only a 

brief survey of what has happened in this matter in more modern times.  

During a long period in the absence of a primary school for Catholics in Clevedon, Nailsea and 

Yatton, our children were able to attend the Catholic schools at Weston or Portishead and the 

comprehensive school of St Bernadette's, Bristol. The local education authority provided transport. 

For those not going to a Catholic school, catechism classes were arranged at non-Catholic schools in 

Clevedon, Nailsea and Backwell, also in the Downs school, St John's junior school and Highdale, as 

well as in our churches at Nailsea and Yatton on Saturday mornings, and at the Convent of Mercy in 

Clevedon. For all these important time-consuming activities we are deeply indebted for all the 

assistance given by the nuns and lay teachers.  

An early meeting regarding the prospects of a parish primary school took place with the county 

planning officer, the Bishop of Clifton and Father Paulinus O.F.M., our Provincial. They discussed a 

site for a school and the county planning officer explained that a proposed road was being planned 

which would require part of the land on which our Nailsea chapel was situated. The bishop wanted 

the future church and school on the same site. Fr. Provincial pointed out that the site in Ash Hayes 

Road belonged to the Franciscan Order and if it were acquired by the diocese as a new parish, it 

would leave Clevedon a very small parish. The bishop promised to bear in mind Fr. Provincial's 

position.   

Now in very recent times the dream of having a school of our own was fast becoming a reality. The 

diocesan and county authorities set aside 27/8 acres of land in Nailsea for this purpose. An 

anonymous gift of £5,000 had been given to start the school fund. The House of Commons lent its 



weight after an approach had been made to the local members of Parliament. The cost of the school 

was to be about £250,000; we would pay 15% (£37,500) of which we had in hand £10,000. A fund-

raising committee figured out that the money could be raised from the interest on an interest-free 

loan for three years of £50,000, and with the friary fayre, the football pool, the outdoor collection 

and covenants. It was hoped to complete the building of the school by January 1980. Managers were 

appointed at once:  Fr. Callistus; Mr A C McBride, Clevedon; Mrs G Raikes, Nailsea; Mrs E McAndrew,  

Yatton; Councillor Mrs Hardcastle, Nailsea U.D.C.; Mrs J Kingham, Nailsea; a  headmaster was to be 

appointed later. The new building was designed so that the school hall could be used as a chapel for 

Sunday Masses. Mr John Albion was in due course appointed as headmaster; he is married with 

three children and is a nephew of the late Canon Gordon Albion of Southwark Archdiocese, who for 

many years would be known from his weekly column in the Universe. The school under the title of St 

Francis school was officially opened by the bishop of Clifton. Fr. Noel O.F.M., Provincial, was present, 

the managers, Fr. Lucian O.F.M., guests from the diocese, from Avon Education Committee, 

representatives from the local schools, parents and parishioners. It is now well established and is 

laying down solid foundations on which a fine Catholic tradition will be built.   

Almost immediately after our worries and cares, all the trouble in convincing local authorities and 

parliamentary representatives, when all this was achieved and all our share of the debt was paid off 

and just when at long last we could say, "Now we have a Catholic school of our own", Nailsea was 

made a separate parish, no longer part of the parish of Clevedon. Nailsea had developed as an 

outlying district of the parish and now it could stand on its own feet. Sad for Clevedon but what we 

call 'progress’. For some months we continued to look after the pastoral needs of the new parish 

until Fr. Gabriel Leyden, the parish priest, could be released from his duties as bishop's secretary. 

During this interim period we banked £2,000 for him so that he would be able to pay his first bills.  

Our - I mean their new school being debt free was a handsome gift to the new and growing parish 

from the centenarian school-less parish of Clevedon. Long may it flourish! Now our parish council 

with its financial experts are looking towards the centenary of our church in 1987 and a fund-raising 

body has already, been formed to mark this date as one never to be forgotten.   

THE NEW FRIARY 

Just before relating the story of our new friary, we must record the many, rumours that preceded 

any real plans. There was talk, naturally enough, of a long hoped for real friary to replace the old 

building that had withstood, but only just, the ravages of time and whose long drawn out life was 

nearing its close. Our surveyor and architect made a number of readings on tape-measures and with 

theodolites and then produced a great number of plans. Meanwhile the question of demolishing the 

old friary; or rather the Royal hotel, for all the sentiment was lavished on that, spread like wildfire. 

First thoughts were that there was to be a real parish hall and twenty to fifty flats, the number 

varied but many details emerged, the number of blocks and storeys, etc. All the colossal income 

from rents would build the new friary and perhaps a Catholic primary school in the lower part of the 

town and maybe another Catholic church there. How grand it all sounded, but little of it 

materialised. Castles in use air or castles in Spain, as they say in France, but alas, it was castles in 

vain for Clevedon. 

So let us look to the facts. First of all a last glance, and a sad one, at our fast departing friary, the 

final remnants of the once glorious Royal hotel. One of its most unreliable features was the so styled 

heating apparatus which continued to breakdown to the last and regularly about the middle of 

winter, always choosing the coldest period. Had it not been for Fr. Clement Borowicz O.F.M. surely 

there would have been cases of hypothermia in the community. Fr. Clement and that antediluvian 



furnace are too closely linked to it in our minds to be separated. He lived in the friary here for many 

years though he was a member of the Polish province. He is a very interesting person who was a 

prisoner of war in the concentration camp at Dachau. When he first came to England to look after 

the Polish population he lived in Gloucester, but later came to live in the friary here as he was 

anxious to be once again in a Franciscan community. Apart from his pastoral duties, he was almost a 

constant companion to our failing boiler. He now lives in our friary at Forest Gate in London, though 

even in his retirement I understand he tends to the ailments of their boiler!  

To return to the old friary, there was much surplus furniture to be got rid of that would find no room 

in our smaller house. This rejected furniture was too old to be valuable, but not old enough to rank 

as antiques. Five old oil paintings raised £850 in the auction rooms at Sotheby's – we were glad 

somebody wanted them. There was little more of value to dispose of. As we see the remains of the 

departing hotel, let us remember that it was once the pride and joy of Clevedon, remember too how 

it lived its useful and penitential days after the sumptuous revellings of its early life in the days of its 

youth. Let us go to the new friary as to the blossoming of a spring flower after the long, hard winter.  

It is there now for all to see. We did get the parochial hall or parish room, arising phoenix-like from 

the ashes of its past, the only portion of the Royal hotel left standing. And very nice too! All the 

preliminary work, and hard work it was, was done by Keith Edmonds and a few, very few, helpers, 

volunteers from the parish. His task in the hall was often interrupted by the onerous and more 

pressing duties connected with the International Pastoral Congress in Liverpool.  Study groups in 

different parts of the parish were set up to meet regularly in  parishioners’ houses, preceded by a 

house Mass. Keith Edmonds was to be one of the  deanery representatives at the congress itself and 

you can imagine how often they  met and how much preparation was required for each meeting.   

We have a twin town, Ettlingen in West Germany who visit us and we them from time to time. I 

must say our twin doesn't come empty handed. Last time they visited us they brought £1,200 to help 

towards completing the parish hall.   

CONVENTS   

We could spend a long time dwelling on the convents of nuns that have come and gone from our 

parish in the last hundred years. Such communities always contribute tremendously to the health 

and wealth of a parish. Each Order of sisters will have its specialised work, but over and above that 

there are few spheres in parochial work that are not greatly influenced by the very presence of the 

sisters.  Fortunately we have not been left very long without having convent in the midst of our 

parish.    

We have already spoken of the anti-clerical pressure and even persecution that Religious Orders on 

the continent were suffering from and it was providential that the Weld family of Lulworth, Dorset 

were able to afford so much help in providing accommodation to refugee Religious. The ancient 

Catholic family of Weld,  of which Cardinal Weld was a member, had spent much of its wealth in 

providing  hospitality to Religious Orders under legal penalties and threats of expulsion from  their 

native soil. The Welds gave the Jesuits the house at Stonyhurst, also homes for Poor Clares and 

Cistercian nuns. 

It was in 1880 that Mr Thomas Weld purchased the Royal York hotel which was originally built as a 

hotel in about 1828 about the same time as the Royal hotel opposite. We will meet it again in 1889 

when it was known as Lea Grove (see below p. NN). It was purchased in 1880 for a French Order of 

nuns who brought some children with them from their school in France and immediately opened a 



school in their new premises. They do not seem to have remained there long. They may have found 

the prospects of establishing a flourishing school unlikely and moved to a more promising area.  

Ms Brandling evidently had a great deal to do with attracting nuns to Clevedon. In June 1886 she 

was in touch with the Dominican nuns in Stone, Staffordshire; she evidently knew these nuns were 

anxious to open a hospital for children and she suggested to them the possibility of Clevedon. This 

opened a long correspondence in which the nuns expressed their interest and considered the 

advantages that Clevedon could offer. Is Clevedon a healthy setting suitable for invalid children? Sea 

air is a sine qua non 38 condition. Quite bluntly on this point, the nuns wanted to know, "Is it sea or 

mud?" The next important point was, “Would the friars like such an institution established in their 

parish?" They seemed to realise that the parish needed a school before a hospital, though they 

thought a school might be possible at a later date. Then there were queries about the possible 

financial support. All the time the Dominican nuns, expressed their great desire of working under the 

protection of the Franciscans. The delay in clinching the matter led the nuns to question the 

willingness of higher authorities and they explained they had received another offer which they 

would have to accept.  "No one can regret it more than I do”, wrote Mother Prioress, "but we are 

reconciled to the will of God that our Dominican field of action is not to be in Clevedon".  So hopeful 

of coming to Clevedon, the nuns had already been enquiring about the possibility of a suitable 

property in Clevedon. A Bristol estate agent, not quite up-to-date, had supplied the Dominican nuns 

with specifications of the long standing  empty Royal hotel as a possible convent for them, only to 

find that the friars had bought it and it had become the Franciscan friary for the last five or six years!  

FRANCISCAN MISSIONARIES OF MARY   

In 1887 Fr. Peter Baptist, Guardian of the friary, felt the great need of having nuns in the parish. He 

urged his Provincial, Fr. Raphael Delarbre, to write to the Minister General of the Franciscans, Fr. 

Bernardine of Portogruaro, to ask the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary to establish a Convent in 

Clevedon.  Mother Mary of the Passion, foundress of this recently instituted Order of missionary  

nuns, was anxious to have a community in England which would give so many of her  foreign nuns 

the opportunity of learning English before departing for English  speaking foreign missions.   

In November 1887 six of these sisters, of whom only one was English though two others could 

understand the language, arrived at Bristol. They were met by Miss Young and Miss Sheppard who 

brought the nuns to Clevedon to the house of Mr and Mrs Brandling and their seven children at 

Dover House. They stayed with the Brandlings for the weeks when Mortimer House in wellington 

Terrace was being prepared as their convent. According to the 1887 directory Mortimer House is 

listed as Hawkesbury Ladies‘ College and was run by the Misses Hill. It stood just opposite our newly 

built church at this end of Wellington Terrace, backing onto the sea. This area has now been 

demolished for new houses and a block named St Christopher's. The nuns had named their convent 

St Gabriel's. There were houses on one side only of Wellington Terrace, so St Gabriel's looked out on 

a small wood behind which were fields. St Gabriel's had a front garden with a low wall and iron 

railings.  

The nuns were quick to make friendly contacts with the people of Clevedon.  Among their many 

friends and benefactors were of course the Brandlings, Miss Young, Miss Pennyfeather, Miss Vale 

and Miss Sheppard. Dr Thurston, the friary doctor, no doubt he looked after their health as well as 

the material needs of the convent.  His only child became the well-known Father Thurston S.J., who 
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was ordained in 1890; the doctor died a few years later. Other professional men numbered among 

benefactors to the convent were Mr Blount and Mr Parnell as well as many non-Catholics.   

From the very beginning the sisters worked closely with priests. They had Mass only once a week in 

their convent; many times they sang Office with the friars in the parish church. They also organised 

the liturgy by playing the organ and singing. The chief occupation of the sisters was visiting in the 

parish, teaching the catechism at all levels as there were many converts to the Catholic church in 

those days, they called it "the second spring". They ran two small schools in Mortimer House - one 

upstairs for paying pupils and another downstairs for the children of poor parents. They made 

embroidery for sale, they still treasure a medal they won all those years ago at a show in Clevedon. 

You can see it if ever you visit their head convent in Cold Ash in Berkshire!  

Another memory of those days that is very precious to the nuns is when their Mother Foundress 

visited them in Mortimer House in 1883. She herself records this visit and how she met all the friars 

and visited the church "which I thought very beautiful and pious". She also went to Portishead and 

was impressed by the work there, "it seems to be such a real mission". At this time there were only 

six Catholics in Portishead, but her prayers for the success of this "real mission" as she had called it 

must have been answered. Portishead has now a Catholic population of over a thousand.  

By 1889 the sisters found Mortimer House too small and left it for Lea Grove at Marine Hill. They 

brought the name St Gabriel's with them and substituted it for Lea Grove. Ten days after their arrival 

in the larger premises, they started taking in paying guests which was a virtual necessity from a 

financial point of view. A private school was begun, day children coming from the neighbourhood. 

The next year postulants, that is, those desiring to join the Order, were coming from Ireland, 

Scotland and England. At the same time they opened a boarding school which continued until 1902 

when they received deprived and orphan children from London. It was from Clevedon that sisters 

left to found convents in Canada in 1891 and 1903. It was during this period in 1897 to be exact, that 

we find in the directory for that year a nunnery school is listed at 30 Kenn Road. Perhaps the nuns 

felt that this would be a most promising area for the school. Anyway, as the years passed the 

children left the school at St Gabriel's and only the postulancy remained; it was financially difficult 

and it was regretfully given up in 1912 when the sisters left for their new home at Harrow-on-the-

Hill. Three of the sisters died here and are buried in Clevedon cemetery.  

After the nuns left St Gabriel's, the empty convent lost its name. It was occupied by soldiers during 

World War I. After the war it appears to have had a very varied career. At least three times in the 

1920's it became a cafe lounge under various different owners and residents. It would seem to have 

had another attempted life as an hotel or boarding house in the early 30's. Its last and present 

owners are the Sisters of Mercy (see below p. NNN).   

LA RETRAITE DU SACRE COEUR, SOCIETE DE MARIA 39 

This congregation of nuns trace its origin in France back to 1678 but passed through various changes. 

At last in 1880 the nuns came to England opening a convent at Burnham-on-Sea in 1886. Being so 

near to Clevedon the Franciscans invited them to come here to "this pretty little seaside town". This 

did not happen until 1904 when La Retraite convent was established in Arundel House, Elton Road; 

the house is still there but no longer a convent but a number of offices. The sisters found it too far 

from the church so moved to Bryn-y-Moor in Wellington Terrace. Even then they were cramped for 

space and two other adjacent houses, Cliff and Loretto houses, were purchased. The chief work of 

this congregation was that of enclosed retreats, as its name implies. To this original purpose was 

                                                           
39 French: The refuge of the Sacred Heart, Society of Mary 



added schools for girls of both rich and poor families and in some of their convents looking after lady 

boarders. This latter duty was to be their main, work in Clevedon. The convent annalist notes that 

"the good work done is mainly through patience and the self-denial of every day in little things". In a 

Protestant country this could be a very valuable way of making contacts that might otherwise never 

be achieved. It proved to be a very useful means of breaking down prejudices and 

misunderstandings about the Catholic Church. At one time the number of lady boarders looked after 

by the La Retraite nuns in Clevedon was about forty and even more in the summer. The majority of 

these were Roman Catholics. 

In 1911 the nuns added to their duties by opening a school for Catholic children in the parish. This 

coincided with the decision of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary to leave Clevedon; then the 

Catholic children of St Gabriel’s school were transferred to the care of the La Retraite nuns in 

Wellington Terrace.  The school began with eleven children, boys and girls. Over the years it had its 

ups and downs, but even after eight years the total number was only four Protestants and seventeen 

Catholics. This was the period when the war was influencing most activities and although it brought 

some advantages in increasing the numbers in school with some Belgian children, there were all the 

disadvantages.   

The nuns did their fair share in billeting soldiers who were training in the old establishment of the 

baths in the garden. The convent annalist records that the sisters agreed to lodge the soldiers who 

were in training. They were neither seen nor heard by the nuns and had access to a separate exit. It 

was stipulated that all soldiers billeted in the convent grounds would be Catholics, but the first lot 

who arrived were not so. They had to be exchanged though reluctantly, because they liked the 

French cooking! The next lot were not “gentile" as the French archivist records, "demanding bacon 

instead of porridge for breakfast and jam as well as butter for tea". Their meals were taken by the 

gardener who brought such complaints to the convent. As there could not be two commanding 

officers, the good sister cook resigned in favour of the regimental officer in charge who took over 

the catering arrangements to spare the cook the worry. Despite such minor difficulties the Clevedon 

Mercury spoke in glowing terms of the hospitality given to the soldiers by the nuns and the friary 

and expressed their deep thanks.  

During their stay in Clevedon the majority of the nuns were French, nine  out of twelve; but during 

their later years in Clevedon there were more Irish than  French. Of course the French ones had to 

report to the police station, which was  rather a trial to them as they lived most discreetly, rarely 

going out and never very far. Fr. Bernard, the Guardian, persuaded the police to call at the convent 

and so save the nuns’ procession to the police station. On one occasion through an oversight one 

French nun had not been registered as an alien and was summoned before the magistrates. She 

appeared in the company of Rev. Mother Superior and the two found themselves in the company of 

several burglars and other criminals!  All ended well when the case was dismissed but the nuns had 

to pay costs - four shillings! 

Beyond all their domestic and internal activities in the convent, the nuns were of constant assistance 

in church and parochial affairs. They lent great, support to the singing at the High Mass every Sunday 

morning; they held regular meetings of the confraternity of the Children of Mary; two sisters 

regularly gave catechism classes in the parish on Sundays and they helped considerably in building 

up the success of the parochial annual bazaar. After the war as lady boarders had diminished and 

the school was not growing, the community had to consider the possibility of leaving Clevedon. The 

nuns discussed their problems with the friars, expressing the hope of a school being built in the 

parish. The nuns thought that now the war was over, the legacy of Erasmus Smith might be used for 



this. But of course the money was left for a friary and not for a school. So if there was no school, La 

Retraite nuns would have to depart from Clevedon.   

Canon Lee, then administrator of the pro-Cathedral, later to become Bishop of Clifton, wanted the 

sisters of La Retraite to open a hostel for those, attending the University of Bristol - three of their 

sisters were already studying there. As teaching was one of the objects of their institute, they felt 

they should accept such an invitation from the diocese of Clifton. Unfortunate for us, but how right 

they were, as hindsight proves.   

CONVENT OF MERCY 

The fourth and last convent, happily still with us, is the convent of the Sisters of Mercy. It was not 

until 1936 that the Sisters of Mercy in Bristol bought the Royal York hotel with the approval of the 

Bishop of Clifton, the Rt. Rev. William Lee, with the intention of using it as a holiday resort for the 

nuns. It had been possible to buy the property with the dowry of one of the sisters. In November 

1936 the superior of the convent at Westbury-on-Trym, Bristol, Mother Antony Daly and four sisters 

came to Clevedon and remained for a month cleaning, painting and decorating. By 12th December 

the house was ready for habitation. Bishop Lee performed the opening ceremony with Mass, the 

Blessed Sacrament was reserved in the chapel and the house blessed. Four sisters remained as the 

first community and on the advice of the bishop opened a small boarding school to which day pupils 

were later admitted. There were not many children in Clevedon at that time as the residents were 

mostly retired, elderly people.   

From their earliest days the sisters helped the Franciscans with the visiting of the sick, aged and 

lonely, also helping with religious instruction.  While still continuing to take day pupils, the sisters 

discontinued the boarding school and took in lady boarders instead. After the 1939-45 war a great 

number of Catholic families moved into Clevedon and the size of the school increased rapidly.  The 

lady boarders were gradually phased out and all available space was handed over to the school. 

Further extensions became necessary; prefabricated units were erected to provide more classrooms, 

the large kitchen garden was converted into a playing field to make way for a playground and netball 

court. 

St Antony’s as the school was named became a very successful infant and primary school in the 

private sector of education. A nursery department catering for three to four year old children was 

opened in 1974 and is proving an asset to parents of young children.  

At the present time there are twelve sisters in the community. Three of these teach in St Antony's, 

two teach in the Catholic schools in Portishead and Weston-super-Mare. The retired sisters and 

those retired from teaching keep themselves busy with household duties and with visiting the lonely, 

sick and elderly.  One sister is a full-time parish sister in Clevedon and another in the newly 

established parish of Nailsea.  

In the fifty years of their teaching here in Clevedon, they have gained the respect of all the parents 

of both-Catholic and Protestant families and a high reputation for the quality of the teaching and 

training. The sisters have the advantage of continuing their teaching for many years after perhaps 

retiring from employment with local education authorities. Thus they add a life-long experience of 

teaching to their many other qualifications. It would seem that even golden jubilarians in the Order 

are not halted in their activities by reaching such a target. 

We can hardly over-emphasise the value of St Antony's school that has provided opportunities for 

the children of Clevedon right from their nursery school and through all their years of primary 



education, well equipped to take their places in whatever senior school they may enter. Not only has 

schooling been offered to Catholics and non-Catholics alike but the nuns have been in so many ways 

of invaluable help to all the Franciscans working in pastoral duties and in recent years supplying full-

time sisters working so successfully among all people in the parish.  In congratulating them on their 

golden jubilee in the parish of Clevedon we wish them continued success in their work here with 

every blessing on it.   

BLESSED ARE THEY WHO DIE IN THE LORD   

Sadly but inevitably we must pay our respects to all who have died during these many years. The 

very first we must honour is one of the young students who arrived in the earliest days of the parish. 

Theodoric Bolat was born in Tours in France in 1858 and he joined the Franciscan Order in Amiens 

and it was here in Clevedon that he received the subdiaconate40 on 7th June 1884 and at the end of 

the same year, after his ordination to the priesthood, he went on the mission to China.  Also Andrew 

Bauer received the Franciscan habit here in Clevedon on 12th August 1887 as a brother and he was 

assistant cook here in Clevedon friary until his profession41 when he too went on the mission to 

China.  

 In 1900 in the Boxer rebellion there was a massacre of Christians in China when, among others, 

Theodoric Bolat and Andrew Bauer were savagely mutilated and put to death. On the same occasion 

seven Franciscan Missionaries of Mary were martyred - Father Theodoric was their confessor and as 

such claimed the privilege of remaining with these sisters and giving them the example of his 

fortitude before his own martyrdom. Both Father Theodoric and Brother Andrew finally met their 

death by being beheaded. In 1946 Pope Pius XII beatified this group of martyrs.  

Blessed Theodoric, pray for us.  

Blessed Andrew, pray for us.   

Mentioned once or twice at various ceremonies was the Rt. Rev. Mgr.  Canon Russell, Provost of the 

Chapter of Clifton diocese. He was very much associated with Clevedon. He was the son of the Rev. 

A.B. Russell who on his retirement lived in Wellington Terrace, though his son was born within the 

sight of the old towers of Wells Cathedral. Mgr. became a convert to Roman Catholicism and was 

ordained by Bishop Clifford who said of him, "his allegiance for the church which he had chosen in 

his youth was unswerving". When he retired he came to live at 10 Herbert Road where he died in 

1928. He had done great work in the diocese; it was thought and often said that he might well have 

become bishop of the diocese had it not been that in later years he became stone deaf.  

The last of the old French community to die was father Anatole Durant  who had come to Clevedon 

with the very first batch of friars as a subdeacon and was  associated with the good work here until 

1902 but he did not leave England when the  French friars returned to France. For many years he 

was chaplain to the Poor Clares in Lynton, Devon and later he took pastoral duties in other parts of 

the Plymouth diocese. Following a serious operation he was moved to the convent of French nursing 

sisters at Clifton where he died. He had kept in touch with his old Clevedon friends among whom 

was Mrs Montague of Clifton, granddaughter of the late Mr James Sheppard who, you will 

remember, was one of the great benefactors of the French Fathers when they first came to 

Clevedon. You will recall he was the first syndic and was associated with the publication of the 

                                                           
40 The subdiaconate is the lowest of the sacred orders in the Church. A subdeacon may carry the chalice with 
wine to the altar, prepare the necessaries for the Eucharist, and read the Epistles before the people 
41 the act of embracing the religious state by the three vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience 



Franciscan Herald.  Mrs Montague arranged for Fr. Anatole to be buried in her grandfather's grave in 

St Mary's graveyard, Walton Park. We students attended that burial and sang at the graveside.  

There were so many benefactors in the past whose names will live in our memories as well as by the 

gifts they donated in the early days of the church.  There was a Miss Bean of Bath who had the 

baptismal font newly carved; Mrs Southey who left everything to the church; Mrs Glen for the 

memorial stained-glass windows to St Veronica; Mrs Williams of St Michael's bequeathed all her 

estate to us.  Miss Poole had been so faithful to us especially at the organ when we students formed 

the choir in 1926. She told me then that the students were too young to think of her as auntie, 

granny would be more appropriate. She said that although a pianist she had never played an organ 

before she was 76 years old.   

Father Gregory who had been so long with us died suddenly in January 1972 just thirty-six hours 

after saying his last Mass. Father Ernest, another of our brethren, left us and was taken to the 

nursing home of the Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine Motherhood in Bramshott, Surrey. Apart 

from six months in our Liverpool friary he had been a member of Clevedon community for almost 

fifty years after his missionary work in India. Brother Leonard, another well-known figure in 

Clevedon, died suddenly in 1983 at the age of 85. In his last years he was persuaded very reluctantly 

to use a zimmer, but he never liked it, said he found it too slow so he used to carry it under his arm. 

He is buried in Clevedon cemetery in the same grave as another of our brethren, Father Columba 

Doherty who died in 1909. The headstone was cleaned and Brother Leonard's name was added and 

there is room for two more in the same grave.   

Special mention must be made of the death of Fr. Romuald Eddy O.F.M.  who came to Clevedon to 

celebrate his golden jubilee in the Order. We shall not forget the tragedy he met with when 

returning one evening to Clevedon; he left the train at Yatton when part of the train was not in the 

station platform. In falling from the train he injured himself seriously and eventually fatally. He is 

buried in the cemetery attached to our friary at Chilworth, where he once had much to do with the 

training of our novices.   

Father Dominic Alonso O.F.M. of the Spanish province of St Gregory in central Spain, stayed at the 

friary here in Clevedon in 1929 to perfect his English.  During the civil war in Spain in 1936 he was 

put to death with other Franciscans by the communists. The cause for his beatification has been 

presented to the Holy See. The total number of Franciscans killed by the reds from the eight 

Franciscan provinces in Spain was 215.   

We lost a very promising young man, Michael Topham, who was killed in a gliding accident. Fr. 

Callistus said the Requiem Mass here in the church at which besides his parents, our parishioners, 

there were many high ranking officers and men representing the Royal Air Force.   

In recent years several of the nuns at the Convent of Mercy here in Clevedon have died. One elderly 

sister, Mother Gerard suffered a long illness.  She told me of her brother, Howard Foley, who was a 

King's Messenger. When attached to the British Embassy in Berlin he was able to arrange Visas for 

thousands of Jews to escape from the Nazi persecution. For this the Israeli government planted a 

grove of two thousand trees in Tel Aviv, where a memorial at the entrance records their gratitude. It 

is named ‘The Grove of the Righteous Gentile’.  

Sister Josephine too died soon after celebrating her golden jubilee as a Sister of Mercy. She will be 

remembered by many in Clevedon for her early days teaching in St Antony's school and in her later 

days for inspiring the first prayer group in the parish. There were also the deaths of Sisters Stephen, 

Bernardine, Monica and most recent of all a long lived and well-loved Sister Imelda. We could go on 



and on and on with memories of our dead ones; we never do and never shall forget them all, priests, 

sisters and parishioners and ever remember them in our Masses and prayer. May they all rest in 

peace. 

CONCLUSION  

The end? Surely only the beginning. It is right to look back with pride and gratitude to the 

achievement of a century because it gives encouragement for the future. It has been said, more than 

once, that history repeats itself but it would be more accurate to say that history never repeats 

itself. Every event in history has a different, accumulating past to build on, so every event has a 

unique background influencing the present and creating a new picture. 

Once when Sir Isaac Newton was being praised for his great scientific and mathematical 

achievements and for opening up unforeseen avenues for further development, he said, or words to 

this effect, "If we today have been able to see a little further into the future of our studies, it is only 

because we have been able to stand upon the shoulders of the giants who went before us." So it is 

that we look back over the last hundred years to all those who have done so much for our church. 

We try to appreciate all the blessings God has bestowed on it and we pray but feel sure that He will 

continue to bless it in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



GUARDIANS OF CLEVEDON FRIARY 
 

 

  

  
1882   Father Celestine Mary Sant, Superior  
1883   Father Celestine Mary Sant, Guardian   
1886   Father Peter Baptist Gimet   
1892   Father Arsenius Beix   
1895   Father Hilary Usse   
1898     Father Theodore Joffre   
1902 Father John Moran  
1903   Father Thaddeus Hermans   
1904 Father Edmund 0'Sullivan   
1910   Father Bernard Cooney   
1913   Father Aloysius Darvell   
1915   Father Bernard Cooney   
1921   Father Reginald Ellis   
1929   Father Albert McGhee   
1927   Father Thomas White   
1933   Father Raphael Moran   
1939   Father Gregory Fehrenbach   
1992   Father Eugene Kelly   
1948   Father Edgar Larway   
1951   Father Norbert Holland   
1957   Father Edwin Sheehan   
1960   Father Bertrand Aherne   
1962   Father Dunstan Baker   
1969   Father Herbert Derbyshire   
1972   Father Reginald Clancy   
1974   Father Lucian Hunt   
1978  Father Callistus Devine   
1984 Father John McCaffery 



CHRONOLOGY 

  
1880 French Franciscans‘ arrival in England 

French nuns in York hotel 
1881 First Franciscan residence in Wellington Terrace 
1882 Friars purchase Royal hotel 
1883 Foundation in Portishead 
1886 Foundation stone of church 
1887 First Mass in Church 

Consecration of Church 
Franciscan nuns arrive in Clevedon 

1902 French friars return to France,  
English friars come to Clevedon 

1904 La Retraite nuns come to Clevedon 
1911 Franciscan nuns leave Clevedon 
1912 Erasmus Smith's death 
1919 La Retraite nuns go to Bristol 
1925 Opening of reconstructed friary 
1939 Father Bertrand's ordination 
1935 Father Romuald's ordination 

Mass centre opened at Yatton 
1936 Golden Jubilee of foundation stone of Church  

Sisters of Mercy arrive in Clevedon 
1937 Mass centre at Nailsea, Golden Jubilee celebration of Church 
1940 Father Antony's ordination 
1942 New parish of Cheddar 
1948 Golden Jubilee of Father Gregory's priesthood 
1954 Golden Jubilee of Fathers Albert's and Thomas’ priesthood 
1955 Vocations exhibition in Bristol 
1964 Vernacular liturgy introduced 
1970 Clevedon Council of Churches formed 
1974 First Mass at St John's 
1978 Opening of new friary 
1979 St Francis’ School opened 
1987 CENTENARY of the church 

  

 

 

 

1 Corinthians 11-14 Revised Standard Version Catholic Edition (RSVCE) 

11 (Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man of woman; 12 for as 

woman was made from man, so man is now born of woman. And all things are from God.) 13 Judge 

for yourselves; is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? 14 Does not 

nature itself teach you that for a man to wear long hair is degrading to him 

 


