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Introduction  
This publication owes its origin to the booklet on the History of the Church of the Immaculate 

Conception in Clevedon, produced for its centenary in 1987 by Fr. John Berchmans Dockery, OFM. 

Using Fr. John's work as a background, I have attempted to bring the story up to date, introduce certain 

additional information and present it all in a more chronological format.  

First and foremost, of course, I must acknowledge my debt to Fr. John. To that end, I have included an 

appendix about his life (much of it taken from his obituary) which I think that many people, particularly 

those who still remember him with great affection, will find of interest. Similarly, I have written an 

account of the life and career of Canon A. J.C. Scoles, architect of our church and numerous others.  

I am also indebted to a number of parishioners and other individuals who have provided 

information/photographs on certain aspects of the story, to Fr. Declan and Fr. Reg for allowing me to 

examine the Friary archive, to Fr. Gerry Walsh for information on St Joseph's, Portishead, and to 

Messrs. Bishop & Son, the organ builders.  

I must emphasise that what follows is not a detailed guide to the church fabric and furnishings because 

so much information is just not available; where there is reliable information, however, I have included 

it in the story.  

Michael Huscroft  

Clevedon, March 2004 

  



 

The Story of the Roman Catholic Faith in Clevedon  
BEFORE THE FRIARS CAME  
In spite of the legends that abound in this part of the country about the bringing of the Christian 

faith to Glastonbury by Joseph of Arimathea, shortly after the death of Our Lord, it can only be 

shown with any degree of certainty that Christianity was first apparent in Clevedon with the 

foundation of the present parish church of St. Andrew. Parts of it are 12th century and may have 

taken the form of a fishermen’s chapel, possibly continuing an earlier Anglo-Saxon foundation. It 

seems that in 1257 St. Andrew's church came under the influence of St. Augustine's Abbey, Bristol 

(now Bristol Cathedral), because the Canons Regular of St. Augustine, one of the largest of the 

monastic orders of the middle ages, owned much land and many church tithes and benefices in this 

and other areas. Before this date, however, it is of interest to note, because of what was to happen 

centuries later, that the Franciscans were not very far away even then. The first friars, led by Blessed 

Agnellus of Pisa, landed in England in 1224 and, within the first 10 years, established a number of 

friaries in various towns, including Bristol and Bridgwater, which lasted until the closure of all 

religious houses in the 16th century.  

Additionally, there was the chantry chapel of St. Nicholas at Hidehall, or Highdale (off Highdale 

Avenue), first mentioned in 1297 but not in use after 1535 (the priest being appointed by the lord of 

the manor), and also the private chapel of the lord of the manor, dedicated to St Peter, built within 

his new Clevedon Court by Sir John de Clevedon about 1320, but which ceased to be a chapel, it is 

thought, during the Reformation around the 1560’s. Clevedon was within the diocese of Bath and 

Wells and the records show that Bishop John de Drokensford conducted a service of tonsuring 10 

young men in Sir John de Clevedon’s chapel at the Court in 1323.  

All things ecclesiastical changed dramatically with the Reformation, and, in the 1530's, as a result of 

Henry VIII’s dispute with the Pope over the king's marriage to Catherine of Aragon, which the Pope 

refused to annul, the king repudiated all allegiance to the pope in Rome and declared himself head 

of the church in England. All parish churches in the land, including St. Andrew's, became parts of the 

new national church established by king and parliament. St. Nicholas’ chantry chapel at Highdale had 

become disused even before these events and, it seems, the chapel at Clevedon Court was also 

discontinued shortly afterwards. The king had dissolved all the monastic houses and orders in the 

country by 1540, including St. Augustine's abbey in Bristol, thereby breaking the link with Clevedon. 

It was to be nearly 3 hundred and fifty years before the Roman Catholic Mass was again celebrated 

publicly in Clevedon. 

Life became very difficult for Roman Catholics throughout the land during this long period when the 

faith was proscribed by what were called the penal laws, when many priests and laity were martyred 

for refusing to give up their faith and many others nearly bankrupted by the fines imposed upon 

them for refusing to attend the established church. However, the faith was kept alive very largely in 

the houses of the Catholic country gentry and also by priests saying Masses in secret chapels in the 

growing towns. The first permanent Catholic chapel in this area, St. Joseph's, Trenchard Street, 

Bristol, was opened in 1790 and later served by 2 Franciscans for many years, Fr. Edgeworth and Fr. 

O’Farrell. The former initiated the building of the church of the 12 Apostles at Clifton which in 1850 

became the pro-cathedral of the new diocese of Clifton. Fr. O'Farrell opened the church of St. Mary-

on—the-Quay in 1843 and served it until 1857. St. Joseph's, the first Catholic church in Weston-

super-Mare, was opened in 1858. Some relaxation in the application of the penal laws occurred in 

the late 18th century with the passing of 2 Catholic Relief Acts, but it was not until 1829 that most of 



the restrictions placed on Roman Catholics were removed by the Catholic Emancipation Act. One of 

the 4 Catholic bishops for England and Wales (called Vicars Apostolic) was a Franciscan, Peter 

Bernardine Collingridge, who was Vicar Apostolic of the Western District from 1809-1829 and played 

a leading part in the movement leading to Catholic emancipation. He was based, for seventeen of 

these 20 years, in Somerset and must have passed by Clevedon many times on his travels. In the 

course of 6 hundred years, in spite of so many difficulties, there was never a time when there was no 

Franciscan presence in England, albeit very often almost negligible. By 1850 it was possible for the 

pope to re-establish an ecclesiastical hierarchy of diocesan bishops for England and Wales headed 

nationally by the archbishop of Westminster and in this area by the bishop of Clifton.  

Clevedon was only a small village until the middle of the 19th century. The first official Census in 

1801 recorded only 334 residents and over the next 20 years the population rose to 581 and to 

about 2000 by 1850. Clevedon’s development over these years arose from the enclosure of common 

land in 1801 by the Reverend Sir Abraham Elton of Clevedon Court, followed by the building of 

substantial new houses, roads, shops, a lending library and hotels all aimed at turning Clevedon into 

a coastal health resort.  

The principal hotel was called Wason’s Royal Hotel which had been built by Sir Abraham Elton in 

1828 on the high ground at the end of Hill Road with a panoramic outlook over the Bristol Channel 

to Wales. Sir Abraham actually lived there for a number of years and died there in 1842. The hotel 

hosted a number of big occasions, including breakfast for all the passengers on the first train to 

arrive on the new branch line from Yatton in 1847, and also lunch for a hundred people following the 

consecration of the new St. John's (Anglican) church in 1878. The Royal Hotel, which closed a few 

years later, was to play a major role in the re-establishment of the Roman Catholic faith in Clevedon, 

and St. John’s church, much later, would also have its own particular part to play.  

THE COMING OF THE FRENCH FRIARS  

Although it was not realised at the time, the year 1880 would turn out to be of special significance as 

far as the future Roman Catholic Church in Clevedon was concerned; and it all started in France. The 

French Republican Government, in furtherance of its policy to curb the power of the church, passed 

the Jules Ferry Laws on 20th March 1880 which required all religious orders to petition for 

government recognition within 3 months and to be ready to accept terms for their continuance. The 

Minister General of the Franciscan Order in Rome 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 in northern France sought hospitality in England, the English Franciscans having been in 

much the same situation in reverse more than 3 hundred years earlier when they fled to Douai in 

northern France at the time of the Reformation. So it was that the Fr. Provincial of the St. Louis’ 

Province from Amiens called on his English Franciscan brethren in Stratford, Essex, who informed 

him that the Franciscan nuns in Taunton, Somerset, could offer temporary accommodation to some 

thirty French friars; they moved into these premises on 8“ March 1881. Bishop Clifford of Clifton was 

also very helpful and lent the premises of a disused Dominican convent, St. Catherine’s, near the 

Clifton pro-cathedral in Bristol. The refugee friars made it a house of studies with some forty 

members in the community and it afterwards became a Catholic primary school when the 

Franciscans left Clifton.  

The helpful abbess of Taunton, Mother Agnes Jerningham, understood that the French friars were 

willing to undertake parochial duties during their stay in England. She suggested that they should 

start a mission in Clevedon and, with the bishop's consent - for he had previously had the idea for a 

church in Clevedon - she obtained possession of Portland House in Wellington Terrace (it was 



between Cliff House and Severn House on part of the site of the present Wellington Court). 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 when the congregation numbered five, which 

was the total of Catholics known to be living in the town at that time. Portland House soon became 

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

members were entering the Order and in the year 1882/83 12 young men, probably Frenchmen, 

received the Franciscan habit and commenced their novitiate in Clevedon. Initial plans for enlarging 

Portland House were set aside once the nearby Royal Hotel came up for sale in 1882. Mr Charles 

Blount, a Catholic solicitor and Clevedon resident, purchased the hotel on behalf of the friars for 

£3,800 at the end of the year with money promised by friends in France, and Portland House was 

given up. 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, in the Mercury, appeared 

the following notice:  

”Franciscan Friary. Services on Sunday. Mass at 5.30am, Mass and Holy Communion at 8.00am, High 

Mass and instruction at 11.00am, Rosary and Vespers at 3.00pm., Compline, sermon and 

Benediction with the Blessed Sacrament at 6.00pm. On weekdays everyday Mass and Holy 

Communion at 5.30am and 8.00am Every Friday Stations of the Cross at 6.15pm. Church open from 

5.30am to 11.30am and from 2.00pm to 7.00pm. The parish priest may be called at any time for 

ministry.” 

Clevedon had been without a Roman Catholic Church for nearly 3 hundred and fifty years, so it is not 

surprising that its sudden return would produce certain upheavals in some quarters. It took only a 

fortnight for a subscriber to the Clevedon Mercury, who signed himself “A Dissenter”, to produce an 

article that included the following comment: 

“...We unbelievers were able to note some attempts at decoration round the room and see 

Fr. Celestin (sic), assisted by 2 acolytes, bearing lighted tapers about 6 feet high, doing the 

Stations of the Cross, which appeared to consist of short readings, ... It is nonsense to 

suppose that they will do strangers any harm for they appear to take little no notice of them, 

it would be well to leave them alone and not even speak evil of them ...”  

There was a great deal of ignorance at that time about the religious life and Roman Catholicism in 

general, which was mingled with superstition and a long tradition of prejudice. From time to time 

during the next few years there were more vitriolic outbursts, public lectures and meetings in the 

town concerning the supposed teaching of the Roman Catholic Church. A certain Pastor Chiniquy, an 

apostate Roman Catholic priest from Canada, delivered lectures in the skating rink on Linden Road 

(directly opposite the bottom of Herbert Road). 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. Fr. Celestine ... ... 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”. The friars’ response, if any, to these public lectures, is not 

recorded but 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 refuted the outrageous attacks made on Roman and 

Anglo-Catholic teaching, so falsely represented and ridiculed by the lecturer.  

There was also a particularly unpleasant correspondent to the Mercury who had courage enough 

only to sign his letters "Winter Bird". Numerous letters in reply to this correspondent, but none in 

support, were published.  



Although the Franciscans made no public comments on this correspondence, they naturally had 

their own views on the subject. One of the students, for example, who some 10 years later in 1892 

became the Guardian of Clevedon friary and later Provincial of the St. Louis’ Province, Fr. Arsenius 

Beix, wrote this private letter from Clevedon in 1883:  

“The Friars preach 3 times on Sundays and several times during the week. The Protestants 

come in great numbers to hear them and also to the Benedictions which we have very 

frequently......... They cannot understand how we can live in chastity and why we fast and 

take the discipline and do so much penance. ......... 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 Protestant 

churches........ .. They couldn’t believe either that we had no wives, 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 that there is quite a big movement in Clevedon towards 

Catholicism ........."  

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

expressed surprise and disappointment that the evening services, Sundays and weekdays, would be 

at 2.30 pm on account of elderly people and invalids. “What about the working class?” he cried, and 

went on to quote examples of those who walk seven or 8 miles to hear Mass.  

The friars had hardly settled down in their new friary when they had the opportunity to establish 

another mission at Portishead, just over 4 miles up the coast, although Bishop Clifford of Clifton 

made it clear that their residence must only be temporary as he did not wish them to have another 

foundation in the diocese as well as Clevedon. The use of 2 houses on West Hill was obtained in 

1883 and a temporary, small chapel dedicated to St. Joseph added in 1884. The present church of St. 

Joseph was opened in 1887; the architect was Fr. A. J.C. Scoles who also designed the new church for 

Clevedon. There were friars in full residence between 1883 and 1892, as many as 20 at one period. 

After 1892 small numbers of friars stayed at Portishead at weekends and festivals but there were 

many occasions when friars walked the 9 miles there and back from Clevedon to say Mass. A letter 

from Bishop Burton of Clifton, dated 22nd October 1906, to the Franciscan Provincial acknowledged 

that the English Franciscans wished to withdraw from Portishead and the bishop replied 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”.  The Clevedon community had 

also established a foundation at Saltash in Cornwall in 1884 which, 3 years later, became a seraphic 

college (junior seminary) until it was relocated to Clevedon in 1891. 

THE NEW CHURCH  

The number of Catholics and others attending the friary for services steadily increased. The first 

infant baptism was registered on 27nd August 1882. The first marriage to be recorded was a double 

event on 31stJanuary 1885 when William Port of Torquay married Helen Mary May of Clevedon, and 

Henry Edward May, Helen Mary's brother, married Amelia Elizabeth Stocker. During the years 1882 

to 1895 there were 69 non-Catholics received into the church and from 1883 to 1902 168 

confirmations.  

There was a strong feeling that a church building should be erected on the ample site in front of the 

friary overlooking the sea. It seems that there had been a serious fire in part of the building in 

January 1884 when much of the church furniture had been destroyed. When the matter of the 



proposed church was brought up with the local authority, Mr Samuel Ransford, a local chemist on 

the council, said that he had been informed that the late Reverend Sir Abraham Elton, 5th Baronet 

of Clevedon Court, had made a covenant within 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 (sic) but people had expected him 

to bring up the question. The chairman Sir Edmund Elton, 8th Baronet and Sir Abraham's great-

grandson, said he was not aware of any such covenant, and the Reverend J.S. Neumann said it would 

create a great disturbance if that sort of thing was pressed; people would be Roman Catholics and 

must have a place of worship. The discussion was ended and the plans passed.  

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

8.00am with pontifical High Mass sung by Bishop William Clifford of Clifton, after which the bishop 

confirmed 13 persons. In his sermon the bishop explained that the ceremonial rite was about 4 

thousand years old being used at the dedication of the Temple by Solomon in Jerusalem and also 

when medieval churches, such as Glastonbury, Wells, Yatton and Clevedon, were consecrated. 

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

newspapers and a document, all being placed beneath the foundation stone. The document, written 

in English, Latin and French, signed by the bishop and others, read as follows:  

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

Right Rev. William Clifford, Bishop of Clifton; the Most Rev. Fr. 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; the Rev. Fr. 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; the 

Rev. A. Scoles, architect; James Hillier Kitch, builder.  

Seal         Signatures” 

 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 reported, "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 frequency of ringing, it reminds 

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

The report concludes by hoping the friars will ring the bell in spite of the grumblers.  

Although the church was not yet finished, it was possible to say the first public Mass on Candlemas 

Day, 2nd February 1887, and the church was completed by 14th July of the same year, the day fixed 

for its consecration. This date was only just over 3 weeks after the country had been swept by waves 

of personal loyalty and patriotism on the occasion of Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee on 21st June. 

The church was now entirely free of debt, a necessary condition for consecration. The service 

followed the Roman Pontifical which is the ceremonial for episcopal rites, an exceedingly lengthy 

service lasting about 6 hours. The night before, the bishop had prepared the relics that he was to 

seal into the altar of the new church. These were relics of St. Francis, the founder of the Franciscan 

Order, St. Bonaventure, St. Antony of Padua and 4 early Christian martyrs who had been interred in 



the catacombs in Rome. The church was dedicated to Our Lady under the title of the Immaculate 

Conception — this particular dogma having only been defined by Pope Pius IX as recently as 1854. A 

statue of "the Virgin and child” was placed in the niche outside the west window overlooking the 

sea.  

The church is in the Early English style, 120 feet long and 50 feet wide, designed to accommodate 

500 people and constructed of local stone with Bath-stone dressings. It has a nave, 2 aisles and the 

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

The chapel in the north aisle was dedicated to St. Francis and that in the south aisle to St. Antony 

(the latter has been Our Lady's chapel since 2000, having been the Blessed Sacrament chapel from 

1987). The stained glass rose window at the west end of the church depicts the arms of the 

Franciscan Order and was a gift of the Clevedon tertiaries (members of the Third Order of St. Francis, 

now called the Secular Franciscan Order).  

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. Bishop 

Clifford 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. At the Mass Fr. Désiré was celebrant. The architect was the Rev. Fr. 

Alexander Scoles, parish priest of Bridgwater, who had qualified as an architect before studying for 

the priesthood. He was also building St. Joseph’s church at Portishead and the friary and church at 

South Ascot at the same time. His Fr., Joseph, the architect of Farm Street Jesuit Church in London 

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

Warwickshire. The contractor was Mr Kitch of Bridgwater, Mr Bradfield was the mason and other 

local builders were also employed.  

The service lasted until 1.00pm and, in the evening, the bishop administered the sacrament of 

Confirmation, the day ending with Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament given by Fr. Thomas Laws 

O.P. the Prior of Woodchester. The church cost £3,000 subscribed by various benefactors, but mainly 

by the tertiaries of Amiens in thanksgiving for the hospitality given to the French Franciscans in 

Clevedon. For the feast of St. Francis that year the High Mass at 10.00am was sung by the Dominican 

friars from Woodchester, the prior being the celebrant. The evening service was at 6.00pm with the 

well-known preacher another Dominican, Fr. Bertrand Wilberforce, the grandson of William 

Wilberforce the anti-slavery campaigner. Fr. Bertrand, whose parents became Catholics and were 

friends of Cardinal Newman, had connections with this part of the country and had been ordained in 

Clifton pro-cathedral in 1862 before entering the Dominican Order 2 years later. His younger 

brother, Wilfrid, was a parishioner in Clevedon, whose grandson, William Gerard, became a priest in 

the Plymouth diocese and claimed that, after being baptised here, he was laid on St. Antony’s altar 

and dedicated to the great saint of Padua.  

The Tuesday devotion to St. Antony is a very special feature in all Franciscan churches. On 13th 

February 1894, the Minister General of the Order, Fr. Aloysius of Parma, 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 - the national centre for 

England was given as The Friary, Clevedon. In its earliest days in Clevedon, the St. Antony’s devotions 

took 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. In 1895 another well-known preacher, Bishop J.C. Hedley, O.S.B., of Newport and 

Menevia, came to give an eloquent sermon on St. Francis.  



A statement in the Franciscan Herald (a monthly remembrancer for English tertiaries first published 

from Clevedon friary in March 1887) in the 1890's, makes it clear that the French friars at Clevedon 

did not regard their foundation as just a temporary refuge. They said that, on the expulsion of the 

friars from France, several friaries were founded in England with the intention of forming a province 

in this country. It seems that the Clevedon friars in 1894 had every intention of building a new friary 

on the site at the rear of the former Royal Hotel where the college block was completed that year as 

a first instalment. The friary must have been quite congested in the 1890's (the Census of 1891 

records 14 friars and 17 postulant students of Latin resident), particularly after the arrival of the 

seraphic college from Saltash - there were 30 boys in the college in 1899. The Irish Catholic Directory 

had an advertisement for the seraphic college at Clevedon:  

"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 intellectual training, highly calculated to sift and 

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

The Franciscan Herald continued to be published by French friars in Canada after Clevedon friary was 

transferred to the English Province.  

The Order was also expanding elsewhere; Cardinal Vaughan of Westminster, it seems, had been 

discussing with the French friars at Ascot, Berkshire, where they had been established since 1887, 

his plan for the friars to make a foundation in Epping Forest in Essex. This led in 1894 to the 

foundation of the community in Woodford, which is on the fringe of Epping Forest — the architect 

for the church, as at Clevedon, Portishead and Ascot, being Canon A. J.C. Scoles. 

In 1899 a large house immediately behind the friary, called Nightingale Villa (now the site of Friary 

Close), was purchased by the Franciscans for £1,400 to safeguard their privacy. 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 

St. Andrew's cemetery, but nothing came of it. The following year the friary made a request to the 

council for the purchase of the old quarry north of the friary boundary and just opposite the Hydro 

Hotel on Wellington Terrace, but the local authority said that they had other plans for the land, i.e. 

as stables for the hotel. In fact, the 5 present houses were built on it.  

Before taking leave of the French friars, it is of interest to note that 2 of their number who served in 

Clevedon were to attain an eternal memorial on the other side of the world. The first was one of the 

young students who arrived in the earliest days of the parish. Theodoric Balat was born in Tours in 

France in 1858; he joined the Franciscan Order in Amiens and it was here in Clevedon that he 

received the subdiaconate on 7th June 1884. At the end of that year, after his ordination to the 

priesthood, he went on the mission to China. Also, Andrew Bauer received the Franciscan habit in 

Clevedon on 12th August 1887 as a brother; he was assistant cook in the Clevedon friary until his 

profession when he also went on the mission to China. In 1900, during the Boxer Rebellion, there 

were massacres of Christians in China when, amongst others, Theodoric Balat and Andrew Bauer 

were savagely mutilated and beheaded. On the same occasion, seven Franciscan Missionaries of 

Mary were also martyred — Fr. Theodoric was their confessor and claimed the privilege of remaining 

with these sisters and giving them the example of his own fortitude before his own martyrdom. In 

1946 Pope Pius XII beatified this group of martyrs.  

THE ENGLISH PROVINCE TAKES OVER  

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

to comply with the Bull of Pope Leo XIII, Felicitate Quadam, published in October 1897. This meant, 



inter alia, that the Franciscans either had to withdraw foundations that had been established in 

countries other than their own and re-establish them within the national boundaries of their own 

country, or have them absorbed into the province of the host country. This was to prevent any 

overlapping of provinces and it meant that the French Province of Franciscans would give up houses 

in this country, including Clevedon and Portishead, to the English Province, just as the English 

Province gave over their friary in Killarney to the Province of Ireland. The agreement between the 

French and English Provinces allowed any English members of the former the option of deciding 

within 12 months whether to enter the English Province or return with the French Province to 

Amiens. In the short period of only 20 years the French friars had thoroughly endeared themselves 

to the people of Clevedon and Portishead and, after a hundred years since their leaving, they are still 

remembered, at least by repute, with love and respect. They more than made straight the paths for 

the English Franciscans and will ever be held in high regard.  

On 31st October 1902 the first English Franciscans arrived in Clevedon, Fr.s John Moran, Ephrem 

Hickey and Wilfrid Dickinson (the latter had only been ordained earlier that month), and the next 

day Fr. Provincial, Osmund Cooney, came to tell the parishioners What had happened to change the 

situation in Clevedon. On Sunday 2nd November he explained to the congregation the meaning and 

consequences of Pope Leo XIII’s Bull of Union of October 1897. When the English Province took over 

Clevedon friary and the other French friars’ properties there was no longer a need for a seraphic 

college as the English Province already had such an establishment, called St. Bernardine's College, 

which had begun in Manchester in 1881 and transferred to Buckingham in 1895. The college at 

Clevedon closed in 1902 but an educational role continued, on and off, for many years: from 1902-

1919 the province sent its professed students for the one year Humanities course; from 1925-30 

they came for the Philosophy course and again for Humanities from 1930-33; for several years from 

1936 Clevedon was the novitiate for brothers of the First Order. In 1908 a school for boys was 

started by a Mr Onslow in the former college block. Unfortunately, Mr Onslow died 3 years later but, 

although one of the assistant masters agreed to carry on the school, it could not pay its way and had 

to close.  

It was considered a great improvement to the church when, in 1907, the massive rood beam and the 

figure of Christ above the chancel were lowered about 7 feet and the statues of the Mater Dolorosa 

and St. John the Evangelist added on each side of the crucifix. A small side porch was added in 1908 

from the end of the north aisle (St. Francis’s) as a shelter from the channel gales; it was demolished 

in 2000 as it had become structurally unsound and had not been used for many years.  

SOME BENEFACTORS AND OTHERS  

During the 1890's there were many donations to the 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 £1.14s.10d. (£1.74p). A number of items are 

recorded as contributions from individual parishioners, such as stained glass windows and special 

collections for the heating apparatus, etc. The whole set of the original fourteen Stations of the 

Cross are listed as costing only £2.18s.4d. (£2.92p). One of the early benefactors was Dr. L. 

MacNamara of Torquay who supplied the 2 stone altars in 1906 (now removed) in the aisles to 

replace the previous wooden statues of Our Lady and St. Paschal Baylon. There was also a statue of 

St Peter and a Pieta which were removed some years ago.  

There were some improvements to the inside of the friary between 1904 and 1910. Major 

alterations were carried out in the church in 1907, including the insertion of 2 new windows in the 



west gable end to give more light into what is now the narthex and some beautiful stained glass put 

in others. Almost certainly these would have included the 5 windows given by Dr MacNamara at a 

cost of about £30 each — 60 Masses were said for him. The abbess of Taunton was always a great 

financial help, as she was to the Poor Clares in Dublin. Another early benefactor was a Miss Edith 

Armstrong who entered the Poor Clare convent at Levenshulme, Manchester, in April 1891 at the 

age of 24. Although she was a stranger to the friars, she was a great lover of St. Francis and she 

willed her money to his followers for the use of the college at Clevedon. “It is such a grand work”, 

she wrote, “to increase the sons of St. Francis in this poor country". Others whose names occur 

frequently as benefactors are Mr and Mary Weld, Mrs. Gilbert who, in the 1930's, gave the stained 

glass windows in the north aisle (except for the More/Fisher window), Mrs. Eileen Chaman and Mrs. 

Mary Blythe.  

Notable amongst the many benefactors was Mr Erasmus Smith of Wye Villa, Clevedon, though he 

lived for many years in Nightingale Villa adjoining the friary. He was a bachelor and a generous giver 

to the Franciscans as well as being a well-respected tertiary. He died, aged 75 years, and his remains 

were brought back to Clevedon from Tunbridge Wells and the Requiem Mass sung by Fr. Guardian. 

Mr Vandaleur Bright-Smith, a nephew, apparently his only living relative, was at the funeral. Erasmus 

left his entire estate to the Franciscans of Clevedon for a new friary, but his will was contested by 

Vandaleur, his next of kin, on the grounds that those bound by a vow of poverty could not inherit. 

The case went to the Chancery Division of the High Court where judgement in favour of the 

Franciscans was received in the sum of £18,000.  

There were always many generous and regular contributors to the church funds, including: the Duke 

of Norfolk, the Smyth-Pigott family, Mrs. Glen, the Fitzherberts of Swinnerton, Lady Southwell, Lady 

Giffard, and Lady Margaret Regine cle Sommcry who knew the friars when they were in Taunton.  

In the earlier days of the parish 2 names were prominent in literary circles, Emily and Marian 

Nesbitt. Marian was the author of 'many books, mainly devotional, as well as being a contributor to 

several religious magazines, although she was perhaps better known in America. Emily helped in her 

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

very closely together. The Bishop of Salford, Dr. Casartelli, wrote an appreciative preface for her 

book, “Our Lady in the Church”. Pope Benedict XV awarded both the sisters the signal honour of Pro 

Ecclesia et Pontifice for 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 2 sisters. Emily died on 5th June 1921 and Marian 

on 29th December 1933 and they are both buried in Clevedon cemetery.  

Every friary had to have a layman who was to hold the office known as Apostolic Syndic. He was 

appointed by the Vatican as the legal owner of all Franciscan property and finance. The first holder 

of this office for Clevedon was Mr J.H. Sheppard who died in 1896. He was followed by Charles 

Staunton Devas, Fr. Dominic's Fr., who often provided the boys of the seraphic college with sporting 

equipment and was a benefactor to the church in many other ways. Then 2 of the Brandling family 

followed in succession, Fr. and son, Henry and Vincent. The last holder of this office was Dr Alastair 

Macleod who was appointed in December 1953, but the office itself is now no longer a requirement.  

WARTIME – The Great War  

The First World War broke out in early August 1914 and the atmosphere of war arrived very rapidly 

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

including 4 Belgian Franciscans with 10 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. Parishioners played a generous part in providing things necessary for wounded soldiers by 

joining the working guild established in the town. In the early part of 1915 recruits in training with a 

Lancashire regiment(s) were billeted in the town, over a thousand of them - about sixty of these 

soldiers lived in Nightingale Villa. 2 special Masses were said each Sunday for them in the church. 

Several Belgian friars arrived to meet the needs of an 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 almost one hundred refugees, but when the numbers decreased, 3 of the Belgian 

friars left for duties elsewhere. At the same period the number of priests at the friary was reduced 

as some were serving at home and abroad as army and navy chaplains — it would have been 

interesting to know who was called away and where they served, but no information is given in the 

friary archive.  

The war memorial in the church gives the names of the 8 parishioners who were killed in action in 

1914-18:  

Cary, L.S.R., 2nd Lieut.   Devonshire Regt  

Costello, P.G.H., L/Cpl.   Gloucestershire Regt.  

Cudden, O.D.S., Pte.   Gloucestershire Regt.  

Howard, A. Act. Sgt.  London Regt.  

May, F., 2nd Lieut.   Tank Corps  

May, L., 2nd Lieut.   Gloucestershire Regt.  

Tonkinson, F., R.S.M.   Somerset Light Infantry  

Whitgreave, H.E., 2nd Lieut.  Somerset Light Infantry  

It is surprising that there is no record of the date of erection and blessing of this memorial.  

RECONSTRUCTION OF THE FRIARY  

The end of the war in 1918 allowed the friars to give consideration to the possibility of building a 

new friary with the money left to them by the late Erasmus Smith in 1912. His original intention was 

that there should be a new friary, but expert advice hesitated to recommend the demolition of such 

a solid structure as the existing friary proved to be. Plans were prepared, therefore, which would 

bring the interior of the old hotel up to the modern requirements of a religious house. Work was to 

commence in June 1924 and, as a preliminary, the community took up residence in the empty, 

dilapidated and fast-fading Nightingale Villa, the students by then being housed in the friary at 

Woodford in Essex. The architect for the reconstruction was John Bevan, L.R.I.B.A., a parishioner of 

St Bonaventure’s, Bristol. The interior was completely transformed; a new and imposing entrance 

hall was formed leading to a beautiful new sacristy on a level with sanctuary and choir. A fine 

staircase led to an arched and well-lit cloister. Here, in a prominent position, stood a lovely statue of 

St Francis which was brought from Italy. There was also a mural tablet 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 3 

first-mentioned rooms having polished oak-block 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 corridor gave access to the portion set aside for the students 

and their cells. The sacristy, with its handsome, new, oak vestment press and lavabo, also in oak, 

adjoined the choir which was fitted with new oak stalls. The removal of the tiled roof over the 

parlours gave a better view seawards from the refectory and library windows and a new porch was 

erected outside the main entrance. In addition, the church was benched in place of the chairs at a 

cost of £2,000 - the late Fr. John Berchmans was a student of philosophy in Clevedon from 1925-27 

and remembered the arrival of the benches — the darker stained benches in the 2 side aisles today 

only came in 1990 from the celebrated Franciscan church at Gorton, Manchester, when it closed. 

 For the official reopening of the reconstructed friary, on the feast of the Stigmata of St. Francis — 

17th September 1925, the church was crowded. The service began with pontifical High Mass at 

11.00am, sung by the Rt. Rev. Arthur Doubleday, Bishop of Brentwood, at which the Rt. Rev. 

Georgeambrose Burton, Bishop of Clifton, in cappa magna, presided and preached. A number of 

boys from the Franciscan parish in Bristol helped as altar servers and Fr. Gregory presided at the 

organ. The motet Ave Verum and the sequence Sanctitatis Nova Signa were rendered by the choir of 

priests. The Bishop of Clifton preached with a text from the Canticle of Canticles VIII, 6, 7 and on St. 

Francis of Assisi. 

In the evening the church was again filled for Solemn Compline at which Fr. Provincial officiated; the 

sermon was preached by the Bishop of Brentwood, the theme of which was the spirit of St Francis; 

this was followed by Pontifical Benediction and the service closed with the singing of God Bless our 

Pope. In the previous October of 1924, friaries around the country celebrated the seventh centenary 

of the arrival of the first Franciscans in England in 1224 led by Blessed Agnellus of Pisa. 2 years later 

in October 1926 there were also special ceremonies, including a week of special sermons at 

Clevedon, to mark the seventh centenary of the death of St. Francis in 1226.  

In 1927 the rood beam and the associated figures of Our Lady and St. John the Evangelist were 

removed from the chancel arch, leaving only the crucifix. The friars also agreed that year to make a 

gift of land to the local authority to allow the widening of the road around Marine Hill corner. The 

work (originally suggested in 1896) was completed by the council early in 1928 and the gift 

acknowledged by the placing of a stone plaque over the post-box on Marine Hill. The year 1929 saw 

the baptismal font newly carved and cleaned through the generosity of Miss Burn. Also, that 

summer, Fr. Dominic Alonso, OFM., of the Spanish Province of St. Gregory in central Spain stayed at 

the friary for a few weeks — he would later, in 1936, be martyred in the Spanish Civil War, one of 

215 Franciscans,amongst many other clergy, to be killed in that tragic affair. The cause for their 

beatification has been presented to the Holy See.  

The 1930's saw the first ordinations to the priesthood take place in the church: first, Fr. Bertrand 

A'Herne, OFM., a native of Weston-super-Mare and later Guardian of Clevedon friary, was ordained 

by Bishop William Lee of Clifton on 10th November 1934; second, Fr. Romuald Eddy, OFM., was 

ordained also by Bishop Lee on 16th March 1935 - he had been brought up in the parish and his 

family still live in Clevedon - the bell used to announce that the priest is entering the sanctuary to 

begin Mass was presented in memory of Fr. Romuald’s parents. Francis Wainwright, great-nephew 

of Fr. Romuald, whose family home is in Clevedon, made his first profession in 1983 with the Oblates 

of Mary Immaculate after completing his novitiate in Ireland. In the same month as Fr. Romuald’s 

ordination, the stained glass window depicting St. Veronica was installed in St. Antony’s aisle (now 

Our Lady's aisle) through the generosity of Mrs. Glen's legacy which had also paid for the 

redecoration of the church in 1931.  



In June 1936 members of the community from Clevedon joined their brethren in Bristol for the 

consecration of the Franciscan church of St. Bonaventure, Bishopston. Perhaps the most notable 

arrivals in the parish, however, in November that year, were the Sisters of Mercy who, thankfully, 

are still here. Early in 1937, 2 permanent Mass centres were established: at the Drill Hall, Yatton, and 

at the Royal Oak, Nailsea - the first Mass having been celebrated at the Drill Hall on 17th November 

1935. By the end of the war in 1945, Mass was being said in the British Legion HQ hut on Claverham 

Road until, in the 1950's, the Franciscans were able to purchase this hut from the British Legion and 

it became the present chapel-of-ease of Saint Dunstan and Saint Antony, although it has never been 

consecrated as such. Requests for a suitable site on which to build a church at Yatton were 

constantly being made but no progress was forthcoming with the local authority. A site for a church 

in Nailsea was acquired and a new hut purchased for £821 in 1954. Both these centres flourished, 

though the hired taxis to take the priests to them were a heavy expense until voluntary drivers from 

the parish organized rotas to collect and deliver the priests.  

Nationally, the main event of 1937 was the Coronation of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in 

May, but Clevedon’s Catholics also commemorated the golden jubilee of their church on 12th 

December when pontifical High Mass was celebrated by Bishop Lee of Clifton (the actual anniversary 

of the consecration of the church was 14th July, the first Mass having been celebrated in the 

incomplete church on Candlemas Day, 2nd February 1887) - before the Jubilee Mass the bishop 

blessed the 2 new stained glass windows in St. Francis’s aisle dedicated to Saints Thomas More and 

John Fisher who had only been canonised 3 years earlier. The preacher was Fr. Dominic Devas, 

delegate Provincial, who had long associations with Clevedon in his youth when his Fr. lived in Copse 

Road. The remaining years of the 1930's became increasingly fraught with the possibility of war with 

Nazi Germany, so 1939 would be an appropriate date on which to pause, step back and consider 

another most important aspect of the parish history.  

RELIGIOUS SISTERS IN CLEVEDON  

Such communities always contribute tremendously, not only in their specialised work, but also to 

the general welfare and life of a parish. Fortunately, there have been only a few years in the life of 

this parish when sisters of one order or another have not been present.  

Mention has already been made of the anti-religious persecution on the continent of Europe in the 

late 19th century — the reason why the French friars first came to Clevedon in 1882. There were 

many persons and organisations who offered financial help and asylum in Britain to individual 

religious and orders. Prominentamong these benefactors was the old Catholic family of Weld at 

Lulworth, Dorset of which Cardinal Weld was a member. The Welds also gave the Jesuits the house 

at Stonyhurst in Lancashire, and homes for Poor Clares and Cistercian nuns.  

Dominican Nuns 
It was in 1880 that Thomas Weld purchased the York Hotel, Clevedon, which was originally built as a 

hotel about the same time as the Royal Hotel opposite in 1828. The acquisition was for a French 

order of nuns who brought some children with them from France and opened a school in their new 

premises, although they do not seem to have remained there long. In June 1886, Mrs. Brandling, a 

Clevedon parishioner, was in touch with a convent of Dominican nuns at Stone in Staffordshire who, 

it was thought, might be interested in opening a hospital for children by the sea. The nuns wished to 

know if Clevedon was a suitable, healthy setting for invalid children. Sea air was a sine qua non 

condition. “Is it sea or mud?”  “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. There were queries about the possible financial support, but 



the Dominican nuns expressed their great desire to work under the protection of the Franciscans. 

Considerable delays ensued until eventually the sisters felt obliged to accept another offer. "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”.  

Franciscan Missionaries of Mary 
Around the same time, in 1887, Fr. Peter Baptist, Guardian of the friary, felt the great need for 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 of nuns in England which would give her foreign 

nuns the opportunity of learning English before departing for English-speaking foreign missions.  

In November 1887, 6 of these sisters, of whom only one was English, though 2 others could 

understand the language, arrived at Bristol. They were brought to Clevedon, to Dover House, the 

home of Mr and Mrs. Brandling and their seven children, where they stayed for the weeks while 

Mortimer House (which they re-named St. Gabriel's) in Wellington Terrace was being prepared as 

their convent; according to the 1887 Clevedon Directory, Mortimer House was previously the 

Hawkesbury Ladies College. The nuns were quick to make friendly contacts with the people of 

Clevedon and from the beginning they worked closely with the Franciscan community. They had 

Mass once a week in their convent and often sang the Office with the friars in the parish church 

where they organised the liturgy by playing the organ and singing. The chief occupation of the sisters 

was parish visiting and teaching the catechism at all levels as there were many converts to the 

Catholic Church in those days. They ran 2 small schools in Mortimer House — one upstairs for paying 

pupils, and another downstairs for the children of poor parents! They made embroidery for sale and 

they still treasure, at their head convent at Cold Ash in Berkshire, a medal they won all those years 

ago at a show in Clevedon.  

Another memory of those days that is very precious to the nuns is of their Mother Foundress visiting 

them in Mortimer House in 1888. She herself records 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 6 Catholics in 

Portishead, but her prayers for the success of this”real mission", as she called it, must have been 

answered.  

By 1889 the sisters found Mortimer House too small and left it for Lea Grove at 4, Marine Hill (the 

former York Hotel). They took the name St. Gabriel's with them and substituted it for Lea Grove. 10 

days after their arrival in the larger premises, they started taking in paying guests which was a 

necessity from a financial point of view. A private school was begun with 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 where they received deprived and orphan children from London. It was from 

Clevedon that sisters left to form convents in Canada in 1891 and 1903. In 1897 the Clevedon 

Directory also lists a nunnery school at 30 Kenn Road. As the years passed, the children left St. 

Gabriel's and only the postulancy remained; it was financially difficult and regretfully given up in 

1912 when the sisters left for their new home at Harrow-on-the Hill. 3 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 but after the war it appears to have had a varied 

career. At least 3 times in the 1920's it became a café lounge under various owners and residents. It 



would seem to have had another attempted life as a hotel or boarding house in the early 1930s until 

its last and present owners, the Sisters of Mercy, came in 1936.  

The La Retraite Convent 
La Retraite du Sacre Couer Société de Maria traces its origin as a congregation of nuns in France back 

to 1678, but passed through various changes. Fleeing from persecution in 1880, the nuns came to 

England and eventually opened a convent at Burnham-on-Sea, Somerset, in 1886. Being so close to 

Clevedon, the Franciscans invited them to open a house here in, "this pretty little sea-side town”. 

This did not happen until 1904 when La Retraite convent was established in Arundel House on Elton 

Road; the sisters found it too far from the church so moved to Bryn-y-Mor in Wellington Terrace 

(earlier Portland House, the original friary of 1882/83). Even then they were cramped for space and 

2 other adjacent houses, Cliff and Loretto, were purchased. The chief work of this congregation was 

giving enclosed retreats, as its name implies. To this original purpose was 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”. At one time the number of 

lady boarders looked after by the La Retraite nuns in Clevedon was about 40 and even more in the 

summer; the majority of them Roman Catholics.  

In 1911, the nuns added to their duties by opening a school for Catholic children in the parish - it 

opened with eleven boys and girls. This coincided with the decision of the Franciscan Missionaries of 

Mary to leave Clevedon, when the Catholic children of St. Gabriel's school were transferred to the 

care of the La Retraite nuns in Wellington Terrace.  

Over the years it had its ups and downs, but even after 8 years, including the 4 years of the First 

World War 1914-18, the total number was only 4 Protestants and seventeen Catholics. The nuns did 

their fair share in billeting soldiers who were training in the old establishment of the marine baths in 

the garden. The soldiers were neither seen nor heard by the nuns and had separate access. It was 

stipulated that all soldiers billeted in the convent grounds would be Catholics, but the first lot to 

arrive were not, so they had to be exchanged, albeit reluctantly, because they liked the French 

cooking!  

The next lot were not so "gentile", as the French archivist recalls, "demanding bacon instead of 

porridge for breakfast and jam as well as butter for tea". Their meals were taken to them by the 

gardener who brought such complaints to the convent. As there could not be 2 commanding 

officers, the good sister-cook withdrew in favour of the appropriate regimental officer 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 deepest thanks.  

During their stay in Clevedon the majority of the nuns were French, 9 out of 12; but during their later 

years here there were more Irish than French. As foreigners, 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 a procession to the police station. On one occasion, through an oversight, one 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 2 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 of 4 

shillings (20p)!  



Beyond all their domestic 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, 

held regular meetings of the Children of Mary, gave catechism classes on Sundays and helped 

considerably in building up the success of the parochial annual bazaar.  

After the war, as the number of lady boarders had diminished and the school was not growing, the 

community had to consider the possibility of having to leave Clevedon. The nuns discussed their 

problems with the friars, expressing the hope that a school might be built in the parish, possibly by 

using the legacy of Erasmus Smith. This money, however, had been specifically left for a new friary 

so if there was not to be a school the 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 Catholic students attending the University of Bristol — 3 of their 

sisters were already studying there. As teaching was one of the objects of their institute they felt 

that they should accept such an invitation from the diocese. Unfortunately for Clevedon they left in 

1920 and established the La Retraite High School for Girls in Clifton in 1924, which they ran until 

1982.  

The Sisters of Mercy 
The fourth and last congregation of sisters, happily still here, is the convent of the Sisters of Mercy. It 

was in 1936 that the Sisters of Mercy in Bristol bought the former York Hotel on Marine Hill (at one 

period St. Gabriel's) with the approval of Bishop Lee of Clifton, with the intention of using it as a 

holiday home for their nuns. It had been possible to buy the property with the dowry of one of the 

sisters and, in November 1936, the superior of the convent at Westbury-on-Trym, Bristol, Mother 

Antony Daly, and 4 sisters, came to Clevedon and remained for a month, cleaning, painting and 

decorating. By 12th December, the house was ready for habitation and Bishop Lee performed the 

opening ceremony with Mass; the Blessed Sacrament being 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, although there were not many Catholic 

children in Clevedon at that time. 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 Second World War more 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 and the large kitchen garden was converted into a playing field, 

a playground and netball court. St. Antony’s, as the school was named, became a very successful 

private infant and primary school and a nursery department was opened in 1974.  

In the fifty years of their teaching here in Clevedon, they 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 had the advantage of continuing their teaching for some years after perhaps 

retiring from employment with local education authorities. Thus they added a life—long experience 

of teaching to their many other qualifications. The value of St. Antony’s School can hardly be over-

emphasised for it provided opportunities for the children of Clevedon right from nursery school and 

through their years of primary education, well-equipped to take their places in whatever senior 

school they entered.  



The sisters celebrated their golden jubilee in Clevedon in 1986 and, although the Order decided to 

withdraw from private education in 1988 and the school closed in 1991, happily the sisters are still 

here providing an invaluable contribution to the life of the parish. Part of the convent is now leased 

to the local hospital trust as a mental health day unit and the 2 bungalows on the site of the old 

classrooms are used by needy individuals and/or families requiring a break from their usual 

surroundings.  

The Second World War 
War came again in September 1939 and, as in 1914, it brought many newcomers to Clevedon. This 

time the evacuees were mostly children from the parish of Our Lady of Sorrows in Paddington, 

London, and an additional Mass at 9.00am was introduced on Sundays to accommodate them. This 

Mass and the one at 10.30am remained until 2000 when they were replaced by one Mass at 

10.00am.  

There was another temporary Mass centre at Cleeve for the children billeted in that area, but it 

lasted for less than a year as nothing very warlike seemed to be happening and the children returned 

to their homes in London.  

It is recorded that shortly after the war started a conference of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul was 

established in the parish.  

Another boy who lived for many years in Clevedon was Fr. Antony Rickards, OFM, who returned, 

following his ordination, to sing his first Mass in the church in March 1940 and in July joined the 

Clevedon community.  

In 1942 the new parish of Cheddar 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.  

There is little else in the friary archive about the day-to-day effects of the war - Bishop Lee attended 

twice, in 1941 and 1943, to administer confirmation; annual sales of work continued and in 1944 the 

Order's Definitorium approved a proposal for the provision of a parish hall.  

There must have been many restrictions apart from food and clothes’ rationing, not least the 

requirement to black-out all windows after dark and even to cover the sacristy lamp as air-raid 

precautions, if similar practices to those recorded at St. Joseph’s, Portishead were followed. Present 

day parishioners might reasonably marvel at the practicalities of covering the church's high 

clerestory windows!  

Life slowly returned to normal in the austerity years following the end of the war in 1945: Fr. 

Gregory Fehrenbach, OFM., celebrated his golden jubilee of priesthood on 21st April 1948; Dr. 

Alastair Macleod succeeded his Fr., Dr. George Macleod, as doctor to the friary in October 1949, the 

latter having given his services free for twenty-five years; Nightingale Villa was, at last, demolished in 

1950. The following year saw the arrival in Clevedon of a Polish Franciscan, Fr. Clement Borcovic, 

who, whilst a member of the Clevedon community, served as chaplain to Poles living in Cheltenham 

and Gloucester, travelling there each weekend - he had been held prisoner during the war in Dachau 

concentration camp. The Clevedon friars numbered 13 in 1951.  

The Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II took place at Westminster Abbey in June 1953 and as part of 

Clevedon's celebrations the church was floodlit — there is a photograph showing the floodlit west 

end of the church with Our Lady's statue still in the now empty niche. It was removed for safety 



reasons in the 1960's by Fr. Dunstan. A special Mass to commemorate the Coronation was 

celebrated.  

For many years there had been a recognised need for the parish to have its own hall for social and 

other events. Dances, socials, sales, bazaars, etc., had all had to be held in various other venues 

around the town, including: the Tower's restaurant (now Campbell's Landing), the Royal Pier Hotel 

(now closed), the Salthouse Pavilion (now demolished) and the Walton Park Hotel. With the 

demolition of Nightingale Villa in 1950 there was then a convenient site available so after 

preparation of the site by parishioners in September 1953 and the obtaining of appropriate planning 

permission a second-hand hut was acquired from Middlesbrough for £445 and re—erected.  

The hut became the centre of parish social activity over the next 10 years or so including fortnightly 

dances, a Catholic Social Club (formed in March 1957) and use by other organisations.  

It is difficult now to imagine a time when it was unusual to have Masses in the evenings. In fact, it 

was in January 1954 that the first holyday Mass was held in the evening and shortly afterwards the 

bishop gave general permission for evening Masses. The Quarant Ore (Forty Hours) devotion took 

place in the church over 3 days in July and on 12th December the Provincial, Fr. Justin McCloughlin, 

celebrated solemn High Mass in honour of Our Lady Immaculate, patroness of church and parish.  

In May 1955 Fr. Justin was again in Clevedon to celebrate the golden jubilee of Fr. Thomas White's 

priesthood. In September members of the Clevedon community assisted on the Franciscan stand at 

the National Vocations’ Exhibition which was held for a week at the Victoria Rooms in Bristol.  

Apart from the introduction of revised Holy Week services, 1956 appears to have been a quiet year.  

In January 1957 the 3 Conventual friars from St. Joseph’s, Portishead were invited to dinner at 

Clevedon — no reason is given for this event but it seems quite likely that it could have been to 

celebrate the 50th anniversary of the taking over of St. Joseph's by the Conventuals in April 1907. 

Another Quarant Ore devotion was held in July and in November the community were delighted to 

welcome Fr. Antony Rickards OFM for most of his year's leave from the mission in India. In fact, he 

conducted the community retreat that month, was appointed to Clevedon in the following February 

and shortly afterwards set up the Legion of Mary in the parish.  

Celebrations were again in order in April for the diamond jubilee of Fr. Gregory's priesthood. Fr. 

Gregory took great pleasure in helping to build the crib and it seems the one for Christmas 1958 was 

his 62nd. Sadly on 9th October 1958 the death of His Holiness Pope Pius XII was noted.  

The decade of the 1960's, often referred to in popular culture as the "Swinging Sixties", would turn 

out also to be a most significant period for the Catholic Church, certainly as far as recent centuries 

are concerned. There was a new Pope, John XXIII, perhaps one of the best loved pontiffs of all time. 

Pope John announced to a startled world in January 1959, within 3 months of his election, that he 

intended to call a General Council of the Church — there had only been 20 such Councils in the 

entire history of the Christian Church. Pope John opened the Second Vatican Council on 11th   

October 1962 but tragically he only lived through the first session. His successor Pope Paul VI 

brought the Council to a close on the feast of the Immaculate Conception (Clevedon’s patronal feast 

day) 8th December 1965. The Catholic Church would never be quite the same again!  

The church was redecorated in 1960 and new windows were put in the south wall of the community 

choir to increase the light. There was concern about the low level of offertory contributions so in 

May 1962 a campaign called "Your Gift to God” was introduced the intention being to make a real 

sacrificial offering. Over 250 families cooperated and the offertory collections trebled.  



In July 1962 Fr. Dunstan Baker became Guardian and much activity ensued. An architectural survey 

revealed that the friary was in a poor state of repair but by the end of the year essential repairs had 

been carried out including a complete electrical rewiring undertaken by Fr. Dunstan who had trained 

as an electrician in the RAF during the war. Fr. Dunstan also obtained the Order's permission to 

convert 2 floors of the old college wing to a social centre. The necessary work was done in the spring 

of 1963, largely by Fr. Dunstan and Brother Brendan, and the new hall was first used in the following 

November.  

In September the Provincial decided to use Clevedon friary on an experimental basis as a home for 

sick brethren with a nursing brother to care for them. The experiment was not a success and ended 

after 3 months.  

The Order decided in March 1964 that it could give no more money to Clevedon for the time being 

but the Provincial did give permission for a porch to be built over the door leading out of St. 

Antony’s aisle (now Our Lady's) which had been used by the congregation for about 2 years. It was 

completed by the end of the year. In the summer major repairs to the church roof were required in 

the form of a new ridge and in October a Parish Development Fund was established mainly for new 

sites in Nailsea and Yatton and repairs.  

Advent in 1964 brought the first consequences of the on-going Second Vatican Council when new 

rubrics were introduced along with the use of English for the Mass. More liturgical changes came on 

Palm Sunday 1965 with most of the Holy Week services in English. Parishioners’ comments were 

generally favourable. The week of Christian Unity that year was the first when Catholics were 

allowed to join in joint services with other Christians although no mention is made in the friary 

archive.  

The Sunday morning Mass at Yatton became too crowded and a second Mass at 4.00pm was 

introduced in September 1965. 3 possible sites were identified in Yatton for a new church but nearly 

eighteen months later in January 1967 the local authority rejected a proposal to build a church 

there.  

At the request of the Provincial in January 1966 discussions were held within the community 

concerning the accommodation of the Order to modern conditions!  

In the church 2 wooden screens from the chapel of the Good Shepherd nuns who were closing their 

convent at Henbury in Bristol were adapted for use as confessionals in the north aisle. Permission 

was obtained from the Order in December for a major overhaul of the church's excellent organ 

dating from 1894. In March 1967 new community prayers in English were introduced and in May the 

Provincial agreed to the making of a wooden altar to allow Mass to be celebrated facing the 

congregation. A pastoral parish council was formed in accordance with the decrees of the recent 

Vatican Council.  

House Masses were started in January 1967 as an experiment for a year; unlimited permission to 

continue being given by the bishop in January 1968. A new translation of the Canon of the Mass on 

missalettes was introduced in October 1967, and the first Civic Mass was held in December for 

Herbert Wilkins who had become Chairman of Clevedon Urban District Council. The first monthly 

community chapter was held in March at which all professed brethren were required to be present; 

from June the Daily Office was said in English and from October the Office in Common was to consist 

of Lauds, Sext and Vespers, the remainder to be said privately.  



Fr. Gregory celebrated another anniversary in April 1968, 70 years a priest. This was thought to be 

the only known example in the Order for centuries, certainly since the Reformation. Fr. Gregory died 

suddenly in January 1972 only 36 hours after saying Mass.  

In August the Provincial gave permission for the removal of the pulpit and the 2 side altars to Our 

Lady and St. Paschal Baylon. These altars had not been used for 2 years. The statues were repainted 

and returned later on pedestals, only to be removed entirely some years later.  

Following a request from the Royal Air Force at Locking, Weston-super-Mare, temporary chaplaincy 

cover was given from October 1969. This would become permanent in September 1982 until the 

closure of the camp nearly 20 years later.  

The parish was disappointed to lose Fr. Dunstan Baker in November when he was transferred to 

Osmotherly, North Yorkshire, where he achieved wonders over the next few years in restoring the 

building attached to the chapel of Our Lady on the moor above the former Carthusian monastery of 

Mount Grace. In June 1973 the community attended the Solemn Opening and Blessing of the new 

Clifton Cathedral by Bishop Rudderham. The following year, on the cathedral’s feast day of Saints 

Peter and Paul, the Guardian Fr. Lucian Hunt OFM was present at the consecration.  

In December 1974 the practice of standing to receive Holy Communion was introduced - there are 

no records to say so but perhaps this was the time when Holy Communion was received in the hand, 

the chalice introduced and the altar rails removed.  

The 750th anniversary of the death of St. Francis of Assisi was celebrated in October 1976 when a 

coach took a number of parishioners to Westminster Cathedral for the service at which Cardinal 

Hume preached. 

Early Ecumenism in Clevedon and the South West 
There had been increasing contacts between the various churches in Clevedon for some time, until 

in January 1970 the Council of Churches in Clevedon was formed. Fr. Lucian was initially the 

secretary and was elected chairman in 1976.  

With the approval of the 2 bishops a regular 4.40pm Sunday Mass was started at Easter 1974 in St. 

John’s Anglican church, which proved most convenient for parishioners in the lower part of the 

town, notably the elderly and more fragile. This arrangement continued until the end of 1986 and 

was largely the preserve of Fr. John Berchmans ably assisted on the organ by Herbert Wilkins and an 

altar boy.  

In June 1975 Fr. Julian celebrated Mass in St. Michael's Anglican church, Flax Bourton and in 

February 1976 Fr. Lucian celebrated a Requiem Mass in the Anglican parish church at Kingston 

Seymour for parishioner Mr K.P. Kostyla who had lived in that village. In June 1986 the bishop and 

diocesan clergy including 2 friars from Clevedon concelebrated the first post-Reformation Mass in 

Salisbury Cathedral and a year or 2 later the Guardian Fr. John McCafferty accompanied by a few 

parishioners celebrated the first Catholic Mass in Wells Cathedral since the Reformation.  

Summer holidays were arranged in the area in 1974 by parishioner Keith Edmunds for children 

affected by the troubles in Belfast.  

New Buildings – Friary and Nailsea School 
A campaign was launched in November 1975 for an early start to be made on a primary school in 

Nailsea and in February 1976 the local education committee advised that the parish would need to 

make a 15% contribution, i.e. £37,500, towards its cost. 



At about this time first plans were drawn up for the sale of some friary land in order to fund the 

building of a new friary. At long last, on 5th July 1977 the Guardian Fr. Lucian cut the first turf on the 

site. It was hoped to be in the new building by Christmas. It was not ready until February 1978 when 

the move superintended by Fr. John Berchmans took place.  

It was decided to retain the parlours, entrance and choir of the old friary but the rest was 

demolished by August and the land sold to allow the building of Friary Close with its modern houses. 

In the following February the screen between the altar and the retrochoir was glazed to give better 

sound and draught insulation, agreement also having been given to reconstruct the former entrance 

and parlours as a parish room.  

In November 1978 came the long-anticipated start of work on a new primary school at Nailsea at a 

cost of £345,000. John Albion was appointed as the first headteacher in February 1979 and the 

school was handed over in December. The new school hall was used for Sunday Mass from January 

1980 and the entire school was formally opened by Bishop Mervyn Alexander of Clifton in October.  

Whilst the parish has been fortunate in having its own parish school with Nailsea now for over 20 

years, the contribution to Catholic primary education in this parish both before and since that time 

made by St. Joseph’s school, Portishead, run by the sisters of La Sainte Union, should be recognised. 

Many children from Clevedon have attended St Joseph’s and the opening of the new St. Joseph’s 

school in September 2003 was an occasion for much rejoicing after so many years spent in the old 

buildings on West Hill.  

For many years, Catholic secondary education for girls was available at La Retraite High School in 

Clifton, Bristol until its closure in 1982 and for boys at St. Brendan's Grammar School, Brislington, 

Bristol. With the reorganisation of education services at this time, St. Brendan's became a sixth form 

college taking students from the Catholic comprehensive schools serving Bristol; St. Bede’s, 

Lawrence Weston being the one covering Clevedon.  

February 1981 brought the golden jubilee of Fr. John Berchmans Dockery’s priesthood, but this 

humble man typically refused to allow any public recognition of the event. In June the pilgrim statue 

of Our Lady of Fatima was welcomed into the church and parish for one week.  

The year from October 1981 to October 1982 was declared the year of St. Francis, for which Fr. 

James Scott OFM Conventual, parish priest of St. Joseph’s, Portishead, had been appointed by a 

national committee to organise events for the west of England.  Bishop Alexander opened the year 

on 3th October by concelebrating Mass in Clifton Cathedral with diocesan clergy and Franciscans. 

Later that day in the cathedral St. Joseph’s primary school from Portishead presented a drama on 

the life of St. Francis. Bishop Alexander came to Clevedon to sing the 10.30am Mass on the feast day 

on 4th October. In the following October a coachload of clergy and parishioners attended Mass in 

Westminster Cathedral to mark the end of the year.  

The most notable event of 1982 was the visit to Great Britain by the present Pope John Paul II; 

several coaches went from the parish to the gatherings at Coventry and Cardiff. Another important 

occasion that year was Bishop Mervyn’s decision to create a new parish for Nailsea and in 

September Fr., now Monsignor, Gabriel Leyden was appointed the first parish priest.  

The new parish church of St, Francis at Nailsea was opened and dedicated in February 1986.  

It was clear by 1982 that the retained retrochoir in the Church in Clevedon was affected by a serious 

damp problem. Demolition was initially suggested but eventually it was decided to strip out the 

stalls and panelling, treat the damp walls and renew the roof. Planning consent for a sloping, tiled 



roof was refused. Work started in June 1983 and Mass was said once again there in the following 

February albeit without the choir stalls and panelling. The decision to retain and refurbish the choir 

has been vindicated by the valuable service it has provided over the past 20 years.  

There had to be a special collection and donation in June 1983 in order to raise the £1,700 required 

as this parish’s share to defray the overspending on the previous year's Papal visit. It was recorded in 

the friary archive that although the Masses were well attended few turned up for anything else! The 

year ended with the pleasing news that the St. Francis school debt had been paid off and the 

attention of the parish council turned towards the refurbishment of the church for the Parish 

centenary in 1987.  

An interesting change occurred in the neighbouring parish of St. Joseph’s, Portishead in September 

1985 when the century old Franciscan presence (apart from about 12 months in 1906/07 when it 

was served by the diocese) ended with the departure of Fr. James Scott, OFM Conventual. The 

parish was taken over again by the diocese and the first parish priest was Fr., later Canon, William 

O’Callaghan who was there until his retirement in 2001. The Clevedon community gave a farewell 

lunch to Fr. James.  

GATHERINGS AND GROUPS  

In the absence of a proper parish hall for social events, different assembly halls, etc., around the 

town were used for dances and social evenings over the years. The chief annual event has been and 

still is the Autumn Fayre for many years now held in the Community Centre on Princes Road. 

Sometimes there was a Garden Fete perhaps what would now be called a Barbeque. All these varied 

social activities emphasised the need for some parish social venue.  

The first real effort towards this end was the erection of a hut on the Nightingale Villa site in 1953. 

This lasted until its replacement by the converted 2 floors of the ex-college block in 1963. This 

location continued for nearly 20 years until the converted parlours of the old friary became 

available.  

Work on converting the old friary parlours into a parish room had proceeded very slowly since 

permission had been given in December 1980. Only voluntary, parishioner labour was available so in 

September 1984 the new Guardian, Fr. John McCaffery, decided to appoint a contractor to finish the 

job. The completed room was blessed by the Provincial, Fr. Luke Faupel, in December 1984. The 

room provided an invaluable albeit limited service to the parish until its closure and demolition in 

May 2002 to make way for the present Greyfriars hall.  

Greyfriars Hall was opened and blessed on 30th  January 2003 by Bishop Declan Lang of Clifton and 

the Provincial, Fr. Austin McCormack. It looks as though it has always been there as part of the 

church, its main frontage being built from the retained stones of the building it replaced.  

The church itself merits a special mention as far as non-church activities are concerned. It is highly 

regarded, not only by parishioners but also by other individuals and groups, for its acoustic qualities 

and it has hosted many dramatic and musical occasions.  

The organ was originally supplied and installed by Messrs. Bishop and Son, Organ Builders of north-

west London, in December 1894, at a cost of £150; refurbished several times over the past century, 

it still gives sterling service week by week.  

The years have seen the setting up and in some cases the fading away of many groups in the parish. 

The groups are not only for social purposes but also to enhance spiritual development and not least 



to enable the day-to-day running of the church and parish. The sheer number of these groups and/or 

individuals, currently amounting to more than 20, the absence in most cases of records and the 

danger of missing one or 2 out, renders it unwise to try and record them all here.  

The one group that must be mentioned however, as it has been represented continuously in this 

Franciscan parish from the very first days of the French friars, is the Third Order of St. Francis known 

more recently as the Secular Franciscan Order. This Order was founded by St. Francis himself for lay 

persons, known as Tertiaries, wishing to follow the Franciscan life in the day-to-day world. The first 

person was received into the Order in Clevedon only a few weeks after the first Mass was celebrated 

by the French friars in Portland House in 1882, and 3 more in the following year.  

Whilst there have always been people willing to help in the running of the church and parish, it is the 

case that more has been expected from the laity in recent years, particularly since the Second 

Vatican Council forty years ago. Indeed, the clergy have in very recent times explained that, because 

of the shortage of vocations, a time may come, even here in Clevedon, when the laity will have to 

play a much more direct part in maintaining the church's primary role of ministering to its 

parishioners, as it already does in many parishes where priests are scarce.  

THE SECOND CENTURY  
Just prior to the centenary in 1987 the church was visited by the Diocesan Commission for Liturgy 

which recommended that the Blessed Sacrament be removed from the High Altar and reserved in a 

Blessed Sacrament chapel; this view was endorsed by the Order's Provincial Chapter. It was also in 

this centenary year that the west end of the nave was enclosed with a glass screen to create a 

narthex; this allowed the long-unused, large north door to become the main entrance to the church 

in place of the north porch in which structural problems were becoming apparent.  

Sometime earlier, Fr. John Berchmans Dockery had been asked by the Guardian, Fr. John McCaffery, 

to write a history of the church and mission in Clevedon since the friars first arrived in 1882. Fr. John 

was a notable historian (see Appendix 1) and produced the account in time for the centenary in July.  

Bishop Mervyn Alexander of Clifton celebrated the centenary Mass on Sunday, 14th July. Also in 

attendance were Fr. Luke Faupel (Provincial), Fr. Callistus Devine (previous Guardian), Fr. Lucian 

Hunt (ex Guardian), Fr. Antony Rickards, Fr. Simon Simmonds, Fr. John McCaffery (Guardian) and the 

rest of the Clevedon community.  

A few weeks after the centenary, redecoration of the church began, funded from the generous 

bequest of £41,000 of the late Miss Margaret Heaven (£30,000 for the church and the remainder 

between Yatton and the friary). The Blessed Sacrament chapel was established in St. Antony’s 

chapel, but not all parishioners were happy with this move, or with the new colour scheme!  

At the end of June 1988, somewhat late, the centenary parish retreat took place under the direction 

of Fr. John Edwards, S.J., for which there was a very good response. Early in 1989 came the sad news 

that Fr. Norbert Holland, a former Guardian of Clevedon, had died shortly after returning to Ireland 

from Clevedon for convalescence. He had been ill for some time. The Guardian, Fr. John McCaffery, 

attended his funeral in Wexford and accompanied Fr. Norbert’s body to its final resting place in a 

quiet, disused church overlooking Waterford Harbour.  

Also in February that year, Fr. John approached a number of parishioners with a view to their 

becoming Eucharistic ministers at Masses and for taking Holy Communion to the sick and 

housebound. Instruction was given after which the new ministers were duly installed.  



In July and August 1989 there were excited preparations and rehearsals for a live, televised Mass to 

be broadcast by HTV on Sunday 13th August. Everything and everyone was in place by 10.30am, the 

church festooned with cables, and the Guardian began the Mass. Unfortunately, after about fifteen 

minutes, all the electricity went off - it seems the generator overheated and failed - Mass continued, 

of course, but the telecast was aborted. An apology was received next day from the Director General 

of the Independent Television Authority promising another occasion - but none so far.  

The end of January 1990 brought very bad storms to the area - the church roof lost 150 tiles. The 

storms caused a tragedy at the nearby St. Brandon's School when one of the girl boarders was killed 

by falling masonry. She was a Catholic from Hong Kong and when her parents arrived Fr. John 

McCaffery met them and assisted at the cremation service.  

News was received in March of the death of the previous Guardian, Fr. Callistus Devine, at 

Chilworth. The Provincial Chapter in 1990 appointed Brother Raymond Hynes as Guardian, the only 

occasion in the life of the Clevedon community when its head was a brother rather than a priest. Fr. 

Alberic Torrens was appointed parish priest.  

The 24th April 1991 was a notable day. Mass for 4 jubilarians was celebrated by the Provincial, Fr. 

Quentin: Fr. John Berchmans Dockery, diamond priesthood; Fr. Kieran Connolly, golden profession; 

Fr. Julian Kennedy, golden priesthood; Fr. Leslie Roberts, silver priesthood.  

The early 1990's saw another first occasion when Fr. Alberic Torrens introduced girl altar servers. 

Their numbers have now increased to the extent that the church could not now manage without 

them.  

The view in 1990 was that the church fabric was in "dire straits”. The first half of the decade, 

therefore, was notable for the amount of necessary maintenance work that was undertaken on the 

buildings, principally: the renewal and protection of the clerestory windows; attention to the damp 

and instability of the floor in the retro-choir; strengthening of the bell-tower (the bell started ringing 

again in 1993); renewal of electrical wiring; new gas radiators; improvements to sacristy; new church 

carpets; and a new public address and hearing loop system. The Blessed Sacrament chapel was 

panelled in oak (from the old choir) and new Stations of the Cross erected.  

The hall continued to be a problem. A total of approximately £150,000 was spent in 6 years and, 

happily, at the end, no debt was left for the parish. The condition of the friary in 1990 was also said 

to be "deplorable". Extensive improvements were needed and some thousands of pounds were 

spent from the mid-90's, the greater part of which came from the parish.  

In 1996 Br. Raymond transferred to North Wales and Fr. Alberic Torrens OFM was appointed 

Guardian.  

Preparations began in April 1997 for the parish mission to be held in May. This was conducted by Fr. 

Declan Dossett OFM and Fr. Ian Kane CSsR. It was a huge success with attendances beyond all 

expectations.  

Later that year, on 13th September, a unique event took place in church when parishioner John 

Woodcock was ordained to the permanent diaconate by Bishop Alexander of Clifton in the presence 

of the community, visiting clergy, other deacons and fellow parishioners.  

On the 4th December Bishop Alexander visited the church again to administer confirmation to thirty 

candidates.  



The last years of the 1990's were marked, sadly, by the obviously declining health of 3 stalwart 

members of the community: Fr. John Berchmans, Fr. Dunstan and Br. Bernard. Eventually all 3 had to 

leave Clevedon and go into care: Fr. John died in October 1999, Fr. Dunstan in September 2001 and 

Br. Bernard in October 2002. They were all virtually part of the fabric of the church and will be 

remembered for a long time.  

The Provincial Chapter decided in 1999 that the Guardian, Fr. Alberic, should be allowed to take a 

well-earned retirement. He was replaced by Fr. Declan Dossett OFM whose appointment was hugely 

welcomed, almost with disbelief at first, because of the highly favourable impression he had made 

on parishioners when conducting the parish mission 2 years earlier.  

In December of that year parishioner Paul Keenan was invested as a Knight of the Equestrian Order 

of the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem by Archbishop Bowen of Southwark in St George's Cathedral, 

Southwark.  The origins of this Order go back to the 12th century.  

In 2000 the Blessed Sacrament was returned to a new tabernacle on the high altar. The former 

Blessed Sacrament chapel, previously St. Antony's, became Our Lady's chapel. A statue of Our Lady 

of the Immaculate Conception, represented as Queen of the Franciscan Order, was placed on the 

altar and later joined as part of the reredos by a set of 4 beautiful icons made by parishioner Patrick 

Tossell.  

The new Guardian called for increased activity from the laity and numerous initiatives, or ministries, 

were started or developed, including a children's liturgy with the main Mass on the first Sunday of 

each month being specifically for the children. A twice-yearly parish magazine, called the Accord, 

was started, and the decision was made to proceed with the building of a new parish hall for which 

Mr Terence Moody of Banwell was appointed architect.  

The highpoint of 2001 was the first ordination in the church since Fr. Romuald Eddy’s in 1935. Fr. 

Gary Brassington, whose home and family are in Clevedon, had studied for the priesthood at the 

Royal English College in Valladolid, Spain and was ordained on 14th July by the new Bishop Declan 

Lang of Clifton on the bishop's first visit to the church. There was a large congregation of Fr. Gary's 

family, friends, parishioners and visiting clergy and, after celebrating his first Mass in the church next 

day, Fr. Gary later took up his first appointment as assistant priest at St. Peter's, Gloucester.  

This year also saw the building of a new confessional, the moving of the baptismal font from the 

back of the church to the sanctuary steps and the demolition of the long, unused north porch in 

November in preparation for the start of work on the new parish hall.  

A group of volunteers was formed in the spring of 2002 to provide help on a rota basis one evening 

per week at the Julian Centre for the Homeless in Bristol - a good example of work outside the 

parish. Certain members of the community also have duties beyond the parish: chaplaincy services 

to the Port of Bristol and St Bede’s Comprehensive School, schools inspection and involvement in 

the government of the Franciscan Province.  

A new, and expanded, repository was opened at the west end of Our Lady's aisle. It is staffed by 

another group of volunteers and envied by other parishes for its range of goods. The new repository 

more than adequately continues the tradition started many years ago by the Sprod sisters in a shop 

at 38 Hill Road and run in recent years by the Edmonds family in the church.  

Sacristy 
The opportunity was taken late in 2002 to refurbish the church sacristy.  



The Parish Hall 
At last on 20th May 2002 building contractors Messrs. Henry W. Pollard and Sons of Bridgwater 

moved on to the site to commence the building of the new parish hall. They had submitted the 

lowest of 4 tenders. The total cost of the new hall was expected to be about £265,000, including fees 

and equipment. A start was possible so soon only because of the generosity of the Franciscan Order 

in making available a gift of £75,000 and an interest free loan of £110,000.  

A group of 4 parishioners, with Fr. Declan, had planned the hall, which would be approximately two-

thirds larger than its predecessor. Perhaps the most significant feature of the design by architect 

Terence Moody was the excavation of the old site in order to build the new hall on the same level as 

the church, giving direct access from the north aisle through a new doorway matching and opposite 

the one in Our Lady's aisle. The hall also has modern toilets, including one for the disabled, 

immediately adjacent to the church door, a spacious, well-equipped kitchen and a part-carpeted 

main floor and entrance area.  

Although not ready for Christmas, as originally intended, was blessed and opened jointly on 30th 

January 2003 by Bishop Lang of Clifton and Fr. Austin McCormack OFM the Provincial. The hall was 

named Greyfriars following a parish competition for a name.  

In May 2004, the Clevedon Civic Society gave the new building an award for its pleasing impact in 

relation to the existing church and environment. Fr. Reg Grey OFM received the award on behalf of 

the parish.  

There have been 3 occasions since 1999 when local members of the Latin Mass Society attended the 

church for the celebration of Mass in the Tridentine Rite by Fr. Maurice Ryan.  

Another special event occurred on 6th October 2002 when the Fr. Declan presented the Papal awards 

of Bene Merenti medals to 3 well-known parishioners in recognition of their services to the parish 

over many years. They were Alastair Macleod, George Wainwright and John Barnett.  

The story of the church and parish is now almost up to date.  

On 16th August 2003 in the presence of local and visiting members of the Secular Franciscan Order 

and others a beautifully restored statue of St. Clare was blessed by Fr. Reg in its new position in St. 

Francis’s chapel. It was the generous gift from a convent of nuns in Ireland. This marked the 750th 

anniversary of the death of St. Clare.  

In September a group of forty parishioners, led by Fr. Declan and Fr. Reg, embarked on a memorable 

parish pilgrimage to Italy which included visits to the tomb of St. Pio of Pietrelecina (Padre Pio) at 

San Giovanni Rotondo, Assisi and Rome; the latter including a public audience with the Pope.  

October 2003, in addition to the celebration of Fr. Ronald Docherty’s golden jubilee of priesthood, 

also saw the launch of a seven-week course of Catholic Faith Exploration - café - an opportunity for 

Catholics to know God better and get more out of their Faith. It provided an opportunity for 

parishioners not only to learn more about their faith at a personal level, but, hopefully, also to assist 

in furthering the mission of the church through these difficult times and deep into the new 

millennium.  

The year closed with the departure of Fr. Declan after a memorable 4 years in charge of the parish; 

he was succeeded as parish priest by the Vicar, Fr. Reginald Gray OFM, who was confirmed as 

Guardian in June, 2004.  



The last, but not least, comment must be to record, on behalf of the parish, its most grateful 

appreciation to the present Franciscan community for all the services, help and comfort they 

provide: Fr. Reg Gray (Guardian and Parish Priest), Fr. Maurice Ryan, Fr. Roger Barralet and Fr. 

Ronald Docherty - long may they and the Franciscan presence continue in this parish.



GUARDIANS OF CLEVEDON FRIARY

1882 Celestine Mary Sant (Superior) 

1883  Celestine Mary Sant 

1887  Peter Baptist Gimet 

1890 Arsenius Beix 

1893  Hilary Usse 

1898  Theodore Ioffre 

1902 Fr. John Moran 

1903 Thaddeus Hermans 

1904 Edmund O’Sullivan 

1910 Bernard Cooney 

1913 Aloysius Darvell 

1915  Bernard Cooney 

1921 Reginald Ellis 

1924 Albert McGhee 

1927 Thomas White 

1933  Raphael Moran 

1939 Fr.Gregory Fehrenbach 

1942 Fr. Eugene Kelly 

1948 Fr. Edgar Larway 

1951 Fr. Norbert Holland 

1957 Fr. Edwin Sheehan 

1960 Fr. Bertrand Aherne 

1962 Fr. Dunstan Baker 

1969 Fr. Herbert Derbyshire 

1972 Fr. Reginald Clancy 

1974 Fr. Lucien Hunt 

1978 Fr. Callistus Devine 

1984 Fr. John McCaffery 

1990 Br. Raymond Hynes 

1996 Fr. Alberic Torrens 

1999 Fr. Declan Dossett 

2004 Fr. Reginald Gray 

 

 

 



APPENDIX I  Fr. John Berchmans Dockery, OFM, M.A. (Cantab), F.R.Hist.S. 1905 - 1999  
Born on 30th May 1905 in Deal, Kent, Fr. John received his primary school education at St. 

Ethelburga's Convent before moving to Forest Gate, a Franciscan parish in East London, where his 

grandfather was the surveyor for St. Antony's Church. There he attended West Ham Grammar 

School, now known as St. Bonaventure’s. He entered the novitiate of the Order of Friars Minor in 

Chilworth in 1923 and made his first profession in 1924. After a year of Rhetoric at Woodford, he 

studied Philosophy at Clevedon for 2 years, followed by 4 years of Theology at Forest Gate. Fr. John 

was ordained a priest on 28th February 1931 and lived all his Franciscan life in the southern part of 

the Province, Nottingham being the furthest north he was ever appointed. His first field of work was 

the parish of St. Bonaventure’s in Bishopston, Bristol from where, after 3 years, he joined the 

teaching staff at the Franciscan College in Buckingham In 1936, Fr. John entered Christ's College, 

Cambridge, where he read for a degree in Anthropology and Archaeology. In 1940 he was appointed 

to the Franciscan parish in Nottingham for 8 years, first as Vicar and then as Guardian. In 1948, he 

began a 12-year period at Forest Gate, first as Secretary of the Province, then as a Provincial 

Definitor, followed by 6 years as Superior of St. Bonaventure’s, Cambridge. During the whole of 

these eighteen years at Forest Gate and Cambridge, he was also Procurator of the Province. Fr. John 

joined the teaching staff of the Franciscan Preparatory School at Stony Stratford in 1966 for 6 years, 

after which he began his long association with Clevedon (in addition to his 2 years as a student 1925-

27) where he remained until his last year or so at Woodford Green.  

As well as numerous articles for various journals, he published 3 major works: Collingridge (1954) — 

the life of Bishop Peter Bernardine Collingridge, OFM, Vicar Apostolic of the Western District 1809-

29; Christopher Davenport (1960) — the 17th century friar and diplomat; They That Build — The Life 

of Mother Clare of Brentwood (1963). In 1969 he also wrote a contributory chapter to A New 

Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture, entitled, The English Versions of the Bible. It is hardly 

surprising that Fr. John was asked to write a history of the Franciscan mission in Clevedon for the 

centenary of the Church of the Immaculate Conception in 1987.  

Fr. John was also perfectly at home in the world of bees. He was, in fact, a renowned expert in the 

art of bee-keeping, and for many years the President of the Association of Bee-keepers of Great 

Britain. Once, at the Royal Show where he was in charge of the bee-keeping section, he said to 

Queen Elizabeth II, “It is the first time I have had the privilege of introducing one Queen to another".  

Fr. John’s life was lived always in the context of God, a simple life in that challenging sense of being 

uncomplicated. He said what he believed and tried to become what he said. Such was his modesty 

that he refused to allow any public recognition of the golden jubilee of his priesthood in 1981. He 

loved to wear his Franciscan habit and, in his latter days in Clevedon, he would sit on the front 

overlooking the sea and regular visitors and locals would come and chat with him. When unable to 

see well or move easily, his days revolved around the essential things: the prayer life of daily Mass 

and Office, and meditation on God as Abba – father. 

Fr. John died on 3rd October 1999, the day on which Franciscans celebrate each year the passing of 

St. Francis, a fitting end to the earthly life of a distinguished Franciscan. His Requiem Mass was 

celebrated in the Franciscan church of St. Thomas of Canterbury, Woodford Green, Essex. It is a 

church designed by Canon Alexander Scoles who was also the architect of the church of the 

Immaculate Conception, Clevedon, where Fr. John had spent so many years.  

The words Fr. John wrote in the early 1950's at the end of his biography of that other distinguished 

Franciscan, Bishop Collingridge, could equally well be applied to him: "He may truly be summed up, 

in the words of St. Paul, as one who ‘laboured as a good soldier of Christ Jesus’”.   



APPENDIX 2 - The Church Architect Canon A.J.C. Scoles 1844 - 1920  
Alexander Joseph Cory Scoles was born in Hammersmith, London, on 30th November 1844, the third 

son of Joseph John Scoles and Harriett Cory. His father J.J. Scoles, was a well-known architect, born 

of Catholic parents in 1798 and educated at the Franciscan school at Baddesley Clinton, near 

Birmingham, during the Napoleonic Wars.  

Joseph Scoles was apprenticed to another Catholic architect, John Ireland who did much work for Dr 

John Milner, Vicar Apostolic of the Midland District 1803-26. Joseph designed numerous Catholic 

churches, notably: the Jesuit college chapel of St. Peter at Stonyhurst and the Jesuit church of the 

Immaculate Conception, Farm Street, London. He also designed the college church of St. Mary at 

Prior Park, Bath, which was completed over twenty-five years later by his son Alexander.  

After completing his general education in Bruges, Belgium, in 1862, Alexander began to serve articles 

with his father but the latter died the following year. He completed his articles under Samuel Joseph 

Nichol, a relative and former pupil and successor to his father.  

On completion of his pupillage, Alexander first practiced on his own account and then, briefly, with 

his cousin, John Myrie Cory. In 1873 his cousin left England to join an architectural practice in 

Shanghai, China and shortly afterwards Alexander entered the seminary at Prior Park, Bath to study 

for the priesthood. He was ordained in 1878 and spent the first 23 years of his priesthood in the 

diocese of Clifton, serving first at Taunton then as parish priest of St. Joseph's, Bridgwater until 1891, 

before taking over the Holy Ghost parish, Yeovil, until 1901.  

Fr. Scoles designed the churches for both these parishes and the presbytery at Yeovil; he became a 

canon of the pro-cathedral of Clifton in 1893. It is claimed that once, when on the train to London 

sometime in 1901, Canon Scoles looked out from Basingstoke station and saw the impressive ruins 

of the Holy Ghost Chapel - he was fascinated, particularly as he had just completed his church in 

Yeovil which was dedicated to the Holy Ghost, as was the town of Basingstoke. Bishop Cahill of 

Portsmouth could not afford a resident priest in Basingstoke at the time so was delighted to accept 

Canon Scoles’ offer to go and serve there as parish priest. Not only that, he was prepared to pay for 

and design a new church of the Holy Ghost. The consecration of the church by Bishop Cahill in 1903 

coincided with Canon Scoles’ silver jubilee as a priest.  

He resigned his canonry in Clifton in 1904 and was made a canon of St. John’s cathedral, 

Portsmouth, in 1905. The Canon remained parish priest of the Holy Ghost, Basingstoke, until his 

death in the Hospital of Saints John and Elizabeth, London, on 29th December 1920.  

The fact that someone should first train as an architect and then become a priest is not, in itself, 

remarkable. What is remarkable, however, is that after becoming a priest Fr. Scoles continued to 

practice professionally as an architect almost until his death, albeit he did take a partner, Geoffrey 

Raymond, in 1903. The practice was then known as Scoles and Raymond.  

The number of works involving Alexander Scoles are too numerous to mention here, but they 

included: churches, chapels, presbyteries, convents, friaries, monasteries, schools, a teacher training 

college and an orphanage; many in whole, others just extensions or alterations. In the Clifton 

diocese alone he was involved in the design and/or building of over a dozen churches or chapels, 

most notably: St. Mary's, Prior Park, Bath, where he completed the design originated by his father 

over 25 years before; St. Joseph’s, Bridgwater; the Immaculate Conception, Clevedon; St. Joseph’s, 

Portishead; the Holy Ghost, Yeovil; extensions to J.A. Hansom’s small church of St. Joseph, Weston-

super-Mare.  



Canon Scoles continued his practice after moving to the diocese of Portsmouth in 1901, including 

extensions to the cathedral, and also work in Devon and Cornwall. It is likely that his involvement 

slackened somewhat in these later years and that much of the work was undertaken by his partner, 

Geoffrey Raymond.  

In addition to the church of the Immaculate Conception, Clevedon, Canon Scoles also designed the 

church and friary of St. Francis of Assisi, South Ascot, Berkshire; the church of St. Joseph, Portishead; 

and the church and friary of St. Thomas of Canterbury, Woodford Green, Essex for the Order of 

Friars Minor. He must have been working on Clevedon, Portishead and South Ascot all at the same 

time. Perhaps there was some family recollection of his father's education by the Franciscans at 

Baddesley Clinton so many years before.  

Accounts describe the Canon as being eccentric in character but that his rough exterior covered a 

gentle nature and a heart of gold. His generosity cannot be doubted as evidenced by his many gifts - 

including the whole church at Basingstoke, altars and church furniture. He was clearly an able 

architect, although professional opinion varies as to the quality of some of his work. It should be 

remembered, however, that he was often struggling with schemes where funds were scarce with 

consequential limitations on his freedom of action.  

He also courted controversy when, in 1908/09, the Tablet published correspondence from certain 

Catholic architects and others calling for the church authorities to stop him practicing — some said 

his buildings were cheap and ugly. It seems that the Canon was charging low, if any, professional 

fees for some of his work and thereby denying work to lay architects! Mother Clare, head of the 

Ursuline convent and school in Brentwood, Essex, and a great admirer of the Canon, came to his 

defence with a poem, the last line of which read, “… God Bless Canon Scoles".  

During the 1914/18 War, the Belgium royal family lived in exile near Basingstoke and regularly 

attended Mass at the Holy Ghost church. On one occasion when Queen Elizabeth of Belgium was 

accompanied by Queen Annelie of Portugal the Canon instructed his thurifer, "Before you do the 

congregation go down and incense the 2 queens.”  

Reputedly, he had a powerful voice with which he showed his disapproval of late-comers to Mass, 

and ladies with new hats came in for special attention during the Asperges. Once, when asked why 

he had built such a large church for such a small congregation, he bellowed in reply, “I built the 

church, my successors will fill it.” 

Apart from his passion for architecture the Canon was skilled in lace-making and embroidery. He had 

a keen interest in the welfare of under-privileged children and many owed him a proper upbringing. 

Whilst the rest of Basingstoke had gas and paraffin heating, the Canon operated a small engine 

which generated electricity for his church hall, the church being heated from a boiler in the 

presbytery cellar.  

Altogether, the Canon must have been a most remarkable man, albeit one not to be trifled with by 

the sound of it, and one whose like it is difficult to imagine could exist in either the priestly or 

architectural ranks today. He died at the end of December 1920 aged 76 years and was buried in the 

grounds of the Holy Ghost church, Basingstoke where there is a very substantial memorial.  

 


