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PREFACE

NEearLy half a century has rolled by since Abbot
Sweeney wrote of Father Baker’s “ Life of -Dame Ger-
trude More ” thus : “ This [work] was in two volumes;
the second is unfortunately lost. In this Life the
Father describes the whole method of his guidance of
his spiritual daughter. It is full of the most practical
instruction, and we cannot too deeply regret that any
portion of such a work should be lost to us. The first
volume was accidentally picked up in Germany a few
years ago ; perhaps the second may yet be recovered.”

The pious hope of the Abbot has been fulfilled.
Some years ago the “ Life of an Unknown Nun,” as it
was described in the catalogue, was picked up by a
monk of Ampleforth Abbey for a trifling sum, and
upon examination the volume was found to contain in
manuscript the substance of Father Baker's “ Life of
Dame Gertrude More,” with a few passages here and
there omitted by the copyist for the sake of brevity.’
This precious work of Father Baker, by the courtesy of
the Abbot of Ampleforth,' I am now able to submit to
the public for the first time.,

1 This applies to the second part of the Life only. The first
part is taken from a manuscript which has long been in the
possession of Stanbrook. ‘
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Preface

In former days, till the devastating Reformation
swept over this land, nearly every county was dotted
over with nunneries. Not a county but could boast
of some religious house, the greater number by far
belonging to the Cistercian or Benedictine Order. Few
indeed were the counties which were not graced by
the presence of one or more of the latter, sometimes,
as on the eastern border of England, the number rising
to a dozen or more.

From authentic records it is easy to obtain a fairly
complete picture of the manner of life pursued in
Benedictine convents, and their influence on the world
around them.! Let it suffice here to say that, while, on
the one hand, they pursued the contemplative life, on
the other, they were not unmindful of the needs of the
world about them. And such a good level of observance
was maintained that the Royal Commissioners who
had been appointed for the purpose of finding pretexts
for the dissolution of the nunneries were fain to admit
that there was but little cause for complaint.

Long, however, before the subject of this biography
saw the light, the storm of the Reformation had
passed over the English nunneries, and there was
nothing left to show what once had been save blackened
walls and desecrated churches. Indeed, so entirely
was the memory of the life obliterated, that Father
Baker was able to observe that “at this time” (when

1 The reader must be referred to Abbot Gasquet’s ¢ Henry VIII.
and the English Monasteries” for fuller details. In the sixth
chapter of the second volume will be found a very complete picture
of the manner of life and observance of Benedictine communities
in England up to the time of their dissolution.
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Preface

Helen More was a maid of twenty) “ the religious state
for women was little understood in England.”

There were not wanting, however, devout men who
earnestly desired to see restored the past glories of
Benedictine nunneries. Prominent among these was
Father Benet Jones, an active and distinguished
member of the then recently revived English Bene-
dictine Congregation. Father Benet had under his
direction a number of young maidens, many of good
family, in whom he fostered an incipient inclination
towards the religious state. Of these he gathered
together the more promising, and, like another Ursula,
led them forth from their fathers’ houses and country
to seek God and the religious state in a strange land.
Among these young ladies was Helen, afterwards
Gertrude, More. The difficulties the little company
had to contend with in securing a habitation are
sufficiently indicated by Father Baker. A house in a
ruinous condition was lent to them at Cambray.
Nothing was standing save the four bare walls, and
these were so cracked that the workmen engaged to
repair them thought that they could not hold together
beyond another thirty years. However, at considerable
outlay, the house was made habitable, and the little
company took possession on Christmas Eve, 1623, and
on the following Sunday the nine postulants received
the habit from the Archbishop of Cambray, assisted
by the President, and the house was formally and
canonically established.?

1 An interesting‘ paper is to be found in the town archives of
Cambray, descriptive of the convent buildings and what the town
vii
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| Preface

The new Benedictine house at Cambray was not,
however, an exact reproduction or revival of the ancient
English monasteries. There was no aged surviving
nun to recall or hand down to the rising generation
the memory of departed glories and traditions. The
foundation was in many respects a new departure and
established on new lines. Intercourse with the outer
world was to be much more restricted than heretofore ;
egress beyond the enclosure walls was to be strictly
prohibited ; grilles were to be erected, and the stranger
without was on no account to be admitted.

A number of circumstances, no doubt, contributed to
bring about this change from the older order of things.
There was first of all the inherent difficulty of adding
external good works to the pursuit of contemplation.
In many cases it is found in practice that souls are
prone to substitute good works for contemplation

rather than add them to contemplation. Thus external

good works become a positive hindrance to the pursuit

thought of the community. The document is worth recording, and
may be thus freely rendered ; ¢ The situation of the house of these
English dames is healthy and sufficiently commodious, but not
spacious. The buildings are very simple and. closely packed,
composed of brick. Their church is extremely small, but particu-
larly neat and seemly, and therein the Divine Office is solemnized
in an edifying manner. The nuns themselves are very observant
of their Rule.” Further on in the document the presence of the
English dames in Cambray is declared to be of real advantage to
the town, for not only are they of no expense to the municipality,
as they subsist on their own dowers, rents, etc,, but also many
visitors are attracted from England to live near these nuns of their
own nationality. ‘
viii
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Preface

of contemplation.! Then, there was the fear arising
from the extreme licence and lawlessness of the times,
which rendered the residence of communities in country
districts,?and still more the presence of religious women
in the streets and public places, most undesirable. Even
the precincts of convents were not safe, but were not
infrequently invaded by ruffians, who dragged forth
unwilling novices, and forced them into the marriage
state. Influenced doubtlessly by these and similar

considerations, the Council of Trent used the weight

of its authority to tighten up the laws which regulated
the observance of enclosure. Not only was the law
which forbids externs from entering the enclosure en-
forced under severe penalties, but the egress of the
Sisters from the enclosure was strictly prohibited, except
for a just cause approved by the Bishop? For these
and other reasons which may easily be conceived, the
new foundation at Cambray was established on lines

1 St. Thomas (2-2, 'Q. clxxxit,, art. iii.) says: “The active
life may be considered as meaning the zealous exercise of exterior

functions, and from this point of view it is manifest that the active
life hinders the contemplative, in as much as it is impossible for

any man to bé at once occupied with exterior actions and at the

same time apply himself to Divine contemplation.”

2 “As convents of nuns situated outside the walls of cities or
towns are exposed to the danger of falling a prey to wicked men
and other evil-doers, Bishops and other Superiors should take care,
if they deem it expedient, to transfer these communities to other
convents in cities or populous towns for greater security, and that
the aid of the civil arm be invoked, if need be, to bring it about.”—
Council of Trent, sess. xxv.

8 « Nonun after her profession may go forth from the convent . . .
except for some legitimate reason approved by the Bishop.”—

Council of Trent, sess. xxv.
ix
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Preface

more strictly and exclusively contemplative than had
been customary in pre-Reformation times in England.

To give effect to these ideas, the Divine Office—the
Opus Dei, as St. Benedict calls it—was given in the
new foundation its traditional importance, a great part
of the time of the religious being devoted to its
recitation. Every night the Matins bell rang the

~ nuns to choir at 12.15, and more or less of the Divine

Office was chanted, and often the whole of Lauds,
according to the dignity of the feast. It must have
been often 2 o’clock in the morning before the Sisters
could snatch a short rest, till the bell again summoned
them at 6.30 to renew the praises of God at Prime.
This was followed by half an hour of mental prayer,
and then the Communion Mass was . celebrated. A
short interval of rest was then allowed, and again at
10 o’clock the Sisters assembled for the solemn Con-
ventual Mass, which was often sung. Dinner usually
was at 11, Vespers (invariably sung) at 3, Compline at
6.30. Besides the Divine Office, there was half an hour
of mental prayer in the afternoon, and at 8 the doubt-
less weary Sisters retired to rest. With such a full
day of prayer, one is almost disposed to wonder what
time they could find for anything else, yet we know
that they did do other things. Besides a fair amount
of manual labour, they found time for serious reading.
Such a varied selection of books as St. Gregory’s
“Morals,” the writings of St. Dionysius the Areo-
pagite, St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa, St. Gertrude,
to mention only a few of them, found place in their
library and were in constant use. Their work, too,
as transcribers and translators of ascetical writings
X
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Preface

was so remarkable as to elicit words of praise
from Father Rudisind Barlow and others. A high
standard of mortification was reached and maintained
in the refectory. Flesh meat was excluded from table
through the whole. of Advent and Lent; indeed, even
during the rest of the year, for the most part, there
were two or three days’ abstinence in the week. The
fast days, also, were far more numerous than anything
that the Church prescribes.

With a life so mortified and so fully occupied, it may
well be supposed that the dames had but little leisure
or inclination for external intercourse, or for going
abroad, even if it had been permitted. But this avenue,
as I have already intimated, was closed to them. They
held but little intercourse with the outer world, except,
perhaps, by correspondence.!

The external discipline and observance, however, of
the new foundation was comparatively easy to dispose
of and arrange. The real difficulty lay in the religious
training, and still more in the formation of the interior
life of these young, inexperienced, but well-disposed
maidens. To meet the former want, three discreet
nuns were borrowed from the English Benedictine
Convent at Brussels. The first of these was Dame
Frances Gawen. She had been twenty-eight years in

1 In a letter to a friend (Sir Richard Cotton) Father Baker
wrote : “ They [the nuns] are enclosed and never seen by us, nor

by any other, unless it be rarely on extraordinary occasion; but on -

no occasion may they go forth, nor any man or woman get to

them.” It is interesting to note that the observance at Stanbrook

Abbey, the lineal descendant of the Cambray foundation, is in

substantial agreement with the parent house, the grille having been

replaced and strict enclosure re stored some twenty-five years ago.
X1
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religion in the convent at Brussels, and was chosen
for her maturity, prudence, and charity, to rule the
young community as their first Abbess. This office she
fulfilled for the space of six years, “ ever more earnestly-
desiring and labouring,” as her chronicler puts it, “to
advance the progress of the community in all respects.”
After ruling the community for six years, she retired
into private life, and, to quote again the words of her
chronicler, “edified her Sisters with good examples of
humility and obedience, practising amongst them in
her life and conversation what she had taught them
with great zeal.” She died at the age of sixty-four, after
a long and tedious illness, which she bore with much
patience. With Dame Frances came Dames Puden

tiana Deacons and Viviana Yaxley. Dame Pudentiana
bad been eighteen years in religion in the convent at
Brussels, and appears to have been an edifying re-
ligious, and a careful observer of regular discipline.
She was distinguished for her good natural abilities
and sound understanding and judgment, and was ap-
pointed to the offices of Novice-Mistress and Prioress.
She also held the office of Procuratrix, and is said by
her chronicler to have diligently discharged her duties,
“uniting great zeal of regular observance with a
motherly affection to all and care of all.” She suffered
much from continual infirmities, which she bore with
great patience. She died at Cambray, at the age of
sixty-four.

Dame Viviana had only been professed five years
when she was chosen to assist in the new foundation.
But though so. young in years, she was remarkable for
her ‘‘quiet and religious carriage,” and was on that

Xii
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account deemed suitable for the work in hand. She
spent twenty-seven years at Cambray, filling at divers
times the office of Mistress of Novices and Juniors and
Prioress, in all which, says her chronicler, *she made
appear her cordial desire of the good of the convent,
her spiritual discretion, and zeal of regular discipline,
and of the true advancement of those under her care,
together with a motherly consideration of their infirm-
ities.” At length, seeing the convent firmly established
in discipline and regular observance, she allowed her
love of her old home to prevail, and at her own request
was transferred again to Brussels, where she ended her
days happily.

Excellently chosen! as were the three nuns from
Brussels, the selection of a Confessor, on whom so
much depended for the spiritnal training of the young
religious, was not by any means so happy. Indeed,
considerable difficulty appears to have been found in
securing one with the requisite qualifications for the
important task. Confessors appear to have followed
one another in quick succession in the early days, each,
on being found deficient, giving place to another. They
were mostly men of maturity, who had been for years
on the English mission, and, as they pathetically con.
fessed, were more accustomed to studying how to work
the salvation of straying souls than to directing contem.
plative souls (Confessions, vii.). The result obtained
of these inefficient though well-meaning Confessors was
far from satisfactory. Dame Gertrude wittily sums

1 Father Rudisind Barlow, writing to the Procurator in Spain,
says : “I got from the dames of Brussels three of the best gualified
of all their company to be their guides.”—January 3, 1624.
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