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COLLECTION FOR SCHOOL

The special collection, taken at chapels and Mass Centres, on the 
Feast of the Epiphany, raised the magnificent sum of £1,447.16 in 
aid of St. Michael's School. Our grateful thanks are due to all 
who contributed thus helping to defray the running expenses of the 
school. May God reward you for your generosity.



LETTER FROM FATHER BLACK

My dear brethren,

The good news in last month's Newsletter, that we would soon 
have an additional priest, in the person of Father Hogan, has been 
somewhat mitigated by the fact that, unfortunately, Father Nichols 
has been appointed back home to the United States, at the end of 
this month of January.

It is a pity that our hopes of more priests have been 
disappointed yet again, due to circumstances in the United States, 
which have obliged Bishop Fellay to ask Father Nichols to return 
there. On behalf of us all, I would like to thank Father for all 
his good work amongst us, during these last two and a half years. 
We wish him a fruitful apostolate in his homeland, and our prayers 
go with him. A special Mass will be celebrated by Father Nichols 
at Our Lady of Victories Church in Preston on Saturday 21st 
January at 12.15 p.m., followed by a "Farewell" Reception to which 
all are invited.

Father Hogan duly arrived in London on 22nd December. It is a 
great pleasure to have him back in this country again. He will now 
replace Father Nichols, and will be resident at St. Mary's House, 
Preston.

On Tuesday, 21st February, we will celebrate the four- 
hundredth anniversary of the death of St. Robert Southwell. I 
would like to mark this occasion by having a special Mass in his 
honour in various churches, so that we will all have the 
opportunity to venerate this saint who was one of the greatest of 
the English martyrs, and to pray for vocations from Britain to the 
priesthood and the religious life. Likewise to give thanks for the 
happy solution which has been achieved, in regard to his birth
place Saint Faith's Priory remaining at the Society’s disposition 
for the celebration of the Holy Mass for which he died. Please do 
your utmost to assist at these Masses, and pray to St. Robert on 
that day.
Newsletter in the hope that it will increase devotion to this 
noble servant of God, whose life should be a great inspiration and 
encouragement in our own struggle to remain faithful to our Holy 
Faith, which in so many respects is being tried even more severely 
than in the sixteenth century.

A special celebration will take place at Saint Faith's Priory 
during the summer months. Details will be announced later.

A short life of the saint is incorporated with this

With every good wish and blessing,

Yours sincerely in Christ,

Father Edward Black, 
Superior



SUNDAY MASSES
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EDINBURGH
GLASGOW
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KEIGHLEY
LIVERPOOL
LONDON

10.00 a.m.
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MANCHESTER
PORTSMOUTH
PRESTON

THE 400th ANNIVERSARY OF THE DEATH OF 
SAINT ROBERT SOUTHWELL

Tuesday 21st February
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LIVERPOOL
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10.00 a.m. 
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7.00 p.m. 
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MR.H. FARNWORTH of CHORLEY 
TERESA MARY NEALE of ANDOVER

Requiescant in pace

Please pray for the following whose anniversaries 
occur about this time

FATHER EDWARD WRIGHT 
JANE DICKIE 

MARY CONNOLLY 
T.G. McTIGUE 

VERA LUX 
JOAN FERGUSON 
EUGENE HOWSON 
DOROTHY YATES 

PHYLLIS THOMAS 
JOHN LEETCH 
CLAUDE HEAD 

HELEN FERGUSON 
OLIVE BOOTH

FATHER H.E.G. ROPE 
PHYLLIS BROOKER 
KATE BARFORD 
WILLIAM SIME 
MARY HEALY 
CAROLINE LAURIE 
HELEN SCOTT 
EMMIE TITLEY 
AUSTIN YATES 
MARY LEETCH 
EMILY MALLEY 
EDITH JEFFREY 
TADEUSZ TUREK

DENNIS HAZEL 
HAROLD FORTEATH 
KATHLEEN DONOVAN 

FREDERICK TOMLINSON 
JOHN JOHNSON 
EVELYN TREE 

ETHEL MCCARTHY 
GWENDOLINE SHIELDS 

MARGARET DALY 
MISS M. GATENBY 
ANTHONY TOWNSEND 
MARY MONICA HALL 

ROBERT MCALLISTER MOLLY PRICE



ROBERT SOUTHWELL

Poet and Martyr
I. Preparation for England

SOUTHWELL was born towards the end of 1561 atD OBERT
Horsham St. Faith near Norwich, a former Benedictine priory 

which his grandfather, Sir Richard Southwell, had suppressed and 
acquired. In spite of being “ abbey-snatchers ” the family had re
mained catholic in a conservative sort of way when Elizabeth suc
ceeded Mary in 1558. But Robert’s father was torn between his 
loyalty to the faith and his ambition to rise at Elizabeth’s court. 
This was especially so after the Bill of Excommunication of 1570 
which brought nearer the cruel choice between apostasy from the 
Church and “ treason ” to the State. Eventually Robert’s father and 
his elder brothers did conform to the new state-religion. His mother’s 
family, however, chose differently. Her brother, Thomas Copley of 
Roughway in Sussex, went into exile in 1570 with his wife and his 
children who had been Robert’s playmates. Other cousins—the 
Shelleys, the Gages, the Cottons—organised forbidden Mass-centres 
and begged Doctor Allen, later Cardinal, to send them priests from 
his new college at Douai in the Netherlands. Robert probably 
spent some boyhood years sharing the dangers and enthusiasms of 
these cousins in West Sussex and East Hampshire. From one of 
the creeks in that coast and with one of these cousins, a boy called 
John Cotton, he sailed secretly in May, 1576, to go to school at 
Douai.

He spent two years at Douai, living with other young English 
exiles at Dr. Allen’s seminary and going for lectures to the Jesuit 
college nearby. (Dr. Allen, it should be mentioned, although he 
always relied for help on the Society of Jesus, was not himself a 
Jesuit and he was training his men to be secular priests, not Jesuits). 
Robert enjoyed his schooling, but he had many troubles both from 
within and from without. He could not make up his mind about the 
religious life. Meanwhile the war between Spain and Holland was 
cutting across Belgium; at one time the English students had to 
scatter for their lives and take refuge in France. In early 1578 
Robert made up his mind to enter the Society of Jesus, only to find 
the Belgian Jesuits unable to admit him; all the country between 
Maastricht and Douai was at the mercy of marauding bands, and they 
had had to close their noviceship. For a time Robert was terribly 
depressed; God seemed to have deserted him. But beneath his 
rather soft and dreamy exterior (4‘ the beautiful English youth ” he
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was called by the citizens of Douai) there was remarkable fire and 
resolution. Throwing everything to the winds he set out for Rome. 
Three oilier young Englishmen accompanied him from Paris. They 
reached Rome in the autumn of 1578 and were all admitted into the 
Roman noviceship of the Society of Sant’Andrea on the Quirinal 
hill. Robert was then not quite seventeen years old.

After the risks and excitements of independence he felt a bit 
stified at first by the tight little noviceship world; so much import
ance was attributed to little things and he seemed to spend so much 
time in the kitchen! But very soon under the humdrum surface he 
began to discover the life of prayer and familiarity with God which 
had first drawn him to the Society. There were several English 
novices at Sant’Andrea including Simon Hunt who had probably 
been one of Shakespeare’s schoolmasters at Stratford. There was 
also a growing number of English Jesuits already ordained priests, 
among them Edmund Campion, a professor at Prague, and Robert 
Persons in Rome. During Robert’s second year of noviceship, 
1579-80, he began to study at the Roman College (or “ Gregorian 
University ” as it was about to be called) and there he came under the 
care of Father Persons who kindled afresh in him the desire to 
return and help the Catholic layfolk in England. On St. Luke’s 
Day, 18th October, he took his vows in the Society and wrote in 
musical Latin the following: “Thoughts on Saint Luke’s Day after 
my vows: Unto the Crucified my soul is spouse, and she must 
likewise be nailed by His side, because unlikeness means disunity, so 
likeness means love crucified.”

Nearly all the English Jesuits had begun their training under 
Dr. Allen at Douai, and it was a great sorrow to them that hitherto 
the General of the Society had not been able to spare them for the 
English Mission. But in 1580 that was changed. The General agreed 
with Allen that the Jesuits, who were now in charge of the new 
English College in Rome, should provide the leaders for a band of 
young missionary priests going to England; the leaders chosen were 
Edmund Campion and Robert Persons.

The story of that amazing expedition is well known. One of 
its results was that more and more young Englishmen escaped 
across the Channel desiring to be trained as priests in the colleges 
of Rheims (whither the establishment at Douai had now moved) 
and Rome. While Robert was still doing his theology at the 
Gregorian University he was sent td live at the English College and 
to act as tutor in philosophy to the new students there. The college 
was the old hostel for English pilgrims; it stood where it stands 
to-day, just behind the Campo dci Fiori. Robert spent five years 
there; during the last two he acted as Prefect of Studies.

The first years were full of happiness; a spirit of dedication 
filled the whole college and was nourished by news of the adventures 
and even of the sufferings and deaths of those who had already 
returned to England as missionary priests. Southwell composed or
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edited several news-letters describing conditions in England. 
Father Persons, who was anxious for him to be ordained as soon as 
possible, had to send an admonition: “ Tell Robert not to spend so 
much time writing news-letters, but to get on with his studies.”

But in the years 1584-5 there was a drop in the moral tempera
ture. The English Government had realised that the old religion 
could never be stamped out as long as more priests kept coming 
from Rheims and Rome, and had developed a form of psychological 
warfare that was as deadly as open persecution. Agents provocateurs 
posing as exiled Catholics came to stay at the colleges and some
times managed to be accepted as students and even, in one or two 
cases, to be ordained as priests.

Faithlessness was a very intricate profession in those days, and 
it is often hard to tell who were spies and who were dupes; the 
same individuals are found plotting (ostensibly) to kill Queen Eliza
beth and plotting, actually, to ruin the Society of Jesus. At Rheims 
there was a clique in secret revolt against Allen which was beginning 
the conspiracy that became the 44 Babington Plot.’* At Rome, the 
method was a campaign against the Jesuits. Only a minority of the 
students were involved in the campaign; but, in a place whose spirit 
was voluntary dedication, it made life very unpleasant. Father 
Southwell (he was ordained in 1584) as Prefect of Studies had to 
bear the brunt of the unpleasantness; one of the accusations was that 
the Jesuits promoted their favourites to safe places while others 
were sent off to be killed in England. Some of Southwell’s private 
notes show his mental suffering at this accusation and the bitter 
waves of sadness that from time to time engulfed him; it was a 
sadness that found its way into the poetry he was already schooling 
himself to write.

Who would not die to kill all-murdring grieves?
Or who would live in never-dying fears?
Who would not wish his treasure safe from thieves,
And quit his heart from pangs, his eyes from tears?
Death parteth but two ever-fighting foes 
Whose civil strife doth work our endless woes.

But he allowed nothing of this sadness to appear. It was his 
serenity and charm combined with his lively intelligence and 
strength of character that won over all but the incurable malcontents 
so that the trouble in the college was settled satisfactorily in 1585. 
All the same it was with tremendous relief that he heard he was to 
go to England in May, 1586. Allen and Persons had persuaded 
the General, and the General had picked the two best men he could 
find—Henry Garnet and Robert Southwell.

A word must be inserted about conditions in England at this 
time. A new law had just been passed making it high treason for a 
priest to enter the realm, say Mass, hear confessions, etc., and 
felony for a lay person to help or shelter him. Thus the Mass for
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which all England’s cathedrals were built became overnight a 
capital crime; to console a dying man with the sacraments he begged 
for became punishable by a traitor’s death. Defenders of this 
statute say that since England was at war with Spain all priests 
ordained abroad were automatically aiders of England’s enemies; 
and they point to the fact that Cardinal Allen did publicly support 
the Spanish Armada.

While it is regrettably true that Allen envisaged political weapons 
(but never assassination) for restoring the old religion, it is also 
splendidly true that his priests were sent in for a purely spiritual 
reason, and because of this they were stricly forbidden to engage in 
political activities. The priests were only too glad to obey these 
instructions implicitly; there is no known case of any missionary of 
Allen’s jurisdiction engaging in political activity against the realm. 
The only priests involved in plots were those who were in revolt 
against Allen—Gilbert Gifford, for example, who was Walsingham’s 
agent, or Ballard who was a foolish adventurer.

The innocence of the priests, which was demonstrated again and 
again at their trials, is now generally admitted by competent 
historians. They add, however, that the Government could hardly 
be expected to appreciate the distinction between spiritual and 
political weapons; by reviving the faith of so many English Catholics 
the priests were inevitably increasing the number of the Govern
ment’s potential enemies. Beyond this point the argument cannot 
usefully go, for it is just another way of saying that the priests and 
their helpers died for their religion. But there are two facts—not 
arguments—to be borne in mind if we are to get the “ feel ” of this 
persecution.

The first is that by the standards of the age it was reckoned the 
extremest barbarity to deprive a man of the last sacraments, to send 
him to his death 44 unhouseled, disappointed, unannealed.” It was 
the thought of lapsed Catholics dying in despair that spurred the 
missionary priests to their heroic heights; although in fact they 
made many converts they did not come to proselytize, they came to 
reconcile penitents. The second fact is that the Government, 
ashamed of its barbarity, hoped to disunite the Catholics, not to 
make martyrs of them. Although it invoked the death penalty 
simply for being a priest or for helping a priest, it sought by cease
less plots and propaganda to bolster its claim that no man was 
persecuted for his religion only. Among the most notorious of 
these plots was the one already mentioned—the Babington Plot. 
Its apparent purpose, as it was nursed along by Walsingham’s 
agents provocateurs, was to murder Queen Elizabeth; its real purpose 
was to smear all Catholics as traitors and to bring the Catholic 
heir, Mary Queen of Scots, to the block.

This digression brings us back to Southwell and Garnet. The 
day they crossed the Channel was the day when Walsingham’s plans 
to spring the trap of the Babington Plot entered their final stage.
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Although he was very busy he found time for an extra bit of news 
brought him by the renegade priest Gilbert Gifford: two Jesuits, 
young men, were on their way to England; even the name of one of 
them was known—Southwell. Walsingham set his spies among the 
London Catholics to scent out their arrival. They would make a 
notable addition to his bag.

II. Adventures in England
TUST before sunrise on 7th July Southwell and Garnet had the 
J first glimpse of their homeland, a lonely stretch of cliff between 
Folkestone and Dover. A tall Flemish lay-brother carried them 
ashore on his shoulders and then said goodbye and waded back. 
As they finished climbing the cliff their hearts came into their 
mouths; there stood a man intently watching them. But he was 
probably a smuggler as eager not to be suspected as they were; for, 
after a friendly conversation, he gave them full directions to reach 
the London road. Here again they were guarded by Providence; 
it was the day of the traditional Kentish fair in honour of St. Thomas 
of Canterbury and the crowds upon the road carried them past any 
watchers who might have been posted. They separated at Canter
bury and met again next day, probably at the Clink Prison by 
London Bridge where two priests were lodged, friends from Rome, 
who could tell them the whereabouts of Father Weston, the Jesuit 
who was to be their superior. Word of their coming went mysteri
ously abroad to the London Catholics and many old friends of 
Campion and Persons visited their lodgings to thank them for 
coming.

On the 13th Weston arrived from the country. He was over
joyed to find them, but he was also very nervous at the publicity 
they were attracting. He had good cause to be. That evening they 
had a narrow escape. Babington, who had been directed by Walsing
ham to find the two new Jesuits, came to visit Weston. Where 
Babington went he was always shadowed by Walsingham’s spy, 
Poley. Weston had no knowledge of the Plot, but he knew that 
something was brewing (this was common knowledge) and that 
Babington and Poley were no longer trusted by true Catholics. Very 
early next morning the three took horse and rode out of London. 
Poley took to his bed in discomfiture.

For a week the three priests lay hid at a very pleasant and 
secluded house called Hurleyford between the Thames and the 
Chilterns. There were a number of old Catholic houses in this 
district. The owner of this one, a convert of Weston’s, was a great 
lover of music and among his guests was the famous William Byrd. 
This was a joyful meeting; from Garnet, who knew a great deal 
about church music, Byrd was able to learn the latest developments



BLESSED ROBERT SOUTHWELL

in Italy, and to Southwell he was able to show recent English lyrics 
by Raleigh, Dyer and others, which he was setting to music. Weston, 
who had done wonderful work in England for the past three years, 
had now a feeling that his days of liberty were numbered; he gave 
his friends all his information about Catholic centres and his advice 
on one great problem—how to get the missionary priests settled in 
places where they were most needed instead of all bunched together 
and inviting capture. Garnet was to go to the Northamptonshire 
house of Lord Vaux (whom they had met in London) and Southwell 
was to go to his town house in Hackney.

On the 21st Robert rode back into London and next day—the 
feast of Mary Magdalen—he preached to a large number of Catho
lics including the daughters of Sir John Arundell. This was probably 
the origin of his little book Mary Magdalen's Funeral Teares which 
was dedicated to Dorothy Arundell who had requested it.

A week later the Babington Plot exploded. A host of innocent 
Catholics were arrested including their late host of Hurleyford and 
several of his neighbours, also the Copleys, Robert’s cousins, who 
had returned to England after the death of Thomas Copley. Weston 
was captured on 3rd August—which left Garnet and Southwell on 
their own—and several priests after him; three of them were 
martyred. For the next three months Robert, helped by Henry 
Vaux, was kept continually busy visiting prisons. He was expecting 
his own capture at any moment.

The attempt came suddenly on 5th November. The Vaux house 
at Hackney was invaded before light while Mass was being said. 
A little girl called Frances Burrows (afterwards a nun) held up the 
searchers on the stairs for a few moments while priest and mass- 
things were whisked into hiding-holes. During four hours the 
searchers ransacked the house breaking open everything that 
sounded hollow. To Robert it seemed a miracle that he escaped; 
twice they were trampling all round him and on top of him. For 
many nights after that a strict watch was kept on the house and he 
had to sleep in his clothes in his cramped hiding-place. Later in the 
month he slipped out and went down to his relations in the south 
country. It was probably at this time that he blessed the marriage of 
Margaret Copley to a more distant cousin, John Gage.

But before Christmas he was back in London again. This time 
it had been arranged that he stay in the Countess of Arundel’s 
house in the Strand—a big place reaching down to the river, where 
Arundel Street now is. It was a strange place for a hunted Jesuit 
to be, with Leicester House on one side and the Queen’s resort 
(Somerset House) and Cecil House on the other. He had to lie very 
quiet all day and only venture out at night. So many priests were 
now missing that there was a great deal of work to be done, especially 
in maintaining the faith and courage of the Catholics, for the 
Babington Plot had been a terrible blow. “ There is sorrow even 
unto death,” he wrote on 12th January, “ among wives who have
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no husbands, and families without support, where religion has r.o 
champions and chapels, no loving hands to tend them.” On the 
8th February Mary Queen of Scots was executed. Southwell wrote 
a poem for her which has this beautiful stanza:

Rue not my death, rejoice at my repose;
It was no death to me but to my woe;
The bud was opened to let out the rose,
The chain was loosed to let the captive go.

He was doing much other writing during these short winter 
days. His hostess, Anne Arundel, had managed to establish com
munication with her husband who lay in the Tower of London. 
Philip Howard, Earl of Arundel (and Duke of Norfolk by rights), 
had been imprisoned in 1585 for being reconciled to his faith by 
Fr. Weston. Southwell began to write him a series of letters and 
instructions to comfort him in his slow martyrdom. But as the 
young missionary became more and more known and loved among 
the Catholics, they insisted that these discourses for the Earl of 
Arundel be made available for all. So arose the daring idea of a 
printing press. There had been no Catholic press since the famous 
printing of ” Campion’s Brag.” The Countess seems to have pro
vided the means for this one. The result was Sou:hwelPs book An 
Epistle of Comfort. Copies were of course hunted down by 
Topcliffe, the chief Government searcher. But at least one was still 
circulating in 1593.

The Countess also gave Robert a little house of hers at Acton 
where he could shelter incoming priests. Seven new priests had 
joined him in London, five of them former pupils from Rome. 
Garnet visited him in February and August of that year (1587) and 
arranged that he should come to the country every six months for 
rest and spiritual renovation. These two were working out a plan 
for posting priests in the safest places throughout the land.

But as 1587 turned to 1588 the whole scene was darkened by the 
preparations for the Spanish Armada. Southwell’s letters to Rome 
of this year show that, like ail the Catholics in England, he regarded 
the coming invasion as a political non-religious issue in which the 
Papal injunction of civil obedience to the Crown still held good. 
<He did not know that the Pope had given—though very dubiously— 
his blessing to the Armada.) He and Garnet attended several 
meetings of the leading clergy and laity in which they decided the 
best way of answering the “ bloody question.” The 44 bloody 
question ” was a dilemma so framed that if a Catholic allowed the 
Pope’s spiritual supremacy he seemed to be denying the Queen’s 
temporal supremacy and vice versa. Burghley, Elizabeth’s chief 
adviser, had invented it many years before, but he was now trying 
to make it a legal instrument which would damn a man as a traitor 
if he failed the answer. Meanwhile the leading Catholic knights and 
squires were interned as hostages in lonely-castles and scores of
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lesser folk were swept into the town gaols.
In July the Armada came—and went (its story is outside a little 

book of this size); there followed the thanksgiving service at St. 
Paul’s. Eight days later the executions began. Contrary to Burghley’s 
wishes ihe charge could jiot be that of aiding the Spaniards; it had 
to be the old charge of J585—of being a priest or helping a priest. 
Twenty-five were taken from the London gaols and hanged: fifteen 
priests, nine laymen and a young lady called Margaret Ward who 
had helped a priest to escape. Then, unexpectedly, the executions 
stopped. It is a little known chapter in Elizabethan history.

Southwell had attended most of the executions and written 
descriptions of them. At the end he was left in a state near to 
nervous exhaustion. Garnet took his place in London and sent him 
on a tour of the provinces. Jogging on horseback through a large 
part of England in the vilest winter weather proved a drastic but 
effective remedy. His spirits soared to their height again. He was 
amazed at how warmly he was welcomed by rich and poor alike, 
but especially by young people. Several times, dressed in fine 
clothes and surrounded by a vivid company of young gentlemen, 
he visited the Protestant Sheriffs of the counties through which he 
passed and was feasted by them as a distinguished stranger with 
sumptuous banquets, under cover of which he gave the sacraments 
to Catholics in their household—“ in this way,** he wrote in his 
letter to Rome, “ deceiving the Deceiver with his own enticements.** 
His usual habits were quite different, as he wrote in one of his poems:

Spare diet is my fare,
My clothes niore fit than fine;
I know I feed and clothe a foe 
That pamper’d would repine.

But the change was probably good for him. His route seems to 
have led through Cambridge to the big prison of Wisbech (where 
several of his benefactors lay), then probably into the Midlands 
and down to Oxford, but he may have gone farther afield. In many 
of the houses where he stayed he opened the way for a seminary 
priest to come afterwards as chaplain.

He returned to London just after Christmas to find that Father 
John Gerard had arrived to help them, an irresistible man who made 
friends wherever he went. fBut there was bad news also; the Earl of 
Arundel had been arraigned upon a new and trumped-up charge of 
having prayed for the success of the Armada. At the mock-trial 
which followed, however, he was judged on the old charge—Qf 
being reconciled to his religion—and sentenced to be hanged, drawn 
and quartered. In this bitter hour Southwell was able to be of great 
help both to Philip and to Anne who was still able to smuggle 
letters in to him, though neither she nor her child were ever allowed 
to see him.

During the year 1589, however, it became clear that the sentence
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upon Philip was not going to be carried out; it was left hanging over 
his head. One of the effects of his being declared a traitor was that 
all his goods were sequestrated. Anne had to leave Arundel House; 
she moved into a small house at Bishopsgate where she could be 
near the Tower. Robert remained her dear friend and spiritual 
adviser, but it is probable that from now on he lodged elsewhere in 
London.

Fortunately, this year (1589-90) marked a temporary relaxation 
of the persecution; the Government was for the moment more 
preoccupied with the Puritans whose opposition to the Established 
Church had become very vigorous. Robert was able to move about 
more freely, and a new phase in his missionary life began.

The Gathering Chase
'T'HIS missionary plan of Garnet and Southwell was going well in 

*■ 1590. They had divided the country into provinces and arranged 
a network of houses whose owners were prepared to support and 
protect a priest. Forty priests had managed to come over since the 
Armada. Part of Southwell’s work was to organise shelters for them 
until they found posts around London or in the counties.

His own London lodging was now in Holborn; it is not known 
precisely where, but there are indications of several houses that he 
frequented. One was the town dwelling of his cousins, the Cottons 
whom he had known from boyhood; it was in Fleet Street near St. 
Bride’s. Another was Sackville House just opposite where he used 
to visit Lady Margaret Sackville—“singularly by him honoured 
and affected,” says the inscription of one of his books. A third, 
across the Fleet stream, was the Blackfriars Gatehouse where others 
of his Sussex-Hampshire kinsfolk lodged: a splendid hiding-place 
with—as the searchers complained—its “ sundry backdoors and 
byeways . . . and secret passages towards the river.’’ It was very 
useful for another side of Southwell’s work, which was helping 
young men who wanted to be priests to slip abroad. Other places 
actually in Holborn where friends and kinsfolk lived and which he 
probably knew well were Southampton House (the young Earl, 
Shakespeare’s patron, was still a Catholic) and the lodging of that 
great martyr, Swithin Wells, who may have been his tutor when he 
was a boy. Finally there were the lanes by the Inns of Court where 
some of his most active lay-helpers lived: Thomas Wiseman, the 
head of them (for Henry Vaux had died young in 1587), and two 
cousins, Shelley and Gage, lawyers of repute. There were also many 
Catholic tradesmen and innkeepers in the neighbourhood.

While he was engaged in these underground activities in addition 
to his ordinary pastoral work, his writings were becoming widely

III.
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known in London—though perhaps not many knew the author’s 
real name. There is external evidence that Mary Magdalen's 
Funeral Teares (printed with licence in 1591), An Epistle of Comfort 
and his long poem Peter's Plaint were being imitated by contemporary 
writers; and there is internal evidence that Nashe, Lodge, Drayton 
and others were influenced both by his prose and by his poetry. 
Robert Southwell was only a minor poet; yet his works ran through 
more editions than those of two far greater poets, Spenser and 
Sidney. He seems to have been appreciated especially for his very 
pure and simple English and for his power of expressing with equal 
clarity both the truths of philosophy and the warmth of religious 
■devotion. His influence on the *’ metaphysical ” poets of the next 
century may be guessed, perhaps, from this stanza on the sacred 
eyes of Christ:

Sweet volumes stored with learning fit for saints 
Where blissful quires imparadize their minds,
Wherein eternal study never faints,
Still finding all, yet seeking all it finds:
How endless is your labyrinth of bliss 
Where to be the lost the sweetest finding is.

Incidentally, it is very likely not only that he was read by Shake
speare but that he knew him personally and dedicated a volume of 
his verse to him.

The short peace soon ended. The Cecils, father and son, had 
never wavered in their purpose of exterminating the Catholic 
religion. The instrument now chosen for the purpose was Richard 
Topclifle. Topclifle had none of the austere virtue of Walsingham; 
he was a twisted creature seemingly possessed of an unclean devil 
that drove him with two unbridled frenzies: to hunt down his 
victims and to inflict as much pain on them as he could. His powers 
increased enormously and soon he became answerable only to the 
Queen in person.

In the spring of 1590 a campaign of ferocious intensity was let 
loose on the part of London where Southwell lived. During the 
next two years nine priests and six laymen were caught in this part 
and executed for the Mass, most of them on scaffolds in Fleet Street 
or Gray’s Inn so as to terrorise the inhabitants. Topclifle was every
where. From the moment of capture he haunted his victims, 
shouting his questions at them; all through the examinations and 
unspeakable tortures, through the trial, and through the execution 
till the last butchery was finished. On the scaffold in Fleet Street he 
taunted one priest: “ You know I know where your friends are— 
yonder, and in Gray’s Inn Lane, Shoe Lane and other places—” 
44 You are wrong, Mr. Topclifle,” replied the martyr calmly, “ for 
you know I never confessed any man nor any place.” The heart 
and sinews of the Catholic organisation held firm, and more priests 
kept coming in dauntlessly from abroad.
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It is surprising indeed that more were not captured. What saved 
many was a little holiday-cottage which Garnet and Southwell had 
hired; it stood among rows of others in Moorfields outside the walls 
where citizens used to repair in the fine weather. Many hunted 
Catholics used it as a last refuge before it was betrayed. Southwell 
himself was now the object of a furious search by Topcliffe. Robert 
Cecil had discovered from renegades that this Southwell (actually a 
second cousin of Cecil’s) who had disappeared in 1587 was the 
same person as Robertus or “ Roberts ” as the spies called him, 
“ chief dealer for the papists in England ” who organised the escapes 
and incomings—and also the same person as the new Catholic 
writer admired by patrons of literature. Topcliffe was urged to 
get Southwell at all costs.

The Government was alarmed in 1591 by the presence of Spanish 
troops fighting the Huguenots across the Channel and by the 
failure of English troops against them, and even more alarmed by 
the way so many people hitherto not suspected as Catholics seemed 
ready to risk their lives in order to shelter priests. A Royal Pro
clamation was prepared denouncing priests as spies and traitors 
and authorising unlimited aggression against those who sheltered 
them. Southwell had wind of this Proclamation when he rode with 
John Gerard, as he usually did, to the semi-annual meeting in the 
country on 18th October, the anniversary of his vow-day. It was 
held in Warwickshire where Garnet now lived and was attended by 
eleven priests, each in charge of a district, and several laymen. 
Gerard has left an exciting description of the raid on the last day 
when they all jumped down into the new hiding-place and were 
saved by the courage and coolness of Mistress Anne Vaux.

The Proclamation came out shortly after Southwell's return to 
London. He had discussed with Garnet the need for a reply; so now, 
taking a copy of it, he repaired to the cottage in Moorfields and 
began at great speed to write that wonderful document A Humble 
Supplication to Her Majesty. To-day the Proclamation is only 
remembered because of the splendour of the reply. It tears to 
pieces the charge that the priests and recusants were traitors; it 
reveals the illegal monstrosities being practised against them (those 
dreadful “ windows into men’s souls ” which Elizabeth professed 
not to make); it uttered a last appeal to the Queen not to drive 
loyal subjects to despair or death. As an appeal it was useless. As a 
profession of faith and of fact it is imperishable.

By Christmas time his loyal helpers were making copy after 
copy to be distributed or left at certain places. Southwell himself 
slipped back into the obscurity which he seemed able to use as a 
cloak; he was certain he would be captured soon, but it was his duty 
to postpone it as long as possible. Perhaps it was on one of these 
dark, homeless nights that he composed the little poem he is best 
known by, The Burning Babe, the one that begins:
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As I in hoary winter’s night stood shivering in the snow,
Surprised I was with sudden heat that made my heart to glow;
And lifting up a fearful eye to view what fire was near,
A pretty Babe all burning bright did in the air appear . . 

and ends:
With this he vanished out of sight and swiftly shrank away,
And straight 1 called unto mind that it was Christmas Day.
In January Garnet ordered him urgently out of London and took 

his place there. In his letters abroad (they were slipped into the 
French Ambassador’s post-bag) Garnet begged that no more priests 
be sent at present; for, as he wrote in desperation, “ there is simply 
nowhere left to hide.”

But in the spring of 1592 for some reason—perhaps disgust with 
TopclitTe—there was a lull in the persecution. Robertas returned to 
London. Alas, it was a deliberate lull while Topcliffe matured his 
plans for capturing Southwell and restoring his own reputation as a 
priest-hunter.

At Uxendon near Harrow was the home of the Bellamy family 
where Robert had often visited. In January Anne Bellamy, a 
daughter of the house, had been shut in prison by Topcliffe, on some 
pretext and there got with child, cither by force or seduction, and 
brought to despair. Topcliffe promised her—in writing, she said— 
that he would procure remission for all her family and an honest 
marriage for herself if only she would send a message to Southwell 
to come to Uxendon on a certain day. Eventually the message was 
sent and Southwell’s answer leturned to he/ through Thomas 
Bellamy, her brother.

For three weeks Topcliffe had been waiting with horses saddled 
and a gang in readiness at Greenwich where the Queen was. Then on 
the 25th June word was brought him that Southwell had just ridden 
out of London with Thomas Bellamy.

At midnight—after a peaceful day in which Robert said his last 
Mass, preached, and confessed and communicated the household 
and their tenants—the building was surrounded and the doors and 
windows smashed in. The household under guard1 listened con
temptuously to Topcliffe’s vile insults until suddenly they realised 
that Anne had betrayed them. When Southwell knew that, he did 
not wait for them to be bullied further but came into the hall where 
Topcliffe was haranguing them.

“ Who are you? ” said Topcliffe, bristling like a wild beast.
” A gentleman,” was the curt reply.
Topcliffe lost all control of himself and rushed with drawn sword 

at the figure before him. The arch-captor had to be seized and 
pinioned by the local magistrate and his assistants who had been 
forced to accompany the gang. After a protracted struggle he 
regained his senses. The usual renegades came forward to swear 
that this was Southwell, that they had seen him saying Mass, etc.
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Robert turned to comfort Mrs. Bellamy and her other daughters. 
But he was quickly bound hand and foot and thrown into a cart. 
Topcliffe was anxious to be off while it was still dark before the 
neighbourhood was aroused. The cart jolted on its dismal journey 
past Tyburn to Topcliffe’s house in Westminster where, with special 
permission, he could torture his victims in private as much as he 
wished.

Before beginning the last chapter we should consider for a 
moment the character and holiness of Robert Southwell. By nature 
sweet-tempered, imaginative and generous, he was also by nature 
inclined to melancholy, day-dreaming and diffidence. By prayer and 
experience he learned to check these tendencies until he became 
noted instead—though he always kept his charm and gentleness— 
for gaiety, initiative and shrewd, practical audacity. He had reached 
that triple peak which was the envy of every Elizabethan: to be at 
once a scholarly contemplative, a courtly traveller and a daring 
man-of-aclion. This, you may say, was purely on the natural plane. 
But nothing is purely on the natural plane for a man whose motives 
are, as SouthwelPs were, the greater glory of God and the salvation 
and perfection of mankind.

It must be clear even from this short account that beneath the 
brave exterior of Southwell there lay extraordinary humility, meek
ness and self-denial. These are the foundations and the test of true 
holiness. They were now to be tested by weeks of appalling pain, by 
years of desolate captivity, and then abruptly by the blinding glare 
of hostile publicity and death at its most savage. It was during these 
experiences that the slim and modest figure of Robert Southwell 
assumed the proportions of a supernatural hero.

Torture, Trial and Death
TN Topcliffe’s torture-chamber the windows had been barred up 

and only a little skylight let in the air. The methods used were 
among those which Southwell had foreseen in his terrible list of 
tortures in the Humble Supplication:

Some are hanged by the hands eight or nine hours, yea 
twelve hours together, till not only their wits but even their 
senses fail them; and when the soul (weary of so painful a 
harbour) is ready to depart, then they apply cruel comforts, and 
revive us only to martyr us with more deaths . . . Some, besides 
their torments, have been continually bobbed and clogged many 
weeks together, pined in their diet, consumed with vermin, and 
almost stifled with stench, and kept from sleep till they were 
past the use of reason, and then examined upon the advantage, 
when they could scarce give an account of their own names.

IV.
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On the first day Topcliffe had written to the Queen in jocose 
confidence:

But if your Highness’s pleasure be to know anything in his 
heart, to stand against the wall, his feet standing upon the 
ground and his hands stuck as high as he can reach them against 
the wall, like a trick at Trenshcmeare,* will enforce him to tell 
all, and the truth proved by the sequel.
But after a few days Topcliffe was complaining of the prisoner’s 

brutish obstinancy. Fresh examiners were called in, among them his 
cousin, Sir Robert Cecil. Cecil was amazed and shaken by the 
prisoner’s constancy. Though he was almost lifeless he answered 
courteously any general enquiries; but whenever there was the faintest 
danger to a friend or benefactor, the answer was—silence and again 
silence. So the torture was resumed. At last, after ten hangings, he 
was thrown aside as unprofitable. At the end of July he was lying 
in the Gatehouse prison quite helpless covered with filth and vermin.

Meanwhile murmurings were beginning to swell into open 
protest. Although Southwell had lived his life in the shadows,, 
there were many highly-placed people who knew and admired 
him: the families of Howard and Sackville, and two young compan
ions of the Earl of Essex who was then very powerful, the Earl of 
Southampton and Lord Mountjoy. Encouraged by these his father, 
Richard Southwell, came forward with a petition.

In parenthesis, about Robert’s family: his mother had died while 
he was abroad and his father had taken a second wife, a Protestant. 
Robert had not been to see him for fear of embarrassing him, but 
in 1589 he had written him a long letter begging him to come back 
to the faith which at heart he held. Its immediate effects are not 
known; but his father certainly died a Catholic in 1600. Meanwhile 
the bond of affection remained strong between them. His father’s 
petition was a bold one:

That if his son had committed anything for which by the 
laws he had deserved death, he might suffer death. If not, as he 
was a gentleman, that Her Majesty might be pleased to order 
that he should be treated as such, even though he were a Jesuit. 
And that as his father, he might be permitted to send him what he 
needed to sustain life.
Queen Elizabeth, that unpredictable woman, granted the latter 

and more humane part. Southwell was to be sent to the Tower— 
where, anyway, he would be free from Topcliffe—but before he 
went his sister was allowed to visit him. She washed and tended him. 
From the Countess of Arundel she brought clean clothes and proper 
bedding, also his volume of Saint Bernard which he specially asked 
for; from Garnet, a Bible and his breviary. These books he was 
allowed, but no writing materials. Then in the Tower, probably in 

♦Trenchmorc: a boisterous dance
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the Lanthorn turret near Philip Arundel (though he never saw him), 
he began two and a half years of solitary conlinement. Yet for 
Robert those thirty desolate months were a time of peace and even 
a foretaste of heaven. He had always loved Our Lord with a burning 
love and desired to be crucified with Him; after his tortures that love 
of union had been sealed irrevocably and for ever. As Garnet wrote 
of his captivity just after his death:

With a special providence Our Lord willed to keep him all 
that time as it were in a good noviceship . . . speaking to his 
heart in that blessed solitude, giving him vigour and freshness, 
and making him display in public such a peace and tranquillity 
that the heretics themselves stood in awe of him.
And in another letter of the same time:

All the aforesaid time he was never able once to celebrate 
Mass or confess himself or speak with anyone who might bring 
h!m a like consolation; yet he came forth to judgment and 
execution with such an undaunted spirit that it seemed as if he 
had just been with a company of angels and was going to enjoy 
himself at the rarest banquet.
The summons came unexpectdly and abruptly on the 18th 

February, 1595. He was transferred from the Tower to the under
ground cell at Newgate called Limbo, reserved for condemned 
criminals. It was a loathsome place. Dut the Catholic prisoners, with 
the aid of the keeper—who seems to have been an exceptionally 
nice man—had transformed it as far as possible, lighting a fire and 
putting in a bed and a constant supply of candles. On the morning 
of the 20lh a little old woman sent by his friends with a cup of 
soup came to him saying, “ O Sir, God comfort you, you must 
appear to-day before the judges. But drink up this, it will make you 
brave and merry.” He drank it and said, “ All, that is a broth for 
champions!” and went forth to his trial.

He was indeed a champion, but a sorely handicapped one. He 
had been so injured internally by the torture that he could not raise 
his voice except with pain. Against him was the most brilliant 
advocate in England, the Attorney-General Sir Edward Coke. 
Present also, as usual, was Mr. Topcliflfe, who was permitted to 
interrupt with insults whenever he pleased. A set speech for the 
prisoner was impossible; he could only hope to intervene occasion
ally. Yet he felt that somehow he must not let his case go by default 
and plunge his fellow-Catholics into deeper depression.

The charge was simply that he was a priest ordained since 1558— 
nothing more. But in the skilled hands of the Attorney-General the 
words “ priest and Jesuit ” became the lurid picture of a treacherous 
spy with a bottle of poison in one hand and a dripping dagger in the 
other. The Attorney’s splendid voice rose and fell, now calmly 
reasoning, now jeering savagely, now rolling witn indignant menace.
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The prisoner tried to protest, but the Chief Justice, Popham, warned 
him sharply:
• “ Hold your peace until the Queen’s Counsel hath spoken and
then you shall be heard.”

Southwell made a great effort and his voice rang with truth.
44 My Lord, let me answer forthwith. I am decayed in memory 

with long and close imprisonment, and I have been tortured ten 
limes. 1 had rather have endured ten executions.”

He turned to the people and with that great gesture stamped on 
the minds of all their dominant impression of the trial:

44 1 speak not this for myself, but for others, lest they be handled 
so inhumanly as I.”

A surge of feeling went through the court. Topcliffe became
rattled.

“Show the marks of your tortures 1 ” he shouted.
44 Ask a woman to show her throes ! ” replied Southwell.
Topcliffe began to babble, “ I did but set him against a wall . . . 

1 had authority to use him ... 1 have the Council’s letters . . .”
44 Thou art a bad man,” said Southwell and left him.
Coke was angry at the interruption. 44 Mr. Topcliffe has ho 

need to excuse his torturings . . Yea, we will tear the hearts out of a 
hundred of your bodies.”

He resumed his speech. But somehow he had lost the initiative. 
He got more and more angry and found himself shouting insults at 
the prisoner (i4 boy-priest!” and the like) in unison or discord with 
Topcliffc. Topcliffe was proving a great nuisance; he had to be 
silenced several times by the Chief Justice, a most unusual thing; 
in fact it was his exhibition on this occasion that led to his disgrace 
and downfall. The trial degenerated into a three-cornered wrangle, 
with Southwell the more easy and confident the wilder his opponents 
became.

The result was a draw. But a draw under such circumstances— 
and in the minds of the people—was a moral victory for Southwell.

Of this he had proof as he was being taken back to prison after 
the usual verdict had been returned and the usual sentence pro
nounced. For the streets were thronged with people wanting to 
congratulate him, 44 which they did to their great comfort,” says an 
eye-witness, 44 perceiving him full of consolation, his countenance 
nothing dismayed, they never knowing him to look better or more 
cheerfully.”

Back in Limbo, he had a royal reception from his fellow- 
prisoners and from the keeper who was now his fast friend. Next 
morning, after a night spent in vigil, he embraced the keeper and 
.accepted a posset.

44 It is good,” he said, 44 it has made my heart glad.”
As he was being tied to the hurdle, he repeated:
44 How great a preferment for so vile a servant!”
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An old man in the crowd cried, “ God bless you and give you 
strength!”

Then began the via dolorosa bumping over the stones and through 
the foul sewage streams, up the heavy slope of Holborn and then 
across the wind-swept countryside to Tyburn. Yet after this terrible 
ordeal, when they took him from the hurdle and stood him in the 
cart, Garnet was able to testify:

His courage and nobility and gentleness, the beauty of his 
face and form, so won the hearts of all that even the mob of 
sight-seers gave it as their verdict that this was the properest 
man that ever came to Tyburn for hanging.
He cleaned his face and neck with a handkerchief, holding it 

between his bound hands, then threw it to a friend whom he saw in 
the crowd. Above him were the gallows and rope, below him the 
cauldron and the dreadful instruments for tearing him in pieces 
while still alive. He prayed softly: “ Blessed Mary ever a Virgin and 
all you Angels and Saints assist me . . . in manus tuas, Domine, 
commendo spiritum meu/n.”

At first the sheriff and the officiating chaplain tried to prevent 
him speaking. But many voices from the crowd cried out in protest. 
So he began to speak: “ I am come hither to play out the last act of 
this poor life . . .”

He prayed for the Queen: he professed his faith and his priest
hood and his goodwill to all; he begged his friends to pray for his 
perseverance in the final struggle. He ended:

“ This is my death, my last farewell to this unfortunate life, and 
yet to me most happy and most fortunate. I pray it may be for the 
full satisfaction of my sins, for the good of my Country, and for the 
comfort of many others. Which death, albeit that it seem here dis
graceful, yet I hope that in time to come it will be to my eternal 
glory.”

He was troubled just before the end by the chaplain who tried to 
argue with him and by the rope which jerked his head about before 
it was adjusted. He withdrew into prayer. But at the very end he 
opened his eyes and looked at the crowd “ with a countenance most 
lovely,” as an eye-witness has it, “ like the sun when it breaketh 
forth after it hath dispersed the clouds.”

, When the cart was drawn away, he hung motionless except that 
his bound hands beat his breast softly. When the man came to cut 
the rope to begin the butchering-alive, Lord Mountjoy, who was 
with a group of young men at the foot of the gallows, stepped 
forward and ordered him back. Three times the Sheriff tried to have 
the rope cut, and three times Mountjoy and the nobles forbade it 
while the crowd found its voice in a great shout, “ Let him hang till he 
be dead!” and “ Pull his legs!”—so as to stop further pain.

The hangman, sensing the mood of the crowd, carried the lifeless 
body very gently to the block. When he cut off the head and held it
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up, all were silent and many signed themselves with the cross. 
Mountjoy (who had visited liim the night before) cried out:

44 1 cannot answer for his religion, but I pray God my soul may 
be with his.”

So died Blessed Robert Southwell at the age of thirty-three.
At the time of his execution the temporal hopes of the English 

Catholics had been crushed for ever. But his triumphal death was 
one of the signs that their spiritual life would go on unbroken.
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