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SOMETIMES, IN THE MIDST OF LIFE’S BUSY-NESS IT CAN
BE EASY TO LOSE TRACK OF WHAT IS IMPORTANT.
There’s a strange and fascinating, yet little known poem by Thomas Hardy entitled ‘The Lost Pyx’, which
tells the story of a monk from the medieval period who on visiting the sick, loses his “pyx”, a small casket
for the Blessed Sacrament. On retracing his steps across Blackmore Vale during a storm, he finds a ray of
light guiding him to a brightly lit spot, where animals are kneeling:
And gathered around the illumined ground
Were common beasts and rare,
All kneeling at gaze, and in pause profound
Attent on an object there.

Twas the Pyx, unharmed ‘mid the circling rows
Of Blackmore’s hairy throng,
Whereof were oxen, sheep, and does,
And hares from the brakes among;

And badgers grey, and conies keen,
And squirrels of the tree,
And many a member seldom seen
Of Nature’s family.

The ireful winds that scoured and swept
Through coppice, clump, and dell,
Within that holy circle slept
Calm as in hermit’s cell.

Then the priest bent likewise to the sod
And thanked the Lord of Love,
And Blessed Mary, Mother of God,
And all the saints above.
This lovely vision can remind us of something important that is of relevance to our contemporary scene.
It is crucial, after all, that whatever the challenges and momentary storms of a largely secular modern
culture, Catholic schools and those who work within them (pupils and staff) stay true to their essential
mission, namely that of promoting the Gospel message and the love of Christ. These are core values that
the new school development plan, #Downside2020 puts at the centre of our future. As we develop the
school strategically, there is much else that happens, from new sporting celebrations to new cultural (and
even culinary) developments, which embody the richness of the educational experience here. There
are also the challenges of life that intrude upon school experience, such as the death of a much-loved
teacher to the departure of others, and of course, the usual pressure of examinations. The Downside
Diary makes reference to a range of events this year, while also reverencing the history and culture of
the past. The forthcoming, separate publication, the new-look Raven, now incorporates both the school
and Old Gregorian news of the year in a more compendious way.

EDITORIAL

Yet amidst change and development, the core purpose of Downside remains the same, namely to
educate young people in the Roman Catholic, Benedictine tradition to become servant leaders of a
kind that modern society desperately needs. As political landscapes change and cultural seasons shift, the
Gregorian offers something distinctive, as someone who listens “with the ear of the heart” (the Rule):
they have a sense of commitment rooted in prayer, a skill-set forged in a culture of learning and a sense
of humour based on humility. It is a great joy and a pleasure once more to see this tradition celebrated
within these pages.
Dr James Sebastian Whitehead
Head Master

Editorial
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Downside School’s Vision

our vision

as a leading Catholic
school - is to be a
bright light in the
world of education,
illuminating the
lives of young
people and inspiring
service in the world
through experience
of Benedictine
culture. It will
enable pupils and
staff to develop
their own identity
through experience
of a community with
Christ at its centre.
#Downside2020
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BIG
POPE FRANCIS’S

MESSAGE
“The light of faith is unique, since
it is capable of illuminating every
aspect of human existence”
Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei

#Downside2020
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Joshua, you’ve had a fantastic year
so far. Tell us about some of your
recent success. I recently played in
Graz, Austria – at an Open Tournament,
people of all ages – I won most of my
games and then won the tournament
outright. I was ranked 42nd but swept
in at the last minute, I like surprises!
How did you get started? I was taught
initially by my brother – he had learnt
to play chess but didn’t have anyone to
play against so he decided to teach me;
he’s regretted it ever since!
How often can you practise and does
it fit in with your studies at Downside?
I get to do at least an hour a day after

prep. I have a computer and books to
read about different ideas and explore
theory, that sort of thing.
Have you inspired any of your friends
at Downside to play? Yes, a few. I’ve got
them started and helped them to learn
the game and see what it’s all about.
Where are you playing this Summer?
I’m off to Vienna to a competition
featuring lots of Grandmasters, then I’m
off to Germany to play in a very similar
tournament.
What can the future hold? I want to
continue going up. The skill-set of adults
can vary enormously so I just need to
keep trying to win and go higher.

Joshua Higgs is a pupil at Downside. As our resident Chess Champion,
he is the Winner of the 2015 Graz B International Chess Tournament.
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Well, the team of House Masters and Mistresses aren’t quite
the crack commando unit that was sent to prison by a military
court for a crime they didn’t commit, nor have they escaped
from a maximum security stockade, nor are they still wanted
by the government…
Instead, they are the pastoral leaders of Downside School and
they strive to develop a culture of warm, mutual respect within
their Houses. The aim is to celebrate all cultures and diversity,
ensuring that there is equality of opportunity for all pupils within a
Benedictine context. As a boarding School, we have a full working
week, supported by a rich programme of weekend activities, social

occasions and other recreational opportunities. The pastoral team
support the pupils in developing life-long friendships, maintaining
intellectual growth and managing their physical and mental wellbeing;
as pupils develop within the School there is also an emphasis on
working tirelessly for the good of the others. Our responsibility is
to develop the whole pupil, providing a rounded education, thereby
preparing our pupils for life after School.
I love it when a plan comes together.
Mr Alastair Falzon, Director of Pastoral Care

Left to Right: Mr Simon Potter (Barlow),
Mrs Belinda Bouchard (Caverel),
Mr Nigel Willets (Smythe),
Mr Alastair Falzon (Director of Pastoral Care),
Mrs Claire Murphy (Isabella),
Mr Stephen Ottewell (Roberts),
Mr Jonathan Dolman (Powell).
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DOWNSIDE PUPILS HAVE RECEIVED OFFERS
FROM THE FOLLOWING UNIVERSITIES THIS YEAR
(AMONGST OTHERS):
Bath
Bournemouth
Bristol
Brunel
Cambridge
Cardiff
Durham
Edinburgh
Exeter
Glasgow
Imperial College London
Lancaster
Leeds
Liverpool
London City
Loughborough

Manchester
Newcastle
Nottingham
Oxford
Reading
Royal Agricultural University
Royal Holloway University of London
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)
School of Veterinary Science
Southampton
St Andrews
Swansea
University College London (UCL)
Warwick
York

DOWNSIDE

UNIVERSITY

OXBRIDGE

OXBRIDGE OFFERS:
Benn Sheridan to read History at Magdalen College, Oxford
Catherine Valenzia to read English at St John’s College, Oxford
Katarzyna Jaroszewicz to read Spanish and Portuguese at Merton College, Oxford
Marta Chlubek to read Medicine at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge
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14 Passing the Baton

<< Downside’s Head Boy and Head Girl for the
2014/15 Academic Year – Andrew Pullicino and
Mary Hunter – pass the baton to William Harwood
and Alexandra Highcock as they look forward to
taking on their new roles. >>
Alexandra has recently been accepted onto the
McKinsey Leadership Academy, for a summer
placement. Next year she is President of the
Abingdon Debating Society. William represents
Downside in the 1st teams for Hockey, Cricket and
also Rugby – a team which he has represented
since the Fifth Form, quite an achievement! They’re
both looking forward to representing their fellow
pupils from September…

Passing the Baton
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CLUBS & SOCIETIES

THE EVOLVING
FACE OF DRAMA
AT DOWNSIDE
THESE ARE EXCITING TIMES FOR THE CREATIVE ARTS AT
DOWNSIDE, IN PARTICULAR, DRAMA IS EVOLVING AS A
DYNAMIC AND EXCITING AREA WITHIN THE SCHOOL.
IT IS OFTEN SAID THAT A SCHOOL WITHOUT DRAMA
AT ITS CORE IS A SCHOOL WITHOUT A CREATIVE
HEART. AT DOWNSIDE THE HEART IS WELL AND TRULY
POUNDING AND THIS IS VISIBLE IN THE DEVELOPMENT
OF OUR NEW PERFORMING ARTS CENTRE WHICH WILL
BE A CENTRE OF INNOVATION AND EXCELLENCE.

16 The Evolving Face of Drama at Downside
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THINKING
IMAGINATIVELY IS AT
THE HEART OF OUR
CREATIVE ETHOS AT
DOWNSIDE

Thinking imaginatively is at the heart of our creative ethos at
Downside and it is also what gives Drama its power to liberate
the mind. This is the subject where there really are no right
answers. Drama, allows children to try out another point of view.
They can recreate situations using other perspectives and reach
new conclusions. Doing that collaboratively, trusting others by
sharing our thoughts and our being is what makes drama so
effective in developing the whole person. Collaboration is the
central principle where all involved share responsibility for the
effectiveness of the finished performance and at Downside this
can be seen in the excellent quality of performances such as this
year’s production of Phantom of the Opera and Annie.

PERFORMING ARTS CENTRE

Do you have a family seat?
Here is an opportunity to mark
your history at Downside.
Put your family’s name on a seat in
our newly refurbished theatre for only

£1,000

For the first time this year, we offered Drama & Theatre
Studies as an A Level option. This course offers students the
opportunity to explore texts in both a practical and academic
way and in addition to acting, set design and directing are also
open to the students.
At Downside we encourage all our pupils to see performing as
part and parcel of school life. The House Music Competition
involves every house member in stage-filling choirs, while
frequent charity shows, concerts and House Plays are outlets
for developing talents. These events help to produce confident
young people who are able to project an opinion, to perform
or to listen to what others have to say.

If you are UK tax payer we only need £800
as we can claim £200 in Gift Aid
If you are a higher rate tax payer you
can offset a further £200 against your
liability on your tax return

It’s more than just a seat

Mrs Lorraine Pickering, Head of Drama and English

18 The Future of Drama at Downside
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FOOD,
GLORIOUS
FOOD
INTRODUCING THE DOWNSIDE TUK-TUK
Look out for the Downside Tuk-Tuk next time you’re visiting.
This delightful little vehicle will travel around our site
to serve drinks and snacks throughout the year –
enjoy a pitch-side cappuccino, or perhaps a cupcake
whilst you’re cheering on the team!

THE NEW WELD CAFÉ AND SERVERY AREAS
We have been able to enjoy new catering facilities
during the past year, with a new server area in the
Refectory and a fresh, new Weld Café.
The server space has been opened out and improved; the
area is now more spacious and the ability for the caterers
to provide more food options has been expanded. This
development has been well-received by pupils and staff.
The new Weld Café had its official opening on Sunday 23rd
November. The Prior, Dom Leo Maidlow Davis blessed the
new space and it has been available for use by pupils and
staff from Monday 24th November. We have been delighted
to be able to share the space with the Parents’ Association,
and to host events such as the Press Breakfast and the
International Women’s Day conference.

Food, Glorious Food
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TEACHER PROFILE

NEW DIRECTOR
OF SPORT
MR RICHARD JONES

22 Top of his Game
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In June 2015, we welcomed Mr Richard Jones to
Downside as Director of Sport. During his 18 year
career to-date, he has taught in several schools
and was Head of Sport at a large coeducational
specialist Sports College in the UK for 9 years
before taking on the role of Director of Sport at
Craighouse School in Chile, an HMC school with
a formidable reputation for coeducational sporting
achievement, with recent unbeaten (boys’) rugby
and (girls’) hockey tours to the UK.
He has a wealth of coaching experience in a
range of sports, with particular expertise in rugby.
He was – until recently – Assistant Coach for the
Chilean national rugby team. Prior to his time in
Chile, he has been the lead coach for the London
Irish Academy, selector for South West England
U16 Rugby, Head Coach for Berkshire County
U16 teams and Chairman of Berkshire RFU; he
played rugby for Harlequins U21 team and for
Berkshire. He is interested in a wide range of boys’
and girls’ sports, and has also coached Athletics at
a high level.
With an honours degree from the University
of Surrey in Sport Science and History and he
completed his teaching training at St Mary’s
University College, Strawberry Hill.
With his track record of successfully delivering
outstanding high performance sports programmes
in schools, we are delighted that he has joined the
Downside staff.

24 Top of his Game

SPORTS
SUCCESS
INTERVIEW
How does it feel to be here?
It’s very exciting, it’s great to finally get started.
I’ve been looking forward to coming and I’m
fortunate to be here at the end of term to join
in with the activities but also look ahead to the
next academic year.
Who have you brought here with you?
I’ve brought my wife, Sanchia, and my three
children, Madeleine, Toby and Hugh. We’ve also
brought our dog, Poppy, she’s a three-year old
sprocker spaniel who we adopted in Chile and
she loves it here jumping in and out of the
grass, lots of new senses for her!
You have an impressive track record, what
should we know about you?
This is the third school in which I’ve been a
Director of Sport, I’ve been teaching for 18
years, and I am a traditionalist in terms of values
and attitudes but also I bring a contemporary
vision in terms of vision and the future.
What have you been doing during these first
few weeks?
I’ve been meeting as many people as I can,
I’ve enjoyed conversations with staff and
particularly students. I’m identifying key areas
to start working on come September when
we can put all of this into action.

Clockwise from above:
Hockey girls celebrate their unbeaten season in the Michaelmas term;
Boys relax post-match on the sports pitches; Powell boys team up;
Inter-House matches incite fierce rivalry – war paint at the ready!

Spor ts Success
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Monastery
goes co-ed
We are delighted that a group of members of the Manquehue Apostolic
Movement travelled to Downside in January 2015 to form a community
close to the Monastery and School for two years.
Their purpose is to grow as a community of missionary disciples in
Christ and to deepen their relations with the Monastery and its pastoral
work in the School, where they give stability to the evangelizing work
of the Lectio Divina groups that the pupils have enjoyed over the last
decade. They are also in a position to explore ways of proclaiming the
Gospel beyond the immediate School Community.
We hope that this initiative will be a service to the wider Church both in
Chile and the United Kingdom. We ask you to join us in praying for the
success of this new venture, so that in all things God may be glorified.
Dom Leo Maidlow Davis

“The best words to describe our first few months at Downside would
be spiritual friendship. Friendship with the monastery, friendship with the
school, friendship within our own community and friendship with some
other young adults in Britain. It has being a real blessing for us.”
Chelo Verdugo of the St Scholastica Community

26 Monastery Goes Co-Ed
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PUPIL PROFILE

A WONDERFULL
BOARDING LIFE

Why did you want to go to boarding school?
I was about nine when I started boarding at school.
I liked the idea of having a family of friends around me.
My Dad started boarding when he was 7, my older
brother started at 9 like me and my little brother too.
What is your boarding house like?
My house is pretty big here at Downside, there is a
lovely family atmosphere. Miss Ball makes amazing food
– the bakery items are the best!
Which lessons do you enjoy the most, and why?
My favourite lessons are music and theatre, I feel like
I want to do that when I’m older
What happens after school? And in the evenings?
In the evenings we have Prep and then Activities for the
Juniors to help us wind down after the long day at school.

28 A Wonderfull Boarding Life

What do you do at the weekend?
In the weekend we go on trips – usually on a Sunday –
go to cool places like Splashdown.
How do you keep in contact with them?
I keep in touch with my family on my iPad and phone...
Facetime.
What’s the best thing about being a boarder?
I love activities with Miss Carminati, Miss Parsons and
Mr Potts, general fun things.
Would you recommend it to others?
The best thing about boarding is to be with friends,
I would really recommend it to others.
A First Form Boarder

A Wonderfull Boarding Life
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THE ELY PSALTER

Monastery library

The Ely Psalter is one of the most important
items of the David Rogers Collection. Rogers
was an Old Gregorian and later had a career
in Oxford as Head of Special Collections. He
was a noted bibliographer and catalogued
Downside’s unique Recusant Collection. The
Psalter belonged to Simon de Montacute,

announces the

'Top 10'
LIBER PROFESSIONUM CONVENTUS S. GREGORII M.
DUACENSIS (Douai, 1607)
As Keeper I am often asked ‘What is your most valuable
book?’ The answer is a surprising one for most people. This
unassuming volume, the ‘book of profession’ or, to give it
its full title, The Book of the Convent of St Gregory, Douai,
of the English Congregation of the order of black monks of
our holy father Benedict is perhaps the most valuable. It is
unique and irreplaceable. Detailing the professions of the
Community of St Gregory’s, whilst in exile in Douai, the
book spans the Priory’s history from 1607 to 1831. Every
English exile house had a similar biographical text in its
Library and, when the English Catholic communities on the
Continent began to return to England in the
late eighteenth century, these were the
treasured texts that survived the chaos
of exile and revolution.

1
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PLANTATA (Rome, 1633)
Given by the Barberini Pope Urban
VIII this Papal ‘bull’ re-confirmed
the restoration of the English
Benedictine Order from its
medieval foundation in 1216.
The Congregation was effectively
dissolved at the Tudor Dissolution
of the Monasteries (1535 – c.40).
The bull provided the Congregation
with extensive canonical rights
and privileges. It was very much a
Counter Reformation document;

This book of the ‘minor’ and
‘major’ prophets pre-dates
the Norman Conquest. It is
written in the insular hand
which is indicative of the
Celtic Church as distinct
from the Roman. It was one
of the first books written
at the great abbey founded
in Upper Austria by Count
Arnold II in 1040. Lambach
escaped the dissolution
of the monasteries of
Emperor Joseph II in the
1780s (unlike the English
Abbey of Lamspringe) but
was later taken over by the
Nazis in 1941.

Bishop of Ely and dates back to 1345.
It is an excellent example of English
illuminated work in the reign of Edward III.
The work is richly decorated with King
David enacting scenes from the Psalms
and some humorous representations of
monks singing… badly.

the Holy See was convinced that
England would be re-converted
to the Catholic Faith well into the
eighteenth century. In that light
Urban VIII ‘returned’ the great
Medieval monasteries to the
Congregation. Abbot Aidan, who
resigned as Abbot of Downside in
2014, is now the titular Abbot of
St Albans. The late Dom Philip Jebb
was the Cathedral Prior of Bath –
currently sede vacante!

THE LAMBACH
PROPHETARIUM

3
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THE BANNOCKBURN MS

This small manuscript
is both comic and tragic.
Written by Robert Paston
in 1314 it is an Englishman’s account of
Scottish humour. Paston, the Carmelite
Prior of Scarborough attended the English
armed forces to the battle of Bannockburn
against Robert the Bruce. Captured by the
Scots he was spared his life on account
of his profession. Bruce, being a man of
good humour told Paston to write a poem,
denigrating the English, in exchange for his
release. The poem is not particularly good
but we know it earned the Prior his freedom.

6
THE VICENZA ANTIPHONAL
Written for the use of the Servites of Vicenza in 1420 this choir
Antiphonale (52 x 37 cms) is one of the largest texts we have
here in the Library. It is lavishly illuminated with pink, white, gold
and blue initials. On the major feasts these initials are historiated
for Advent, Christmas and the Epiphany. The binding is from the
nineteenth century when its owner John Mathew Gutch sold it
to Edmund Bishop who bequeathed it to Downside.

Monastery Library Top 10
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POLYGLOT BIBLE

This six volume Bible is a
masterpiece of early modern
printing and design. Edited by
Brian Walton and printed in
the midst of the Civil War (1647)
it is one of the finest of its type. Dedicated to
the exiled Prince of Wales (or Charles II)

it is best known as the ‘London Polyglot’. The
Bible has translations in Hebrew, Samaritain,
Chaldee, Greek, Syriac, Arabic, Ethiopic, Persion
and … Latin. It is particularly important as
it is the copy that was at the English Abbey
of Lambspringe and bears the provenance
ownership of Dom Thomas Gascoigne.

THE HEREFORD MISSAL

DE IMITATIONE CHRISTI
Written by Thomas á Kempis and widely
distributed amongst a growing early modern
wave of mysticism and literacy this text
graced many of the middling sort homes.
Produced in 1492 this popular spiritual work
was written in the Holy Roman Empire
and comes from the Benedictine Abbey
of Huysburg in Saxony. The contemporary
binding of wooden boards, covered in
leather, makes it a rare copy. The title page
is stamped with several devotional motives,
the most prominent being those of ‘Ihesus’,
‘Maria’ and the Sacred Heart.

This fifteenth century Missal was for use in
Herefordshire. Written by John Graseley
between 1410-12 it is a rare copy. It
contains the local saints’ names of Wolstan,
Milburga, David, Chad and Guthlac and is
dedicated to the church of Hereford. The
Henrician Injunctions ordered the names
of ‘Pope’ and ‘Thomas of Canterbury’
to be scratched out of all books and
manuscripts. St Sir Thomas More had
caused Henry VIII some problems; the
name of the other Henry, another
champion of the rights of the Church, was
considered with like minded opprobrium.
This copy, being for English use, is rare in
that the Injunctions were not followed in
this case as the names survive.

Downside abbey
press publications

8

Three remarkable new books – Keeping the Rule, Monks with a Misssion, and Monastic Identities
– were released in December 2014. These latest publications mark the end of a spectacularly
busy year for the historian and monk of Downside Abbey, Abbot Aidan Bellenger.
“I hope this collection will lead to a fuller and more coherent history of the
English Benedictine Congregation as it approaches its fourth centenary.”
Abbot Aidan Bellenger

All publications available from:
Downside Pastoral Centre
Stratton-on-the-Fosse
Radstock
Bath
BA3 4RJ
Email: shop@downside.co.uk
Tel: 01761 235174
or via www.amazon.co.uk

10
LA DIVINA COMEDIA

9
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This incunable is part of the David Rogers
Collection and was printed in 1477 by a
Venetian printer Vindelinus de Spira. It is the
first edition of the Comedy and is edited by
Cristoforo Berardi da Pesaro. Venice was a
centre of a contemporary vernacular literary
tradition as were cities such as Naples,
Mantua and Milan. In contrast to all other

fifteenth century editions of Dante this book is
in a miniature gothic type. Following on from
the manuscript tradition, gothic was usually
reserved in Italy for religious texts whilst roman
or ‘humanist’ type was used for secular works.
Dr Simon Johnson,
Keeper, Abbey Archives and Library

Downside Abbey Press Publications
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DOWNSIDE online SHOP
For a full range of School and Old Gregorian clothing and gifts visit www.downside.co.uk

34 www.downside.co.uk
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Sassoon’s
Somerset
Story
Dr James Whitehead considers the life of Siegfried Sassoon
and his relationship with Downside as we continue
to mark the anniversary of the Great War.

As we commemorate the Great War a
hundred years on, in a flurry of symbolic
events, with poppies poignantly placed
around the Tower of London, and many
thousands of people investigating the
personal histories of their families during
this crucial, formative period for modernity,
it is perhaps important that we should
reflect on the full complexity of key
individual responses to that great conflict.
It is now commonplace for people to
reflect on the ‘pity of war’ in Wilfred Owen’s
memorable phrase, while also being aware
of its longer term impact in terms of
human suffering; many people these days
are aware of such terms as Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder, if not of the plethora of
terms that preceded them, such as ‘War
Neurosis’ or ‘Neurasthenia’, as clinicians
struggled during the war years to describe
conditions which seemed strange to them.

36 Sassoon’s Somerset Story

However, if we are to do full justice to the
soul-searching that such warfare caused in
its protagonists, as well as to their heroism,
we should consider at least some of the
responses of the survivors over the longer
term. Some of the questions raised during
1914–18 only found their answers amongst
their participants over a generation later.
In this, it might be argued, Siegfried Sassoon
is a representative figure of the modern age,
and in particular of the period that followed
the Great War. Chronicler of the Edwardian
period par excellence in Memoirs of a FoxHunting Man, Sassoon is a fascinating figure;
he was in some ways quintessentially English
yet he was also cosmopolitan by constitution,
as someone part-English, part-Persian; he
was half Jewish by background yet Church of
England by upbringing, and as someone who
struggled with the challenge of bisexuality

in an era hostile to sexual ambiguity, he
had significant personal issues to deal with.
Sassoon was heroic in combat, angry and
bitterly ironic in his war verse, determined in
his anti-war protest and yet eager to return
to the trenches to fight and suffer with his
fellow-soldiers. He emerges as a torn and
troubled figure in the biographies by Jean
Moorcroft Wilson and John Stuart Roberts,
and in Pat Barker’s remarkable Regeneration
trilogy: patriotic yet at times subversive,
patrician yet – for a period – a socialist, a
country landowner and a literary sophisticate,
rooted physically in the English countryside
yet, for much of his life, searching for a
spiritual home, Sassoon is not easily placed, in
various senses. Only in his last years did life’s
meaning become somewhat clearer to him;
this article explores the answers Sassoon
found to the challenge of modernity and
how he reached that point.

During the war, Sassoon looked around
for literary role-models whose work
paid attention to human suffering while
acknowledging the importance of patriotic
example; he found the work of Thomas
Hardy a source of inspiration, as he read
works such as Tess of the D’Urbervilles in the
trenches and noted that he was ‘fighting for
Thomas Hardy’s England’. Hardy’s poems
and in particular, his war poems – often
disregarded by modern critics – meant a
great deal to poets such as Sassoon and
also to other noteworthy literary figures
of the war period such as Edward Thomas
and T.E. Lawrence. Hardy’s poems faced the
facts of human sacrifice and the horror of
warfare without glamorising conflict, while
nevertheless acknowledging the importance
of the concept of patriotic duty. The ‘Poems
of War and Patriotism’ later included in the
second edition of the collection Moments of
Vision (in 1919) such as Hardy’s ‘Men who
March Away’ and ‘In Time of the Breaking of
Nations’ steer a course between patriotism
and a melancholy sense of impending
tragic loss. Unlike the jingoistic poems of
‘New Imperialist’ contemporaries such as
Swinburne, Newbolt and Kipling, Hardy’s
verse focuses on the pity of war and
opens up what may be termed a discourse
of suffering, which has been a dominant
feature of war poetry in English written
since that time. Sassoon quotes Hardy’s
work regularly in his Diaries during the war.
He refers to the Wessex novels, to Hardy’s
Napoleonic epic-drama, The Dynasts and to
the poetry. During the dramatic campaigns
of 1916, we read for example on July
14th, “… Dully rainy weather today. Puff
my pipe in the tent and read Hardy and
wait for tidings of the battle”. Moreover,

the bitter irony of Sassoon’s poems of
the period owe much to Hardy’s poems
from the collection, Satires of Circumstance,
which he acknowledged that he “read
with amusement in 1914”. Years later, in
Siegfried’s Journey 1916-1920 (published in
1945), Sassoon wrote at length about the
significance of Hardy’s influence on him
and separately, in his poem ‘At Max Gate’,
he portrays Hardy as a kind of “Wessex
wizard”, a “seer” associated with the
wisdom of the ages.
One feature of Hardy’s poems of the
earlier Boer War period, which carried
over into later work and into Sassoon’s
verse as well, is the use of Christian
argument to critique wartime blood-lust,
and the use of Christian symbolism to
make some kind of imagistic sense of the
suffering depicted. Although fundamentally
agnostic and more inclined to posit

where the statement “I say that He was
Christ” in description of a soldier in the
mire of the trenches, “Shouldering his load
of planks, so hard to bear”, combines with
the irreverent conclusion of the soldierspeaker, “O Christ Almighty, now I’m
stuck!”. A complex attitude is developed
towards Christian perspective, combining
resentment of the way in which religion is
used ideologically for patriotic purposes,
belief in the value of human suffering in a
Christ-like form (in the heroic sacrifice of
a generation), and a profound resentment
of what felt for him like a politically and
militarily unjustified experience of the
Flanders Golgotha; the anger that Sassoon
felt for what an elder generation was
imposing on the younger generation
was expressed in poems such as ‘They’,
where the Bishop’s words “The ways of
God are strange!” are totally inadequate
and insensitive.

“Oh Christ Almighty, now I’m stuck!”
belief in some kind of philosophically
determined “Immanent Will” rather than
in a Christian God, Hardy, in poems such
as ‘A Christmas Ghost-Story’ (published in
The Westminster Gazette, 1899) questioned
how Christian morality was functioning
in the modern era and considered the
potential significance of its loss; similarly,
Sassoon poems such as ‘A Mystic as
Soldier’, ‘The Redeemer’, ‘Attack’, ‘How
to Die, ‘Thrushes’, ‘Memorial Tablet’ and
others, interrogate the relevance of
Christian thought and imagery in a world
of slaughter. Sassoon more emphatically
identifies individual soldiers as suffering
Christ figures, as in his poem ‘Redeemer’

What Hardy could not provide for Sassoon,
however, and which Sassoon himself did not
develop until years later, was a philosophical
and theological explanation of a world in
which terrible human suffering can happen
and psychological and emotional stability
is hard to find. As someone who veered
from socialism in the immediate post-war
era to a general political disenchantment
at the time of the Second World War,
Sassoon endeavoured to make sense of the
world about him through various means;
like his politics, which veered from antiestablishment to its opposite, his search
for romantic consolation made him veer
from love relationships with male lovers
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such as Stephen Tennant to a late marriage
to Hester Gatty. Sassoon wrote to Hester
prior to their marriage, “O Hester you must
redeem my life for me”, having previously
noted in his diary, “I need love to light up
my existence. Mental friendships are not
enough. Emotional companionships are
what I need”. Sassoon remained damaged
by his war experience and affected by his
ongoing concern that the world was not
improving. Unlike Hardy before the First
World War, Sassoon found it a challenge
to believe in “evolutionary meliorism”, the
idea that the world was slowly becoming a
better place over time. All his relationships
failed to bear the weight of his romantic
longing combined with his need for a
writer’s detachment, and similarly religion
and philosophy provided few answers to
Sassoon at this stage; after the substantial
breakdown of his marriage, he became in
effect “the hermit of Heytesbury”, a rather
lonely figure, a figure from a bygone age, an
owner of a country estate with little sense
of community about him.
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It was at this stage that Sassoon discovered
Roman Catholicism. By the 1950s, Sassoon
had come to consider a search for spiritual
understanding his chief quest, as the project
that might lend coherence to his personal
and intellectual meandering. Spiritual
themes were becoming more prominent
in his poetry as in Common Chords (1950)
with poems such as ‘Resurrection’ and
‘Redemption’; the later poem anticipates
a moment when, with a sense of being
released spiritually, the speaker of the poem
may find a spiritual home: “O but one ray
/ From that all-hallowing and eternal day
/ Asking no more of Heaven I would go
hence”. Yet it took a few more years of
soul-searching before Sassoon reached
the point of spiritual self-surrender and a
consequent joy in discovery of true faith.
In ‘The Need’ in Emblems of Experience
(1951) he had written,
Speak through the few
Your light of life to nourish us anew.
Speak, for our world possessed
By demon influences of evil and unrest.
Act as of old,
That we some dawnlit destiny may behold
From this doom-darkened place.
O move in mercy among us.
Grant accepted grace.
Sassoon felt in his final years that he was
fortunate enough to encounter a sense
of God-given grace, which brought him
a greater sense of peace than he had
ever felt previously. But it took a while to
develop. There remained a strong sense of
the harshness of the world as a “doomdarkened place”; the light took a while to
filter through.

In 1952-3, Sassoon worked on a collection
of poems which he entitled The Tasking. He
was frank about the content: “I would say
that they are merely an exhibition of the
spiritual and intellectual shortcomings of a
man trying to find things out for himself –
attempting to formulate his private religion
step by step, in hopes that it may be of
some slight service to a period which
appears to have rejected religious beliefs in
favour of psychology and scientific research”.
Sassoon could be speaking of the present
day, yet soon he was able to leave behind
the idea of a “private religion” for one
which was communal. The Tasking found an
audience among some discerning readers,
even if the critics regretted Sassoon’s
more reflective style; one appreciative
reader with whom Sassoon began an
earnest correspondence was the Reverend
Mother Mary McFarlin of the Convent of
the Assumption who helped guide him
in his spiritual search. She wrote to tell
him that she would pray that God would
enable him to “through the darkness divine
God’s presence” (‘The Tasking’). They first
met in 1957 and Sassoon’s conversion to
Catholicism came soon after.
Reading the work of Blessed John Henry
Newman aided Sassoon in the Spring of
1957, as did personal acquaintance with
the influential priest Monsignor Ronald
Knox, into whose company he came
among the Asquith family in the village of
Mells, not far from Heytesbury. Eventually,
he gravitated towards the Benedictine
community here at Downside, where Dom
Sebastian Moore, undertook his instruction
in the faith. Amongst the community of
monks, no fewer than fifteen had served as
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Chaplains in the trenches in the Great War
and others had since served as Chaplains
in the Second World War. So there was a
general understanding of Sassoon’s wartime
experience. In addition, it is likely that Dom
Sebastian understood the complications of
Sassoon’s personal life, as a poet himself and
someone open about his own homosexual
orientation. Sassoon found acceptance
amongst the Catholic community as a
whole, and having spent hours weeping and
praying in the great nave of the neo-gothic
Abbey Church at Downside, dedicated
as the nave is to the memory of the war
dead, Sassoon was able to come to terms
with his acceptance of God’s grace. He was
supported in his conversion by the local
Catholic community. Sassoon had come to
know Katherine Asquith through her sister
Lady Violet Bonham-Carter; Katharine had
lost her husband, Raymond Asquith, to the
Great War in 1916, and her brother, Edward
Horner, had also died in the conflict. She had
converted to Catholicism in 1924. A nexus
of social support developed between Mells,

HEYTESBURY

Heytesbury and Downside. As John Stuart
Roberts notes in his biography of Sassoon,
“Sassoon was received 14 August 1957 at
Downside and received his first communion
the following day. Ever after he counted the
abbey church as his first spiritual home and
the community as one part of his family.”

So what does Sassoon’s life experience
have to tell us now in the 21st Century?
The world remains torn with strife, as in
Afghanistan or in the Middle East. Young
Englishmen and those of other nations,
still pay the ultimate price for the elusive
yet important aim of world peace, while
others are so affected psychologically
by their war experience, that for them,
like Sassoon, the road to recovery is a
long one. As Head Master of Downside,
I urge those interested in the principle
of learning from others’ experience so
as to avoid repeating it unnecessarily
in a negative way, to look at the life of
someone like Sassoon, and endeavour to
engage with the conclusions he reached.
At the time of his conversion, Sassoon
felt puzzlement as to why he had taken
so long to understand the principle of
spiritual self-surrender to a loving God.
On reading Newman, for example, he
noted, “Everything I needed is there,
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“Everything I needed is there, waiting for me! All clear as daylight.
And as simple as falling off a log – just unconditional surrender.”

waiting for me! All clear as daylight.
And as simple as falling off a log – just
unconditional surrender.” The irony
inherent in the latter phrase, for someone
who earned the Military Cross for his
courage and was named “Mad Jack” by
military contemporaries, is a striking one.
But Sassoon acknowledged that peace
could only be found in God, in the final
analysis. Reading a letter of Hillaire Belloc
to Katharine Asquith, where the Catholic
Church is compared to their rediscovered
“home”, Sassoon stated “That’s done it
[…] My whole being was liberated”.
One of Sassoon’s final poems ‘A Chord’
strikes a completely different note to the
angry, embittered poems of his earlier life.
In it we encounter a kind of transcendent
peace, a beautiful tranquillity, captured
through simple language and a gentle tone:

On stillness came a chord,
While I, the instrument,
Knew long-withheld reward:
Gradual the glory went;
Vibrating, on and on,
Toward harmony unheard,
Till dark where sanctus shone;
Lost, once a living word.
But in me yet abode
The given grace though gone;
The love, the lifted load,
The answered orison.
As we remember the dead and those who
suffered long after the First World War, it
is perhaps important that we remember
additionally the conclusions about life that
some of those who experienced it at its
most intense, and at its most distressing,
came to. Sassoon remains a representative

figure for the modern world. His journey
towards a life of faith, which eased his pain
and provided him with both perspective
and spiritual solace, is a journey worth
following. In the words of Pope Benedict
XVI on his recent visit to the United
Kingdom in 2010, addressing school
children: “Happiness is something that we
all want, but one of the great tragedies
in this world is that so many people
never find it, because they look for it in
the wrong places. The key to it is very
simple – true happiness is to be found in
God”. When you visit Sassoon’s grave in
the village of Mells in Somerset, a tranquil
and beautiful place far removed from
Flanders’ fields, or when you reflect on the
sacrifice of the war dead in a place such
as Downside Abbey Church, it is gratifying
to know that after all his suffering, Sassoon
discovered this great truth.

Images:
Pages 38-39: Hester Gatty by F.J. Arnott, c. 1920 / Dom Sebastian Moore
Above: Downside Abbey Nave / Katherine and Raymond Asquith, image courtesy - littleaugury.blogspot.com
Right: Siegfried Sassoon’s head stone, Mells Church, Somerset
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I recently discovered an 18th century missal – or psalm book – in the Monastery Library.
This book, slightly larger than a normal book, has been kept in a box as all the elements from its
binding are lost. However, we can see that there was a binding from the way the pages are folded
together in pairs of four and have holes near the spine area where the thread should be holding
them together. At the moment these pages are stored in a box – we plan to replace the box with
a better quality acid-free one, and in time we’ll re-bind it too.
The book is written in Latin with black and red printing ink. There are some chants in Greek
written with Latin alphabet characters, and there are also a few illustrations such as woodprint
decorations of the initials of each volume.
There are also music symbols and notes to demonstrate how some of the psalms should be sung
or recited. The quality of the paper has dried and deteriorated through time and is an indication that
this book should be kept in a higher moisture environment to regain its humidity balance.
The dry appearance of the surface of the paper could be caused by successive and repeated
wettings and dryings of the book. Paper is a highly hygroscopic material, which means it is easily
affected by the humidity levels of its environment and absorbs or emits water in order to reach a
balance, a process that results in distortion of its shape or change of its dimensions.
Finally, the book shows a fascinating demonstration of the photo oxidation phenomenon. In this
case, it is easy to see the places where objects used to lie on top of the page, hiding it from the direct
radiation of the sun. If you look closely, you can see which areas have been exposed only to certain
amounts of radiation, making us think that either partly transparent materials, such as glass, were
present during the discolouring. The areas of photo oxidation are perfectly clear.
It’s been an honour to be able to work closely with items such as this missal during my
internship at Downside.

MONASTERY LIBRARY
PROJECT INTERN, ANTHI
SOULIOTI, CONTINUES HER
CONSERVATION WORK ON
THE COLLECTION, AND HERE
DISCUSSES AN 18TH CENTURY
MISSAL AND THE CAUSES OF
ITS DAMAGE…

1

2

3

1. The first page of the book
2. Chants in Greek
3. Micro-plates for the initials
4. Another decoration of initial
4

5

5. Music symbols and notes

7

6.	A full page illustration of
the crucifixion
7.	The visible photo oxidation
results

6

CONSERVING

THE PAST
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20 MINUTES FROM BATH
(TRAINS AT LEAST EVERY HOUR TO LONDON)

2 HOURS TO LONDON

Shining a Light

BUS EVERY HALF-TERM
AND HOLIDAY TO
LONDON VIA HEATHROW

DID YOU KNOW THAT CONCORDE
ORIGINATED IN BRISTOL?
OR THAT WE’RE ONLY A FEW MILES FROM
GLASTONBURY TOR AND WELLS CATHEDRAL?

20 MINUTES TO
BRISTOL AIRPORT

on our local area

Next time you visit Downside you might like to make the most of this area: there are a host
of family days out, picturesque villages, heritage sites and fabulous shopping locations.

FIND OUT MORE…
visitbristol.co.uk | visitbath.co.uk | hauserwirthsomerset.com | babingtonhouse.co.uk | wellscathedral.org.uk | longleat.co.uk | nationaltrust.org.uk/glastonbury-tor
wincanton.thejockeyclub.co.uk | discoverfrome.co.uk/frome | english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/stonehenge

44 Shining a Light on our Local Area

We were delighted that the artist Zebedee Helm agreed to create a map for us (see overleaf).
His work has been published in the likes of Private Eye, The Spectator, The Lady....and now the Downside Diary!
He also works closely with brands such as John Lobb, Hermes, Selfridges and Fortnum & Mason.
zebedeehelm.com
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Illustration: Zebedee Helm
zebedeehelm.com
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TALL
TALES
Relic of St Gregory

The Pontifical Equestrian Order of St Gregory the Great was
established on 1 September 1831 by Pope Gregory XVI. This
special honour is bestowed upon Roman Catholic men and
women, and occasionally non-Catholics, in recognition of their
personal services to the Holy See and the Roman Catholic Church.
Awards of the Order are usually made on the recommendation of
Diocesan Bishops or Nuncios for specific achievements. The insignia
of the Order, worn by both Knights and Dames, is an eight-pointed
cross which bears an image of St Gregory on the obverse and the
motto Pro Deo et Principe (For God and Ruler) on the reverse.
Downside and the Order of St Gregory share a special relationship.
The Abbey Church is dedicated in the saint’s honour and served
by a convent which bears his name. St Gregory is depicted nine
times in the church, appearing in statuary, painting and stained
glass; he is even represented in embroidery, such as on the stole
of the Berkeley set of vestments. Downside’s relic assemblage also
includes significant relics of St Gregory, including part of his crozier.
This remarkable sixth century survival is regularly displayed for
veneration on the 12th March, when Knights and Dames of the
Order gather in the Abbey Church to celebrate the saint’s feast day.
Dr Tim Hopkinson-Ball, Project Archivist,
Downside Abbey Archive and Library
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THIS YEAR THE DOWNSIDE
ARCHIVES CELEBRATE
THE LIFE AND WORKS
OF ETHELBERT PERCY
HORNE (1858-1952);
MONK, ARCHAEOLOGIST,
PHOTOGRAPHER, AND
PUBLIC SPEAKER.

Clockwise from above:
The grave of Dom Ethelbert;
Photograph from the archives;
The Relic of St Vigor;
A cartoon of Horne by Hubert van Zeller;
The Arm Reliquary of St Vigor
(a piece commissioned by Dom
Ethelbert for St Benedict’s Church)

monk
archaeologist
photographer
public speaker
50 From the Archive

Clothed in 1889, Horne was appointed Prior of Downside in 1929. He occupied the office
of Custodian of Relics, adding significantly to the collection – notably the Arm of
St Vigor, commissioned for St. Benedict’s church, Stratton-on-the-Fosse, where he served
as parish priest for over 40 years.
A keen historian, Horne published on a variety of subjects including local interest pieces. His
book Primitive Sun Dials or Scratch Dials remains an authoritative text. Always in demand as a
public speaker, the proceeds from his lectures were used to fund excavations across Somerset,
which he oversaw; he photographed the finds himself. His papers from the Camerton,
Keynsham and Glastonbury Abbey excavations remain in the Downside Abbey Archives.
Horne retired from parish duties in 1940 to concentrate on his archaeology. He was
appointed titular Abbot of Glastonbury, in recognition for his long years of service to the
Church. After his death – on St. Vigor’s Day, 1952 – Horne’s papers were bequeathed to
Downside and the Somerset Archeological and Natural History Society, Taunton, with his fine
collection of sandglasses now in the possession of the Science Museum, South Kensington.
Alyson Staff, Project Intern, Downside Abbey Archive

Dom Ethelbert Percy Horne

From the Archive
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JUDO
STAR

Sam Potts

We’ve been delighted to
have had three talented
Graduate Assistants on
the staff throughout this
academic year at Downside.
Judo star, Mr Sam Potts,
has been working as a
Graduate Assistant and
Sports Administrator, he
tells us how learning Judo
techniques has been of
benefit to Downside pupils.

Is Judo an easy sport to master?
It’s quite complex – there are so many
techniques that you have to learn. It’s all
about coordination and discipline.
Ippon-seoi-nage

Tani-otoshi

Harai-goshi

One armed shoulder throw: Ippon-seoi-nage
is a Te-waza translates as a hand technique

Valley drop: Tani-otoshi is a Yoko-sutemi-waza
translates as a side sacrifice technique

Hip sweep: Harai-goshi is a Koshi-waza
translates as a hip technique

Ura-nage
Back throw: Ura-nage is a Ma-sutemi-waza
translates as a rear sacrifice technique
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Tomoe-nage
Circular throw: Tomoe-nage is a Ma-sutemiwaza translates as a rear sacrifice technique

Sode-tsuri-komi-goshi
Sleeve lift pull throw: Sode-tsuri-komi-goshi is
a Koshi-waza translates as a hip technique

How can it help other sports?
It can help Rugby, especially. There are
similarities across the two disciplines – getting
people to the ground, stopping people
moving – Judo focuses a lot on moving body
weight, this can help rugby a lot, it’s not all
about ‘brute strength’! Pupils learn how to
use their opponents body weight rather than
their own strength, it can help a lot. From
a safety point of view, you learn how to fall
and land properly in Judo – you don’t do
things like stick your arms out, breaking arms
and shoulders! We hit the floor – tucking
everything in – and get back up.
Tell us about the work you’ve been doing
with the pupils…
I’ve been out on the rugby pitches
throughout the Michaelmas term alongside

Mike Baxter (Bath Academy Coach): we’ve
worked together closely in setting up
scenarios, bringing elements of Judo into all
aspects of training. The kids have enjoyed
doing something different. I offer Judo
classes on a Thursday evening too.

sessions around my work at Downside
with weights in the morning before a
different session in the evening.

Have you seen some significant results?
Yes, I think so. I have been able to see
elements of the Judo teaching when
watching their Rugby performances, the
pupils really seem to have taken it on board.
I get questions whilst walking through the
School, ‘Sir, I’ve tried this....it’s helped’, it
seems to be positive.
What’s your Judo background?
I started when I was six, I joined in during
a friend’s class. I’m part of the GB Judo
team now. I moved to Bath for University,
attracted because of the Judo High
Performance set-up there; it was the best
place for me as a Centre of Excellence.
On a day-to-day basis I fit in my training

Sam Potts is a member of the GB
Judo team and Sports Administrator
at Downside School.

Judo Star
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A ROOM WITH A VIEW
Dom Michael Clothier has been designing and making furniture from his workshop for the past 48 years. He has created
pieces for numerous churches – both Catholic and Church of England – and for private individuals. Recent projects include the
restoration of a 14th-century door, a four-poster bed, grandfather clocks and the new School Reception desk! Fr Michael has
enjoyed teaching woodworking skills to generations of Downside pupils, as well as making and repairing furniture for the School,
Monastery and Abbey Church. We’re very lucky to be able to call upon his expertise!
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reflections
WE SAY GOODBYE TO CHRIS TAMBLING, DIRECTOR OF MUSIC

Describe your Downside
experience in three words.
Infuriating (that at first the pupils
didn’t believe in singing in church
– and some wouldn’t even pick
up the rather shabby hymn book
we had then!)
Encouraging (that it didn’t take
too long to persuade people
that a weekly full-school hymn
practice would be a Good
Thing, rather than the work of
a meddling Anglican who had
just arrived from a Scottish
Episcopalian school!)
Exciting (that it’s now cool to
pick up your hymn book and
bellow at full volume.)
I’m very proud of the fact that
we are no longer a silent school,
but a singing school. Having our
own Hymn Book, which the
pupils helped to type-set, has
been a great boost…
Who inspired you to learn to play
music when you were at school?
My own Director of Music, an
amazing choir trainer and a
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fabulous improviser – his organ
playing in the school chapel was
electrifying.
Which subject did you enjoy
least when you were a pupil?
Geography – we had a really
boring teacher who used to
make us sit in silence and make
notes all the time. I never
managed to get more than 30%
in exams…
What would you have done if
you hadn’t have studied Music
at University?
I might have studied languages –
at my first School I actually had
to teach French and German
to some pretty disaffected
3rd formers, just to fill up my
timetable!
What advice would you give to
your school-aged self?
Find time to practise – and find
time to compose! I was never
very good at cross country
running at school, so I always
used to take a music sketchbook
and a pencil with me – I used to

take a short cut through a
wood and join back in later.
I never got caught, though I
suspect my House Master was
turning a blind eye. One of my
earliest published compositions
Trumpet Tune was composed
in Shelley’s Wood near Christ’s
Hospital, Horsham. And when
playing rugby, musicians should
stay as far away from the ball
as possible!
What are you looking forward
to doing when you leave
Downside?
I’m really looking forward to
having much more time to listen
to music and to compose! I have
several interesting commissions
in the pipeline, including a
30-minute Missa Solemnis for
the Dominicans in Augsburg, so
that’s going to keep me well out
of mischief. I’m looking forward
to re-discovering my Anglican
roots as I take over as Organist
of St Thomas’ Church, Wells.
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It’s a
wonderfull

BOARDING

LIFE

Liberate your children
to a life in boarding

downside SCHOOL
A-Level Subject Fair and Sixth Form Open Day – Saturday 17th October
Open Days – Saturday 7th November, Saturday 5th March, Saturday 21st May
Register your place by contacting admissions@downside.co.uk or call 01761 235103

www.downside.co.uk
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