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40 ENGLISH AND WELSH MARTYRS 

 

WHO THE FORTY MARTYRS ARE 

The forty Martyrs are among the best known of the many Catholics who gave 
their lives in England and Wales during the 16th and 17th centuries owing to the fact 
that their religious convictions clashed with the laws of the State at that time. 

As is known, King Henry VIII had proclaimed himself supreme head of the Church in 
England and Wales, claiming for himself and his successors power over his subjects 
also in spiritual questions. According to our Catholic faith, this spiritual supremacy is 
due only to the Vicar of Christ, the Roman Pontiff. The Blessed Martyrs, and with 
them many other Catholics, though they wished to be, and actually were, loyal 
subjects of the Crown in everything belonging to it legitimately according to the ideas 
of that time, refused for reasons of conscience to recognize the "spiritual 
supremacy" of the King and to obey the laws issued by the political power on 
purely spiritual questions such as Holy Mass, Eucharistic Communion and similar 
matters. This was what led many people to face and meet death courageously rather 
than act against their conscience and deny their Catholic faith as regards the 
spiritual Primacy of the Vicar of Christ and the dogma of the Blessed Sacrament. 
From the ecumenical point of view, it is extremely important to realize the fact, 
proved historical, that the Martyrs were not put to death as a result of internal 
struggles between Catholics and Anglicans, but precisely because they were not 
willing to submit to a claim of the State which is commonly recognized today as being 
illegitimate and unacceptable. 

Fidelity to Conscience 

If — as has always been clearly recognized in the case of St. Thomas More — it 
would be a serious error to consider him a leading figure in the opposition between 
Catholics and Anglicans, whereas he must be considered a person who rose in 
defence of the rights of conscience against State usurpation, the same can be said 
of the 40 Martyrs, who died for exactly the same reasons. 

And this is just what the Church intends to stress with their Canonization. It was and 
is her intention to hold up to the admiration not only of Catholics, but of all men, the 
example of persons unconditionally loyal to Christ and to their conscience to the 
extent of being ready to shed their blood for that reason. Owing to their living 
faith in Christ, their personal attachment to Him, their deep sharing of His life and 
principles, these persons gave a clear demonstration of their authentically Christian 
charity for men, also when — on the scaffold — they prayed not only for those who 
shared their religious convictions, but also for all their fellow-countrymen and in 
particular for the Head of the State and even for their executioners. 
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This firm attitude in defence of their own freedom of conscience and of their faith 
in the truth of the Primacy of Christ and of the Holy Eucharist is identical in all the 
40 Martyrs. In every other respect, however, they are different, as for example in 
their state in life, social position, education, culture, age, character and 
temperament, and in fact in everything that makes up the most typically personal 
qualities of such a large group of men and women. The group is composed, in fact, of 
13 priests of the secular clergy, 3 Benedictines, 3 Carthusians, 1 Brigittine, 2 
Franciscans, 1 Augustinian, 10 Jesuits and 7 members of the laity, including 3 
mothers. 

The history of their martyrdom makes varied and stimulating reading as the 
different characters are revealed, not without a touch of typically English humour. 

Fortitude in the Faith 

The torments they underwent give an idea of their fortitude. The priests — for 
example — were hanged, and shortly after the noose had tightened round their 
neck, they were drawn and quartered. In most cases the second operation took 
place when they were still alive, for they were not left hanging long enough to bring 
about their death, sometimes only for a very few seconds. 

For the others — that is, those who were not priests — death by hanging was the 
normal procedure. But before their execution the Martyrs were usually cruelly 
tortured, to make them reveal the names of any accomplices in their "crime", 
which was having celebrated Holy Mass, having attended it or having giver shelter 
to priests. In the course of the trial, and during the tortures, they were offered 
their life and freedom on condition they recognized the king (or the queen, 
according to the period), as head of the Church of England. 

And here are some particular features that drive home to us the spirituality of 
these Martyrs and how they faced death.  

CUTHBERT MAYNE, a secular priest, replied to a gaoler who came to tell him 
he would be executed three days later: "I wish I had something valuable to give 
you, for the good news you bring me. . ."  

EDMUND CAMPION, a Jesuit, was so pleased when taken to the place of 
execution that the people said about him and his companions: "But they're 
laughing! He doesn't care at all about dying. . ." 

RALPH SHERWIN, the first of the martyrs from the English College in Rome, had 
heavy chains round his ankles that rattled at every step he took. "I have on my feet 
— he wrote wittily to a friend of his — some bells that remind me, when I walk, 
who I am and to whom I belong. I have never heard sweeter music than this . . ." 
He was executed immediately after Campion; he piously kissed the executioner's 
hands, still stained with the blood of his fellow martyr. 
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ALEXANDER BRIANT — the diocesan priest who entered the Society of Jesus shortly 
before his death — had made himself a little wooden cross during his 
imprisonment, and held it clasped tightly between his hands all the time, even 
during the trial. It was then, however, that they snatched it away from him but 
he replied to the judge: "You can take it out of my hands, but not out of my 
heart". The cross was later bought by some Catholics and is now in the English 
College in Rome. 

JOHN PAINE (a secular priest, whose death was long mourned in the whole of 
Chelmsford) kissed the gallows before dying; and RICHARD GWYN, a layman, 
helped the hangman, overcome with emotion, to put the rope round his neck. 
Some strange and extremely revealing episodes are told about Gwyn. Once, for 
example, when he was 'in prison, he was taken in chains to a chapel and obliged 
to stand right under the pulpit where an Anglican preacher was giving a sermon. 
The prisoner then began to rattle his chains, making such a din that no one 
could hear a word of what was being said. Taken back again to his cell, he was 
approached by various Protestant ministers. One of them, who had a purple 
nose, wanted to dispute about the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and 
asserted that God had given them also to him, not just to St. Peter. "There is 
a difference", Richard Gwyn retorted, "St. Peter was entrusted with the keys of 
the Kingdom of Heaven, while the keys entrusted to you are obviously those of 
the beer cellar". 

Cultured Elizabethan society has its representatives among the martyrs. 
SWITHUN WELLS was one of them. He had travelled a great deal; he had also 
been in Rome, and knew Italian well. He was a sportsman, particularly fond of 
hunting. On his way to the gallows, he caught sight of an old friend among the 
crowd and said to him: "Farewell, my dear! And farewell, too, to our fine 
hunting-parties, now I've something far better to do . . .'.'. It was December 
10th, 1591, and bitterly cold. When they stripped him, he turned to his main 
persecutor, Topcliffe, and said in a joking tone: "Hurry up, please, Mr. Topcliffe. 
Are you not ashamed to make a poor old man suffer in his shirt in this cold?". 

Catholic priests managed to exercise the ministry thanks to the precious 
collaboration of the faithful, who welcomed them and kept them hidden in their 
homes and facilitated the celebration of Holy Mass. As can well be 
understood, now and again some one would betray them. 

The Jesuit lay brother, NICHOLAS OWEN, was famous for the many hiding-places, 
he built in numerous houses all over England. Arrested and imprisoned in the 
Tower of London, he died while being brutally tortured. 

Of the Forty Martyrs, the one who underwent the most was HENRY WALPOLE, a 
Jesuit priest. His exceptional physique resisted the most atrocious forms of torture 
for as many as 14 times, until the gallows put an end to his sufferings.  
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The following inscriptions can still be read in the Tower of London, in one of the 
cells in which the Martyrs were detained: "Quanto plus afflictionis pro Christo in hoc 
saeculo, tanto plus gloriae in futuro" (the more suffering for Christ in this life, the 
more glory in heaven). The words were carved by PHILIP HOWARD, Earl of 
Arundell. He was the queen's favourite when he made his appearance at court, at 
the age of 18, leading a dissolute life. At the age of 24, he happened to be present at 
a discussion between Campion and some Protestant ministers. The holy Jesuit's 
words made a deep impression on him; as a result he was converted to Catholicism. 
As he was about to flee to the continent, he was captured and thrown into prison. 
He spent eleven long years there, reading, praying and meditating. He was 
condemned to death, but the sentence was postponed by the Queen's 
intervention. He fell seriously ill and died in prison. 

A curious fact happened to the Franciscan JOHN JONES. At the time of his 
execution, the hangman found he had forgotten the rope. The martyr took 
advantage of the hour's wait to speak to the crowd and to pray. 

Humour on the Gallows 

What is most striking is the serenity with which they all met death. Some of them 
even, made witty, humorous remarks. 

Thus, for example, the Benedictine JOHN ROBERTS, seeing that a fire was being 
lit to burn his entrails — after hanging and quartering — made the sally: "I see 
you are preparing us a hot breakfast!". 

When someone shouted at the Jesuit EDMUND ARROWSMITH: "You've got to die, 
do you realize?", he replied calmly: "So have you, so have you, my good man . . ." 

It is testified that ALBAN ROE, a Benedictine religious, was a very entertaining 
fellow. In spite of the torture that was inflicted on him in prison, he found the 
courage to invite the wardens to play cards with him, telling funny stories. He 
gave all the money he had to the executioner to drink to his health, warning him not 
to get drunk, however. 

PHILIP EVANS, having found a particularly kind judge, was treated somewhat 
indulgently in prison, so much so that he could even play tennis. Well, it was just 
during a game that the news of his condemnation to death arrived. He continued 
to play, as if nothing had happened. Then he picked up his harp and began to 
play. 

JOHN KEMPLE, a secular priest was the only one who always refused to go into 
hiding. "I'm too old now — he would say — and it is better for me to spend the rest 
of my life suffering for my religion". Of course he was caught and arrested. Before 
he was hanged, he asked to be allowed to smoke his inseparable pipe. The 
executioner, who happened to be an old friend of his, was overcome with emotion 
when the moment came to carry out his task and showed his hesitation. Then it was 
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the martyr who" urged him on saying: "My good Anthony, do what you have to 
do. I forgive you with all my heart. . ." 

But no one proclaimed more proudly what the priests of the British Isles thought 
of themselves, their dignity, their special vocation and their relationship both to 
time and to eternity (I speak of the days before sacerdotal "identity crises") than 
did the Welshman DAVID LEWIS. No mere doctrinaire theologian or priest by social 
position and Catholic by family inheritance, he was known as Tady Tlodion (Father 
of the Poor). Let his words, uttered in the moment of his martyrdom, sum up the 
special reasons for rejoicing: 

"Here is a numerous assembly — may the great Saviour of the world save every 
soul of you all. I believe you are here met not only to see a fellow-native die, but 
also to hear a dying fellow-native speak. My religion is the Roman Catholic; in it I 
have lived above these forty years; in it I now die, and so fixedly die, that if all the 
good things in this world were offered me to renounce it, all should not remove me 
one hair's breadth from my Roman Catholic faith. A Roman Catholic I am; a Roman 
Catholic priest I am; a Roman Catholic priest of that religions order called the 
Society of Jesus I am; and I bless God who first called me. I was condemned for 
reading Mass, hearing confessions, and administering the sacraments. As for 
reading the Mass, it was the old, and still is the accustomed and laudable liturgy of 
the holy Church; and all the other acts are acts of religion tending to the worship 
of God, and therefore dying for this I die for religion". 

A Moving Story 

The martyrdom of MARGARET CLITHEROW is particularly moving. She was accused 
"of having; sheltered the Jesuits and priests of the secular clergy, traitors to Her 
Majesty the Queen"; but she retorted: "I have only helped the Queen's friends". 
Margaret knew that the court had decided to condemn her to death and, not 
wanting to make the jury accomplices in her condemnation, she refused the trial. 
The alternative was to be crushed to death. When the terrible sentence was passed, 
Margaret said: "I will accept willingly everything that God wills". 

On Friday March 25th, 1588, at eight o'clock in the morning, Margaret, just thirty-
three years old, left Ouse Bridge prison, barefooted, bound for Toll Booth, 
accompanied by two police superintendents, four executioners and four women 
friends; she carried on her arm a white linen garment. When she arrived at the 
dungeon, she knelt in front of the officials, begging that she should not be stripped, 
but her prayer was not granted. While the men looked away, the four pious women 
gathered round her and before Margaret lay down on the ground they spread over 
her body the white garment that the prisoner had brought with her for that 
purpose. Then her martyrdom began. 
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Her arms were stretched out in the shape of a cross, and her hands tightly bound 
to two stakes in the ground. The executioners put a sharp stone the size of a fist 
under her back and placed on her body a large slab onto which weights were 
gradually loaded up to over 800 pounds. Margaret whispered: "Jesus, Jesus, have 
mercy on me". Her death agony lasted fifteen minutes, then the moaning ceased, 
and all was quite. 

These brief remarks on some outstanding episodes of the martyrdom of the 40 
Martyrs, and the quoting of some of the words they uttered at the gallows, are 
sufficient to show what was the ultimate reasons for their death and, at the same 
time, the sublimely Christian state of mind of these heroes of the faith. 

 

POPE PAUL'S HOMILY AT THE CANONIZATION 

On Sunday, October 25th, 1970, thousands of pilgrims from England and Wales 
were present in St. Peter's for the Canonization of the 40 Martyrs of England and 
Wales. After the Gospel the Holy Father delivered the following homily. He began in 
English, continued in Italian, and reverted into English for the conclusion. 

“We extend our greeting first of all to our venerable brother Cardinal John 
Carmel Heenan, Archbishop of Westminster, who is present here today. Together 
with him we greet our brother bishops of England and Wales and of all the other 
countries, those who have come here for this great ceremony. We extend our 
greeting also to the English priests, religious, students and faithful. We are filled 
with joy and happiness to have them near us today; for us they represent all 
English Catholics scattered throughout the world. Thanks to them we are 
celebrating Christ's glory made manifest in the holy Martyrs, whom we have 
just canonized, with such keen and brotherly feelings that we are able to 
experience in a very special spiritual way the mystery of the oneness and love of 
the Church. We offer you our greetings, brothers, sons and daughters; we 
thank you and we bless you. 

Welcome to Anglican and Other Representatives 

While we are particularly pleased to note the presence of the official 
representative of the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Reverend Doctor Harry 
Smythe, we also extend our respectful and affectionate greeting to all the 
members of the Anglican Church who have likewise come to take part in this 
ceremony. We indeed feel very close to them. We would like them to read in 
our heart the humility, the gratitude and the hope with which we welcome them. 
We wish also to greet the authorities and those personages who have come here to 
represent Great Britain, and together with them all the other representatives of 



CANISIUS PRESS - 40 ENGLISH AND WELSH MARTYRS  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 7 of 19 

other countries and other religions. With all our heart we welcome them, as we 
celebrate the freedom and the fortitude of men who had, at the same time, 
spiritual faith and loyal respect for the sovereignty of civil society. 

The solemn canonization of the 40 Martyrs of England and Wales that we have 
just carried out, gives us the welcome opportunity to speak to you, though briefly, 
on the significance of their existence, and on the importance that their lives and 
their deaths have had and continue to have not only for the Church in England 
and Wales but also for the Universal Church, for each of us and for every man 
of goodwill. 

We Need Saints 

Our times need Saints, and particularly the example of those who gave the 
supreme testimony of their love for Christ and his Church. "Greater love has no 
man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends" (Jn. 15, 13). These 
words of the Divine Master, which refer in the first instance to the sacrifice that 
He himself made on the cross, offering himself for the salvation of the whole of 
mankind, can also be applied to the great and elect host of martyrs of all times, 
from the first persecution of the new-born Church to those of our days, 
perhaps less overt, but equally cruel.  

The Church of Christ was born from the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross and she 
continues to grow and develop in virtue of the heroic love of her most authentic 
sons and daughters. "Semen est sanguis Christianorum" (Tertullianus, Apologetl-
cus, 50; P.L. 1, 534). Like the shedding of Christ's blood, so the martyrs' oblation 
of their lives becomes in virtue of their union with Christ's Sacrifice a source of 
life and spiritual fertility for the Church and for the whole world. "By martyrdom 
a disciple is transformed into an image of his Master, who freely accepted death 
on behalf of the world's salvation; he perfects that image even to the shedding of 
blood. The Church, therefore, considers martyrdom as an exceptional gift and as 
the highest proof of love" — the Constitution Lumen Gentium (No. 42) reminds 
us. 

A great deal has been said and written about that mysterious being, man: 
about the resources of his intellect, capable of penetrating the secrets of the 
universe and of subjugating material things, utilizing them for his own purposes; 
about the grandeur of the human spirit, manifested in the admirable works of 
science and art; about his nobility and his weakness; his triumphs and his 
wretchedness. But that which characterizes man, that which is the most 
intimate element in his being and his personality, is the capacity to love, to love 
to the end, to give himself with that love that is stronger than death and 
extends into eternity. 
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The martyrdom of Christians is the most sublime expression and sign of this 
love, not only because the martyr remains faithful to his love to the extent of 
shedding his blood, but also because this sacrifice is performed out of the loftiest 
and noblest love that can exist, namely love for Him who created and redeemed 
us, who loves us as only He can love, and expects from us a response of total and 
unconditioned donation, that is, a love worthy of our God.  

Sign of Love 

In its long and glorious history, Great Britain, island of saints, has given the 
world many men and women who loved God with this sincere, loyal love. For this 
reason we are glad to have been able today to number 40 other sons and 
daughters of this noble land among those that the Church publicly recognizes 
as Saints. By so doing she proposes them to the veneration of her faithful, in 
order, that the latter may draw a vivid example from their lives.  

To anyone who reads, moved and admiring, the records of their martyrdom, it is 
clear, we would like to say evident, that they are worthy emulators of the 
greatest martyrs of past times, owing to the great humility, fearlessness, 
simplicity and serenity with which they accepted their sentence and their death, 
nay, even more, with spiritual joy and an admirable and radiant charity.  

It is just this deep, spiritual attitude that brackets together and unites these 
men and women, who in other respects differed from one another in everything 
that can distinguish such a large group of persons, that is, age and sex, culture 
and education, state and social condition of life, character and temperament, 
natural and supernatural dispositions, the external circumstances of their 
existence. Among the 40 Holy Martyrs we have, in fact, secular and regular 
priests, religious of various Orders and of different rank, we have laymen of 
noble birth and of humble origins, we have women who were married and 
mothers of a family. What unites all of them is that spiritual attitude of 
unshakable loyalty to the call of God which asked them, as a response of love, 
for the sacrifice of their lives. 

And the martyrs' response was unanimous. "I cannot forbear to tell you again 
that I die for God and religion's sake" — St. Philip Evans said — "and I think 
myself so happy that if I had never so many lives, I would willingly give them all 
for so good a cause". 

Loyalty and Faithfulness 

And, like many others, St. Philip Howard, Earl of Arundel, also asserted: "I am 
sorry I have only one life to offer for this noble cause". And St. Margaret Clitherow 
expressed synthetically and with moving simplicity the meaning of her life and of 
her death: "I am dying for love of my Lord Jesus". "What a little thing this is, if 
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compared with the far crueller death that Christ suffered for me" — exclaimed St. 
Alban Roe. 

Like many of their fellow-countrymen who died in similar circumstances, these 
forty men and women of England and Wales wanted to be, and were until the end, 
loyal to their country which they loved with all their heart. They wanted to be, 
and were, faithful subjects of the Crown which they all — without any exception 
— recognized up to the moment of their death as the legitimate authority in 
everything pertaining to civil and political matters. But this was the drama of the 
lives of these Martyrs, namely, that their honest and sincere loyalty to the civil 
authority came into conflict with loyalty to God and with what, according to the 
dictates of their conscience illuminated by Catholic faith, they knew involved 
revealed truths, especially on the Holy Eucharist and on the inalienable 
prerogatives of Peter's successor who is, by God's will, the universal Pastor of the 
Church of Christ. 

Placed before the choice of remaining faithful to their faith and therefore dying 
for it, or saving their lives by denying their faith, they rallied to God without a 
moment's hesitation and with a really supernatural strength, and joyfully faced 
martyrdom. But so great was their spirit, so noble were their sentiments, so 
Christian was the inspiration of their lives that many of them died praying for their 
beloved country, for the King or for the Queen, and even for those who had been 
directly responsible for their capture, tortures and the ignominious circumstances of 
their atrocious death. 

The last words and the last prayer of St. John Plessington were, in fact, as follows: 
"God bless the King and the royal family and grant His Majesty a prosperous reign 
here, and a crown of glory hereafter. God grant peace to the subjects and that 
they live and die in true faith, hope and charity".  

Industry and Sacrifice 

Thus St. Alban Roe, just before he was hanged, prayed: "Forgive me, my God, 
my countless offences, as I forgive my persecutors"; and, like him, St. Thomas 
Garnet who — after naming individually and forgiving those who had betrayed, 
arrested, and condemned him — besought God: "May all attain salvation and 
with me reach Heaven". 

On reading the records of their martyrdom and meditating on the rich material 
collected so carefully on the historical circumstances of their lives and their 
martyrdom, we are struck above all by that which shines forth unmistakably and 
luminously in their lives. By this very nature, this is such as to transcend the 
centuries, and therefore is always fully relevant and, particularly in our days, of 
vital importance. We are referring to the fact that these heroic sons and 
daughters of England and Wales took their faith really seriously. This means 
that they accepted it as the only norm of life and of their whole conduct, a norm 
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from which they received great serenity and deep spiritual joy. With a freshness 
and spontaneity not lacking in humour, that precious gift characteristic of their 
people, with an attachment to their duty averse from all ostentation, and with 
the sincerity typical of those who live with deep and well-rooted convictions, 
these Martyr Saints are a radiant example of the Christian who really lives his 
baptismal consecration, and grows in that life that was given to him in the 
sacrament of initiation and strengthened in that of confirmation. In this way 
religion is not a marginal factor for him, but the very essence of all his being and 
acting, so that divine charity becomes the inspiring, active and operating force of 
an existence straining towards the union of love with God and with all men of 
goodwill, which will find its fullness in eternity. 

Today's Need 

The Church and the world of today greatly need such men and women, from 
all walks of life, priests, religious and laymen. Only persons of such stature and 
such holiness will be able to change our tormented world and restore to it, to-
gether with peace, that spiritual and truly Christian orientation for which every 
man longs at heart — even sometimes without being aware of it — and which we 
all need so much. 

May our gratitude rise to God for having, in his providential goodness, raised 
up these Holy Martyrs. Their industry and sacrifice have contributed to the 
preservation of the Catholic faith in England and Wales.  

May the Lord continue to raise up in the Church laymen, religious and priests 
who are worthy emulators of these heralds of the faith. 

May God grant, in his love, that centres of study, formation and prayer may 
flourish and develop today, too, to prepare, in today's conditions, holy priests and 
missionaries. Such were, in those times, the Venerable Colleges of Rome and 
Valladolid and the glorious Seminaries of St. Omer and Doual from the ranks of 
which many of the Forty Martyrs came. One of them, a great personality, St. 
Edmund Campion, said: "This Church will never weaken as long as there are 
priests and pastors to attend to their flock".  

May the Lord grant us the grace that, in these times of growing religious 
indifferentism and theoretical and practical materialism, the example and 
intercession of the Forty Holy Martyrs may encourage us in faith and 
strengthen our authentic love for God, for his Church and for all men. 

Healing the wound 

May the blood of these Martyrs be able to heal the great wound inflicted upon 
God's Church by reason of the separation of the Anglican Church from the Catholic 
Church. Is it not one — these Martyrs say to us — the Church founded by Christ? Is 
not this their witness? Their devotion to their nation gives us the assurance that on 
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the day when — God willing — the unity of the faith and of Christian life is 
restored, no offence will be inflicted on the honour and sovereignty of a great 
country such as England. There will be no seeking to lessen the legitimate prestige 
and the worthy patrimony of piety and usage proper to the Anglican Church when 
the Roman Catholic Church — this humble "Servant of the Servants of God" — is 
able to embrace her ever beloved Sister in the one authentic communion of the 
family of Christ: a communion of Origin and of faith, a communion of priesthood and 
of rule, a communion of the Saints in the freedom and love of the Spirit of Jesus. 

Perhaps we shall have to go on, waiting and watching in prayer, in order to 
deserve that blessed day. But already we are strengthened in this hope by the 
heavenly friendship of the Forty Martyrs of England and Wales who are canonized 
today. Amen.” 

 

REASONS FOR REJOICING 

John Cardinal Wright, Prefect of Congregation of the Clergy  

Every devout Catholic, I dare say everyone who claims the name of Christian or 
who senses the dignity of what it is to be a conscientious person of whatever 
integral commitment, rejoices in the news from Rome in this season of the 
canonization of the forty English and Welsh martyrs. 

There are inevitable shadings in the reasons for rejoicing with respect to 
canonizations. Such is the case when a mere girl is canonized, like Maria Goretti. Such 
is the case in the canonization of saints from the Third World, from nations or tribes 
which, in our limited vision, we sometimes see as beyond the frontiers of what, for 
cultural rather than theological reasons, we have tended to think of as the 
Christian world. Such is the case when a great social worker is canonized, or a 
saint who happens to be a surpassing scholar (or vice versa), or a witness to a 
special virtue seemingly more relevant and more "popular" in centuries gone by and 
lands afar. 

So too, in the case of the forty English and Welsh martyrs. The reasons for 
rejoicing in their canonization are nuanced and not without differences. 

Salute to Courage 

There are not a few who rejoice that the Holy See, without compromising its 
ecumenical aspirations and proper spirit of openness to new hopes and directions 
among all Christians, has acted with what appears to them to be a certain 
boldness, not to say defiance of the mood of the hour, in proclaiming the special 
excellence of these men and women who dared to be different, refusing to conform 
with the demands of the hour and the expectations of what turned out to be the 
"majority". 



CANISIUS PRESS - 40 ENGLISH AND WELSH MARTYRS  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 12 of 19 

There is, in fact, small reason for special rejoicing under this heading. If the 
Holy See were to be forgetful of those who bore such historic witness to that See 
and to all the premises on which it rests, she would be forgetful of the very 
promises of Christ by which she is sustained and her special mission to proclaim 
and to praise fidelity to those promises in order to raise up new future good 
servants of the King or the community, to be sure, but of Christ and His Kingdom 
first. 

Salute to Conscience 

Some rejoice in the canonization because they see in it, very properly, a salute by 
the Universal Church to the lonely place of a right conscience in the midst of the 
tumult of disputations and the chaos of changing times, cultures and moral codes. 
Many — I confess to be among these — rejoice in the simultaneous canonization 
of a litany of martyrs which includes laymen and clergy, men and women, priests 
diocesan and religious, aristocrats and simple folk, in a word, a cross-section of 
representatives of all who constitute the strength and the variety of a land that 
speaks our English tongue. 

Some, more narrowly, may take particular delight precisely in the fact that 
these saints are English, "some of our own, at last!". 

Tribute to Faith 

Our Holy Father, Pope Paul, has given his own reasons for rejoicing in an address 
to the College of Cardinals May 18, 1970. He speaks of his "great joy" and "own 
wish" as he reports the unanimous petition of the Consistory to salute as saints the 
martyrs of England and Wales whose canonization he then fixed for October 25. He 
then sets forth the special reasons for his joy and his wish, as well as for the 
"highly appropriate" timing of the canonization. He sees in their recognition "a most 
effective way of promoting the good of the Church, at a time when she is making 
every endeavour to bring back unity to all Christians, and to maintain and 
strengthen those common human and Christian values whose existence is being 
threatened by the encroachments of materialism". 

He reveals that he is not unmindful of the argument that these martyrs died in 
times of a confusion and a spirit perhaps different to those in our own day and he 
repudiates any intention of opening up old wounds or adding to the bewilderment of 
our times by recalling controversies now dormant, at least, and even, please God, 
dead. Nonetheless, putting fully aside the rancor of the past and its memories of 
sorrow, the Holy Father insists that the present canonizations are filled with 
lessons for the future: 

“First of all, they are a shining example of that genuine faith, which will have 
nothing to do with ambiguity or false compromise in whatever is held as sacred: a 
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faith that is never afraid to declare its convictions. Such a faith is a necessary 
condition of all true and fruitful ecumenical dialogue.” 

 Examples of Charity 

"At the same time, these Martyrs are especially noteworthy as examples of true 
Christian charity towards those who do not profess the same Christian faith. In an 
age when religious controversy stirred up so much hatred, it is most heart-warming 
to notice that such attitudes are completely foreign to these heroes of the Christian 
faith. Rather the reverse, as the acts of their martyrdom witness: many of them 
showed themselves as only toe ready to surrender their lives with the greatest 
willingness for the spiritual welfare of their fellow-countrymen. 

"Finally, we cannot pass over in silence the fact that this canonization is most 
opportune for another reason, and it is this. Today, materialistic and naturalistic 
philosophies of life are gaining ground and are threatening to deprive us of the 
spiritual heritage of our civilization. These blessed Martyrs, who did not hesitate 
to sacrifice their very lives in obedience -to the clear voice of conscience and the will 
of God, are a glowing testimony to human dignity and liberty. And their witness is 
all the more precious since it comes from a group of men and women representing 
so many different walks of life". 

Considerations, perhaps, of personal delicacy and official reserve may have 
suggested to the Holy Father that he abstain from explicit exposition of the 
substance, content and precise point of the "precious witness" to which these so 
many and different English and Welsh martyrs gave their love, their example and 
their lives. That witness was to the claims of the Holy Father himself, the special 
Primacy of Peter and His Successors, the unique place in the Universal Church 'of 
the Apostolic See of Rome. Unless this be clear in all considerations of the case, the 
story is without point and the witness unto martyrdom is in vain. The forty 
martyrs whose memory rejoices us in these occasionally melancholy times are 
witnesses to the Romanita, properly understood and never to be downgraded, of 
authentic Catholicism in England. That Romanita dates from England's own 
Augustine. It is proclaimed in the patronage of so many of her Cathedrals, 
monasteries, religious institutions. Its presence, often forgotten but never 
destroyed, abides in some of England's proudest traditions and happiest phrases: 
Defender of the Faith is only one. 

Ties with Rome 

There are, therefore, those of us who particularly rejoice in the present 
canonizations because they reaffirm, dramatically and unforgettably, the ties with 
Rome and with the Bishops of Rome which have never ceased to characterize, with 
a fervour rarely found elsewhere, the Catholicism of England. Those ties are not 
political nor, except in certain humanistic elements, merely cultural. They do not 
reveal themselves only in exuberant proclamations From out of the Flaminian Gate or 
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in prophetic hopes of a Second Spring of Catholicism in England, dismissed by the 
unthinking as romantic, poetic gestures. They, are not inconsistent with any of 
the essential elements of the native English genius; quite the contrary. They are 
summed up in the word Romanita, not as it is mocked in contemporary cocktail 
discussions of theology, but as it was profoundly operative in the witness of the 
English martyrs and remains operative in English Catholicism's loyalty to the Roman 
Magisterium as well as its own traditions of Catholic faith. 

Heroic Priesthood 

I venture to add a further perhaps official but also, I feel, deeply personal reason 
for rejoicing in these canonizations. That reason derives from the nature of the post 
it is my privilege to hold as Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy and from the 
fact that I am a priest. The priests in the list of the newly canonized martyrs are, 
like Thomas More, men for all seasons. They are, unmistakably, men for our own 
times. In the midst of the grimness and lack-luster standardization of our society in 
so many of its aspects, they strike a note of joy, urbanity, humanism, hope, 
unconquerable faith and conquering love. They represent the English priesthood at its 
best, which, for me, has meant, since first I came to know English priests over 
thirty years ago, the Catholic priesthood in its finest expression. In this alone I find 
ample reason for rejoicing in the recent Roman ceremonies. 

 

PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS  

Even before the rehearing of the Cause, many reports of favours and apparently 
miraculous cures attributed to the intercession of our Blessed Martyrs, had come 
to the knowledge of the Catholic Hierarchy of England and Wales, which hastened to 
inform the competent Roman Authorities. 

From the time when the Cause of the 40 Blessed Martyrs was reopened, the 
ecclesiastical Hierarchy called for a prayer campaign in all English dioceses. Its most 
outstanding manifestations were various pilgrimages to the shrines of the Martyrs, 
diocesan and interdiocesan rallies, and particularly "Martyrs' Sunday", the yearly-
celebration of the memory of these Martyrs by all dioceses and parishes. 

Question of Miracles 

As a result of the intensification of the devotion of the faithful and their prayers, a 
good many events took place which looked like miracles. Sufficient data were 
collected about them to induce the Archbishop of Westminster, then Cardinal 
William Godfrey, to send a description of 24 seemingly miraculous cases to the 
Sacred Congregation. 

The most striking of these and of the others that continued to be notified to the 
Postulation were first examined with special care by doctors of high repute. On the 
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basis of their answers, two cases were chosen and the usual Apostolic Proceedings 
were instituted, and the acts were sent to the Sacred Congregation of Rites in Rome. 

In the meantime requests and pleas continued to arrive for the canonization of 
the 40 blessed Martyrs of England and Wales as soon as possible. His Holiness Paul 
VI, duly informed about the extremely favourable outcome of the discussion of the 
Medical Council regarding one of the two above-mentioned cases, and keeping in 
mind the fact that the blessed Thomas More and John Fisher, belonging to the 
same group of Martyrs, had been canonized with a dispensation from miracles, 
considered that it was possible to proceed with the Canonization on the basis of 
this one miracle, after further discussions at the S. Congregation for the Causes 
of Saints had taken place. 

The same S. Congregation, having issued the special Decree on July 30th, 1969, 
proceeded with the examination of the miracle that is, the cure of a young mother 
affected with a malignant tumour (fibrosarcoma) in the left scapula, a cure which 
the Medical Council had judged gradual, perfect, constant and un- accountable on 
the natural plane. 

After due assessment of the case and the usual discussions within the S. 
Congregation for the Causes of Saints, which concluded with an extremely favourable 
result on May 4th, 1970, his Holiness Paul VI confirmed the preternatural character 
of this cure brought about by God at the intercession of the 40 blessed Martyrs of 
England and Wales. 

From the point of view of canonical procedure, the way was now open for solemn 
Canonization if the Sovereign Pontiff so decided. 

Opportuneness of the Canonization 

There still remained another problem, however, which had been carefully taken 
into account by the Postulation right from the beginning, but which now had to be 
solved on the basis of another thorough study, that is, the problem of the 
opportuneness of this Canonization. While in fact the vast majority of English 
Catholics — Bishops, clergy and laity — thorough study, that is, the problem of 
faith to be raised to the honours of the altar, some voices had been raised in 
repeated circumstances to say that canonization of these Martyrs might be in-
opportune for ecumenical reasons. 

In more recent times — November 1969 — the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. 
Ramsey, had expressed his apprehension that this Canonization might rekindle 
animosity and polemics detriment to the ecumenical spirit that has characterized 
the efforts of the Churches recently. But the reaction of the press, lay, Anglican 
and Catholic, showed clearly that this concern, though shared by some Anglicans and 
Catholics, did not correspond to the view or the vast majority. Many people, in fact, 
both Anglicans and Catholics, were aware of the fact that, right from the 
beginning of the re-opening of the Cause, the policy of its Promoters had been 
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characterized by an extremely serene and ecumenical note; what is more, they 
realized the positive repercussions it offers just in this field if it is presented in this 
very spirit. 

Right from the first announcement of the Re-opening of the Cause of the 40 
Martyrs, decreed by Pope John XXIII on 24 May 1961, the Hierarchy of England and 
Wales let it be clearly understood that nothing was further from the intentions of 
the Bishops than to stir up bad feelings and quarrels of the past.  

The aim of the Postulator General, Paolo Molinari S.J. and his collaborators James 
Walsh S.J., Philip Caraman S.J. and Clement Tigar S.J., while they were carrying out 
the historical research and investigation, was to ensure that the Cause would be 
presented in an authentically ecumenical way. 

For this reason the Postulator General, always working in close contact with the 
authorities of the S. Congregation that deals with the Causes of Saints and in 
agreement with the Hierarchy of England and Wales, asked Cardinal Agostino Bea, 
then President of the Secretariat for the Union of Christians, to act as the Cardinal 
Ponents of the Cause. Aware of its ecumenical significance, he sustained, promoted 
and encouraged its course until he died. After his death the Secretariat itself con-
tinued to follow attentively the individual phases of the Cause and not only did not 
find any contrary motive but collaborated skilfully to ensure that the approach would 
benefit the ecumenical cause, instead of hampering it. 

The vast majority of people understood all this. The most authoritative voice in 
this sense was that of the British Council of Churches, which made a public 
declaration on the matter on December 17th, 1969. Not only does it recognize the 
importance for the Catholic Church to venerate its Martyrs, to whom the survival 
of the Catholic Church in England and Wales is essentially due, but it also 
expressed satisfaction that the various Christian denominations are united today 
in recognizing the tradition of the Martyrs as a common element from which we 
must all draw strength, disregarding denominational frontiers.  

Quite a few authoritative persons — including several Anglican Bishops — 
keeping in mind and appreciating the actions of considerable ecumenical value 
of Pope Paul VI on various occasions — expressed the view and the hope that the 
Canonization of the 40 Martyrs might be an opportunity for the members of 
other Christian denominations to make a positive gesture that would further the 
cause of union, by joining in the admiration of Catholics for these Martyrs. 

Ecumenical Exchanges 

Some months before the Consistory, the General Postulation, as well as the 
Vice-Postulation, had charged specialized agencies with following the whole 
national and provincial press of England and Wales, together with the 
European and American press, and sending it constantly everything that was 
published in connection with the Cause. At the same time it redoubled its efforts 
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to obtain the widest and most accurate information not only on the attitude of 
English and Welsh Catholics, but above all on that of the Anglicans, with many of 
whose best qualified representatives there had long existed relations marked 
by sincere and brotherly frankness and a genuine spirit of mutual understanding 
and collaboration. The Hierarchy of England and Wales, in its turn, and in the first 
place Card. Godfrey's successor, His Eminence Card. Heenan, Vice-President of the 
Secretariat for the Union of Christians, made a point of establishing and 
maintaining exchanges of views with the competent authorities of the various 
Christian denominations in their country. 

On the basis of this huge mass of material it was established beyond all shadow 
of doubt that at least 85 per cent of what had been printed in England and 
Wales, both on the Catholic and the non-Catholic side, far from being 
unfavourable to the Cause, was clearly in favour of it or at least showed great 
understanding tor the opportuneness of the canonization. This applies to 
publications such as "Church Times", or the "Church of England Newspaper" and 
the most widely read English national papers such as "The Times", "The Guardian", 
"The Economist", "The Spectator", "The Daily Telegraph", "The Sunday Times" and 
many others. 

On the other hand some foreign publications — including some well-known papers 
of protest — raised difficulties. It was at once clear, however, that these were based 
on insufficient knowledge of the complicated historical situation in which the Martyrs 
sacrificed their lives, and, to an even-greater degree, of the present ecumenical 
situation in England. The latter calls for at least a minimum of concrete knowledge 
and cannot easily be understood by those who do not take the trouble to study it 
thoroughly. Of course, everything possible has been done, by means of press 
conferences and other opportune methods, to eliminate this type of 
misunderstanding, generally most successfully. 

A serious, serene and objective study of the whole situation led to the 
conclusion, therefore, that besides the numerous reasons clearly in favour of the 
canonization of the 40 blessed Martyrs, there were no real ecumenical objections 
to it, on the contrary the canonization offered considerable advantages also from 
the genuinely ecumenical point of view. 

 

FORTY MARTYRS AND CHRISTIAN UNITY  

In his address to the faithful gathered for the Sunday Angelus in St. Peter's Square 
on October 25th, 1970, Pope Paul referred to the martyrs of England and Wales 
who had been canonized earlier that morning. 
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“Today we have the consolation of recommending for veneration and imitation 
the Forty Martyrs of England and Wales. Like their great predecessors Saints 
John Fisher and Thomas More these were put to death on account of the 
schism imposed on the English Church during the 16th and 17th centuries. We 
have canonized them, that is, proclaimed them Saints after long and careful 
study. 

We have proclaimed them Martyrs because they sacrificed their lives with 
perfect awareness and courage, after atrocious tortures, for their faith in the 
traditional Catholic doctrine professed in the preceding centuries. They were 
especially confessing their fidelity to the divine constitution of the Church, of 
which Christ made Peter and his successors the Head and Universal Pastor. 

 They are martyrs and saints for having testified at the cost of their lives to 
this hierarchical and unitary structure of the Church. While being perfectly 
respectful of the civil power in its proper sphere, this structure remains free in 
the spiritual sphere. It depends only on the legitimate power of the Bishops and 
the supreme power of the Pope. Consequently, these men and women are 
martyrs for the unity and liberty of the Church. 

That the sons of a great nation such as Britain should have given to history and 
the world such serene, frank and heroic testimony is a fact that fills Us with sincere 
admiration and ecumenical hope. We feel an increasing obligation to fulfil in 
humility and fraternity Our duty of guarding, promoting and working for Catholic 
communion. Our trust in the future reunification of the separated members of the 
Mystical Body of Christ is a growing one, for we know that in heaven we have allies 
who are such great representatives of the cause of unity and peace among all 
Christians. These new saints deserve to be known and honoured. Some of them 
came from the English College in Rome, and their aid should be invoked for such a 
great and truly evangelical cause as the unity of the Church of Christ. 

May Mary, Queen of Martyrs, be our example of faith, strength and unity.” 

 

THE POPE'S FINAL WORD  

On Monday, October 26th, the Holy Father received in audience in the Courtyard 
of St. Damasus the thousands of English and Welsh pilgrims who had come to Rome 
for the Canonization. 

He addressed them in these words:  

  “Dear sons and daughters from England and Wales: Once again we are 
pleased to tell you how happy we are to have you with us. We know that 
your joy is great in these days and that you are proud of your newly-canonized 
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Martyrs. They have indeed brought honour to your people as well as to the 
Church. 

Our thoughts are still dwelling on the splendid event of yesterday. We are 
grateful in a special way to the choir for the part it played in the ceremony with 
dignity and competence. We are particularly happy also to have had such a fine 
representation of the religious orders from which some of the new saints came, 
and to have seen so many of our beloved priest sons from Great Britain.  

It is our prayer that the canonization will be for you all a source of grace: that 
you will take the occasion to renew your faith and again dedicate your lives in the 
love of Christ and of his Church. We pray also that the inspiration of these holy 
Martyrs will encourage you to hold fast to the authentic values for which they 
died. 

Through you we send our greeting to your beloved land into your homes and 
churches, into your seminaries and religious communities, into your schools, 
hospitals and other institutions — to all those (who love us in the faith) (Titus 
3:15). 

To all of you goes our special Apostolic Blessing.” 


