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N
ot all members of the
College will be aware that
Caius was once a famous
nest of ‘recusants’ – Roman
Catholics who refused to

accept the Elizabethan Settlement of 1559
and attend Anglican services. In his
Biographical History of the College, John
Venn writes: ‘If the reader will glance at the
entries during the fifteen years or so,
centreing about 1580, he will be struck by
the remarkable proportion of the students
who were open or concealed Catholics from
the first, or who, as converts, joined the
Romish church during their stay in college.
I must confess that I was startled by the fact
that whereas our college does not seem to
have furnished a single martyr during the
reigns of Henry and Mary, no less than four
or five of our students suffered death for
their opinions under Elizabeth and James,
and at least a dozen underwent
imprisonment, or had to take refuge in flight,
or to seek concealment for a time…’

It was reading Venn that kindled my own
interest in the Caius martyrs and the
persistence of clandestine Roman
Catholicism in the College under both John
Caius and his appointed successor, Dr Legge.
I, too, was startled at the quite remarkable
proportion of students of the College
officially described as ‘popish recusants.’ In
the late 1570s these seem to have amounted
to about a quarter of the total intake. Given
that it was in one’s interest to conceal one’s
attachment to the old faith, it is possible
that the actual proportion of Catholic
sympathisers was even higher.

Both Caius and Legge were suspected of
sympathy (at least) with recusancy, and of
harbouring papists within the College –
hence the notorious occasion on which the
Puritan-minded Fellows, encouraged by the
Vice-Chancellor, invaded the Master’s Lodge,
seized mass books, vestments, precious
vessels and other treasures which Caius had
preserved, made a bonfire of them and
(allegedly) danced around it. Caius resigned
the Mastership soon afterwards.

It was a tragic period for the College. You
read of Catholics who gathered secretly
together to debate anxiously whether it was
right for them to ‘dissemble’ their faith –
presumably by attending Chapel. You find
one of them accused to his Tutor of ‘reading
popish prayers’ at the bedside of a dying
undergraduate, John Huddleston, and of his
having brought ‘wax candles and a red cloth’
into his chamber after he died. Another was
denounced because ‘a silver and gilt crucifix’
was seen about his neck as he lay in bed.

Yet a reckless forthrightness sometimes
overcame the secrecy that necessarily went
with persecution. The same student who
prayed with Huddleston wrote verses in

– perhaps impossible – for us to recapture an
atmosphere in which such secrecy, suspicion,
dissembling – and heroism, were part of
college life. In these ecumenical times it is
perhaps still harder to understand why so
many Caians went abroad, returned, were
banished and returned again to risk a hideous

death simply in order to say the mass.
Yet it is these ecumenical times that

made it possible to hold a Roman Catholic
High Mass and commemoration of the
martyrs in the Chapel on 7 June 2007. The
mass was according to the Tridentine rite –
the one which these priests would have
celebrated. The Catholic Chaplain to the
University celebrated the mass, and preached
a memorable sermon on martyrdom as
witnessing to ‘a truth so overriding that it
demands the stand of last resort’ – a motive
as much of Protestant as of Catholic martyrs.
The Caian martyrs, however, died for the
visible unity of the Church, believing that
‘separation from the Church meant
separation from Christ.’

At the end of the mass, the
Commemoration was led by the Master and
the Dean. Invoking the four Caian martyrs by
name, the Dean read from the Book of
Wisdom: ‘As gold in a furnace he hath proved
them, and as a victim of a holocaust he hath
received them, and in time there shall be
respect had to them.’

Once a Caian...

praise of popery. Another, Anselm St Quintin,
‘did openly call the Dean of St Paul’s an
heretic.’ Very many of the ‘popish recusants’
were under the care of an undoubted papist,
Dr Swale, Tutor and President of the College.
At the time students virtually lived with their
Tutor, and so Dr Swale and his flock must
have formed something of a self-sufficient
community. Other recusants lived with Dr
Legge.

Many of our students of the 1580s
became Jesuits and Seminary priests, at a
time when either to be or to harbour a priest
was high treason, for which the penalty was
hanging, drawing and quartering. A Caian
became head of the Jesuits in England, and
another the Rector of the College at
Valladolid. Five were certainly executed.
One was John Ballard, convicted for his
leading role in the Babington plot to
assassinate Elizabeth. (It was the discovery of
this plot that led directly to the execution of
Mary Queen of Scots.) One priest was
pardoned on the scaffold (probably for
recanting in the face of the horrors of
hanging, drawing and quartering.) Another
escaped from prison to the English College in
Rome. There can be no doubt that the Bull of
Pius V excommunicating Elizabeth and
absolving her subjects of allegiance to her
was fatal to them. Virtually all condemned
priests were asked on the scaffold whether
they were loyal to the Queen. All insisted
that they were. Asked to reconcile that
proclaimed loyalty with the Pope’s decree, it
was impossible that any could find a
convincing answer.

There were four others whose only crime
was saying mass and administering the
sacraments to their English flock: William
Deane, John Hewitt, John Fingley (appointed
butler by Dr Legge), and Francis Montfort. Of
William Deane, Bishop Challoner writes that
he was a man of ‘exceptional gravity and
learning’ and that when he came to the place
of execution, he began to speak of the cause
for which he and his companions were
condemned: but his guards stopped his
mouth “in such a violent manner, that they
were like to have prevented the hangman of
his wages.” Deane and Hewitt were beatified
in 1929, and Fingley in 1987.

It was indeed a tragic period. It is difficult
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Professor David Abulafia (1974), Professor Anthony Edwards (1968) and
Professor John Mollon (1996) (obscured).

The Precentor, Dr Geoffrey Webber (1989), conducting the choir.

Celebrating the Roman Catholic High Mass in the Caius Chapel.

“Many of our students of the 1580s
became Jesuits and Seminary

priests, at a time when either to
be or to harbour a priest was high

treason, for which the penalty was
hanging, drawing and quartering.”
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