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The sisters who have lived at The Priory for the last fifty years 
belong to a Congregation which bears the name of  
‘Sisters of the Sacred Heart’, to which title was added ‘St Aubin’ as  
this is the name of the village in Normandy where the order was  
founded in November 1818 by Genevieve Freret (1791-1856).   
She was born physically handicapped, as she was deprived  
of her right arm but to compensate she was endowed with a brilliant mind, a generous 
temperament and a sensitiveness towards others. Her physical disability meant that a 
community of religious sisters in Rouen would not accept her as a candidate for religious 
life unless she agreed to work in the interior of the community and wear an artificial arm.  
As she already led an active life, it did not feel to her that it was the place for her. 

 
Encouraged by her parish priest l’Abbé Guillaume 
Lefebvre and supported by her parents, she began a class 
for children in a shed on a farm owned by her father and, 
as she was soon joined by others wanting to follow her 
example, made a place to live in an old abandoned kiln 
there.  The intention was to educate the poor children of 
the local and neighbouring parishes.  After school their 
attention was turned to the sick and needy of these 
country parishes. 

 
The Congregation is apostolic and of diocesan right so is under the authority of local 
bishops, rather than that of the Pope.  Its spirituality is that of St Ignatius of Loyola.  The 
sisters desire is to follow Christ poor, with Mary servant, by a simple life, available to 
others, and “finding God in all things”.  Their mission is to communicate to others the 
same love by which they are loved and to, through empathy and compassion, be open 
and accessible to all people. 

By 1880, the Congregation consisted of 800 sisters but in 
1901 the French Government ordered each religious 
order to apply for legal authorisation and no member of 
an unauthorised order was permitted to teach.  The law 
was applied ruthlessly, and religious orders found it very 
difficult to gain legal authorisation. By 1903 over 14,000 
schools run by unauthorised orders, including those of 
the Congregation, were taken over to be run on a non-
religious basis.  All the property of the Congregation was 
confiscated and the sisters at the Mother House could 
hear their possessions being auctioned in their farmyard 
as they were singing office in the Chapel. 

   Although having to accept secularisation, some sisters  
  remained as seemingly lay teachers in their schools until  
  too elderly to continue and then returned to the Mother  
  House. 



Income was practically non-existent, and the Congregation relied on gifts from friends 
and casual work undertaken by the sisters in order to live.  The charitable work that they 
undertook brought no income.  Gradually the hand of the law grew lighter and the 
sisters, mainly in communities of three, were able to undertake parish work mostly in 
villages.  One sister would be trained to give injections and visit the sick and two others 
for teaching catechetics and other parish tasks. 
 

The law had also meant that all novices had to be  
sent away in 1901.  It was not until 1915 that novices 
were once more accepted and then only in secrecy.    
By 1928, the number of sisters had risen again to  
nearly 200.  Numerous attempts were made to  
establish legal status but none were successful until  
21st September 1972.  Then as the Congregation  
had regained the right to own property, the Mother House, where the community had 
been allowed to continue to live since 1901, was returned to their possession.   
 

At the time of the persecution, in order to be able to continue educating freely, and in 
their own property, if the persecution continued, the idea of an establishment abroad 
was considered.   On 28th December 1904, after a stay in Wandsworth, the sisters moved 
into an empty house in Barnes, London.  The house was in a deplorable state of neglect 
and dilapidation.  In February 1905 a school was opened in a greenhouse with two pupils 
and Mass was celebrated for the first time in the Convent.   As none of the sisters spoke 
English fluently, a lady was found to do the teaching and the sisters sat in on the lessons 
so as to learn English from all three.  A school building was completed in 1907 and this  
    included a room for, as long  
    as needed, boarders from 
    France as well as classrooms 
    for the growing day school.  
    The day school flourished  
    and was still flourishing in  
    1967 when the Archbishop  
    of Southwark wanted a  
Voluntary Aided Catholic Primary School in Barnes. The sisters  
were asked for their premises but only reluctantly agreed to sell.   
 

Sister Imelda OP, Vicaress of All Souls Priory in Headington saw, in the correspondence of 
the Council of Major Superiors, that new premises were urgently being sought by the 
community in Barnes.  She sent a letter to the sisters in Barnes in which she wrote ‘As it 
happens, our Priory is in process of being closed, so in all likelihood will be up for sale 
soon and we are anxious that it should come into the hands of a religious community 
who would still have daily Mass, and perhaps keep up the Mass Intentions for those killed 
in the two World Wars for which the Priory was founded.’ This was the beginning of a 
correspondence that continued even after the Dominicans moved, and the letters 
express the support and concern shown by both communities experiencing the same 
stress of moving.  A letter, written by Sister Imelda OP on 31st October 1967, just after 



the Dominicans had left, says ‘I hope you are able to get down to Headington now and 
that things are going well.  I am so sorry I left many rooms in such a mess.  I should have 
liked to stay and tidy up but was embarrassed with the large number of neighbours 
gathering in the yard to see us off – who had already waited at least an hour.’  The letter 
continues with three pages of apologies about what was not cleared up, explanations of 
what was left behind which might be useful, where to find the telephone numbers of 
‘satisfactory firms with which we have dealt’ and the name of someone who would act as 
a chauffeur.   It finishes with ‘This is a lovely convent (St Catherine of Sienna, Drogheda, 
Ireland) and I am very happy here so is Sister Theresa Mary (the other sister).  I am 
learning to bake and cut the altar breads.’  Another, Sister Mary Magdalene wrote 
showing great concern about Sister Augustine who had been taken ill during a visit to see 
what was to be her new home in Headington.  She wrote ‘I think so much about Sister St 
Augustine and you all in your anxiety’.  

Visits were made to both Headington and Birmingham by Monsignor Pailler (Archbishop 
of Rouen), the superiors from France and the sisters from Barnes.   A request was made 
to Archbishop Dwyer to allow the sisters to move into the Archdiocese of Birmingham.  It 
stated that the work that they proposed to do would be: 

1. To open a Hostel for University students. 
2. To obtain teaching posts for our Sisters in nearby schools. 
3. To nurse the sick privately in their own homes. 
4. To coach pupils privately. 
5. To offer Religious Instruction for those attending non-Catholic schools.  

The Dominican Sisters conveyed a message of welcome from the Friends of Old 
Headington to the sisters about to move from Barnes. 

The sisters left Barnes in late July 1968 for the house that they had brought from the 
enclosed Dominicans in Headington.   The sale of one property and the purchase of the 
other, which needed complete refurbishment, was only completed in October 1967.  The 
premises in Barnes had to be vacated by the end of July 1968 so many trips from Barnes 
to Headington were made during the year.  The arrival in Headington on 25th July 1968 
was to a far from ready house.   Once the school year was finished, everything in Barnes 
was packed in boxes and five of the nine sisters moving to Headington went to the 
Mother House for their retreat and then on holiday to their families.  Two others 
remained in the house in Barnes to oversee the moving of their possessions and two 
came to Headington to be there when the removal vans arrived.  As the house was not 
ready, their possessions had to be stored in a prefabricated building which had been 
completed as a classroom, all available space in the house and under plastic sheeting in 
the garden.  Canon McKenna, parish priest of Corpus Christi. who had been keen for the 
sisters to move into the parish, sent his young curate, Father Hanlon, and the youth 
group to help.  Unaware that the young man accompanying the youth group was a priest, 
the sisters had a surprise when he celebrated the Mass they attended next morning in 
Corpus Christi Church.  The rooms on the ground floor, including the kitchen, Chapel and 
refectory, were not ready for use until the late autumn.  A few bedrooms were habitable 
on those first few days, then the ones for all the sisters and finally, by September, those 
for a few pupils who were coming from Barnes for a year to complete their education.   



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When the house was ready, the sisters invited all the local people to visit the whole 
house.  Since 1922 ‘The Priory of All Saints and All Souls’ had been an enclosed convent 
with a turnstile arrangement, so parcels and food could be delivered without the sisters 
having contact with the outside world.    
The sisters immediately involved themselves not only in parish life but also in that of the 
local community whatever their faith or none.  Although the move had been hard, they 
found fulfilment in their new mission. 



In order of the year in which they died, these are the sisters who have made 
up the community at The Priory over the last fifty years. 

 

Sister Marguerite du Sacré-Cœur (1902 – 1973) 
Although she had lived in England since as early as 1935, Sister 
Marguerite’s English was limited.  As the cook in Barnes, she had 
remained within the community where it was natural for her to 
speak French.  Arriving in Headington, she had the initial challenge 
of cooking on just electric rings in a room on the top floor of the 
house which was serving as the dining room.  This cooking was 
supplemented with ready cooked chickens from the butcher’s 
shop over the road and fish and chips.  Her kitchen later became 
the centre of the house and she prepared meals not only the  

sisters but also the students.  Returning to France for the Annual Retreat in 1973, she was 
taken ill during the journey and died in France.  Sister Marguerite seems to have been 
camera shy as the only photos of her are from Barnes. 
 

Sister Teresa 1924 – 1977 
Sister Teresa had been headmistress of the school in Barnes  
at the time of its closure and had to face the challenge of  
finding a teaching post.  Her time in Headington was short 
but long enough to have an impact on the lives of many  
people. She was welcomed by the Sisters of Notre Dame  
in Woodstock Road to teach French in their High School, 
moving with them, in 1970 when the High School and  
Salesian College merged to become the Grammar  
Department of St Edmund Campion Secondary School.   
Finally, she became Deputy Headteacher of St John Bosco Middle School when the school 
system was reorganised from two to three-tier.  She held this post until her death from 
cancer in 1977.  Sister Teresa’s numerous activities were not confined to teaching.  Many 
were connected to her creativity which was perhaps linked to her Romany origins. Her 
ability to play the organ was in demand by various parish priests as well as the 
crematorium where she also created Easter Gardens.  As well as school productions such 
as ‘Joseph and his Technicolor Dream Coat’, she involved the young and old parishioners 
in a production of a Nativity Play in Corpus Christi Church and this was also the venue for 
her production of Noyes Fludde.  She ran a drama group for young people at The Priory, 
another for deaf and hearing at the Deaf Centre in the city centre and was involved in the 
Ecumenical Passion Play in Headington.  Her flower arranging in the Chapel in The Priory 
and in Corpus Christi Church were enhanced by flowers and greenery grown in the patch 
of garden she cultivated. Using her artistic ability, she produced oil paintings especially of 
mountains, embroidered hangings and other creations for sale at parish fetes and for 
Amnesty International.  Trained as an opera singer, she took part in fund raising concerts 
for the parish and Amnesty International.   She enjoyed folk masses so decided to extend 
her musical ability by attending guitar lessons. 



Sister Catherine 1896-1983 
Sister Catherine taught needlework in the school in  
Barnes.   After the move to Headington, as well as using her  
ability to sew by making things for sale to help the parish,  
she was the one who answered the door and welcomed  
people to the house.  Her happy smile and her strong  
Alsatian accent were well known in the village of Headington 
as she went to do the shopping each day and visited the  
local housebound in their homes.  Unfortunately, she  
developed Alzheimer’s and had to return to the Mother  
House in 1978. 
 
Sister Patrick 1908 – 1987 

Sister Patrick was born in the ‘Vale of Avoca’ 
in Ireland and said that she came to England 
to become a nun.  As she was living in 
Barnes, she knocked at the Convent door 
there to see if they took postulants. After 
entering the Congregation, she spent 
seventeen years at the Mother House in 
France as she wanted to work with the 
handicapped girls there.  This time included 
the years of the Second World War.  An 
English sister born in Paddington, London  
who was living near Paris at the same time  

was interred by the Germans but Sr Patrick, who did have a speech impediment and was 
Irish, lived without problem at the Mother House part  
of which was occupied by the Germans.  During her  
time in Barnes she was Sacristan, tended the garden  
and carried out household tasks within the Convent  
and school.  In Headington, she was again, Sacristan  
but, having fewer household tasks she was able to 
enjoy more time cultivating the garden.  Keen to be 
involved in all the many activities undertaken by the 
community, she was well known and integrated into 
parish life.  Her death in the John Radcliffe Hospital  
gave great witness with all the sisters, who numbered 
seven at the time and included two in wheelchairs,  
arriving in the middle of an afternoon to be at her bedside as she received the Sacrament 
of the Sick.  A sister remained at her bedside day and night and, the sisters, respecting 
the ministry of the Eucharistic Ministers from the parish, asked them to bring Sister 
Patrick communion daily so one was there to witness her renewing her vows after the 
Superior General had arrived from France. Hearing of her death, Bishop Crispian Hollis 
asked to celebrate her Requiem Mass which was a surprise as he had never met her. 



Sister Peter 1907-1990 
Sister Peter was a ‘people person’ with a  
wonderful sense of humour and wherever  
she went she made friends with everyone  
around her.  Keeping in touch with these  
wide and varied acquaintances by letter  
was a very important ministry for her.  Even 
now 28 years after her death, Christmas cards  
from some of these are still arriving.  Her  
health was never good and resulted in stays in 
hospital from time to time and these  
extended her acquaintances.  One such stay  
resulted in her being in a bed next to  
someone who sent an account to the Oxford  
Mail about ‘Uni-sex sleeping’ at the hospital.   
The writer described her as’ a wonderful calm  
old lady. She radiated cheerfulness and took a 
benign interest in all around’. From the day of her arrival in Corpus Christi Parish, 
organising fetes and sales of work to raise money to pay off the debt in the parish so that 
the Church could be consecrated was so important to her.  Again, this is reported in the 
Oxford Mail in July 1969 under the title ‘Get thee to a funnery’.  To quote from the 
article: ‘But already they feel very much part of the community at Headington and it is 
partly in appreciation of how welcome the local people (and not only the Catholics) have 
made them that they have offered their grounds for the fete, partly to relieve the parish 
priest of the debt which hangs over his head.  “Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you this “says the 
Reverend Mother “but we are hoping to raise £500.”  And with the usual attractions, plus 
a baby show with a silver cup for the winners and the London Irish Girl Pipers, who will be 
parading from Corpus Christi Church to The Priory, I daresay we will.’   
Sister Peter’s hands were busy sewing at every possible minute of the day and she saw a 
use for so much that others would just have thrown away.  Happily chatting to those who 
had come to see her, including a lonely disfigured elderly lady who came nearly daily and 
receiving a welcome came earlier and earlier in the day, Sister Peter sewed and sewed.  
When the Bishop came to stay for a week each year to celebrate the local Confirmations, 
he too was expected to purchase her wares.    
She was a founder member of the Catholic Handicapped Fellowship in Oxford in 1970.  
The committee meetings were, and still are, held at The Priory.  Sr Peter involved herself 
in catechising the handicapped children and a Christmas card from one whom she 
prepared for First Communion is the still the first card to arrive at The Priory each 
Christmas.   Organising and persuading local business to donate gifts for the Christmas 
Party for the Handicapped was an important date in the diary and in the early years the 
party was held at The Priory.  Another link was with the Travellers as Sr Peter liaised with 
their Franciscan Chaplain who used the Chapel at The Priory for First Communions.  
Despite all this, she too found time for the garden especially the soft fruit from which she 
made pots of jam to be enjoyed by the community and, of course, to sell. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once debt free, the parish church was dedicated 
on the Feast of Corpus Christi, 2nd June 1988 

 
Sister Augustine 1896-1991 
Sister Augustine, born in North Finchley, first became  
acquainted with the sisters when she came to visit her aunt in  
Barnes.  She was already 72 years old when she arrived in  
Headington having only retired as Headteacher of the school in  
Barnes just, a few years before.  But Headington opened up new 
opportunities for her.  There were private lessons to give to  
children who needed extra help or adults who had problems  
with reading, writing, mathematics, or coming from abroad  
needing to learn English.  These lessons had spiritual benefits as well and, for example, a 
couple who had only been married in a civil ceremony asked to celebrate their marriage 
in the Chapel and there were others she helped back to the Church. She thoroughly 
enjoyed the ecumenical spirit which brought her in touch with the other denominations 
in the area and the monthly Unity Prayer Services at The Priory which she was involved in 
starting in 1978 continue even now.  Within three years of arrival in Headington, she 
became a founder member of the local Amnesty International Group and was fund 
raising, organising protests and writing letters.  For five years until 1977, she was 
secretary of the Group but as a newspaper article says, ‘Nun 81, takes a rest . . . just a 
change of habit’ and although she continued to write many letters, she took a less active 
role.  The chairperson at the time said, “it’s going to take two or three people to carry on 
with what she has been doing”.  For the rest of her life, she did continue to be involved in 
Amnesty International’s letter writing campaigns.  Whatever activities took place in The 
Priory or in the parish, she was as actively involved as possible. On her arrival in 
Headington, she formed a strong friendship with the next-door neighbour who had been 
crippled with polio as a child and who made it clear that she did not believe in God.  After 
coming to live in Headington, she liked to explain that it was not her first visit to Oxford 
because as a teenager, she had cycled from London to Oxford and back. 



Sister Jeanne de Chantal 1901-1998 
After 58 years since the arrival of the sisters in England,  
Sister de Chantal was the first English sister to be  
named Superior of the community in Barnes.  As  
Superior, she had to oversee the difficult sale of the  
school, it’s closure and the move to Headington.   
Fortunately, before entering as a late vocation, she had  
been a department manager for a property company  
and her experience in this field resulted in, faced by the  
traumatic move, the finding of, what one sister described 
as a ‘safe-haven’, a home which allowed the sisters to  
develop new apostolates.  Arriving in Headington, she began catechising the children 
who attended non-Catholic schools.  She took an active interest in the finances of the 
parish with the determination that the debt was to be repaid as soon as possible.  Her 
contribution to fetes and sales for the parish was her intricate crochet work.  The parish 
priests trusted her.  At one time she had charge of the parish cheque book and so had to 
be asked if money was required.  She also helped the enclosed Carmelites in North 
Oxford with their accounts.  The years took their toll and gradually she had to relinquish 
her outside activities but continued to be involved in the convent’s finances and 
crocheting until she was in her nineties. 
 

Sister Calixite 1913-2003 
Her apostolate in Headington was a smiling presence in the 
background of the life of the community, the well-being of 
the students and parish activities.  She was the cook and looked 
after the laundry with a special pride in the high standard she  
achieved with the washing and ironing of the altar linen.  A pile 
of well ironed white sheets were produced annually to cover  
the tables at the garden fetes and sales of work in the parish  
hall.  There was the coffee to be made and served at all the  
meetings and prayer services as well as tea and food to be served to those who came to 
the door.  The parish priests and all visitors, including bishops, priests and the families of 
the sisters, arriving for just a meal or a longer stay enjoyed her meals especially the apple 
pies which were also baked as her contribution to  fundraising.  As for all the sisters, the 
       garden was her joy and, although she   
      helped to grow the fruit and 
       vegetables, the flower bed by the 
      Chapel window received her greatest 
      care.   Having been orphaned at a 
      young age, in her eighties she had the 
      joy of  making contact with her brother 
      and was able to be reunited with him 
      and spend time with her newly 
      discovered family. 



Sister Frances 1925-2007 
Entering the Congregation in 1975 and spending her  
noviciate in France, she returned to England as a  
member of the community in 1977.  She was already  
well known in the parish and as a teacher at St John  
Bosco so she returned to these links.   She took an  
active part in supporting all the parish activities that  
the community was involved in, but she also began  
to build up links with Greyfriars Parish.  After her retirement from teaching in 1985, she  
involved herself even more in Greyfriars Parish especially in the children’s liturgy,  

preparation for the sacraments and parish rotas. She also took 
communion to the sick and elderly and undertook chaplaincy work at 
the Warneford Hospital and Fulbrook Centre.  She gave her time 
unreservedly to those she met there both as patients and when they 
left the hospital.  She was always in search of something that they 
needed, or which would give them pleasure and this included rosaries 
which she could give out in the hospital.  Her main mode of transport 
was a motor bike, even travelling to France on it once.  Ecumenical 
links were important to her and she was always willing to take the 
lead in the Churches Together in Headington’s ‘Priory Prayers’. 
 

Sister Anthony 1920-2009 
Before entering the Congregation, Sister Anthony 
had qualified to work with the mentally  
handicapped people through the Royal Medico- 
Psychological Association.   After making her final  
vows and returning to England, she qualified as a  
State Registered Nurse, and worked in St  
Anthony's Hospital, Cheam.  When the community 
moved to Headington, she worked as a Matron at  
Woodeaton School.  Later she moved on to work  
with the mentally handicapped people at Cumnor Rise and remained working there until 
her retirement in 1980. After retirement she qualified as a chiropodist and carried out 
home visits in this new capacity, especially to the elderly and housebound people. She 
was very good at this work and it was greatly appreciated. She was devoted to the Oxford 
Catholic Handicapped Fellowship, giving a lot of time and energy to its members.  The 
garden was her passion, growing vegetables, and flowers and picking the fruit.  To her 
good land should not be left to weeds and grass.  Good land was there to be cultivated 
and, even when age meant that the heavy digging had to be done by a gardener, she was 
there for the planting and harvest.  Sr Anthony had a generosity of spirit for the destitute 
and marginalized people who came to the door and was always willing to provide tea and 
some food. She also had responsibility for the nine students living at The Priory and she 
always had a special care for those from abroad.  Sr Anthony was very much part of the 
parish, and of the wider community in Headington. 



Sister Joan of Arc 1915-2015 
Sister Joan of Arc took charge of the community in  
Headington in 1990 and remained for six years.  This was  
not her first stay in England as she had been a teacher in  
Barnes for fourteen years and this time had included the  
Second World War.  Many of her former pupils, delighted at  
her return organised several reunions which were held at  
The Priory.  Having, rekindled contact with her, some visited  
her in France after she returned there.  Music was her  
passion and one of the first things that she did was to  
purchase a small organ for the Chapel at The Priory.  On  
Sundays, when she went to 11 am. Mass in Corpus Christi  
Church, she made a point of sitting near the choir and  
exchanging knowledge about liturgical music with  
Mrs May McGarrity. 
 

Sister Marie Pauline 1924- 
Sister Pauline accompanied Sister Joan of Arc to England 
and, although her English, even after six years, was  
limited to a few phrases, she is remembered for her smile. 
She had a talent for sewing, as well as making things 
for the community and for sale.  Her ability to alter and  
repair was soon discovered by, the then parish priest,  
Father Dennis Egan.  During her time in England, she  
shared the responsibility for cooking for the community. 
 

Sister Marie Ann 1971- 
Already qualified to teach and having completed her 
noviciate in France, Sister Marie Ann successfully applied 
for a teaching post at St Joseph’s Catholic Primary School.    
The choice of this school was that, although out of the 
parish, it was the one which served Corpus Christi Parish 
and, therefore, teaching there would provide a link 
between the parish and school.   Having been appointed 
Deputy Headteacher in 1977, she remained at St Joseph’s 
Catholic Primary until her retirement in 2010.  Now a 
governor of the school, she is still able to continue to 
make a link between parish and school. 
When it was necessary, she replaced Sister de Chantal in 
her role of teaching the parish children who attended 
non-Catholic schools. Later, she developed a Sacramental 
Preparation Programme linking these children and the  

children from the school.  In 1972, the then parish priest of Corpus Christi, Canon 
McKenna asked Sister Marie Ann and Mrs Angela Anderson to begin the Liturgy of the 
Word for children attending the then 9.30 a.m. Mass.   
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