SAFFRON WALDEN HISTORICAL JOURNAL
The following articles appear by permission and is the copyright of the
Saffron Walden Historical Journal and the authors. Fair dealing for the
purposes of private study or non-commercial educational, archival or
research purposes is freely allowed, but under no circumstances are
articles or illustrations to be reprinted in any other publication, website or
other media without permission. All rights reserved. It has not been
possible to include all the original illustrations with the articles, but these
can be seen in copies deposited at Saffron Walden Town Library.
Enquiries re articles can be sent to saffronwaldenhistory@gmail.com

Saffron Walden Convent
©Bruce Munro
Reprinted from: Saffron Walden Historical Journal Nos 7 Spring 2004 & No
9 Spring 2005

Until 1974, a forbidding brick wall ran along the Ashdon Road on the
north side of the Common, largely concealing an even more
forbidding and austere building. Part of de Bohun Court now occupies
the site. This building was the Carmelite Convent, a religious house of
nuns of that order, opened in 1928. It was an enclosed order, the
ladies of which were never to be seen, save that two presumably
unenclosed members were a familiar sight in the town. Dressed in
their black habits, it was they who consorted with the outside world
for the necessities of life, shopping and all the rest.
In 1939, Mr. Ernest Jennings, a Saffron Walden surveyor
business is now part of Mullucks Wells), was instructed
Reverend Mother to appeal against the local council’s
assessment. Mr. Jennings’ report is probably the only
description of the Carmelite Convent. This is what it said:
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This appeal is against an assessment of £350 gross and £288 rateable. The
property in question is situated at the top of the Common, Saffron Walden, and is
occupied by fourteen nuns, twelve of whom are accepted into the Convent and the
other two are on probation, and the largest number that will be permitted is
twenty.
The property is built of red brick and slated, enclosed by a brick wall, and stands in
about four acres of grounds. The accommodation is shown on the plan, which I
have asked Mr. Dunscombe (the Borough Accountant) to produce, and which
consists of three floors, namely the ground floor, where most of the work is done,
the first floor, which consists of eleven cells used for sleeping accommodation,
office and other rooms, together with the Chapel, and on the third floor, which is
partly in the roof, there are ten cells, cloakroom and W.C. (no fireplaces). There are
some outside buildings, which are of little value, consisting of a lean-to corrugated
iron store and tool sheds, one other small tool shed in the garden and a greenhouse
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about 10 ft by 7 ft, brick and slate laundry. The grounds, in all about four acres, are
only partly cultivated and a large part is derelict.
I understand this Convent was built and completed on July 14th 1928, and on the
present assessment the rates for a full year ending March 30th 1930 was £156,
being 9/10 plus 1/- water, making in all 10/10 in the £. The rates for the present
year are 14/11 in the £, which amount to roughly £215 per annum, an increase of
£59. This, with the gross rateable value, totals £565 which I submit is out of all
reason to the value at the present time.
Since the property was built, a recent development on land adjoining, known as
Highfields, has taken place whereby ten or a dozen houses have been erected by
Messrs. Goddard which overlook the grounds and also houses at the front. In
consequence the privacy which was previously enjoyed has been done away with
and from the point of view of a Convent it has seriously depreciated its value. In
arriving at the value it can only be based as a property for private occupation, as
when the land was sold by Lord Braybrooke a condition was laid down that only a
private residence could be built on the site. Therefore, in considering the present
day value we have to consider what this place would let at for private occupation
and I have come to the conclusion that the plainness of the property would not
appeal to many people. In fact, considerable alterations would have to be made
before it would be a letting proposition as such, and I have been looking round to
see if I can compare any properties in this district, which is difficult. However, for
your guidance I will give you the assessment of the largest houses in Saffron
Walden, which are (gross):
The Vineyards, Windmill Hill, with 8 acres of grounds £135
Walden Place, Myddlton Place, with 2½ acres
Hill House, High Street, and 8½ acres
Grammar School and grounds
Poor Law Institution with 2½ acres

£110
£200
£200
£260

I have inspected the premises and I invited the Rating Authority to do likewise,
which they have not accepted, but I am glad to say Mr. Dunscombe has been over
with me today and therefore is in a position to know the premises. Having carefully
gone into the matter I consider the Gross Rateable Assessment should be £200,
and I am afraid if I was instructed to let same with the conditions hereon I should
be unable to find a tenant.

A Visit to a Carmelite Convent,
10 January 1942
The Saffron Walden Carmelite Convent, a sprawling building in red
brick of singular ugliness, lies well back from the road and
overlooking a common. We were met by one of the 'outside' sisters,
novices who perform the necessary duties of the sisterhood in the
town, and who are the only regular links between the Convent and
the outside world. Our errand was known, and we were shown into a
simple waiting room with two chairs. In a few minutes she returned
and announced 'The Mother Superior will now see you'. We mounted
the stairs, and were shown in to a small room labeled 'Parlour' – a
true speaking room, with a large metal grill at one end behind which
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were polished wooden bars. Soon a shutter behind the bars was
opened, and then folded back by the Mother Superior herself, who
immediately put us at our ease and graciously invited us to be
seated. We explained our business, and after a brief exchange of
words the Mother Superior said: 'Would you care to look over the
Convent? There is no objection to your going all over the Enclosure'.
This invitation came as a complete surprise and was accepted, I
hope, without unseemly alacrity. We went downstairs and waited for
the large double doors leading into the Enclosure to be opened for us.
Soon we were passing into the main part of the building, where the
Mother Superior was waiting for us, accompanied by one or two
sisters whose faces were completely hidden under their black veils.
The veiling at the opening of the Enclosure doors seemed to be a
normal piece of ritual. Once we were inside and the doors closed, the
sisters unveiled, and we began our tour of the rooms, under the
guidance of the Mother Superior who was accompanied by an older
sister carrying a tiny brass bell in her hand.
The Convent is arranged with fully enclosed cloisters or corridors
round a central quadrangle. The windows have inside wooden
shutters, and the floors throughout the building, save in the kitchen,
are of polished wood, spotlessly swept and gleaming. The simplicity
throughout is spartan, and there is an absence of nearly all furniture.
The sisters sit on the floor and do without chairs, except in the
Refectory where they have benches and tables , and in the Choir
stalls leading off the Chapel. They may have a chair or bench if they
are at work.
The sisters have individual cells on the first floor above the 'cloisters',
overlooking the quadrangle. These are rather larger than the cubicles
of boarding schools, but smaller than college studies. The beds with
their dark blankets did not look uncomfortable. I noticed beside each
bed there were small reproductions of sacred pictures, usually in
black and white. One I recognized was 'The Annunciation' after Fra
Angelico. Over every doorway throughout the Convent, there was a
printed label with the black letter word 'Jesus'. In certain parts of the
building wall inscriptions are to be found, notably in the Refectory
where they surround the walls fairly high up.
I felt a curious inappropriateness., On the one hand there was the
extreme simplicity, the sharp austerity of those who had renounced
the world and given themselves up to lives of devotion, asking
nothing except the meeting of their most elementary needs. There
was an undoubted radiance from the sisters' faces. They at any rate
found food and drink in this life, giving them spiritual sustenance and
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a sense of purpose. The sisterhood should clearly have been housed
in a building with the qualities of medievalism, though not necessarily
of design.
Note: This anonymous document was found among papers in Saffron
Walden Town Library, possibly written by Mary Whiteman, former
librarian. Photographs of the Convent can be found among the David
Campbell Collection at Saffron Walden Town Library.

Saffron Walden Convent - Saffron Walden Historical Journal Nos 7 & 9 (2004-5)

