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Saint John Houghton with Saint Thomas More - West Window 
at Shrewsbury Cathedral

John Houghton was born in Essex in 1487, was educated at 
Cambridge, ordained in 1501 and joined the Carthusians as a 
novice in 1505, being professed in 1515. He became the prior 
of the London Charterhouse in 1531.

On the 29th day of April five most saintly men entered 
the glorious lists for Christ. Of these, three were priors 
of three monasteries of the Carthusians: John Houghton, 
prior of London; Robert Laurence, prior of Beauvale; and 
Augustin Webster, prior of Axholme. They would not ac-
knowledge the impious supremacy claimed by Henry VIII 
in the Church, and for their refusal they obtained the palm 
of martyrdom. … These were the first-fruits of the mar-
tyrs in the new schism of Henry VIII 
- Nicholas Sander, Rise and Growth of the Anglican Schism, 1585)

With the three Carthusian priors two other priests were mar-
tyred: Richard Reynolds, theologian and Briggitine monk of 
Syon Abbey and the priest John Hale, vicar of Isleworth. They 
were the first of many English martyrs of the Reformation.

In November 1534 the Act of Supremacy was passed.  
Anyone holding ecclesiastical or public office could be  
required to swear an oath recognizing the king, rather 
than the pope, as head of the Church in England. Thomas  
Cromwell would allow no exceptions. 

Seeing the inevitable, John Houghton, during three days: 
‘prepared his brethren for their Passion. On the first, he urged 
them all to purify their hearts by a general confession; on the 
second day he made them a pathetic address on the subject 
of charity, patience, and a firm adherence to God in the day 
of trial, ending with the words, “It is better for us to undergo 
a short suffering here for our sins than to lay up for ourselves 
eternal torments.” Then on his knees he asked forgiveness of 
each of his religious before each in turn, down to the last lay 
brother, and all the brethren did the same. The third day being 
come, he offered a solemn Votive Mass of the Holy Ghost 

to obtain the special graces 
they would all need. At the 
moment of the Elevation there 
was heard  the sound of a 
gentle wind, perceptible to the 
bodily ear, but much more to 
the hearts of all present. For a 
long time he was unable to go 
on with the Mass, and all the 
rest were filled with a spirit of 
joy; whilst afterwards, as they 
spoke of what had happened, 
the Prior attributed it to the 
devotion of his sons, and they 
to the sanctity of their Father.’ 
- Henry S. Bowden, Mementoes of 
the English Martyrs and Confessors, 
1910)

Refusal of the oath was treat-
ed as an act of high treason, 
for which the punishment 
was to be hanged, drawn and 
quartered, a particularly cruel 
death. Those convicted were 
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usually tied to a hurdle and dragged through the streets from 
their prison to the place of execution. At the scaffold they 
were then hanged by the neck, but cut down while still alive 
and conscious in order to make them suffer further. They were 
next castrated, then disembowelled and finally beheaded. Their 
bodies were cut into quarters and the quarters and heads 
were put on public display. This punishment was intended to 
send out a message.

On 29th April 1535 the five were put on trial. Thomas Crom-
well used intimidation to persuade a reluctant jury to  
condemn them. A few days later, they were tied to hurdles 
and dragged off to Tyburn. Thomas More, seeing them from 
his prison cell, said to his daughter “Look, Meg, these blessed 
Fathers be now as cheerfully going to their deaths as bride-
grooms to their marriage!”  

Saint John Houghton holding his heart - painting by Zurbaran, 
Museo de Bellas Artes de Cádiz. Cádiz. España, 17th century.
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The martyrs were executed in turn, so that they were able 
to see the suffering of their companions. It is said that  
people were shocked to see them executed still wearing their 
religious habits. John Houghton was the first to suffer and 
Richard Hale the last. It is recorded that when the executioner 
was about to cut out his heart, John Houghton said , “O Jesu, 
what wouldst thou do with my heart?” 

Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where 
have they come?...These are they who have come out of 
the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and 
made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore are 
they before the throne of God...For the Lamb in the midst 
of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide 
them to springs of living water; and God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes. - Apocalypse 7:13,14,17

It is perhaps an irony that the first Charterhouse in England 
was set up under Henry II as part of his penance for the murder 
of Saint Thomas Becket. The London Charterhouse was  
dissolved in 1539. The Carthusians have suffered persecution 
and martyrdom many times in their history, including during 
the French Revolution, the Spanish Civil War and World War II 
The motto of the Carthusians  is Stat crux dum volvitur orbis. 
(The Cross stands steady while the world is turning.)

Saint John Houghton - Stained glass in the church at Belmont Abbey, Hereford.

Ordo Cathedral St Winefride’s Mass Intention
Sun 1st Sep XII Sunday after Pentecost, II class. 11.45 Confessions 

12.15 Mass
Private Intention

Mon 2nd Sep St. Stephen King, Confessor, III class. 7.30am Mass Private Intention

Tue 3rd Sep St. Pius X Pope and Confessor, III class. 7.30am Mass 7pm Mass Private Intention 
Mgr Wach

Wed 4th Sep Feria. 7.30am Mass Private Intention

Thu 5th Sep 1st Thursday, Comm. St. Laurence Justinian 7.30am Mass 
11am Holy Hour

Private Intention

Fri 6th Sep 1st Friday 7.30am Mass 6.30pm Confessions 
7pm Mass

Private Intention 
Benefactors of the 
Institute

Sat 7th Sep 1st Saturday 11am Confessions 
11.30 am Mass

Private Intention

Sun 8th Sep XIII Sunday after Pentecost, Comm. of the Nativi-
ty of the BVM.

11.45 Confessions 
12.15 Mass

Private Intention


