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"I hope in God it will be seen that women in time to come will do much" 
Conferences on fervour and integrity Nov-Dc 1617 

2009 marks 400 years since Yorkshire woman Mary Ward (1585-1645) pioneered the first uncloistered 

religious order of women modelled on the freedom and mobility of the Jesuits.  Born into a network of 

Catholic women who suffered persecution and imprisonment for their faith, including butcher's wife 

Margaret Clitherow, crushed to death for harbouring priests, she lost three uncles in the Gunpowder Plot 

and escaped to St Omers in 1609 with a handful of women. The communities and educational work for 

girls they started spread across Europe, enemies calling them 'Galloping Girls' and 'Jesuitesses', while 

Mary Ward insisted, 'there is no such difference between men and women that women may not do great 

things'.   

She crossed the Alps on foot three times during the period of the 30 Years War and outbreaks of plague, 

to seek papal approval of her new order, but church and society were not ready for such innovations. She 

was arrested as a heretic in 1631, around the same time as Galileo, and the order suppressed.  

However, a small remnant of the order survived in York and overseas, from which today Mary Ward's 

sisters of the Congregation of Jesus and the Institute of the Blessed Virgin originate, and Communities all 

over the world continue to do groundbreaking work in spirituality, education and other fields. 

Jubilee 400 marks a celebration of the life and work of Mary Ward and of the sisters who have followed 

faithfully in her footsteps.   Each Province of the order has selected a ministry for the three year duration 

of the celebrations to mark these achievements and in York, the community closest to Mary Ward’s 

birthplace and final resting place, the sisters have chosen for their ministry the revitalisation and retelling 

of the story of Mary Ward and of the Bar Convent – the oldest living convent in the United Kingdom – 

through the redevelopment of the Bar Convent as a Heritage site. 

 



 

 

Mary Ward in Yorkshire 

 
Yorkshire holds the memories of Mary Ward’s early life and of her death, which is 
why the Congregation of Jesus in York feel that it is their duty to celebrate that life 
by telling her story and that of her community within the Heritage Site of the Bar 
Convent.   

 

Mary Ward was born in 1585 at Mulwith, near Ripon, of staunchly Catholic stock.  
Her two maternal uncles, John and Christopher Wright, were Gunpowder Plotters 
and she is known to have stayed sometimes at Ripley Castle under the protection of 
the Inglebys, who were also staunch Catholics at that time.  The Ward family crest 
can still be seen at the end of the Nave in Ripon Cathedral 

 

 Mary possessed all the qualities of a true Yorkshire woman: 
courage, tenacity, deep faith, cheerfulness and a forthright 
common sense.  Much of her childhood was spent with relatives, 
where her spirituality matured in these devout Catholic 
households.  The distances she travelled between the family 
homes, often during a bitter Yorkshire winter, prepared her for 
the many journeys she made through Europe by land and sea, 
including several crossings of the Alps on foot and in winter.  

 

 In 1609 Mary dared to found an order of religious women 
modelled on the Society of Jesus and governed by its own Superior 
General, free from religious enclosure and available to carry out 
apostolic works.  With a few companions, she walked the 1500 
miles from Flanders to Rome to present her plans for her Institute 
personally to the Pope, and she appeared several times before the 
Cardinals to plead her cause.   However, her proposals were not 
acceptable to the Catholic Church of her time and this resulted in 
the suppression of her Institute by Pope Urban VIII, and Mary 
Ward’s imprisonment as a heretic. 
 

In 1639, some years after the Suppression, she returned to her native Yorkshire, and lived with a few of 
the original companions at Heworth, then a village outside York.  She died on January 30th 1645, and was 
buried in the churchyard at Osbaldwick where her tombstone can still be seen.   Every year the vicar at 
Osbaldwick holds a special commemorative service around this time in her memory and members of the 
community come to York on pilgrimage to visit the sites linked to her early life. 

 

 

 



God will assist and help you; it is no matter the who but the what. 
Said on her deathbed; Hewarth, 1645. 

 

Mary Ward and the Bar Convent 

 

When Mary Ward died in 1645 there were several companions still with her. 

Among them was a young woman named Frances Bedingfield and it was she 

who would return to York in 1686 to purchase a house just outside the walls 

of Micklegate Bar, with money provided by Sir Thomas Gascoigne.  This 

house was then replaced by the fine 18th century Georgian buildings which 

are now listed as Grade 1 by English Heritage and held by the Bar Convent 

Trust as a registered charity, with the aim of sharing the religious story, and 

the values and ethos, of the Bar Convent through its heritage, education and 

extended hospitality. 

In 1765, under the auspices of Mother Ann Aspinal, Thomas Atkinson (the architect responsible for the 

new facade of Bishopthorpe Palace), was appointed to demolish the original house and build a new 

school and accommodation for the Community around a central court, with a neo-classical style Chapel 

hidden from view at the rear of the complex.  In the Museum there is a reproduction of the list of 

Benefactors in 1765 who supported Mother Aspinal in this project and also can be seen the copy of the 

document by which the Lord Mayor, Peter Johnson Esq and the Commonalty of the City gave Mother 

Aspinal  ....."leave to erect the new front wall to her house" (1787) 

Further extensions were made in 1844 

when architect GT Andrews (the architect 

responsible for the 'old' York railway 

station) was appointed to add the 

Community Wing, kitchens and an enlarged 

Day School for the local children.  In true 

railway fashion he was also responsible for 

the later addition of the glass roof over the 

central courtyard in the 1860s.  

 

The Maw tile floor was then added and the Coalbrookdale iron 

furniture and plants, which are so much a part of the Victorian 

character of the current Entrance Hall, were brought in to create 

what was referred to as the 'winter garden'. 

 

These buildings remain the home of the York community of the Congregation of Jesus and recall the 

history of the convent and the nuns who made it memorable by their service here. They are open daily to 

the public, (except Sundays and Bank Holidays) for interest, education and enjoyment.   

 


