Monastic Wales – Caldey Priory

1. To what order did it belong, and what do you understand by ‘order’?
“Caldey Priory belonged to the Tironensian Order, which originates in the forest of Craon, on the borders of Brittany and Maine, northwest France. There, Bernard of Tiron, a Benedictine monk, joined Robert of Arbrissel and Vitalis of Mortain, to live there as hermits. Later, new recruits joined them and by 1109, the Order of Tiron near Chartres, northern France, was established. This was the first of the new religious orders to spread internationally and the Tironensians established abbeys and priories houses throughout France and the British Isles. The first house of the order in Wales was St Dogmaels, Pembrokeshire, which was founded c. 1113. Soon thereafter it established two daughter-houses in Pembrokeshire, namely, Pill and Caldey.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://monasticwales.org/order/6 (accessed 1st November 2024)
] 

Many centuries after the priory were dissolved in 1537, it was brought by some Anglican Cistercian monks from Belgium and rebuilt. 

A monastic order is a group of individuals who live in isolation and dedicate themselves and their lives to the worship of God. This is established and followed by a strict set of rules that define what they do each day, and when they pray, work, eat and sleep. 

2. Who founded it?
“Caldey was founded as a dependency of St Dogmaels Abbey by Geva, the mother of Robert Fitz Martin. In the early twentieth century monastic life on the island was renewed with the arrival of Anglican Benedictine monks. They subsequently sold the island to Cistercian monks who still occupy the site. Caldey Island can be visited by the public.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.monasticwales.org/site/19 (accessed 27th Oct 2024)
] 


3. Are there any indications of why it was founded?
No however it can be presumed that the main reason was due to its location. The Priory is located on an island, slightly south of Tenby and can only be accessed by boat. This was important, as it would have allowed the monks to work and pray in peace without the distractions from the secular world. Alongside this, Gerald of Wales, in his book, ‘Journey through Wales’, states that “at the east end of the fortified promontory between the castle and the church a stream of water which never fails winds its way along a valley which is strewn with sand by the strong sea winds. The region is rich in wheat, with fish from the sea and plenty of wine for sale. What is more important than all the rest is that from its nearness to Ireland heaven's breath smells so wooingly there.”[footnoteRef:3] This is essential for a priory, as due to their being plentiful crops and fish, it again enables the priory to be self sufficient and undisturbed by the outside world. *
 [3:  “”] 

4. What is the significance of its location?
*see above answer.

5. Discuss the significance of any of the recorded events in its history.
1381: Clerical Poll Tax – Philip Fadir, prior of Caldy, is assessed to pay a tax of 6s.8d - This relates to the Poll Tax of 1379, by which King Richard 2nd of England ordered all of his subjects, including members of the clergy to pay tax, most likely in order to finance the Hundred Years War. This is significant because traditionally churches were exempt from taxation from the secular world, and especially from a King. Alongside this, this tax most likely led to the Peasants Revolt in 1381, in which some members of the clergy, such as John Ball (an English priest) took part in the protests. 
c.1535: Numbers – On the eve of the Dissolution of the Monasteries, there was only one monk left on the island – This is significant because when the dissolution of the monasteries was announced in 1535, many of the clergy were fearful of being persecuted or even executed for being catholic, and perhaps being assumed to be loyal to the Pope and not the King. Therefore, many quit and fled, finding jobs elsewhere or perhaps escaping to the catholic continent. 

1536: Survey – In late September the priory was surveyed in advance of its suppression – This is significant because the main reason of the dissolution of the monasteries was to raise money for Henry VIII was not only to gain greater autonomy and power of his subjects, but also for financial gain as many monasteries valuable land but also gold, relics, and lead etc that could be sold off for a large profit. This would therefore not only increase the crown’s income but also raise money for Henry VIII to go to war with France. Therefore, it was beneficial to complete an evaluation of the worth of the monastery so they can take the valuable items and not take anything worthless by mistake. 

1537: Dissolution – The priory was supressed with the lesser houses on 8th April 1537, under the 1536 Act of the Suppression – This is significant because, after this point, all the monks had left, and it was later turned into a secular residence, which clearly shows the monarch dominance over the church, and the power and legitimacy of the catholic church weaking outside of Rome. [footnoteRef:4] [4: https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/245/#:~:text=Caldey%20Priory%3BSt%20Mary's%20Priory%2C%20Caldey%20Island&text=The%20priory%20was%20dissolved%20in,grouped%20around%20a%20small%20courtyard. (accessed 2nd Nov 2024)] 
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