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Monastic Wales Activity
Priestholme Priory, Puffin Island
Priestholme Priory (Ynys Lannog; Ynys Seriol) stood on Puffin Island, situated off Penmon Point on the east coast of Anglesey, within the medieval dioceses of Bangor[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  BBC, Puffin Island [online at https://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/nature/sites/places/nw/puffin_island.shtml, accessed 20th October 2021]. The island, close to the Anglesey coastline but difficult to access due to the surrounding cliffs, was no doubt considered a safe refuge for its original 6th century religious community. To this day it is home to large colonies of sea birds, including the eponymous puffin.  It continues to have issues with rats.] 

Anglesey has been a long history as a sacred space, dating back to the Roman conquest and colonization of England and Wales [footnoteRef:2]. As the druidic religion became increasingly Christianized during the fifth and sixth centuries, monastic communities arose on the Celtic fringes[footnoteRef:3]. The reason for original 6th century foundation is not clear, however the geography of the place is not dissimilar to other early Celtic monastic foundations on islands, such as Lindisfarne[footnoteRef:4] or Skellig[footnoteRef:5]. Moated by the sea and with cliffs to scale[footnoteRef:6], Puffin Island is remote, inconvenient to access and potentially defensible. Its sparse soil layer does not lend itself to farming making it of little interest for settlement by invaders. However, the flat rocky plateau above the cliffs provided however a firm foundation for building work. The walled enclosure of the priory contained a small church, monastic buildings and cemetery[footnoteRef:7]. [2:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green Caesar’s Druids: Story Of An Ancient Priesthood (Yale). p.17.]  [3:  For example, on converting to Christianity, St. Brigit set up a monastic community in an oak grove previously sacred to the druids. See Peter Berresford Ellis, The Druids, London: Constable. p.102.]  [4:  Founded by St. Aidan in 635, this community was nevertheless raided by the Vikings in 793 despite its remote location. Lindisfarne Priory was founded in the early 12th century once raids had receded. See English Heritage. Lindisfarne Priory: Things to See And Do: Priory Ruins [online at https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/lindisfarne-priory/things-to-do/ , accessed 20th October 2021].]  [5:  World Heritage Ireland. Scelig Mhichíl: Historical Background [online at https://www.worldheritageireland.ie/sceilg-mhichil/historical-background/, accessed 20th October 2021]. Interestingly although the island was abandoned due to deteriorating weather, this site was still considered part of the Augustinian Abbey at  Ballinskelligs in the early 14th century. ]  [6:  BBC, ibid.]  [7:  Monastic Wales, Puffin Island (Priory) [online at https://www.monasticwales.org/site/47  , accessed 20th October 2021].] 

Whilst the Monastic Wales website suggests otherwise[footnoteRef:8], no evidence is presented to clarify whether the Augustinian community that built the priory represented a continuation of the original Celtic monastic community, or whether they represented a fresh foundation. Nevertheless, under the patronage of the princes of Gwynedd, the Augustinian Canons founded a priory there in the 13th century and a twin priory at Penmon. Based on existing lists of Augustinian priors, Smith suggests foundation of the priory in 1237[footnoteRef:9], however this date is unlikely since contemporary records indicate that Augustinian canons were present in 1221[footnoteRef:10] .  [8:  Monastic Wales. ibid.]  [9:  David M. Smith & Vera C M. London (eds.), The Heads of Religious Houses: England & Wales, II. 1216-1377. (Cambridge, 2001), p. 449. ]  [10:  Monastic Wales: Event detail for site: Puffin Island. C. 1221 x 1237: Foundation [online at https://www.monasticwales.org/event/218 , accessed 20th October 2021]. A charter dated to 1221 was issued by Llewelyn the Great and was reconfirmed by two generations of his successors. See also:  Huw Price, Acts of Welsh Rulers 1120-1283, ed. (Cardiff: University of Wales, 2005). pp. 456, 485-8, 492.] 

Since the Augustinian Cannons, governed by the Rule of St. Augustine of Hippo[footnoteRef:11], undertake considerable pastoral work[footnoteRef:12], the remoteness of Puffin Island might seem counterproductive. However, the distance to the mainland is short enough by boat to enable servicing the local community, whilst being able to retire to the island for undisturbed attention to the divine office and other labours. Furthermore, since Priestholme Priory had a connection with Penmon Priory on the mainland, it seems feasible that Puffin Island may have been a place of retreat, reflection and intercessory prayer whilst the pastoral work was conducted mainly from Penmon.  [11:  See Augustine of Hippo, Hugh of St. Victor – and Dom Aloysius Smith (trans.), The Rule of Saint Augustine: with Commentary by Hugh of St. Victor, (London: Chaucer House Scholars, 2021).]  [12:  whilst the Canons did undertake daily communal worship, they were not a closed order. Governed by the Rule of St. Augustine of Hippo they undertook pastoral work such as teaching, caring for the sick and dispensing sacraments to the faithful.] 

Gerald of Wales indicates that this was not always a tranquil community[footnoteRef:13]. During times of disharmony, the community would be visited by plagues of ‘mice’. It is perhaps more likely that these were rats, which remain a problem on the island to this day[footnoteRef:14]. Records are slight but Smith identifies three known priors during the medieval period[footnoteRef:15], one of whom (Gervase de Perrouse) investigated the actions of two canons in 1303 on the orders of the bishop of Bangor[footnoteRef:16] . Dissolution papers were issued in 1537 [footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Giraldus, -, and Lewis Thorpe, The Journey through Wales and the Description of Wales (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978) p. 190.]  [14:  BBC, Puffin Island. ]  [15:  Gervase de Perrouse  (1303 ) in Smith and London, Heads of Religious Houses, II;. John de Castell (1379 – resigned 1414) and another John (1433) in David M. Smith (eds.), The Heads of Religious Houses: England and Wales, III, 1377-1540 (Cambridge, 2008).]  [16:  We are not told whether a visitation of rats followed this unseemly episode.]  [17:  Monastic Wales: Event detail for Puffin Island. C. 1537: Dissolution [online at https://www.monasticwales.org/event/219 , accessed 20th October 2021]. See also Heale, Martin, The Dependant Priories of Medieval English Monasteries, Studies in the History of Medieval Religion, 22 (Boydell and Brewer: Woodbridge, 2004) p. 311 (and n. 72).] 
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