


[image: image]







CARDINAL NEWMAN

The Second Spring

Michael Ffinch

[image: image]






Contents

Title Page

Contents

Foreword

Part I. THE SEARCH FOR TRUTH

1 Childhood, Oxford and the Bitterest of Blows

1801–20

2 A Fellow of Oriel College

1822–28

3 The Vicar of St Mary’s

1828–32

4 Rome, How Shall I Name Thee?

1832–33

5 Lead Kindly Light

1833–34

6 The Movement

1834–38

7 The Church of the Fathers

1838–42

Part II. THE OLD RELIGION

8 Nicholas Wiseman

1840–43

9 Tract 90

1843–44

10 An Incomprehensible Blessing

1844–45

11 The Development of Christian Doctrine

1845–47

12 The Oratory of St Philip

1847–49

13 The Difficulties of Anglicans

1849–50

14 The Catholic Hierarchy

1850–52

15 Chronology of Newman’s Later Life

1852–90

Also by the same author

Acknowledgments

References

About the Author

Copyright




Foreword

It is surely necessary for every Christian to seek the unity for which Christ prayed. Happily, the Ecumenical Movement has already done much to make Christians aware of the damage their divided state has done. Certainly it has brought theological differences out into the open, and revealed significant, and in some cases surprising, agreement in many areas, but, sadly, through prejudice and misunderstanding damage is still being done.

However, there can be no unity among Christians until they can agree about the nature of the Church. They must first answer the vital question: What is the Church that Christ founded and promised he would never abandon? Does such a Church exist? Has it ever existed, or is it something of the future, an ideal towards which all Christians are hopefully moving? In providing a satisfactory answer the life and work of John Henry Newman is of considerable assistance, since this was the question he set out with all his energy to answer, in the tireless search for which, following his conscience, he moved from a position of extreme Evangelicalism towards Anglicanism, until his reception into the Catholic Church.

Now it may well be thought presumption, since Newman himself described the circumstances of his conversion adequately in his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, one of the finest examples of autobiographical writing in the language, that anyone should choose to write about it again. Surely, the facts are sufficiently well known. The only answer is that the present situation among Christians demands a further look.

It is important to emphasise at the outset that my book is not a biography in the accepted sense; rather, it is an attempt to place Newman’s spiritual pilgrimage in the context of the religious revival of the nineteenth century, and in particular to show how his conversion to Catholicism and his establishing of the Oratorian Order in England played an important part in the emergence of the Catholic Church after many years of injury and isolation. Because of this, I have chosen to follow Newman’s advice to the author of a life that he should make use of his subject’s letters and writings but refrain from as much comment and speculation of his own as possible. Towards the end of the book I have intentionally allowed Newman’s voice to be heard more and more strongly, and I have ended the narrative at an important moment in the English Catholic Church’s history, the year 1852, when after the recent restoration of the Catholic Hierarchy Newman preached his famous sermon, ‘The Second Spring’, at St Mary’s, Oscott during the First Provincial Council of Westminster.

There are many themes in the book besides the important one of Newman’s spiritual development, but perhaps among the most significant is one essential to it: Newman’s growing devotion to the Real Presence in the Eucharist. It was his discovery and understanding of this mystery that may be said to have led him into the Catholic Church just as much as the polemics in which he engaged. It amazed him that as an Anglican he had travelled through Italy and Sicily without once being aware that Our Lord was present in every church he had visited. After his conversion to Catholicism, when he was living in a house where the Blessed Sacrament was reserved, he would speak of the ‘incomprehensible blessing to have Christ in bodily presence in one’s house … to know that He is close by – to be able again and again through the day to go to Him’.

It is, of course, largely, if not entirely, owing to the Movement Newman and his friends began at Oxford in 1833 that the Blessed Sacrament is reserved in some Anglican churches today, but it is the exception rather than the rule, the formularies do not encourage it. Newman in his controversial Tract 90 did his best to argue that the Anglican Articles of Religion were open to a ‘Catholic’ interpretation, but in later life, although he continued to believe in most cases this was still possible, he came to see that in the question of the Mass and the Real Presence, they repudiated the central and most sacred doctrine of the Catholic religion.

It may suit the Prince of this World that Christians remain divided, but as Newman came to see so clearly, the moment of consecration is not symbolic: the Presence of Our Blessed Lord in the Most Holy Sacrament of the Altar binds us together, safeguards against error and destroys all pain.

Michael Ffinch

Dodding Green




PART I

The Search for Truth




1

Childhood, Oxford and the Bitterest of Blows

1801–20

On 3 April 1833, the Wednesday in Holy Week, Monsignor Nicholas Wiseman, the young Rector of the English College in Rome, was informed that Mr Severn, an artist well known in the city, had called with two travellers from England. These were clergymen of the Established Church, Oxford dons of about Wiseman’s own age. They could have expected a warm welcome, for Wiseman was known to enjoy such visits; he had already gained a reputation as a scholar who enjoyed debate, and it was not long since he had been requested personally by the Pope to preach a series of public sermons for the benefit of the increasingly large crowd of English visitors and residents in Rome. In fact, the two clergymen had attended one of these sermons, but this was to be their first meeting.

Wiseman’s five years as Rector of the Venerabile, as the place was affectionately called, had continued the College’s reconstruction begun by his predecessor, Dr Gradwell, after the ravages of Napoleon’s troops. When Gradwell had returned to England as a bishop, it had seemed natural that Wiseman, his Vice-Rector, should succeed him in spite of his comparative youth. Wiseman was described at about that time as ‘tall, slight, apparently long-necked, with features rather pointed and pale, and demeanour very grave’,1 and Severn’s keen eye might well have noted the contrast between him and the lean, bespectacled figure of the elder of the two Englishmen, Mr Newman; though it was the younger, Mr Froude, who seemed to engage more of Wiseman’s attention. The main reason the two had sought an introduction as related by Froude is surprising.

‘We got introduced to him to find out whether they would take us in on any terms to which we could twist our consciences, and we found to our dismay that not one step could be gained without swallowing the Council of Trent as a whole.’2

The Council of Trent! What in the Lord’s name were these two clergymen up to? Both staunch champions of the Established Church; Protestants, surely? How could they even contemplate ‘twisting their consciences’ to accept any accommodation between their Church and the accursed Rome? Did they mean to bend their knees to the Pope? Had they forgotten totally the Reformation? Did they doubt that Rome had erred? They could have no doubt that was true. Nevertheless, it was all something of a mystery, and the visit excited Wiseman greatly. Could it be that Oxford was about to experience the same sort of awakening as had lately stirred some Cambridge men, men like George Spencer and Ambrose Phillipps? Whatever it meant, this introduction had as much effect on Wiseman as on the others; but what Severn, or anyone else at the time could not have foreseen was that this simple meeting was the first between two future Cardinals of the Catholic Church, and that each had been chosen to play a major part, though acting out widely differing roles, in the renewal of the Faith in England, the renewal that Newman himself would call the ‘Second Spring’.

In Wiseman’s case future high office in the Catholic Church might have been expected, he had all the right credentials, but hardly in Newman’s. He had come to Rome quite by chance, a hasty decision brought about by Hurrell Froude’s ill-health. It was true he had found Rome a delightful place and he would regret leaving it. It was ‘so calm, so quiet, so dignified and beautiful’ and he knew nothing like it but Oxford, but it was a false charm. As he wrote back home to a friend: ‘Nothing could make the Queen of the Seven Hills any thing but evil,’3 and it surprised him to find clergymen like himself so inconsistent as to praise what God had cursed.

As for Froude, Wiseman confirmed all his worst fears. ‘We found to our horror that the doctrine of the infallibility of the Church made the acts of each successive Council obligatory for ever, that what had once been decided could never be meddled with again; in fact, that they were committed finally and irrevocably, and could not advance one step to meet us, even though the Church of England should again become what it was in Laud’s time, or indeed what it may have been up to the atrocious Council.’4 This altogether hardened Froude’s attitude to Roman Catholics and it made him wish for the overthrow of their system. From this moment he would fix his allegiance to the ‘ancient Church of England’, by which he meant the Church of King Charles I and the Non-Jurors.

However, the two had found Wiseman ‘too nice a person to talk nonsense about’, and a further meeting was arranged. Newman’s diary for Saturday, 6 April includes the entry: ‘Called on Dr Wiseman with Froude and had a long talk with him.’5

Before they left, Wiseman said he hoped they might visit Rome for a second time, and asked how long they intended to remain in the city. Newman said he did not know for they had work to do in England. What he did not know was that Wiseman himself felt he had work to do in England also. In later life he recalled that the visit of Newman and Froude had marked a turning point in his life and that from that time he entered a ‘new state of mind’.

‘From the day of Newman and Froude’s visit to me,’ he wrote, ‘never for an instant did I waver in my convictions that a new era had commenced in England … to this grand object I devoted myself … the favourite studies of former years were abandoned for the pursuit of this aim alone.’6

Perhaps Wiseman, like some others in Rome, was wondering who exactly this Mr Newman was.

The Newman family came from the Fen Country. John Henry Newman’s grandfather had moved from Swaffham Bulbeck in Cambridgeshire to London where he worked as a grocer. He used to refer to himself as a ‘coffee man’, but little is known about him except that he died intestate in the July of 1799. Three months later, his son, a partner in a banking firm and also named John, married Jemima Fourdrinier, the only daughter of a family of Huguenot descent that had been very successful in the paper business. As it happened, Jemima had also lost her father a few months before her marriage, but it is likely he had already sanctioned her considerable dowry of £5,000. John Henry, their eldest child, was born in the City of London on Saturday, 21 February 1801 at 80 Old Broad Street.

By all accounts John Newman had done very well by his marriage, for Jemima made an excellently loyal wife and mother, and the fact that she came from a higher position in the social scale than the Newmans spurred on her husband to keep her in the proverbial manner to which she was accustomed and, if possible, even better. At the time the prospects of Harrison, Prickett and Newman of No 1, Mansion House Street seemed good. The new-born baby was baptised in the Church of St Benet Fink on 9 April; his two godfathers were an uncle, and Richard Ramsbottom, MP, with whom John Newman was later to go into partnership.

The Newmans remained at Old Broad Street for a very short time, for their second son Charles was born at their new house in Southampton Street in June 1802. There were to be six children in all; after Charles came Harriett (1803), Francis (1805), Jemima (1808) and Mary (1809). Besides the town house, the family had taken Grey’s Court, at Ham. This ‘square-set Georgian House’ had extensive grounds, and, although he was only there for a relatively short while, it was to haunt Newman’s imagination: ‘I know more about it than any house I have been in since, and I could pass an examination in it. It has ever been in my dreams,’7 he wrote. It was at Ham in 1805 that he ‘lay abed with candles in the windows in illumination for the victory at Trafalgar’.8 Two years later the family left the house for good.

Newman recalled that when he was at school he dreamed about the Ham house as if it were Paradise. In the May of 1808 he had been sent as a boarder to a school in Great Ealing where there were some two hundred pupils, though by the time Newman left eight years later the number had risen by a further hundred. A success story indeed, and the school included among its pupils at different times Thomas Huxley, W.S. Gilbert, William Makepeace Thackeray and Captain Marryat, while Louis Philippe, formerly King of France, used to come over from Twickenham to give lessons in geography and mathematics. The master was Dr George Nicholas of Wadham College, Oxford. At Great Ealing School, Newman proved to be an exceptional pupil.


As a child, he was of a studious turn, and of a quick apprehension; and Dr Nicholas, to whom he became greatly attached, was accustomed to say, that no boy had run through the school, from the bottom to the top, so rapidly as John Newman. Though in no respect a precocious boy, he attempted original compositions in prose and verse from the age of eleven, and in prose showed a great sensibility and took much pains in matters of style. He devoted to such literary exercises and to such books as came his way a good proportion of his play-time; and his school-fellows have left on record that they never, or scarcely ever, saw him taking part in any game.9



The Doctor had the reputation for ‘getting boys on’, but, to begin with, although he managed the academic work happily enough, Newman had been too immature to cope with the other boys’ teasing. ‘O, Sir, they will say such things! I can’t help crying,’10 he informed the master. However, he was soon to settle down, and when his parents considered moving him to Winchester, he pleaded with them to be allowed to remain at Ealing, where his two brothers joined him.

Newman’s chief enjoyments at school were acting and music, and he became an active member of the Spy Club, producing a weekly paper in imitation of Addison’s Spectator, and appointing himself Grand Master of a special Order within the Club. Not content with writing ‘The Spy’, he also initiated an opposing weekly, the ‘Anti-Spy’, in which he contested the opinions of the former, proving not only his ability to see clearly both sides of an argument but also revealing his remarkable gift for writing concise English prose. Throughout his life Newman was meticulously careful to preserve documents and many of his early pocket books remained among his treasures, as did his school text books. The entries in the pocket books are brief and to the point, but among them are several that catch the eye particularly with the benefit of hindsight.


1810. May 4th. Heard for the first time the cuckoo. Dreamed that Mary was dead.

1811. Jany 27th. Sunday—went to Westminster Abbey, and R.C. Chapel.



Of the latter entry Newman recalled that it had been Warwick Street Chapel in the company of his father who had wanted to hear a particular piece of music. All Newman bore away from it was ‘the recollection of a pulpit and a preacher, and a boy swinging a censer’.11

Newman’s religious background was fairly typical for the time; his parents were nominally members of the Established Church, though his father considered himself a ‘man of the world’, a Freemason, and a member of the Beef-steak Club where the ‘chief wits and great men of the nation’ were said to gather. His mother was more religious. Of a ‘mildly Calvinistic’ frame of mind, she brought up her children to take great delight in reading the Bible and they were taught the Catechism, but, as Newman confessed later, he had no formed religious convictions until he was fifteen. The great change came about through the interest taken in him by the classics master, Revd Walter Mayers, who, as Newman later put it, ‘was the human means of this beginning of Divine faith in me’.12 From Mayers Newman accepted the concept of a definite Creed; he received into his intellect ‘impressions of dogma, which, through God’s mercy, have never been effaced or obscured’.13 Above all, it was the many books to which Mayers introduced him, rather than his conversations and sermons, that had most influence. This Newman considered as his First Conversion, and the ideas he gained from Mayers were ‘all of the school of Calvin’. At about the same time another important realisation came to him.


I am obliged to mention, though I do it with great reluctance, another deep imagination, which at this time, the autumn of 1816, took possession of me, – there can be no mistake about the fact; viz. that it would be the will of God that I should live a single life. This anticipation, which has held its ground almost continuously ever since – with the break of a month now and a month then, up to 1829, and after that date, without any break at all, – was more or less connected in my mind with the notion, that my calling in life would require such a sacrifice as celibacy involved; as, for instance, missionary work among the heathen, to which I had a great drawing for some years.14



The Newman family needed all the religious consolation possible, for about the same time, in the winter after the Battle of Waterloo, the fortunes of Mr Newman’s banking business took a turn for the worse. On 8 March 1816 the doors of Ramsbottom, Newman and Ramsbottom were closed. A difficult time followed during which the family moved from Southampton Street to Alton, in Hampshire, where Mr Newman worked in the brewing business. From that time onwards, although the bank’s creditors were paid in full, the family never completely recovered its stability.

So it was that in the spring of 1817, with his new-found religious principles and intentions, and with eyesight which his studies had begun to affect, Newman waited the few months before moving from Ealing to Oxford.

Newman’s name is so firmly linked in most people’s minds with Oxford that it comes as a surprise to learn that, but for the happy guiding of Providence, he might have gone to Cambridge. Even on the morning he left home with his father there seems still to have been doubt as to which university to head for. Should the post boy direct the chaise towards Hounslow, or for the first stage on the road to Cambridge? The matter was decided by the timely arrival of the Curate of St James’s Piccadilly, Revd John Mullins, who had taken an interest in the boy’s education, and who persuaded Mr Newman to make speedily for Oxford.

Mullins’s hope had been to find young John a place at Exeter, his own College, but on arrival there was no vacancy and so he ‘took the advice of his Exeter friends to introduce him to Dr Lee, President of Trinity, and at that time Vice Chancellor’.15 Newman matriculated as a commoner. On informing Dr Nicholas of the outcome of his Oxford visit, the news was met with the enthusiastic reply, ‘Trinity? a most gentlemanlike College; I am much pleased to hear it.’16

Newman did not take up residence at Trinity until early in the following June when he was offered ‘borrowed apartments’. He had already missed most of the year and the undergraduates were about to leave for the long vacation. With his natural shyness Newman felt this some advantage. He was very ill at ease for the first day or two; his eyes were giving him trouble once more, and he could not see to read. He was depressed and, knowing no one, he felt very solitary. After a few days his eyes slowly improved and he was able to study, breaking off for an hour’s walk.

On 16 June he informed his father: ‘I am not noticed at all, except by being stared at. I am glad they do not wish to be acquainted with me, not because I wish to appear apart from them and ill-natured, but because I really do not think I should gain the least advantage from their company.’17 A generous attempt to make the new arrival feel at home in College was made but not appreciated. ‘They drank and drank all the time I was there,’ Newman complained, ‘for I am sure I was not entertained with either their drinking or their conversation.’18 The summons to prayer came as a blessing and brought the half hour ordeal to an end. ‘I really think, if any one should ask me what qualifications were necessary for Trinity College, I should say there is only one, – Drink, drink, drink.’19

One might assume from this that Newman was a prude, but the assumption would be false. In another letter home he praises the College dinner: ‘Fish, flesh and fowl, beautiful salmon, haunches of mutton, lamb etc and fine, very fine (to my taste) strong beer, served up on old pewter plates, and misshapen earthenware jugs.’20 He wishes his Mama to know there were gooseberry, raspberry, and apricot pies, and Harriett must be told he had seen the fat cook!

It was not to be very long, however, before Newman found a friend in John William Bowden. Although their initial meeting had been brief, since Bowden left Oxford for the vacation on 19 June, during the following terms the two became inseparable; eating, reading and walking in each other’s company and seeing as much as possible of each other during the vacations. In fact, they were so often seen together that men used to mistake their names and call them by each other’s. The friendship lasted and Bowden remained one of Newman’s inner circle of friends. ‘One whom to have known is to have loved and to hold in perpetual remembrance’, Newman wrote of him, ‘with whom passed almost exclusively my Undergraduate years.’21 In later life Newman recalled how Bowden had been sent to call on him the day after he came into residence, and how he had introduced him to the College and the University. ‘He is the link between me and Oxford. I have ever known Oxford in him.’22

Newman was present at the ceremony at which Robert Peel, at the time Chief Secretary for Ireland, was made a Doctor of Laws. ‘I had a very good place in the theatre,’ he told his father. He thought his brother Charles would have enjoyed the noblemen’s dresses, ‘as also the I-do-not-know-what-they-were, very fat men, I suppose DDs, in red robes, or scarlet, and the Proctors with sheepskins.’23 Peel’s elevation had been in recognition of his successful opposition to Catholic emancipation and Oxford acknowledged his services to Protestantism even further by making him her Member of Parliament.

At home these early letters from Oxford were received with a certain anxiety, but Mrs Newman was thankful that John was showing such strong principles, such as might be able ‘to stem the torrent of folly and impropriety’. ‘I must echo what your father says,’ Mrs Newman continued. ‘Change of society, even if agreeable, is trying to a feeling mind.’24

For a short time Newman had the College to himself, and when one evening, with half a dozen servants waiting upon him, he feasted alone on veal cutlets and peas, so awesome did the occasion seem he could hear the noise he made chewing throughout the empty hall. When another man came in and sat opposite, because they had not been introduced, they preserved an amicable silence and conversed with their teeth.

Anxious to have his course of reading organised, Newman attempted to see the President. A servant showed him into the parlour, saying the doctor would be ready in a minute. After waiting for an hour and a half, Newman rang the bell, but discovered that Dr Lee was out. The following day the doctor told him that all matters of study were left to the tutors. It looked as though he might have to retreat home without any information about the one matter uppermost in his mind, except for the chance sight of one of the tutors, dressed in top-boots and on horseback, on his way into the country. Newman dashed out into the road and abruptly accosted him, asking him which books he should read during the vacation. The tutor treated him kindly, explaining that he himself was now leaving Oxford for the vacation, but that a colleague still in College would be able to help, as proved to be the case. But for this fortunate meeting Newman might have had little to do except sit and console himself with his violin.

Music was to play an important part in Newman’s time as an undergraduate. For the first weeks he had hired a violin while his own was being repaired, and, during that hot June, he composed some couplets on the subject of music.


His list of blessings worthily to crown

God sent his sweetest gift, sent Music down.

– Soul of the world! – for thy harmonious force

Restrains all nature in its proper course …25



In the coming years he would join other musical friends, taking the first violin part in quartets by Haydn or Mozart. On one occasion an enthusiastic don, ‘a very good-natured man, but too fond of music’, kept him playing quartets for five hours at a stretch so that his arms and eyes hurt, and his head and back grew stiff. Newman developed a passion for Beethoven, ‘the gigantic nightingale’, as he called him, and he used to participate in weekly concerts, given privately to a music club formed next door at St John’s College.

On 29 June 1817 what Newman called his ‘first solitary term of three weeks’ came to an end.

Newman returned to Oxford in the following October. Among the many items his scout bought for him in the town were an egg-saucepan and spoon, a shaving pot, several decanters, two dozen wine glasses and an earthen slop pan. He was unable to have a bath because the ceiling had collapsed and the bath was being repaired, but he still owed the College for the few baths he had had during the hot weather in June. To begin with his eyes were giving little trouble, though on the first Sunday he had a dizzy spell during the service in the University Church of St Mary’s and had to be helped back to his rooms. His tutor, Mr Short, had advised him which lectures to attend: ‘one in Tacitus every morning but Thursday; one in Cicero on Wednesday, and Mathematics three times a week’.26 Newman did not think this enough: ‘of course, they begin with little to see what I can do.’27 Still, apart from his friendship with Bowden, he stood somewhat aloof from the rest of the College. His mother wrote hoping he was not over-exerting himself. ‘Remember all extremes as bad, and that a steady permanent attention is most prudent, because compatible with health,’28 she advised. However, ‘Mr Newman and his fiddle’ had been noticed; on one occasion later in the term he was invited to a wine party and asked to bring his violin, but the gathering was too riotous for him to play and he departed leaving one or two others to play their flutes.

Towards the end of November the University was plunged into mourning, as was the whole nation, for Princess Charlotte, who had died after giving birth to a stillborn son. The Proctors would not allow anyone to appear unless in black: ‘Black coat, black waistcoat, black trowsers (sic), black gloves; black ribbon, no chain to the watch; no white except the neckcloth and the unplaited frill,’29 Newman informed his mother.

Soon it became obvious to his tutors that he was an exceptional scholar. When at Easter 1818 his father came to Oxford to take John Henry home, Mr Short greeted him like a long-lost friend. ‘O, Mr Newman, what have you given us in your son,’ or some such words. Short’s interest was increasing, to the extent that he gave his student extra books to read and encouraged him to sit for a College scholarship. In this Newman was successful and he was elected a scholar on 18 May 1818. The award was for nine years at £60 a year, after which, if there were no other Fellow from his county at the College, Newman would have stood the chance of being elected Fellow ‘as a regular thing for five years without taking orders’. What was certain was that his tutors, and Newman himself, expected that he would reach the highest academic distinction, and for the next two years he worked assiduously towards gaining First Class Honours in his Final Examination.

Both term-time and vacations were from that time onwards spent in study. Besides the classical authors, he read Gibbon twice, as he informed Bowden during the vacation of 1819.


Herodotus, Thucydides and Gibbon have employed me nearly from morning to night. A second perusal of the last historian has raised him in my scale of merit. With all his faults, his want of simplicity, his affectation and his monotony, few can be put in comparison with him, and sometimes when I reflect on his happy choice of expressions, his rigorous compression of ideas, and the life and significance of every word, I am prompted to exclaim that no style is left for historians of an after day. Oh, who is worthy to succeed our Gibbon? Exoriare aliquis! and may he be a better man.30



Newman himself was one to succeed him, and he was a better man. ‘I seldom wrote without an eye to style,’ he said with reference to his earliest efforts at composition, ‘and since my taste was bad my style was bad. I wrote in style as another might write in verse, or sing instead of speaking, or dance instead of walking. Also my evangelical tone contributed to its bad taste.’31 However, as Newman’s taste developed, so did his literary style. Together with Bowden he produced The Undergraduate, a magazine that ran for several issues until its authorship became known; once the secret was out all Newman’s enthusiasm diminished, and he felt ashamed of his effort. ‘What imprudence have I committed? I had told no one. I never felt such a dreadful shock. The whole day I was so weak I could hardly walk or speak.’32 Another joint venture was ‘The Huguenot’, a poem about the Massacre of St Bartholomew; but such enjoyments might hinder his progress towards success in Schools. During one Christmas vacation he made ‘a very full analysis or abridgment of the whole of Thucydides’; during the long vacation of 1819, he read at the rate of nine hours a day. As the months drew on to his examination he increased the pace, during twenty out of the twenty-four weeks reading up to twelve hours a day, and if for any reason he read for less, he would make it up the following day, sometimes reading for some fifteen hours. ‘I stayed in Oxford during the vacations, got up in Winter and Summer at five or six, hardly allowed myself time for my meals, and ate, indeed, the bread of carefulness.’33

His tutors in College continued to have high hopes; for some years they had had no success in the Honours list. In Newman they appeared to have a dead certainty. Just before the exam Bowden wrote to his friend: ‘By the time you receive this, I conclude you will have completed your labours in the schools and covered yourself and the college with glory.’34 But only shame was to follow, for Newman had burnt himself out: when he discovered he was called to the examination a day earlier than expected he went completely to pieces. On 1 December he wrote in anguish home to his father.


It is all over; and I have not succeeded. The pain it gives me to be obliged to inform you and my Mother of it I cannot express. What I feel on my own account is indeed nothing at all, compared with the idea that I have disappointed you; and most willingly would I consent to a hundred times the sadness that now overshadows me if so doing would save my Mother and you from feeling vexation. I will attempt to describe what I have gone through; but it is past away, and I feel quite lightened of a load. – The Examining Masters were as kind as it was possible to be; but my nerves quite forsook me and I failed. I have done every thing I could to attain my object, I have spared no labour and my reputation in my College is as solid as before, if not so splendid. – If a man falls in battle after a display of bravery, he is honoured as a hero; ought not the same glory to attend him who falls on the field of literature?35



It was the bitterest of blows. When the class list was posted Newman’s name did not appear at all on the mathematical side of the paper, and in classics he was placed well down in the Second Class. However, his performance gained him his BA and his father sent him the £15 necessary for the fee and he graduated on Tuesday, 5 December 1820.

In reply to his letter Mrs Newman assured him: ‘We are more than satisfied with your laudable endeavours … Every body who knows you, knows your merit; and your failure will increase the interest they feel in you.’36 She concluded with a reminder of something Newman had written to his sister Jemima some weeks before he sat for the exam. That letter had revealed not only a remarkably mature attitude to circumstance, but also a trust in Providence consonant with a highly developed state of spiritual awareness.


I am doing my part, but God chooseth the event and I know he will choose for the best. It therefore is not only my duty but my privilege to take no thought of the morrow; for thinking of the event and its uncertainty would only tend to make me anxious and care worn and sad. But now striving to feel that, whether I pass a good or bad examination, God will be bestowing what is best for me, I may rest calm and joyful. I will not therefore ask for success, but for ‘good’; I dare not ask for success, for it might prove fatal to me. Do you therefore, dearest sister, wish for me to obtain that which is best for me, and not for me to gain high honours here; for then, whether I succeed or fail, I shall have the comfort of feeling assured that I have obtained real advantage and not apparent.

Still raise for good the supplicating voice,

But leave to Heav’n the measure, and the choice.37



The measure was harsh indeed, and the choice hurt deeply.
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A Fellow of Oriel College

1822–28

Determined not to let his failure distress him too deeply Newman continued to work as hard as ever. He would learn the choruses of Aeschylus by heart. Music would be a consolation, and he thought of setting one or two of the choruses as he learnt them. Recently the first symphony of Haydn had made a great impression on him. He had a concerto of his own to write, as he informed Jemima, besides a treatise on astronomy to complete. Nevertheless, the trauma of the examination had alarmed him. He had never experienced anything like it before. ‘My memory was gone, my mind altogether confused,’1 he wrote to Mayers. It was as if a surgical operation were day after day being carried out upon him; he had dragged himself through the examination from Saturday to Friday, and after all was obliged to withdraw from the contest, but he still believed God was leading him through life in the way best adapted for His glory and his own salvation. ‘I trust I may have always the same content and indifference to the world, which is at present the prevailing principle in my heart – yet I have great fears of backsliding.’2

After some time spent with his father at Cheltenham and London over Christmas, Newman returned to Oxford on 12 February 1821. A few days earlier he had visited Drury Lane for the opera Artaxerxes, which was perhaps his last visit to the theatre. His scholarship had not expired and the College welcomed him back; both Dr and Mrs Lee were particularly kind. Newman decided to attend anatomy and mineralogy lectures, and during the term he rode out to Abingdon to look at a fine collection of minerals, and determined to visit the British Museum collection at the earliest opportunity. He wrote the mineralogy lectures up in simple and direct form so that his young sisters could enjoy them.

It seemed unlikely that he would be able to keep his rooms after July, but he was decided about staying at Oxford. In April he wrote to his tutor of his intention to take in pupils, but the future at this time remained uncertain. No longer was a career at the Bar likely, for he had been entered at Lincoln’s Inn in the summer of 1819. After his failure in the examination, his father acquiesced to his son’s growing desire to be ordained, though the matter was not finally decided until January the following year.

In fact, Newman moved out of College earlier than was expected. During either the Trinity or Summer Term he lodged at a house opposite Balliol College where he remained until 5 July. Returning in October after the long vacation he took rooms well known to him, since they had been formerly occupied by Bowden, at Seal’s Coffee House, at the corner of Holywell and Broad Street, his main room looking down the street. There he would remain until the Easter of 1822. On 1 November Mr Newman’s financial affairs reached breaking point and the unhappy man was declared bankrupt. Realising the desperate situation in which the family was now placed, and the effect the strain might have on his father’s health, John Henry wrote home declaring his intention to take the education of his brother, Francis, upon his own shoulders, in spite of the fact that he as yet had only one pupil. At about the same time the ‘audacious idea’ entered his mind that he would pursue the object of ambition of all rising men at Oxford at that time and stand for a Fellowship at Oriel.

Francis spent much of the autumn of 1821 at Oxford, studying under his brother’s tuition in preparation for his matriculation. Although in theory the plan was a sensible one, in practice matters did not work out, as Newman confessed to his mother. ‘While with Frank at Oxford I have felt a spirit of desperate ill-temper, and sullen anger rush on me.’3 So violent had he become on occasion that he would tremble from head to foot and he thought he might fall down under excess of agitation. Aware of the friction between the brothers, in spite of his many difficulties their father thought it might be better if Frank remained at home after Christmas and gave up all idea of Oxford; this prompted a letter from John full of praise for Frank’s ability. He wrote that Frank was amazingly advanced for his age in both classics and mathematics. He was quite unsuited to go into business, if that were the alternative to staying at Oxford. ‘He is in my opinion very quick as to things, and very slow as to persons; he is more expert at mathematical, than moral evidence. To speak from my own judgment, it seems to be taking him from the very thing which is naturally adapted to him.’4

The letter made Mr Newman reconsider, and Frank did return to Oxford where he remained, gaining a scholarship to Worcester College in the November of 1822, taking a Double First in 1826, after which he was elected a Fellow of Balliol. On learning of his brother’s success in the Worcester scholarship Newman admitted that Frank was a better Greek scholar and a much better mathematician than he, but later in life he used unfairly to cite Frank as an example of the dangers of Protestantism. ‘Whether or not Anglicanism leads to Rome,’ he wrote to Jemima, ‘so far is clear as day, that Protestantism leads to infidelity.’5 However, he could well afford to be magnanimous in the autumn of 1822, for by that time his own life had taken a decided turn for the better: he was now a Fellow of Oriel.

The House of the Blessed Mary the Virgin in Oxford, founded in 1326 by King Edward II, and one of the University’s oldest colleges, soon became known as Oriel. At the beginning of the nineteenth century it was not only leading the colleges in a reformed system of examination and degrees for undergraduates soon to be followed by the others, but also it drew its Fellows from the University at large. The reform had been introduced by John Eveleigh, who was Provost of Oriel until 1814. By electing College Fellows by examination Eveleigh had been able to attract the brightest candidates from all the other colleges, so that soon Oriel became the most desired of prizes.

Newman, as we have seen, had made up his mind to try for Oriel in the November of 1821, but it was not until the first week of the following February that he called on the Provost of that college to ask leave to stand. The Provost, Dr Copleston, requested that the College see Newman’s birth certificate. Newman, perhaps realising he was a little young, made it known at Trinity that he had no chance on the first attempt, but that he was ‘simply standing for the sake both of knowing the nature of the examination for the sake of next year, and being known to the examiners’.6 Certainly those at Trinity did not try to dissuade him, although few thought he had much chance of success; Newman, they considered, was likely to remain an ‘under-the-line’ man. One of the Fellows of Trinity, William Kinsey, later to become Vice-President of the College, wrote to Newman’s father in the middle of March to assure him that John was not overdoing things, or overfagging, as he had done before his Schools. ‘He wisely determines not to calculate upon success at Oriel, for there the struggles of the best have failed, and the odds are always fearfully against contending candidates. Knowing as I do the many opponents he will have to encounter, men of celebrity for talent and reading, I, with all my eager desire for his success, do not permit myself to be at all sanguine as to his beating the field.’7

As for the candidate himself, it seems he had a strong intuition that he would do well. ‘I do not know how it happens,’ he wrote to his friend James Tyler, ‘but I certainly feel very confident with respect to Oriel … God keep me from setting my heart upon it.’8 But his heart was set on it. The candidates began the examination on Saturday, 6 April and were supplied with sandwiches, fruit, cake, jellies and wine to help them on their way. A blazing fire warmed them, and they were given plenty of time to complete the papers. On the following Friday Newman learnt of his success. For the rest of his life he considered that Friday the turning point, ‘of all days most memorable’. It raised him, he said, ‘from obscurity and need to competency and reputation’.9

Unknown to him his papers had aroused great excitement at Oriel, and three days into the exam Dr Copleston had sent a deputation round to Trinity to make inquiries in the strictest confidence ‘about his antecedents and general character’. Mr Short had been so elated that he sent for Newman, whom, he was alarmed to discover, had more or less decided to withdraw from the contest, but without betraying any secrets managed to persuade him to continue, while offering him a share in the lamb cutlets and fried parsley he was having for dinner.

Newman had every right to feel pleased with himself and although big-headed, the dramatic account of how he received the good news must have given him great pleasure to compose when he remembered the occasion some fifty years later.


The Provost’s Butler, to whom it fell by usage to take the news to the fortunate candidates, made his way to Mr Newman’s lodgings in Broad Street, and found him playing the violin. This in itself disconcerted the messenger, who did not associate such an accomplishment with a candidateship for the Oriel Common Room; but his perplexity was increased, when, on his delivering what may be supposed to have been his usual form of speech on such occasions, that ‘he had, he feared, disagreeable news to announce, viz. that Mr Newman was elected Fellow of Oriel, and that his immediate presence was required there,’ the person addressed, thinking that such language savoured of impertinent familiarity, merely answered ‘Very well’ and went on fiddling. This led the man to ask whether perhaps he had not mistaken the rooms and gone to the wrong person, to which Mr Newman replied that (it) was all right. But, as may be imagined, no sooner had the man left, than he flung down his instrument, and dashed down stairs with all speed to Oriel College.10



As he hurried past St Mary’s and crossed over the High Street towards his new college his eagerness was noticed. Tradesmen bowed low to him, for the news had evidently spread quickly. Friends congratulated him. At Trinity there was great excitement over the success of one of their college; bells began tolling from three different towers, for which Newman later had to pay; and the few undergraduates remaining in college revising for their degree reproached him for having spoilt their day’s reading.

The move to Oriel was immediate. On the same Friday morning Newman found himself in the small tower room where on the Tuesday he had undergone the torturous ordeal of his viva voce. The occasion was scarcely less daunting. He did not so much mind the presence of the Provost, since he already felt relatively at ease with Copleston; many of the assembled Fellows he knew little about, but he felt like a young school boy in the presence of his hero when he confronted Keble. ‘When Keble advanced to take my hand,’ he told his mother, ‘I quite shrank and could have nearly sunk into the floor, ashamed at so great an honour.’11 The enthusiastic hand-shakings over, the group moved into the chapel, where with two others he was installed. Later, at six o’clock, he dined in Hall for the first time, and the
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