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      FOREWORD
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      The Dissolution of the Monasteries was one of the great catalytic events in our past. It was at the crux of that turning point
         in English ecclesiastical history which was occasioned by Henry VIII’s breach with Rome after two Popes (Clement VII and Paul
         III) had refused to let him divorce Katherine of Aragon and make Anne Boleyn his Queen in her place. The quarrel between the
         King and the papacy gave birth not only to the Church of England but also to the other manifestations of the Reformation that
         would gradually evolve (in some cases directly) from Anglicanism. With some 650 religious houses of one sort and another in
         England and Wales, the monasteries were a conspicuous presence in the Roman Catholic life of this country, a focal point of
         faith in all its varied expressions, for a great area surrounding each convent. The faithful civilian populace in these hinterlands
         was fortified by the knowledge that the monks and other professed religious (of both genders) were perpetually engaged in
         prayer on their behalf. They were deeply attracted to the idea of pilgrimage to shrines of which the monasteries and other
         convents were the principal guardians. They believed that they gained merit in the eyes of their Maker by sustaining religious
         communities with their alms and other donations.
      

      But there were two sides to that coin and the monks themselves supported their local populations in a number of very tangible
         ways, quite apart from any spiritual benefits that might be conferred as a result of intercession and remembrance. They afforded
         shelter to weary travellers and sanctuary to the oppressed. They were landlords, and on them depended large numbers of people
         for their dwellings and the mite of ground from which a subsistence could be scraped. They employed people to work for them, by acting as household servants,
         farm labourers, skilled craftsmen. They grew crops and bred animals, and what was surplus to their own requirements they sold
         in their local market places. Because they ate a great deal of seafood, especially during Lent and at other penitential periods,
         they were important patrons of the nearest fisheries. The monasteries were thus a very considerable factor in the economic
         life of the nation; and when Henry dismantled them, he deprived his poorer subjects appreciably.
      

      This is not, however, another book about the Dissolution of the Monasteries per se, though the Dissolution provides the background and the tension running through much of Part Two. This is, rather, an attempt
         to convey what life was like in a typical English monastery before the Dissolution began in 1536, and how that life and that
         presence were transformed by the political and ecclesiastical events for which Henry VIII was responsible. It is about a community
         of men vowed to a singular way of life that had been established for centuries before they themselves were professed from
         the novitiate. It is about what happened to them, individually and collectively, as a result of the Dissolution. It is about
         the evolution that followed a particular date in the sixteenth century, after which nothing was quite the same again for these
         monks. It is about the transition of the Benedictine Durham Priory into the Anglican Durham Cathedral that we know today,
         it is about the cult of St Cuthbert, which motivated almost all that happened here for centuries, and it is about the relationship
         between the monks and the Prince Bishops of Durham, who were among the most powerful and substantial overlords in the nation.
         Durham Cathedral has been voted (in a BBC poll) the nation’s best-loved building, and has been crowned with a more important
         accolade as one of Britain’s first World Heritage Sites. Nikolaus Pevsner declared roundly that ‘Durham is one of the great
         experiences of Europe to the eyes of those who appreciate architecture, and to the minds of those who understand architecture’.
         He thought the grouping of Cathedral, monastery and Castle on a rock above the River Wear could only be compared to similar
         configurations at Avignon, above the Rhône, and Prague, above the Vltava. But, magnificent as the architecture and its riparian
         setting is, there are many other stirring things to be said about and experienced in Durham Cathedral. The narrative that follows
         is intended, in its own fashion, as a tribute to them all.
      

      I am considerably indebted to a great number of people for various kinds of assistance in writing this book. By far my biggest
         debt is to the Dean of Durham, the Very Revd Michael Sadgrove, and to Jenny Sadgrove, who is a theologian (and much else)
         in her own right. It was he who presented me with the idea in the first place; it was the wife and husband who then proceeded
         to house and fuel me repeatedly across the couple of years when I was engaged in research at Durham, with a generosity that
         exceeded even their own already high standards. I am also most grateful to Canon Rosalind Brown who, when all the Deanery
         beds were reclaimed by their rightful owners in an unexpected convergence of Sadgroves from the uttermost ends of the earth
         on one occasion, offered me shelter and much kindness for the best part of a week. Generous hospitality and great scholarship
         have always gone hand in hand in Durham and I have received both to a humbling degree from two of the University’s most distinguished
         medievalists, Patrick Mussett and Alan Piper, who effectively placed their life’s work in my hands and told me to use it as
         I wished; Pat Mussett, in addition, took the weight off my now distinctly inadequate Latin and translated some documents for
         me, while Alan Piper steered me carefully in the right direction when I was investigating the Durham muniments. Other scholars
         who have helped me in various ways are David Hunt, David Rollason, Andrew Gray and Michael Stansfield, and I thank them all
         most warmly; as I do John Warren, for introducing me to the splendours of Durham Castle, and Professor Maurice Tucker, Master
         of University College, who entertained me royally there. Within the Cathedral community my very best thanks go to Lilian Groves,
         who has shared with me her unrivalled knowledge of the building and its history, and her wealth of experience in working there.
         I’m also most grateful for the help I received from Norman Emery, the Cathedral Archaeologist, from Brian Crosby, of the Friends
         Office, and from Anne Heywood, the Chapter Steward; and I could not have been treated with more cheerfully patient assistance
         than I was by Joan Williams and Catherine Turner of the Dean and Chapter Library, where a great deal of my research was carried out. Outside Durham, I have once again had the benefit of all possible help
         from Jacqueline Whiteside and her colleagues in Lancaster University Library, whose collections of Letters and Papers, various other state papers and a number of learned journals have been an important source of material for three of my books
         now. But none of this would have happened without the generous backing (yet again) of my publisher, Ion Trewin. Once again
         I’ve had the superb backup of Linden Lawson; and, for the first time, of Bea Hemming, who has ensured that every stage of
         the production went smoothly, which past experience has taught me takes some doing. My thanks to them both.
      

      Finally, I owe a very special debt of gratitude to four people who have sustained me through the writing of The Last Office in a quite different way from any of the above. They are my children, Kalyacitta, Andrew and Michael, whose love and support
         have long been my principal prop and stay; which has now been joined by that of Susan Bassnett, to whom this book is partly
         dedicated.
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      I

      
      TENEBRAE
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         ‘And so, being all assembled in the one place, let them say Compline. And when they come out of Compline, let there be no further
               permission for anyone to say anything. Severe punishment shall be accorded to anyone who is found to infringe this rule of
               silence, unless speech be made necessary by the arrival of guests or the abbot give someone an order. But, even so, this speaking
               itself should be done with the utmost gravity and the most becoming restraint.’
         

         RULE OF ST BENEDICT, CHAPTER 42

      

      
      The monks came into their Priory church of Our Lady and St Cuthbert at six of the clock that evening, three at a time, fifty-four
         of them all told, some stepping confidently to their stalls, others shuffling carefully with the awkwardness of old age.1 Each moved as men will who know that they have all the time in the world ahead of them, though every head was bowed in submission
         to whatever was inevitable, under its cowl. The black Benedictine monks of Durham had in this fashion marked the ending of
         each day for well over four hundred years, ever since a Norman Bishop, William of St Calais, had installed them high above the river here in 1083; just as each day had begun
         with the singing of Mattins, the first of the diurnal offices which Benedict himself had ordained, at midnight, when only
         monks and watchmen and villains were astir. Between Compline and Mattins, the monastic community enjoyed its longest period
         of unbroken rest.
      

      
      The church would have been in darkness by now at this turn of the year, had it not been for the candle flames guttering and
         swaying upon its altars and along its quire. In their wavering glow the vivid colours of paint upon stone, which everywhere
         brightened the pillars and the walls in the light of day, were dulled and indistinct, and dissolved mysteriously in the encompassing
         gloom. The massive piers supporting the galleries, triforium and clerestory rising to the roof, and the great arches with
         their zig-zagging chevrons at each stage, were visible only in their lower courses before they disappeared into the looming
         emptiness above. Their strange individuality, with deeply incised or graphic decorations (chevrons again, or lozenges for
         the most part) set upon the huge Norman drums, or plain fluted columns which soared out of sight, and their overpowering strength,
         were only hinted at in what could be glimpsed at this hour of the winter’s day. Nothing could be seen of the sensational stone
         vaulting upholding the roof, which ran from one end to the other of this tremendous church, and which nobody in the whole
         of Christendom had ever achieved until it was accomplished in this place. The intricate Gothic screen behind the high altar,
         dazzling in its virtuosity, with 107 gaudied and gilded figures of kings and queens and saints and divines and benefactors
         in alabaster, standing each in its own niche, would likewise have been invisible had it not been warmed by the glow of its
         own candlelight. For over one hundred and fifty years it had been a thing to marvel at, not least because it had been made
         in London, its various parts then being shipped in crates to the River Tyne and brought from Newcastle to Durham on wagons
         drawn by oxen. Such a thing had been unheard of before 1380, when one of the Priory’s great patrons, John Lord Neville, paid
         for it to commemorate his generosity.
      

      
      During the day, the whole length of the building was fulgent with the sunlight shining through the stained window glass, whose
         scarlets and ambers and sapphires and viridians and purples, and subtler tones in between from every part of the spectrum, dappled
         in consequence the painted stones to produce an effect that could make the eyes ache with its confusing rhapsody. But when
         darkness fell, all colour was drained out of the stones and everything was muted, obscure, impenetrable; and just a little
         lonely. The church then seemed to be waiting for something that would bring it to life again after its hours of watchfulness.
      

      
      Before entering the quire at this cold hour, the monks had been refreshed with drink in their refectory and had then gathered
         in the chapter house, along the east side of the cloister, whose pillars were capped with dragons and atlantes and foliate
         scrolls in almost pagan display, and which was said to be the finest such chamber ever built by the Normans in England.2 There one of them had read to his brethren for a little while some edifying spiritual text, which might be from John Cassian
         one night, from St Augustine the next, from some other Father of the Church on the night following; echoing the reading which
         took place each morning as the religious working day began, when an excerpt from Benedict’s Rule was intoned in the same place,
         to remind the monks whose children they were, and what exacting standards they were expected to maintain. Before Compline,
         the Prior of Durham, Dan Hugh Whitehead,3 who had held his great office through twenty increasingly anxious years, had closed this preamble with the ritualised invocation
         ‘Adiutorium nostrum in nomine domini’ (‘Our help is in the name of the Lord’), to which his brethren had replied ‘Qui fecit celum et terram’ (‘Who hath made heaven and earth’). Then they had fallen in behind him and proceeded to their last act of worship for that
         day. This was the night of Wednesday 31 December 1539.
      

      
      The evening was cold enough to produce a mist around the monks as they sang the office and uttered their prayers; for their breath, in the frosty air of the old year, was released in small
         clouds which punctuated the stalls of the quire. They began with a moment of private and silent prayer and then, at a signal
         from the Prior, they recited the Confiteor, the general confession, followed by an absolution from Hugh Whitehead, a middle-aged man who would soon be elderly, having
         been a Durham monk for forty years. Three of his brethren had been professed even longer than he, however. Thomas Holburn
         had been a Benedictine since about 1488 and had been present at the election of Whitehead’s predecessor, Thomas Castell, in
         1494; now, after occupying several senior positions in the Priory’s hierarchy, and after serving as sub-Prior of the dependent
         Finchale Priory just a few miles downstream from Durham, he was living out the last few years of his life as one of the monastery’s
         sages, quietly awaiting his turn to meet his Maker. Richard Herrington, once the Bursar of Durham College, Oxford, later Steward
         of the Prior’s Household, later still Master of Farne before becoming Feretrar, sub-Prior and then Master of Wearmouth, had
         been professed about 1491 and was likewise contemplating his end in penitence and faith. As was John Swalwell, who became
         a Durham Benedictine two years after Herrington and four before Whitehead, another who had filled many of the senior monastic
         roles, including Master of the important dependency at Jarrow, which he had relinquished only two years ago. Swalwell’s elder
         brother Thomas had only just died and was buried in the monks’ last resting place in the centory garth behind the chapter
         house, after a lifetime of monastic scholarship and bibliophilia, in which he had reorganised the archives according to a
         system which would still be thought serviceable nearly six hundred years later.4

      
      There were many much younger monks in the quire for the last office of the old year: Thomas Foster, Roger Rawe, John Sotheran
         and Richard Foster, all of whom had been professed only for three years and had celebrated their first Masses within the past
         twelve months; and John Fishburn, Miles Swalwell, John Blyth, Richard Dennis, Robert Chilton, none of whom had yet reached their first decade
         as monks. And then there were the men who had sung this office in this church since the turn of the century or a few years
         after, who included the senior members of the community’s well-defined hierarchy, with important responsibilities in the ordering
         of its affairs: the obedientiaries and their immediate subordinates.
      

      
      Stephen Marley, the sub-Prior, and therefore Hugh Whitehead’s deputy when the older man was away from the monastery, had been
         Prior of Stamford from 1530 to 1533, before returning to the mother house as Chamberlain and Feretrar: in the first role he
         supervised the clothing of the monks and the provision of their bedsheets, in the second he kept the keys of St Cuthbert’s
         shrine and its priceless contents; while, as sub-Prior, it was also his duty ‘to go every night as a privy watch before midnight
         and after midnight to every monk’s chamber and to call at his chamber door by his name, to see that none of them should be
         lacking or stolen forth to go about any kind of vice or naughtiness’. Should he, too, be absent or indisposed, then his responsibilities
         were transferred to the Third Prior at Durham, who was William Wylam, monk here since 1513, sometime Chamberlain and Feretrar,
         a seminal position in this monastery. Robert Bennett, who had joined the community in 1509, was the Bursar, the chief accounting
         officer for the Priory’s main estates, therefore a key figure in its economic life, though not so much as the Terrar, who
         was the principal land agent. In charge of its victuals, of feeding everyone from the most awkward novice to the most honoured
         guest, was Roger Middleham the Cellarer, who had been professed in 1522, and whose principal aide was John Duckett, the Refectorer.
      

      
      John Porter, who had been Granator and Chamberlain in his time, was now the Sacrist, the obedientiary charged with ensuring
         that the church was always provided with whatever was necessary to the proper ordering of its offices, its Masses, all its
         communal acts of worship, which meant that among other things he kept a tun of wine nearby for the Communion services, and
         ensured that there was always a plentiful supply of candles made of pure wax, which was thought more appropriate to liturgical
         purposes than tallow, because it was the innocent product of flowers and bees, rather than something manufactured from slaughtered animals. He worked in collaboration
         with William Maurice who, as the Prior’s chaplain, was in charge of Hugh Whitehead’s large private household and its necessities,
         as well as all services which took place in the Prior’s private chapel. And then there was William Forster who, as Granator,
         supervised the storage and movement of wheat and other grains that daily arrived from the monastery’s hinterland and were
         then transferred to the monastic mills lying down below on the riverbank, including the grain needed to produce the beer that
         the monks drank in some quantity.5 There was also Henry Brown, the Communar, who supervised the common- or warming-house beneath the dormitory, where the monks
         took their recreation (they also had a garden and a bowling-alley at the back), and made sure that in winter there was always
         a good fire burning in there, with a hogshead of wine handy nearby, to keep holy men warm on bitter days; he also organised
         the annual feast between Martinmas and Christmas, when the Prior and his brethren banqueted on ‘figs and raisins, ale and
         cakes, and thereof no superfluity or excess, but a scholastical and moderate congratulation among themselves’. It had been
         held only two weeks ago to mark O Sapientia (Oh Wisdom!), which was the opening phrase in one of the great Advent anthems sung on that day.
      

      
      Thomas Hawkwell, twelve years a Durham Benedictine and only just beginning his incorporation into the hierarchy, had been
         until six months ago Master of the Galilee, the chapel whose doorway at the west end of the church was so distant from the
         quire that not even its outline could be discerned in this evening’s darkness now. Some said, people who had travelled far
         across the known world and seen many strange and marvellous things, that the Galilee and its zig-zagged columns, its decorated
         walls, put them in mind of the great Alhambra citadel of the Saracens in Granada. As its guardian, the Master supervised all
         the rituals that took place in there, beneath the delicate murals – of a king, a bishop, a Crucifixion and martyred apostles – which had been painted by pious men in the twelfth century
         and since: the rituals were invariably associated with the Venerable Bede, the monk-historian from Jarrow, whose shrine had
         been an object of pilgrimage since 1375. Singing the office with him this night was Richard Crosbie, professed in the community
         about 1513 and now the Master of the Novices, providing guidance to half a dozen young men, who had been admitted to the Priory
         when they were eighteen years old for seven years of intensive study before they took their final Benedictine vows. ‘And if the Master did see that any of them were apt to learning and did apply his book & had a pregnant wit withal, then the Master
         did let the Prior have Intelligence, then straight way after he was sent to Oxford to school and there did learn to study
         Divinity, and the residue of ye novices was kept at their books till they could understand their service and ye scriptures,
         then at the foresaid year’s end they did sing their first mass.’
      

      
      After the Confiteor, the monks repeated some antiphons they had already intoned at Vespers three hours earlier – Deus in adiutorium, Gloria patri and Alleluya – before chanting the three psalms appointed for this office: the 4th, Cum invocarem (‘Hear me when I call, O God’), the 90th, Qui habitat (‘Whoso dwelleth under the defence of the most High’) and the 133rd, Ecce nunc (‘Behold now, praise the Lord’) with the pause between verses coming at the caesura, in the traditional monastic fashion, rather
         than at the metrical line-ending as in secular recitation.6 The old men’s voices trembled with age, but the others sang lustily in great Latin periods, which rose and fell then rose
         again up to the invisible roof of the quire and along the clerestory, from which, quite possibly, a jackdaw might be watching
         the all but motionless activity; for the birds had a habit of sometimes flying into the church at dusk before its doors were
         closed, and having to remain there until the doors were opened again before the singing of a Chapter Mass at 9.30 a.m.; after
         which the daily meeting of the full Chapter, the entire community, took place in the chapter house for the excerpt from the Rule, the spiritual reading, a discussion of business and, from time to time, the abasement of some wretched soul
         who had admitted a grievous fault before his assembled brethren.7 And those voices were, without exception, singing their well-accustomed Latin in the even more familiar accents of the English
         North. All monasteries drew their strength and their manpower from their surrounding areas and in Durham’s case the monks
         were generally born within thirty or forty miles of the city. The majority of them came from the middling classes whose substance
         was in trade and other forms of commerce, though not at a level that produced great wealth. Many had dependants who were grateful
         to see out their lives in the Priory’s almshouses: John Duckett’s mother Cristabella had finished up in the Almoner’s infirmary
         some years earlier. Hugh Whitehead’s family had deep roots at Monkwearmouth, where St Benedict Biscop had founded a monastery
         in 674, before also raising the one at Jarrow eight years later.8

      
      Every one of these cowled figures had come to his vocation in the same way, entering the novitiate at an age when other young
         men were securely settled into an apprenticeship or backbreaking toil on the land or – in a few adventurous cases – embarking
         on a life of uncertainty with the possibility of great prosperity and honour, or of desperate hazard which might end in untimely
         death. The young monk looked forward only to the solemn prospect of eternity with the most enormous ambition of all, to attain
         certain salvation at the right hand of God Himself. His was to be the way of perpetual prayer and penitence, of endless worship,
         of study and contemplation leavened with hard labour in the interests of his community. And when he had passed through the rigorously careful hands of Richard Crosbie, and was thought a fit and proper person to remain with the
         community until the day he died, he was invited to vow himself to the Benedictine way for the rest of his life. Deliberately,
         his preparation had been strewn with impediments, most particularly the high standards of literacy and scholastic aptitude
         expected of him in Durham: St Benedict’s own injunction when he composed his Rule was that ‘When anyone newly cometh to be
         a monk, let him not be granted an easy admittance; but, as the apostle saith: Test the spirits, to see whether they come from God.’ But in Durham they far exceeded Benedict’s own expectations of novices, which allowed that some might not even be literate
         when they were professed. A Benedictine was generally expected to commit himself to an explicitly threefold vow of poverty,
         obedience and chastity, but in Durham the commitment was made as ‘I, brother M, priest or deacon, promise before God and His
         saints my stability, and conversion of my habits, and obedience, according to the Rule of St Benedict, in this monastery which
         has been built in honour of St Mary ever Virgin and St Cuthbert the bishop in the presence of Dom N.’9

      
      The new monk’s name and profession might then be entered in the Liber Vitae, the great Book of Life, which lay upon the high altar beside ‘a marvellous fair book which had the Epistles and Gospels
         in it… which book had on the outside of the covering the picture of our saviour Christ, all of silver of goldsmiths’ work
         … [and] did serve for the pax in the Mass’. The Liber Vitae had been compiled in the ninth century, listing the names of more than three thousand people associated with the early Church
         in Northumbria, all inscribed in either silver or gold; but in time, contemporary monks were included in the volume in the
         order of their professions and therefore of their seniority.10 The members of this community, however, no longer attached the same importance as their predecessors to their names being
         entered in the book, and were content to be recorded on slips of paper which were kept in a cupboard supervised by William
         Wylam; during the past twenty years, forty-seven men had been professed as monks of Durham, but most of their names had not
         been recorded, and those that were sometimes didn’t appear until many years after they had joined the community: Cuthbert
         Heighington, intoning the office this night with his brethren, as he had done for some thirty years now, was not entered in
         the Liber until 1531. There was, nevertheless, something compellingly potent in the ancient volume lying on the altar, full of their
         communal past and their spiritual forefathers, a visible link with the origins of this anchorhold, and one that was hallowed
         anew each day as the priest celebrating the High Mass laid his hand briefly on the Liber Vitae in his intercessions for the living and the dead.
      

      
      And when a monk’s vocation had run its course, when his end was close at hand, he was taken from his chamber in the dormitory
         ‘with all his appurtenances and furniture’ and for his closing days was tended in the infirmary, which stood high above the
         river at the Priory’s western extremity, ‘where he might have both fire & more convenient keeping, for that they were allowed
         no fire in the Dorter’. The Prior’s chaplain stayed with the dying monk until his last moment; and when that had passed, a
         barber was summoned to remove his nightshirt and wash him, to put on his socks and his boots, and to clothe him again in his
         black habit and cowl before he was carried from the infirmary and laid overnight in the adjacent room known starkly as the
         Dead Man’s Chamber, where he was locked in before the key was returned to the custody of the Prior. When night fell, he was
         moved yet again into an adjoining chapel dedicated to St Andrew, where he remained until eight the next morning, watched over
         by two of his brethren, ‘either in kindred or kindness the nearest unto him … sitting all night on their knees at the dead corpse’s feet’.11 The body was then borne to the chapter house, where the Prior and the whole community said the Mattins of the Dead before
         each prayed individually for the repose of their dead brother. No one else was allowed near the chamber while this ritual
         was being enacted, for it was a very private time in the life of the Priory, as it would be in any grieving family that had
         just lost one of its own. When this was done, the corpse was carried to the sanctuary garth and there buried with ‘a chalice
         of wax laid upon his breast’, and with his last winding sheet held over the grave by four of his brethren while the earth
         was shovelled in; the sheet was then given to the barber in return for his good offices.
      

      
      The Benedictine monk’s whole life had been a preparation for that moment, and for what came after: nothing else was thought
         to hold the slightest significance for him when set beside that surpassing verity.
      

      
      As the darkness thickened around the quire on this last day of the year, Compline ran its course towards its everlasting end.
         The monks sang the hymn Christe qui lux (‘Christ Who is the light’), after which the fourteenth chapter of the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah was read, beginning at
         the verse which affirms and asks Tu autem in nobis es domine et nomen tuum sanctum invocatum est super nos ne derelinquas nos domine deus noster (‘Yet thou, O Lord art in the midst of us, and we are called by Thy name; leave us not’). The monks gave their thanks for
         this, Deo gratias, then uttered the response that was threaded through all their liturgies – Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison, Kyrie eleison (‘Lord have mercy’). They said more prayers: Pater noster in silence, followed by the Creed, as it was handed down to the Church by devout men gathered in Nicaea twelve centuries
         before; and when they reached the penultimate phrase expressing belief in the Resurrection of the body, and broke their silence
         with an audible Et vitam eternam. Amen in chorus, so great was their harmony, perfected over the many years in which they had said this office together, that they
         spoke in unison as if with one voice, not even a syllable discordantly out of step with the others. Their Prior blessed them,
         after which the monks left the places they had occupied from the start of the office and, standing between the two rows of stalls in the quire, chanted the
         Trina oratio, the seven great penitential psalms which all asked for mercy –‘O Lord, rebuke me not in thy indignation … I will confess
         my sins unto the Lord… Put me not to rebuke O Lord in thine anger … Have mercy upon me O God after thy great goodness… Hear
         my prayer O Lord, and let my crying come unto thee … Out of the deep have I called unto thee O Lord… Hear me, O Lord, and
         that soon, for my spirit waxeth faint’.
      

      
      There was a final Amen, then Compline was done, and the monks left their church to brood upon itself and its place in the
         divine order of things; and in the darkness above, the stray jackdaw might have watched their going with some wonder at the
         well-ordered ways of such men. As each monk reached the dormitory and proceeded to his own small cell, he was sprinkled with
         holy water. And the great silence began, while the night candles guttered and swayed in the place they had just left. The
         last office was over for another day, another year.
      

      
      With it also ended an era 460 years long. For King Henry VIII had embarked on a deliberate separation of the Church in England
         from its parent in Rome, and the monasteries had become a particular target for his zeal for reform, as well as a replenishment
         of wealth for his almost empty exchequer. Nothing in the life of the Durham Benedictines, after Compline on that last day
         of 1539, would ever be the same again.
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