Exhumation 1935

The sisters were not allowed by Home Office Regulations to expose the coffin until just before the
time appointed for raising it.

Present - Chancellor of the diocese of Southwark and a medical officer as well as Dr Long
Original burial - an inner casket of lead, then original casket of wood.

The new coffin was too small, too narrow, not deep enough.

Home office rules - an exhumation has to be over by mid-day

A Chapelle Ardente (the Postulants’ room) had been prepared to receive the body where it would
be for a week.

The exhumation was extended by six hours.

A new habit was laid on the body - over the original garments. They forgot to put on a new veil.
The body was buried in an inner elmwood coffin packed with sawdust; this coffin was sealed in a
lead skin and the inner coffin with its lead skin was placed in a larger elmwood coffin.

The whole Society was represented at the gathering in 1935.

New coffin, polished elmwood. Bronze plate on the lid “Cornelia Augusta Connelly, Foundress and
first Superior General of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus. Died April 18th, 1879. Interred in the
Convent Cemetery Mayfield April 23rd, 1879. Reinterred in the crypt at Mayfield May 2nd 1935. In
Pace.”

The date May 2nd was not correct because of the change in procedure.

A large bronze cross was placed on the lid.

The coffin was bricked into the crypt. A stone slab was to be placed outside.

Newspaper clipping: Exhumation was a preliminary step toward desired introduction of her cause

for beatification.
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The Exhumation of Rev. lbther Foundress

IRY

On Vednesday April 24th, 1935, I arrived at Mayfield and went at once to see the
chapelle ardente, prepared in the Choir Postulants room, in vwhich the remains of
"Mother Cornelia" vere to rest for a week until the Rubrics  permitted us to have

a Requiem Mass c¢elebrated. The walls of the room were hung with a cream-coloured
silky material, testefully decorated with sprays of greenery. On trestles, beneath
a large crucifix, was the plain coffin of polished oal (it struck me as being very
narrow) and cne lovely wreath of vhite Tlowers, tied with the colours (pink and grey)
of Rosemont College, a tribute from the student body.

Later, in the efternoon, we arranged details and practised procession from the grave
to the chapelle ardente. The coffin containing the regeing was to be carried by
myself, the two krovincials (Rev.Mother Mary of Assisi Bethell and Rev. Mother

tary Felix Tighe) and lMother lary Imelda Whitehead 4th. Assistant General.

At 5 p.m. Dr. Healy [33], Chancellor of the Diocess of Southvark, arrived to preside
in place of Bishop Amigo. It was arranged that Holy Fass would be at 6.a.m. the
following morning end the exhumation at The men had already dug out the
grave to within a few feet of the coffin, but were not allowed by Home Office
regulations to expose the coffin until just before the time appointed for raising
it. THother St.Aidan Smith and Mother Alexius C'Neil had been present at Mother
Foundress' funeral in 1872 and the former declared she remembered seeing the

coffin lying in a brick foundation.

Thursday April 25th. /35. davmed, cold end damp. At 5.3C a.m. I was in chapel
vhen Revnd. Mother Provincial (Bethell) vhispered to me: "They have found an
enormous coffin! They think there must be another one inside it. Do come and

have & look at it!

Yle went to the cemetery and I saw a large coffin lying at a depta of feet in
a brick sockel filled with water. It had no nemeplate or handles and seemed to
be an outer shell. After Fass and breakfast, the Superiors repaired to the
cemetery while the other nuns waited in the Cloister tc becalled when the remaing
had been found. The scene of the operations was covered by a tent-like avning
under which we sheltsred from the biting N.E, wingd, There was a primitive pulley
on ropes for raising the coffin. The task was rendered exceedingly difficult by
the weight of the coffin, the suction of the vater~logged clay soil, the
impossibility of getting a footing on each side of it owing to the brick structure,
about # foot high in vhich th: coffin lay. The ropes were finally fastened and
secured to the pulley and the long and encious vork began while we all held our
breath, fearing that the ropes, or the pulley, or both, might give way under the
weight of the heavy burden, The men worked steadily and calmly, in true British
fashion and we stood on the demp grass getting colder and colder while the
atmosphere grew more end more tense. TIinally, to the relief of all, the coffin wmsg
placed on the ground and the ropes removed., (Revnd. lother Angelica's grove had been
cleared of it stone copirig and cross so that there was srace for 211 to stand near
the coffin. Flanks were placed across the open grave ito prevent accidents). It
was suggested that the men should have rest and refreshment as ‘they had been
vorking since 3 a.m. Mr. Irancis J. Tolhurst then stepped forwerd and saic to ne:
"Revnd.lother, if you and the nuns do not go indoors and get warm, there will be
more than one candidate for this empty gravel' So we all adjourned, having agreed
to re-assemble at for the opening of the coflfin.

We returned to the cemetery and I took up my position near to the head of the
coffin, Beside me, was Dr. Healy, (the Chancellor), and Dr.iilliam Long,N.,D.
and, at the opposite end, the yvoung liedical Cfficer from Uckfield. The men
stepped forwerd and removed the outer shell of wood vhich ceme apart
easily, being sodden with water, and an inmer casket of lead stood revezled.




This was peeled off without difficulty and then we saw the original casket, also
of wood, and everyone drew & déep breath lnoving that therein rested the
precious remains. Meanwhile, the new cofiin had been placed ready to receive
Ehem. The head man ask?d if he shoulq ra;ge the 1id and at an affirmative sign
irom me, he began to prise open ths 1lid which ceme off whole end intact.

The atmosphere grew more tense. I saw, first, a yellovish cover - the shroud,
vellow with age ~ and vhen thie was removed, I realised thal the coffin was
filled vith sewdust in the midet of wixich ras a reised patch of black material,
evidently pert of the habhit.

(Note. It will be remembered thet Mother Foundress died at St.Leonards of a
complication of mzladies, including dropsy, and that she was huried at Mayfield
four days later. There was then no railwey connection between the two places
and no motor transport, so the body wes conveyed by train to Ticehurst and talken
the remaining six miles by a horse~drawn conveyance. This will explain the
savdust and the two coffins., Zven nowadays, the undertelzer told me, whenr e corvse
is to be conveyed a long distance by rzil or by road, the coffin is slvays pacled
with sawdust to evoid possible accidents.)

The sawdust was obviously sodden with water so the man plunged in 'a stick and then
held it up saying: "Water, to this depth". Dr.Long, in white coat and rubber
gloves, acdvanced and vogetler with the men, began very cerefully to remove the wet
sevdust with garden trowels. As they did so, the outlines of a complete body
vere gradually revealed - the face covered with @ cloth - in appearance very
bulky and solid. Everyone gave & gasp of surprice and then waited in tense
silence...... Ve had never visualised such a possibility, why I cannot say.

The cap had perished and the veil somehow covered the face so that I did not see
it. In freeing the sawdust, Dr. Long removed th& veil which he put into &
bucket. (It wes afterwerds rescued and washed in "Lux" by lother Mary Boniface
Bolten and was found ico contain, in the part vhich had covered the head, a
cuantity of soft brovm heir),

T still did not see the face, why, I cannot szy since I wac close o the coffin
all the time. It may have been covered iy the cape in the process of removing
the savéust. T think it probably was. I remember at one moment that Dr.Long
tried to raise the body by lifting the head and as he did so, it became detached
from the trunk.

The "black patch" to which I have referred was the sleeves of the habit in which
the hands hed heen crossed and the prominence wes due tn the swollen state of the
abdomen on which they were resting. ' Stronge to say, the flesh on the arms and
the hands hed entirely perished, only ¥th- bones remaining, end as I tcuched the
arms they became detached from the body and the fingers from the arm.

Meanwhile Dr.Long had examined the body and turning to me said: "Hard es concretel!"
It was in fact quite entire and in a "petrified" condition, though not a dead
veight, as I noticed it seemed to float on the water when totiched ané was obviously
not resting on the bottom of the coffin, Thie struck me as sbtrenge, considering
its condition. The germente were intact end, at one moment when the men turned
the body, I saw (the habit hed evidently been slii before the corpse was clothed
in it) distinctly the beck and shoulders, almost down tc the waist. They were firm
and solid and I had the impression of pink flesh showing through the vhite tunic.
Several of us, notably Rev.Fother Irovincial Bethell, noticed this pink flesh
colour.

The legs were shapely and the white cotton stoclings quite intact. But as they
moved the body, I saw the bones of the feet fall apert, though they were held

in the foot of the stocking, Dr. Long said to me: "I advice you not tc remove
any of the garments in order to put on new ones. Though the hody is sapparently
s0 solid, one camnot tell what may be the effect of exposure to the eir. The limbs
might become detached from the trunk and it would be distressing te all of you if
anything like that should happen".

I realised that it would be best not to attempt to re-clothe the body, as we were
prepared to do, under the existing conditions. It was now quite obvious to all
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that Fhe body would not fit into the new coffin, but the attempt was made....
in vein! The casket was too small, that is, too narrow and too shallow and
the remains merely rested on tor of it, so to speak, end even when placed
sideways, they did not fit and the 1lid could not have bern closed. There wes

silence for a few seconds. Then the Doctor said: "There is nothing for it,
Reverend Mother, but to have another coffin made". I agreed. "low long will it
take?" "About four hours, if we have the wood in stock!, answered the foremen.

(It was then about 10 a.m.) Hereupon the young ledical Officer stepped forward.
He was new to his work and had never seen anything of the kind befcre and,
consequently, was very meticulous about "regmdations'. 4ll the time they were
removing the wet sawdust he kept sprinkling cuicklime on it! He now s=aid he

vould allow fowr hours for the maldng ofthe coffin (according to Home Office
rules, an exhumation hes to be over by middaey) but I esked for an extension, as
Dr.Long could not be back from Tunbridge Wells till 4 p.m., and the 17.0. finally
consented to grant us six hours, i1.e. till 4 p.m. when the body, he said, must

be placed in the coffin and sealed up.

So we all left the cemetery feeling, I think, rather tense and herroved by so
unexpected a denouement . It was & shock to many to witness the process of
trying to put. the body into the coffin which was too small ~ others felt nrrvous
at seeing the remaine in such an unexpeclted state of preservation. In fact,

for the majority, I think the whole proceeding had been an ordezl. Dr.Long told
me before he left (he had to go back to Tunbridge tiells for his professional
work) that he had uncovered a portiom of the head so that those who wished might
touch it with medals etec, but that he did not think it would be vise to touch

or move anything else as he feared the possible disintegrating effect of exposure
to the air. He gave me the impression all through the proceedings of being
nervous lest anycne should have a painful impressicn as the result of seeing
something unpleasant. The young liedical Officer, after having copiously
sprinkled the remains with Lysol, acgked to speaic tio Dr.Long and then came to me
anéd said: "I would respectfully advise you not to keep the body, as arranged,

for a week but to have the re-interment this afternoon. One czmnot he sure

hat mey be the result of exposure for six hours to the air, even though the
weather is cold todey. 1IMay I ses vhere rou propose to keep the remains)"

I conducted him to the Chapelle ‘rdenie. A5 scon as he had assured himsell That
it had 2 south asreel and centrel heating. he repreted his edvice more
emphatically. Dr.Long. efterwards, said: "You hed betiter fall in with his
views. He is the one responsible to the authorities and if anythin- did zo vrong,
you would e blamed". So I decided to have the burial at L.p.m. AU first, wve
were disappointed but soon thr wisdom of the change of plans was apparent.

I think the strain of having the venereted remzins in our midst efter the warning
of the doctor and 1i,C, would have heen great. fnd the triwmphant issa de
Trinitate in Thanksgiving, with white vestments, {lowers and lirhts, which ias
celebrated tine followinc weel was a more congoling and fitting climax thar would
have been the liesga d Requiem with the Dies Irae and .bsolutions.

The coffin had been reised on tressles in the tent and all during the six hours
the mmes took it in twa to keep guard and, in some cases, to investigate every
detail. They discovered (i) that the outer shell had been originally covered
with black cloth studded with nails and traces of the name-plate an” of the
hendles were visible (ii) that the habit was intact, the materisl stromng, the cape
buttons tightly sewm, the tape at {the tunic neck gtill tisd in 2 bow, the veil
undamaged with the galloon and bone, the pins in tis veil unrusted. A1l these
details are given in the depcsitions of those who examined them closely. It struck
us all as very remsrkable that the clothing -showld hzve heen preserved after so
long an immersion in water, more especilally in water whose chemical proprrties
had affected the body.



I did not go down to the cemetery agein till 3,30 p.ri, by which time rain hzd begun
to fall. I raised the sheet and looked into the coffin. I saw the top of the
hgad of Mother Foundress covered with soft brown hair and th- beautiful, calm brow
with the characteristic "arch" in the left eyebrow which is always noticeable in
her photographs. I touched the forehead - the flesh was firm ang cold, not hard
like marble but yielding a little to pressure as if it were z leather ball.

The eyelids were not sunken and I had the impression that the eyeballs were

there (so had others), but this was not the case. I did not examine any further
as I was afraid I might see something unpleasant or, perhaps, ceuse damzge,

The doctor's varnings hzd made me e little nervous and, besides, I do not
naturally like touchinz dezd bodies. So I retwned %o the front hall to awai
Dr.Long's returr as he had said he would put & new cap on tis precious head bhefore
the body was removed to the new cesket. Then someone came to say that he was
waiting for me in the cemetery. I hurried dowm t: {ind that the undertaker and
bearers hed arrived and were walting, also the 14,0, I requested the men to
withdrav while the body was being placed in the coffin. Ther toolt shelier in the
potting shed @& the rain wzs by then falling {ast. Dr.Long lifted the sheet and

I saw to my astcrishment the head of our lother completely revealed. It rreser
a plaster cast such as one sees in a studio, orly not rfo dead-white in colour.
The face wes rounder and [uller than in her photographs but the absence of a cap
would partly account for this, alsc the edema consequent on long immersion in
weter. The old nuns who remember lMotlier Foundress (e.g. Mother Philomena Foquet)
sey her face was round and full and not so oval as it appears in, for instance,
the vhotograph taken in 1877, which eppears as a frontispiecs to the Life. I saw
the cheeks, the mouth which was closed, with full lips not iu the least s nken,
the firm rounded chin. It seemad t° me that there was e smile, hell whimaical,
half trivmphant, on tihie lace = < imnression.
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¢ I believe wthers had the
I noticed the ecrs were missing and that only a 1itil da
they had been. But their absence did not give any unplessant impression - in fect
the majority of us did not notice anything wiusual, I cannot describe my feelings
as I looked at the real "death mask" of Cormelia Connelly. I was, as it were,
stuaned crd could neot gras.s its full signild ~ith devnd. lother lary nthony
Long., I helped Dr.Long tC puv & new can on t ¢ " in doing so,

T noticed that the necel hzd breoken oflf
china doll. Then. turning
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4 stetioned

Tr.T the nuns Lo zee"! e cnswered: "Would vou
1ile ot so, very roverentl;, he held it un and moved

it from side vo side Just lilke a Triest 1inz : longtrance Lo the hlessing.
It ves verw irmressive and 2ll wvere deerly moved. I sow ingide the sl vhich

vas quite hollow.

Then Mr.Long pleced tie head on o chalr wader

Lve awming shat all who wished
mignt file past and loolk upon our lother's featur
t

hir point, Devmd, lother

tery Imelda *Mitehead who had her camera said a photograph?"
It seemed to me that a picture of the severed head tol in - e surroundings
might give a painful impressicn to those who had nob actually it an’ so I

2] i

answvered: "Oh, no lother, I think it might bz gruecome and distressing'. The tent
was crovided, the light dim and it would have been necessary vo telie a time exposure
to secure o successful result, I twmned to Rev.liother Fary Anthony en’ said:
"pother bary Imelda wants to pnotograph the head end I have said Ho. that do you
think?" She answered: "Oh! no - it might give cuite a wrongz impression'.
Afterwards, I regretted not having secured what would have been a unique record.
Had I seen the head earlier in the day we ceould have arranged for it to he
photograpvhed suitably. As it was, I felt hurried end enxious that everything
should be over quicikly.
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After the nuns had filed past the head - it looked so small and vouthful - the men
lifted the body into the new coffin in which had been vlaced a linen sheet,

The germents were still damp and all we could do was to lay the new habit we had
prepared on the body and to arrange it as neatly as possible. Then Dr.Long took the
head and placed it in position. I remerked thzt the neck of the 'torso' was uneven
where the head had broken off and I seemed to he looking into a hollow cast.

The remains were sprinkled with holy water by Rev. Dr.Healy anc the coffin was
closed and screved down. Only afterwards did we realise thet we had not put on

a veil! T cannot explein the omission since & new habit, cape, etc. were 21l ready
to hand.  The procession to ithe little vault (loculus) under the liemorial Chapel
now started in the pouring rain. (It was, of cowrse, quite impossible for the nuns
to carry the coffin, as originally plamnned) Tall Dr.Healy vas escorted by tall
tother lMary Benedict Gilton, the Novice Iistress, who held en umbrella over him.

The choral singing wes made difficult owing to the weather, but we managed to keep
together and the "Laudate pueri Dominum" reminded ue of lMother Foundress' joyful
acceptance of God's Will in vhatever form it came te her. As T looked ot the
procession of nuns muffled in shawls end cloaks and cerryin: drivping umbrellas, I
felt that it was somehow in keeping with her life in which the wexpected had slweys
so large & place and that what it lacked in dignity was more than made up in
simplicity. Yle entered the cloister and the coffin wzs placed on the ground, near
the door leading to "Poradise" and then the absolution was given by Dr.lealy.

Then we stood outside in the rain while the venerable remains were laid in the
loculus' the floor of which was thickly strevm with rosemery, thyme and lavender -
a gift from her beloved St.Leonards and as the coffin crushed them, their scent
rose, strong end penetrating, filling the sir with fragrance. It seemed a synibol
of the precious spikenard which shes had poured on the feet of Jesus from the broken
casket of her heart. -nd as we stood there, Singing the final "Laudate pueri
Dominum", the prophetic words were strangely significant: "He maketh the harren to
dwell within a home, the joyful mother of many children",

Our lother's joy was shared with us, her children, for we all were conscious that

a deer peace had descerndedon us. The tension of the vreceeding hours suddenly
seemed to relax and in spite of tue unforeseen heprenings, the disarrointm-nts, the
frustrated plans, we lmew that "all manner of tiing was well'.

During the days that followed, peace deeperned into happiness as we reslised that
the Chapel, already so rich in sacred memories, would henceforth enshrine the mortal
remains of jner tc whom, under God, vwe owe our great and precious heritage -

the Society of the Holy Child Jesus.

Lother Mary Amadeus S.H,C.J.
(Atchison)

Superior Generel.

-
L The following note apvears in pencil
at the end of the original:

Hote absence of odours.



