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LET US GIVE OUR CHILDREN TO GOD

ELIZA VAUGHAN

It is a fact that vocations to the priesthood must be prayed for;
Jesus speaks about it himself in the Gospel:

“The harvest is abundant, but the labourers are few; 
so ask the master of the harvest to send out labourers for his harvest!” (Mt. 9:37-38)

The Englishwoman Eliza Vaughan is a particularly encouraging example 
of a mother imbued with a priestly spirit who

frequently prayed for vocations.

Eliza came from a strong Protestant fam-
ily; in fact, it was one of the founders of the 
Rolls-Royce car company. Yet even during 
her childhood education in France, she was 
deeply impressed by the exemplary efforts of 
the Catholic Church toward the care of the 
poor.

After she married Colonel John Francis 
Vaughan in the summer of 1830, Eliza con-
verted to the Catholic Faith, despite the ob-
jection of her relatives. During the Catholic 
persecution in England under Queen Elisa-
beth I (1558-1603), the Vaughan’s ancestors 
preferred imprisonment and expropriation to 
being unfaithful to their beliefs.

Courtfield, the ancestral family home, 
became a place of refuge for priests during 
the decades of terror in England, a place 
where the Holy Mass was often celebrated 
secretly. Nearly three centuries had now 
passed, but the Catholic beliefs of the family 
had not changed.

So profound and zealous was Eliza’s reli-
gious conversion that she proposed to her hus-
band to offer all of their children back to God.

Convinced of the power of silent, faithful prayer, 
Eliza spent an hour in adoration every day 

praying for vocations in her family. 
The mother of six priests and four religious sisters, 
her prayer was bountifully heard. Mother Vaughan 

died in 1853 and was buried in the grounds 
of her beloved family property, Courtfield.

Today, Courtfield is a retreat center 
for different groups in the Welsh diocese of Cardiff. 

In consideration of Eliza’s holy life, 
the family chapel was consecrated as the shrine 
of “Our Lady of Vocations” by the bishop in 1954 

and confirmed as such in the year 2000.



15  

LABOURERS IN THE VINEYARD OF THE LORD

The many vocations from the Vaughan 
family are a unique legacy in British history 
and a blessing which came especially through 
their mother, Eliza.

At the age of 16, Herbert, the oldest son, 
shared his priestly vocation with his par-
ents. Their reactions were very different. His 
mother, who had prayed a great deal for it, 
smiled and said, “Child, I have known it for 
a long time.” His father, however, needed a 

little time to come to terms with the decision, 
since the inheritance goes to the oldest, and he 
had hoped Herbert would have a prestigious 
military career. How could he have known 
that his son would one day be the Archbishop 
of Westminster, founder of the Millhill Mis-
sionaries and then a Cardinal? Yet the father 
also bowed to his wishes writing once to his 
friend, “If God wants Herbert for himself, he 
can have all the others as well.” 

This remarkable woman made a habit 
of praying for an hour each day before the 
Blessed Sacrament in the house chapel at 
Courtfield. She prayed to God for a large fam-
ily and for many religious vocations among 
her children. And her prayers were answered! 
She bore 14 children, and died shortly after 
the birth of the last child, John, in 1853. 

Of the 13 children that lived, six of her 
eight boys became priests: two priests in re-
ligious orders, one diocesan priest, a bishop, 
an archbishop and a cardinal. From the five 
daughters, four became nuns in religious 
orders. What a blessing for the family, and 
what an impact on all of England!

The Vaughan children enjoyed a pleas-
ant childhood because their virtuous mother 
knew how to educate them in a very natural 
way by uniting spiritual and religious obli-
gations with amusement and cheerfulness. 
Thanks to their mother, prayer and daily 
Mass in the house chapel were just as much 
a part of everyday life as music, athletics, 
amateur theatre, horse riding and playing. It 
was never boring for the children when their 

mother told them stories from the lives of the 
saints, who little by little became their dear-
est friends. 

Eliza happily let her children accompa-
ny her on visits to the sick and needy of the 
area. On such occasions, they learned how to 
be generous, to make sacrifices and to give 
away their savings or their toys.

Shortly after the birth of her 14th child, 
Eliza died. Two months after her death, 
Colonel Vaughan wrote in a letter that he 
was convinced divine providence brought 
Eliza to him. “I thanked the Lord in adora-
tion today that I could give back to him my 
dearly beloved wife. I poured out my heart to 
him, full of thankfulness that, as an example 
and a guide, he gave me Eliza with whom I 
am still now bound by an inseparable, spir-
itual bond. What wonderful consolation and 
grace she brought me! I still see her as I al-
ways saw her before the Blessed Sacrament: 
her inner purity and extraordinary human 
kindness which her beautiful face reflected 
during prayer.”
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Although Reginald married, as did Fran-
cis, who inherited the family estate, the Lord 
did call nine other Vaughan children. Roger, 
the second oldest, became a Benedictine pri-
or and later the beloved Archbishop of Syd-
ney, Australia, where he built the Cathedral. 
Kenelm was a Cistercian and later a diocesan 
priest; Joseph, the fourth son, became a Ben-
edictine like his brother and founded a new 
abbey.

Bernard, the most lively of them all, loved 
dancing, sports and anything fun; he became 
a Jesuit. On the day before he entered the or-
der, he went to a ball where he told his dance 
partner, “This dance with you is my last, be-
cause I am joining the Jesuits.” 

Shocked, the girl replied, “Really? You 
want to become a Jesuit!? But you who love 
the world so much and are such an excellent 
dancer!?” 

His equivocal, but beautiful answer was, 
“That is why I am consecrating myself to 
God.”

 John, the youngest, was ordained a priest 
by his oldest brother, Herbert, and later be-
came the Auxiliary Bishop of Salford, Eng-
land.

Four of the five daughters in the family 
entered convents. Gladis entered the Order 
of the Visitation, Teresa joined the Sisters of 
Mercy, Claire became a Poor Clare, and Mary 
an Augustinian prioress. Margaret, the fifth 
Vaughan daughter, wanted to be a religious 
sister, but could not do so because of her 
poor health. Consecrated to God, she lived at 
home, but spent the last years of her life in a 
convent.

During a personal summer retreat at the age of 16, 
Herbert Vaughan decided to become a priest. 
He was ordained in Rome at the age of 22 
and later became the Bishop of Salford, England 
and founder of the Millhill Missionaries who today 
work all over the world. He was eventually made 
a cardinal and the third Archbishop of Westminster. 
His motto on his coat of arms reads:
“Amare et servire!” “Love and serve!” 
Cardinal Vaughan said, 
“These two words express my agenda: 
Love must be the root 
from which all my service blossoms.”


