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years. They rested in Wolton outside Liverpool for
10 years, then in a borrowed house on the border of
Worcestershire and Warwickshire in Abbots Salford 
from 1807 until 1838. In 1838 the community moved 
to a purpose built monastery by Pugin at Callow End, 
just outside Worcester, the first property it owned in 
England. They stayed there until moving to the North 
York Moors in 2009, but the process of relocating began 
in 1997 when the community was looking to the future. 

‘We lived in a building that was four acres of space, 
five storeys high, plus a lot of land,’ says Sister Anna. ‘We
had a farm just outside the wall of the enclosure and were 
looking first to adapt those buildings, but that wasn’t 
possible so we started to look at bigger options.’

The old Stanbrook was built for a different time 
and situation. There used to be strict enclosures. The 
community averages between 25 and 35 now, but at
times grew to 80. The sisters’ cells, or bedrooms, for 
example, were designed when nuns weren’t supposed 
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to look out of windows so they were high up, which was 
hard for the elderly who might be there most of the day. 
It was also grade two listed.

‘We needed a new lift, proper plumbing, to get the 
electricity meter redone... the insulation was terrible – 
all sorts of problems like that,’ explains Sister Anna.

‘Yet we had limited funds,’ adds the Abbess. ‘We
were pouring money into the building – money we just 
didn’t have. Heating bills alone were £6000 every six 
weeks in winter.’

The idea behind moving and building a new 
monastery was to escape such mental and financial 
drains. No high ceilings for heating efficiency; lots of
daylight; insulation and other environmentally friendly 
additions to cut bills: rainwater harvesting, a woodchip
boiler, solar panels and a reed bed sewage system.

‘We wanted to simplify life, be able to live our life
more fully,’ says the Abbess. ‘The decision to move was 
made in 2002. We had no idea what we wanted; again we

were opening all gates and seeing what was there.’
The sisters looked at properties as far south as Devon

and as far north as Cumbria.  
‘We kept being drawn back to Yorkshire. There were 

two properties we almost took. One wasn’t practical and 
the other we got gazumped on, but we lost that property 
on the Monday and on the Saturday Anna got the 
brochure for this property. It was obviously meant.’

And in the grand scheme of things, it feels like the 
nuns have come home. North Yorkshire has many 
ancient monasteries, several of which fell into ruin 
during the Reformation: Fountains Abbey, Rosedale, 
Mount Grace Priory, St Hilda’s. Stanbrook Abbey 
looks down onto Byland Abbey. Rievaulx Abbey is four 
miles away. The idea was that their brethren at nearby 
Ampleforth were modern monks and they at Stanbrook 
Abbey would become modern nuns. 

‘Monasticism has its roots here. We are living by the 
same rule as those lost abbeys so it felt right and it fitted 


