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GENEii Category 2, Second Place 

 
Divine Interventions 

By Pauline Abbott 

 

1590, Maulden, Bedfordshire, England 

 

Old John Abbot’s eyes moistened as he cradled his grandson, Christopher, in his arms.  This was 

not how he would once have envisaged the end of his life, but how blessed he felt to have lived to 

this great age of 70, to see this day.  His son, Edmund, stood proudly by.  His daughter-in-law, 

Agnes, was unable to hide a trace of anxiety as her precious firstborn was entrusted to his now 

fragile grandfather. 

 

John had not known his own grandfather, and scarcely remembered his parents. Sickness, death 

and poverty had shortened his childhood.  His mother had died when he was ten years old.   

 

“Now, John,” his father had explained awkwardly, “your brother is almost full grown, and he can 

help me tend the land.  Your sister is a good little housekeeper, and must take your mother’s place 

till your brother finds himself a wife.  Now you – well …” 

 

John understood he was an expense they could ill afford.  So, like many a younger child of an 

impoverished family, he was dedicated to the service of God, an investment, perhaps, in God’s 

good will toward them all in the next life.  John never saw his family again.  He grew up in the 

Cistercian order, as one of the small number of brothers living and working at Woburn Abbey in 

Bedfordshire.  As a youth he worked quietly and contentedly in that almost self-sufficient 

community, under the benign leadership of Father Robert.  His practical work was in the gardens, 

helping to tend the vegetables and fruit trees.  He received an adequate education, learning to 

read, write and tally.  In the small library he studied herb lore as well as the holy books.  Too 

young to comprehend the complications of the political contest between the leaders of his church 

and the headstrong King Henry VIII, who was determined to defy the Pope himself in the 

annulment of his marriage to Queen Catherine and pursuit of the dark lady, Ann Boleyn, John 

followed the guidance of his superiors.  Father Robert’s allegiance was to the old ways but, like 

many a rural cleric, he swayed with the times, signing agreements as the king required them, and 

quietly living, praying, worshipping as before.  More and Fisher were admired, but not every 

priest was so sure of the truth, so skilled in argument, as to follow their principled walk to the 

Tower and eventually to death. 

 

John noticed no difference in the way of life at the abbey until it was violently interrupted one 

summer day in 1538.  King Henry’s first defiance of the Pope had included the dissolution of 

many monasteries, and Henry soon realized that this idealistic purging brought a happy side-

effect.  The land, property, and treasures of these great houses now belonged to him, as head of 

the church in England.  As time went on he needed more such riches, both to support his troops in 

warfare, and to reward those loyal to him in his more personal pursuits.  Smaller and less 

important monasteries were now sought out, and Woburn had not been enthusiastic in its support 

of his changes.  On that awful day a troop of king’s soldiers raided the abbey, routed the 

seventeen monks living there, and hanged Father Robert from an oak tree at the abbey gates.  The 

monks dispersed into the neighbouring countryside.  The land at Woburn was later given to John 

Russell, first Earl of Bedford. 



 

John and another young monk, Humphrey, took to the road together.  They were young, and 

healthy, and survived some days sleeping rough and begging for food, before they came to the 

village of Maulden.  With no plan other than to survive, they arrived serendipitously at that time 

of year when able-bodied men of any character were needed to help with the work of the harvest. 

 

John worked hard.  He knew some farming theory, some garden lore, and was not unskilled in the 

use of herbs for healing.  His manner was more gentle, his ways less boisterous, than the village 

lads.  His scholarly abilities were half-respected, half-mocked, and the Maulden villagers’ 

nickname for him, John the Abbot, reflected this.  His gentleness also won the affection of the 

daughter of a local cottager, and he and Ann eventually set up home together.  Ann’s life was 

sadly short, and John brought up their one son, Edmund, as best he could alone.  The old 

monastery life faded in his memory, and few remembered, now, how he had come into their 

midst.  The name Abbot stuck, and was passed on to his son. 

 

That son, Edmund, had in time, married Agnes, and in 1590 their son Christopher, John’s 

grandson, was born.  John gazed down at the new life he held in his arms, and wondered what 

changes this child would see in his life’s journey. 


