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30th/31st March, 2019

The Power and Message of the Cross 4:
The Le Court Cross
Group Captain Leonard Cheshire was one of
the most highly decorated pilots of the
Second World War. He was the youngest
Group Captain in the RAF and received the
Victoria Cross, the highest award for
gallantry in the face of the enemy that can be
awarded to a member of the armed forces. As
a pilot in bomber command, he led many
daring and highly dangerous bombing raids
over Germany during the war. While he had
been brought up in the Church of England he
was a devout sceptic verging on atheist at the
end of the war. Once, in his London club,
primed by a good meal and fine wines, he got
into an argument with friends over the
existence of God. He said: “It is absurd to
imagine that God existed, except as a convenient figure of speech. Man has invented
God to explain the voice of conscience, but it is doubtful whether right or wrong exist
outside the human mind.”
After the war Cheshire bought the
house known as Le Court between
Greatham and Selbourne just up the
A3 from here. He hoped to use it as a
home for wounded ex-servicemen
but the project failed and Cheshire
was about to sell the house when he
received a phone call from the
matron of Petersfield hospital who
was looking for somewhere to send
an ex-serviceman, Arthur Dykes,
who was dying of cancer. Cheshire
took him in and nursed him at Le
Court until he died. Cheshire was the most attentive of carers, setting up a mattress on
the floor outside Arthur’s room so that he could respond immediately to his patient’s
needs whenever he rang a bell for help.
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Dykes
died
in
August 1948. After
completing
the
arrangements for his
funeral,
Cheshire
idly picked up a
book a friend had
sent him. It was One
Lord, One Faith by
Vernon Johnson, a
former
High
Anglican clergyman
who had converted
to
Roman
Catholicism because, as he put it, “I could not resist the
claim of the Catholic Church to be the one true Church founded by Our Lord Jesus
Christ.” Cheshire, the staunch atheist, started reading the book and gradually became
convinced by its arguments for Catholicism. He became filled with peace and joy as
he read and he knew he had encountered the Lord Jesus through the book and his life
would never be the same. A few months later, on Christmas Eve 1948, Leonard
Cheshire was received into the Catholic Church
Just before the death of Arthur Dykes, Cheshire was asked to take in another patient, a
94 year old bedridden lady whose only carer, her husband, had been hospitalised with
a stroke and could no longer care for her. The work grew and became Cheshire homes.
By the time Leonard Cheshire died in 1992 there were 270 homes in 49 countries.
Today thousands of disabled people are still cared for and given a good quality of life
after the inspiration of Leonard Cheshire.
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Photos of Le Court are hard to come by

but here are a couple from the early days:
I was appointed parish priest of Bordon in 1984 and Le Court was in my parish.
Leonard Cheshire often visited his first home and when he did so he came to Mass in
the chapel of Le Court where we had a Saturday evening Mass each week. We became
friends and Cheshire would come and stay with us at the English College in Rome
when I was Vice Rector there in the later 1980s. I was struck by Leonard’s deep piety
and firm faith. He used to spend an hour before the Blessed Sacrament first thing each
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morning and told me that if ever he missed this time with the Lord he felt on the back
foot all day, but whenever he was facing a day when there would be immense
challenges and he was fearful of the outcomes, he said that the hour before the Lord
always made him calm and confident and the disasters he feared never happened. He
convinced me to make the daily hour before the Blessed Sacrament and it is something
I do to this day and I can confirm its power to overcome anxiety and avert disaster.
This is the crucifix which hung in the chapel at Le Court, the first Cheshire Home,
before which I celebrated Mass every Saturday evening. It is not the greatest piece of
art, but it has great sentimental value for me. How I came by it is an extraordinary
story. Le Court Cheshire Home closed in 2007 and the site was redeveloped for
housing. At that time the cross must have been taken into someone’s safe keeping
because it found its way to our parish sisters here in Waterlooville. Somehow, when
the convent closed it ended up in a skip from where it was rescued by Geoff Hartridge
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and went to live in his garage for some years until he brought it to the Church to use in
an Easter display. It was in a sad state with sections of paint flaking and detaching
from the canvas. I recently had it restored and it graces the small chapel in the house
where I pray before it each morning keeping the holy hour after the advice and example
of Leonard Cheshire, a true
man of God and a great
humanitarian.
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