
Report by Molly Turner on the Visit to the Charterhouse (with photos by Sue 

Lamble) 

On Thursday 11 October we visited the Charterhouse. 

There were so many of us that we were split into two 

groups of 17 each, until the confusion when the two 

groups met and got momentarily mixed up, which was 

very funny. We had booked for a Brother's Tour, and I 

was in the group led by Brother Brian. He was very well-

informed, enthusiastic and amusing. He said he 

volunteered to do the tours as a way of giving something 

back in gratitude for being so well cared for there. 

 

The fields just outside the City were used as plague pits during the Black Death, as proved by the 

number of bodies recently excavated during the digging of Crossrail tunnels. Carthusian monks were 

brought from France and given land in 1371 to found a monastery, and take over the burials. In 

1537, during the Reformation the monastery was dissolved and partially demolished. Substantial 

fragments remain from this monastic period, but the site was largely rebuilt after 1545 as a large 

courtyard house by Sir Edward North. Following Sir Edward's  

death, the property was purchased by Thomas Howard, 4th 

Duke of Norfolk, who renamed it Howard House. In 1570, 

following his imprisonment in the Tower of London for 

scheming to marry Mary, Queen of Scots, Norfolk was placed 

under house arrest at the Charterhouse. He occupied his time 

by embellishing the house, and built a long terrace in the 

garden (which survives as the "Norfolk Cloister") leading to a 

tennis court. In 1572, Norfolk was executed, and the property 

passed to Norfolk's son, Thomas Howard, 1st Earl of Suffolk. During his occupancy, James I held 

court there on his first entrance into London in 1603. 

 

The Charterhouse was further altered and extended after 1611, when it became an almshouse and 

school, endowed by Thomas Sutton. He had made huge amounts of money, by sometimes less than 

reputable means, but he left it all to charity. The almshouse (a home for gentlemen pensioners, 

known as Brothers) still occupies the site today under the name The Charterhouse; the school 

moved out in 1872 to  Godalming, Surrey, where it survives as Charterhouse School. During WW2 

some of the buildings suffered bomb damage, but have been sympathetically restored. 

 

We saw the Great Hall and the Great Chamber, where in 1558, during Lord North's occupancy, 

Queen Elizabeth I held court during the preparations for her coronation. Then we went to the  

Chapel, where Thomas Sutton is buried, his tomb very elaborate and not at all what he requested! 

We also saw the Norfolk cloister, and outside visited the Master's Court, Wash House Court, and 

the delightful gardens. We learnt that traditionally the Brothers are single men, who must be "in 

sound health of mind and body" when admitted, but are looked after for the rest of their lives. They 

have individual accommodation, three meals a day (plus tea and cake at 3pm) and there is an 

infirmary to care for them until the end. The rules have been changed recently to allow women to be 
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admitted too and the current Master is female. Brother Brian was obviously very happy to be there 

and considered himself very lucky. I found the place fascinating and well worth a return visit. 


