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Ann was born in 1927 in Plumstead; an only child.  
 
At the end of World War Two, aged 18, Ann spent three years at Gilmore 
House in Clapham, a Church of England training college for women originally 
founded in 1891 by Isabella Gilmore, who promoted the ministry of 
Deaconesses and who is now recognised by a wall plaque in Southwark 
Cathedral. 
 
Ann’s first parish role was in Walworth, where she spent five years on the 
staff at St Paul’s Church, Lorrimore Square. During that period Ann felt 
called to a life of ministry and so she returned to Gilmore House to train as a 
Deaconess [a ministry which was open to women who could not at this stage 
be ordained], which she became in 1954 at the age of 27. As a Deaconess she 
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joined St John’s Church in Catford for two years, before becoming an 
assistant chaplain at a Church College of Education.  In 1959, at the age of 
32, Ann returned to Gilmore House but this time as its Principal, the ‘Head 
Deaconess’, a post she held for 11 years until the college’s closure in 1970.  
 
She then moved to the Diocese of London, where she became the Bishop’s 
adviser for Lay Ministry, and Head Deaconess, for 17 years, supporting 
women in their ministry until she reached the retirement age of 60 in 1987. 
 
1987 marked the year in which women were first ordained as Deacons and so 
Ann was admitted to the Diaconate for, what seemed to her to be, the 
second time...one month before her retirement. In her retirement she 
continued her ministry, supporting the parish team as honorary assistant 
priest at Holy Trinity in Eltham on a part-time, self-supporting [i.e. unpaid] 
basis, until she finally felt compelled to retire completely from ministry in 
2017 at the age of 90.  
 
On 21 May 1994 Ann was one of the 78 women who were first ordained into 
the priesthood in Southwark Diocese in a ceremony at Southwark Cathedral.  
 
Ann’s religious training and ministry span a remarkable 72 years. On her 
retirement she was presented with the Lancelot Andrewes medal, by Bishop 
Christopher, in recognition of her ‘Godly services and Zeal for the Gospel in 
this, our Diocese’. 
 
(i) Your story 
 
What were you doing 25 years ago? 
 
For a lot of the time I was convalescing after serious illness…I was living here 
in Eltham in my parents’ home.  
 
And 1994 was the year I was ordained in Southwark Cathedral...I felt terribly 
sorry for the Bishop because he had such an enormous number to ordain!  
 
The next day, Sunday...it was Pentecost...I led Holy Communion for the first 
time; ‘Let’s get through it safely’ was my focus! I forgot some words I had to 
say so someone kindly handed me a card with them on…I am not good at 
getting things off by heart. 
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    First presiding at Holy Communion. 22 May 1994.    
 
How did ministry come about for you? 
 
At the end of the war, in September 1945, I went to Gilmore House. I can’t 
say there was any ‘great moment’; I just suddenly knew this was what I had 
to do. I’d met one or two Deaconesses...and I talked to my rector in Stoke on 
Trent, where I was living during the war, and he happened to know the Head 
Deaconess, or ‘HD’ as she was known, at Gilmore...there were no selection 
conferences or things like that in those days. 
 
So I just went there clutching my curtains and my bed linen because at the 
end of the war there was nothing like that there...we all had to bring our 
own stuff because everything was ‘on points’ [i.e. rationed] at the end of the 
war. 
 
I remember clambering up the steps at the front door despite the unnerving 
presence of the senior sacristan...one of the existing students...handing out 
green veils for chapel to new arrivals. I had a distinct feeling that I had come 
home. 
 
We were about a dozen in number. Some of us had been ‘released’ from ‘war 
work’ but demobilisation had not really begun. The HD exuded charm in her 
blue, ankle-length dress and white muslin bonnet tied with a large bow under 
the chin. The Vice Principal looked to be of sterner stuff...she proved to be 
an excellent teacher even though her weekly tutorials, conducted in an 
Oxbridge manner, could be unnerving. 
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The course was two years...where you entered into it depended on the date 
of one’s arrival. My introduction to the Old Testament was revelatory for 
me...at that point my knowledge of the Old Testament was limited to 
Handel’s Messiah! There were a number of outside lecturers...Mother Claire, 
from the community of St Andrew, for Doctrine...a Canon from Westminster. 
 
At the end of my first year, the Gilmore House staff, who had seen [the 
college] back to its home in Clapham after its war years, felt able to retire. 
The new regime brought wider opportunities for practical experience...wider 
academic possibilities and an outlook on life adapted to life in the mid-20th 
century. The student population grew. 
 

 
Gilmore House, Clapham. 

 
The course was virtually the same as the basic ordination course for men 
except we did much more in the way of what we called ‘practical 
work’...visiting different types of homes...working in local Sunday schools 
and youth clubs...going around with what were then called ‘Moral Welfare 
Workers’. There were church social workers and we went round to see what 
they did as well. So we got a general picture of what the ministry of the 
Church was like. 
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The normal course lasted two years. My fellow students...most of whom had 
come out of some kind of what we called ‘war work’...were thinking of 
remaining as lay workers.  
 
Deaconesses then were regarded as rather antiquated. When I arrived at 
Gilmore House none of the other students were thinking of becoming 
Deaconesses. But at the end of my first year the Church was increasingly 
thinking about what role women should be playing...and so Deaconesses 
were a focus for various Church committees: were they ordained or not? 
Were you made a Deaconess for life?...things like that.  
 
I was interested in doing more study. So I elected to stay for a third year to 
study for the Lambeth Diploma which had been instituted by the Archbishop 
of Canterbury in 1905 to provide a means of scholarly theological study and 
to encourage women to study theology. It was originally for women only. I 
didn’t actually go as far as the Diploma at that time but I got a university 
qualification anyway as a result of my studies and finished at Gilmore in 
1948. 
 
Then where would I go? There were quite a few openings in parishes in this 
Diocese for women...partly because men were not being released from the 
Armed Forces or war work. So there were a number of incumbents who were 
quite keen for help in their parishes. I saw five different posts and the one I 
finished up in was in Walworth...St Paul’s in Lorrimore Square. I didn’t have 
any strong feelings...it was just a question of where I felt I would fit in. The 
vicar’s enthusiasm enthused me...so that’s where I went. 
 
I was there for five years. Most of my work was with children and young 
people, young parents who brought their children for baptism or 
confirmation preparation...and the great annual event of the Parish Holiday.  
 
 

Unknown
Field Code Changed
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             Sunday school teachers. Ann is in the back row on the left. 1950s. 
 
I do remember walking up the stairs to my first-floor rooms in a house in 
Lorrimore Square. And I can still see the lino on the stair floor and it was at 
that point I knew...I have to do this for life...ministry...this is my life.  
 
The Deaconess order had taken on new life...opening up a possible way 
forwards for women. Becoming a Deaconess was what I had to do. 
 
I was interviewed and ‘selected’...there was a form of selection at that 
point...and it was agreed that I would go ahead. So I went back to Gilmore 
House for a further six months of training...becoming a Deaconess in May 
1954. 

                          
                         Newly made a Deaconess. 1954. 
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One was made a Deaconess for life with the laying on of hands by the Bishop, 
and given a New Testament (which is why I was so indignant when I received 
a second one when I was Deaconed!) and a Deaconess’s Cross. I thought it a 
pity the cross was on a chain as it felt too much like the past...I would have 
preferred a lapel badge. 
 
What did Deaconesses do in those days? We had a role in church services, the 
prayer desk, readings, non-sacramental services, preaching, and baptisms. 
 

        
       Conducting a Baptism as Deaconess at St John’s, Catford. ~1954. 
 
There weren’t that many Deaconesses when I was one. A parish might have 
one...nobody had more than one...and the parish had to pay them. They 
worked from a Deaconess house...they didn’t live in the parishes. At that 
time there were maybe 140-150 across the whole country. I felt valued as a 
Deaconess...and parishioners seemed to accept the role and what we did. 
 
As a new Deaconess I went to St John’s Church in Catford in a full-time paid 
role…my second parish...where I was for two to three years.  
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    St John’s Catford ministry team. Ann is on the right. 1955. 
 
And then the Head Deaconess of Gilmore House got in touch with me to find 
out whether I’d be prepared to do something different. 
 
By then women were beginning to be used as Assistant Chaplains and she 
wanted to know if I’d be interested in a post as an Assistant Chaplain in a 
College of Education. It was at the National Society’s College of 
Education...Berridge House in West Hampstead...which not only trained 
women teachers in ‘domestic subjects’...domestic science or home 
economics, as it was beginning to be called...but it also had courses for 
matron housekeepers in boarding schools and institutional management. I 
was there for three years helping the Chaplain who was a local vicar. I did 
quite a lot of lecturing because they all did a course in theology of some 
sort.  
 
And then I was asked if I’d be interested in going back to Gilmore 
House...but this time as the Principal. I didn’t have any great vision. It was 
1959 and I was 32. Should I do this? Was this a wonderful calling? No...it just 
seemed right at the time. So I went back there as the Head Deaconess, or 
‘HD’...and stayed for 11 years. 
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                  Head Deaconess of Gilmore House. 1960s. 
 
I lived the college life with the students. I taught Church history and a bit of 
New Testament (or at least when I first arrived; we fixed that when we 
sorted out staff shortages…I am not really a New Testament person!)...a lot 
of pastoral studies...a course on prayer. The Vice Principal did most of the 
Bible studies. Various other local clergy came in to help as well.  
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       Gilmore House staff. From left: Housekeeper; Cook; Ann; Vice-Principal; Secretary. 
         1964. 

 
I liked Clapham...I thought it’d be a nice place to live...Clapham Junction 
was handy...just down the hill. There was a church next to us which we 
didn’t use much because it was very Evangelical. 
 
Women students would come, in most cases for two years, and we’d have a 
maximum of 20 at any one time. 
 

         
        Gilmore House students with Ann (top right). 1969. 
 
It was a very interesting time because there were quite a few theological 
training houses for women. But as time went on these disappeared and the 
thinking was very much that the women would train with the men. At 
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Gilmore House we kept going on until we had only a couple of students 
left...and then we closed in 1970. We were the last to survive as a separate 
entity...it’s now been turned into highly desirable flats in Clapham. 
 
Did I enjoy it? Yes I did...it was another chapter in my life.  
 
After that I became the Bishop’s Adviser for Lay Ministry (women were ‘Lay’) 
and Head Deaconess for the Diocese of London which meant, in the end, 
assisting five Bishops because the Diocese was split up and they had Area 
Bishops. It was 1970...I was 43. 
 
My work involved interviewing women who were feeling their way and 
wondering whether this was right for them...becoming a Deaconess...and, in 
the cases where the conclusion was that they should go ahead, 
recommending them to the Bishop who would decide whether they would go 
to a selection conference. I arranged posts for women in the Diocese 
and...having done that...generally kept a pastoral eye on them, helping 
them if needed...and helping them if they felt the desire to move to another 
parish.  
 
It was very much a ministry of me not going out much but rather people 
coming to me...although I did go round and visit the parishes where 
Deaconesses were working, sometimes because difficulties had arisen 
between the Vicar and the Deaconess.  
 
I stayed in that role for quite a long time...17 years...until 1987 when I 
retired at the age of 60.  
 
I retired just before they decided that women should be admitted as 
Deacons. I can remember very vividly being ordained a Deacon at St Paul’s 
Cathedral...even though I thought I was one already! The Bishop of 
Kensington...who was the Bishop of my Diocesan Council for women’s 
ministry...had to give out New Testaments in the service. It seemed to be 
muddled thinking of the Church of England as I thought they were saying: 
‘Yes, you are a Deaconess...and now you’ve got to be ordained as a 
Deacon’...so they obviously didn’t think it was the same thing at all! Prior to 
the service I handed back my Deaconess New Testament saying, ‘Give me 
that again, I don’t want another one!’ There were two of us objecting 
actually, one was a St Andrew’s Sister who did the same thing, and I can still 
see Bishop Mark Santer’s face now as he handed me my old New Testament! 
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Much to my surprise the Bishop of London asked me to assist him with the 
chalice when it came to the Communion in the service...he just asked me on 
the spur of the moment. I thought...Oh goodness me! I had a small group of 
Roman Catholic friends who came and made their Communion at that service 
which meant a lot to me. 
 
When women were ordained as Deacons they were accepted then. As far as I 
could see...once they had been ordained a Deacon, they could in time 
become a Bishop! In my mind the ministry of the Church was 
Bishop...Priest...Deacon and a Deacon went on almost automatically to 
become a priest and that’s what I really expected to happen. 
 
It didn’t, of course...not for a long, long time. I wasn’t one of those who was 
fighting for women’s priesthood because I was concerned that it endangered 
the whole position of women’s ministry...it would arouse so much opposition 
in some quarters. I was staggered when the vote went through at Synod...I 
could hardly believe it...I felt such great relief that it had happened at last. I 
heard the news on the radio...I was at home in Eltham. My mother wasn’t all 
that interested because she didn’t think it applied to me...nor did I then. It 
didn’t occur to me that it would affect me because I had retired.  
 
I was a Deacon for no more than a month or so before I retired, with a 
pension, in 1987. It was wonderful to be retired. I did help out a bit in my 
home parish, St John’s Church in Eltham, because my parents lived in this 
area...and I preached occasionally. 
 
And then came the ordination of women in 1994...during which I became 
seriously ill and had a major operation. Question arose about what the 
women who were Deacons were going to do...were they going to be ordained 
as priests as they now could be? And then I got a letter from the Bishop of 
Woolwich saying that he would like to see all women Deacons who were 
thinking of ordination as priests.  
 
I thought...I am retired...it’s ridiculous, really...but there could be situations 
in which there are parishes where there is very little extra help and they’ll 
be glad to have additional people who don’t cost anything. And so I thought 
if there was a need…which there was, here in Eltham…then it was right to go 
ahead. And so I was ordained priest. 
 
I went to see the local Area Bishop...Peter Hall, I think...and he was quite 
happy with that idea. He said, ‘There’s your own parish, St John’s, and there 
are one or two other parishes...St Barnabas or Holy Trinity’...and he told me 
to think about it. I spoke to our vicar...although I didn’t know at the time 
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that he was heading for Rome because he disapproved of this whole 
business...and he said he didn’t think he could use me as a priest. 
 
So then it come down to these other two...but before I had thought very 
much about them I had a phone call from Jeffrey John, who was [vicar] here 
[in Holy Trinity] and a wonderful person...I owe him so much. I went to see 
him...and he said you can come here...so I didn’t think any more about St 
Barnabas. Again no great vision...it just felt right to come here...so that’s 
how I came to be here. 
 
Was it a strong calling to be ordained in 1994? No...it was partly whether 
there was a need for me...which is why I said to the Bishop I could help in a 
parish if there was a need for some help. I can’t say there was a strong 
calling. 
 
 
 

                      
  Local press photograph of three ordained women.  
  Ann is on the left. May 1994. 

 
And I hadn’t been here for more than 18 months when Jeffrey went off to be 
the Canon of [Southwark] Cathedral. So there was quite a long interregnum 
[the gap between one incumbent leaving and another one arriving]...nearly a 
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year...which I quite enjoyed. And then Mike Harrison came...a very different 
character...and then he went...which meant another interregnum. More 
recently I have said I am not prepared to do a third interregnum!  I carried 
on with Brett, our current Vicar, and then I reached 90 and I said, ‘that’s it.’ 
By then I couldn’t really stand at all...when people invited me to receptions I 
just couldn’t stand around...I couldn’t preach...I couldn’t stand around the 
altar as we tended to do, even when we weren’t celebrating. 
 
Bishop Christopher’s award of the Lancelot Andrewes medal on my 
retirement came as a great surprise and marked a kind of completion. ‘Be it 
unto me according to your word’ summed up so much. I am not sure, even 
so, what Bishop Lancelot Andrewes [an English Bishop and scholar who held 
high positions in the Church of England during the reigns of Elizabeth I and 
James I] would have made of a woman priest. Perhaps, like the rest of us, he 
would have moved with the times. 
 
What lies at the core of your faith? 
 
Years ago I was making a private retreat at a convent near Windsor where 
there were sisters...and I just had this retreat on my own. 
 
It was the last day and I was in the chapel just bringing things to an end and I 
heard someone call my name. But I couldn’t see anybody there. And I 
thought I’ve made a mistake...with a name like Ann you often think someone 
has called you. 
 
I never thought any more about it until I was reading the Daily Office one 
day...‘I have called you by name, you are mine.’ 
 
It’s just that. 
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                   Gallipoli service. Holy Trinity, Eltham.  
 
I come from a rather clerical family...my uncle was a priest and it’s fairly 
natural for me to think in these terms. 
 
Which Bible passage resonates with you most? 
 
The last part of Romans, chapter 8: 
 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor 
things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 

God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
Why did I choose that passage? That passage chose me...I didn’t choose it. It 
grabbed me. I can’t say any more than that. 
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How did you spend your time outside ministry? 
 
Seeing friends. I took up watercolour painting in my 60s. There was a 
magazine called Leisure Painter which gave you a picture and told you how 
to paint it. My painting went from there and I kept going. I don’t do it now 
because my hands won’t let me and with all of my interregnums I didn’t have 
the time, really. But I enjoyed it. 
 
 

 
Watercolour by Ann Gurney. River Fowey estuary, Cornwall. 2008. 

 
(ii) Your ministry 
 
How did you express the core of your faith in your ministry? 
 
I don’t know...I didn’t think about that at all. People just put up with me. I 
had lots of friends in the parish I went to...particularly in my first parish in 
Walworth. 

 
Which part of your ministry gave you the greatest fulfilment? 
 
I found working with groups very satisfying...Lent groups...study 
groups...that sort of thing...I enjoyed that immensely. I actually quite 
enjoyed preaching...I could make people laugh. I know that doesn’t sound 
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good but I always remember Jeffrey John could make people laugh...and 
then slam home a point because he got them all relaxed. And I enjoyed 
celebrating Communion. 
 
My ministry goes on. There is one thing I enjoy now...and that is being able 
to listen to people. This is a thing which people very often lack 
today...someone who can give time to listen to what people have to say. If I 
have any ministry now, it is just that. Occasionally I am called upon to just 
sit and listen...and so I do that. 
 
Which part of your ministry did you find most challenging? 
 
I don’t know, really...my ministry has been a retirement ministry so in a 
sense I have just done what I like. 
 

                     
  90th birthday celebration. 2017. 
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What was the difference you wanted your ministry to make in your 
community? 
 
I wanted them to think rather more of the parish around us than just the 
congregation...in the sense of the needs of the parish and of the wider 
community. 
 
People are absorbed by the congregation...building up this strong Christian 
community...the things we do together...all of which might be quite 
important but without looking out more. 
 
In our parish they are looking out much more...to local needs. But that’s not 
always been the case. I do feel the church, locally, is doing that much better 
than it used to. We have quite a few lay people who are very active in the 
community locally. 
 
(iii) Women clergy in the Church of England – your perspectives 
 
Do you believe female clergy have changed the Church of England over 
the past 25 years? If so, how? Are there any distinctive gifts that women 
bring to ministry? 
 
I don’t think they have made a difference except for the fact that they are 
women and not men. Certainly it does feel more complete that women are 
now in the episcopate as well. That really was an important step as I see it. 
 
I haven’t been sufficiently in the swim since it happened to really see what is 
happening in parishes as a result of the change...so I just can’t say. I have 
been doing things down here in Holy Trinity for the past 25 years...I think the 
people in my parish feel I have given them something, but not because I am a 
woman. 
 
Women may perhaps be easier to talk to...but certainly not in all cases. And 
they are perhaps a bit more practical than men...because you’ve got to 
make things work. 
 
Are there any distinctive challenges that women face as clergy? 
 
They have families to look after...and there is a period when you have small 
young children when I would think you need to be available to those 
children. I also think men should be available too...and know how to nurse 
children...but that’s another matter! 
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But in any profession you just have to accept that...not just the Church. 

 
Did you feel your parishioners saw you as equal to your male 
counterparts? 
 
I didn’t have to put up with any unpleasantness at all. Although when I came 
here there was one woman who said to me...‘I just want to say to you that I 
can’t accept this idea really and, if you are celebrating Holy Communion, I 
shall not be receiving’...and I said... ‘OK...I do understand.’ But she changed 
her mind very quickly. I don’t think there were many people in the 
congregation here who had difficulties. There was someone else who had a 
brother who was very much Forward in Faith [a traditionalist Anglo-Catholic 
organization]...Jeffrey, our vicar, thought he might be quite difficult but not 
at all...he was happy. 
 
So she was the only one who wouldn’t accept Holy Communion...at least at 
the start. It might have been just the parish...they had had a woman who 
had been working here before. So the idea of women doing things was not 
too strange to them. 

 
Did you feel male clergy saw you as equal? 
 
I think they did. But I was a part-timer and self-supporting [i.e. unpaid]...and 
that does make a very big difference. But obviously you’ve got to fit in and I 
wouldn’t have come here if I hadn’t...and I have been very happy working 
with all three incumbents...all very different people. 

 
Did you feel you had to prove yourself? 
 
No...I didn’t.  
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      Baptism. Holy Trinity, Eltham. Mid-1990s. 
 
What advice would you give a woman thinking of entering ministry?  
 
I’d just say, ‘Why?’...not only in terms of what that person wants to do but 
why she sees herself doing that particular thing. And you do get all sort of 
different answers! 
 
And if they said ‘Why’ to me? It was just obvious that it was this thing I had 
to do. There was a certain compulsion for me...and I would look for that in 
the people who came to talk to me. A sense of ‘I must pursue this...I must 
investigate this.’ 
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