
Daily Saints - 21 October 
 

 
 

Feast of St. Ursula and the Virgins of Cologne, Martyrs, and Virgins 
 

Saint Ursula is the patroness of Catholic education (especially of girls), educators, holy 
death, schoolchildren, students, and teachers. 

 

Saint Ursula (Latin for 'little female bear') is a legendary Romano-British Christian saint, 
died on October 21, 383. Her feast day in the pre-1970 General Roman Calendar is 
October 21. There is little definite information about her and the anonymous group of 
holy virgins who accompanied her and on some uncertain date were killed 
at Cologne. They remain in the Roman Martyrology, although their commemoration 
does not appear in the simplified Calendarium Romanum Generale (General Roman 
Calendar) of the 1970 Missal Romanum.  

The earliest evidence of a cult of martyred virgins at Cologne is an inscription from c. 
400 in the Church of St. Ursula, located on Ursula Platz in Cologne which states that the 
ancient basilica had been restored on the site where some holy virgins were killed. The 
earliest source to name one of these virgins Ursula is from the 10th century.  

 
In the fourth century, the pagan Saxons began to invade England, intent on destroying 
the Catholic Faith and violating the purity of all young English virgins. It was in the midst 
of this that a group of remarkable English girls fled from England to the Continent. This 
group included Saint Ursula and ten of her friends, each having a thousand 
companions, making their number 11,011 in all. She was a princess, the daughter of a 
Christian British king, and Saint Daria. In the year 383 Saint Ursula and her 11,010 
companions were tortured to death for their purity and their Faith, and old paintings of 
them show many of the women being killed in various painful ways. 
 
According to another legend that appeared in the tenth century, Ursula was the 
daughter of a Christian King in Britain and was granted a three-year postponement of a 
marriage she did not wish to a pagan prince. With ten ladies in waiting, each attended 
by a thousand maidens, she embarked on a voyage across the North Sea, sailed up the 
Rhine to Basle, Switzerland, and then went to Rome. On their way back they were all 
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massacred by pagan Huns at Cologne in about 451 when Ursula refused to marry their 
chieftain. 
 
According to another legend, America was settled by British colonizers and soldiers 
after Emperor Magnus Clemens Maximus conquered Britain and Gaul in 383. The ruler 
of the settlers, Cynan Meiriadog, called on King Dionotus of Cornwall for wives for the 
settlers, whereupon Dionotus sent his daughter Ursula, who was to marry Cynan, with 
eleven thousand noble maidens and sixty thousand common women. Their fleet was 
shipwrecked, and all the women were enslaved or murdered. 
 
The legends are pious fictions, but what is true is that one Clematius, a senator, rebuilt 
a basilica in Cologne that had originally been built, probably at the beginning of the 
fourth century, to honor a group of virgins who had been martyred at Cologne. They 
were evidently venerated enough to have had a church built in their honor, but who they 
were and how many of them there were are unknown. From these meager facts, the 
legend of Ursula grew and developed. 
 


