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At the Threshold
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Why go on a pilgrimage? I go to step out of my daily life for a few days – to follow a path that promises magic, beauty and surprise. It is a way of travelling from the humdrum concerns of the everyday, through a landscape that inspires, to a place of meaning. I leave behind the elbow tug of incessant news feeds, the struggle of daily commuting and the not-so-simple business of just keeping going. Instead of battling through crowds and watching cancellations on stations’ departure boards, I can walk through forests or along the path of a river. Even in a city, it is possible to leave behind ordinary life for a while and go in search of the sacred.

With an alert mind and a bounce in my step, I am ready for whatever the pilgrimage may bring. And it always brings something, whether it’s a personal insight, a creative idea, a greater connection with the natural world or my fellow human beings, or simply a day or two of uncomplicated living. A pilgrimage offers more than a long walk. A pilgrim is not a tourist. Pilgrimage has a deeper, more spiritual significance. It is simple and honest, and it delivers in unexpected ways.

The modern pilgrim

All over the world, people are going on pilgrimage. Boots are being pulled on, rucksacks packed and maps scrutinised as routes are planned. Pilgrimage is one of the fastest-growing movements in the world. According to the UN World Tourism Organisation, over 330 million people go on a pilgrimage every year. Even countries where pilgrimage has been in constant practice over the centuries have seen numbers swelling: over 30 million pilgrims went to the Hindu pilgrimage Maha Kumbh Mela in India on one day in 2013, and two million attend the Hajj in the holy city of Mecca every year.

The jump in numbers has been most noticeable on the Camino de Santiago in Spain. Once a route only walked by dedicated Catholics, it is now on the bucket list of many non-believers. Back in 1986, 2491 pilgrims completed the final 100-km stretch of the Camino, but by 2017, the figure had jumped to over 300,000.

While some still walk with religious intent – to ask for a prayer to be answered, as an act of penance or as a simple act of worship – other secular pilgrims take to the path for reasons of their own. They may have no religious faith at all but still be searching for something. This could simply be a new, enriching experience or something more profound. Finding themselves at a crossroads in their life, perhaps, they could be seeking a new direction and a purpose.

Modern pilgrims have found that the simple business of reaching a special place by putting one foot in front of the other provides what they are looking for. It’s a way of connecting with something ‘other’, something spiritual. Walking a path is a slow and deliberate undertaking and can’t be hurried. It offers what modern life is short of: time. It’s a chance to press the pause button, give your mind a rest, and to look around. Pilgrimage today is more flexible than it has ever been. There is a pilgrimage for everyone, as this book will show. All you have to do is step out of your front door and walk.

A little history

When we hear the word ‘pilgrim’, most of us think in terms of the medieval Christian world. Whereas this might cramp our understanding of what pilgrimage can mean today, knowing a little about its history does help to place it, and provides a link with fellow pilgrims from the past.

Pilgrimages have been a common feature of most world religions for as long as they have existed. Buddhism, Jainism, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism and Shinto all place it at the core of their religious practice. The golden age of Christian pilgrimages was the Middle Ages, peaking in the twelfth century, when most Christians were impelled to visit a significant site, preferably one that housed the bones of a saint or some other relic, or a tomb of a martyr. Getting close to these artefacts, and to the actual bodies, of the holy was thought to bring you closer to God, make your prayers more powerful and bring healing. Pilgrims would touch and kiss these relics, if possible, for maximum impact. Even better, they took some part away with them: at Canterbury Cathedral the blood and brains of Thomas Becket, spilt during his murder, were endlessly diluted with water to sell to pilgrims.

The three main pilgrimage destinations were Rome, Jerusalem and Santiago de Compostela, and reaching them was a risky and lengthy business. Some richer Christians even paid others to walk in their stead. Pilgrimage was not for the faint-hearted: on the longer routes illness, robbery and even murder were frequent. As a sort of insurance policy, before setting off, pilgrims attended Mass where a priest blessed their belongings and said prayers. To keep them safe, they would carry staffs which, as well as helping them walk, kept menacing animals (and marauders) at bay, and could be used to clear paths of foliage. Pilgrims travelled light. They took a leather pouch or slim satchel to carry bread and any necessary documents, and wore a broad-brimmed hat (turned up at the front to display a scallop shell if Santiago was the destination), a tunic and a cloak. These items were the emblems of a pilgrim – the scallop shell is still worn by modern pilgrims as they walk the Camino towards Santiago de Compostela.

A pilgrimage was a great leveller: everyone from kings to pig farmers took to the road (as illustrated by the disparate characters chronicled in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales). Some pilgrimages were undertaken as a penance for a sin, with pilgrims choosing to walk barefoot – some on their knees as they neared the shrine, others even in shackles. It was thought that the pilgrimage was purified by the pain and effort spent in getting there.

Unlike modern times, when walking is a pleasurable choice, in the Middle Ages it was the only way to travel – apart from horseback – and the difficulty it presented was part of the point of pilgrimage. For some, a pilgrimage was the only journey they ever made, and the only time they left their own village or town.

The mass movement of pilgrims across Europe ended at the Reformation, and pilgrimage was banned by Henry VIII and Thomas Cromwell. All the old paths lay unwalked until the twentieth century, from which time they were gradually rediscovered and trod once more. These included not just the big routes to major destinations, like Santiago de Compostela, but also smaller, more local paths to prehistoric sites, ancient churches, holy wells, waterfalls, hills and anywhere else considered sacred or significant.

Now the revival of pilgrimage is seeing a new merry band take to the road – one with modern sensibilities and hi-tech outdoor clothing, a variety of destinations and motivations propelling them onward.

The power of pilgrimage

Although there’s no denying that walking a long distance can be demanding – there will be blisters to deal with, fatigue to overcome, and unexpected obstacles to get around – these difficulties are easier to manage if considered part of the experience. If the walking was all ease and comfort, there would be no sense of achievement at the end, and little spirit of adventure. You might as well do the journey in an overheated coach and barely give the road a glance through the window as you motor past. Besides, any discomfort or inconvenience is eclipsed by the magic of the road. The unfolding landscape, the steady tread of your footsteps, the discovery of sacred places and a general sense of wellbeing – happiness even – that rises from your feet to your heart more than compensate for the pinching of an uncomfortable boot or a sunburnt nose. Here are some of the benefits I’ve learnt to appreciate.

You feel the magic of a place

Every so often you come across a place that immediately seems special: it has a magic all of its own, so much so that it makes you feel more alive and you don’t want to leave. This can happen accidentally in daily life by stumbling across a secret garden in a busy city, say, or popping into a church out of curiosity one lunchtime and finding it to be a place of serenity and holiness. But it’s more likely to happen on a pilgrimage.

The pilgrim’s mind is open and responsive; it is drawn to the numinous, whether that spiritual quality inhabits a man-made monument or a place of natural beauty. Among the places where I have tuned into the genus loci, or spirit of a place, are an ancient woodland in North London, a stone circle overlooking a bay in Ireland, a well on a Scottish island and a car park on Exmoor. As Philip Carr-Gomm writes in The Druid Way (a book about a pilgrimage across the South Downs): ‘All we have to do is enter it in the right spirit and the landscape will begin to speak to us.’

Life becomes simple

Shutting the door behind you and setting out on foot early in the morning with just a rucksack on your back is powerful and liberating. Going for a long walk necessitates paring back the clutter of life to the bare minimum. You leave behind all the stuff that surrounds you every day, all those things that need managing, cleaning and repairing, and take only what you need to keep you going.

Carrying everything you need on your back simplifies choice. Suddenly that extra pair of shoes doesn’t seem so necessary. Unlike conventional holidays with their many wardrobe options (What shall I pack for the evening? Do I need a jumper if it gets cold? Should I pack a waterproof?), all you need to take on a pilgrimage are the essentials. A good pair of boots, a change of socks and underwear, lightweight clothing that you can handwash, a bottle of water and your phone should do it. (This is the most minimal list: there are a few supplementary suggestions on page 221.)

Decisions vanish too. All you have to do is keep putting one foot in front of the other and head in the right direction. Some pilgrimage routes are clearly waymarked, so map-reading options are also taken care of (although it’s a good idea to carry a map as a back-up), or you may choose to go with an organised group and leave navigation to the leader. With all the aggravating and tiresome aspects of life left behind, all you have to concentrate on is the simple task of keeping walking.

You give your mind a rest

Concentrating on the path, thinking about where to put your feet if you are scrambling down a mountain, or how to cross a stream without falling in, helps to create a meditative state. The monkey chatter of the mind is silenced as you pay attention to staying upright and not breaking an ankle. This leaves the mind clear for other more radical thoughts to pop up. Walking artist Hamish Fulton points out that: ‘You stop the endless thinking mind. And that’s a good thing – because every now and then you want to stop going down the same neural pathways. Then you have other perceptions.’

You journey inwards as well as outwards

The urge to go on pilgrimage has always been with us: evidence of people travelling to sacred places goes back to prehistoric times. It is embedded in the human psyche and not just as a way to worship, but as a personal need, a psychological necessity. The call to leave home and go on a journey of discovery comes to everyone, but we don’t all choose to hear it. Those that do, learn that a pilgrimage is a way to find themselves, to consider who they are and where they are on their path through life. Pilgrimage is often compared to life’s journey from birth to death, with the promise of redemption and/or rebirth at the end.

It is also an opportunity to reconnect our inner selves with our bodies and the external world. Too often we live entirely in our heads, preoccupied with thinking about the stresses of everyday life, regretting the past, fearing or anticipating the future. We neglect our bodies, take them for granted, and reduce them to mere vehicles for getting us about, or for containing our minds.

On pilgrimage we become aware of our bodies once more. We feel the ache in our muscles and the power of our feet. We sense our legs getting stronger, our hearts beating and our lungs working. As pilgrimage marries our inner journey with our outer one, it awakens the body once more and unites it with the mind.

You learn things

You’ll gain awareness, not just about your surroundings and the places you visit, but also about yourself. The road is a great teacher. Who knew you could walk so far? Or that you had the determination to carry on when a little voice inside urged you to get the train home? Of course, you could learn less positive things about yourself, too, but that’s a risk worth taking.

You also learn from those you meet on your way, whether they are fellow pilgrims or people encountered more fleetingly along the path. These chance encounters bring you in contact with those you would not otherwise have met. They will tell you their stories, share information and even teach you things about yourself.

You re-energise old paths

Walking ancient trackways and routes not only prevents them from becoming overgrown and vanishing but brings them back to life. The Gatekeeper Trust, an organisation ‘devoted to personal and planetary healing through pilgrimage’, believes that the earth can be turned into light through pilgrimage. They quote an old saying that every pilgrim leaves footprints of light (in my mind, like Michael Jackson in the ‘Billie Jean’ video, illuminating paving slabs with each step) so that others may follow and then add their own. This positive energy then radiates to the surrounding environment and lights that too.

Ways to go – approaching a pilgrimage

The power of a pilgrimage lies in its simplicity. The only danger is to overthink it or to expect too much. Approach your pilgrimage with a light and open heart, and surprising things will occur.

Like all journeys, a pilgrimage has a beginning, a middle and an end. Each has a different significance and will have a different impact on your thinking and emotions. Be aware of how you respond to each part: how you feel at the start of your walk compared to how you feel when you have finished. Be conscious of the fluctuations of sensations and moods that occur in the middle, but don’t try to change how you feel – accept these emotions and keep walking.

As you walk, use all five senses

Listen to the silence. Is it pure or is it made up of many small noises: the crunch of your footsteps, a twig breaking beneath your boots, a bird flying from a tree, the distant hum of traffic? If you walk through snow, the silence will feel different, softer, deeper, muffled. If it rains, put on your waterproof and enjoy the sound it makes driving onto the road, or dripping from branches.

Inhale and smell the air. In a forest, breathe the pine-scented air, damp wood, wet leaves. By the sea, the air smells clean, seaweedy, salty. On open moorland, sniff the coconut smell of gorse, the heather, damp sheep. In cities, you may smell the unexpected aroma of orange blossom (Seville in spring), grass freshly mown in a park, bread baking at a supermarket door or coffee beans being roasted in a café.

Feel the ground beneath your feet. Is it hard or is it yielding? Try taking your boots off and walking barefoot. It is soothing to walk on dew-laden grass, sun-warmed mud or the cool, hard sand of the strandline. Instead of walking past, stop for a moment and touch a tree and feel its gnarled bark, or dip your fingers in a stream and feel its crisp vitality.

Look all around you, not just at the path in front. You are in no hurry, there’s plenty of time to watch the clouds build on the horizon or to follow the movement of a wave from the ocean to the shore. Take time to look closely, too: observe a flower, leaf or shell closely and notice its colours, patterns and structure.

Taste the sea air on your lips, the sweetness of a wild strawberry or a ripe blackberry plucked from a bush. Even a humble sandwich tastes better when it’s eaten outdoors.

Let the muse settle on your shoulder

You may find that as you walk, unexpected ideas and thoughts come to mind. Let words find you. Stop by the wayside when they do and jot them down. (A notebook with an all-weather cover is best!) As you travel, you may hear of stories and myths that you want to record, or you may be inspired to invent some of your own.

Or you could see something remarkable that you want to capture. A snap on the phone will do it, but a pencil drawing will slow you down and make you really look at your subject, studying it closely. A sketch will also have more meaning because it will have some part of you embedded within it.

And when you get to the end

Different emotions surface at the end of a pilgrimage. While a pilgrimage is not about conquering anything, a fitness challenge, or a stab at some sort of notoriety, completing one is, nevertheless, an achievement to be proud of and to take pleasure from. When the walking is over, however, a feeling of anti-climax and ‘what now?’ sometimes settles on the pilgrim. The only road ahead now is the one that takes you back home to normal life and daily routine. Be prepared for this by cherishing what you have experienced on your travels.

The British Pilgrimage Trust suggest that, as at the end of life, when we relinquish our bodies, we should let go of something treasured at the end of a pilgrimage. They recommend throwing away a pilgrim’s staff into a stream or the sea with a breezy cheerio. If you don’t carry a staff, you could try releasing something else that has been important to you during the pilgrimage: a water bottle or a pair of socks (but dispose of them thoughtfully into a recycling bin rather than chuck them into a stream!). A carefree approach to the final steps of your pilgrimage will ease you back into regular life. And besides, it won’t be long before you are planning your next pilgrimage and will be back on the footpath again.

A mindful pilgrimage

Mindfulness has become a word of our times, with more and more of us using techniques to live in the moment and accept, then release, thoughts and feelings. Although the origins of mindfulness lie in Buddhism, we can adopt it whatever our beliefs, applying it to whatever we are doing. In Buddhism, mindfulness is the seventh element of the Eightfold Path and necessitates attentiveness, alertness and awareness. If we mentally occupy these three states, Buddhists believe that we avoid sleepwalking through life and instead wake up to its possibilities.

Mindful walking is especially effective because the steady and rhythmic act of putting one foot in front of the other stills the mind and focuses thoughts on the path instead. As we walk, our bodies come alive, our hearts pump, lungs inflate and deflate, and our heads clear. We are refreshed and invigorated. It is one of our simplest actions, and one of the most effective.

There are times on your pilgrimage when you will want to behave ‘normally’ – chat to others, let your thoughts drift, stop and eat an ice cream or stroke a horse’s nose. Walk with a mindful approach for sections of the walk, though, and you will feel the benefits, mentally and spiritually. Thoughts will rise as the path opens in front of you, and you will get a taste of the giddiness that comes with the freedom of the road.

Here is a general guide to help with your mindful walking practice. There are other exercises throughout the book.

• Turn off your phone.

• Make an intention.

• Engage all senses.

• Walk slowly but purposefully, trying to maintain a regular, steady pace.

• Look up. Look around. Every so often, look behind to reflect on how far you’ve come.

• Breathe slowly and deeply.

• Learn the names of what you see – trees, butterflies, wild flowers – it’s a way of noticing.

• Keep a journal but don’t let it dominate. A few jottings will do. Noting things helps you pay attention to what is around you.

• Dismiss any annoying or upsetting thoughts. Concentrate on the here and now.

• Every so often, stand still.

• Be quiet. Engaging with others is a distraction, so give it a break – at least for a while. Or walk with a close friend in companiable silence.

• Give a cheery hello to strangers you meet on the path.

• Just walk.
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Ancient Paths


Walking in the footsteps of our ancestors gives us a real sense of the path’s past and of the people who walked it centuries ago.



I had driven through Dartmoor on my way to Cornwall many times. I had itched to stop and explore it, but had always been in too much of a hurry. There were usually B&Bs to get to, or a chip shop to reach before it closed. As I drove towards the chosen holiday destination, Dartmoor would roll on around me, filling the windscreen with its open moorland, peculiar rock formations and wild ponies. It looked like a place you could get lost in easily and never be found. Somewhere you could walk for ages and not see a soul. Somewhere to clear the head and open the heart. It was also, I knew, bristling with prehistoric sites, including seventy (the largest concentration in Britain) of those intriguing Neolithic pathways: stone rows. I made a note to myself to return to see them, to go on a pilgrimage to find a stone row or two, and to see if I could walk with the ancients.

Stone rows comprise two lines of standing stones (although some have three) that lead in a vaguely straight path to a stone circle or a cist (grave). Kennet Avenue at Avebury (see page 151) is a fine example of a procession way lined with stone rows, taking the pilgrim along a sacred path from The Sanctuary hillside to Avebury henge. Dartmoor is the place to head to see a multitude of stone rows of various sizes and directions, as well as many other Neolithic and Bronze Age monuments.

I was keen to set my boots in the very same places that my ancestors had walked, and to experience a little of what they had experienced, so when I heard that author and ‘stone seeker’ Peter Knight was running a Dartmoor Mindscapes Weekend with his partner, Sue Wallace – the object of which was to ‘connect on a deeper level with this magical landscape’ – I signed up and persuaded my friend Carolyn to come along. Peter and Sue have spent a great deal of time on Dartmoor, clambering up tors, pacing around stone circles and generally responding to and trying to make sense of what they see and experience. Sometimes their activities are shamanic, and drum beating, chanting and the reading of poetry are involved.

Peter is convinced that the domination of the landscape by sizeable and distinctively shaped granite tors meant that prehistoric peoples considered them to be sacred in their own right. Many tors resemble figures (famously Bowerman’s Nose, which has the profile of a giant) and animals (we came across one shaped exactly like a bear), so this is entirely feasible. These ‘simulacra’, he reckons, may have inspired the ancients to create their own stone monuments, either as a response or to connect with them in some way.

Simulacra are not just confined to Dartmoor: they are recognised, and have been worshipped, by people worldwide, from Egypt to Australia. It seems that the human mind is programmed to look for faces and figures on mountains, in rocks and on cliff faces – be they gods or animals.

We spent the first day looking for faces in boulders, rocking on balancing stones (and tapping some to listen to their sonorous tone – these musical stones are known as lithophones) and dipping our fingers into rainwater collected in circular rock basins. Carolyn, who has spent time with shamans in Hawaii and travelled widely in the Far East, was struck by the similarity of some of the tors to stupa on Buddhist temples in Myanmar. As we walked in silent meditation towards Great Staple Tor, its towering piles of rocks silhouetted dramatically against a bright blue sky, it did indeed feel as though we were approaching a temple. It must have felt similarly awe-inspiring to the Neolithic people of Dartmoor.

We spent time exploring the Merrivale ceremonial landscape later that afternoon. I walked along my first stone row and we spent a while dowsing for earth energies around a stone circle (see page 26), but it was the next day I anticipated the most. Merrivale is packed with interest and well worth a visit, but it’s near a road and a car park, and takes little effort to reach. Brisworthy stone circle, and Ringmoor cairn circle and stone row, the next day’s destinations, were more remote: we would have to leave our cars and go on foot to reach them.

The walk to Brisworthy took us along hedgerow-lined paths and over fields decorated with cow pats. It was a hot summer’s day and the countryside hummed with insects. The approach to a sacred place always fills me with a mixture of curiosity, solemnity and anticipation. I can’t wait to see it, but I don’t want to hurry to find it, and the moment it reveals itself is always a thrill.

The tops of the Brisworthy stones appeared above a gentle swell in the landscape, and then, as we drew closer, there was the entire thing – a series of stumpy stones graduated in size towards the south – tucked into a north-facing slope overlooking the Plym Valley.

We all took time to walk around the circle and choose a stone to sit by. All the talking and exclamations stopped as we settled down to meditate. Peter had said that the surrounding landscape, with its great tors on hill summits and views of the sea (now obscured by the spoils from a china clay quarry), had played an important part in the siting of the circle. Although Dartmoor today is open moorland, it is very likely that during the Late Neolithic period, and possibly into the Bronze Age, it was largely forested. The circles and rows were probably constructed at the forest edge to allow for sightlines of landmarks. I thought about that for a while, and how modern buildings are constructed
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