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There are no unsacred places;

there are only sacred places and desecrated places.
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Beginnings

St James’s Chapel

Lindsey

Suffolk

The morning is cold and crisp after days of rain. The earth is a land learning to breathe again. It is not far from here, I know. A moment more along this empty road and there is a sign.

A few steps further – a gate opens to a hedge-walled passageway that leads to the stone wall of the chapel. A heavy wooden door opens reluctantly to the push of my hand.

Inside the chapel, a dim light reveals a bare, stone-walled space – an earthen floor. It is so cold. I peer about me – at the bare walls, at the wooden table at one end, at the fractured light in the window. There is a stillness here which is so tangible. It is not of this world. I close my eyes and simply stand there alone in the silence. I breathe in the still, cold air through my nose and feel the passage of the breath as it travels deep within me. There is a peace in this place that is profoundly appealing. I crouch down. I can smell dirt and damp lime plaster.

Tucked down in this most elemental place, enclosed in the darkness, the notion strikes me that I am actually in some ancient cave under a stone roof and with that thought comes a sense of security and solidity that seems to fill my body. I open my eyes. There is the same square space: just flint and brick and mortar and air. But within me there is calm of a sort that I have not known for months and that seems to have come merely by being here, by spending a few moments away from the mundane world beyond these aged walls, by simply stepping into this sacred place.

I feel earthed.

I am grounded.

For a moment more, I stand immersed in that square of stone and silence. There is nothing but this bare, frozen place and my presence here on this small patch of ground. In that stark simplicity, all fears fade.

Yet I know I cannot remain here long. I am so glad to have felt this moment of stillness but this stark place of earth and stone and air is too cold to bear. The iciness seeps inside me and I shiver. I have to leave.

The wooden door creaks. Outside, the winter sunlight is weak. I step tentatively back along the passageway and emerge into the world again.

* * *

Those first steps to the chapel at Lindsey were the start of a journey, a personal pilgrimage. I can see that now. I was driven by a keen curiosity to seek out those places where there was a sense of calm that seemed to seep from the earth, or from the buildings that had been built upon that ground.

It was a time of reflection in my life. I lived in an old farm labourer’s cottage in the English countryside, rather isolated and especially so in the depths of winter. Maybe it was some more basic existential calling – a reaching out into the darkness. Perhaps I was still trying to make sense of my father’s death over twenty years before. Everyone has times in their life when they wish to peer more deeply into the profound reality of what we are as living individual beings, what life is all about. It seemed to me that the easiest route was to look to those who had gone before, to see how others in times past had made sense of the world, how they had seen the lands around them. Across human time, certain places upon the earth have been seen as especially significant. I would seek those sites in the landscape which held most meaning. Even though some may now be long abandoned, there were places where there still lingered ‘time-thin truths’.1 The phrase was one I discovered along the way, one that rang so clearly.

At first I turned to the most obvious places, the monuments on the landscape most overt, most visible as sacred sites – chapels and churches with heavy doors and dark, stuffy insides. Yet there was a tension – an obvious tension – I am not a Christian, though I could appreciate the atmosphere within these religious buildings. Only after visiting St James’s Chapel did I remember Philip Larkin’s poem ‘Church Going’ where he expresses so well that experience of stepping into a church as an unbeliever and knowing ‘a tense, musty, unignorable silence’. Towards the end of the poem, in a beautifully simple sentence, he voices that same sense I felt in the frozen space of the chapel at Lindsey:

‘It pleases me to stand in silence here.’

In that stillness, there is a welcome peace, a sense of feeling grounded.

Larkin spoke of the church as ‘a serious house on serious earth’.2 I understood that sentiment and soon realised the need to realign my sense of what was sacred in the landscape around me. I learnt how the spiritual essence of a place came not only from the religious buildings constructed upon the land but from the landscape itself – that ‘serious earth’. Most churches were built on lands already hallowed. To those who cared to look carefully, the remnants of those earlier sites could still be seen and felt, where far more ancient feet stood on the same ground and knew that space to be sacred.

As this project evolved and developed, I dug deeper, ventured ever further back in time until I could see more clearly the nature of the sacred places on the landscapes – even those of our hunter-gatherer ancestors from over 10,000 years ago. They too had their hallowed sites on the land, where they could know something of the numinous, could stand on ‘serious earth’, could feel at peace with the world. It is the same for all humans. We all need to feel grounded.

* * *

It was around twenty years ago that the word ‘numinous’ began to haunt me. I had recently moved to a small hamlet whose only community building was a church. My dad had died some years before and I still liked to catch a few words with him every once in a while. I soon discovered on my walks around the village that there was a footpath which ran close to the church, just on the other side of the hallowed ground of the graveyard. The path continued on into the cornfields beyond, falling away to the east, crossing a stream in the distance marked by a line of blackthorn hedge. It became my practice to walk that path beside the churchyard and halt where the path turned to cornfield. There, for some reason, I felt I could be closest to my father. For me, that patch of ground became a numinous place.

That piece of earth where I paused and reflected and remembered my dad soon became a significant one for me. Even now I can imagine rising from this desk and walking the few hundred yards that would take me there and then finding myself somehow transferred from the essential reality of the day – the chirping of sparrows beyond the window, the hum of electrics – and for a short time being in another realm and a little closer to Dad.

Soon after moving into the cottage I found I was taking myself off there every few days. Or rather, I went for a walk and found myself stood on that patch simply taking in the views and picturing my dad, remembering the catch of his eye, the turn of his head. Only after some time did I start to think of the place itself and to wonder why it was I came to this particular patch of earth and what was so special about it. Why not simply sit upon the bench in the graveyard a few feet away? Why here? My father was not from these parts nor was he buried in the graveyard, so there was no physical sense of presence there. I was no practising Christian, and indeed, neither had my father been. So being just beyond the boundary of the churchyard perhaps worked well. My patch of common ground held no defined sacredness to anyone other than me.

I head there now and realise the ritual nature of the journey. The walk takes me along familiar roads and hedgerows until the church is there and I walk past the wooden gate, step beyond and across a gap into the fallow field and into swathes of meadow grasses, a rough path drifting up the slope. On reaching that patch of ground, I see the wonder of the view, that soft contour of river valley patched with oaks – in summer, out across green seas of young wheat or barley; in winter, over cold, bare earth. Here is a place of natural wonder, too. That aspect was, without doubt, a factor in my subconscious selection of this place as being personally significant. Anyone else who may roam to this spot on the earth will recognise the natural beauty that exists here. I do not come to this place for something that happened here, nor because my father loved to stand here and look out upon this view. He never came here, never stepped foot on this soil. I do not come here because others have come here before me and have stated that this is a special place, that this is a sacred space and have marked the site with stones or with trees or with a building of some sort. I come here simply because these few feet of land have become hallowed for me. They have attained something close to a spiritual significance because here, as the crows chatter in the trees beyond and butterflies fly about the wildflowers, I can close my eyes and find something so deeply calming in the breeze on my face and in the gentle touch of the tall grass heads on my skin. Here, I can still see my father.

In 1917, the German scholar Rudolf Otto published Das Heilige (The Idea of the Holy), in which he endeavoured to explore the nature of religious experience. Rather than looking at ideas of religion per se, Otto was concerned with the common feelings that someone may have as a reaction to something they deem as sacred or holy. Otto recognised that the terms ‘sacred’ or ‘holy’ were used merely by people to describe something as ‘completely good’. He wanted a word that offered something more than was contained in the absolute goodness of those words. As he says:

For this purpose I adopt a word coined from the Latin numen. Omen has given us ‘ominous’, and there is no reason why from numen [god] we should not similarly form a word ‘numinous’.3

Numinous: divine, spiritual, revealing or indicating the presence of a divinity; awe-inspiring (OED).

By going to places that are numinous, we are able to understand something of what has made them awe-inspiring to others who came before. In so doing, we can feel nothing less than some shiver of contact with those people from the past.

Yet as I knew from that patch where I went to talk to Dad, there were also personal places that were sacred to only one individual. These were sites without markers, without monuments, without outward signs to others, but numinous all the same.

* * *

One of the ways in which places have been venerated by humans ever since earliest times has been the placing of significant items in particular sites. The presence of such votive offerings serves to emphasise the cultural worth of that piece of ground, that space.

One of the most remarkable of such ritual offerings is the Lion Man sculpture. It is certainly one of the oldest, dating back some forty thousand years to a time in the Upper Palaeolithic commonly called the Ice Age. The Lion Man figure is thirty centimetres tall. It was carved from the ivory tusk of a young mammoth. The shape of the sculpture is distinctly that of a human body yet the head that sits upon that body is one of a lion. The figure was first discovered during excavations in the Stadel cave in south-west Germany during archaeological work undertaken in the summer of 1939 by Robert Wetzel, a professor of anatomy, and Dr Otto Völzing, a geologist. Yet the finds they removed from the dark interiors of the Stadel cave appeared to be merely fragments of tusk. It was only when – thirty years later – some two hundred pieces of mammoth tusk were carefully fitted back together by Dr Joachim Hahn that the standing form of the sculpture was revealed, though the finer features of the animal were hard to define. In 1989, further segments of the figure’s head were found and the title of ‘Lion Man’ was adopted.
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The Lion Man sculpture


Forty thousand years is too long a time to really grasp. In 2013, when the remarkable Ice Age Art exhibition took place in the British Museum, I, like many others, leant my head against the glass of a specially constructed case and stared from mere inches away at the delicate structure of the Lion Man. I wondered at the nature of the object. I thought of being in the cave, of existing at such a time. I tried to imagine the act of physically creating this figure, working and whittling away at the mammoth tusk with various flint tools. A recent experiment replicating the carving took some 320 hours of precise, skilled and careful work just to create a rough reproduction. In total, over two months of work would have been required to make the original. The activity would have needed daylight. Did the artist undertaking the sculpture focus entirely on the creation of the Lion Man while others found their food and firewood for them, and fulfilled other household duties? Or perhaps the task was completed over far longer a period – months, even years – at times when other practical matters of existence had been completed and time could be spent patiently working away at the tusk with carefully prepared flint burins and blades. However the work was done, the making of the Lion Man constitutes a remarkable endeavour.4

Yet it is the conception of the Lion Man that is equally remarkable. In that twelve-inch ivory figure there is a merging of lion and human forms. Ice Age cave lions were considerably larger than modern lions. Early humans existed in the same landscapes, and competed for caves, with those lions, whose strength and power were far superior to any single human. The construction of the concept of a being that is half human, half lion entails a vast leap of the imagination and demonstrates the complexity of the Ice Age mind able to conceive and create such a super being.

Maybe the Lion Man depicts some symbolic, god-like figure. Perhaps the sculpture is a representation of the transformation from human into animal form undertaken by a shaman in a trance state. It is hard to say. A long time has passed since the Lion Man was carved. What is certain is that the time and energy invested in its creation suggest the figure was clearly of real importance to those Palaeolithic people. What may also be highly significant is that the Lion Man figure was found deep within the black shadows at the back of the cave, away from the light and the day-to-day floor space, in the safest, darkest, most silent area of that world.

After visiting the exhibit, I sat at my desk and gazed at a picture of the Lion Man statue. I tried to imagine the scene as the carving took place in the sunlit entrance to the Stadel cave. A human figure rests silently on the floor before a fire. Always there is fire. They are working away at the ivory with a flint tool, scraping patiently, the body of the statue starting to emerge. It is a laborious task, seemingly endless. I see this person sat alone before the fire but I know this is wrong. There are others, many others around, working away at any number of other tasks that need to be done. It is the warmest part of the day. Hands stitch with needles that have been forged from animal bone. The cleaned, dried skins of animals are cut and sewn together to form the clothing which will keep the bitterest air out. The fur hides of fox and hare and wolf and wolverine are woven into costumes that will be essential to survive in the cold, harsh climate. I can see all this. I can picture the bodies of humans gathered around in the working spaces of the cave. There are others further away, hunting animals – parties formed from the strongest, fastest and fittest of the community – and groups of children gathering up any firewood they can lay their hands on.

Yet I struggle to imagine what it is that these people are thinking of. I find it hard to step into their minds. I look at the anthropomorphic figurine of the Lion Man – born of so many hours of patient work – and I cannot understand why it is that the features of a cave lion have been so carefully woven into those of a human man. But I know from the effort put into the production of this figure that it was highly valued. I know that the Lion Man is something which has been created to signify some kind of relationship between those Ice Age people and the animal which offered the greatest physical challenge to them. Here, perhaps, is something of importance – the face of the Lion Man sculpture shows not a ferocious and frightening cave lion but the calm, benign features of a creature that, while still distinctly a cave lion, appears to be at peace, one that appears to offer no overt threat. Is it perhaps that the construction of the Lion Man with the becalmed face allowed for some sympathetic magic to transform the cave lion into another being, one that need not be feared?

There were so many questions. Again, I wondered whether this was the figure of an ancient god? Or maybe it represented a shamanic transformation of some sort? Or could it be an animistic ideal imagined only in a dream, a supernatural form uniting human and animal spirits? And what of the fact the figure was found in the deepest recesses of the cave? Had it been hidden there safe from others who might take it? Or had the Lion Man been placed there because that was the most hallowed space within their home?

What also intrigued me was the nature of sites across the world where a special significance was felt, such as that cave in south-western Germany where the Lion Man was found. Many of these sites would be collective places, gathering sites where a group of people with universally held beliefs and rituals would meet – be that a grand, religious place of worship or local chapel, mosque or shrine. Others might be more modest sites marked only by personal significance – such as a memorial bench to someone loved and lost, a roadside marker to indicate the exact place where someone had died, or simply a favoured place within a local landscape where there was peace and calm and a chance to remember a beloved parent.

* * *

Little Gidding

And so I am here. I sit on a bench. The winter cold of St James’s Chapel at Lindsey is a distant memory. It is summertime in England. There is no finer place to be in the world. I have come to another chapel. I have wanted to come here for some years, to know this place which inspired T.S. Eliot’s fourth and final poem of Four Quartets (1942). ‘Little Gidding’ was the last poem that Eliot published. It has taken some time – some lost directions, some single-lane tracks that led through endless fields of wheat and that seemed imponderably wrong. Yet I am here. I sit before the grey facade of the church and read the words inscribed across the wall: ‘This is none other than the house of God, the Gate of Heaven.’

I rise and walk over to the raised tomb of stone. It is the final resting place of Nicholas Ferrar. He has been there since 1638. There are words carved upon the surface of the lid but I cannot read them. Of course I cannot. I have come here knowing that I will not be able to. Eliot tells in his poem how the writing on this tombstone is unreadable.

Now I am finally here and I am in no hurry. There will only ever be one moment of turning the brass lock for the first time and stepping through that doorway. I will not rush. I return to this fine wooden bench, tucked beneath a cherry tree, just as the sun breaks through cloud and the summer birds sing out. I will stay sat here. There is much to take in. The church lies before me. A short distance away is Ferrar House, freshly painted.

In 1625, Nicholas Ferrar came to Little Gidding to settle in the place that now bears his name. Fleeing from plague, he left London with his family and formed a small community of some forty souls that were to devote themselves to live in peace and prayer. When Ferrar arrived here some four hundred years ago, the chapel was being used as a barn and the house had been uninhabited for sixty years. Today, all is neat and tidy. The walled gardens of the house are a glorious splash of colour. A marquee has been raised on the lawn. Its pale white splendour tells of a happy wedding; of strawberries, champagne, laughter and joy. I return my gaze to the chapel. I am ready to enter.5

As I stand before the wooden doorway, I cannot help but think of my father’s footsteps stepping through this door a good while ago, his hand upon this same brass circle, the fingers tightening and turning the lock. My mother told me last night on the phone that she had come here with him twenty-five years before. I think, of course, of Nicholas Ferrar, too; and of T.S. Eliot, who came here one spring day in May 1936. All these fine folk; the hands and feet that have been here before me.

You are somewhat left without words when you come to the spiritual site of inspiration for perhaps the greatest poem of the greatest poet in the English language of the twentieth century. So I do not seek words. I seek feeling.

I step inside and close the door behind me, shutting the birdsong out. Then I simply stand in the arch of the chapel. It is the silence which I feel most. Sunlight streams through the southern window across a section of the wooden seating. There are solid oak seats running along the north and south walls. The still hush of the church is so present. I gaze about me. Above the eastern arch of the nave are the words: ‘Oh pray for the peace of Jerusalem’, decorated with the Maltese cross of St John. I know that cross well. It is the ensign of the Knights Hospitaller, a military order of Christian crusaders formed in the twelfth century, who returned from their incursions in the Near East and built circular churches based on the Temple of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. One is the round church in the village of Little Maplestead, where I live. On the walls of the nave of St John’s are scrolls embroidered with epigrams:

God will be worshipped in spirit

and in truth, in body and in soul.

He will have both inward love and fear

and outward reverence of body and gesture.

This is the right good way you are in: keep in it.

The words are those of Nicholas Ferrar.

I step across the square stone floor, patterned with black and white tiles, up to a tiny door whose brass plaque states simply, ‘Oratory – For Private Prayer’. The door is open, and so inevitably I step inside. It is a small wood-panelled room with a wooden chair and a table. I can hear outside, beyond the stained glass, the mewing of a buzzard. The call of the voice is startlingly alive. Etched in a circle of lapis-lazuli-blue stained glass is a now familiar line:

This is the right good way you are in: keep in it.

I will return here, I say to myself. I will pray here. But for now, I will leave this room. Back in the chapel, I open a copy of Four Quartets at ‘Little Gidding’ and settle in one of the two wooden seats lit with southern sun. In the opening section of the poem, Eliot draws a vision of arriving at Little Gidding in May with the hedges white with flower. I sit and read the poem aloud to the empty church.

My voice stops. The still instantly returns – a sacred silence. I am sat in sunlight on an oak seat in this chapel, surrounded by wheat fields. I feel utterly alone, as though I am the last person on earth. Yet I am not lonely. I smile. I am not lost though I feel adrift of the everyday and outside of normal time.

When I finally step outside, the birdsong startles me from my dazed state. The call is so loud. I edge round the tomb, running a hand across the rough stone, and head back to the bench beneath the cherry tree. It is a glorious place to be.

* * *

In many ways, my life has consisted of a series of episodes driven by the same basic desire to explore some of the more mysterious and profound aspects of human existence on the earth. In my early twenties, I moved from London to Egypt drawn by the allure of the ancient – pyramids, desert tombs, pharaohs, the wonders of the Orient. Two years later, I spent some months wandering around Central America on the trail of the Maya civilisation, fascinated by their ruins, their lost hieroglyphic languages, their forgotten knowledge of astronomy. In a small museum in Antigua, Guatemala, I passed days mesmerically copying out a fragmentary section from a Maya codex – an almanac that predicted the rising of the planet Venus across many millennia. A year or so later, I travelled through Peru and Bolivia seeking out the incredible wonders of the Inca civilisation that had been built from perfectly shaped hunks of stone. I stared down – from the precarious vantage of a Cessna airplane – at the wonder of the Nazca Lines, at the scale of those ancient patterns and intricate designs that had been carved into the desert, apparently with the intention that they be viewed from the air.

Two decades on, I was now living in rural isolation – a good hour’s drive from the edges of London – and still chasing that same simple truth: by gazing into the past, often as far back as prehistory, and looking into the ways and beliefs of the people who came before us, we can see and understand something of who we are. By stepping into the places where humans in the past have experienced the most profound feelings, we can better know ourselves. I now had children, a mortgage, a job: responsibilities. I no longer had the yearning to fly off seeking faraway lands. Yet I still felt that desire to peer into the distant past.

That is how this book began – stepping onto a path to seek some understanding of what it was to be human. The starting point was that cold, bleak winter’s day standing in the freezing chapel at Lindsey. In that stark space, I knew some fundamental sense of being human. Sometime after, there was the wonder of the summer sunshine at Little Gidding – the hush, the delight of that place. I realised that by stepping into such sites, into the places where people have prayed or died or buried their loved ones, it was possible to find a connection to the lives of those who had gone before and in doing so to see something of the nature of who we were, who we had ever been as humans – who I was. Some of those people would be known and named. Many more would be persons unknown, especially when delving back into ancient times. But it was possible to know something of those people, to understand them, by going to the places which were most significant, most sacred to them.

In a time when we are seeing the disastrous effect our species has had on the planet and reassessing our presence on the earth and our connections with the natural world, there is a central need to know some basic truths about who we really are. I sought out sites of significance on the landscape, places where people had felt something of the numinous, whether it had been recently or thousands of years ago. At the heart of the matter was a simple, universal and personal desire to connect with the lives of others who had lived before. I looked for the sacred spaces of our ancestors – whether they were still visible as monuments upon the land, religious places of worship or now were merely myths, distant memories. Often there are still traces. The ground is slow to relinquish the signs of spaces that once held such importance. Footsteps often leave ghost trails. Where I could, I followed them. Prehistoric round barrows for the burial of the dead leave circles in the land that still show up as cropmarks thousands of years later. I searched for them. I strived to know something of that world.

Finds and treasures rise from the soil and tell us tales of how others once worshipped, how they forged belief, how they venerated specific sites upon the earth. The sacred places were not merely the religious buildings that had been raised in the last couple of thousand years. There were other spaces on the land that were also to be revered – both those built by the actions of people who had once walked that land but were now largely forgotten, and sites within the natural world which easily inspired a sense of awe and wonder. After all, over the last few years, I had spent a good deal of time sat in the shelter of an ancient oak tree – learning something of the ecosystem, the complex web of life being lived beneath the boughs. I knew that throughout human history people have found a spiritual connection with particular trees, that many cultures across time have seen certain trees as sacred.

While on that journey, the emergence of a global pandemic made it ever more urgent to reflect on the nature of human existence. The world shrank to a local landscape. Isolated from others, I was able to spend my time immersed in the stories of those who had gone before, connecting with past lives, researching the ways past peoples had lived and loved, how they had seen their landscapes and connected to the natural world around them.




Chapter 1

Searching for Sacred Landscapes: Shrines, Stones and a Martyr

The morning is cold, grey. At 7.30 a.m., I drop my elder daughter at the bus stop.

‘Have a good day, Eva,’ I say as she steps from the warmth of the car.

‘Bye, Dad,’ she murmurs. It is too early for more.

I drive off, catching a glimpse of her in the rear-view mirror now stood in a line of schoolchildren, each hunched over their phones. An hour or so later, I take my younger daughter Molly to her school.

‘Bye, Moll,’ I say and watch her walk away across the playground.

A window has appeared in my week, like a break in the clouds. I shall flee. It has been ages since that glorious visit to Little Gidding.

Back home, I dash about the house grabbing stuff I might need. I am on the trail of another chapel: the Slipper Chapel near the village of Walsingham in Norfolk. Walsingham has been an important place of pilgrimage since early medieval times, with a shrine to the Virgin Mary following an apparition a thousand years ago. The Slipper Chapel is a mile down the road from the village – so named because pilgrims would halt there, remove their shoes and pray in the chapel before walking the last stage of the pilgrimage to the Walsingham shrine. I want to see if there, too, I might experience that same sense of calm, of feeling grounded.

The green of the English countryside flies by me. The route I follow would have seen thousands of pilgrims’ footsteps over the centuries. What took them weeks, I will do in less than a couple of hours. It feels like cheating, but the truth is that many of the Walsingham pilgrimages today involve coach or car travel from London. I reach Bury St Edmunds, then Thetford, then Swaffham. The morning has gone. But it is only some twenty miles from Swaffham to Walsingham. The sun shines with an autumn slant. The road runs Roman-straight through the lands of the Iceni – the Celtic tribe best known for their leader Boudicca, whose uprising against Roman rule had so very nearly succeeded. At Castle Acre, I peer over the hedge line for a view of the ruins, then follow road signs to Walsingham, flowing through farmlands where vast machines rule the roads. A sign reading ‘Catholic Shrine of Our Lady’ points to a track that weaves down a gentle incline.

I fill with a sense of anticipation for finding a sweet little chapel, perhaps like the one at Lindsey, where I will park up and walk a few strides before stepping into more delicious, empty, still and unignorable silence.

Instead, I emerge from the tree-lined lane to the sight of rather ugly single-storey modern buildings. The car park is jammed full of coaches and minibuses. People gather before information boards. In a stark dining hall, a hundred souls chat away over lunch. Priests and nuns wander the tarmac. I follow the sign to the overflow car park, which is also full save one small space tucked away by a wire fence. I park up. I feel the need for a little moment before braving the congregation of people and so eat my lunch in the car and wonder why I have been quite so thrown by the sudden presence of so many people, so many pilgrims milling about. After all, this is Walsingham – ‘England’s Nazareth’ as it is known. This is a site where thousands, probably hundreds of thousands, of Christians come each year. Lindsey and Little Gidding are sites which are tucked away and hidden, places of wonder which are still revered but not by such hordes of visitors.

A small river runs through the meadow beside me. I venture out of the car and walk through the car park to the Slipper Chapel. A face turns towards mine and stares oddly. I follow the sign to the chapel. The sky threatens rain. In the courtyard I catch a snippet of conversation.

‘So you’re Franciscan, are you?’

I step into the entrance then follow a passageway to a small room. There are a dozen chairs on each side of the chapel. Two nuns in pale blue habits sit on either side of the aisle. I sidle into the final row of the chairs and sit down. An austere silence descends.

One of the nuns rises unsteadily from her seat, the action startling me. She kneels in prayer. A bluebottle flies in and buzzes noisily in the silent space. I look to the figurine at the front of the chapel, the Virgin Mary seated with child. That statue toured with Pope John Paul II back in 1982 during his visit to the UK, even being carried around Wembley Stadium before the Papal Mass was taken there. In my notebook, I scribble down the Latin words written in front of me: ‘HIC VERBO CARO FACTUM EST’. The saying translates to, ‘the word was made flesh here’. The same words are written in the Basilica of the Annunciation in Nazareth, the site where – according to Christian doctrine – God took human form. I stop my scribbling, conscious suddenly of the sound of the pencil on paper, feeling its invasion of the silence. The nuns are a few feet from me. I rise and step into the passageway as quietly as I can.

Outside in the cloister gardens, I breathe more freely and wonder on the nature of the chapel. It had been built in 1340 as the final stop for pilgrims on their way to the shrine at Walsingham a mile or so further on down the road – a place of prayer and rest. Pilgrims would remove their shoes and proceed bare-footed. I picture pairs and pairs of shoes. None of those gathered here today look like they are about to take their shoes off. But it is the end of the pilgrimage season. The largest pilgrimages are from the Tamil community. In May, around six thousand Tamils will come to visit and
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