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Southwest England is the setting for United Kingdom Sketches, Part Two.  Here are tales describing cities to villages, cathedrals to trivia. A true English walkabout follows paths long and short. Otherwise, train travel will get you to where you want to go.
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I find it so interesting that in the UK you can get to most anywhere you want to, somewhat easily. I’ve discussed my love of train travel in England and only wish that it were as prevalent in the US. But traveling by train is not the only way to get around England.

England on Foot

One way that might not occur to you is traveling on foot. There is so much open and right-of-way land in England, and the English take advantage of this. There are 140,000 miles of footpaths in the UK. Many are short and don’t go anywhere, but others are extensive for long-distance travel. You’ve undoubtedly heard of people walking the circumference of England. It’s called a walkabout.

Every day, I walk on at least one footpath with the dog(s) I’m caring for. At this time of year, these are usually muddy. I originally bought a pair of waterproof shoes, but they are not mudproof, and they now show it. To overcome that, I have to wear wellies (Wellington boots). Most of my paths are for exercising the dogs and don’t go long distances. In Manchester, I had a series of paved paths that went for miles. Today, the paths connect one town with another and are great to explore.

More Modes of Travel

In a kickback to the past, there are 20,000 miles of bridleways in the UK. If you have a horse, you too can travel the country. You probably thought horses in the UK were only for polo. Not so. But if you are more up to date, you have 16,000 miles available on the National Cycle Network. You can go anywhere on these paths with a bicycle. Couldn’t be easier.

For a bigger picture, the UK has a Right to Roam ordinance. England and Wales together have 6,700 square miles mapped as open country or registered as common land. It is wise to know before you go to avoid trespassing. 

Some English Trivia

Let me use this space to digress and share with you some of the English trivia I have encountered. When I meet people and open my mouth, the first thing they ask is, “Are you from the US or Canada”? I’d like to say, “But I thought you were the one with the accent”. I grew up in the Midwest; national television hosts are coached to acquire the best Midwest accent-free speech. I guess that hasn’t helped me much in Europe.

Besides trying to get in the wrong side of a car, I’m learning how left is right. I’m getting comfortable riding on the left side of a car, except for the traffic circles, but it’s come as a surprise that people expect me to walk on the left side of the sidewalk also.

Upon arriving in England, I found the same beautiful black and white birds I had discovered in Germany. I had never seen such birds before. Come to find out, they’re pigeons! But I protest, as they don’t act like pigeons: they don’t scrounge, they fly much more than a typical pigeon, and they often rest in trees. I love looking at them.

Several of the small, new uses of words are: bins vs. garbage cans, dog leads vs. leashes, bangers vs. sausages, mate (not spouse - think Australia) vs. friend. It doesn’t take much to amuse me.

Names for Houses

My favorite, however, is found in my current house-sit. Often, the houses have no house numbers, only names. This is so British. A house here is on a named street with a postal code, with only a house name. These house names are passed on for generations. Right now, I’m staying in a wonderful, large, up-to-date home which has the name of X cottage (X for privacy). Once upon a time, there was a little cottage on the grounds, now lost to posterity. Still, this large house carries the name of the little cottage.

It's wonderful to experience the difference between cultures and countries. I know that I am richer for it.
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I headed south in England and arrived at Mecca! Mecca in Saudi Arabia is the holiest place for Muslims as it is where Muhammad was born and received the Koran from Allah (God). My English Mecca is the Cathedral at Salisbury, as it is the place from which the Western church, or Christians, today bases its religious practices. 

The monks at Salisbury created the Sarum Rite (or Sarum Use) in the 11th Century. This form of worship drew from the Roman Church with variations for use by the English and Northern European people. I have long wanted to visit Salisbury, and now I have finally made it.

Salisbury England

Suffice it to say, this is a travel blog and I won’t bore you with religious detail. I was quite surprised to find Salisbury to be a larger town than I had imagined. It traces its origin to 1220, though the major focus was on the fort two miles north in Old Sarum. Salisbury was under Roman occupation in 200 AD. Likewise, I should not have been surprised by its oldness. I equated the city center with my previous visit to Shrewsbury: a mixture of the very old and the more recent.

I was able to attend an Evensong service in the late afternoon at the Cathedral. This service drew more people than I had witnessed at such services in the other cathedrals I had previously visited. Here is where it got really interesting for me. I left the Cathedral to get some dinner. I picked up the menu and realized I needed my glasses, which I don’t often wear. There were no glasses in my pocket. I quickly realized that I had left them in the choir (quire) at the Cathedral. I went racing back, but it had closed up 

for the evening. My only hope was that my glasses would still be there in the morning.

Sarum College

I stayed in the Cathedral Close (the area around a cathedral) in Sarum College in what has to have been a monastery at one time. There were three floors of long hallways, each side of which had tiny rooms. I slept in one of those and felt like a monk.

In the morning, I returned to the Cathedral at 7 am when it opened. I went in, removed two cloth rope barriers, and discovered my glasses right where I had left them. Whew! Then I turned and walked back through the Cathedral, and it hit me that here I was, all alone in a very large cathedral. I had the whole place to myself. 

In the dim light, I found the font (fount British) two-thirds of the way back, a large four-point “star” with the water flowing over and into drains (assumedly recycled back to the top). At each point was a lit Advent candle from the previous three Sundays (the fourth reserved for the last Sunday in Advent). Surely someone must have preceded me in the Cathedral and lit these candles. Even so, I had an awe-inspiring experience being alone in the Cathedral. My only regret was that I couldn’t have visited the Cathedral in the daylight to see the stained glass, but I had to rush off to catch a train to my next house sit.

Waiting to Return

I hope someday I can return to visit Salisbury Cathedral again, my English Mecca. It just so happens that I have at least one more cathedral popping up in my schedule, but I think I shall forever be indebted to the monks and workers of the 11th Century who left such a significant monument for me to visit.
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