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Praise for Between the Chalk and the Sea

‘I loved this memoir – centuries of stories captured in the chalk, all told through the prism of one life.’ – Raynor Winn

‘As she follows a long-lost pilgrimage route, Gail Simmons finds a whole new way of looking at a familiar landscape. Every footstep is steeped in history, every path is imbued with the traces of all those who came before.’ – Neil Ansell

‘Few books change the way you see familiar landscapes: this is one of them. A sacred, humble and rewarding journey, like the pilgrimage itself.’ – Ben Rawlence, author of The Treeline and City of Thorns

‘This is a brilliantly modern take on one of the oldest of literary genres – the pilgrimage narrative. Gail Simmons walks a long-forgotten trail, and along the way encounters places, people and a myriad of obstacles, for who walks so far in today's car-obsessed world? But this is no ordinary walk, but one with a purpose: to discover the meaning of what it means to be British in these troubled and disjointed times.’ – Stephen Moss

‘A stunningly evoked, sensitively drawn journey into a part of England that feels both ancient and entirely new. Such is the subtle power and lightly-worn erudition of Simmons' writing.’ – Sophy Roberts, author of The Lost Pianos of Siberia

‘Through four pagan seasons, following the ancient Gough Map and the Old Way, Gail Simmons pioneers a very modern pilgrimage, but finds that the past is not so far away . . . walking becomes an act of faith again - but also, it becomes an act of vulnerability and strength, loneliness and connection, peril, exposure and joyful epiphany. Gail makes a compelling journey over iconic chalk country – between the sea and what once was the sea, to a homecoming we can all aspire to.’ – Nicola Chester, author of On Gallows Down

‘An old route for pilgrims is given new and vivid life through Gail Simmons as a solo woman walking. A compelling blend of history and nature writing that is a gift to all of us who love this iconic stretch of chalk cliffs and downland’ – Tanya Shadrick, author of The Cure for Sleep
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About the Book

An old map.

A lost pilgrimage route.

A journey in search of our walking heritage.

When Henry VIII banned pilgrimage, he ended not only a centuries-old tradition of walking as an act of faith, but a chance to discover the joy of walking as an escape from the burdens of everyday life. Much was lost when these journeys faded from our collective memory, but clues remain. On an antique map in Oxford’s Bodleian Library, a faint line between Southampton and Canterbury suggests a significant, though long-forgotten, road. Renamed the Old Way, medieval pilgrims are thought to have travelled this route to reach the shrine of Thomas Becket.

Over four seasons, winding 240 miles between the chalk hills and shifting seascapes of the south coast, Gail Simmons walks the Old Way to rediscover what a journey on foot offers us today. Described as England’s Camino, this long-distance footpath links prehistoric earthworks, abandoned monasteries, Saxon churches, ruined castles and historic seaports. Blending history, anthropology, etymology and geology, Gail reveals the rich natural and cultural heritage found on our own doorstep.




For Alice of Southwick,
my companion on the Old Way
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Thirteenth-century pilgrim ampule of St Thomas Becket, found in the house of Richard of Southwick, Southampton.




Author’s Note

The medieval texts quoted in this book have been transcribed from the originals by the author, except for Wynkyn de Worde’s Informacion for pylgrymes, which was transcribed by William Connor.

To protect the privacy of individuals, some names in this book have been changed.




Bedrock

For the Ancient Greeks, it was chalix. In Latin, it’s calx. In Old English, cealc. For twenty-first century geologists, it’s calcium carbonate. These are a few of the aliases for a soft, sedimentary limestone composed of the mineral calcite, formed deep under the oceans by the compression of billions of microscopic plankton. We mortals know it as chalk, and it is the bedrock of my life.

Chalk’s porcelain whiteness, gleaming through its fragile skin of turf, raises the spirits in all seasons.

Winter strips chalk downland to its most stark and elemental, the hilltops frosted and sculptural, the beech woods leafless and skeletal. Spring is when hares streak over bare hills, blackthorn trees are snowed with blossom and drifts of bluebells shimmer in beechwoods. Cowslips and violets nudge through warming earth as the first skylarks soar above sheep-shorn turf. Then summer arrives, bringing wheat fields glowing gold, the grassland braided with wildflowers. In autumn, ploughed fields turn tawny, and soil glints with upturned flint.

Chalk downland is unique, and supports one of the richest habitats for flora and fauna in Western Europe.

I grew up in chalk country, and I’ve lived on or near chalk hills much of my life – from the Chilterns of my childhood home via the Berkshire Downs near Oxford, to the Yorkshire Wolds not far from where I now live.

Not far, but far enough for someone shaped, sculpted and smoothed by chalk.

Half a century has passed since I first set foot on chalk – a tiny splinter of time in its 145-million-year existence. Now, following an old way buried under history, my feet would once again anchor themselves into ancient, white rock.
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IMBOLC
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‘An ancient Celtic festival associated with the goddess Brigid, celebrating the beginning of spring and held on or around 1 February’



 

 

 

 

 

Late afternoon in early February. Outside, dusk settled on pastures yellowed by lingering winter. The earth lay dormant. In the Celtic Wheel of the Year this is Imbolc, a festival that heralds the first stirrings of spring. Imbolc, from the Old Irish ‘in the belly’, marks the onset of lambing when the ewes start lactating. Midway between the winter solstice, or Yule in the Celtic calendar, and the spring equinox at Ostara, it augurs the quickening of the year, when the northern hemisphere stirs from its sleep, bringing promise of renewal. Imbolc is a time for hope, and for new beginnings.

There were few stirrings of spring that February day as I gazed through my study window. Spring arrives late in North Yorkshire, and I knew that soon the yellowed grass would green, the curlew would return, splitting the skies with its hypnotic call, and silent fields would resound with the thin bleat of lambs.

I turned my eyes back to my desk. Spread out on the desktop was a map – a life-size poster reproduction of the original Gough Map, now kept in Oxford’s Bodleian Library. I’d bought the poster on a visit to the Bodleian the previous summer. Following a Sunday newspaper commission, I was researching a feature on ‘walks with meaning’ and discovered the map was on rare public display, so I crossed the country to see it. Dated to around 1360, and measuring roughly two feet by four, the Gough Map is possibly an updated copy of one made as early as 1280, during the reign of Edward I. Reputedly the most accurate map of Britain prior to the sixteenth century, you can almost overlay it with a modern map, except that Britain – following the convention where maps (like churches) were orientated towards the east – is tilted on its side.

This version of the Gough Map might be over 600 years old, but studying the poster I made out the rivers Severn and Thames, the Humber and the Wear. The New Forest and Sherwood Forest were identifiable, and, on the border with Scotland, Hadrian’s Wall is distinctly marked (called by its old Latin name, murus pictorum: the Picts’ Wall). Most curious of all was the matrix of overland routes, depicted in red pigment and connecting towns and villages familiar to us today. The antiquarian Richard Gough, who owned the map and bequeathed it to the Bodleian Library in 1809, called these red lines ‘roads’. Recently, historians have questioned their purpose, as many more obvious roads, such as Roman Watling Street, are omitted from the map. What is clear is that these lines represent itineraries of some kind, with their distances meticulously recorded.

One of these itineraries runs in a gentle curve, parallel to the coastline between Southampton and Canterbury. Roman numerals mark the distances between the intervening settlements – Havant to Chichester, Arundel and Bramber to Lewes, Boreham Street to Battle and Winchelsea, Rye and Appledore to Canterbury. Picturesque towns on England’s south coast, now attracting retirees and tourists, London commuters and young professionals, and whose former significance as seaports, defensive settlements, market towns or religious centres is embedded in centuries of often turbulent history.

Historians have not paid much attention to this particular red line, buried in the top-right corner of a medieval map. It doesn’t lead to or from London, as several other lines do, and although Canterbury had been a major religious centre since Henry II incited the murder of Thomas Becket two centuries earlier, Southampton in 1360 was then best known for its shipbuilding industry and as a commercial port. It was only when Will Parsons, co-founder of the British Pilgrimage Trust, studied the map afresh in 2016 that he concluded that, because Canterbury’s significance has always been chiefly spiritual, this was a lost pilgrimage route from Southampton, where pilgrims from Europe landed before travelling on to Becket’s shrine in Canterbury. Before arriving in Southampton, these pilgrims crossed the English Channel from France, just as others scaled the Alps on their way to Rome, or tramped over the Pyrenees en route to Santiago de Compostela.

For the past few years the British Pilgrimage Trust, a charity dedicated to renewing pilgrimage in Britain, has been researching the history of this route, retracing and reviving what is thought to be the first pilgrim itinerary marked on a map of England. When I interviewed him for my article on meaningful walks, Will Parsons talked passionately about a recent ‘groundswell of interest’ in pilgrimage, with latter-day pilgrims wanting to connect with those who had trodden identical paths for centuries. ‘Knowing that others have gone the same way, by the same track, under the same trees’, as he put it. As a keen walker and amateur historian myself, I could only agree. We might be living ever more secular lives in the West, but at the same time we are increasingly eager to reconnect to the landscape, to nature and to our built heritage, as it disappears before our eyes. For Will Parsons, a chance discovery on an obscure medieval map dovetailed with a rising awareness of our ancient and sacred routes, and the Old Way was born.

Mindful of Hilaire Belloc’s 1904 classic The Old Road, which describes a possible pilgrimage route from Winchester to Canterbury (better known today as the Pilgrim’s Way), the British Pilgrimage Trust named their rediscovered route the Old Way. Crossing some 240 miles of countryside, it avoids busy main routes and instead follows a meandering network of paths, drovers’ tracks, riverbanks, beaches, lanes and foot-worn holloways, tracing the uplands that contour the southeast coast of England. Punctuated by ruined monasteries, isolated churches and holy wells, it’s a natural and built topography reassuringly familiar to pilgrims throughout the Middle Ages.

Starting in Southampton’s medieval port, where Henry II began his own pilgrimage of repentance to the site of Thomas Becket’s murder, the Old Way meanders along four sea-skirting counties: Hampshire, West and East Sussex, and Kent. It traverses, for the most part, chalk upland shaped over 80 million years into steep, secretive valleys and smoothed hills where horizons stretch for miles. The oldest fossilised remains of humans in Britain were found here, and the landscape is scored with prehistoric monuments, testament to the importance of chalk to our ancestors. And all along the route, there’s the constant, shape-shifting presence of the sea – sometimes visible, sometimes just out of reach – framed by the white chalk cliffs that so define this island’s history.

Chalk has defined my history too, and has made me who I am. Like that most pliable of rocks, my life has been shaped by the elements, and moulded by events, but my home was always close to chalk. After many years living and working in Oxford, where we’d regularly drive to the Berkshire Downs to plant our boots on chalk, I moved to North Yorkshire with my husband, Richard, and two energetic cats. The weather was colder, the Dales landscape, to eyes accustomed to the benevolent Downs or Cotswold hills, harsher. It was a shock.

For the first two winters, I escaped. As a travel journalist, I had the perfect excuse. I took off from Manchester and flew through monochrome skies, touching down a few hours later amidst the colour, noise and warmth of the Caribbean. In Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic, I rented an apartment and wrenched my Italian into Spanish. I made friends, got tipsy on Brugal rum and danced the bachata to the sentimental strains of Antony Santos. Whenever I could procure a car I explored Hispaniola, the island shared between the Dominican Republic and Haiti, researching the story of Christopher Columbus’s journeys to the land he named ‘Little Spain’ and penning articles for UK newspapers to fund my stay.

Later, I swung east, travelling to and writing about the Arab nations of Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Oman, Tunisia and Libya. Then, in 2010, the Arab Spring set the region alight and my travel journalism dried up. No one except war correspondents were going there now, and no travel supplement wanted my stories on the Arab world. So I began writing about, and rediscovering, my homeland, meanwhile studying for a PhD and teaching creative writing.

Life as a writer and teacher was busy and interesting, and over the years I’ve grown to love the landscape of the Yorkshire Dales. The burnished heather moors, blooming briefly purple in summer. Empty valleys, where often all you hear are sheep, their bleats lifted on a barbed wind. Lone thorn trees, twisted on rain-scrubbed hilltops.

Our Pennine farmhouse, its metre-thick walls hewn from local millstone grit glittered on unforeseen sunny days, and held steadfast in gales that scour the winter fells, causing the pair of sycamore trees in an adjoining field to bend and moan. It was sturdy, safe. Yet still it didn’t feel like home and my life, unlike the gritstone under our house, lacked permanence. In spring, summer and autumn, the habitual restlessness could be assuaged by walking. On sharp winter days when out on foot, my spirits would lift and brighten like chalk.

This was not one of those days. Looking out again at the drab panorama beyond my window, I craved the radiance of chalk once again. I glanced back at the reproduction Gough Map laid out on my desk, its colours a little faded after some 600 years. It had been rolled up in its cardboard tube for the past few months, and I had to weigh down each end with books to study it properly. This was the first time I’d looked at it since my research the previous summer, when I’d heard about the Old Way from Will Parsons. Another long-distance path to add to my ever-expanding bucket list.
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We are lucky in Britain. The country is latticed by long-distance paths and national trails. Offa’s Dyke, the Ridgeway, the Icknield Way – all of these were on my agenda. Apart from the Cotswold Way, which Richard and I had walked in our early twenties, and even with my decades-long love of walking, I hadn’t completed any other long-distance path in Britain. Maybe it was guilt at taking so much time off, a guilt I didn’t feel when Richard and I walked the 100 miles of the Cotswold Way. We carried our own luggage and didn’t book accommodation ahead, trusting in providence as the summer days lengthened before us.

A few years later, working as a guide for a hiking holiday company, I walked alone from the Tuscan coast to Orvieto in Umbria. I set off with trepidation and a small rucksack, knowing I’d be alone for a fortnight in a country where my command of the Italian language was still rudimentary. But as the days passed, and I walked on through an ethereal land of Etruscan ruins, sunken roads and hilltop villages, I didn’t want it to end.

Nearly three decades had passed since that lone walk through the Etruscan hills, and the time for another prolonged walk felt right. Perhaps it was something to do with my age, and the nagging sense of life contracting more rapidly than I would wish. In a world that seems to be moving ever faster, days passing in a whirl of work and domesticity, walking compels us to slow down. Deliberately slowing to a walking pace, refusing to hurry to someone else’s agenda, is an act of resistance. There was a reason the Jarrow March of 1936 was so powerful: walking makes a statement. It’s visible. It shows integrity and thoroughness of intent. It’s putting your feet where your mouth is.

When walking, time’s strictures loosen. The lengthier the walk, the further time unravels. On a long-distance walk, over many days, weeks or months, time feels infinite. Walking can also be a liberation. You can switch off your mobile phone and put your everyday life into airplane mode. Unlike your family, friends and colleagues, the ground, as you place one foot in front of the other, expects nothing from you. Neither does the sky arching over your head, nor the air you inhale, nor the sun and wind and rain on your skin. As the days pass, you become at one with the path beneath your feet. As you walk on, you lose – or temporarily mislay – your identity in the immensity of the landscape. The spent carapace of your normal life sloughs away, and you rediscover the chrysalis of your essential self.

Like many others, including several friends and acquaintances over the years, I’d thought about walking the Camino de Santiago. Not only is it the long-distance walk par excellence, it’s also a historic route of pilgrimage. It has a purpose beyond the sheer enjoyment of putting one foot in front of the other over hundreds of miles.

The Camino might be the most famous pilgrim route in Europe, but it’s not the world’s only one. The globe is overlaid with them, from the Haj to Mecca in Saudi Arabia, and the Kumano Kodo in Japan. For me though, the Camino’s popularity was off-putting and, in an era of flygskam, or flight shame, travelling across the continent for a walk felt unnecessary. So instead of taking a long-distance walk I flung myself into my work as a freelance travel journalist, and domestic life with my husband and pets, taking shorter walks in the countryside when time allowed.

[image: Illustration]

In the months following my article research, my mind often returned to the Old Way. The route crosses a long stretch of chalk landscape I hardly knew, including the South Downs of Sussex and the North Downs of Kent. I’d been meaning to walk the South Downs Way for years, but could never find the time, or the justification, to commit to it. As a graduate of medieval history, the scholar in me was captivated by the notion of a medieval pilgrimage route. As a middle-aged adult with a strong sense of the sacred, though not adhering to any formal religion in spite of my Church of England upbringing, I wanted to explore whether a traditional pilgrimage had any resonance with my busy, largely secular, twenty-first century life.

No longer young or carefree, I wanted to put my feet where my words were, and put into practice what I’d written about in my newspaper feature about walks with meaning. Not only was the Old Way geographically nearer to home than the Camino de Santiago, but it was emotionally closer, too. It had been too long since I’d felt the crunch of chalk under my boots and followed white paths ribboning across open turf, drawing me onwards over ice-carved hills. Geologically and spiritually, the Old Way delivered.

Just like Geoffrey Chaucer’s fictional pilgrims, I would begin my own pilgrimage in spring. I would witness the season’s unfurling over England’s chalkland. Chalk down (from the Celtic word dūn, or ‘hill’) and its grasslands are truly exceptional. Britain has half the world’s surviving chalk downland, but even so it’s now one of our rarest and most threatened landscapes. Before the Second World War this fragile and flower-rich calcareous grassland was widespread, but 80 per cent of lowland chalk and limestone grassland has now disappeared, largely under the plough, depriving plants and wildlife of one of the richest habitats in Western Europe. For thousands of years chalk down has been a precious habitat for people too. Prehistoric burial mounds, ancient stone circles, enigmatic carved figures and imposing Iron Age hillforts scatter England’s chalk hills, evidence of our deep connection to this most supple of terrains.

Unlike Chaucer’s ninety-mile route from London to Canterbury, the Old Way is 240 miles long, and would take around a month to walk in one go. Yes, I would see spring unspool, but I would not experience chalk down in its other seasonal guises. I might see the bluebells in the beechwoods, but I would miss the flower-flecked pastures of summer, the flinty furrowed fields of autumn and the stark shapes and monochrome palettes of winter. So why rush it? Why not walk the Old Way in sections, and savour it over all four seasons of the year?

Medieval pilgrims did not only walk in spring. Sometimes, their journeys would take months, or even years. Chaucer’s fictional characters may have been on a spring jolly, but for many pilgrims the journey was a serious, and often perilous, affair. Although not compulsory, going on pilgrimage was encouraged by the Church, and it wasn’t meant to be easy. Nor was pilgrimage purely a late-medieval activity, though this was when the majority of pilgrim accounts were written. When St Augustine arrived in Canterbury in 597, he introduced Roman Christianity to England – the version that endured for almost 1,000 years until Henry VIII broke with Rome in 1534. But Christianity, and pilgrimage, had existed in the British Isles since at least the fourth century, and was still thriving in the Celtic north and west when Augustine stepped ashore on the Kent coast to proselytise the Anglo-Saxons under the direction of Pope Gregory ‘the Great’.

Both Christian belief systems, Roman and Celtic, superimposed their festivals on pagan traditions and feasts, ones that had existed for millennia. Pope Gregory, when he sent Augustine to England, decreed that the newly converted Anglo-Saxons should build places of worship on pagan sites, and adapt pagan celebrations to Christian ones. Yule became Christmas, Ostara was transformed into Easter, Samhain metamorphosed into All Saints’ Day and Halloween. Other important Christian festivals, such as St Valentine’s Day in February, St John’s Day in midsummer and Lammas Day in early August also co-opted their pagan predecessors Imbolc, Litha and Lughnasa. Other pagan-cum-Christian festivals marked the solstices and equinoxes.

Following the Old Way in all seasons, then, would be much more than a long-distance walk. It would be a meaningful journey through the strata of English history from prehistoric times to the twenty-first century, and through our pagan, as well as Christian, past. Just like digging down through layer upon layer of soft, white sedimentary rock.

Walking across this sliver of southern England, I wanted to discover what such a journey on foot meant today. At a time when the nation recalibrates its place within Europe, what might a medieval pilgrimage reveal about modern Britain? And what, if anything, would it reveal about me as I approached Mabon – my own autumnal equinox?

I rolled up the poster of the Gough Map and turned on my laptop. There were plans to be made, accommodation to be booked, and all the other organisation that goes into preparing for a journey on foot. No matter. This was Imbolc after all, the time for hope and new beginnings. Soon I would be on the path, striding out across southern English uplands so familiar from my Chiltern childhood. Walking the Old Way, between the chalk and the sea.

It would be like going home.



Informacion for pylgrymes

Wynkyn de Worde c.1498

Wynkyn de Worde (died c.1534) was a German immigrant to London who worked with William Caxton before setting up his own printing press. In 1498, de Worde published a guide for pilgrims visiting the Holy Land, which included the following advice for travellers departing from Venice.

Also I counsel you to have with you out of Venyse [Venice] Confeccons Confortatives Laxatives Restrictives Grenegynger [fresh ginger] Almondes Ryce Fygges Reysons grete & smalle. whyche shall doo you grete ease by the waye. And Pepyr Saffron Cloves & Maces a fewe as ye thynke need. and loof sugre [loaf sugar] also.

Also take with you a lytyll caudron. a fryenge panne. dysshes. Platers. Sawcers of tre [treen, i.e wood] cuppes of glasse. A grater for brede. & suche necessaryes. Also ye shall bye you a bed beside saynt Markys churche in Venyse where ye shal have fether bed. A matrasse. A pylowe. Two payre shetes and a quylte. & ye shall pay but thre dukates [gold coins]. And whan ye come again bring the same bed again and ye shall have a dukate & an half for it agayne though it be broke and woren. And marke his hous & his name that ye boughte it of ayenst ye come to Venyse.




OSTARA

[image: Illustration]

‘A pagan and Wiccan holiday celebrating the spring equinox, sometimes also called Eostre or Easter’



SOUTHAMPTON TO TITCHFIELD

I

Sunlight bouncing off water. Gulls squabbling overhead. Seaweed marinating in diesel. An imagining of shores beyond these shores. The promise of fresh horizons that has, over centuries, drawn the Mayflower’s pilgrims, the Titanic’s passengers and Carnival’s leisure cruisers to this port city to set sail across oceans. A promise that has now drawn me to set foot across the chalk uplands of southern England.

I couldn’t see it yet. But coming from the Yorkshire Dales, where deep valleys and heathered hills absorb the light like blotting paper, I knew the moment I stepped off the train at Southampton that here, at last, was the sea.

The year was approaching the spring equinox, the point of equilibrium between day and night, light and dark. In the Celtic calendar, this was the feast of Ostara, which takes its name from Eostre, the Saxon goddess of spring symbolising rebirth and renewal. Her legacy lives on today in oestrogen, a hormone essential to female fertility.

It was an auspicious moment to begin my journey along the Old Way – or so it then seemed. The red line on the Gough Map showed the first stage taking me from hampton, as it was known in the Middle Ages, as far as the old Roman settlement of houentre: the market town of Havant, near Portsmouth. The Gough Map measures the distance as twenty-two (XXII) miles, though the Bodleian’s Map Librarian, Nick Millea, writes in his book The Gough Map: The Earliest Road Map of Great Britain? that these were possibly medieval French miles, each measuring around two kilometres. Modern miles of 1,760 yards, standardised in 1675, are much closer to the Roman mile, the noun arising from mille passus, or ‘1,000 paces’ in Latin. To confuse matters further, a Roman pace was measured as two steps – roughly five feet. For the sake of my sanity I ignored the Gough Map measurements, and any attempts to wrap my head around French or Roman mile conversions. Instead, I went by the Old Way online guide, which estimates the walk to be around thirty-six modern miles, a journey that would thread together ruined monasteries, forgotten pilgrim churches, hidden sanctuaries and holy wells.

My original idea had been to carry on to Arundel – the end of the third stage on the Gough Map’s itinerary, and a week’s walk away. Pilgrim-style, I would carry my belongings with me, and stay in accommodation most closely resembling that which medieval pilgrims would have chosen. Matters of authenticity aside, my budget was also a constraint, just as it was for pilgrims throughout history. This meant staying in cheap hotels, bed and breakfasts and, where possible, holy sites such as churches or monasteries. Providing shelter for pilgrims and other needy travellers was the charitable duty of medieval religious houses, and many parish churches are now offering ‘champing’, or sanctuary, accommodation. That was the plan, anyhow. To paraphrase the poet Robert Burns, the best-laid plans of mice and women oft go awry – and so it turned out.

[image: Illustration]

Before setting off on the first leg of my journey along the shingle shore of Southampton Water to Hamble, a walk of around ten miles, I wanted to spend a day exploring old Southampton. I’d read that its medieval city walls were largely extant, and although I knew the famous fortifications of York and Chester, I had never visited Southampton’s. For the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner there were ‘few, if any, examples of medieval urban defences as impressive as those in Southampton’. Although the city was badly bombed during the Second World War, and further blighted by post-war development, there were many fine monuments to discover.

Bargate, guarded by a pair of magnificently rampant lions, was my entry to medieval Southampton. Dating from the twelfth century, Bargate pierces the oldest section of the city walls and remains the most impressive medieval gate in Southampton, albeit in its current amputated form. For seven centuries Bargate bridged the walls defending the city’s northern boundary, with photos from the 1920s showing trams trundling through its central archway. Then, in the 1930s, Bargate’s adjacent walls were bulldozed to make way for new roads – heralding both the age of the car, and the end of an era.

Once you tread, though, between the leonine sentries into Bargate’s atmospheric archway, the rumble of traffic fades, and your boots echo on stone pavements worn down by eight centuries of feet, hooves and wheels. Antiquity enshrouds you like a dawn mist, and the inimitable thrill of entering a great medieval city on foot quickens your step. A thrill that must also have quickened the step of untold generations of pedestrian travellers before me. The majority of people in the Middle Ages, when Bargate was built, had little opportunity to travel. Some of those that did – the merchants and pedlars, the soldiers and lawyers, the royals and their commissioners, the vagabonds and outlaws, the peasants and pilgrims – once walked through this archway too.

And perhaps, like me that early spring afternoon, those generations of travellers were greeted by music. No minstrel with a mandolin serenaded this twenty-first century pilgrim. Instead, a beanie-hatted busker belting out Wonderwall on his guitar was my welcome. Half a millennium may have passed since pilgrimage was banned by Henry VIII, but some things haven’t changed for the stranger entering Southampton on foot.

Countless such strangers have arrived, and departed, over these many centuries. In the late Middle Ages, Southampton’s port was the third most important in the country, after London and Bristol. Southampton’s merchants mainly exported wool, then the prime commodity of the English economy, to mainland Europe. Accompanying the sacks of wool aboard the merchant vessels departing from Southampton were pilgrims, many of them en route to the continent’s second religious destination after Rome: Santiago de Compostela. In turn, wine was imported into Southampton from France and Spain, and silk from Italy. Disembarking with the barrels of wine and bales of silk were pilgrims, many arriving from southwest France and Spain on their way to England’s top pilgrimage destination – the shrine of St Thomas Becket in Canterbury.

These voyages were no pleasure cruises, as today’s passengers sailing from Southampton might expect. Merchant ships required a licence to carry pilgrims, though this in no way guaranteed a comfortable voyage, as medieval accounts of sea-faring pilgrims reveal. Seasickness, overcrowding, foul smells and maltreatment by the crew, along with the possibility of shipwreck, were the hazards facing seaborne pilgrims. Understandably then, both merchants and their passengers took the shortest maritime route to their chosen country, and from much of Western Europe the shortest route to southern England was across the Channel and up Solent Water, to Southampton.

Dover may be geographically closer to cities like London and Canterbury, but its port did not surpass Southampton’s until the advent of motorised shipping. Like Bristol, Southampton lies in a sheltered estuary and the city’s unusual ‘double high water’ grants it a generous seventeen hours of rising water each day, doubling the number of boats that could sail into the city. As late as 1914 – just two years after the Titanic famously and fatally steamed away from its docks – Southampton was still the south coast’s main port, with Dover playing catch-up. While Kent was closer for pilgrims from northern France travelling to Canterbury, Southampton was the landing point for pilgrims from much of mainland Europe. And it’s the route from Southampton to Canterbury, not Dover to Canterbury, that is marked in the Gough Map.

From Southampton, pilgrims disembarked and continued on foot or horseback to Canterbury, visiting local shrines and other holy places along the way, just as I would. As Chaucer’s motley band proved, not all pilgrims came from overseas. One home-grown pilgrim was Richard of Southwick, a wealthy merchant and burgess of Southampton who died c.1290 – around the time the original Gough Map is thought to have been designed. Archaeological evidence recovered in 1966 from the cesspit in Richard’s lost house in Cuckoo Lane included – among the wine jugs from France, glass from Venice, silk from Persia and the bones of a Barbary ape – a pair of pewter St Thomas ampules of holy water (mixed with a little of the saint’s miraculous blood) from Canterbury. The Old Way eastwards would have led him there.

Today, Southampton’s trade is in tourists, who congregate from all corners of Europe for their ‘cruise of a lifetime’, and in students, the town being home to two universities. After a gap of 500 years few pilgrims now arrive here, booted and backpacked as I was that day, eager for the journey inland. Along with this surge of anticipation, one shared by all departing travellers, a tide of despondency sluiced over me as I drifted through the city streets. A familiar sensation, and one I’ve experienced throughout my life arriving for the first time in a new place. Perhaps it stemmed from childhood when, as the daughter of a nomadic army family, we’d move houses – and sometimes countries – every year or so. This meant new schools every year or so also, and the hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach as I again became the ‘new girl’, the outsider.

Back then, I had no say in the decision-making of my parents. As an adult, this peripatetic existence was a choice. I even made a living – sort of – from it. For the first few years, I revelled in my rootlessness. Richard was uncomplaining and, as the domestic linchpin and chief cook in our home, perfectly able to carry on without me as I ran off on my jaunts across the globe. Yet, that evening, alone in an unknown city, I couldn’t help tormenting myself. Even now, in my sixth decade I was forcing myself to become the outsider, deliberately placing myself many hundreds of miles from the security and comfort of home with all the vulnerability and loneliness this entailed.

Every pilgrim throughout history must have felt the same misgivings, embarking on a long and often perilous journey far from family and friends, aware they would not see home again for many weeks, or even months. For some, making a pilgrimage may not even have been a choice, with those deemed guilty of sin, such as Henry II following the murder of Thomas Becket, expected to undertake penitential pilgrimages. Journeying to sacred places was already well established in Anglo-Saxon England, with many saints such as Cuthbert in Durham the focus of mass devotion, and only grew in popularity in the centuries after the Norman Conquest. With the added attraction of Indulgences – the remission of sins through holy acts – Europe in the Middle Ages was a continent traversed by pilgrims in their multitudes.




Who was Thomas Becket?

This is the story of how a ‘low-born clerk’ came to befriend and serve a king; how he followed his political appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury by taking holy orders and shifting his allegiance to a different lord and master; how this led to his shocking ‘murder in the cathedral’; how, following his martyrdom, he became England’s most famous saint.

Thomas Becket remains a well-known story, despite attempts to silence the cult of the saint by Henry VIII. It’s a story of power and of fame, and of the triumph of life over death.

Becket was martyred on 29 December 1170, and we’re still talking about him over 850 years later. He brought wealth to Canterbury Cathedral by attracting pilgrims from all over Europe. One such group of pilgrims was commemorated in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales; centuries later T. S. Eliot revisited the martyrdom in his 1930s drama Murder in the Cathedral.



As The Canterbury Tales so vividly illustrates, medieval pilgrims came from all echelons of society. Safety was in numbers, and you would find yourself falling into step with earls, friars, messengers, jugglers, troubadours, peasants, bishops, or merchants such as Southampton’s Richard of Southwick. The elderly and infirm were discouraged from going on pilgrimage, and if you were wealthy you could hire someone else to undertake one on your behalf, such as the London merchant who in 1352 paid £20 (around £12,000 today – equivalent to a luxury holiday in the Maldives) for a proxy to travel to Mount Sinai. Pilgrimage was one of the few endeavours where people from all walks of life would meet, and interact. Once on the road, pilgrims would then encounter other disparate wayfarers – from beggars in their rags to kings with their retinues. The Canterbury Tales might be the best-known example, but, as narratives from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress to Rachel Joyce’s The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry show, pilgrimage has long been a pretext for experience and discovery outside the strictures of everyday life.

Making such a pilgrimage, especially one to a foreign land, was no small undertaking. A journey across unfamiliar country would be fraught with danger, and it was common for pilgrims never to return. For many, pilgrimage was indeed a sacred act, and although not everyone could make a longer journey to large centres such as Canterbury, Walsingham, Rome, Santiago de Compostela or Jerusalem, most people would make shorter pilgrimages to their local shrines. Many folk would also have a favourite saint who they would ask to intercede on their behalf, to cure them of various ailments, or help them become pregnant. Others, as we see from real-life pilgrim Margery Kempe’s account, travelled as much for social reasons as religious ones.

Before setting out, pilgrims were required to pay off their debts, provide for their families in their absence and make a will. Customarily, the will would be enacted if the traveller did not return home within a year and a day. After this period had elapsed the pilgrim would be assumed dead, and their spouse free to marry again. By tradition the pilgrim was clothed in a rough tunic (sclavein) and bore a stout wooden staff with metal tip and soft leather pouch (scrip) tied around the waist – a ‘uniform’ (habitus peregrinorum) also adopted by thieves and vagabonds who disguised themselves as pilgrims to commit their nefarious deeds. With the blessing of the parish priest the pilgrim set forth. Once embarked on the journey he or she would need somewhere to stay overnight, and religious institutions such as monasteries offered accommodation to pilgrims as part of their sacred duty.

Wealthier and more important pilgrims, such as royalty, aristocracy and the higher ranks of the clergy, were offered lodgings as guests of the abbots at religious houses along the way. In towns like Southampton, those who could afford it stayed in inns, while lowlier pilgrims lodged in hospices, which catered for poor travellers in what we would today call a hostel. Accommodation at medieval hospices would have been basic, crowded and flea-ridden. No such establishments survive in Southampton today, so instead I found hospitality at the Ibis Budget hotel, a few hundred metres from the old city centre.

On the edge of a retail park, and adjacent to a noisy road, the Ibis Budget hotel felt a little soulless as I unpacked my rucksack that evening, the homesickness setting in like fog rolling in off the Solent. An IKEA superstore, a few minutes’ walk down the road, supplied some Scandinavian cheer, warmth and – dare I say it – hygge. I bought a vanilla-scented candle to light in my room and warm my spirits, and tucked into a bargain plateful of fish and chips at the store’s restaurant. As it turned out, the rules of the hotel forbade lighting candles, so I had to make do with my reading lamp to thaw the atmosphere.

This somewhat spartan start to my journey felt appropriate, for while some pilgrims were wealthy like our merchant Richard of Southwick, many were ordinary people with little money. Pilgrimage, after all, was not supposed to be luxurious. It was meant to be a test of devotion, and of character.

Tomorrow, I knew, would be better. The Old Way would lead me out of the modern city and onto paths along shingle beaches with vistas of chalk hills soaring beyond.

[image: Illustration]

As I lay in my hotel bed trying to sleep in a new city with its metropolitan sounds of car horns, revving motorbikes and police sirens, I thought of Richard of Southwick. This successful merchant, who ran a large household very close to my hotel, would surely have had a wife. This unnamed wife may well have accompanied Richard to Canterbury. After all, we know from Chaucer’s fictional characters, as well as real pilgrims whose testaments survive, that women went on pilgrimage too. In 1498 Wynkyn de Worde, a Flemish assistant to William Caxton who later set up on his own, published Informacion for pylgrymes unto the Holy Londe – perhaps the first guidebook in English, offering helpful tips to pilgrims intending to travel to Palestine. There’s no evidence that Richard of Southwick or his wife ventured that far afield.

Assuming then that Richard of Southwick’s wife did go on pilgrimage to Canterbury, what might she have worn, and how did she travel? What possessions did she take with her? What did she eat and drink on the way? As the wife (or widow) of a wealthy merchant she probably travelled on horseback, like Chaucer’s Wife of Bath. As I lay there, the thrum of traffic ebbing as the clock ticked towards midnight, Richard’s wife began to take shape in my mind as a real person – one with whom I could imagine travelling along the Old Way, despite our differences in status. She lived at the time the first version of the Gough Map was made, in around 1280, so made a fitting companion for the purpose of this pilgrimage. Now she just needed a name. The Wife of Bath was called Alisoun, so what
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Margaret Paston to her husband, John

28 September 1443
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