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PREFACE

The United Reformed Church encourages its ministers to take a sabbatical leave every ten years, and as Peter and I were eligible for our 2-months’ sabbatical leave in 2001, we decided it would be more practical, and indeed much more fun, if we took it together.  As Peter enjoys making videos with his camcorder and I enjoy digging out half forgotten facts and oddities, we needed a project flexible enough to suit both our needs.  It would have to be attractive enough to inspire us to action, but also incorporate an element of scholarship to ensure we did not drift off into the blue. 

I suggested taking a closer look at the development of Christianity in Britain and Ireland.  Peter liked the idea and thought the subject may well produce an interesting video.  I was content to produce a piece of writing about our adventures and to paint a few landscape views.

We realised - to our delight - that to do our subject justice we would have to tour extensively. This would also give us opportunity to visit family and old friends on route.   We chose to take the sabbatical in the months of June and July to benefit from the longer hours of daylight.

We are grateful for the generous grants from The Coward Trust, United Reformed Church, URC Thames North Synod, Kensington URC and Wembley Park URC that enabled us to cover all accommodation and travel expenses including a domestic flight to Ireland.

As I come now to write up our experiences I am pleased to say that everything worked out just as we (or as Peter) planned and we had an enjoyable as well as a most instructive time.  Even the weather was kind to us and we came back refreshed and relaxed.

Janet Loveitt

February 2002
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INTRODUCTION

The Christianisation of Britain and Ireland has an extraordinary history that has been enthusiastically researched and carefully chronicled by historians ever since Bede’s classic  ‘The Ecclesiastical History of the English People’ was written in 731.

What follows draws on these scholarly sources, together with material gathered on location, to help sketch the development of Christianity from the arrival of the Romans in Britain to the Reformation.  Therefore, instead of a travel diary the data is presented in a chronological sequence.

This story will be told as far as possible through the histories of the ancient shrines and holy places we visited and the lives of the saints we encountered on our travels.  To add dash and colour - and a trace of mystery - local folk-tales and famous legends are included.  These old stories and myths are interesting in their own right, not least because they reveal interesting insights into the Celtic and Medieval mind.

It was only when we were planning our journey and looking earnestly at maps and tour-guides we realised what a huge task we had set ourselves if we wanted to complete it within our deadline of just under two months.  It soon became clear that we would have to be highly selective.  Even so, our list of essential places to visit grew to an alarming length and some days finished very late - just to fit in one more important site - but it was well worth it.   

We have seen many fascinating places ranging from majestic cathedrals to long-abandoned sites on lonely sea-washed outcrops.  In writing up the experience further severe selection has been necessary, but I do hope something of the excitement and wonder we experienced many times during our wanderings will still filter through.

CHAPTER 1

The first Christians
The story of Christianity within Britain and Ireland must surely start with the Romans who first brought the faith to our land.  And as an impressive backdrop to the first chapter of this dramatic story there is no better starting place than the great cathedral of St Albans in west Hertfordshire.  

It was here that Albanus, a Roman living at Verulamium (now the town of St Albans), became the first martyr in Britain in either 209 or 305 (historians differ as to which year).  

According to well-documented traditions, Alban (Albanus) was a pagan who during a period of persecution (maybe by the emperor Diocletian) gave shelter to a Christian priest.  The man so impressed Alban that he dressed him in his own distinctive clothes to help him evade capture.  Inevitably the escape became known and Alban was brought before a magistrate.  He bravely confessed his conversion to Christianity and publicly denounced pagan worship.  Alban was tortured and condemned to death.  

Soon after Alban’s execution a simple shrine was built on the site where he died.  It rapidly gained a reputation for healing miracles and the shrine was soon beautified and enlarged to cope with the growing number of pilgrims. 

Even today, centuries after the great period of medieval pilgrimages, it is good to see that many tourists, moved by the beautifully reconstructed shrine of St Alban set behind the high altar, take upon themselves the mantle of the old pilgrims.  With great reverence, they light a candle, say a prayer and pass quietly by. 

A striking feature of the Cathedral, which replaced the earlier Saxon construction, is the use the Norman builders made of the small Roman bricks collected from the long-abandoned Roman town of Verulamium (Alban’s town).  They built what was, in 1115, the largest church in England.  These great walls are a poignant and visible link with St Alban's Roman past.

Records show that Alban was not alone in his newfound faith.  There were a number of Romano-Britons who accepted Christianity at this time.  It is speculated that individual Christians must have come to Britain among the Roman legions, as sailors, merchants and Roman officials.  At first Christianity took its place alongside other religions tolerated within the Roman Empire, like the cult of Mithras (of Persian origin) that was highly popular with the legions.  

Rome brought many good things to Britain, including a welcome stability secured through a well-disciplined army and an impressive legal system.  The conquering Romans also readily accepted any enterprising Briton willing to adopt their culture.  In fact they allowed such converts to share their social life and to live in great comfort, even luxury, around the military forts and great cities.  

Probably the best place in England to experience something of a romanticised ideal of Roman life is Bath in Avon.  In Aquae Sulis (Bath) the Romans built a grand spa with bathing and leisure facilities on the old sacred site of the Celts.  Here Romans and Romano-Britons could combine their religious duty with pleasure, first giving a sacred offering at the ornate temple of Sulis Minerva and then disporting together in the hot, healing spa-water.  Even today, the sacred spring still fills the Great Bath and steam curls over the mysterious green water.

In the north of Britain, where the climate was harsher and martial activity more evident, Romanised Britons could still enjoy luxury.  There were also the usual rich pickings for local tradesmen and farmers who serviced the great military city of Eboracum (York).  Interestingly, the present city of York was built on the same street layout as the Roman town.  

In the under-croft of York Minster, part of the ruins of the massive headquarters of the Roman army in north Britain can still be seen.  These ruins, along with an impressive display of Roman artefacts, are a great help to interested visitors enabling them to grasp more fully something of the might of the Roman military presence in Britain.

Outside the cathedral is a large statue of the emperor Constantine.  It is there because, as a young man, Constantine accompanied his father Caesar Consantius Chlorus on a visit to the northern legions based at Eboracum. Tradition has it that Constantine's mother, the empress Helena, was a native of Britain and a Christian. 

During Constantine’s visit to Eboracum his father unexpectedly died.  And so, in the great basilica of the barracks - on English soil - Constantine was enthusiastically proclaimed Emperor by these northern troops.   

Only six years later, in 312, after defeating his rival Maxentius at Milvian Bridge, through - as he believed - the help of Christ, Constantine became a Christian and declared Christianity a permitted religion of the empire.

The so-called ‘Edict of Milan’, by which the Roman Empire reversed its policy of hostility to Christianity and accorded it full legal recognition, was one of the decisive events in world history.  For Christians scattered throughout the empire, this edict meant that at last they could worship openly and without fear.  

Just outside the charming village of Silchester (Calleva Atrebatum) in Hampshire lies the quaint church of St Mary the Virgin, tucked away at the east end of extensive Roman walls and fortifications.  As the layout survives intact the ruins are very impressive.  But St Mary’s, built at the beginning of the twelfth century, was not the first Christian shrine in Silchester.  

It has been established by archaeologists that when Christianity was no longer a proscribed religion, believers in Calleva Atrebatum became so confident that in 340, they decided to build their own church right by the Forum Basilica.  The ruins of this early church are still being evaluated.

Surprisingly as it may seem, Roman domination of Britain was regional and in some places little more than a watchful presence. Although the eastern and southern parts of Britain were firmly held by Rome from 43 until 410, the Romans made little impression in the southwest, separated as it was by the mass of Dartmoor.  And they never found it worthwhile to attempt to subdue the unruly tribes of the north.  Indeed, they built two heavily fortified walls, to keep the ‘savages’ out and to mark the boundary of their great empire.  

Substantial parts of Hadrian’s Wall remain and are a delight to casual visitors and serious walkers alike, the Wall extending as it does from the Solway Firth in the west to the mouth of the river Tyne in the east.  The Antonine Wall, a later Roman turf construction from the Forth to the Clyde, was never a success and was soon abandoned.

The Romans also felt that Ireland was not worth subduing and so it remained totally free from Roman influence.  This meant that Ireland remained the last stronghold of the early Celtic people.  This was an important factor in Ireland's later history.  

During this period, the Irish - always enterprising - looked for ways to expand their influence.  They were not above taking advantage of feuding clans and generally encroaching into the southwest of Scotland beyond the last Roman defences.  Interestingly, whilst they expanded their influence in Scotland by the back door, the Irish were quite willing to engage in highly lucrative trading with their powerful and wealthy Roman neighbour.  

Even within urban Britain, where the Roman lifestyle was most entrenched, a different subculture was to be found among the poor and uneducated.  Outside the well-ordered towns and settlements, people of Celtic descent, loyal to their tribal origins, openly practice their religion.  When the Romans finally left Britain in 410 the old way of life slowly re-emerged.  

But Christianity did not die out.  It lingered on in some parts of the country and, in later writings, Christianity was strongly identified with Celtic culture as it developed in Britain following the Roman retreat.  And there is one rather fascinating footnote to the story.  

On a wild and windswept headland in northeast Cornwall, the romantic remains of Tintagel Castle are set on a headland jutting into the Atlantic.  Archaeologists believe these ruins, a stronghold of the Earls of Cornwall from the twelfth century, are built upon (or close by) the birthplace of the legendary King Arthur.  And along with Caerleon in Wales and South Cadbury in Somerset, Tintagel also lays claim to being the home of fabled Camelot, city of peace, wisdom and prosperity, centre of culture and Christian chivalry.  

Scholars now believe (what country folk have always known) that there might well have been a Romano-Celtic general who held the country together and repelled attacks from Saxon invaders for about fifty years.  This Arthurian figure was undoubtedly a Christian and during his reign Christianity (with perhaps rather pagan, mystical undertones) may have flourished and even grown in areas held by his armies.

The defeat of Arthur signalled the end of Roman influence in Britain and the onset of what has been described as the Dark Ages.  This is not altogether a true description, as Christianity proved to be a great civilising light throughout this period, but much that was beautiful, creative and useful was indeed lost, awaiting rediscovery many centuries later. 

CHAPTER 2

The Celts
As Christianity initially spread from the conquering Romans to the indigenous people of Britain and Ireland it is helpful to understand as much as possible about these people.  

When Julius Caesar landed in Kent in 55BC it seems that most of Britain was populated by Celts.  These Celts had either intermarried or conquered the original tribes and so were of mixed descent.  It was in very few places indeed where the original people survived with their bronze-age culture intact. 

There is still much dispute among scholars and academics as to who the Celts actually were. All that can be said for certain is that by approximately 1,000BC Celtic tribes had migrated from east of the Danube into central and Western Europe. From the eighth century BC they then entered Britain in two successive waves.  

The earliest Celtic settlers had already become wealthy exploiting the salt mines in areas like Hallstatt in Austria.  But as they were great entrepreneurs they came to Britain in search of metal ores in the Weald of Kent and Cornwall.  It seems that the Celts were readily accepted as they had much to offer.  Significantly, their arrival heralded the beginning of the Iron Age in Britain.  

But it was the later wave of Celtic tribes arriving in Britain about 400BC who made a far greater impression.  These Celts were excellent horsemen, farmers, mariners and warriors and skilled craftsmen in the use of iron, bronze, tin, but specialising in the creation of beautiful golden jewellery.  They were a tall, fair and clannish people, very aggressive to outsiders.

These new arrivals built strong fortifications but also reinforced the massive earthen ramparts of the ancient hill forts.  They saw the great stone chambers and megalithic sites of the Stone Age peoples as ready-made fortifications and adopted them for their own use.  From these mighty strongholds the chief of the tribe would hold sway over large tracts of the country. 

In Ireland, the largest of the Aran Islands, Inishmór, has an impressive stone fort, Dún Aengus, probably about 2,000 years old.  It is perched on the edge of the sheer south cliff and is one of the most amazing archaeological sites in the country.  Even in broad daylight and among many other visitors, its past seems almost too close for comfort.

Folklore suggests that Aengus was a king of the Firbolgs, a legendary Celtic tribe from Europe who built the stone fort after he had fallen out with the mainland chiefs.  It is equally possible that Aengus was a shrewd opportunist and took over the site abandoned by an earlier civilisation and used it to terrorise and enslave the countryside.

When the Celts finally accepted Christianity, it is interesting to note that many of their pagan beliefs and practices were not abandoned but rather given a Christian gloss.  This merging and mingling of religious ideas was what made the Celtic Christianity different from Roman orthodoxy.  An additional peculiarity was that very early on the church was strongly influenced by the teaching of the Eastern Church Fathers.  

The Celtic Church with its inherent dangers, but also with its deep spirituality and refreshing affinity with the natural world, was always accepted as an authentic part of the mainstream Christian Church.  Their general acceptance in Christendom was due to the common-sense approach of early popes, and in particular, to the long-sighted evangelisation policy of Pope Gregory the Great.

In 601, Pope Gregory, anxious to help the rather depressed St Augustine of Canterbury in his task of evangelising the Celts, wrote these words of wisdom.  “I have decided... that the idol temples of that race (the Celts) should by no means be destroyed, but only the idols in them... When this people see that their shrines are not destroyed they will be able to banish error from their hearts and be more ready to come to the places they are familiar with, but now recognising and worshipping the one true God....”

This liberal attitude meant that, for the Celts, the transition from Paganism to Christianity was comparatively trouble free - once the power of the priestly Druids was broken.  

And the Druids were extremely powerful.  They came exclusively from the warrior class and to attain their priesthood had to undertake twenty years of intensive instruction.  They were the seers and the officials of the secret, often bloody rituals.  The Druids were feared as much as they were respected, and they kept a tight grip on the people through the sacred mysteries of their powerful nature-religion.  Their most powerful sanction was excommunication, which meant that the offending person would be driven from their tribe and forced to live a lonely life as a disgraced outlaw.  

It was St Patrick who was instrumental in breaking the dominance and power of the Druids in Ireland, and he was soon to be followed by increasingly confident missionaries in all parts of Britain who eroded the influence of the Druids in a remarkably short period of time.

As Christianity took a hold, churches were built over sacred sites or alongside sacred trees or wells.  This was so that old nature-religion ideas were ‘spiritualised by a deeper recognition of the divine and the fuller understanding of a creator God whose will was wholly for good’.

Glastonbury in Somerset is an excellent example of a Christianised pagan sacred site.  Even today, Glastonbury’s fabled past has an intense fascination for New Age acolytes.  Back in the mists of time, Glastonbury (the legendary Avalon) was a focus of mythology.  Two thousand years ago, the sea washed right to the foot of Glastonbury Tor, being succeeded gradually by a vast lake.  In the third century BC the Celts founded a lake village nearby, and it is in Celtic legend that Avalon has its origin from the demigod Avalloc or Avallach, who ruled the underworld.  

In later years a great pagan Celtic sanctuary is thought to have developed, around the famed sacred well.  The existence of this sanctuary would explain the coming of the earliest Christian missionaries and the subsequent Christian legends that abound.  

Tales of a miraculous cauldron or ‘grail’ form a very strong thread through Celtic mythology.  It seems that over time this concept of a special vessel - a source and symbol of spiritual nourishment - became interwoven with Christ and the Last Supper.  Legend has it that Joseph of Arimathea obtained the Holy Grail and after many years brought it to Glastonbury, burying it near the Tor on Chalice Hill.  Tradition also maintains that Joseph's staff of hawthorn was planted in the grounds of Glastonbury Abbey and miraculously burst into bud.  There is still an aged thorn bush on the site, allegedly a scion of the original tree.  

The Abbey is also a traditional site of the grave of King Arthur, and perhaps it is inevitable that the story of King Arthur and his Knights of the roundtable should have become interwoven with the quest for the Holy Grail.

CHAPTER 3

Early Saints and Missionary Monks
There can be no doubt that by the fifth century Christianity was firmly established in Britain and Ireland.  The Church had gone through troubled times, especially when the Romans withdrew, but it was not left to struggle alone for long.  

Latin speaking Christian Celts from Europe arrived in Britain and Ireland in increasing numbers.  They were all deeply committed to Christ and filled with a burning desire to evangelise.  Even during the early years of the Roman occupation Christians from Gaul (a major stronghold of the Celts) had come to convert the people of Cornwall, Wales, Ireland and the west coast of Scotland.  

In a successful Roman world these Spirit-led young Christians were something of an anomaly, and within Gaulish Episcopal circles they generated a growing hostility.  But the single-minded missionaries would not have cared about public opinion, deeply influenced as they were by the ascetic and mystical teachings of the Eastern Fathers.  And as the Fathers rejected the corrupt culture of the cities and scorned the worldly Roman Church, so too did their new converts.  The calendar of festivals the Celtic Church chose to follow was also that of the Eastern Church.  And the eastern writings favoured by them included Athanasius’ ‘Life of St Antony of Egypt’.

Saint Antony is looked upon as the founder of monasticism and from 269 lived an austere, ascetic life in the desert of Lower Egypt.  But unlike many of his followers, he was no fanatic.   

One of Antony’s most enthusiastic followers, and a man who greatly influenced the Celtic church, was Martin of Tours.  He inspired the Gaulish Christians to accept asceticism and to seek “desert” places for solitary contemplation and worship.  

Martin was born in 315 in Hungary and was brought up in Italy where he joined the army, becoming an efficient officer.  Legend tells of how Martin, when on active service at Armiens, gave half of his cloak to a naked beggar in whom he was led to recognise Christ.  After a call from God he left the army.  He was made bishop of Tours in 370 and gained a great reputation as an active and effective missionary.  

Martin was one of the first holy people who were not martyrs to be publicly venerated as a saint.  St Martin-in-the-Fields in London is perhaps the best known of many churches in England dedicated to his name.  

Many hundreds of young men inspired by Martin, all eager to seek Christ in the desert places of the world, soon took up their tasks of evangelism and swept through Europe and beyond.  Some came to settle on the western shores of Britain and Ireland and found the wild seacoasts, swirling mists and craggy peaks much to their liking.  

The 217m high, jagged rock of Skellig Michael (Archangel Michael’s Rock) in county Kerry, Ireland, attracted early Christian monks.  The monastic buildings are perched on a saddle in the rock some 150m above the sea. There is a number of stone beehive cells varying in size and stone built oratories dating from the sixth century and there is a cistern in the rock for storing rainwater.  Even on a calm day in high summer the place has its dangers.  In a ferocious Atlantic storm in the middle of winter, only the very foolish, or those protected by God, would dare to live on its bleak rocks.

Further up the coast on the Dingle Peninsular lies the Gallarus Oratory a stunning dry stone church shaped like an upturned boat and built by the monks over 1,200 years ago.  Amazingly, it is still in perfect condition.  Although the monks may have never intended the oratory to have any deliberate resemblance to a boat, for many modern visitors it is a tangible reminder of the superb seamanship of these holy men.

One of the earliest of the eager and fervent young men befriended by Martin was Saint Ninian.  Not much is known for certain about Ninian except that he was the son of a converted chieftain of the Cumbrian Britons and preached the gospel among the southern Picts.  

As a youth Ninian went to Rome where he was consecrated bishop in 394.  On his way through Gaul, he met Martin and arrived at Whitehorn in Galloway where he established the first Christian mission beyond Hadrian's Wall.  Eventually he built there a white stone church that he dedicated to his hero Martin.  Ninian was a very active missionary and exercised considerable influence among the Celtic-speaking Christians 

Very soon large monastic settlements appeared in many places, but clearly these monasteries represented a possible threat to a tribal and pagan society.  The very earliest settlers were dependent on royal patronage for land and to some degree for protection.  In this regard it was helpful that so many of the early saints were themselves the sons of kings or chiefs (as was Ninian).  Their social standing, quite apart from any religious status, meant that they needed to be dealt with courteously.  

Because the monks were learned men they soon took over many of the roles of the Druids.  They educated the children of the ruling class and kept Roman culture alive.  They took great pains to ensure that the children were well versed in Scripture.  With evangelism ever in their minds, the monks encouraged younger sons to take up the monastic life. 

Unlike the Druids, monks wrote down what they knew and once religious ideas were committed to paper, power resided in the strength of the religious ideas themselves.  This new manifestation of spiritual power attracted the intelligentsia, including ex-Druids.  It is believed that Saint Columba was a Druid before he became a monk.

The very earliest form of monasticism may have appeared in Wales in the fourth century.  It is thought that communities of Monks were based round existing Roman villas.  One theory as to why this arrangement was made is that wealthy families may have welcomed the monk's presence as representing stability in an increasing threatening world.

In about 500 the scholarly Saint Illtud from Gaul built a large ‘Llan’ or monastic complex at Llaniltud Fawr (Llantwit Major), ‘the great church of Illtud’, in south Wales.  This is believed to be the earliest centre of learning in Britain.

Saint Illtud (claimed by tradition to be cousin to King Arthur) was ordained in about 445 and established many religious communities in Wales and Brittany.  He educated a succession of young men at Llantwit Major.  Among his most famous pupils was Saint David, and, if the legendary tales are right, Saint Patrick himself, who may have been abducted from this monastery by Irish pirates. 

Illtud was also concerned with organising suitable worship for the community.  His students were divided into twenty-four groups, each responsible for one hour's worship in the day, so that prayer and praise ascended continually to God.  Tradition says that there were only three centres in early Britain that practice this unceasing praise: Old Sarum (near Salisbury), Glastonbury and Llantwit Major.

The west church of Saint Illtud, built by the Normans to replace the old Celtic church, houses a number of fine Celtic stone memorials including a typical Celtic cross from the ninth century.  There is a remarkably evocative and peaceful atmosphere within the church and the church grounds are very beautiful with a small clear stream marking the boundary. An added bonus is that the quiet church is open all day with comparatively few visitors and no official guides. 

CHAPTER 4

The Patron Saints

Probably the most important of all the early saints was Patrick.  It was because of his zeal and determination that Ireland became a mighty centre of evangelism for Britain and the rest of Europe.  Even today, the number of Catholic priests originating from the Republic of Ireland is still impressive. 

Tara in Meath is the place of Patrick’s most dramatic struggle with paganism, but it has to be said that the remains of the Hill of Tara are not visually impressive.  Only mounds and depressions in the long grass mark where the Iron Age hill fort and surrounding hill forts once stood can now be seen.  But this place was one of the great strongholds of pagan worship and witchcraft in Ireland and has occupied a special place in Irish legend and folklore for a thousand years.  During the Bronze Age, kings and chieftains of high rank were certainly buried here.  

Much of the pagan significance of Tara (Teamhair) seems to have been associated with the goddess Maeve and the mythical powers of the druids or priest rulers. By the second and third centuries, Tara was the seat of the most powerful rulers in Ireland, a place where the high king (ard ri) and his royal court feasted and held sway.

Tara was a focus of Irish political influence and a centre of pagan worship, especially targeted by Saint Patrick.  Many of these legends of Patrick are to be found in the Book of Armagh, a celebrated 8th-9th century vellum codex, now at Trinity College, Dublin.

The most spectacular story of Saint Patrick focuses on the great pagan festival of Beltane held on Tara hill. During this rite, all lights were put out and all fires extinguished.  As darkness fell, Patrick, determined to show the light of Christ in this heathen place, climbed the beacon-hill to ignite the huge fire early.  As he lit the symbolic beacon, which he claimed to be the paschal flame, Patrick personally confronted the high king, Laoghaire.  This was a bold and dangerous act but it gained a hearing for himself as a man of power and started to erode the power of the Druids.  

It is also claimed that on the Hill of Slane, if not on Tara itself, Patrick used the shamrock and its three leaves to explain the Christian Trinity; hence the adoption of the shamrock as the Irish national symbol.

Whatever the truth of these fascinating legends, Patrick, a Romano-Briton, was a staunch upholder of Roman orthodoxy who nevertheless was on good terms with the Celtic church.  He was the greatest evangeliser of the Irish, and although never well educated, possessed great personal charisma.  

Patrick was born in the late fourth century somewhere between the Clyde and the Severn estuary.  His father, Calpurnius, was a civil official and deacon and his grandfather was a priest.  When Patrick was sixteen he was carried off by raiders and enslaved in Ireland - traditionally in Antrim.  During this time he learned to take his faith seriously and became a man of intense prayer.  After six years he made his escape and trained for the priesthood in Gaul.  Patrick received a call to return to Ireland and in 444 established his Episcopal see at Armagh.

Nothing now remains above ground of the cathedral Patrick, built at Armagh and one of the earliest stone buildings in Ireland, except the bases of the tower piers.  According to the Book of Armagh, this church was known as Damhliag Mor, or Great Stone Church, and was over 140 feet in length.

Towards the end of his life, Patrick made a retreat of forty days on Cruachan Aigli, in Mayo, from which the age-long Croagh Patrick pilgrimage derives.

Patrick died at Saul in Down in 461 and tradition maintains that he was buried on Cathedral Hill in Down.  Down Cathedral, whose walls were built in 1220, is a peaceful place with a modern window dedicated to Saint Patrick.  In the adjoining graveyard and overlooking the town, is a grave said to contain the bones of three saints, Patrick, Brigid, and Colmcille (Columbia).  There is a well-known couplet to celebrate this:

In Down, three saints one grave do fill,

Patrick, Brigid and Colmcille.

Saint Brigid or Bride was supposedly the first woman priest.  This very dynamic lady founded a mixed monastery at Kildare and ruled it wisely and well.  She is accounted with Saint Patrick the Second Patron Saint of Ireland.  There is some confusion as to her life and death and the stories of her many undertakings are far-fetched and not unmixed with folklore.  Brigid is sometimes identified with a pagan goddess of similar name and indeed, the ‘trinity’ of Patrick, Brigid and Colmcille, like the Trinity itself, finds parallels within Celtic paganism.

When turning from Saint Patrick to Saint David (Dewi), it is sad to realise that there is not much reliable history about him.  However the place that bears his name is one of the most enchanting and evocative spots in Britain. 

The miniature city of Saint David’s (Tyddewi), set at the very western point of Wales with the purple and gold-flecked twelfth century cathedral at its heart, is a very beautiful site.  A unique feature of the cathedral is the monarch’s stall, complete with royal crest - for unlike any other British cathedral, the Queen is an automatic member.  A sign, ‘reserved for the Sovereign’ - as if she might just pop in unannounced - underlines the point.  Saint David’s also prides its self on the fact that, ecclesiastically, it is totally independent of Canterbury. 

Traditionally founded by Saint David in 550, the cathedral has drawn pilgrims (including William the Conqueror) to its precincts ever since. In 1120, Pope Calixtus decreed that two journeys to Saint David amounted to the spiritual equivalent to one pilgrimage to Rome.  In view of this impressive history it is frustrating that David had no earlier biographer than Bishop Rhygyfarch writing in the second half of the eleventh century. 

According to legend, David belonged to a noble family, his father reputedly being a former king of Ceredigion (Cardigan) and his mother a student at the monastery of Ty Gwyn.  David went as a student to Llantwit Major and, after becoming a priest, lived a retired life for a time.  He was remembered for being a gentle and studious man, and led a life of extreme asceticism modelled on the life of the Desert Fathers, particularly Saint Antony.

In about 560 David attended the Synod of Brefi - apparently one of the few historically established facts of his life.  He became the traditional founder of twelve monasteries and travelled all over Wales and southwest England.  Bishop Rhygyfarch records that David “spent all day, never turning from his task nor wearying, in teaching and kneeling in prayer and caring for the brethren; also he fed innumerable orphans, waifs, widows, the poor, the sick, the weak and pilgrims”.  David died in 601 and was accepted as the patron saint of Wales during the twelfth century.

Scotland's patron saint is Saint Andrew, Apostle and brother of Simon Peter.  He is traditionally associated with missionary activity and so was an ideal saint for the Celtic monks and clerics to chose as their spiritual mentor.  Saint Andrew was adopted as Scotland's patron saint in 750.

It is in the bracing seaside town of St Andrews in Fife (once the ecclesiastical capital of Scotland and now the golfing Mecca for many enthusiasts) where stories of Saint Andrew's link with Scotland are to be found.  

Tradition has it that a little-known Greek monk, Saint Regulus, came to St Andrews in the fourth century and brought with him important relics from Greece, including the bones of Saint Andrew.  These bones were first enshrined in the Augustinian Church of Saint Rule, then, when the great cathedral was built in 1160, they were reverently removed and interred under the high altar of the new building.  They lay there until the Reformation when the cathedral was pillaged in 1559.   

As the lives of three national patron saints have been detailed, it may seem right to include a similar account of Saint George; indeed, it may seem proper to put the patron saint of England first.  But the life and exploits of George, beloved of soldiers and boy scouts and titular saint of numerous churches throughout the world (including Saint George’s Windsor), are, like the ‘lives’ of many minor early saints, almost wholly legendary.  

Some sources suggest that George was a soldier martyred in Palestine in the third or fourth century.  But even if true, the stories of the super-hero George - especially his exploits with the famous dragon - work best if viewed as allegorical tales with George representing good and the dragon evil.  

Edmund Spenser in his great allegorical work ‘The Faerie Queene’ (1590) created the figure of the ‘Redcrosse Knight of Holiness’.  It is highly likely that Spenser used England’s patron saint with his red-cross banner as model for this paragon of virtue and gallantry.  

How Saint George came to be adopted as protector of England is not altogether clear.  Stories of George’s fabulous exploits may have been brought back by returning crusaders and delighted the imagination of the stay-at-home populous, or he may have been raised above the other native-born saints because he was the personal hero of King Edward III who founded the order of the Garter. 

But much more important to the business of the Christianisation of Britain and Ireland are the highly successful efforts of real flesh and blood men and women inspired by the Holy Spirit. 

CHAPTER 5

Later Saints
Well off the tourist maps and hidden away on a small island in the River Snizort on the Isle of Sky, is one of the most important ecclesiastical sites in the Western Isles.  It is called St Columba’s Island because the saint visited it in the late sixth century.  In that beautiful place it is very easy to imagine Columba paddling up the river in a wicker-and-hide currach (coracle) and building a simple shelter.  During his stay there Columba is said to have baptised an aged pagan chief.  There is certainly an ancient burial ground where 28 clan chiefs are laid to rest, but there is little to be found of the cathedral church of the Bishop of the Isles.  

This island is only one of the many places visited by the saint as he travelled through Scotland and Ireland preaching and baptising, but in the quiet of a summer afternoon it seemed as though a tranquil presence was very near.

Saint Columba (Colum Cille), the dove of God, was born in 520 in Donegal, Ireland and came of a noble Irish family. It is said that he was directly descended from Niall of the Nine Hostages.

He studied under Saint Finnian who, it is said, accused Columba of copying a prayer book of his without permission.  Columba was reluctant to give up the copy that had taken so long in writing and Finnian was so angry that a battle ensued.  As a result thousands of soldiers lost their lives.  Columba was so overcome with remorse that he vowed to atone for his actions by winning as many souls for Christ as were lost in the battle. 

This story is probably untrue, but what is well documented is the fact that although only in priest’s orders, Columba founded many churches and monasteries, the most important of which was on the island of Iona off Mull in western Scotland, already a holy site in pagan tradition.  

This island of Iona became the centre of Celtic Christianity and from here missionaries were sent to all parts of Scotland and the north of England.  

During his thirty-four years on Iona, Columba succeeded in converting many pagan Celtic leaders to Christianity.  The most important of these were Brude, king of the Picts, and Aedan MacGabrain, the new king of the Scots of Dal Riada.  Aedan came to Iona in 574 to be consecrated by the great saint.  This was the first time a British ruler had been officially blessed by the Church since the departure of the Romans.  

Iona is now home to the Iona Community, founded in 1938 by the Rev George MacLeod.  He initiated a scheme to bring together craftsmen and trainee ministers, as well as the committed community, to rebuild the Abbey and other monastic buildings. This innovative scheme has given the opportunity for many modern-day pilgrims to find spiritual renewal.

It could rightly be said that this dedicated community is continuing the work of Columba in our present age, for it also prepares ministers and lay men and women to work in Scottish industrial areas and in the wider mission field.

As a footnote to the story of Saint Columba, the book of Kells, a large-format manuscript codex of the Latin text of the gospels, and one of the most superbly decorated gospels in the world, was dedicated to Saint Columba.  In the middle ages the manuscript was lodged at Kells - a monastery founded by Columba - and revered as ‘the great gospel book of Colum Cille’.   It was not until the seventeenth century that spurious claims were made that Columba actually wrote the book.  

This inspiring symbol of Irish nationalism and creativity is now housed in Trinity College Dublin.  And although many visitors go to see the famous book of Kells, it is well worth the wait. The excellent exhibition, which forms part of the ‘Kells experience’, is of interest even to children.

An early stronghold of Celtic saints was Cornwall with its impressive, rugged coastline and its abundance of prehistoric sites and holy wells.  St Michael’s Mount, a remarkable granite outcrop rising dramatically out of the sea, was just the sort of place to attract the early monks.  And it can be deduced that the monks were extremely active in that area because of the fifth century legend that tells of the Archangel Michael appearing in a vision to a party of fishermen.

Most of the towns and villages in Cornwall seem to bear the names of long-forgotten saints.  The largest number of church-dedications and place-names in Devon and Cornwall (with traces in Wales) are to Saint Petroc (Pedrog) of the six century. He was evidently of outstanding importance among the British Celtic saints. 

Padstow (Petroc-stow) is named after the Welsh missionary Petroc.  This attractive, touristy fishing village was Petroc’s headquarters and he built a Celtic Minster here before moving on to Bodmin.  Today, Padstow’s harbour and narrow streets are thronged with holidaymakers in the summer, making it difficult for pilgrims to visit the fine parish church.  The ancient ‘waymarked’ footpath, the Saints Way, that leads to Bodmin, is a far better place to capture something of the spirit of the Cornish Celtic saints.

The medieval document ‘lives of the Saints’, a highly imaginative but fascinating piece of writing, furnishes the credulous seeker with many wonderful legends about Petroc.  Like Saint Francis, Petroc reputedly had a special relationship with animals.  One story tells how Petroc drew a splinter from the eye of a dragon, and another that, most spectacularly, he rescued a sea monster trapped in a lake.  Tradition maintains that he was a great traveller too and visited Rome, Jerusalem and even India.  Petroc established his last and greatest community at Bodmin but died when on a visit to Padstow.

It seems that Cornish noble families went in for Christianity in a big way.  St Levan, who lived during the fifth century, claimed that his father and grandfather were Christians - which would date his family roots back to the time of Saint Martin at least.

When Levan decided to devote himself to God, he established his cell near a small stream by the West Penwith cliffs.  Not to be outdone, his brother Saint Just made his home further round the coast.  Their sister Silwen was said to have been father of Saint Cuby.  And Cuby, following in true Celtic tradition, travelled from his homeland in Cornwall to Ireland and Wales.  His most famous foundation was the monastery of Holyhead on Holy Island, Anglesey, burial place of the princes of Wales and many holy saints.

One Cornish saint who has no historical existence at all, but whose story has a curiosity value, is Saint Ia.  According to late medieval legend Ia came from Ireland and apparently sailed calmly from her own land on a leaf, that grew to accommodate her, and landed and settled where St Ives in west Cornwall now stands.  It seems that Ia brought with her more than a touch of the Irish blarney to enhance her holiness.

CHAPTER 6

The Anglo-Saxons
Three miles west of Bishop Auckland in Northumberland and just down the road from a modern housing estate, stands the small Saxon church of Escomb.  No one knows for certain who built it, or why it was built in this particular location, but architectural features and archaeological evidence suggests that it could have been constructed about 670, using local stone and material from a Roman archway.  The distinctive ground plan and its unusual height suggest Irish Celtic influences.  

That fact that this church has survived the ravages of time and is still largely intact is something of a miracle.  It has obviously been loved and tended by generations of local people, and this may have had as much to do with its survival as its remoteness that lasted until the nineteenth century when industrialisation changed the face of this part of Northumbria forever.

To walk round a near perfect Saxon building and to find ladies from the local housing estate proud to show off the treasures of their parish church was a great privilege and pleasure.  The beautiful, well-kept sanctuary with its lime-washed walls and the remains of frescos high on the North wall, invite visitors to pause and offer their own private prayer.  In the silence, one is aware of the faith and worship of ordinary people from one generation to another.    

But Escomb’s little church - charming as it is – has a more sinister history.  It was built by Germanic victors of a great power-struggle in Britain that lasted over two centuries.  

Ever since the departure of the Roman legions, waves of Anglo-Saxons - a collective name for Angles, Jutes and Saxons - tried to settle in Britain.  King Arthur was believed to have inflicted a major defeat on the Saxon hordes at Mount Badon c518 and kept off an invasion for forty years.  But eventually, by 600, the invaders had established independent kingdoms right across the country, leaving only the remoter parts of Wales and Ireland entirely under Celtic control.

The new settlers were a mixed bunch, but some of them had experience of Frankish Gaul and knowledge of Roman institutions and culture.  This meant that when missionaries like Augustine - sent hotfoot from Rome to evangelise the Germanic settlers - started to preach and teach, they found their task easier than might have been expected.

It must be said that Augustine, Prior of St Andrew’s monastery in Rome, did not seems to be an ideal choice as missionary extraordinary.  But Pope Gregory the Great must have seen something extra-special in this very ordinary man to sent him on such a vital mission. 

In 596 Augustine and his team of 40 monks were dispatched in fine style to re-found the Church in England.  However, when he arrived in Gaul on the final stage of his journey, Augustine was beset by doubts.  He feared a hostile reception and wanted to turn back.  But Gregory was not going to allow this to happen and sent him encouraging letters urging him to complete the task.  Augustine finally landed on the Isle of Thanet, in Kent’s eastern corner, in the summer of 597.  Although his original mandate was to establish London as his ecclesiastic centre, he never did so, and made Canterbury his headquarters instead. 

Unfortunately Augustine was no organiser and seemed to worry about everything. Bede records how Augustine kept up a constant correspondence with Gregory asking for direction on the smallest points.  But the Holy Spirit must have been moving with great determination despite Augustine’s doubts and administrative failings, and Kent became Christian within a few months of his arrival.  

To Augustine’s surprise, he was enthusiastically welcomed in Kent by Bertha, a Frankish princess and wife of King Ethelbert, who was herself a Christian. Augustine - with much help from Bertha - quickly convinced Ethelbert of the validity of Christianity and he was baptised on Whitsunday 597 and formally adopted Christianity as the state religion for Kent.  With the work thus established, Augustine then went to Arles to be consecrated as Archbishop of Canterbury.  

Augustine decided not to build a grand new cathedral but to develop the area around a church existing from Roman times.  And although nothing now remains of this ancient church, the present cathedral is built upon its site.  

Canterbury Cathedral is certainly worthy of being regarded as one of the great holy places of the Christian world.  Even the casual visitor cannot help being impressed by its magnificence. 

But for those interested in ecclesiastical history, the experience of standing at the top of the stairs leading from the high altar to the Trinity Chapel, and viewing Saint Augustine’s Chair (a tangible reminder of the diffident man who became the first archbishop) is indeed a moving experience.  It is in this simple chair where Canterbury’s archbishops are enthroned and (since 1072) installed as Primate of All England.  The enthronement also places the archbishop as chief pastor for the whole Anglican Communion worldwide.

But Augustine was not the only missionary inspired by the Holy Spirit. It is fascinating to uncover details about a monk called Paulinus of York. He was sent from Rome to England in a second band of missionaries and, because of his noteworthy achievements, became one of the first Anglo-Saxon saints.  

Paulinus, one of the first Anglo-Saxon saints, appears to be a much more heroic figure than Saint Augustine, even in looks.  He was a tall, dark man ‘of venerable and awe-inspiring appearance’.

Bede relates at length how Paulinus became chaplain to the Princess Ethelburga, sister of King Edbald of Kent, and in 625 accompanied her north to marry her to Edwin of Northumbria.  Two years later, on Easter eve, in a small wooden church in York specially built for the occasion, Paulinus baptised King Edwin.  As Edwin was the first Anglo-Saxon king to gain authority of the whole of Britain (excluding Kent of course, his wife's home country), Christianity had been re-established in England.

In 632 Pope Honorius I recognised Paulinus’ outstanding qualities and declared him Archbishop of York.  Unfortunately, just before the letter from the pope arrived, king Edwin was killed fighting the Welsh Cadwallon.  Paulinus’ immediate concern was for the safety of the widow Ethelburga and her children and, against great odds, brought them back to Kent by sea.  Paulinus of York, who seems to have managed his affairs well and without all the angst that famously troubled Augustine, was a brave and resourceful man.

It was during Edwin’s reign that Saint Oswald, who became the next king of Northumbria, spent much time exiled in Ireland.  It was in that country of saints that he became a Christian.  

Ireland was at this time developing great centres of monasticism.  The Celtic church still had considerable influence, with bishops becoming subordinated to a peculiar degree to the heads of land-owning ecclesiastic communities.  Hermits remained alongside the religious settlements and were to be found in places like the beautiful valley of the two lakes in Glendalough, County Wicklow.  

It was here where Saint Kevin (Coemgen) founded a monastery.  Although head of a religious community, Kevin often resumed his solitary life and retreated to a remote cell, built on the spur of the lake, to meditate and pray.  Kevin’s fame as a holy man attracted many followers, including chiefs and princes.  

The fine buildings that survive today - including a superb slate-granite round tower thirty metres high, are from the tenth century onwards.  But the monastery in its heyday would have included workshops, areas for manuscript writing, guesthouses, an infirmary, farm buildings and accommodation for the monks and a large lay population.

A different type of ecclesiastical establishment was to be found at Cashel, the impressive fortress rock in County Tipperary, rising above the flat fertile plain of the river Suir.  This legendary place, so interesting to modern day visitors, was the seat and symbol of the Christian Lords of Munster and the inauguration place of its kings.  Tradition states that it was here where Saint Patrick baptised the sons of Nio Froich.  A later legend claims that during the baptism the saint's sharply pointed crosier pierced the foot of Oengus MacFroich, who believing it to be an essential part of the ceremony, suffered in silence!  

When Oswald returned from Ireland he came to the throne in 634, and drew on his own religious experiences in Ireland to choose the right man to help him develop Northumbrian Christianity.  Aidan, a sturdy Irishman, was appointed as the first missionary bishop of Bernicia and he established the now famous monastery on Lindisfarne - later known as Holy Island.  

Bede informs us that Aiden “was a man of remarkable gentleness, goodness, and moderation, zealous for God, but not,” adds Bede, “fully according to knowledge”.  In other words, Aidan was a true Celt, something that Bede, writing after the demise of the Celtic church, rather disparaged.  

Aidan may have chosen Lindisfarne because it was (for most of the day) an island and may have reminded him of his home monastery of Iona.  He certainly perpetuated the ascetic Celtic traditions of Irish monasticism at Lindisfarne.  But most historians believe that Aidan may have decided to build on this site because of its closest to the royal fortress at Bamburgh, only six miles away.  Aiden must have been fully aware of the fact that to be successful in his great missionary drive, he would need all the support and protection that the king could give. 

The patronage of kings and the presence of a bishop’s seat would have ensured Lindisfarne’s fame. But its future was transformed by the life and death - particularly the death - of its greatest saint, Cuthbert. 

It was under the leadership of Saint Cuthbert, a man held in awe for his personal holiness, that the monks of Lindisfarne abandoned Celtic practices, after the Synod of Whitby in 664, and adopted the Roman usage.  This meant that the discipline was improved and the Roman tonsure and the Roman dating of Easter were formally adopted.  

Anglo-Saxon churchmen - Cuthbert included - were greatly interested in collecting richly ornamented for their sanctuaries.  The Lindisfarne Gospels produced in 698 by Eadfrith, (who later became bishop of Lindisfarne) are wonderful examples of the technical skill and devotion of monks of this period.

Eleven years after Cuthbert had been laid reverently to rest in 687, the monks hastily dug up his body to be transported inland to safety.  The community had warning that the dreaded Vikings were attacking the whole coast.  Expecting to recover only bones and dust (to be enshrined in a small casket), the monks were surprised to find that Cuthbert’s body was completely un-decayed – a miracle, they believed.

The body was placed in a hastily prepared coffin and, together with other precious objects associated with him, was taken to eventually to Durham where the monks built a temporary church.  Scholars are unanimous in declaring that the survival of these objects associated with an early and well-documented saint’s cult is unique in Europe.

It is also a fact that without the relics of Saint Cuthbert (plus the head of Saint Oswald!) there would have been no Durham Cathedral and the stunning late eleventh century edifice, rising high over the River Wear, would never have been built.

CHAPTER 7

The end of the Celtic Church and the Viking Invasion
The tall headland at Whitby is an ancient place, and sacred since 657, when Saint Hilda, related to the royal lines of both Northumbria and East Anglia, founded a monastery there for both men and women.  Originally, Saint Aidan had made Hilda abbess of a house in Hartlepool by, but it was at Whitby where she gained fame and influence in her own right.  

Hilda was a highly educated woman who emphasised the value of learning.  In her time Whitby Abbey became the school of Bishops - Oftror at Worcester, Bosa and Wilfred at York, Aetla at Dorchester, and John at Hexam, ‘all of them men of singular merit and holiness’.  

This wise, discerning woman also encouraged an elderly herdsman called Caedmon to become a monk and to develop his poetic gifts.  Caedmon is said by Bede to have received in a vision the gift of composing verses in the praise of God.  He was duly instructed in the Scriptures (by Hilda’s orders) that he turned into verse.  Caedmon was the first Anglo-Saxon writer of popular religious poetry. 

However, on a cold, dull day, the stark, bleak ruins of Whitby Abbey, built in the 1220s, ‘in the best Early English style’, seem to reflect little of the gracious and warm personality of its original founder Hilda. Rather, they bring rather forcibly to mind two unfortunate events forever to be associated with Whitby.  

The first, and by far the most important, is that Whitby was the place where the Celtic Church was finally assimilated into the Roman Church.  The second is that Whitby was chosen by author Bram Stoker (who also probably saw it on a bleak, blustery day), as the landing-place in England for the infamous Count Dracula!    

So great was Hilda’s reputation that a meeting of bishops and royalty was called at Whitby in 664.  The Synod of Whitby debated the troubled question of how to settle the date of Easter.  Such discussions had been long known as the Paschal Controversies and dated from the second century.  

Since the time of Saint Martin (influenced as he was by the teachings of Saint Antony of Egypt), the Celtic Church had espoused monasticism and the Eastern Orthodox dating of Easter.  But the Celtic church was not what it had once been.  The fire and enthusiasm of the young pioneer monks was long gone, and the church, now fairly well established, had moved into a period of consolidation.  In fact in many parishes, it was impossible to distinguish between the Celtic and Roman church - except on the troubled question of calendar and tonsure. 

This ongoing quarrel between the two wings of the church led to some peculiar consequences.  For instance, Queen Eanfleda, who followed the Roman rule, was keeping Palm Sunday and fasting on the same day as her husband Oswy, King of Northumbria was celebrating Easter - not good for marital harmony.  

King Oswy, and the bishops Saint Colman and Saint Cedd, and of course Saint Hilda, were the representatives for the Celtic Church and the great and eloquent Saint Wilfred represented the Roman system.  The discussion was learned, lengthy, and at times heated.  It was King Oswy who finally decided the matter.  After hearing all the arguments, Oswy succumbed to the persuasive rhetoric of Wilfred and decided to settle for the Roman rule and Saint Peter, the keeper of the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.  

Thus England ‘severed her ties with the old Irish Celtic Church in favour of Rome’.

Saint Hilda was naturally bitterly disappointed at the outcome of the Synod, but she was not the woman to brood and set a fine example of obedience by wholeheartedly accepting and enforcing the Roman rule.  Her swift action in adopting the new discipline may well have helped to avert a major conflict in the country.  Although some churches still hesitated before finally accepting the decision, in the end no blood was shed, thanks mainly to the calm good sense of Hilda.   

However, much blood was soon to be shed.  In 867 the Danes invaded Northumbria and, as Bede records, they ‘spread themselves over the whole country and filled all with blood and grief; they destroyed the churches and monasteries far and wide and with fire and sword, leaving nothing save the bare unroofed walls’.  Whitby went down with the rest.

Archaeological excavations at Whitby in the 1920’s discovered ruins of the original abbey.  The Danish onslaught was so fierce that only the burnt foundations of a small group of cells north of the Norman church still remain. 

The new invaders on British soil were Norsemen, Danes and Vikings, fierce people of Scandinavian origin who came firstly as traders and then as raiders and settlers.  The ravages of these savage but hardy people had long-lasting effects across large areas of northern Europe and the Atlantic seaboards.  Interestingly, the various tribes and peoples who made up this invading force were very quarrelsome, even among their own tribes, and at times there was open warfare over their new possessions.  

Archaeological evidence suggests that trading activities between Britain and Scandinavia had existed from at least the sixth century. But in the later years of the eighth century contemporary documents record the beginnings of more aggressive behaviour.  Weakly defended coastal sites, including monastic settlements, were subject to vicious onslaughts. The sacking of Lindisfarne in 793 was but one in a series of attacks.

For a period the Viking fleets concentrated on subduing Ireland.  Many monastic houses were destroyed with the monks either killed or scattered.  Exquisitely illuminated manuscripts were burned, and liturgical vessels and reliquaries lost.  

The great ecclesiastical site of Clonmacnoise in south Athlone, overlooking the river Shannon, was plundered many times by the Vikings.  This is still an impressive place however, with stunning views over the river, and the old cathedral built in 909 by Flann Sinna, King of Tara, is a brave reminder of how the monks rallied after the attacks and rebuilt when they could.

The Celtic way of life just managed to survive, but the Vikings changed Ireland from a cattle-keeping country, with an exclusively internal economy, to one in which the coastal areas now boasted towns and trade.  

Dublin was settled by Norsemen in 841 and they used this new town as a useful jumping off point to attack trading centres along the English coast, like Southampton, London and Canterbury.  

However, a more permanent Viking presence was established in England when in 850 a Danish army over wintered in Thanet in Kent.  The threat of complete victory for the new invaders grew as in 867 York was captured and was used to attack Mercia, East Anglia and Wessex. 

Unless a hero could lead an effective force against the Vikings the Saxons would be totally vanquished.  But a saviour did appear, and Alfred, king of Wessex (849-899), remembered for a thousand years as the pattern of a Christian king, was the only British sovereign ever designated as ‘Great’.  


CHAPTER 8

The Late Anglo-Saxon Period
Anyone walking or driving through the pleasant city of Winchester (Wintanceaster) in Hampshire cannot possibly miss the large nineteenth century statue of Alfred the Great proudly brandishing his sword. Winchester was originally a strategically placed Romano-British town, and Alfred, also realising its strategic potential, decided to make it the capital city of his realm of Wessex.  

Naturally a cathedral was eventually built in Alfred’s Winchester and, with other buildings - including another cathedral called the ‘New Minster’ and a large convent, became the greatest religious complex north of the Alps.

King Alfred was a gifted man and a great administrator. He wished to promote the idea of king as lawgiver and introduced a law code based on Roman and biblical patterns. Alfred reorganised local government and developed ‘burhs’, sites for new towns, or the re-fortification of existing Roman ones to strengthen the defensive ring round Wessex, and encourage trade.  He also reorganised the navy and introduced a new 60-oared ‘long ship’.  

Although Alfred won battles against the Danes, it is probable that he also bought peace with heavy Danegelds, tribute payments (only abolished in the time of Edward the Confessor in 1051).

The arts and education flourished under Alfred, and he gathered round him a band of scholars from England, Wales and the Continent.  Alfred wanted his people to be literate in English and for all trainee priests to be taught Latin so that that the Christian faith would be held in high repute.  Alfred himself translated two contemplative works and Pope Gregory I’s ‘Pastoral Rule’, a treatise about the role of bishops but with application to the kingly office.

In the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford - incidentally the oldest public museum in Britain - is to be found the ‘Alfred Jewel’.  It is thought to be the head of a pointer for following the lines of a manuscript and bears the Anglo-Saxon inscription ‘Alfred had me made’.  The jewel is of gold and decorated with cloisonné enamel.  The quality of the workmanship is superb and is a good indicator of the culture and refinement to be found at Alfred’s court.  

Alfred was buried in the old Winchester cathedral, where many kings of Wessex (and later of all England) were buried.  

The bones of Alfred and other pre-conquest kings and bishops were eventually placed in mortuary chests on the presbytery screens of the twelfth century cathedral.  Some people visit the cathedral solely to view these chests, as they are a constant fascination to schoolchildren and adults alike. 

Forensic tests have shown that the bones within the mortuary chests are from the ninth and tenth centuries, but as Cromwell’s vandalising Roundheads pulled down the chests and used the bones as missiles to break the higher windows of the cathedral, they cannot now be accurately identified.

It is sad to realise that the present shrine of Saint Edward the Confessor, situated just east of the sanctuary in Westminster Abbey, is now only a shadow of its former glory.  And yet, in spite of the indignities it suffered at the hands of the Reformers in 1540, it still bears witness to the veneration accorded to the last Anglo-Saxon king.

Saint Edward the Confessor (1003-1066) is credited with the founding of the great abbey of Saint Peter at Westminster, near his new palace - but his was not the first church built on the site.  

The old name for Westminster was the ‘Isle of Thorns’ or ‘Thorney’ and at least one medieval legend places the foundation of the Abbey in the seventh century.  What is certain, however, is that in 960 the Bishop of London, the great Saint Dunstan, established a community of twelve Benedictine monks at Westminster.

Nearly a hundred years later, in commutation of a vow to go on a pilgrimage to Rome, Edward rebuilt and restored the original Benedictine building. Nothing of his church remains above ground, but from an image on the Bayeux Tapestry it is known that it had a central tower and transepts and a roof covered with lead.  In time the Abbey became one of the richest and most influential in the country. 

As a royal foundation it occupied a special position in relation to reigning sovereigns, and it was under the protection of the Holy See.

Although the diocese of London ranks third after Canterbury and York, the unique status of Westminster Abbey ensures that London is the place where powers spiritual and temporal unite in a great symbolic act - the crowning of Monarchs.  Kings and queens have been crowned before its high altar since William the Conqueror (in a shrewd political move) was crowned here on Christmas Day 1066.  

This gracious Abbey is also where Britain’s great and famous are remembered.  In intriguing side chapels, the memorials are as varied as the achievements of the men and women they celebrate.  Great medieval gilded effigies, elegant marble statues of fashionable poets and simple stone tablets all bear silent witness to Britain’s unique history. 

The present building draws thousand of tourists and pilgrims each year.  It was erected by the Normans, descendants of the last people to conquer Britain.  

Henry III’s essentially English design was combined with French Gothic features such as the apse from which tall-windowed chapels radiate, the round rose windows in the transepts and exterior flying buttresses.  At the very heart of this great complex is the magnificent chapel of Henry VII with its finely detailed fan vaulting, Tudor badges and carved pendants. It was regarded as a wonder of the world as soon as it was built and visitors are still dazzled by its perfection of beauty and artistry. 

CHAPTER 9

The Norman Conquest AND ITS EFFECTS ON THE CHURCH
It is one of those ironic quirks of fate that a descendant of a Viking chieftain named Rollo eventually conquered Britain.  Duke William of Normandy (nicknamed for good reason ‘the Bastard’) was as eager as his Viking ancestors to acquire land, especially in England where he had a strong claim to the throne.

William had received a promise of succession to the English kingdom from Edward the Confessor himself.  He was naturally furious when Harold Godwineson ascended the throne.  To make sure of his kingdom, William laid his claim before Pope Alexander II, and with the pope’s approval, headed an army of Bretons and Flemings ‘drawn from the flotsam and jetsam of Europe’.  William defeated the English army and killed Harold II, ‘the last Old English ruler’, at the Battle of Hastings.

William’s massive take-over of English land and resources, accomplished within a framework of notional legality, was completed within six years.  The few remaining pockets of resistance, including a rebellion in the north, were handled brutally, but with great efficiency.  

A heroic band of men led by Hereward the Wake, held out for a short time against the Normans in the fens of East Anglia.  The Isle of Ely, Hereward’s chief refuge, was protected on all sides by treacherous and uncharted marshes.  But eventually, in 1071, the army was starved into submission and only Hereward escaped - to become the romantic figure of many legends.

London’s citizens had resisted the Normans for some weeks after Hastings but, as usual, William acted decisively and with great speed.  He first constructed Baynard’s castle (on the Embankment).  Then, within the southeast corner of the old Roman walls of the city, he raised his chief defence, the White Tower.  The architect that William chose to design what we now call the Tower of London was a warlike churchman, Gandulf, Bishop of Rochester. This great fortress has become an enduring symbol of the Norman Conquest.  

In spite of the famous Yeoman Warders (Beefeaters), resplendent in their Tudor uniforms, the glossy ravens strutting on the smooth green sward, and the undoubted attractions of Jewel house and armoury, visitors are soon aware of the fact that this extraordinary place was also a grim and terrible prison.  In his review of the bloody history of the Tower of London, the nineteenth century historian Macaulay wrote, ‘In truth there is no sadder spot on earth.’  

When standing in the Romanesque Chapel of St John’s, probably the oldest of the Tower’s four chapels, something of this grim history can be visualised.  With its severe, unadorned stone pillars and dark windowless gallery above the main arcade (Triforium), it seems a fitting place of worship for the Norman garrison.  Many of the soldiers who worshipped in this chapel would have been war-hardened soldiers of fortune: mercenaries awaiting their share of land or rich plunder from the coffers of the vanquished Saxons.  

But in fairness to William, it appeared that initially he did try to rule conquered England with the support of an aristocracy that was a mixture of native English and Normans.  It soon became clear however, that there was no genuine trust between the two groups and that the policy was doomed to failure.  A new and totally loyal Norman aristocracy developed, whose dominance is clearly revealed in the result of the great survey commissioned by William in 1085 and named the Doomsday Book.  

William knew how to use the sanctions of the Church to strengthen his rule and soon replaced the Saxon Archbishop of Canterbury, Stigand.  His replacement was not a bad thing however, as Stigand was covetous and worldly, and exemplified some of the weaknesses of the English Church before 1066.  His uninspired leadership and dubious status (his papal recognition by Benedict X was brought into question as Benedict was himself deposed as a schismatic Pope) cast a shadow over his province.  

Politically, Stigand’s dubious position provided William with a ready-made pretext for the invasion of England, and although after William’s victory Stigand, assisted at the coronation, he was deposed on various charges by papal legates and died in custody at Winchester.  Stigand’s replacements were Archbishops who did great honour to the office.  The first, the scholarly Lanfranc, came from Northern Italy.  

Under Lanfranc, the policy of replacing Saxon clergy with Normans accelerated and although it marginalized native-born clerics, it also brought many positive benefits to the church, helping it to emerge from a period of isolation and introspection.  There were soon close links with the Continent and the reform movement of Pope Gregory VII.  Lanfranc endorsed most of Gregory’s programme on reform that helped purge the church of simony and clerical immorality.  Lanfranc rebuilt the cathedral at Canterbury and established an excellent library. With great efficiency he recovered lands and rights that had been lost to the cathedral through slack administration.  Amid controversy, he also asserted Canterbury’s primacy over York. 

When Lanfranc was Prior of Bec in France, he taught a most brilliant young man, Saint Anselm, who eventually succeeded him as Archbishop of Canterbury. 

Even in his day, Anselm had a high reputation as a theologian, philosopher, teacher and spiritual director, and his theology, especially the systematic form of the Ontological Argument in his book ‘Proslogion’, still forms part of the required reading for all theological students.  It is generally acknowledged that second only to Saint Augustine (of Hippo) 353-430 and Saint Thomas Aquinas 1225-1274, his was the most luminous and penetrating intellect of the earlier Scholastic thinkers.

The Normans, although essentially a small military elite, soon changed the face of England forever.  The Tower of London was only one of many castles built as an essential element in the subjection process of the Saxon.  They also raised impressive churches and cathedrals to worship God in surroundings worthy of their newly elevated status.  Often Saxon churches were gutted in order to make way for these new Norman buildings, and new orders of monks, mostly from the continent, replaced the old communities. 

Wells Cathedral in Somerset is a secular cathedral (so called because it has never had a monastery).  Nonetheless, it is an excellent place to trace links between its Saxon foundation of 705 under the patronage of King Ina of Wessex, and the new buildings of Bishop Reginald de Bohun, 1174-1191.  

The old Saxon church extended diagonally under the present Palm Churchyard to the market place near Penniless Porch.  It is thought that the market place and main streets of Wells were deliberately aligned upon this great Saxon church, just as the church and its chapels were aligned upon the pagan holy wells.  

It is interesting to trace this ancient alignment and realise that, because of it, de Bohun was thwarted in his intention of designing a grand entrance to the new cathedral.  He had to settle instead for an unimpressive (but charming) entrance ‘off-set’ from the market place behind narrow gates.  Another reminder to the visitor of the old Saxon Cathedral is the fine font.  This is the oldest object in the Cathedral and was originally decorated with carvings of saints standing under rounded arches, but the figures were chopped off and the arches reshaped (by de Bohun’s masons?) so that it might better match its new setting.  

The priory at Much Wenlock in Shropshire is a good example of how the Normans replaced a Saxon religious community with a new order of monks from the continent. 

The original religious house, founded in 680 by king Merwalh of Mercia, and later re-endowed by Earl Leofric of Mercia and his wife Godgifu (Godiva of popular legend), survived until the Norman Conquest.  Monks were then sent to Wenlock from the abbey of Cluny in France, at the request of Roger of Montgomery who, along with vast estates in Sussex and Shropshire, was granted the Abbey site in the general redistribution of land. 

The Cluniac Order was founded by William the Pious, Duke of Aquitaine, in 909 and exercised a decisive influence on the life of the Church.  At the height of its power in the middle of the twelfth century, the number of Clunic house throughout Europe reached 1,000.  Through the marriage of Eleanor of Aquitaine and King Henry II, 1154-1189, close links with Clunic houses in England were soon established.  It is recorded that Henry III was a regular visitor to Wenlock.   

Great emphasis was laid on communal worship and the present picturesque ruins at Wenlock shows that this Clunic community had one of the longest monastic churches in the country.  Walking in the fine gardens, created in the nineteenth century to enhance the priory ruins, it is difficult to visualise how important was this place in the early thirteenth century.  

The setting up of a popular holy shrine by the shrewd monks meant that Wenlock was soon able to finance and establish a daughter-house, St Helen’s Priory, on the Isle of White, as well as other foundations at Dudley, Paisley in Scotland and nearby Church Preen.           

Wales and Ireland soon experienced and suffered from Anglo-Norman conquests, but in Scotland, by contrast, the monarchy was sufficiently powerful to ensure that England’s new and aggressive aristocracy operated on behalf of Scotland’s interests, not against them.

David I was a great ruler, a legend in his own lifetime, and whilst asserting his independence as a sovereign ruler, skilfully used his knowledge of the new Norman world to bring the Scots kingdom within the mainstream of European development.  

David, king of Scots from 1124-1153, was educated at Henry I’s court and became Earl of Huntingdon in 1113 through his marriage to Matilda, a great-niece of William the Conqueror.  Recent studies have shown that David drew heavily on the strengths and practices of his Celtic inheritance to establish his rule but also looked to the law and administration of Norman England to initiate his ‘Davidian revolution’.  As part of this strategy, David encouraged the settlement in Scotland of Anglo-Norman nobles.  They quickly established powerful local lordships defended with castles, but David wisely laid down the ruling that these new settlers were to supply knights to the king’s army.  

David was also committed to an extensive programme of church reform, and he created or revived several bishoprics and personally founded ten major monasteries especially for Cistercian monks.

Saint Robert of Molesme founded the Cistercian Order - the order of White Monks - at Citeaux.  It rose rapidly to fame through its most famous son Saint Bernard of Clairvaux.  The rules were strict, based on the austere Rule of Saint Benedict.  Houses were to be erected only in remote situations (rather like the cells of the old Celtic monks) and were to be plain in character.  Manual labour was given a prominent position and the Cistercians became important agricultural pioneers, playing a notable part in English sheep farming.  The first foundation in England was at Waverley, Surrey, soon followed by Rievaulx in Yorkshire.

In 1136, King David invited the monks from Rievaulx Abbey to build a house at Melrose in the heart of the Scottish Border country.  When built, the Abbey church of Melrose was described as one of the finest expressions of ‘the architecture of solitude’.  

Not much is now left of the first church on the site as it was destroyed in the devastation wrought by Richard II English army in 1385.  But the beautiful rose-coloured ruins of new monastery built in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries over the ashes of the first church, are considered to be one of the marvels of medieval church architecture anywhere in the British Isles.  

The Abbey of Melrose is certainly a joy to visit and it is very pleasant to sit in the well tended grounds and look east to the site of Old Melrose by the River Tweed and recall that it there where Saint Aidan of Lindisfarne first established a monastery in 650.

As a poignant footnote, King Robert the Bruce 1322-29, who helped the monks rebuild Melrose after Edward II’s army had sacked the monastery, instructed that his heart be buried within the abbey.  Other chroniclers however tell how, on his deathbed, he made his friend, ‘the Good’ Sir James of Douglas, swear to carry his heart against the enemies of Christ, how Sir James fell fighting against the Moors in Spain, and how finally the heart was brought back to Scotland by Sir William Keith and interred within the abbey. The great king’s body had already been laid to rest in Dunfermline Abbey. 

CHAPTER 10

Shrines and Holy Relics
The veneration of relics is based on a natural instinct in human beings to treat with reverence what is left of the dead they loved.  In the New Testament, the evangelist Luke records in Acts how the body of the first martyr, Stephen, ‘was given burial by devout men, who made a great lamentation for him’. 

But the first recorded evidence of a saint being venerated by preserving the body and showing it at a memorial service occurs in the ‘Martyrium Policarpi’ c156-7, where the relics of Saint Polycarp are described as ‘more valuable than precious stones and finer than refined gold’.

The cult of relics spread quickly both in the east and west.  In Rome it was bound up with the catacombs, where prayer services were held, and from the fourth century the Eucharist was celebrated over the tombs of martyrs. 

The cult increased enormously in the west, especially during the Crusades, when quantities of relics, often spurious, were brought to England from the Holy Land.  The increasing demand for relics led the unscrupulous to the dismembering of bodies, a practice strictly forbidden by the Roman civil law. 

The theological foundation of the cult of relics was worked out by the Schoolmen, especially Saint Thomas Aquinas on principles laid down by Saint Jerome and Saint Augustine of Hippo.  Stress was laid on ‘the special dignity of the bodies of the saints as temples of the Holy Ghost destined to a glorious resurrection, and the sanction given by the Godhead making them the occasion of many miracles’.

Relics were usually kept in a special receptacle called a reliquary.  The oldest of these took the form of caskets, capsules and ampullae (bottle-shaped vessels, usually of glass and found at tombs in catacombs).  There were also reliquaries in the form of crosses, made especially for relics of the True Cross.  

Saint Helena (mother of the Emperor Constantine), when visiting the Holy Land in 326 in her old age, is reputed to have found in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre the cross on which Christ was crucified. It is well documented that Helena did find crosses (believed to be from the first century) hidden in the crypt.  But so many splinters of wood were later distributed - all claiming to be fragments of the True Cross – so that even the most gullible must have sometimes wondered.

Reliquaries were frequently magnificent and made of precious metal and richly decorated.  For the reception of the whole remains of a saint the gabled shrine was a favourite form in the Middle Ages.  Smaller relics were kept in reliquaries of the shape of arms, legs, and especially heads and busts.  In the later Middle Ages, the monstrance form, which allowed exposition, became very popular.  

Every cathedral, monastery and parish church in Medieval Europe wanted its own relics.  For a religious foundation to have a saint, or even part of a saint, meant that the whole community was under his or her special protection.  Relics were placed under altar stones and the kissing of the Mensa (the flat stone which forms the top of the altar) came to be interpreted as a salutation of the relics.  

Unfortunately, alongside an informed devotion to relics grew up many superstitious practices.  In smaller churches and isolated hamlets where priests were often untrained and unlearned, and the tenets of the Christian faith were seldom taught, many poor parishioners, terrified of death and the supernatural, developed an obsessive reverence for dubious relics or bogus talismans to sustain their faith and protect them from evil.

The more commercially minded bishop, abbot or even parish priest, knew that if their particular saint was specially holy, or able to produce impressive miracles, then pilgrims would flock to their shrine.  These pious visitors would ensure that their religious foundation would no longer have financial worries and that, in the fullness of time, may even become wealthy.  And they would not be the only winners.  Any town or village near - or on the route to - a successful shrine, would also be enriched because of the considerable increase in trade.  

The most delightful account of a pilgrimage to a holy shrine is that narrated by Geoffrey Chaucer.  ‘The Canterbury Tales’ was written in 1387 after Chaucer, it is believed, took part in a pilgrimage in April of that year, perhaps because of the illness of his wife Philippa who died a few months later.  His characters are so vivid that it is hard to believe that his men and women were not in some measure drawn from life, as they cover nearly the whole range of life in Chaucer’s England.  The pilgrims were:

      And specially from every shire ende

      Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,

      The hooly blisful martir for to seke...

      In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay

      Redy to wenden on my pilgrymage

      To Caunterbury with ful devout corage.

It was to the shrine of Thomas Becket, one of the principal pilgrim centres in Christendom - ranked with Jerusalem, Rome and Compostela - where Chaucer’s pilgrims were bound. 

The story of Becket’s violent death is dramatic and traumatic.  T.S. Eliot’s verse drama ‘Murder in the Cathedral’, first performed in the Chapter House of the Cathedral in 1934, captures something of this highly charged atmosphere.  

Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury 1120-70 died defending justice and the maintenance of spiritual values.  His one-time friend, Henry II wanted to introduce judicial reforms that encroached on clergy privilege.  Becket resisted and fled into exile in France.  When he returned he was greeted by cheering crowds.  The furious king is said to have exclaimed: “Who will rid me of this turbulent priest”, whereupon four knights took him at his word and left immediately for Canterbury.  

Becket was murdered as the monks of Canterbury were singing vespers on 29 December 1170, at what is now known as the Martyrdom in the northwest transept.  Two years later Becket was made a saint, and pilgrims who began flocking to his tomb reported many miracles.

A service still takes place in the Martyrdom at the altar known as the Altar of the Sword’s point.  The tip of the knight’s blade that killed Becket, and was shattered on the pavement because of the violence of the blow, was kept in a reliquary during the Middle Ages. 

In Medieval Britain, Church and State were in close alliance.  There were upsets, as with Henry II and Becket, but the powers temporal and spiritual worked together to ensure that everyone had a place in society and everyone knew their place, from king and aristocratic noble to humble villein.

But this settled and assured lifestyle was to come to an abrupt and painful end.  Not this time through the invasion of fierce armies from Scandinavia or Germany however, but because of the personal need (and greed) of a powerful king.  

In the sixteenth century, the Dissolution of the Monasteries took place.  This occurred because King Henry VIII required a great deal of money to replenish his treasury. He also wanted royal supremacy in ecclesiastical affairs.  Henry’s Vicar General, Thomas Cromwell, ensured that the suppression of religious houses were effected in a brutal and highly unscrupulous manner, some clergy were even hanged.  Bishop Whiting of Glastonbury, a gentle frail old man, was found guilty of spurious offences, dragged up the Tor on a hurdle, and executed with two of his monks.

Under the iconoclastic rule of Oliver Cromwell, during the Commonwealth (1649-1660), precious relics were destroyed and shrines desecrated, thereby eliminating lingering traces of Medieval practices from worship in Britain.

It is only over the last hundred or so years that interest in shrines and relics within mainstream Protestant churches in this country has revived.  Regular pilgrimages are organised in many parish churches to shrines in places like Walsingham in Norfolk. 

On a sunny day in early summer, it is pleasant to wander over smooth lawns and among the fine ruins of the Augustinian priory at Walsingham. It is even better to discover that a replica of the earliest shrine of the Holy House of Nazareth, housed in an open pavilion and surrounded by arum lilies (the flower of the Virgin Mary) is being displayed on the lawn for veneration.

The Lady of the Manor, Richeldis de Faverches, built the first shrine at Walsingham, traditionally to commemorate her vision of the Blessed Virgin in 1061.  Both shrine and adjacent priory gained fame and wealth from pilgrims until their destruction in 1538.

Interest in Walsingham began to revive in 1897 and the present Anglican shrine, which includes an Orthodox chapel, contains a newly carved statue of Our Lady of Walsingham.  Roman Catholics use the re-consecrated Slipper Chapel, which marked the last stage of Walsingham Way on the pilgrim route.

Another woman who saw visions and was greatly venerated was Julian of Norwich 1342-1429.  She was an Anchoress and mystic, probably educated by Benedictine nuns.   After a normal life - she may even had children - Julian nearly died in 1373, during which time she had a series of sixteen religious ‘shewings’.  Because of these profound experiences she decided to become a recluse and a spiritual counsellor in an anchorage attached to St Julian’s church, from which she took her name.

Twenty years later Julian wrote ‘The Revelations of Divine Love’, meditations on her ‘shewings’.  This is the first book in English written by a woman.   She describes God as all loving, despite contemporary suffering.  Her saying, ‘All shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well’, and her vision of all creation in ‘a little thing, the size of a hazelnut, lying in the palm of my hand... for God loves it’, are very well known.  She was a positive thinker in an age of suffering, uncertainty and change.  

St Julian’s Church is tucked away in St Julian’s Alley about fifteen minutes walk from Norwich Cathedral.  It is still possible to visit the little room, now furnished as a Chapel, where Lady Julian lived for probably over forty years. When Julian lived there, there would have been a window onto the street, and another window into the church where she would have looked through toward the Sacrament hanging in a Pyx before the High Altar.  

Today pilgrims from all over the world, eager to find peace in our modern world, kneel in the silence, ponder on her words and pray to God.
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SITES VISITED DURING SABBATICAL
Ashaig - Isle of Skye, Hebrides, Scotland

Ashmolean Museum – Oxford, England

Bamburgh Castle - Bamburgh, Northumberland, England

Bath Abbey - Bath, Somerset, England

Book of Kells Exhibition – Trinity College, Dublin, Republic of Ireland

Calleva Atrebatum - Silchester, Hampshire, England

Canterbury Cathedral - Canterbury, Kent, England

Clonfert Cathedral - Clonfert, Co Galway, Republic of Ireland

Clonmacnoise - Co Offaly, Republic of Ireland

Dún Aengus - Inishmór, Aran Islands, Co Galway, Republic of Ireland

Durham Cathedral – Durham, Tyne & Wear, England

Edinburgh Castle – Edinburgh, Scotland

Escomb Church – Escomb, Northumberland, England

Gallarus Oratory - Dingle Peninsular, Co Kerry, Republic of Ireland

Glasgow Cathedral – Glasgow, Scotland

Glastonbury Abbey - Glastonbury, Somerset, England

Glendalough Monastery - Co Wicklow, Republic of Ireland

Grey Abbey – Downpatrick, Co Down, Northern Ireland

Inch Abbey – Downpatrick, Co Down, Northern Ireland

Iona Abbey - Isle of Iona, Hebrides, Scotland

Iona Nunnery - Isle of Iona, Hebrides, Scotland

Jerpoint Abbey - Thomstown, Co Kilkenny, Republic of Ireland

Lindisfarne Priory - Holy Island, Northumberland, England

Mellifont Abbey - Drogheda, Co Louth, Republic of Ireland

Melrose Abbey - Melrose, Border Region, Scotland

Monasterboice - Drogheda, Co Louth, Republic of Ireland

Nendrum Monastery - Mahee Island, Co Down, Northern Ireland

Norwich Cathedral - Norwich, Norfolk, England

Rock of Cashel - Cashel, Co Tipperary, Republic of Ireland

Roman Baths - Bath, Somerset, England

Scone Palace – Perth, Perth & Kinross, Scotland

Seven Churches - Inishmór, Aran Islands, Co Galway, Republic of Ireland



Shrewsbury Abbey - Shrewsbury, Shropshire, England

Skellig Michael - Skellig Islands, Co Kerry, Republic of Ireland

St Albans Abbey - St Albans, Herefordshire, England

St Andrew’s Cathedral - St Andrew’s, Fife, Scotland

St Brigid’s Cathedral - Kildare, Co Kildare, Scotland

St Colmcille’s House - Kells, Co Meath, Republic of Ireland

St Columba’s Churchyard - Kells, Co Meath, Republic of Ireland

St Columba’s Island - Isle of Skye, Hebrides, Scotland

St Columba’s Loch - Isle of Skye, Hebrides, Scotland

St David’s Cathedral - St David’s, South Wales

St Giles’ Cathedral – Edinburgh, Scotland

St Illtud’s Church - Llantwit Major, South Wales

St Issey Parish Church - St Issey, Cornwall, England

St Julian’s Church - Norwich, Norfolk, England

St John’s Kirk – Perth, Perth & Kinross, Scotland

St Margaret’s Chapel – Edinburgh, Scotland

St Mary’s Church - Silchester, Hampshire, England

St Patrick’s Cathedral - Armagh, Co Armagh, Republic of Ireland

St Patrick’s Cathedral - Downpatrick, Co Down, Northern Ireland

St Patrick’s Church - Saul, Downpatrick, Co Down, Northern Ireland

St Patrick’s Cathedral – Dublin, Republic of Ireland

St Paul’s Monastery - Jarrow, Tyne & Wear, England

Stirling Castle – Stirling, Scotland

Stone Circle - Nr Moy Castle, Isle of Mull, Hebrides, Scotland

Tara - Tara, Co Meath, Republic of Ireland

Tintagel – Cornwall, England

Walsingham Priory - Little Walsingham, Norfolk, England

Wells Cathedral - Wells, Somerset, England

Wenlock Priory - Much Wenlock, Shropshire, England

Westminster Abbey – London, England

Whitby Abbey – Whitby, North Yorkshire, England

Winchester Cathedral - Winchester, Hampshire, England

Wroxeter Roman City - Wroxeter, Shropshire, England

York Minster – York, England
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