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Lent is a fitting time for pilgrimage. Over thirty years ago I took part in the Northern Cross Pilgrimage to Lindisfarne, Holy Island, off the Northumbrian coast. So it was in nostalgic mood that I headed north, to visit again this cradle of northern faith. 


From the first monastery on Lindisfarne, founded by Celtic monks from Iona, Saints Aidan and Cuthbert preached the Gospel, and triggered the evangelisation of northern England.

On those previous occasions in 1978/79, over twenty of us, mostly students from various university chaplaincies, met up in Penrith on Palm Sunday evening. Through Holy Week we carried a large wooden cross across Cumbria and the Northumbrian hills to Lindisfarne. 


At 12 noon on Good Friday we met up with two other groups, one from Newcastle, another from Edinburgh, at the start of the causeway which leads from the mainland to Holy Island. In wind and sunshine we followed the old pilgrim route across the sands, wading in shallow water, to reach the old abbey. We held our Easter Vigil Mass in the Catholic chapel on the island, and – because we were an ecumenical mixture - attended the Anglican church on Easter Sunday.


Holy Island is cut off from the mainland at high tide. One’s visits have to be carefully calculated in accordance with the tide table. 

“For with the flow and ebb, its style 

Varies from continent to isle; 

Dry shood o'er sands, twice every day, 

The pilgrims to the shrine find way; 

Twice every day the waves efface 

Of staves and sandelled feet the trace.” (Sir Walter Scott)


Nowadays, I don’t have the luxury of free time which students enjoy, but I do have a car. Again I started from Penrith. The eastbound A686 crosses the Eden on a massive girder bridge at Langwathby, like something out of a World War II movie. At Melmerby, in the shadow of snow-lined Cross Fell, the road leaves the rolling farmland and starts uphill, climbing via hairpin bends to surmount the Pennine watershed at Hartside Top (1903 ft).  The snow poles hint at frequent hostile weather conditions.

Back in the Lake District, Blencathra and Skiddaw could be discerned, almost whited out by shafts of sunlight streaming through breaks in the cloud cover. Northwards the fells run down to the Solway estuary, but it was too hazy to see Criffell in Dumfriesshire. 

Passing the closed café at the summit, the moorland valley of the South Tyne suddenly opens wide before the driver. We see Cross Fell from an unfamiliar angle, side-on, as the road runs easily down to Alston, at 1000 ft England highest – and perhaps remotest - market town. It was 4.30 and the chip shop was already frying.

From Alston you can take your pick: England’s highest A road takes you into Weardale over Nent Head (2056 ft). Or a B road into Teesdale at 1958 ft. Altitudes undreamt of by Essex Man. 

My route lay north-east over into Allendale and down towards Hexham. By now the valleys were becoming shadowy, but the moortops were still brightly sunlit. Only the occasional deserted farmhouse and stand of conifers varied the bleak landscape. No world overpopulation up here! 


A glimpse of Hexham’s ancient abbey was a reminder that St Cuthbert was persuaded to accept the task of bishop here, but he immediately swapped the see with St Eata for that of Lindisfarne.

Early next morning I made Seahouses, a fishing village on the Northumbrian coast from where the boats sail to the Farne Islands. These ten flattish rocks from a mile offshore were formed by igneous intrusions, similar to those which carry much of Hadrian’s Wall. 

From the mainland two lighthouses and a pele tower stand out. On Inner Farne St Cuthbert spent many years as a hermit, and it was there that he died. The monks then came and rowed his body back for burial on Lindisfarne. Saint Cuthbert introduced special rules in 676 protecting the eider ducks and other seabirds nesting on the islands - supposedly the earliest bird protection laws anywhere in the world.

No boats sailing to the Farne Islands until April, so I contented myself with a meat pastie and a stottie cake from the baker’s. The cold winds were making my eyes water. 


Three miles up the coast looms the red sandstone bulk of Bamburgh Castle, high on its volcanic plug of rock. Since King Ida in 547 AD, it is the ancient site of the palace of the Kings of Northumbria. Here in 635 St Oswald invited St Aidan from Iona to Lindisfarne, to evangelise his kingdom.  


Bamburgh’s parish church of Saint Aidan is less conspicuous than the castle, squat and wide-aisled, with a low battlemented tower. Just inside the chancel is the spot where in 651 Aidan passed to the next world, leaning against a timber buttress.


A splendid late Victorian reredos exhibits a panoply of Northumbrian saints: 
St Paulinus, who came north from Canterbury to York in 627 AD.  
The brothers St Cedd and St Chad, both educated by Aidan on Lindisfarne. Cedd became Bishop of the East Saxons, founded monasteries at Tilbury and Bradwell-on-Sea, and ended his days as Abbot of Lastingham. Chad was appointed first bishop of Lichfield (669-671). 

St Aidan himself, monk of Iona and gentle Apostle of Northumbria.. 

St Finan, his successor as Abbot of Lindisfarne. 

King St Oswald, largely responsible for the Christianisation of Northumbria. Because he had been educated on Iona, and knew Irish, he often acted as translator for St Aidan’s preaching, because Aidan’s English was poor. Oswald was killed at Oswestry in 642 in battle against the pagan King Penda of Mercia. 
St Hilda, a princess of the Northumbrian royal family, who became a nun in East Anglia. Aidan appointed her Abbess of Whitby.  

St James the Deacon, who came to Deira (Yorkshire) with Paulinus, and stayed around the Catterick area when Paulinus fled south again.

St Ebba, sister of King Oswald, who lived as a hermit at Beadnell and founded the abbey of Coldingham.

King St Egfrid, nephew of Oswald. It was he who persuaded Cuthbert to abandon his solitude on Inner Farne and take up the duties of a bishop.

St Cuthbert, Prior of Melrose and then Lindisfarne, hermit and bishop.

St Eata, student of Aidan, monk of Melrose who trained Cuthbert, and exchanged with him the see of Lindisfarne for Hexham.

St Eadfrid, bishop of Lindisfarne. An Irish trained scholar, scribe and artist, and likely candidate for authorship of the Lindisfarne Gospels. He invited St Bede to write his Life of Cuthbert.

St Bede, monk of Jarrow, father of English history and Doctor of the Church.

St Ceolwulf, King of Northumbria who abdicated in 737 and became a monk on Lindisfarne.
St Tosti – a much later addition. A local parish priest who from 1151 lived for 42 years as a hermit on the Farne Islands. One hopes his parishioners didn’t need too many baptisms, marriages and funerals during those 42 years, and that the deanery priests didn’t become tired of supplying for him!


Tosti apart, the list makes one realise how saints frequently arise in clusters. Nearly all are related to the Northumbrian royal house, or to the monasteries it sponsored. The reredos is not exhaustive. There are others: St Aethelwolde who replaced Cuthbert as a hermit on Inner Farne (died 699); St Colman, Aidan’s successor as bishop of Lindisfarne. 


Nevertheless, along this wild coast from Whitby north to St Abb’s Head, there has been a concentration of holy saints unrivalled elsewhere in Britain, centred upon its monastic houses at Jarrow, Monkwearmouth, Tynemouth, Lindisfarne and Coldingham, and the royal palace at Bamburgh.

Already Lindisfarne Castle was clear across the sea, but the route by road is circuitous. Descending through the village of Beal, one reaches the causeway, lined with seawater pools and part hidden by the sand. Once on the island, the road runs for miles by the sand dunes before reaching the little village.

In the Catholic chapel there was providentially a midday Mass that day. Catholic Holy Communion is truly a communion with the great saints of old, the closest we can come to them.

The Celtic monastery where Cuthbert was buried, was raided by the Danes in 793. The monks abandoned the island in 875, carrying St Cuthbert’s coffin around half of northern England, until it came to rest in Durham. 

About 1120 the Benedictine monks of Durham began the building of a new monastery on Lindisfarne, the ruins of which stand today.  
“On the deep walls the heathen Dane 

Had poured his impious rage in vain; 

And needful was such strength to these, 

Exposed to the tempestuous seas. 

Scourged by the wind's eternal sway, 

Open to rovers fierce as they, 

Which could twelve hundred years withstand, 

Winds, waves and northern pirates' hand. 

Not but that portions of the pile, 

Rebuilded in a later stile, 

Shewed where the spoilers hand had been; 

Not but the easting sea-breeze keen, 

Had worn the pillar's carving quaint, 

And mould'd in his niche the saint, 

And rounded with, consuming power, 

The pointed angles of each tower: 

Yet still entire the abbey stood, 

Like veteran, worn, but unsubdued” 

[Sir Walter Scott] 

St Cuthbert’s feastday falls on March 20th, so more about him next week.
