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To the Editor, Catholic Times

Our Lady of Walsingham, pray to the Lord for us.

…….Mary at Bethlehem, pray for all mothers.

Mary at Nazareth, pray for all families.

Mary at Cana, pray for all married couples.

Mary who stood by the cross, pray for all who suffer.

Mary in the Upper Room, pray for all who wait.

Mary, model of Womanhood, pray for all women.


This Monday marks the feast of Our Lady of Walsingham. In the Middle Ages Walsingham was renowned as England’s Nazareth, because of its “Holy House,” erected in 1061, two centuries before that at Loreto.


The customary account of Walsingham’s origin comes in a ballad written by Richard Pynson in 1465. During the reign of St Edward the Confessor – a golden age in English history – Our Lady appeared in a dream to Richeldis de Faverches, a wealthy young local widow.

The Lady Richeldis had begged Our Lady’s guidance, and she took this dream to be the answer to her prayer. Mary invited her to build a replica of the Holy House of Nazareth. Then she promised, 
"All who are in any way distressed, or in need, let them seek me there in that little house you have made at Walsingham. To all that seek me there shall be given succour. And there at Walsingham in this little house shall be held in remembrance the great joy of my salutation when St Gabriel told me I should through humility become the mother of God's Son." 

The workmen began the building according to Richeldis’ dimensions, but the walls would not fit together properly. Further prayer led to the conviction that the house was on the wrong site. Upon dismantling and re-erecting the sections 200 ft away, by a spring, everything fitted perfectly. Miracles “too numerous to mention” were granted to those who visited the House.


Henry III was the first royal visitor -  13 times in all. He granted the canons the right to hold a weekly market and an annual fair. Hostelries, inns, and other businesses sprang up, catering to pilgrims’ needs. 
In the fourteenth century the priory was considerably enlarged to 250 feet in length, and 80 feet wide. It was built of stone, brought in by boat to the port of Wells-next-the-Sea, four miles north, and hauled overland. Its magnificent East Window still stands amidst the ruins. A larger building, referred to as the “new work” (Novum Opus), was erected around The Holy House, and a statue of Our Lady was placed within it. The central tower had four gilded spires. 
From 1347 the Franciscan friary provided yet more religious variety. 


In 1514, the Dutch scholar Erasmus visited Walsingham. He was moved enough to write a prayer to our Lady. He was enthusiastic about a special chapel dedicated to St Lawrence, which allegedly held the relic of a finger of St Peter. Moreover, the Holy Well was a favourite of people afflicted with diseases of the head and stomach.
Now Erasmus was usually a man not easily impressed. We know his grumbles about the coldness and dampness of his Cambridge lodgings. The statue of Our Lady of Walsingham he describes as a “little image, remarkable neither for size, material or execution… in the dark at the right side of the altar.”


En route to Walsingham, stone wayside crosses were erected to mark the pilgrims’ route. One mile outside the village rose the Slipper Chapel – where the main Catholic shrine now stands. It was dedicated to St. Catherine of Alexandria, patroness of pilgrims. 

Royal visits continued through medieval times, up to Henry VII and in 1511, the young Henry VIII. He walked barefoot from Barsham, and donated the glazing of the Lady Chapel, in thanksgiving for the birth of his son Henry, who sadly later died in infancy.
Had he survived, who knows but England’s history might have been very different? After breaking with the Papacy, in order to award himself a marriage annulment from Queen Catherine, our syphilitic King Henry began his attack upon the monasteries. The monks of Walsingham proved neither heroes nor martyrs. They signed up to the Act of Supremacy, but their complaisance availed them nought when the Royal Commissioners arrived in 1538.

As the country’s leading Catholic shrine, Walsingham was a special target for the malice of Thomas Cromwell. His men removed Our Lady’s statue, to ceremoniously incinerate it at Chelsea. They looted the monastery, threw rubbish down the Holy Well, and burnt the Holy House to the ground. The Priory buildings were sold off to Sir Thomas Sidney.

William Cobbett, not a Catholic, would later remark that “the thing called the Reformation was engendered in lust and brought forth in hypocrisy and perfidy.”

In Elizabeth’s reign, the martyr Sir Philip Howard composed the Walsingham Lament, recalling his visit to the ruined priory: 
“Weep, weep, O Walsingham

whose days are nights,

blessings turned to blasphemies,

Holy deeds to despites.

Sin is where Our Lady sat,

Heaven is turned to hell, 

Satan sits where Our Lord did sway,

Walsingham, oh farewell! 

The shrine was still in ruins in 1849, when at the Birmingham Oratory John Henry Newman penned this poem, The Pilgrim Queen, about the Lady of Walsingham:

HERE sat a Lady 
all on the ground, 
Rays of the morning 
circled her round, 
Save thee, and hail to thee, 
Gracious and Fair, 
In the chill twilight 
what wouldst thou there? 

"Here I sit desolate," 
sweetly said she, 
"Though I'm a queen, 
and my name is Marie: 
Robbers have rifled 
my garden and store, 
Foes they have stolen 
my heir from my bower. 

"They said they could keep Him 
far better than I, 
In a palace all His, 
planted deep and raised high. 
'Twas a palace of ice, 
hard and cold as were they, 
And when summer came, 
it all melted away. 

"Next would they barter Him, 
Him the Supreme, 
For the spice of the desert, 
and gold of the stream; 
And me they bid wander 
in weeds and alone, 
In this green merry land 
which once was my own." 

I look'd on that Lady, 
and out from her eyes 
Came the deep glowing blue 
of Italy's skies; 
And she raised up her head 
and she smiled, as a Queen 
On the day of her crowning, 
so bland and serene. 

"A moment," she said, 
"and the dead shall revive; 
The giants are failing, 
the Saints are alive; 
I am coming to rescue 
my home and my reign, 
And Peter and Philip 
are close in my train." 
This last verse refers to the “Second Spring”, the resurgence of Catholicism, and the coming of the Oratorians, disciples of St Philip Neri.

Walsingham’s revival is due largely to Miss Charlotte Boyd (1837-1906). She devoted her life to restoring ancient shrines, and Benedictine monastic life to the Anglican Church. In 1894 she converted to Catholicism, and purchased the Slipper Chapel, which she restored at her own expense.  

The Catholic rector of King’s Lynn, and the Guild of Ransom, built the Church of the Annunciation in the Friday Market Place in the village. In 1934 the bishops declared the Slipper Chapel to be England’s National Marian Shrine.

The local Anglican vicar, Rev. Alfred Hope Patten, had also placed a statue of Our Lady of Walsingham in the parish church, and begun encouraging pilgrimages and devotion to her. The larger Anglican shrine church and the Holy House were completed in 1938.

Generously they reserved an upstairs chapel for Orthodox use – the chapel of the Life-giving Spring of the Mother of God. About 1960 a Russian Orthodox Brotherhood rented the disused Walsingham railway station. They converted the waiting room and ticket office into the Chapel of St Seraphim, with an icon workshop below.


More recently the Moscow Patriarchate converted the Methodist chapel in Great Walsingham village, 10 minutes’ walk away, into an Orthodox church, where the Divine Liturgy is now celebrated weekly. They have a special Troparion in honour of Our Lady:  


“Hail, O Virgin Theotokos! As thou didst receive the Good News of salvation at Gabriel’s appearing and didst by thine own appearing at Walsingham cause the Holy House to be raised up as an everlasting remembrance of that same mystery of salvation, pray that we may ever bear in our souls Jesus whom thou didst bring forth, the Savior of mankind.”
So the Blessed Mother has drawn her children back , and Walsingham is once again a centre of pilgrimage for all who honour her.

In the words of the ancient pilgrims’ prayer:
“Alone of all women, Mother and virgin, Mother most happy, Virgin Most pure, now we impure as we are, come to see you who are all pure: we salute you: we worship you as how we may with our humble offerings: may your Son grant us that, imitating his most holy manners, we also by the grace of the Holy Spirit, may deserve spiritually to conceive the Lord Jesus in our inmost soul, and once conceived, never to lose Him. Amen.”
