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Pilgrimages were very popular in the Middle Ages. A
pilgrimage is a journey to a special place for religious
reasons. Usually people went to a church or cathedral to
visit the burial place of a saint, hoping he or she would
grant their prayers or cure their sickness. Journeys could
be long or short. All medieval churches had relics of
saints, either the whole body or a few bones, an item a
saint once wore, or even a statue or painting which was
thought to work miracles. A pilgrimage could be a
journey to a nearby church, or one in the same county
or more distant place, including shrines in other
countries. Pilgrimages to Rome, Jerusalem and
Compostela in Spain were particularly important,
although most people were not able to travel that far.

Going on pilgrimage was not an essential part of the
Christian religion, but people had a strong urge to visit
sites and touch something physical, even from the
beginnings of Anglo-Saxon Christianity in the 600s.
There are no dedicated pilgrim routes in England as
there were in Europe to Rome and Compostela.
However, the road from London to Canterbury was
well-known for pilgrims going to Thomas Becket’s
tomb in Canterbury Cathedral, which was the most
popular shrine in England. In recent years, new
pilgrimage routes have been created to link sites with
religious significance. The Pilgrims’ Way in Surrey is
well-known, but is a Victorian
invention. Pilgrims travelled on
well-used roads, where there
were inns or other places to
rest, partly because they usually
travelled in groups. They might

The Pilgrims Way running across
$t Martha's Hill near Guildiord 3150 g0 Dy sea along the coast.

Sadly, the medieval shrines were destroyed at the
Reformation when a different way of interpreting
Christianity took hold: Protestantism. It was no longer
felt that saints could intercede with God and people had
to rely on their own prayers. Most shrines in Surrey are
now lost to us, but we have evidence for a few,
especially St Martha’s and St Catherine’s near Guildford.
Although they look similar, both being on hilltops on
the sand ridge, they are not connected with each other.
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Other evidence for medieval pilgrimage in Surrey can be
hinted at through references in wills. In 1533 there was
a mention in a will of the Holy Sepulchre in Farnham
churchyard, which could have been an object of
pilgrimage. In the same year a Dorking man referred to
Our Lady of Wotton, presumably an image which may
have attracted pilgrims. Many pilgrimages were probably
very local and are now lost to us. There are no major
Surrey shrines, although the body of Henry VI was
known to attract many pilgrims. He was buried in 1471
at Chertsey Abbey to avoid becoming a source of
pilgrimage, but this did not work, and he was moved to
Windsor in 1484 where pilgrimages continued. A
pilgrimage badge for him was found at Newark Priory.

Metalwork items recorded through the Portable
Antiquities Scheme also serve as evidence for local
pilgrimage. Ampullae, such as the one below decorated
in the form of a scallop shell, were a common pilgrim
souvenir from the late 12th century and would have
contained water from holy shrines and
wells to be taken as a cure. Pilgrim
badges were also popular
in the 1500s and 1600s
and indicated a pilgrimage
Lead-alloy pigrin's taken. The iconography is
Z’;j‘%zﬂg}z}m often specific to certain
Betchworth © Surrey Shfll’lCS, such as the one
Connty Counil to the right, which may
be an image used for Our Lady of
Walsingham, a Norfolk pilgrimage site
also cited in a 1519 will from Titsey.

Copper-alloy pilgrim
badge depicting Mary
with a crucified Christ
Sfrom West Horsley ©
Surrey County Council

MEDIEVAL

The Medieval S tudies Forum is grateful to Dr Mary Alexander for
compiling much of the historical content of this leaflet.

Cover image: 141h century carvings at St Catherine’s cave shrine,
discovered in 2020 © Archaeology South-East (please note the cave is
not accessible to the public)
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Medieval
Pilgrimage

Self-guided heritage
walk

Explore your local heritage and

discover more about the origins

of Surrey’s ancient settlements
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https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1005953?section=official-list-entry
https://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk/collections/getrecord/SHHER_1623
https://britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/101029553-church-of-st-martha-on-the-hill-st-martha#.YsbI3HYo82w
https://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk/collections/getrecord/SHHER_8205
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1018507?section=official-list-entry
https://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk/collections/getrecord/SHHER_283
https://www.guildford.gov.uk/media/27852/Chilworth-Gunpowder-Mills-Heritage-Trail/pdf/TT_OFC_Leaflet_V3.pdf?m=636638093020400000
https://www.victorianforts.co.uk/pewleyhill.htm
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1012340?section=official-list-entry
https://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk/collections/getrecord/SHHER_1664
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1377918?section=official-list-entry
https://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk/collections/getrecord/SHHER_1666

