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travel and retreats

Looking for rhyme, not reason

SOME parts of our islands draw
people who are keen to reflect on the
deep connections to be made be -
tween poetry, place, and spirit. For
me, North Wales is such a place. The
Clwyd coastlands, Snowdonia
moun  tains, and Lleyn Peninsular
have often called me back to make
retreats out of the city, and spend
time where others have gone before
for their inspiration. 

Wales is a land of poets, saints,
and poet-saints: their names are
written on the maps of the country,
inviting pilgrimage to the sites
associated with them.

My retreats in north Wales are
usually self-guided, instinctive weeks
away, or day-trips. I have sought to
position myself where these poets
have stood, to try to find my own
vision of the world and God within
it. 

The industrial hinterland of the
River Dee does not seem promising
as a site for retreat. But just off the
teeming A550 at Hawarden, Glad -
stone’s Library, at St Deiniol’s has
often fulfilled that purpose for me
(Letters, 14 January).

Its uniqueness lies in the fact that
St Deiniol’s is a residential library,
and continues to be what it was in
1905, when a regular user of the
library, James Cape Story, described
it as “a temple of learning . . . a place

for restful meditation, for research,
for mental and spiritual refreshment,
and stimulus — and this amid
charm ing natural surroundings, at
the feet of the Welsh mountains”.

It is a place that offers per mission
to read, to study, to dialogue, and to
learn; and its comfortable study-
bedrooms and generously portioned
meals have also helped to fulfil
another essential retreat func tion for
me — to catch up on sleep.

I HAVE used my DIY retreats at St
Deiniol’s to engage with the spir -

itually charged writings of 20th-
cen tury Welsh poets, from Euros
Bowen and Waldo Williams to 
D. Gwenallt Jones and Rowan
Williams.

I have found it to be an excellent
base for excursions into the holy hin -
ter land of Clwyd. I have rambled
through the airy ruins of Cistercian
Basingwerk Abbey, taking in its sea
views. I have sat on a bank of the
River Dee beside the churchyard of
St Dunawd, Bangor-on-Dee. And I
have investigated the healing spring
of Holywell, where, according to a
tradition, St Beuno restored the life
of St Winefride after she was
beheaded by a spurned suitor.

The life of St Beuno in spired the
Jesuits to give his name to their
retreat house at Tremeirchion, near
St Asaph. Staying there aligns me
with the Jesuit priest and poet
Gerard Manley Hopkins, who lived
in St Beuno’s for three years from
1874, studying theology in prepara -
tion for the priesthood.

St Beuno’s is as comfortable as any
Ignatian spirituality centre needs to
be. The house has peaceful chapels,

an art room, a useful Hopkins ex -
hibi tion, and a library. But, like Hop -
kins in his time, many guests find
that St Beuno’s highest reward is
outside. Here, in Hopkins’s words,
“The garden is all heights, terraces,
Excelsiors, misty mountain tops . . .
flights of steps seemingly up to
heaven lined with burning aspiration
upon aspiration of scarlet geran -
iums.”

THE views from the steep-sided
grounds of St Beuno’s take in the
range of the Clwyd hills as they reach
the sea, the wide sweep of the North
Wales coast, and the Snowdon
mountain range. Visitors to St Beuno’s
in search of respite or healing will
value the effect of these vistas and
this air.

Journeys inland from St Beuno’s
have variously led me to the
cathedral town of St Asaph, or to
tiny mid-Wales villages latent with
vision ary connections.

These include Llanfihangel-yng-
Ngwynfa, in deepest Montgomery -
shire, where Ann Griffiths composed
her majestic hymns of faith, and
neighbouring Pontrobert, where the
Method ist preacher and hymn-
writer John Hughes lived and
worked in the farmhouse he built
with an adjoining chapel.

I am often drawn back to St
Melan gell’s, near Llangynog, Powys.
For more than 1000 years, people
have been making the difficult jour -
ney through hidden hills and down
the twisting little lane into the
Pennant valley to spend time at the
shrine of St Melangell. 

This virgin saint hid a hare in the
folds of her skirt to save the creature
from the huntsman Brochwel, Prince
of Powys. The Prince, moved by her
sanctity, gave her the valley as a
place of sanctuary. In his foreword to
The Hare That Hides Within, an
anthology of poems about St Melan -
gell by various modern writ ers, Dr
Williams suggests that Melan gell’s
story “dramatises the strength of
contemplative resistance”.

RETURNING to the retreat trail on
the north-Wales coast, by way per -
haps of Ty Mawr in the isolated
valley of Afon Lledr (birthplace of
William Morgan, Bishop of St
Asaph, who first translated the Bible
into Welsh), I have sometimes made

John Davies
researches DIY
retreats and poet-
saints on the Welsh
coast trail
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‘Wales is a land
of poets and
saints’

Opening up: above: Gladstone’s
library at St Deiniol’s; below: St

Beuno’s retreat house Continued opposite
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a retreat among the holidaymakers
of Llandudno.

St Tudno’s, on the Great Orme —
a large rocky outcrop beyond the
busy town and surrounded by the
sea — invites contemplation on the
missionary zeal of its sixth-century
founder, and our life of witness
today. The tiny chapel of St Trillo,
nestling into the promenade at
Rhos-on-Sea, its altar built over a
holy well, fulfils a similar purpose,
equally ancient. 

Any journey in search of a retreat
with the Welsh poets will lead to the
church at Aberdaron. Aberdaron
helped to shape R. S. Thomas into
the “austere, unforgiving, taciturn,
wintry man” (as his biographer
Byron Rogers calls him) he was
known to be, and also the astonish -
ing poet-priest whose words bespoke
his bitter sense of the absence of
God: “Why, then, do I kneel still
Striking my prayers on a stone
Heart?”

Anyone seeking retreat with the
writings of Thomas on the windy
rocks of Aberdaron has to work hard
to find resolution.

At Aberdaron church, “sometimes
wet through in his cassock in winter,
he pulled on the outside bell”, Mr
Rogers writes. And, today, the Revd
Jim Cotter, liturgist and Vicar of the
parish, struggles in the same way to
pull on that rope as the wind sings
through it, and the tiny bell’s sound
is drowned in the sea’s roar. 

It has been good to pray with him
at Aberdaron, and to hear him
describe the challenge he faces in
providing for 10,000 visitors a year.
Some visit Aberdaron in “pilgrim
mode”, and some in “holiday mode”.

Mr Cotter says that, in contrast to
other pilgrim places, “Our focus is
not to organise people or to host
events but to provide the nudges.” He
offers a leaflet suggesting places to
pray, and a pilgrim trail. The north
aisle of the church has been
reordered into a prayer and
contemplative space. “We let the
place do its own job for people.” 

He is working on a selection of 
R. S. Thomas poems — probably 52
for use throughout the year — which
may have been written in or around
Aberdaron. They will suggest places
and times of the year in which to
read them, and will provide com -
ment ary and space for the readers’
own responses.

He regards Aberdaron as expres -
sing the meaning of the Welsh word
trothwy, a “threshold”, a “between
place”: “You can’t resource answers
there — you bring questions and
search. This is not easy; it requires a
paring down and simplicity of
approach. 

“The Welsh spirit is small-scale:
the aim is to point a place out and to
introduce it, then let people do it in
their own way. So, by comparison
with other retreat destinations,
where the draw is the programme
which they offer, we are about the
place where we are — a ‘thin’ place,
an ‘edge’ place which draws you.”

John Davies is Team Vicar in the
North moor Team Ministry, Oke -
hamp ton, Devon. He blogs at http://
johndavies.typepad.com/blog

THE second part of winter, and the
beginning of Lent, are often times
for addressing some of life’s big
issues — discovering something
new to in spire those dark winter
evenings, or simply finding some
space for reflection.

A wide variety of re treats on
offer in February and March. Here
is a selection:

The south and south-east
Douai Abbey, near Reading, and
Worth Abbey, in Crawley, offer a
number of retreats that address
difficult issues such as depression,
healing, and managing conflict.

Douai Abbey
Phone: 0118 971 5399
Email: douaiabbey@aol.com
www.douaiabbey.org.uk

Worth Abbey
Phone: 01342 710318
Email: TOC@worthabbey.net
www.worthabbey.net

If you are looking for something
creative, Alton Abbey, in Hamp -
shire, is offering a silk-painting day
in March, and the Sisters of St
Andrew, Edenbridge, are offering
a circle-dancing day in February. 

Alton Abbey
Phone: 01420 562145
Email: altonabbey@supanet.com
www.starcourse.org/abbey

Sisters of St Andrew
Phone: 01342 850388
Email: thecentre@sisters-of-st-
andrew.com
www.sisters-of-st-andrew.com

For a retreat or space to reflect,
Penhurst Retreat Centre, near
Battle, offers an Ignatian retreat in
February, and a Lenten quiet day in
March. 

Phone: 01424 892088
Email: info@penhurst.org.uk
www.penhurst.org.uk

The south-west
St Gildas Christian Centre, near
Langport, offers an “Inner healing
retreat” in February. Abbey House,
in Glastonbury, has a quiet day,
“Christ in the wilderness”, organ -
ised by the Bible Reading Fellowship.

St Gilda’s
Phone: 01458 250496
Email: cngildas@cheminneuf.org.uk 
www.cheminneuf.org.uk

Bible Reading Fellowship
Phone: 01865 319700
Email: events@brf.org.uk
www.brfonline.org.uk

If you are interested in photo -
graphy, or Jane Austen, the
Ammerdown Centre, near
Radstock, is the place to go in
March, while the Othona
Community, in Burton Bradstock,
is offering a film week and reading
retreat in February.

Ammerdown Centre
Phone: 01761 433709
Email: centre@ammerdown.org
www.ammerdown.org

Othona Community
Phone: 01308 897130
Email: mail@othona.org
www.othona-bb.org.uk

Ivy House, in Warminster, and
Green Pastures, in Poole, offer a
series of quiet days in Lent.

Ivy House
Phone: 01985 214824
Email: stdenys@ivyhouse.org
www.ivyhouse.org

Green Pastures
Phone: 01202 764776
Email: info@green-pastures.org
www.green-pastures.org

The Midlands
Hawkstone Hall, near
Shrewsbury, offers a retreat on
“The spirituality of self-esteem” in
February, and the Community for
Reconciliation, near Bromsgrove,
has a retreat for “Healing and
wholeness” in March. 

Hawkstone Hall
Phone: 01630 685242
Email: hawkhall@aol.com
www.hawkstone-hall.com

Community for Reconciliation
Phone: 01562 710231
Email: cfrenquirey@aol.com
www.cfrbarnesclose.co.uk

Belmont Abbey, in Hereford, is
offering a “Lenten desert journey in
song” in March.

Phone: 07799 811 646
Email: retreats@belmontabbey.org.uk
www.belmontabbey.org.uk

Both Glenfall House, in Chelten -
ham, and Offa House, near
Leaming ton Spa, provide a series of
quiet days for reflection throughout
the year.

Glenfall
Phone: 01242 583654
Email: enquiries@glenfallhouse.org
www.glenfallhouse.org

Offa House 
Phone: 01926 423309.

Email: offahouse@btconnect.com
www.offahouseretreat.co.uk

The north
The Community of the
Resurrection, Mirfield, hosts a
“Treasures of darkness” quiet day
in February. 
Phone: 01924 483348
Email: guests@mirfield.org.uk
www.mirfieldcommunity.org.uk/retreat_
mirfield.php

Holy Rood House, in Thirsk,
holds a creative Lenten retreat in
March, and Minsteracres Retreat
Centre, near Consett, offers a
walking retreat in February. 

Holy Rood House (above)
Phone: 01845 522580
Email:
enquiries@holyroodhouse.org.uk
www.holyroodhouse.org.uk

Minsteracres (above, left)
Phone: 01434 673248
Email: info@minsteracres.org
www.minsteracres.org

Some retreat centres offer Lenten
retreats, including Parceval Hall,
near Skipton, and the Open Gate
Centre, on Lindisfarne.

Parceval Hall
Phone: 01756 720213
Email:
parcevall@bradfordanglican.org
www.bradfordanglican.org

Open Gate Centre
Phone: 01289 389222
Email: opengate@aidanandhilda.org.uk
www.aidanandhilda.org

Alison MacTier is director of the Re treat
Association, an ecumenical org anisation
that publishes Retreats, an annual
journal that lists more than 230 retreat
centres in the UK and abroad.
Phone: 01494 433004
Email: info@retreats.org.uk
www.retreats.org.uk

Alison MacTier selects
some winter and
Lent retreats

Where to go on retreatContinued from previous page

Poet’s corner: St Hywyn’s, Aber daron


