
Landscape and Spirituality: A Vision for the Broads 

Notes from the Seminar 

 

At the invitation of the Dean and Chapter, as an event within the Broads Outdoor 

Festival, 12 participants gathered on at 7 p.m. on 11th May to participate in a seminar in 

Norwich Cathedral’s Weston Room.  

 

To stimulate participants to share their own experience, short pieces of testimony would 

be offered by five people. Each primed to speak for up to 5 mins, in a personal vein, 

about why the Broads landscape/ heritage and/or contact with wildlife matters to them, 

with a focus on emotional experiences.   

 

From the Chair, Jacquie Burgess set the ball rolling by sharing her lifelong fascination 

with water. She found herself drawn to water and waterside locations and yet she 

remained apprehensive about water.  As someone who was not a strong swimmer there 

were grounds to be apprehensive and yet……. The attraction to water was an 

experience widely shared by participants. Some felt the pull very strongly.  Richard 

Woodham served in the merchant navy and now lives, with his wife Margaret, on the 

banks of the River Bure. Jacquie and Richard are both boat owners. John Ash is chair of 

Wherry Yacht Charter and both he and his wife Harriet have served as members on the 

Broads Authority. 

 

John Ash deepened the seminar’s reflections around water by speaking of his career 

as a civil engineer. His  professional life had begun with a post designing sewage 

plants. From sewage he migrated to flood alleviation. His contribution gave participants 

the opportunity to consider and share insights into different aspects of human 

interaction with water. Cleansing, as in sewage works; life threatening, as in floods; life 

giving as in irrigation; recreational, as boats on the Broads (usually very safe but let us 

remember to wear lifejackets)  and, of course, the destructive and life threatening.  

Water can  also insulate one from the normal everyday world. Think of desert islands. 

John spoke of the privilege of spending time away from it all  inspecting flood defences 

on Halvergate Island.  

 

David North (Head of People at Norfolk Wildlife Trust) started with a commercial 

break: The wildlife trusts have a 30 Days Wild project taking place in June. It comes 

with a catchy sound bite -  Random Acts of Wildness !  It would be good to get many 

people engaged with nature. The reason why? David offered the seminar 5 gifts from 

nature, illustrated from his own experience. 

 

(Rather than rely on his own memory,  the scribe inserts David’s notes here) 

 



1) Special moments - the unexpected that stops you in your tracks! 
 
2) Feeling part of something larger than yourself - big landscapes that make 
you feel very small;  the very real connections we have as part of the great cycles 
of life - water cycle, carbon cycle that we are all part of in every day; the 
connections through evolutionary descent and the genes we share with other 
living creatures. 
 
3) The experience of beauty - sunrise, sunset, stars at night, moon and flowers 
 
4) Awe and Wonder - 'to see a world in a grain of sand and a heaven in a wild 
flower.' (Auguries of Inncocence. William Blake) The mystery of life, bird 
migration .... 
 
5) Wildfulness - like mindfulness but effortless -  the way nature takes us into 
the moment - birdwatching as meditation, simply being in nature - the still small 
voice, listening 
 

Each of the 5 gifts rang bells for participants who readily shared experiences. A 
question David posed at the end of his contribution also stimulated discussion. 
 
 “Wildness,” he asked, “Is it external to us or inside us – a way of seeing?” 
 

As the discussion ranged over the various gifts of nature and experiences of the wild, it 

emerged  that many participants had a deep and personal relationship with nature.  

People’s practice of habitually walking the same paths was noted – Jacquie and 

Michael Schmoetz both chose the early mornings for their favourite walks. The 

experience of face to face encounters with wild animals - foxes, deer, owls and otters – 

also came into focus.  

 

An awareness and affinity with nature from their earliest years was common, others had 

grown into it.  It was common too, for participants to be aware of signs of nature that 

others overlooked and it was noted that the wild and the human sphere often 

interpenetrated each other without either side being aware of the oher.  This was 

observed in urban foxes and the Cathedral’s own Peregrine Falcons 

 

Michael Schmoelz made the point that, in recounting stories about their encounters 

with nature, participants tended to use possessive pronouns. My egret, owl  otter or 

orchid!  He wondered if these were things we really wanted to share with others?  

 

At best participants were ambivalent about sharing what they valued as precious. There 

were parts of the Broads that seemed over crowded – the Bure between Wroxham and 

Horning in August, for example, with many boats exceeding the speed limit, their 

occupants unaware of the glories of Hoveton Great Broad Reserve close by. It would be 



nice if they slowed down and enjoyed a quiet saunter along the board walk, but to have 

the seclusion of the place compromised would not be good!  

 

Private Land became a subject for consideration – much of the Broads were no go 

areas and the alienation of, a largely urban population, from the natural world was 

discussed. Today, the countryside is more devoid of people that at any time since the 

Middle Ages. Modern farming methods had resulted in a loss of animals, birds, wild 

flowers and wild children, from the landscape. On the Broads, there were no rights to 

roam. High boat tolls and a ban on wild camping put it off limits to the majority of 

canoeists, who find no such barriers in The Lakes. However, very few people venture 

beyond the main routes and centres of population. The Broads’ footpaths and nature 

reserves are relatively under used. 

 

Further, although the Broad’s are manmade, comparatively safe and not particularly 

wild when compared with National Parks in other countries, many people view the area 

as a potentially dangerous environment. John Ash related that a parent of child due to 

take part in a Forest School project at Whitlingham, had expressed grave concern at the 

prospect. She feared her child would be in danger from bears! Conversely, people are 

loath to take precautions in the face of actual risks. An example being death by 

drowning. Few people are willing to wear life jackets and many consume large 

quantities of alcohol while boating.  

 

The seminar arrived at a consensus. On one hand, wanting others to enjoy the Broads’ 

wide skies and open air as a breathing space, in a very crowded island; and on the 

other, caring desperately that the remaining wild places be conserved for the benefit of 

nature and humans. This would only be possible if there is enthusiasm and educated 

respect. 

 

In the light of the above, the seminar rejoiced in Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s success in 

purchasing Hickling Broad and Suffolk Wildlife Trust’s plans to extend the Carlton 

Marshes. 

 

Jacquie Burgess asked Michael Schmoelz, (an historian with an interest in pilgrimage), 

How medieval pilgrims might have experience the natural environment of the Broads?  

In response, Michael observed that medieval pilgrimage was a precursor to modern 

mass tourism. He doubted if they would have shared our 21st Century appreciation of 

Nature.  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggests their main concerns.  In order of 

priority, personal safety; to be fed, watered and rested; and, only then, to be interested 

in higher things.  Pilgrims were often in danger, if not of day light robbery, then of being 

ripped off by unscrupulous ferry men, inn keepers and so forth. Transport by water was 

easier than flogging one’s way overland on poor roads. So, those heading for 

Walsingham would have more than likely disembarked on the North Norfolk coast rather 



than on the Broads. While those on their way to venerate the relic of the true cross at 

Bromholm, may have disembarked at Great Yarmouth. 

 

In discussions that followed, it was noted that our present attitude towards nature and 

wild places (and indeed heritage buildings as well) had come to the fore with the rise of 

the Romantic Movement, which coincided with the expansion of towns and cities in the 

Industrial Revolution. 

 

(The Rev’d) Richard Woodham’s contribution was from by the perspective of 

(Christian) faith. In his view, the narratives and practice of faith added further layers of 

meaning/significance on top of the shared common experiences the seminar had been 

exploring 

 

For Bible readers, there are parallels between the Galilee of the Gospels and the 

land/waterscape of Broads. On and by the Broads there were plenty of opportunities to 

do the things Jesus and his disciples had done in Galilee -  to walk, and have picnics by 

the waterside; speak to fishermen; consider the flowers of the field and the birds of the 

air and get into a boat and go over to the other side.  

 

He continued by sharing two aspects of his own normal practice.  

 

1)  There were echoes of medieval pilgrimage in walking (or going by boat) to ancient 

places of worship, birding and botanising on the way. The birding and botanising 

(Consider the flowers and birds) is an integral part of a Franciscan spirituality that 

recognises the work of the Creator in the Creation.  

 

He chose the 11th/12th Century church at Belaugh as an example.  In a “high place” 

above the River Bure, the present church (probably) replaced an earlier wooden 

construction that had been built on a pre-Christian site. It retains its original value as a 

high place, over laid with centuries of religious history. He finds it hard to fully analyse 

the feelings the place engenders. The word “holy” fits and he finds a resonance in T.S. 

Elliot’s phrase, “To kneel where prayer has been valid “. (Four Quartets)  

 

2) Early in his life as a Church of England clergyman he had replaced an annual retreat 

in a monastery or retreat house, with a week sailing single handed on the Broads.  

Some traditionally minded critics thought it was a cop out. His experience was that it 

was  anything but a cop out! Left alone with one’s own thoughts, one soon encounters 

demons! 

 

Over time he understood that he had accidently re-created the conditions sought by 

East Anglia’s first generation of missionary monks. In the 7th and 8th Century. St.Felix 

and St. Fursey and their companions chose deserted Roman site (viewed by the Saxon 

population as a haunt of evil spirits) at Burgh Castle and Reedham to establish their 



minsters/monasteries. Part of their intention was to follow Jesus example (his 

Temptation in the Wilderness) by going out into the wilderness to do battle with the 

Devil. Well known, near contemporaries of Felix and Fursey established their bases (in 

the desert of the sea. – Columba on Iona, Aidan on Lindisfarne, Cuthbert on the Farne 

Islands. East Anglia’s own, established theirs in the watery green wilderness of the 

Broads marshes!   This was an example followed by the (legendary?)  Suneman, who 

established the first hermitage on Cowholme (later St.Benet’s)  in the 8th Century. 

 

Brief discussions of holy places and pilgrim paths followed but time was running out. 

 

In summing up, Jacquie Burgess thanked everyone for their contributions and 

observed that the seminar had made a good start to considering the Broad as a spiritual 

resource.  There is much common ground to be explored and, in time, the organising 

group will review the proceedings of this seminar and suggest how things might be 

taken forward. 

 

RMW 

24/5/17 


