Walsingham & Charlotte Pearson Boyd 1837-1906
On the grave of Charlotte Boyd in St. Mary’s Catholic
Cemetery, Kensal Green, London there is a stone
tablet with the inscription: “She restored the Slipper
Chapel, Walsingham to Catholic ownership.” The
restorer of the Catholic National Shrine of Our Lady
of Walsingham deserves not only our deepest respect
and gratitude, but also our commitment to discover
more about her life, and an undertaking to find the
best ways and means of honouring her.
Charlotte knew about the history of Walsingham
Shrine and she wanted to purchase the whole site of
the original Shrine in 1894, but the owners were not
willing to sell. After lengthy negotiations, on June 26th 1896, she managed to
purchase the 14th century Slipper Chapel dedicated to St. Catherine of
Alexandria, the patroness of pilgrims. It was popularly known as the Slipper
Chapel, because the pilgrims in olden days would leave their footwear there
after having made confession of their sins, and would walk the last mile to
the Shrine barefoot. It had been used over many years as a cow shed and a
barn. Originally she intended to give the chapel to an Anglican Benedictine
community, but something happened which changed Charlotte’s life
completely.
In 1894 she made a pilgrimage to all the Shrines of Our Lady in
Belgium, and while in Bruges, she attended a retreat given by an English
Jesuit, Father Clark. At the end of the retreat Charlotte Boyd was received
into Full Communion with the Catholic Church on September 22nd, 1894. At
this Benedictine Abbey of Maredsous she left a large sum of money for a
daily Mass to be offered that - “England, in the matter of religion, should do
the will of God.” Many of her Anglican friends, including priests, in time
followed her example by being received into Full Communion.
After the purchase of the Slipper
Chapel, Charlotte engaged the celebrated
architect, Thomas Garner, to restore the
Chapel to its former glory and to erect a
cottage beside it for a priest custodian.
She offered the Chapel to the Bishop of
Northampton - Arthur Riddle, with the
request that the chapel should be used
for all time as a place of prayer and

penitence for Christian Unity in England. Daily Mass was to be celebrated
there in expiation for the sin of our division and for the Conversion of
England.
A meeting was held attended by Fr. Philip Fletcher of the Guild of
Ransom, and once again the idea of having a shrine at Walsingham was
discussed. Bishop Riddell (of Northampton) wrote to congratulate her, to
thank her for having bought the Slipper Chapel. He proposed to go and see it,
in 1895, with Fr. George Wrigglesworth of King's Lynn.
At that time, the Chapel was still in a bad condition, looking worse
because of the partial demolition of the adjacent cottages. There were no
Catholics living in the vicinity of Walsingham and hence the Bishop was in
favour of establishing the Shrine in the parish of King's Lynn. The plans were
initiated and the Blessing of Pope Leo XIII was obtained in 1897. This was at
the time he signed the Rescript on February 6th 1897 and uttered the famous
prophecy - "When England goes back to Walsingham, Our Lady will come
back to England". Charlotte meanwhile persisted in having the Chapel
restored and had a house built as a residence beside it for a future priest. The
Chapel was entrusted to the Benedictines of Downside as Charlotte was an
Oblate.
On August 19th 1897, the King's Lynn Shrine was solemnly opened
and, the next day there was a pilgrimage from King's Lynn to the Slipper
Chapel led by Fr. Fletcher, Fr. Wrigglesworth, many other priests and laity.
This seems to have been the only religious service which took place at the
Slipper Chapel in Charlotte's lifetime. Charlotte was in attendance as the list
of attendees details … Mary B Boyd from Kilburn - Mary Benedict Boyd.
This year we celebrate 125yrs since this event.
Amidst much disappointment and misunderstanding the Slipper
Chapel remained virtually unused for 40 years. It was in 1934 that Cardinal
Francis Bourne of Westminster finally declared the Slipper Chapel as the
National Shrine of Our Lady in Walsingham, England’s Nazareth. The first
great Catholic post -Reformation pilgrimage to Walsingham followed shortly
after. This was led by the Cardinal on August 19th 1934 , with the first Mass
celebrated in the Slipper Chapel since the Reformation. The Bishops of
England & Wales attended along with 12,000 pilgrims.
Charlotte Boyd never lived to see this great moment or all the
wonderful moments since. Her great faith, prayer life and works of mercy,
hidden from everyone, but the Lord and his Holy Mother, sustained her
‘vision for Walsingham’s revival’ in spite of years of disappointments, put

downs, misunderstandings, opposition, with people & churchmen alike
speaking ill of her. Yet in spite of all Charlotte would repeat often … ‘We
have only need of a little more prayer and patience and Walsingham will
have a Catholic centre and Holy Mass will be restored.’
It seems that also in death, the lot of
Charlotte Boyd has continued! Charlotte died as an
Oblate of St. Benedict on April 3rd 1906 aged 69 at
her favoured orphanage in Kilburn. She was initially
buried in an unmarked grave in St. Mary’s Catholic
Cemetery. As she had become a Catholic, her
Protestant family would not bury her in the family
vault in the cemetery next door. In fact it was not
until 1962 that a great devotee of hers - Martin Gillet,
founder of the Ecumenical Society of the Blessed
Virgin Mary, restored her grave and obtained a gift
from the Abbot of Downside, namely a Benedictine
Head Cross for her grave. Cardinal Godfrey, Archbishop of Westminster paid
the expenses and gave the gravestone. In 1983, the Shrine Council of Our
Lady’s Shrine in Walsingham, removed the Head Cross from Charlotte’s
grave and placed it at the back of the Slipper Chapel.

