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Hello again!

This week, we're stepping inside Belgium's beguinages, those walled
enclaves of calm you may have wandered through without quite
knowing their story.

It's a story of women who refused the only two paths medieval society
offered them: marriage or the convent. They chose neither. And what
they built lasted nearly eight centuries.

Let's begin.

1. The Beguines of Belgium

Women who refused to choose

Somewhere between the 12th and 20th centuries, thousands of women
across Belgium created one of history's most remarkable quiet
revolutions.
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They were the Beguines; lay religious women who lived in community,
earned their own living, owned property, and answered to no pope, ho
bishop, no husband.

They could leave whenever they chose. Most chose to stay. At their
peak, there may have been a million of them across Europe. Belgium
was their heartland, and 13 of their beguinages are now UNESCO
World Heritage Sites. The last known Beguine in the world died in
Kortrijk in April 2013. Her name was Marcella Pattyn.

Read the full story on Discovering Belgium

The Beguinage of Lier

2. "Canticle" by Janet Rich Edwards

A novel that puts you inside those walls

Canticle is the debut novel by Janet Rich Edwards. She is a Harvard
epidemiologist, women's health researcher, and now, an exceptional
storyteller.
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Set in 13th-century Bruges, it follows a 16-year-old girl prone to
religious visions who finds shelter among the Beguines.

It's immersive, richly researched, and emotionally powerful. It won New
York Times Editors' Choice, People Magazine's Book of the Week, and
Amazon's Best Book of December.

Having read it myself, | can say the praise is warranted. If you've ever
walked through a beguinage and wondered what life actually felt like
inside those walls, this novel answers that question vividly.

Read my review

3. VoiceMap audio tours in Belgium

Let someone who knows guide you through the streets

If you're planning to visit any of Belgium's cities this year, I'd strongly
recommend exploring them with a VoiceMap audio tour.

There are currently 12 tours available across Belgium, covering
Brussels, Bruges, Ghent, Antwerp, Mechelen, Leuven, and Ypres.

Each one is scripted by someone who has lived in that city and knows
where the real stories are hidden. You walk at your own pace,
earphones in, and the city reveals itself in a way that no guidebook
quite manages.

It's the closest thing to having a knowledgeable local friend by your
side.

Browse all 12 Belgian tours on VoiceMap

Thanks for joining me with these three topics that connect the past to
the present, and, if you're lucky, to somewhere you might visit soon.

As always, I'd love to hear which one caught your attention. Just hit
reply.
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Until next week (when I'll be sharing details of all the beguinages in
Belgium and how to visit them),
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