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ARE YOU CRAVING PEACE AND QUIET? 
OR DOES THE IDEA OF A WORDLESS WEEKEND IN AN 

ITALIAN MONASTERY TERRIFY YOU?

 HANNAH SUMMERS TIPTOES INTO THE GROWING TREND 
FOR SILENT RETREATS   
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 is is the quietest
travel story

you will ever read
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even-thirty pm on a 
Wednesday. Tonight’s 
dinner is not a 
bucket-load of curry in 
front of a re-run of 
Grand Designs, nor is it 
a burger in one of 
London’s noisy 
restaurants. Instead, 

Gregorian chants waft past 13th-century walls, 
candles seem to  icker to the melody and a 
human-sized statue of the Virgin Mary gazes at 
my bowl of stewed beans. To my left, sitting 
uncomfortably erect on a monk’s pew, is a lady 
whose name I do not know and nor can I ask, 
because tonight I am silent.

Th is is not an endurance test. In fact, it’s one 
of the most restful getaways of my life. I’m 
partway through my stay at Eremito Hotelio Del 
Alma (rough translation: ‘Little hotel for the 
soul’), a meticulously restored hermitage, or 
hermit lodge, which sits in a remote valley in 
Umbria, Italy. 

Th e retreat is the brainchild of Marcello 
Murzilli, a former Italian fashion designer – and 
self-confessed playboy – who felt he needed to 
reset. He recognised that other people might 
feel the same and, after spending some time with 
monks in various countries around the world, 
decided to embrace some of their philosophies 
and create his own version. So Eremito was born, 
the world’s fi rst true solo-traveller hotel, where 
dinner is taken in contemplative, vaguely 
awkward silence. 

Admittedly, silent retreats are nothing 
new – Benedictine monks have been shunning 
mundane chitchat for decades. Punters can 
join them, even for free – at Pluscarden Abbey, 
in Morayshire, Scotland, where the only price is 
committing to eight church services a day. At 
the other end of the silent scale are the swanky 
spa retreats. Take Th e Alpina, a luxury lodge in 
Switzerland, for example: its spa is famed for its 
hardcore holistic programmes, including its silent 
stays, in which coiff ed guests wander around in 
plush robes, wearing signs warning people not to 
speak to them. 
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>
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“Surrounded by noise pollution, our stress levels are
spiralling and our anxiety is hitting new highs…

…quiet time is more important
than ever”
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Th ankfully, Eremito off ers a softer, less 
expensive, version. Its success is partly a 
by-product of our hectic times. In an age 
where we are constantly surrounded by noise 
pollution, our stress levels are spiralling and our 
anxiety is hitting new highs, even with 1,500 
meditation apps at our fi ngertips. Th e need to fi nd 
‘quiet time’ is more urgent than ever. 

Dr Abigael San, a clinical psychologist 
specialising in cognitive behavioural therapy, 
recommends we take at least fi ve minutes a 
day – although a meal or more is better – quietly. 
“Silence lets you focus on your experience, rather 
than trying to achieve something,” she says. “It’s 
an opportunity to be in touch with what you’re 
feeling. You’re more able to access your emotions 
– something that allows huge personal growth.”

It’s a feeling that Jack Higgins, who 
committed himself to the Scottish abbey retreat, 
is familiar with. “I experienced what a California 
psychotherapist would call a strong ‘internal 

dialogue’. Major life events  ashed vividly 
through my mind: my fi rst day at school, losing 
my father. At other times it was uncomfortable 
career and relationship paranoia.”

Don’t let this put you off . My Eremito 
experience feels much lighter. I’m one of six solo 
guests, although there are 12 simple, white-linen-
dressed cells. A wooden plaque dedicated to Saint 
Romuald hangs over my crazy-comfy wrought-
iron bed and a stone table sits beneath the 
window, coaxing me to pick up pencil and paper 
and write a poem. Or something. Churchy 
touches line the corridors and there’s even a small 
chapel on the fi rst  oor. Th ere’s no TV, no minibar 
and, crucially, no wi-fi . Although this isn’t an 
enforced digital retreat, you have no choice, due 
to the remote location, but to disconnect. My 
phone taunts me with ‘No Service’ for my entire 
stay, although that feels remarkably comforting. 

“Technology keeps your brain going and 
your stress levels high, it keeps you on edge,” Dr 
San also believes, “because you’re always on >

“I fi nd myself not needing to chat to
my fellow guests…

…when I do I whisper”
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DESTINATION ROME

Three nights B&B at four-star Clarion Collection 
Hotel Principessa Isabelle, from London Gatwick 
11 July, from £235pp*. easyJet.com/holidays

easyJet fl ies to Rome from 11 destinations
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“I long for the Latin chants, 
lack of phone service and silent meals...

…I’d even welcome the 7am prayers”

the lookout for ‘stuff ’.” Normally, I adore stuff . It 
keeps me entertained and effi  cient – I’m painfully 
addicted to my phone. A walk in the park is a 
chance to book appointments, have ‘phone 
meetings’ and get me from A to B. At Eremito, the 
opportunity to do any of this is removed. Silence 
is not enforced the whole time, but I fi nd myself 
not feeling the need to chat to my fellow guests. 
When I do, I whisper. My voice sounds harsh in 
such a peaceful setting. I read, walk in the forest 
with Pepo the boxer dog and join other guests 
stretched across cushions in front of the fi re.

At other times, I make the most of the 
‘facilities’. Although Eremito is classed as a spa 
hotel, it’s very diff erent to any spa experience I’ve 
ever had. Yes, there’s a Jacuzzi, which involves 
stepping down into a cave-like, pitch-black stone 
pool (better than it sounds), and there’s a steam 
room so steamy I almost nestle my bum onto 

another guest’s lap when I tiptoe in, but beyond 
that there’s nothing. 

Th is is what makes Eremito so special. 
Th e simplicity of the space makes you consider 
life with a clarity that comes from not feeling 
overwhelmed. I feel unfamiliarly calm.

Back in my frenetic London life, I instantly 
long for the Latin chants, the lack of phone 
service and my silent meals. I’d even welcome the 
hypnotic 7am prayer sessions. Amen to that.  
eremito.com
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It’s oh so quiet
Five places to get some peace and quiet for once
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Quiet
Hen House, Isle of Skye, Scotland

Overlooking Loch Bracadale on the Isle of Skye, 15 Fiscavaig, 
or the ‘Hen House’, as it’s known locally, is an environmentally 

friendly, timber-built getaway for anyone who wants to 
hear nothing else but the whistle of a kettle and the fl ap of the 

occasional bird, such as the migratory Arctic redpoll.

Quieter
Negev Desert, Israel

Step one: fl y to Tel Aviv. Step two: hire a car. Step three: drive into the 
Negev Desert and enjoy the absolute nothingness of the landscape. 
It’ll be like you’re in a really placid version of Mad Max, where no one’s 

chasing anyone, and it ends with a sundowner at your hotel. We 
recommend the Midbara resort for isolated luxury.

Shhh!
Vennesla Library, Norway

If you’ve ever been to a library you’ll know the staff don’t take kindly to loud noises 
(karaoke parties; full-blooded readings of 50 Shades of Grey etc). But militant 

librarians are given some extra help at this futuristic bibliophile’s paradise in the 
south of Norway. Its cosy reading nooks are designed to muffl e sound, meaning the 

deafening screech of other readers turning their pages won’t offend your ears.

Really very quiet now 
Jökulsárlón Glacier Lagoon, Iceland

Iceland benefi ts from two important factors in the silence stakes: its distinct lack of people (it’s the most 
sparsely populated country in Europe) and its unique geology, within which you’ll fi nd plenty of volcanic 

craters and tranquil glaciers. There’s nowhere more sobering than the Jökulsárlón Glacier Lagoon by the 
Vatnajökull glacier, a few hours drive along the island’s south coast from Reykjavík.

Pardon? 
Anechoic chamber, Salford, England

An anechoic chamber is a space scientifi cally designed to refl ect no sound at all. Researchers who conduct experiments within the 
chamber at the University of Salford report that the total absorption of all sound waves creates an disconcertingly eerie effect –

a complete lack of interference that forces you to consider your existence within the context of the universe’s vast indifference. Fun! 
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