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Introduction

This book has been many years in the making.

I first traveled through books, movies, theater, and music. Later, when I began to travel in person, I was drawn to ruins and old sites — places often hidden, destroyed, or buried beneath modern cities.

One early influence stayed with me: a television series called Opera Stories, narrated by Charlton Heston. Each episode was filmed “from, as nearly as possible, the original location” of the opera. Long before subtitles were common in opera performances, that series showed how music, history, and place could come together in powerful ways.

Then life happened — school, immigration, work, raising children, unexpected events, a pandemic, and wars that, for a time or forever, closed the doors of countries we once hoped to visit.

People travel for many reasons: to work or study, visit family, explore, rest, heal, or escape. Some travel out of curiosity; others because they must — in search of safety, opportunity, or belonging.

During difficult years, when poverty, illness, and displacement filled the news, writing about travel sometimes felt unimportant. But I came to understand that reading about beautiful places can also bring comfort. Sharing these stories became a way to stay connected — to others, and to myself.

I’ve visited most of the countries mentioned here, though not every site. Traveling with my family and my husband — who shares my curiosity and love of archaeology — I gathered books, photos, and notes from the places we explored. Some of that material sat untouched for years, but the memories stayed.

This is not a traditional guidebook.

It’s written for readers like me — curious, but not experts — who are drawn to sacred or mysterious places and dream of seeing them in person.

The chapters are arranged by geography, like a journey: starting in the Mediterranean (Malta, Greece, Italy, and the Vatican), then west and north through Ireland, France, Spain, and the United Kingdom. The path turns east to Serbia, Russia, and Japan, before crossing the Atlantic to Mexico and Canada. The final chapter reflects on foundations and vanishings — what endures, and what has been lost.

This sequence isn’t a strict itinerary but a way to wander through cultures with a sense of quiet discovery. These are the places I’ve had the chance to explore more closely, either through travel or study.

Many important sites are missing, but their absence does not diminish their value. Every culture and every faith have places of deep meaning and beauty.

This is just a beginning.
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Note from the Author

The Figurine with Dragonfly
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When I was very young — perhaps five or six — I became captivated by a porcelain figurine my mother kept. It showed a girl leaning over a bowl where a dragonfly rested. To me, she wasn’t just porcelain. She was a fairy — delicate, magical, and full of quiet grace.

The figurine was heavy in my small hands, but I loved it. I would sit beside it for as long as I was allowed, gently touching her hair, enchanted by her stillness. When my mother was at work, I often begged the woman who cared for us to take it down from the shelf. I didn’t understand how precious it was to my mother — a gift from a neighbor, a girl who later had to leave with her family. The figurine became a silent reminder of that friendship, fragile and enduring.

One day, it slipped from my hands and shattered. My uncle, a dentist, did his best to repair it. Though it stands again, the cracks remain. Only recently did my mother learn how often I had sat beside it in secret.

Even now, the figurine feels magical to me — a reminder of childhood wonder, of loss, and of how beauty and fragility often live side by side.

Perhaps Echoes of Places truly began there — in the quiet presence of something beautiful, broken, and remembered.
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Chapter 1 – Malta
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Malta lies at the heart of the Mediterranean — south of Sicily, north of Libya — between Europe and North Africa. It is a small island nation made up of Malta, Gozo, and Comino.

Although small in size, Malta holds some of the world’s oldest stone monuments. The islands are beautiful but rocky, densely settled, with little fresh water or farmland. Terraced fields conserve soil and moisture. Limestone, quarried for thousands of years, built everything from temples to cathedrals. The marks of those quarries are still visible across the land.

On Gozo, the Ġgantija Temples rise with massive limestone blocks, some more than five meters long. Built around 3600 BCE, they are among the oldest freestanding stone structures in the world. Set on the Xagħra plateau, they reflect a prehistoric culture that shaped and moved enormous stones without metal tools or the wheel. Their altars and chambers suggest a society rich in vision and ritual.

On the island of Malta, the temples of Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra face the sea. Some stones weigh over twenty tons. They are aligned with the solstices and equinoxes, when sunlight enters their doorways. At nearby Tarxien, spiral carvings and stone figures reveal a world where art and ceremony shaped belief. Even in fragments, these sites speak of imagination and order.

Not all sacred places rise above ground. In Paola, the Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum lies hidden beneath the surface — a vast underground complex carved during the Neolithic era. Its chambers served as both burial and ritual space. 

The islands are also rich in myth. On Gozo, a cave is linked to Calypso, the nymph who detained Odysseus in The Odyssey — a reminder of how myth and place intertwine in the Mediterranean. 

The centuries brought defense and devotion. In 1565, the Great Siege of Malta tested the resolve of the Knights of St. John and local defenders against a vast Ottoman fleet. Outnumbered, they held out for months before forcing the invaders to retreat. That victory gave Malta a reputation far greater than its size — an island known for resilience and strength.

In Valletta, St. John’s Co-Cathedral reflects that heritage. Built between 1572 and 1577, its plain stone exterior hides an interior of carved marble, gilded vaults, and painted ceilings. Caravaggio’s Beheading of Saint John the Baptist — the only painting he ever signed — dominates the space, turning the church into both sanctuary and gallery.
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