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INTRODUCTION





In County Clare on the west coast of Ireland, between the granite of Galway and the sandstone of Liscannor, rises a vast limestone escarpment—pewter in color on a dull day, and silver in sunshine. The limestone begins in the area of Clare known as the Burren, from the Gaelic boireann, meaning “rocky place.” It extends in a northwesterly direction, dipping beneath the Atlantic, to resurge thirty miles offshore as three islands: Árainn, Inis Meáin, and Inis Oírr—or the Aran Islands, as they are also called.


Limestone has been blessed with two exceptional English writers. The first of these is W. H. Auden, who loved the high karst shires of England’s Pennines. What most moved Auden about limestone was the way it eroded. Limestone is soluble in water, which means that any weaknesses in the original rock get slowly deepened by a process of liquid wear. Thus the form into which limestone grows over time is determined by its first flaws. For Auden, this was a human as well as a mineral quality: he found in limestone a version of the truth that we are defined by our faults as much as by our substance.


The second of the great limestone writers is Tim Robinson. In the summer of 1972, Robinson and his wife—to whom he refers in his writing only as “M”—moved from London to Aran, the largest of the islands. Their first winter was difficult: big Atlantic storms, brief days, and “an unprecedented sequence of deaths [among the islanders], mainly by drowning or by falls and exposure on the crags,” all challenged their resolve to continue living there. But they did stay, and Robinson—a mathematician by training and an artist by vocation—began to consider how he might respond creatively to his adopted landscape.


So began one of the most sustained, intensive, and imaginative studies of a place that has ever been carried out. Robinson conceived of a local epic: a two-volume prose study of Aran, accompanied by a new map of all three islands (which he would survey and draw). He decided that he would not write a “diary of intoxication” about Aran, for enough of these already existed, penned by J. M. Synge, W. B. Yeats, and Lady Gregory among others. Instead the first volume, Pilgrimage, would describe a circumambulation of the island’s coast. Robinson would walk the coastline clockwise, sunwise—“the circuit that blesses”—and he would walk not at “a penitential trudge but at an inquiring, digressive and wondering pace.” The features of the coast would be the stations of this offbeat pilgrimage, and close attention would be its method of devotion. The landscape itself would improvise the narrative. Once this ritual beating of the island’s bounds was completed, he would then delve into Aran’s intricate interior for the second volume, Labyrinth.


Long before psycho-geography became a modish term, Robinson was out on the dérive: walking the rimrock, surveying, measuring, talking to the “custodians of local lore,” watching, dreaming, and recording. In bad weather—of which there is plenty on Aran—he would hold his notebook and pencil inside a clear plastic bag, tied shut at his wrists, and proceed in this manner. He must have looked, to those who encountered him, like a deranged dowser or pilgrim, wandering through the mists and the storm spray, hands locked together in mania or prayer.


For years, Robinson walked, and as he did the sentences began to come: beautiful, dense, paced. Pilgrimage was published in 1986, fourteen years after his arrival on Aran. As with all great landscape works (of which there are very few), it is at once territorially specific and utterly mythic. The one island becomes in Robinson’s view both a fragment of “broken, blessed, Pangaea” (a version of the world on which we all live, and whose materiality we differently adore and resist) and also a terrain with its own intricate and indigenous histories. He wanted, as he put it, to remain attentive to “the subtle actualities of Aran life,” but also to “the immensities in which this little place is wrapped.” This continual vibration between the particular and the universal is one of the book’s most distinctive actions.


The opening chapter, “Timescape with Signpost,” offers a creation myth for Aran: its geological birth out of the ur-continent of Pangaea and from “its unbounded encircling ocean was Panthalassa, all-sea.” The writing here is fabulous in the old sense of that word: a localized version of Genesis, in which can distantly be heard the thunder of Old Testament rhythms. It places Aran and its people in the context of what John McPhee has called “deep time”: the geological perspective of past and future that can make human presence, “all our lore and our nightmares,” seem irrelevant. “Unless vaster earth-processes intervene,” writes Robinson, “Aran will ultimately dwindle to a little reef and disappear. It seems unlikely that any creatures we would recognize as our descendants will be here to chart that rock in whatever shape of sea succeeds to Galway Bay.” Such timescales make a nonsense of most human behavior and all human prejudices—especially that of nationalism. The idea that you can belong to a defined area of land, or even that a defined area of land can belong to you? Lunacy, says Robinson. Seen within the perspective of deep time, “the geographies over which we are so suicidally passionate are … fleeting expressions of the earth’s face.”


But after this opening vision of “immensity,” Robinson focuses tightly down upon Aran’s “actualities”: the habits of its birds, animals, and plants; its present human customs and pasts. Aran has been inhabited for more than four thousand years, and such prolonged human activity on such a limited area of land means that history exists thickly there. Each era has left its marks, usually in the form of stone (a substance that “may fall, but still endures”): cairns, walls, tombs, cashels, megaliths, cells, chapels … Robinson treats each of these structures as a historical puzzle, whose origins and name might—with luck and diligence—be fathomed.


He brings this fierce curiosity to bear on all the phenomena that he encounters on his pilgrimage. How was the storm beach of Gort na gCapall formed? Why does the wren flourish on one side of Aran, and the raven on the other? Why is Cockle Strand so called? How were the puffins of Poll an Iomair, the trough-like cliff, harvested? What ceremonies surrounded the firing of the kelp kiln of Mainistir? Robinson investigates these questions, and thousands more. He is interested, to borrow a phrase from Les Murray, in only everything. Reading Pilgrimage, you are astonished at the density of the cultural strata that have settled over this landscape, and at the care and precision with which Robinson excavates them.


Many landscape writers have striven to give their prose the characteristics of the terrain they are describing. Few have succeeded as fully as Robinson. The erosive habits of limestone means that it is rich with clandestine places: runnels, crevasses, hollows, and gulleys. So too is Robinson’s style, the polished surfaces of which contain an enormous complexity of thought. Like limestone, his books are broken up into irregular sections. “Chapters” is not quite the word for these sections: better, perhaps, to call them “blocks,” or even “clints”—the exact term for the surface of a weathered slab of limestone.


Robinson’s writing also shares with limestone a concern for historical record. Limestone’s solubility, as he brilliantly observes, makes it “a uniquely tender and memorious ground. Every shower sends rivulets wandering across its surface, deepening the ways of their predecessors and gradually engraving their initial caprices as law into the stone.” The “memorious” properties of limestone are matched by the ancient oral culture of the Aran Islands; a collective “folk-mind” that is tenacious in its recall of story and its connection to place. This oral culture has, though, become increasingly vulnerable over the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, as the islands have opened up to the outside world and what Robinson anxiously calls “the material destructiveness of modern life.” So Pilgrimage can be understood as Robinson’s transcription and ordering of the island’s folk-mind—a memory-map. It is an attempt to safeguard perishable knowledge, and to slow the evaporation of Gaelic from the islands.


There is no plot to Pilgrimage, as there is no plot to a landscape. Robinson repeats himself with variation, because this is what his chosen terrain does. His narrative proceeds by the ancient contingencies of geology and the immediate contingencies of footfall, and by pattern, affinity, and form. Early in Pilgrimage, for instance, in a section called “Arguments from Weakness,” Robinson is remarking on the “schema of fissure-planes and strata-partings” that is visible in the sea cliffs and certain stone fields near An Aill Bhán, the White Cliff. Suddenly his imagination turns skyward, and he recalls seeing the contrails left by transatlantic airplanes flying from Shannon airport:




slow silver darts [that] rise one by one far in the south-east, arc silently across the dazzling heights and sink to the western horizon while their murmurous voices are still lagging past the zenith; I have seen their departures follow on so closely that three or four are glinting in the sky at once and their vapour-trails entwine and merge and are scored into the blue as if the sky itself were weakened, fissured and veined, along an invisible line of predestined fall.





It is a beautiful and layered movement; from the fissured stone to the fissured sky, from the “memorious” rock to the “murmurous” machines, and from the prehistoric to the present. A movement, too, from the aesthetic to the moral. For the implication emerges that these miraculous airplanes, with their fouling vapor trails, represent all that will eventually bring us down. That poised final phrase, “predestined fall,” refers simultaneously to the trajectory of each airplane and to humanity’s own parabola toward self-destruction.


While he is never a prescriptive writer, Robinson is a committed writer, and his commitment is to the idea of what might loosely be termed living well upon the earth. All of Robinson’s works—his maps, his essays, his two-volume study of Connemara, and both books of Stones of Aran—fold into a visionary attempt to find “our way back to the world.” He speaks, in his austerely passionate manner, of wanting in his art to forge the contradictions of modernity “into a state of consciousness even fleetingly worthy of its ground.” He knows this to be an impossible task: too great for a single person, a single lifetime. But he attempts it nonetheless, for the west of Ireland is “the exemplary terrain upon which to dream of that work”—and because such an attempt must be made, if our line of predestined fall is to be overstepped.




 





— ROBERT MACFARLANE
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TIMESCAPE WITH SIGNPOST





Cosmologists now say that Time began ten or fifteen thousand million years ago, and that the horizon of the visible universe is therefore the same number of light-years distant from us. Appeals are pending, of course, and this sentence of retrospective finitude may be varied, so that in a few years’ time the figure mentioned could look as quaintly crabbed as the dating of Creation at 4004 BC by an arithmetical theologian of the seventeenth century does today. But for the moment let it stand as the context, the ultimate context, of other spans of time and space mentioned throughout this book (320 million years, a century, a quarter of a mile, a couple of paces, are measures that recur, I note, on thumbing through my manuscript) and so of my writing and your reading of these words, that arise like an inwardly directed signpost at one particular little crossroads of reality, the coincidence of a period of my life with a spell of Aran’s existence. And let it stand as excuse for such a number of words based on so inadequate an experiencing of such a tiny patch of land, for a natural reaction to the sentence is to immerse oneself in the intense implication of the whole in the particular, if only to make the most out of every square foot of allotted ground.


If it is true that Time began, it is clear that nothing else has begun since, that every apparent origin is a stage in an elder process. Those three hundred and twenty million years are the time elapsed since the limestone of which Aran is formed was being laid down as layer upon layer of sediment in a tropical sea. But that sea was already ancient and full of intricate lives, the heirs of a previous three thousand million years of evolution. The sediment itself was the fallout of microscopic skeletons from those cloud-like generations of drifting lives, while the shells of bigger, more elaborate organisms buried with and by the rest now form another substantial and visible fraction of Aran’s substance.


This genesis of Aran is not to be distinguished from that of the whole limestone area of central Ireland, or indeed from that of other limestones farther afield in Europe and America that date from this same Carboniferous period. It was another fifty million years before the old sea-bed was brought up into the air so that erosion could begin slowly to carve out the local sea-ways that guarantee Aran a measure of separate destiny. And in another way it is misleading to talk of Aran coming to birth in a tropical sea, as if to imply that the climate here, at this latitude and longitude of the globe, was then tropical. That over-simplification is no longer acceptable even in a layman’s summary of the past, since the wonderful speculation of “continental drift” has become the sober science of “plate tectonics.” For it is now known that the earth’s crust is made up of fifteen or so contiguous plates, like those of a tortoise shell but more various in size and shape, and that these plates are in continuous motion, at rates like an inch a year, bearing the continents and ocean beds with them as comparatively minor irregularities of their surfaces. Where two plates are moving away from one another molten rock wells up into the gap from the interior of the earth and consolidates to supplement their margins; this is happening along the centre of the Atlantic at present, as America and Europe drift apart. What happens at the other edges where plates are in collision depends on whether they carry the lighter rocks that form continents or the heavier ones that underlie ocean beds. Two continents driven together may crumple and pile up into mountain chains, as in the Himalayas which represent the impaction of India and Asia. Or an oceanic plate may be forced downwards under a continental mass, giving rise to earthquakes  and volcanoes as it remelts in the depths of the earth; the unrest of the Andes is an effect of South America’s slow overriding of the Pacific plate. So the geographies over which we are so suicidally passionate are, on this scale of events, fleeting expressions of the earth’s face. Two hundred million years ago the Atlantic did not exist and all the land-masses of today were clasped together in one continuity, in pre-Adamite innocence of the fact that one day scientists inhabiting its scattered fragments would give it the lovely name of Pangaea, all-earth, and that its unbounded encircling ocean was Panthalassa, all-sea.


But even great Pangaea is not the beginning; it is no more than a half-way house, inadequate but indispensable, for the mind travelling back in search of Eden. The rocks of Aran, for instance, pre-date it, as do many others. Although the previous migrations of the continental bits and pieces that came together to form that one huge and quickly fading image of wholeness are not well understood, it seems that the portion of the earth’s crust carrying the sea in which Aran’s limestone was being deposited was at that time in the tropics and south of the equator. The detailed history of that sea, its slow changes in depth, temperature and turbidity, together with that of the life-forms it nurtured, is preserved in the variations of the rock-layers themselves, and through its influence on the land-forms carved out of those rocks, with which human developments have had to come to terms, impresses a characteristic series of textures—the ground of this book—on one’s experience of the islands today. That history of deposition ended some two hundred and seventy million years ago when in the coming together of the provinces of Pangaea mountains were forced up, which would be those of southern Europe, and as a side-effect the bed of this local sea was raised above the waters. Then began the converse process of the breaking down and washing away of highland by heat and frost, wind and rain, a crumb-by-crumb degradation picking away at every weakness in the rocks, until among innumerable oddities of topography it gave us Aran, at the same time as the wider earth-movements were opening Atlantics, elevating Alps and scattering the transitory unity of Pangaea across the face of the globe.


I use the term “Aran” as shorthand for the three Aran Islands, or perhaps for that unsummable totality of human perspectives upon them which is my real subject. But since the islands are a principal part of the Irish language’s last precarious foothold on the world, I will call them individually by their correct names, Inis Oírr, Inis Meáin and Árainn, rather than the anglicisms Inisheer, Inishmaan and Inishmore. (This last was apparently concocted by the Ordnance Survey for its map of 1839, as a rendering in English phonetic values of the Irish “Inis Mór,” big island, a name which did not exist previously but is now replacing “Árainn” even in the island’s own speech.) The islands lie in a line across the mouth of Galway Bay: Inis Oírr, the smallest, has much to do with County Clare five miles away to the south-east; Inis Meáin (which means “middle island’) is the most barren, least visited and until very recently the least open to this century’s goods and ills; Árainn, the largest (about eight miles long and two miles across at its widest), exchanges views with the Connemara coast of County Galway six or eight miles to the north.


The name “Árainn,” like the collective “Oileáin Árann,” the Islands of Aran, derives from the word ára, a kidney, the sense of which has spread to include the loins and the back in general, and so come to be applied to the back of a rise of land. This last meaning has long been forgotten in speech, but it persists in sundry names of places with the appearance of a long ridge. And in fact the three Aran Islands are fragments of a single, long, low escarpment, a broken arm of the limestone uplands known as the Burren on the mainland to the east. They had been blocked out and given their individual existences by the forces described above long before the onset of the Ice Ages two hundred thousand years ago, but it was the glaciers creeping across and around them from the north that gave them their fineness of finish, polishing them like lenses for the clearer reading of the past. By the time the last of the ice-sheets had melted away about fifteen thousand years ago, large areas of the islands had been stripped of soil and all other debris of previous ages of erosion and left blank for the inscription of subsequent time.


This bare, soluble limestone is a uniquely tender and memorious ground. Every shower sends rivulets wandering across its surface, deepening the ways of their predecessors and gradually engraving their initial caprices as law into the stone. This recording of the weather of the ages also revivifies much more ancient fossils, which are precisely etched by the rain’s delicate acids, so that now when a rising or setting sun shadows them forth, prehistory is as urgent underfoot as last night’s graffiti in city streets. And every hairline fracture the rock has sustained throughout its geological troubles is eventually found out by the rain and dissolved into a noticeable cleft, so that the surface is divided up in a fashion that has been decisive for the development of field boundaries and paths, which have been obliged to follow and so reinscribe like visible scars the old invisible wounds. Further, this land has provided its inhabitants—the Neolithic tomb-builders, the Celtic cashelor, the monastic architect, the fence-making grazier of all ages—with one material only, stone, which may fall, but still endures. To this retentive nature of the terrain itself must be added the conservative effect of its situation just beyond the farthest reach of Europe, wrapped in a turn or two of ocean. The material destructiveness of modern life is only now beginning to impinge on Aran, and until very recently the sole custodian of this land of total recall has been a folk-mind of matching tenacity, focused by the limitations of island life and with the powers of memory of an ancient oral culture.


The record in stone of the human presence here covers nearly four thousand years. On each island are tombs and other structures dating from the end of the Stone Age, built by a people who probably had migrated up the Atlantic coast from Iberia. They were farmers, in search of land easily cleared with stone axes, and whether or not Aran had at that time rather more soil and tree cover than it does now, it, like its mainland relative, the Burren, was a more attractive terrain to these settlers than the heavily forested or boggy interior of the country. The Bronze Age too left burials here; a mound containing urn-burials was exposed by shifting sand-dunes in Inis Oírr in the last century, and various standing stones and uninvestigated cairns in obscure nooks of the other islands may date from the same period. But the grandest antiquities are the huge stone “cashels,” dating from perhaps AD 100 or 200, that dominate the uplands of all three islands, and the two coastal forts, which may be a few centuries earlier, Dúchathair and famous Dún Aonghasa, on the Atlantic cliffs of Árainn. These are among the most impressive prehistoric remains of Celtic Europe, and they crown the heights of Aran like inexhaustible reservoirs of mystery and legend.


Aran may have little soil, but what it has is holy. Towards the end of the fifth century the pioneers of the great monastic movement sought out a retreat from the world here, and the fame of their sanctity and learning brought flocks of disciples, so that it has been written that “In this island a multitude of holy men resided, and innumerable saints unknown to all except Almighty God are here interred.” The future founders of Clonmacnoise, Kilmacduach, Iona and other great monasteries studied at St. Enda’s foundation in Ára na Naomh, Aran of the Saints. These monks established a pattern of settlement that still prevails, building their cells and chapels in the lee of the low inland cliffs that terrace the north-facing scarp-slope of the island chain, where the good wells are. None of the extant churches goes back quite to this heroic age of sanctity, but there are several tiny oratories from perhaps the eighth century, while some of the later, largely Romanesque and mediaeval churches have a nucleus of massive masonry from that period.


In mediaeval times the islands were under the sway of the Munster sept, the O’Briens, who built a fortified tower-house within the old walls of a Celtic cashel in Inis Oírr, and probably had a stronghold by the harbour at the monastic site of Cill Éinne, the church of Enda, in Árainn. But given the islands’ position stretched between the two provinces, it is not surprising that they were also claimed by the “Ferocious O’Flahertys” of Connacht, who eventually ousted the O’Briens. The merchants of Galway city, who regarded the O’Flahertys as mere pirates and smugglers against whom the Aran O’Briens had given a measure of naval protection, sought to advance the claims of the latter by referring the dispute to Queen Elizabeth. But the even-handed finding of her commission was that, as monastic lands, and the monasteries having been declared dissolved, the islands belonged to neither O’Flahertys nor O’Briens but to the Crown itself. In 1587 the Queen then granted them to an Englishman on condition that he keep a force of twenty English foot-soldiers there, and a castle was built at Cill Éinne. Aran, guarding the approaches to the rich port of Galway, was henceforward a pawn in a European strategy.


The garrison waxed and waned over the next three and a half centuries with the fear of continental invasion and Irish insurrection. At the time of the Cromwellian civil war the castle was manned by the Royalists, surrendered when Galway did, was retaken by an Irish expedition from Inishbofin, and was finally reduced by a large force of Parliamentarians, who rebuilt and enlarged it using stone from the plundered churches nearby. Their previous owner having been declared a “forfeiting traitor,” the islands were now made over to one of the London “Adventurers” in return for his financial services to Parliament.


By degrees the islands then dropped out of history again. The landlords (the Digby family of Kildare, from about 1744 and throughout the famines of the nineteenth century) were absentees who took their two or three thousand pounds a year of rent and cared nothing for the place; in island folklore they are unreal and remote figures, not held responsible for the bitter oppressions worked by their local agents. More immediate and comprehensible were the principal tenant-farmers, middlemen and Justices of the Peace, the O’Flahertys of Cill Mhuirbhigh in the west of Árainn. In the first half of the nineteenth century Patrick O’Flaherty “ruled like a King in Aran,” summoning offenders to appear before him in his cattle-yard “on the first fine day,” and if necessary ordering them to take themselves off to Galway gaol. His son and successor James was hated as a “landgrabber,” one who would take over the leases of land from which another had been evicted, and he and his bailiffs were the principal targets of the sporadic terrorism of the islands’ Fenians and Land Leaguers. The “Land War” in Aran culminated in the driving of the O’Flahertys’ cattle, blindfolded, over the highest of the Atlantic cliffs. By that time the O’Flaherty estate included much of the best land in Árainn, and even today, although much of it has changed hands as the family fortunes were squandered, and some has been redistributed among smallholders, the contrast between those areas and the rest is striking; on one side of the old boundaries are the broad acres of one who could command the carrying-off of countless tons of stone, and on the other the incredible jigsaw puzzle of little fields of those who could only clear their stony patches and mark the ever-increasing subdivision of their holdings by building walls. These crooked dry-stone walls, about a thousand miles of them, are of all the islands’ monuments the most moving, an image, in their wearisome repetitiousness and tireless spontaneity, of the labour of those disregarded generations.


Aran shared in the rent reductions and other benefits won nationally by the Land League agitations, and though hunger, fever, evictions and emigration were persistent curses on life even into this century, the islands’ dark ages began to draw to a close. The old fort had long been in ruins and Cill Éinne had dwindled into a poverty-stricken village of landless fishermen, while nearby Cill Rónáin had grown into the islands’ administrative capital and the home of its little Protestant community, triangulated by the barracks, the coastguard station and the Episcopalian church of St. Thomas. A steamer service from Galway was inaugurated in 1891, and the Congested Districts Board (the government agency set over those western districts in which the disproportion between population and resources was particularly dire) began to develop the fishing industry. Cill Rónáin became the port of a fleet of trawlers that has grown, with occasional setbacks, into a sizeable industry today. It became usual for those who came here in search of the residual essences of old Gaelic ways to throw up their hands at this raw, anglicized, profit-making Cill Rónáin and retire to Inis Meáin, which being less accessible had not suffered the same “corruption.” But now that the old barracks is shared between the post office and a bar, and the coastguard station between the telephone exchange and a couple of gardaí, while the Protestant church is roofless and its potential congregation nil, that turn-of-the-century gombeen-town of Cill Rónáin has acquired a patina of interest and defers to the bright young world of mini-supermarkets, discos and craft boutiques with a certain frowsty charm. The Seventies, a decade of relative prosperity based on fishing and tourism, slowed but could not reverse a population decline that had come to seem inevitable. (In 1841 the population of the three islands was at its maximum, 3521; in 1971 it was 1496, while the figure for 1981 was 1386.) However, in that decade the building of bungalows has linked the villages into an almost continuous band along the north-facing slopes. Nevertheless little has changed as soon as one steps off the main road. The Congested Districts Board bought out the Digby estate (which by marriages had passed into the hands of the Guinnesses) in 1921, so the Aran farmer now owns the field of his labours, but holdings are still small, broken up into numerous separated parcels, and unproductive. In fact, as land-use falls off, some areas are becoming wonderfully overgrown with brambles and hazel scrub, outriders of the coming wilderness.


As with the fields and paths, so with the language; there are ominous signs of disuse and decay. Irish, the irreplaceable distillate of over two thousand years’ experience of this country, which has been poured down the drains in the rest of Ireland but which was carried unspilt even through the famine century in those few little cups, the western Gaeltachtaí of Aran, Connemara and parts of Donegal and Kerry, is now evaporating even here (as if a word or two disappears every day, the name of a field becomes unintelligible overnight, an old saying decides that its wisdom or foolishness is henceforth inexpressible), while what remains is splashed with the torrents of English. Many in Aran, as elsewhere, stake heavily on the future of Irish (and it is an awesome choice for parents to entrust their children’s mental development, or a writer a life’s work, to an endangered language), but the cruel twists of history have put the survival of Irish in the hands of English; at least as essential as the dedication of Irish speakers would be a tolerance, indeed a positive welcoming, among English speakers, of cultural diversity, an awakening to the sanity of differences—and such wisdom is contrary to the stupefying mainstreams of our time. However, at present Irish is a vigorous reality in Aran, and is now as it has been for over a century one of the reasons for the outside world’s fascination with this bare little place.


The history of this interest in Aran and its accumulated marvels is a rich series of footnotes to that of the Romantic Movement. These words from the earliest modern account of the islands, by John T. O’Flaherty writing in the Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy in 1825, give the flavour of that typical enterprise of contemporary scholarship, the reconquest of ancient Ireland, which would be followed by the reinstallation of its long-dispossessed but uncorrupted heir, the peasant:




The Isles of Aran abound with the remains of Druidism—open temples, altars, stone pillars, sacred mounts of fire-worship, miraculous fountains, and evident vestiges of oak groves…. The Aranites, in their simplicity, consider these remains of Druidism still sacred and inviolable; being, as they imagine, the inchanted haunts and property of aerial beings, whose powers of doing mischief they greatly dread and studiously propitiate. For entertaining this kind of religious respect, they have another powerful motive: they believe that the cairns, or circular mounts, are the sepulchres, and some of them really are, of native chiefs and warriors of antiquity, of whose military fame and wondrous achievements they have abundance of legendary stones…. Indeed, the solitude and romantic wildness of their “seagirt” abode, and the venerable memorials of Christian piety and Celtic worship, so numerously scattered over the surface of the Aran Isles, fairly account for the enthusiasm, credulity, and second-sight of these islanders.





For over a hundred years Rousseauistic nostalgia and the complexes of nationalist emotions were wonder-working ingredients in the Aran spell, interacting strangely with academic objectivity and personal vision. Celticists of every specialism made the pilgrimage to Aran. After the antiquarians came the linguists, ethnographers and folklorists, and then the writers, poets, film-makers and journalists. George Petrie, whose work was to wean Irish archaeology from a century of baseless speculation about druidical fire-temples and the like, had made his first visit to Aran’s monuments in 1822. John O’Donovan wrote the first careful description of them and collected the relevant literary references and lore in 1839 for the first Ordnance Survey, which was among other things a stock-taking of Ireland’s richness in antiquities. In 1857 William Wilde led an excursion of the Ethnological Section of the British Association to Aran; a banquet for seventy was held within Dún Aonghasa itself (the natives looked on from its ramparts) and among the eminent diners were Petrie, O’Donovan, MacDonnell the Provost of Trinity College, the historian Eugene O’Curry, the poet and antiquarian Samuel Ferguson and the painter Frederick Burton. Subsequent visitors of note included Lady Gregory looking for folklore, W.B. Yeats looking for magic, Douglas Hyde, Eoin MacNeill and the young Patrick Pearse all looking for Ireland in Inis Meáin, Father O’Growney the apostle of language revival, and most memorably the playwright J.M. Synge, because of his peerless report, The Aran Islands, of 1905. One could write an intellectual history of renascent Ireland out of fireside encounters in those hungry but hospitable Aran cabins, as well as a comic serial out of the confrontation of dream and reality (without prejudging the question of which was which, or in what proportions) when the Araner and those who had come to save and be saved by him groped towards each other over the cultural rifts. And at last Aran began to speak for itself to the world. Even this briefest of surveys must name two of the islands’ half-dozen authors: Liam O’Flaherty, 1896–1984, well known as a novelist in English and writer of short stories in both his languages, and Máirtín Ó Direáin, born in 1910, one of the chiefs in the poetic re-establishment of Irish.


The noble file of discoverers of Aran by degrees was absorbed into the ever-increasing summer traffic of visitors that is bringing such changes to the islands today. A decisive moment in the formulation of the Aran myth was the making of the film Man of Aran by the famous American director Robert Flaherty in 1932, which featured as if it were contemporary reality a long-abandoned aspect of island life, the harpooning of the gigantic “basking shark” from frail-looking “currachs,” Aran’s famous canoes of lath and canvas. The images Flaherty dealt us, of Man as subduer of sea-monsters, of Wife anxiously looking out for his return while rocking Babe-in-the-Cradle, and of Son eager to follow him into manhood—the perfect primal family in unmediated conflict with a world of towering waves and barren rocks, as if eternally in silhouette against the storm—remain like grand, sombre court-cards on the table of the mind, and will not be brushed aside by subsequent knowledge of the subtle actualities of Aran life.
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As with thousands of others, it was a mild curiosity engendered by Flaherty’s film that first brought us (my wife and myself) to Aran, in the summer of 1972. On the day of our arrival we met an old man who explained the basic geography: “The ocean,” he told us, “goes all around the island.” We let the remark direct our rambles on that brief holiday, and found indeed that the ocean encircles Aran like the rim of a magnifying glass, focusing attention to the point of obsession. A few months later we determined to leave London and the career in the visual arts I was pursuing there, and act on my belief in the virtue of an occasional brusque and even arbitrary change in mode of life. (I mention these personal details only as being the minimum necessary for the definition of the moment on which this narrative will converge, the point in physical and cultural space from which this timescape is observed and on which this book stands.) On that previous summer holiday Aran had presented itself, not at all as Flaherty’s pedestal of rock on which to strike a heroic stance, but rather as a bed of flower-scented sunlight and breezes on which one might flirt delectably with alternative futures. But on our definitive arrival in November we found that bed canopied with hailstorms and full of all the damps of the Atlantic. The closing-in of that winter, until the days seemed like brief and gloomy dreams interrupting ever intenser nights, was accompanied by an unprecedented sequence of deaths, mainly by drowning or by falls and exposure on the crags, that perturbed and depressed the island, quite extinguished the glow of Christmas, and ceased only with the turn of the year, the prayers of the priest and the sinister total of seven. It was a severe induction but it left us with a knowledge of the dark side of this moon that has controlled the tides of our life ever since.


For my part (M’s being her own story), what captivated me in that long winter were the immensities in which this little place is wrapped: the processions of grey squalls that stride in from the Atlantic horizon, briefly lash us with hail and go sailing off towards the mainland trailing rainbows; the breakers that continue to arch up, foam and fall across the shoals for days after a storm has abated; the long, wind-rattled nights, untamed then by electricity below, wildly starry above. Then I was dazzled by the minutiae of spring, the appearance each in its season of the flowers, starting with the tiny, white whitlow-grass blossoms hardly distinguishable from the last of the hailstones in the scant February pastures, and culminating by late May in paradisal tapestry-work across every meadow and around every rock. The summer had me exploring the honeysuckled boreens and the breezy clifftops; autumn proposed the Irish language, the blacksmith’s quarter-comprehended tales, the intriguing gossip of the shops, and the discovery that there existed yet another literature it would take four or five years to begin to make one’s own. This cycle could have spun on, the writings I had come here to do having narrowed themselves into a diary of intoxication with Aran, but that some way of contributing to this society and of surviving financially had to be found.


A suggestion from the post mistress in the western village of Cill Mhuirbhigh gave me the form of this contribution: since I seemed to have a hand for the drawing, an ear for the placenames and legs for the boreens, why should I not make a map of the islands, for which endless summersful of visitors would thank and pay me? The idea appealed to me so deeply that I began work that same day. My conceptions of what could be expressed through a map were at that time sweeping but indefinite; maps of a very generalized and metaphorical sort had been latent in the abstract paintings and environmental constructions I had shown in London, in that previous existence that already seemed so long ago, but I had not engaged myself to such a detailed relationship with an actual place before. The outcome, published in 1975, was a better image of my ignorance than of my knowledge of Aran, but it was generously received by the islanders, prospered moderately with the tourists, and brought me into contact with the specialists in various fields who visited Aran. During the subsequent years of accumulation towards the second version of the map, published in 1980, I have walked the islands in companionship with such visiting experts as well as with the custodians of local lore whom I sought out in every village, and have tried to see Aran through variously informed eyes—and then, alone again, I have gone hunting for those rare places and times, the nodes at which the layers of experience touch and may be fused together. But I find that in a map such points and the energy that accomplishes such fusions (which is that of poetry, not some vague “interdisciplinary” fervour) can, at the most, be invisible guides, benevolent ghosts, through the tangles of the explicit; they cannot themselves be shown or named. So, chastened in my expectations of them, I now regard the Aran maps as preliminary storings and sortings of material for another art, the world-hungry art of words.


However, although the maps underlie this book, the conception of the latter dates from a moment in the preparation for the former. I was on a summer’s beach one blinding day watching the waves unmaking each other, when I became aware of a wave, or a recurrent sequence of waves, with a denser identity and more purposeful momentum than the rest. This appearance, which passed by from east to west and then from west to east and so on, resolved itself under my stare into the fins and backs of two dolphins (or were there three?), the follower with its head close by the flank of the leader. I waded out until they were passing and repassing within a few yards of me; it was still difficult to see the smoothly arching succession of dark presences as a definite number of individuals. Yet their unity with their background was no jellyfish-like dalliance with dissolution; their mode of being was an intensification of their medium into alert, reactive self-awareness; they were wave made flesh, with minds solely to ensure the moment-by-moment reintegration of body and world.


This instance of a wholeness beyond happiness made me a little despondent, standing there thigh deep in Panthalassa (for if Pangaea is shattered and will not be mended by our presence on it, the old ocean holds together throughout all its twisting history): a dolphin may be its own poem, but we have to find our rhymes elsewhere, between words in literature, between things in science, and our way back to the world involves us in an endless proliferation of detours. Let the problem be symbolized by that of taking a single step as adequate to the ground it clears as is the dolphin’s arc to its wave. Is it possible to think towards a human conception of this “good step”? (For the dolphin’s ravenous cybernetics and lean hydrodynamics induce in me no nostalgia for imaginary states of past instinctive or future theological grace. Nor is the ecological imperative, that we learn to tread more lightly on the earth, what I have in mind—though that commandment, which is always subject to challenge on pragmatic grounds if presented as a mere facilitation of survival, might indeed acquire some authority from the attitude to the earth I would like to hint at with my step.) But our world has nurtured in us such a multiplicity of modes of awareness that it must be impossible to bring them to a common focus even for the notional duration of a step. The dolphin’s world, for all that its inhabitants can sense Gulf Streams of diffuse beneficences, freshening influences of rivers and perhaps a hundred other transparent gradations, is endlessly more continuous and therefore productive of unity than ours, our craggy, boggy, overgrown and overbuilt terrain, on which every step carries us across geologies, biologies, myths, histories, politics, etcetera, and trips us with the trailing Rosa spinosissima of personal associations. To forget these dimensions of the step is to forgo our honour as human beings, but an awareness of them equal to the involuted complexities under foot at any given moment would be a crushing backload to have to carry. Can such contradictions be forged into a state of consciousness even fleetingly worthy of its ground? At least one can speculate that the structure of condensation and ordering necessary to pass from such various types of knowledge to such an instant of insight would have the characteristics of a work of art, partaking of the individuality of the mind that bears it, yet with a density of content and richness of connectivity surpassing any state of that mind. So the step lies beyond a certain work of art; it would be like a reading of that work. And the writing of such a work? Impossible, for many reasons, of which the brevity of life is one.


However, it will already be clear that Aran, of the world’s countless facets one of the most finely carved by nature, closely structured by labour and minutely commented by tradition, is the exemplary terrain upon which to dream of that work, the guide-book to the adequate step. Stones of Aran is all made up of steps, which lead in many directions but perpetually return to, loiter near, take short-cuts by, stumble over or impatiently kick aside that ideal. (Otherwise, it explores and takes its form from a single island, Árainn itself; the present work makes a circuit of the coast, whose features present themselves as stations of a Pilgrimage, while the sequel will work its way through the interior, tracing out the Labyrinth.) And although I am aware that that moment on the beach, like all moments one remembers as creative, owes as much to the cone of futurity opening out from it as to the focusing of the past it accomplished, I will take it as the site of my book, so that when at last it is done I will have told the heedless dolphins how it is, to walk this paradigm of broken, blessed, Pangaea. 



















I. SOUTH

























BEFORE BEGINNING





The circuit that blesses is clockwise, or, since the belief is thousands of years older than the clock, sunwise. It is the way the fire-worshipper’s swastika turns, and its Christianized descendant St. Bridget’s cross. Visitors to holy wells make their “rounds” so, seven times, with prayers. This book makes just one round of Árainn, though seven could not do justice to the place, and with eyes raised to this world rather than lowered in prayer. On Easter Fridays in past centuries the Aran folk used to walk around the island keeping as close to the coast as possible, and although nothing has been recorded on the question it is inconceivable that they should have made the circuit other than in the right-handed sense. This writing will lead in their footsteps, not at their penitential trudge but at an inquiring, digressive and wondering pace.


I start at the eastern end of the island. The road from Cill Rónáin through Cill Éinne continues past the last village, Iaráirne, and then makes a sharp turn north to a little bay; there is a stile in the wall at that turn from which a faint field-path continues the line of the road eastward, across smooth turf in which hosts of rabbits are digging sandpits, to the exact spot I have in mind. Here one can sit among the wild pansies and Lady’s bedstraw with the low rocky shore at one’s feet, and get one’s bearings. Behind and to the left is level ground of sandy fields, and dunes in the distance. To the right the land rises in stony slopes to the ruins of an ancient watch tower on the skyline. A mile and a half ahead across the sound is Inis Meáin; the third island, Inis Oírr, is hidden behind it, but the hills of the Burren in County Clare appear beyond, a dozen miles away. Since the three islands and that north-western corner of Clare were once continuous—before the millions of years of weathering, the glaciers of the Ice Ages and the inexhaustible waves cut the sea-ways between them—the land-forms visible out there, a little abstracted as they are by distance, can be seen as images of Árainn itself in the context of its geological past, and it is valuable to read them thus before going on to clamber among the details and complexities of the way ahead, so that an otherwise inchoate mass of impressions may find an ordering and a clarification.


Since this opposing, western face of Inis Meáin is cliffed it is in fact like a cross-section of Árainn. The highest land lies across the centre, and from there to the south the skyline declines evenly to sea level, giving the southern half of the island the appearance of a long dark wedge driven in between sky and sea. The cliffs’ ledges and the great platforms of rock along their feet all have the same slant as the skyline, so that the island is visibly made up of a small number of thick parallel layers slightly canted to the south. But if this is an image of Árainn, it is from a time before its southern range of cliffs was formed, for Inis Meáin’s coast is low on the south and stands well out beyond the general line of Árainn’s Atlantic cliffs. Why the ocean has been able to cut back just one of the three islands into south-facing cliffs is a question to which certain features of the extreme western tip of Árainn may suggest an answer—but that is as yet a dozen miles of walking and a hundred pages of reading ahead.


While the profile of Inis Meáin’s southern half is simple to the point of monotony, that of the northern half has a wild vigour recalling one’s experience of that strange island; it hops and jumps down from the central heights, and then reaches the north in two long strides with a sharp fall between them. The land is enlivened by these little scarps; the houses are in their shelter, the wells at their feet, the boreens wind up and down them. Árainn is the same except that the aprons of bare rock below the terraces that carry the villages are not so wide; here, as in Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr, the terrain south of the ridge-line is uninhabited, severe, disconcertingly open to non-human immensities, while the northern flank of the island is at least raggedly shawled with the human presence. In fact over parts of the north the fabric of history is so closely woven that it can be as oppressive as the more elemental spaciousness of the south, and for all their beauty neither landscape is a forgiving one.


This side-view of Inis Meáin shows the formation of the terraces with diagrammatic clarity: first the topmost of the great beds of limestone slanting up gently from the south is broken off short by a north-facing scarp; the next layer continues a little farther north before being similarly ended, the next runs still farther north to form another tread of the stair, and so on. There are five such terraces, with three less distinct ones below them, and they can be traced the length of the island chain and indeed matched with similar terraces in the hills of the Burren—at least the geologist can match them, by means of slight variations in the composition of the limestone and in the fossils to be found in each stratum. In some places the scarp-faces separating them are considerable cliffs of up to twenty feet in height, in others they dwindle to broken slopes so that the terraces are not immediately distinguishable and it would be hard to count them, while elsewhere minor subdivisions become more prominent than these major ones—and in the face of these, the usual and generous ways of reality, any diagram having done its work goes on to demonstrate its own inadequacy.


Beyond and above the northern tip of Inis Meáin as viewed from this spot stands the outline of the Burren, which can be seen—through a bewitching gauze of sunshine and cloud-shadow—as a further, more inclusive diagram of Árainn’s geology. The northernmost end of the sequence is the promontory on the south of Galway Bay called Black Head, a great rounded hill rising to about a thousand feet. A well-marked terrace, showing from here as a long streak, silvery below and dark above, crosses the face of this hill, strikingly parallel to the general slant of Inis Meáin. Above this level the profile of Black Head rises in indistinct steps, which elsewhere in the Burren are very clear but here have been rounded off by glacial action. These are the strata that correspond to and were once continuous with those of the Aran Islands. The unterraced hillsides below them in the Burren represent the roots of Aran below sea level. To see what once lay above these strata one has only to follow the Burren skyline south to a long dark plateau the southern end of which falls away out of sight behind the heights of Inis Meáin; this is Slieve Elva, a high bog-covered tract of shales that dominates the bright limestone slopes below it. These great thicknesses of shale once covered much more of the area, and above them were further depths of flagstone, still extant a little farther to the south where they form the Cliffs of Moher. All these rocks, laid down as sediments under various conditions and heaved up into a gently sloping plain by slow earth-movements, have been worn away piecemeal by the two hundred-odd million years of exposure to climates varying from the tropical to the arctic. The process may seem so hugely unimaginable as to be irrelevant, but many features of the ground directly underfoot here are only comprehensible in terms of the pressure of the thousands of feet of rock that once bore down on it. And the process of stripping, not just to the bone, to the bare rock, but of the rock itself and its fossil bones, continues today. Rainwater swilling across the surface has washed an inch or two off its thickness even in the comparatively brief span of man’s presence here. Unless vaster earth-processes intervene Aran will ultimately dwindle to a little reef and disappear. It seems unlikely that any creatures we would recognize as our descendants will be here to chart that rock in whatever shape of sea succeeds to Galway Bay.



















THE ARCHITECTURE OF DESTRUCTION





But where is all the rubble from these gigantic demolitions? Finer than dust, most of it, and dispersed by solution into the sea whence it came. The particles sifted and sorted out by currents into muds, sands and shingles along the sheltered north coast are another remnant of it, while the results of the sea’s most recent and crudest hammer-work lie along the coast south of the point this book starts from—the tumbled blocks of stone shouldered above high-water mark by the waves that broke them out of the layers of rock immediately seaward, leaving a shore of steps and ledges, convenient fishing-seats for the lads of Iaráirne. Among them is a slab about twenty feet square and four or five feet thick which always catches my attention as I walk that way, because its upper surface is curiously webbed with what look like lengths of petrified rope. These are traces of burrows made by some invertebrate mud-dweller of the ancient sea-bed. Deposits of sediment have filled in the burrows and then, under the pressure of further accumulations, hardened to preserve their form. But these fossil casts are now outgrowths of the top of the limestone block, which itself was formed by a continuation of that sedimentation; therefore the block is lying upside-down. As I pace out its canted deck, and later on at home when I calculate its weight at a hundred and twenty tons or so, I begin to acquire a sense of the forces that shook it free from its bed and overturned it.


This “storm beach” or “boulder beach,” as such banks of broken stone above high-water mark are called, fades out a couple of hundred yards to the south in the lee of a rising cliff, the beginning of Árainn’s precipitous Atlantic face. The cliff is a continuation of a little scarp, the riser of one of the island’s terraces, that comes down to the coast here and turns south along it. One can begin to understand how these terraces were formed by looking at the face of this cliff near the coast. The lowest three feet of it are composed of soft shales and clays, which have been eroded back to leave the more resistant limestone overhanging above them. If this undermining continues, a cliff-fall will follow, and then, if and when the fallen and shattered rock weathers away or is swept aside by waves, undercutting of the cliff will begin again, and stage by stage it will slowly be eaten back into the hillside.


The process can be seen at its most dramatic by following the shore southwards under the cliff. It is possible, if the tide is out and the seas not too high, to reach the easternmost angle of the cliff and look round it at a spot where the swells coming up the channel from the open ocean thrust into a cave they have excavated in this same shale stratum, and columns of foam are blasted out through them by the air trapped and compressed by their inrush. Over on the coast of Inis Meáin the same thing is happening at a point halfway along the cliffs, where if there is any pulse in the ocean at all it is timed by the repeated building-up and falling-down of a tower of white water against a perpetually drenched and blackened rock wall. The two places are both called Poll an tSéideáin, the cave of the blown spray. After a south-westerly gale the Inis Meáin example is a superb sight, a gleaming space rocket launching itself out of solemn turbulences up the one-hundred-foot cliff face, to be mysteriously transformed into a great vague fading bird and swept inland by the wind. Seen from Inis Meáin, and responding to a south-easterly, its Árainn partner is almost equally impressive, and the cliff above and beyond it so smooth, grey and apparently indestructible with its long sheer walls and massive square-cut overhangs that it has the grandiose inhumanity of a space-age fantasy fortress of steel, artillery thundering at its base. In reality, the cliffs are extremely vulnerable. In 1980 a livid scar appeared on Inis Meáin’s face just opposite this point, where a piece like the façade of a three-storey house dropped off one night. And here in Árainn the cliff’s clean facets show that it is breaking up along a threefold system of weaknesses: the partings between the almost horizontal strata, and the vertical fissures deeply dividing the limestone, one set of which run parallel to the coast at this point, with the other at right-angles to them. So under the blows of the sea the coast is shedding great rectangular blocks and slabs, and owes its style of awesome impregnability to a triple predisposition to failure.
















CONNOISSEURS OF WILDERNESS





The ruinous stone tower that tops the hill here was perhaps a lookout post, as it commands such a fine view of the seas to north and south as well as of the channel below, but how old it is nobody knows. It is called Túr Mháirtín, Martin’s Tower, as it was when the first Ordnance Survey was made in the 1830s. There is a path leading in this direction from the village of Iaráirne called Bóithrín Mháirtín, Martin’s “boreen” or little road, which suggests that at some period this forgotten Martin owned the land around the tower, but again nobody knows. The ruin, which has recently been overzealously reconstructed by the Board of Works men, measures seventeen paces round and stands to a height of about ten feet. At the time of the first Survey it was described as being solid, but it looks to me as if it was always hollow, and the original masonry on the north side includes some long blocks that protrude into the interior like a crude stairway. Otherwise its stones are as uncommunicative as its history.


Legend, however, has more to say about it: this then is the tomb of a saint from Inis Meáin called Gregory of the Golden Mouth, Grióir Béal an Óir. The site of this hermit’s sojourn in the wilderness of Inis Meáin can be seen from the tower; beyond the little bay and its bright shinglebank on the opposite coast is an inland cliff that has collapsed into a line of huge stone blocks like the carriages of a derailed train, and St. Gregory’s cave is a burrow among these. There the unhappy recluse gnawed off his lower lip in a spasm of anguish over the sins of his early life (according to the chronicler monks) or simply because he was hungry (as I was told by a more down-to-earth Inis Meáin native)—and a golden lip grew in its place. When St. Gregory felt death approaching, regarding himself as unworthy of burial in the holy soil of St. Enda’s Árainn, he asked the monks of that island to abandon his body to the sea in a cask, which they did, and found on their return that the cask had reached Árainn before them. The little bay, just north of the starting-point of this book, called Port Daibhche, the harbour of the barrel, was its landfall. So the humble saint was buried in Árainn after all, high on this proud headland overlooking the barren island of his lonely struggle and the Sound named after him, Sunda Ghrióra.


In its drift through time Gregory’s story has become entangled with others. Thus, when dying in Rome as Pope Gregory he ordered his body to be launched on the Tiber, a tablet on its breast, and eventually came floating home to burial in his native Aran. As Gregory the Fairheaded, Grióir Ceannfhionnadh, he was beheaded by a tyrant at Cleggan in Connemara, the name of which town derives from cloigeann, a head; and then (as if to harmonize this tale with his Aran legend) he rose up, cursed the people of that locality, carried his head to a spring (now a holy well named after him), washed and replaced it, and came home to Inis Meáin.


These legends are all faded now. Fishing boats used to dip their sails to the tomb of St. Gregory of the Golden Mouth, but nowadays the lobsterboats that come throbbing by below regard it only as a useful sea-mark; an Iaráirne man remembers hearing that the old folk used to come here looking for gold teeth; a touch of golden lichen illuminates the tower’s lee side, and that is all.


The slopes falling south from the tower to the coast where it turns to face the full power of the Atlantic are scaly with loose stone, and as harsh and desolate as any in Aran. It is a wild spot to which the magnetism of sanctity steered the desert father from Inis Meáin, and it seems that as such it appealed to another connoisseur of wildernesses, the English artist Richard Long, who in 1975 left his mark, a small stone circle, nearby. It still stands in part, a group of limestone splinters jammed upright into crevices of the rocky ground, about three hundred yards south of the tower. Long’s work takes him to the remotest parts of the earth, where he makes some construct like this out of what is to hand—stone, of necessity, in this instance—frequently impermanent, often circular or spiral, a passing shadow cast on nature by a restless culture, and then photographs it and exhibits the photographs with accompanying trophies of maps, stones and words in the air-conditioned, neon-lit art galleries of capital cities. I first saw this circle depicted on the poster of an exhibition in Amsterdam, and later made finding it the object of an hour’s wintry loitering about this deserted corner of Aran.
















THIS VALE OF TEARS





In the last century emigrant ships sailing out of Galway for America used to come through Sunda Ghrióra and sometimes had to wait for days in the lee of the south-east point of the island for a favourable wind. Then if there were Aran people on board their relatives and friends who had already said goodbye to them and may even have held a wake for them, knowing that in most cases the parting was forever, were given another sight of them by this chance that was perhaps more cruel than kind, but at a distance that must have made it an unreal, wordless and ghostly reappearance. The way by which the bereaved came down to the shore to wave and weep is a little valley called Gleann na nDeor. This phrase is the Irish equivalent of the old preachers’ platitude for this world as a place of sorrow, “the vale of tears,” and even if the traditional account of the origin of the name I have given is perhaps uncertain, a weight of bitter truth about Aran’s past hangs about the place now because of it.


There was another cause for mourning here once, on the 16th of August 1852 (a date every Aran man, woman and child seems to know), when fifteen men were drowned, fourteen of them from Cill Éinne and the other from Iaráirne. They were fishing from the great rock terrace under the cliffs around the point, at Aill na nGlasóg, known in English as the Glasson Rock (the glasóg or glasán is the black pollack, a type of shorefish for which the spot is well known). It seems that a freak wave rose out of a calm sea and swept them away; the misfortune occurred on the Feast of the Blessed Virgin and was seen as a consequence of working on the holy day, for rock-fishing was then a livelihood, as it still is for a few men of the eastern villages. The ballads, one in English and the other in Irish, that commemorate the tragedy mention Gleann na nDeor as the way by which the bereaved came down to the shore, and it is often supposed that the placename refers to the tears shed over the bodies of the drowned there. In fact it anticipates the event, for it was recorded by the Ordnance Surveyors in the 1830s. (Misrecorded, rather, since the map has it as Illauna-naur, anglicizing Oileán na nDeor, island, instead of glen, of tears. The error has imposed itself on one or two islanders who reverence the written and official word more than the spoken folk memory, and on my first attempt at a map of Aran.)


Finally, an islander has suggested to me that the name refers to the dew which early morning fishermen sailing by see sparkling on this grassy plot among the grey stones—the dew, proverbially both fresh and fleeting, which still out-cries all human tears.
















OCEAN WALLS AND WINDOWS





In the days when all visitors were assumed by the islanders to be of superior birth, the rock-fishermen at Aill na nGlasóg often had a genteel audience watching them from the clifftop, and the big triangular boulder perched on the very tip of the point that served as a seat for these observers became known as Cloch na nDaoine Móra, which an Aran man would translate as “the big-shots’ stone.” Some day a wave is going to climb the cliff with enough residual power either to shift the stone a little farther inland or drag it back into the sea. All the more exposed coasts of Aran carry a rock-bank  above the levels of the highest tides, and where, as here and elsewhere on the south coast, this “storm beach” actually lies above cliffs thirty to eighty feet high, is composed of vast numbers of blocks it would take many men to move, and furthermore is separated from the cliff’s edge by a clear space of ten or twenty feet or more, then the impression given of the sea’s power is overwhelming.


It is indeed difficult to find a vocabulary for the combination of the prodigious and the orderly that such natural phenomena display. Most accounts of the Aran Islands, including my own first attempt, give one the idea that these stones have been hurled up over the cliffs from the bottom of the sea, whereas in fact they have been stripped off the rim of the cliff and moved inland by small degrees. Revisiting this spot after the winter of 1981–82, I found startling evidence of this process. A block of freshly broken rock, white with the unweathered calcite of innumerable fossils, caught my eye just a few paces east of the boulder described above. The detached piece was about two feet square and five feet long, and lay askew along the mouth of a trough-like recess of exactly the same dimensions running in from the cliff’s edge. There was half a fossil coral in the lower left-hand face of the block, and the other half of it was in the right-hand wall of the recess; clearly a wave had knocked the piece like a splinter out of the rim of the cliff, spun it on its axis and dropped it almost upside down back into its place. No doubt it had been detached from its substrate before this happened, by long ages of shocks and blows, and the unremitting discreet persuasions of daily temperature changes and trickling solvent waters; no doubt too in some future winter storm a wave will mount the sixty or seventy feet of cliff and flip it out of its present awkward rest, and then someday another wave will slide it inland and add it to its accumulated predecessors on the storm beach. By such repeated touches a rampart up to ten or fifteen feet high has been assembled all along this next three miles of south-facing cliff, so that the interior of the island is invisible from the broad promenade of ground swept clear of loose rock along the cliff edge.


On Inis Meáin around the low-lying south-western point there are two or three hundred yards of smooth, cleared rock-terrace between high-water mark and the gigantic storm beach, and as the cliffs rise from there towards the north the storm beach gradually approaches them and fades out on their brink at a height of a hundred and sixty feet above sea level. Inis Oírr too has an impressive storm beach, topped off by the hull of a freighter wrecked off the coast some years ago. These mighty works have been done partly by gale-by-gale, winter-by-winter processes as described above, and partly no doubt by more drastic events like the “Night of the Big Wind” of 1839 which is said to have buried in boulders the prehistoric stone huts on the peninsula of Dúchathair two miles west, or by such combinations of equinoctial tides and millennial storms as may only have occurred a very few times since the Ice Ages left Aran a bare slate, as it were, for the compilation of this reckoning. The only force tending to the destruction of the storm beach once formed, apart from the slow weathering of individual stones, is cliff-fall, which in places has overtaken the retreat of the storm beach; for instance at Dúchathair it is interrupted by deeply carved inlets, and on the western side of the bay next to the Glasson Rock boulders of the storm beach are tumbling off a cliff that has been cut back under their feet.


This little bay of which the Glasson Rock forms the eastern arm is divided into two amphitheatral halves by a narrow peninsula with a rock terrace below it, and in the deeply undercut recesses of either half is a sea-cave leading back to a blow-hole or “puffing-hole.” The more spectacular of these chasms, which one comes across with casually horrific suddenness if not forewarned, is the eastern one, a rectangular opening in the ground about thirty-three yards from the clifftop, a dozen yards across and rather more than that from front to back. On its inland side one can scramble down natural steps and ledges to where it opens out sideways into black dripping vaults like some waterlogged upside-down Piranesi dungeon. On calm days a tongue of green and light-filled water mutters below, but when the tide is high and the wind in the right direction waves come breaking up these steps and strew the ground inland with sand and shreds of seaweed. The power with which water has now and again been funnelled up and jetted out of the opening can be judged from the storm beach which here loops back from the cliffs and lies sixty yards inland of the hole, the intervening sheets of rock having been swept bare and the stone skimmed off it or smashed out of the slope of the puffing-hole heaped up in a ten-foot bank. That is not all, for a few yards outside that bank is a second, smaller one, and a third beyond that again. These outer banks must be relics of very ancient commotions of the sea, for no wave could reach them now over the inner bank, which itself was not built in recent days. Immediately to the north-west a little meadow very different from its barren surroundings has come into existence where sand, blown up the puffing-hole and carried across by the south or south-easterly winds that would drive waves directly into the sea-cave below, has accumulated in a slight hollow. It is called Muirbheach na gCoiníní; the first word means a stretch of sandy coastal land, and this is the “muirbheach of the rabbits,” which are softly housed here by grace of this freak outfall of the storm.


The western puffing-hole is much smaller and lies inland of the storm beach; it is about a hundred yards from the clifftop. Its opening is a ragged grassy funnel above a narrow cleft of rock in which the sea spleenwort fern grows. Occasionally a sigh of spray hangs in the air over it, the sea can always be heard in its depths, and sometimes in spring a nesting chough explodes out of its rocky muzzle as one peers down, and flaps black and screaming overhead until one moves on.
















LITTLE SEÁN’S BOULDER AND OTHER STONES





The grey terrain west of the puffing-holes, cut off from the sea by the jagged ramparts of the storm beach, and with the island’s low bare ridge-line as its inland horizon, looks like the birthplace of rock itself. The ground here sloughs off scales of stone, which men have set on edge, close-stacked, to make walls for countless fields, and like giant eggs in these comfortless nests are dozens of huge limestone boulders, some of which have split apart and lie in pieces as if already hatched. These rugged boulders are quite different from the smooth slabs of limestone lying everywhere; they were carried here by ice, which ground them into rough ovoids before dropping them as the glaciers melted back at the end of the last Ice Age thousands of years ago. These glaciers had radiated out from an ice-cap on the mountains of the Joyce Country thirty miles to the north, and most of the “erratics” they brought with them are of Galway’s granite, but the chunks of limestone that are so profusely scattered across the eastern end of the island must have been torn out of the ground somewhere not so far to the north, either on Aran itself or from the floor of what is now the Sound between it and the granite country. They are all individual and characterful objects, which lead one on into strolling from field to field as through the rooms of some weirdly metamorphosed sculpture gallery. Rain has worked into the tilted flanks of the boulders, carving terraces for miniature rock-gardens of wall-rue ferns and little herbs with starry blossoms in white or purple: scurvy grass, herb Robert, etcetera. Some boulders have been so deeply eaten by rainwater that they have come apart along their parallel fracture-planes and now lie in three or four thick slices stacked aslant. One or two have small lean-to pens for goat-kids built against them out of the curious shards of stone the ground crops in this part of the island. The biggest of them all, ten feet tall, is called Mulán Sheáin Bhig, Little Seán’s boulder, after some long-dead toiler in the unpromising plot it overshadows.


The boulder-streak (as the geologists term such an assemblage of glacial erratics, because when plotted on a map it appears as a streak marking the course of the ice that brought the boulders) leads one away from the coast towards the ridge-line, and beyond that down again to near the starting-point of this book. Once engaged  in hunting out a way through these tiny, bare, deserted fields, with the curious paths and gaps and stiles that link them into sequences, it is difficult to turn back. Field follows field with the unending incalculable oddity of the prime numbers in their sequence, that ultimate mystery of arithmetic. But the quest for Aran’s interior mysteries is reserved for the sequel to this book, and I must return from this incursion, to the cliffs of the south.
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