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        ‘One eye sees, the other feels’
      

            Paul Klee
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        A word from the author
      

         

         We each seek out solace in our own way: in relationships of all kinds, in our families and the ones we love in spite of all the disappointments and failures, in a beloved dog or a cat, in a craft or skill that we hone over time, in art and music or in particular places on the Earth.

         This book is about the path that led me to find solace in the simple goings on in the outer landscape, just beyond the threshold of my own back door. Solace is that feeling of calm and comfort, that sense of peace that is all around us when we are open to find it.

         I have been lucky a few times in life when random doors of opportunity have opened and often it wasn’t even a door I was knocking on. This time, right in the middle of a global pandemic, The O’Brien Press opened a door and invited me to take a peek inside. There, I caught a glimpse of a book with my name on it. That kid-in-a-sweet-shop moment proved to be totally irresistible, and although I didn’t quite understand the full commitment the project would require, I dived in.

         The complexity of a whole lifetime cannot fit into one book, but I hope that my solitary meanderings and writings about the landscape and tracks that I ramble in my small patch of the planet find some connection with yours. My inner child knew that solace was not as elusive as we might imagine, if only we took the time to notice. She was an expert in thriving in spite of grief, and knowing that love is the true solace that makes life worth living.

         As I continued to put thoughts and images on paper, I rediscovered how my earliest childhood memories in the rose-petal garden and the present day in our wild couple of acres are deeply rooted in me; how the need to find a home and a place to feel safe was always fundamental to my sense of wellbeing, how persevering with a creative practice in times of turmoil has always brought solace to my days, how the joy of closeness to Mother Earth and mysteries that we all grapple with from time to time feed my imagination.

         Whether you are on the city streets of New York or the dusty tracks of rural Turkey, I hope that you too can reawaken to the stories revealed in opening up to your patch of Mother Earth.
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        The lie of the land
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            Breacadh Lae ag Loch Bhaile Uí Scanláin
          
        

               Leaba cheoigh ar uachtar na locha

               Damhán alla ag fí líonta ar mo cholainn

               Ag breacadh solais ar thaibhreamh na hoíche

            

            
               
          
            Dawn at Ballyscanlon Lake
          
        

               A bed of fog on the lake surface

               Spiders weaving webs on my body

               Dawning light on last night’s dreams.

               
          Róisín Sheehy
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        Chapter 1
      

            Setting out

         

         Crossing the threshold

         In the beginning, I could have been walking anywhere for all the notice I took of what was happening around me. Although I have lived in rural Ireland for over forty years, setting out to walk the local lanes and tracks here was often just an escape from busyness and the pressures of work.

         In 2010 after the economic crash my day to day life as a community support worker changed dramatically. To address sudden cutbacks in government funding, our office in the city closed its doors and from then on I began to work full-time from home. Home is here in a two-acre wild garden, beside a lake and about three kilometres from the coast. I live here with my Right-Hand Man, down a long boreen and far off the main road. Sometimes it feels like we live on an island and every so often we must let down the drawbridge to get back to the mainstream.

         As a child, frequently moving house was part of my growing up. As a result, I was always looking for that elusive feeling of being home and grounded at last. During the late 1970s in Ireland, when most of our friends were emigrating, we had moved to the ‘country’ as an alternative adventure. First from Dublin to County Kilkenny, to live and work on a biodynamic farm and be part of a small, caring community. Then, on an outing to the sea one day we discovered the majesty of the Copper Coast in County Waterford and were smitten.

         Just after the birth of our first son, my Right-Hand Man was offered a job as a lecturer in architecture at the local third-level college in Waterford. The following year, I also began teaching there in the Art Department. When my second son was born, as there was no maternity leave for part-time workers, we juggled childcare between us and there were many stolen moments running out to feed the baby in the back of the car or swopping parenting roles in the carpark.

         Having renovated an old cottage, where our third son was born, we experienced the ‘built in obsolescence’ of old buildings and decided to move to an even quieter spot and build a new house. We had lived in the cottage with the three boys as we built on top, around and inside of it. After almost twenty years, and as the boys became young adults, we built that new house and set about turning a boggy field into a habitat-friendly wilderness.

         We both left our jobs in the college in the early 1990s and set up organisations to address some of the new work that was required after Ireland received substantial funds for equality from the EU. My work was focussed on supporting small local communities tackling unacceptable levels of poverty, while his was leading a gender-focussed project exploring men’s development and the needs in particular of disadvantaged men. For the rest of our working lives these absorbing jobs took us travelling around Ireland; rural Waterford was the place we returned to for respite.

         After many years of sustained work by a lot of people, marginalised communities in Ireland were starting to thrive again. Then suddenly came the shock of the economic crisis in 2008. Without doubt there was a kind of grief in Ireland at what was about to be lost. My own work team were all now working from home, thrown into unforeseen chaos. The small non-profit set up by myself and my good friend, an art therapist, had been friendly and fostered belonging. In this new situation of working from home, I immediately missed the community of women who had become like a second family. How was I going to deal with the loneliness and isolation of this new life? I could literally go for days without bumping into anyone around here.

         Gradually, having absolutely no choice in the matter, I accepted the limitations of the working-from-home lifestyle, adapted to the new situation, put my desk at a window and settled in all over again. As I write this, the memories of disorientation and loss are only intensified by the Covid-19 pandemic, with the sudden and shocking instructions for the whole country to stay at home. As the various lockdowns were called throughout the pandemic, I was reminded of how I had already crossed a threshold onto a well-worn path of trying to find solace in long days alone, a shrinking terrain and an unsteady future.

         Opening up space

         Both after the economic crash and with the arrival of the pandemic, it became obvious that working from home, I would need to get out of the house every day and the only option open to me was to have a solo walk around this small patch of the world. Maybe walking could create a lifeline to the kind of normality that I was used to?
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         In the 1990s and early 2000s, I had so loved commuting to the city, having lunch with friends and gossiping in the street with anyone I met. After the changes brought on by the economic crash in 2008 I found myself housebound for days on end; as for many in the days of the pandemic, the crucial thing then was for me to get a change of view and find a way to experience the day outside of myself.

         We bring our whole selves with us when we walk. Sometimes we have bad days with brooding moods or we are full of sunshine and hope. The land is not embroiled in our inner life and although I could grasp that, my heart was often heavy on these walks.

         The inner voices chattered away too, prattling on about the shock of it all and how we would solve the problems of our shrinking budgets and our growing workload. The narratives in our heads, these voices that insist on trying to monitor us through life, can be somewhat quieted by bringing our attention to the wonders of being alive, healthy and at least temporarily able-bodied. But at that time, any or all of these moods could overwhelm me on these lonely walks.

         The landscape opened up space, but in the beginning it felt like too much space. The preoccupations of surviving the economic crash and how it would all be resolved weighed heavily. Walking alone initially didn’t offer any solutions or provide directions for the future either. It was fresh air, a break from the computer and exercise.

         Only the distraction of my neighbour Lena’s dogs and how they amused her would help to lift my spirits as we chatted on the lane. She had grown up here, lived alone with her animals and knew the land and the seasons better than anyone. We were the same age and although we had lived very different lives, I like to think we connected in a special way, chatting about the weather and everyday life. Sharing these quiet moments meant a lot to both of us.

         Other than that, the slow pace of my new life and the daily walks into the blur of the familiar did nothing to inspire me as I trudged in all weathers. It got me out of the house, but that was all.

         Reclaiming curiosity

         On these walks I began to notice birds, but as yet didn’t know many of their habits as I do now. When I was out in the early mornings I kneeled down to explore spiders’ webs laden with dew. Coming from a family phobic about spiders, the beauty and artistry of web creation was a revelation! On icy days I saw that the vegetation sparkled with dew crystals like exotic lace.
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         Over time, I became more curious about the names of plants, trees, animals and birds around here. It wasn’t so much that I needed to know their proper names, it was so that I could understand more the uniqueness of each in front of my eyes – the feathers and colours of birds, the petal shapes and stamens of flowers, the outline of leaves. Now, if a new species appears I will spot it instantly and probably learn and forget its proper name in no time too!

         The loneliness I had initially feared was very different to this new kind of aloneness. Slowly my attention began to shift from the inner voices of despair to an outer curiosity about this place. My head came up, my eyes opened wider, my ears became more sensitive. In these daily walks with no one but my re-emerging inner child, I began to notice a growing calm, and an awakening of my senses.

         Not since I was a very small girl, alone in a small back garden, had I felt deeply held in the world. I began to recognise an old feeling of belonging to the land, this beautiful country and our planet. Maybe it’s not so much where you are, as how you are? It’s not so much walking in a place of beauty, as it is finding beauty in the place where you walk.

         Noticing the wonder of the everyday slowly reawakened my urge to care and fired my creativity in a new way. Finding solace in nature and the everyday nurtured me at this time when I felt quite lost.

         Upheaval

         In those years after the economic crash, when everything was so uncertain and bleak, there was another upheaval going on as my dear old dad was in the final part of his life. I was spending weekends travelling to the other end of the country to spend time with him and support his care. He was very clear about how he wanted to die and he often gripped my hand and repeated it, making sure that his wishes were understood. He wanted to die at home, no ifs or buts. Knowing what he wanted, and going through that last year with him, I was never more acutely aware of the preciousness of being alive and healthy.
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         Coming out of that winter with Dad I was intensely aware of the joy of light, the magic of crisp mornings underfoot, the rich tones of sunsets over the lake. Death was all around me and yet, there was an exquisite beauty in it.

         Dad noticed the beauty of the living world too when by a macabre coincidence we used to take him in a wheelchair on a ramble up to the graveyard where he would eventually be laid to rest. Starting out fairly cranky about the whole idea, he would, in spite of his blindness, begin to notice shadows, light, colour, scents and sounds. He still had a deep connection to nature, responding with a sigh or a chuckle when he recognised a dog passing or a colourful display of leaves.

         Slowing down and taking more time to relax in the moment helped me to stay more present with Dad. Being with him in those last months was more a matter of sitting in listening mode or even in complete silence. Just to wake up in the morning was a bonus for Dad, as he used to say regularly. Breakfast with him was a pleasure as he would hum with happiness just because he was ‘still here’.
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            Chapter 2

            This landscape

         

         The tracks and trails

         As I slowed my pace on these solo walks, the outer landscape began to reveal her many hidden treasures. The immediate surface layer of the land balanced my attention between observing the material world and having a holiday from my inner turmoil. Long before drones became fashionable, the layers of the landscape absorbed part of me as I imagined helicopter views – rolling countryside, distant mountains, two small lakes and meandering country roads down to the coast.
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         When my three sons were small I used to wheel a big, old pram around the country lanes. The youngest would be wrapped up in knits and blankets, while the older two ran on ahead foraging or finding small creatures in the ditches. We used to cross the yard of a deserted farm house and the boys would entertain me with tales of ghosts and ghouls that they imagined dwelt there. Their little legs would hop and skip along until one or other would tire and I would heap them up on top of the baby and speed off home – a stagecoach full of giggling boys.

         Now I am imagining that if you were walking with me here, we would first figure out our options as to which layers, routes and destinations to explore together. We could begin at the top of our lane with a spectacular view to the Comeragh Mountains all the way across the soft hilly farmland of County Waterford. This view takes in the direction of the new Waterford Greenway, which follows an old railway track all the way west to Dungarvan. Here we would pass standing stones, including a spectacular dolmen, and eventually connect to the meandering river Suir.

         Alternatively, we could wander through quaint lanes and trails that lead down to the sea. In one direction we could go through the Anne Valley from Dunhill, past the ruins of a Norman castle and through the wetlands all the way to Annestown Beach.

         In the other direction, we would have a seven kilometre downhill stroll into Tramore, a sunny South East holiday resort. Beloved of generations of holiday makers, Trá Mhór means the Great Beach and it is the classic spectacular golden beach of everyone’s fantasies.

         For a shorter walk we could ramble through grassy meadows to the lake or follow a boreen to an abandoned reservoir. Here, we would pass another deserted house and walk through a farmyard with a thatched cottage and a gaggle of noisy geese. This is a gentle landscape, typical of many off-the-beaten tracks in Ireland. On your first walk here, like me, you might find yourself chatting away about how beautiful it is, enjoying the green views and twisty lanes.

         Although just typical country lanes, I imagine that these tracks once made well-worn paths for our ancestors. Many of the ancient stones standing abandoned in the middle of ploughed fields or strewn across farms and forests were once sites of the earliest community life on this land. In Ireland this is probably true of many places, but here the tracks are not much walked except by locals and so have remained old.

         Little did any of us know that during a pandemic as yet unheard of, we would be limited to only two kilometres of walking. At least by then I would be well rehearsed and would know the landscape like the back of my hand. I would also have developed a few of the coping skills and the resilience needed for isolation and falling back on your own resources.

         The ancestors at Cnoc an Chaillighe

         Between here and the road to the Comeragh Mountains is the at least four-thousand-year-old Gaulstown Dolmen, a portal tomb of huge stones set in a peaceful grove of oaks. Our earliest ancestors must have been mindful of its positioning. The site is named for the townland, but is situated at the foot of Cnoc an Chaillighe, or Hill of the Hag, something that I enjoy as more significant.
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         An Cailleach, the old woman, the hag, or the crone, is found in many cultures around the world. In some stories she can be found weaving a tapestry of the world, creating dark spells for those who plunder the Earth or lying in wait to punish hunters who are all take and no give. This sacred place at the foot of the Hill of the Hag still resonates with women and I once circle-danced here with a group of them at the winter solstice.

         Along the small road to the dolmen is a fully grown hawthorn hedgerow. Hawthorns are an ancient native tree and often remind me of the craggy olive trees of the Mediterranean that live for hundreds of years. It is rare to see a full hedgerow like this as fences have replaced many of these corridors of life and beauty. In spring these hawthorn trees reward us with a dome of blossoms and in winter with the red haws that the birds love so much.
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         Here, in this ancient place, it is easy to imagine an assortment of souls, meandering there like us. Perhaps the foragers of old rambled these lanes thinking about the big questions and the cycles of life as we do too. I think of them along these tracks and trails, wondering where their memory is most present. What were the women’s lives like and did they pick blackberries and crab apples along the lanes just like we do on summer evenings?

         Underfoot

         As I walked these paths on a daily basis the anxiety about work and my future faded into the background and my utter insignificance grew. My attention was being absorbed by the beauty and the richness of the landscape and I began to feel more and more like a tiny ant on the back of a huge beast.

         One day while flying from Waterford Airport to Galway I was scanning all the places I knew down below: Tramore, the great beach, the coastline towards the west and Dungarvan. Suddenly I found that the plane was turning over the hills and lakes of my own place. It was clear that the land around here forms a significant bowl shape in the landscape. I could see the geological past of my patch being expressed as a huge, soft sculpture of earth.
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         That day I could see the lake at the centre of my world, which I had been told once was the crater of an ancient volcano. It is still surrounded by a large rim of rocks and hills. I often sense these curves. Maybe someday from a boat in the middle of the lake, or when swimming out there, you can look around and get a sense of its shape too – a crater held by a circle of land, millions of years old and ninety metres deep at its centre.

         In and around the wildest parts of the lake there are small fish, dragonflies, scented mint and ground-nesting birds. By stealth, I have encountered badgers, foxes and rabbits there, but my favourite resident animal is the mythological shape-shifting Irish hare. Hares are usually safely hidden during the day and it is at night that you will catch sight of these animal residents. They are easiest to spot when they are trundling home in the early hours after a hard night.

         To this day, I send my sons regular photos of animal activity here. They still ooh and aah when I capture a visit from the jaunty badgers on the webcam. Growing up they kept mice, gerbils and guinea pigs in the house, and in their pockets. An assortment of cats, dogs and birds lived in their rooms. One cat gave birth on top of my eldest son as he slept, while another set of kittens, brought into the house by a neighbour’s marmalade tomcat, were christened John and Jesus. The boys were close to animals in a way that I never was as a child and their ease and delight was contagious to someone who only ever had one pet tortoise that passed away during its first winter hibernation.

         If you walk here you too will become more aware of animals and the paths they follow. You won’t necessarily meet any, but their presence will be felt, in the long grass, in their tracks across boundaries and the burrows they make through ditches and hedgerows. Underfoot you are treading on the silent routes of our companion species. We and they know the land in our own animal way.

         Letting go

         My dad declined further and in the end he got his wish to die at home surrounded by his family, just as the sun was going down. Every year on that date, I go to the edge of the lake or back to the dolmen and watch the sun setting. I think of Dad and the many mysteries of letting go, looking for solace in times of grief.
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