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Anja Murray is an ecologist, environmental policy analyst and broadcaster, familiar to many as a presenter of Eco Eye on RTÉ 1 and with her weekly Nature File on RTÉ lyric fm. Through these and her radio documentaries she explores the challenges facing the natural environment in Ireland through the perspective of what can be done to effect positive solutions.


Working in the NGO sector, with communities, state agencies, and youth groups, Anja has been pioneering innovative and collaborative approaches to nature conservation in Ireland for more than 20 years.
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Leisure


What is this life if, full of care,


We have no time to stand and stare?


No time to stand beneath the boughs


And stare as long as sheep or cows:


No time to see, when woods we pass,


Where squirrels hide their nuts in grass:


No time to see, in broad daylight,


Streams full of stars, like skies at night:


No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,


And watch her feet, how they can dance:


No time to wait till her mouth can


Enrich that smile her eyes began?


A poor life this if, full of care,


We have no time to stand and stare.


by Welsh nature poet W.H. Davies, 1911









For Tito,
the best dog,
who has encouraged me in every adventure
and been by my side for every sentence written.
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Opening to the
Wild Embrace


WHEREVER we live, we are surrounded by wild things. Each autumn, globes of sweet-smelling ivy flowers erupt along walls and hedges, going unnoticed by us, but drawing in dozens of different bumblebees with drops of late-season nectar. Summer skies above city streets are speckled with swifts, gliding high on sickle-shaped wings that give them the power to fly faster than any other bird. Even the small clump of moss by the doorstep reveals its perfectly geometric design when examined closely. These things offer us a daily embrace from nature.


Perhaps you’ve noticed butterflies lingering on flowers and peered closer to look at their gorgeous colours. Have you ever wondered what they are doing there? They are probably warming their wings in the sunshine whilst guzzling sugary sustenance from each blossom they visit, drawing it up through a long appendage called a proboscis which works like a drinking straw. Each time they drink, they unfurl their proboscis into the heart of the flower, then roll it up again when they’re done.


The last time you glimpsed a wild fox trotting down the road, did you notice the rich tones of its red fur and its discreet, wily gait? Maybe it was a male out foraging food for his mate, who stays tucked away in their sheltered den during March and April, suckling a brood of cubs. By June, cubs will be out playing and learning to cock their ears to the ground to listen for the sound of beetles and worms squirming about in the soil, only a scrape away from becoming a tasty snack.


Strolling down an urban laneway in summer, old walls may not be as grey as they seem. Cast your glance upwards and you might see elegant fractal-patterned ferns draping down beneath a leaky gutter; the succulent circular leaves of wall pennywort; colourful splodges of lichen; or towering bells of tubular foxglove flowers emerging from gaps. Each have exceeded the odds to seed themselves there, finding a nook in the wall where their special suite of evolutionary adaptations allows them to thrive.


For many of us, raised on television nature documentaries from far-flung places, nature is something exotic, out there. Yet all around us, wild stories are unfolding every day. The antics of some familiar Irish plants and animals are just as charismatic as those we see on television. Discovering them can be as easy as putting the phone away, looking up, peering closer, and being curious. Even within our immediate environment – on the bark of trees, in amongst the tangle of a hedge, emerging from flowery fields, and flying through the sky overhead – an endless variety of wild things are going about their lives.


Wild embrace is about awakening to the everyday nature in our midst. It’s about tuning into the happenings taking place all around us; noticing how the ways of our native plants and animals are infinitely more interesting than we may have realised before.


‘Wow’ moments need not be confined to curated experiences or exotic places. A flicker of blue and yellow feathers on the garden wall leads us to discover that a pair of blue tits are busily feeding a brood of tiny, featherless chicks in a cavity not much bigger than our fist. Not only are the parents filling little beaks with caterpillars and worms, but they are also keeping the nest clean by removing tiny parcels of poo, which baby birds conveniently produce in neatly contained sacs. Each of us can experience daily awe – in the sublime patterning of a caterpillar munching on a bramble leaf at the side of the road; the cryptic camouflage of a furry white moth lingering on the white bark of a birch tree in the local park; or the swooping murmuration of a flock of starlings in winter.


When the scales fall from our eyes and we know what to look out for, glories like these can enrich our daily lives.


The Joy of Discovering


It is easy to tune out from the simple wonders around us, dismiss them even as childish folly. Modern living provides us with no end of demands and distractions: busy schedules, smartphones, mental clutter. It can be difficult to slow down and take notice.


And there are so many environmental issues which can make us feel sad, fearful and powerless. But opening to the wild embrace can help us build emotional resilience, develop a deeper personal connection with the natural world, and empower us to engage positively with the critical issues.


Having worked in environmental education, policy and advocacy for decades, I am acutely aware of the plummeting populations of many of Ireland’s most treasured birds, fish, butterflies and bees. Together with other ecologists, I have worked to convince decision-makers that action is urgently required. I thought that when the right civil servants, business leaders and politicians understood the full extent of the challenges facing Ireland’s natural environment, and were presented with practical, evidence-based solutions, then policies and practices would be altered in response. But meeting after meeting, year after year, it became excruciating to witness so little being done to save our wild species. The laws protecting our most precious wildlife were routinely ignored. I began to understand that something fundamental is amiss. There had to be an explanation as to why people weren’t listening.


When I delivered workshops to community groups, schoolteachers or local authority staff, highlighting the plight of bumblebees, wild birds and aquatic animals, people often told me afterwards that they felt totally overwhelmed. Most hadn’t realised that things were so bad. They felt distressed and helpless upon hearing these stories. I saw that there is a bigger challenge facing us all. Banging people over the head with bad news, even while presenting solutions, won’t change how we as a society behave towards the natural world. What is missing is a deeper emotional connection with nature.


Meanwhile, around 2011, after a dozen years of intense involvement in environmental policy and advocacy, I was beginning to experience burnout. I found that I rarely had time to soak up the sounds and colours of a woodland, lie low in long meadows listening for grasshoppers, or explore mountain valleys and wild Atlantic shores, even though these are the activities that nourish and sustain me. I was so immersed in battles for conservation that I forgot to nurture my own connection with wild nature – the very thing that had propelled me into the work that had become my life.


Then, prompted by a spate of grief and loss, I began to discover the healing power of wild places. I went regularly to skim stones on an overgrown riverbank near home and discovered kingfishers nesting on the opposite bank. My curiosity about bees and willow trees and sparrows was reignited. My little everyday adventures in nature became a lifeline.


In the years since, I have managed to transform my own relationship with Ireland’s natural world, exploring more, making time for regular immersion, learning every day, and working in television and radio to communicate as I learn. By re-awakening my own connection, I have found that I am able to approach life with a fresher, more positive perspective. Cultivating curiosity and love has built up my emotional resilience, enhancing my abilities both to engage with personal challenges, and to work with others to bring about the policy changes that we still very much need.


I see now, more than I ever did before, that we are unlikely to truly respect, care for and defend that which we do not know and love. Spending time in nature has well-established links with positive environmental behaviours and attitudes.1 For this reason, it is good to remind ourselves and each other about the power of the wild embrace.


This book brings together my love for and knowledge of Irish nature, in a celebration of what I call wild reverence. It offers an invitation for you, the reader, to cultivate a more direct relationship with everyday elements of the living world, embarking on your own joyful journey of discovery. Here is a guide to help you develop and nurture the skills you need to carry you on a lifelong adventure with the nature all around you.
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Connection


BREATHE in and feel molecules of oxygen swooshing into your lungs. Imagine looking up through the green leafy canopy of a tree and breathe again, deeply; or better still, go outside and gaze up into an actual tree, allowing the cast of green-hued light to enfold body and mind.


The oxygen in every breath we’ve ever taken comes from plants growing both on land and in the sea. To acknowledge this is an exercise in humility, a pathway to connection. Strengthening relationships with the natural world begins with each of us rekindling our own connections to the nature around us.


In Ireland, many of us are surrounded with opportunities to experience being out in wild places. We can listen to birdsong echoing in the dappled light of a wooded valley in spring; soak up the delicate beauty of swathes of primroses growing in a hedge bank; or ramble through late summer sunshine on heather-clad hills. Regular experiences in nature soothe our busy minds and can make us both healthier and happier.


These are the mental states that can equip us with emotional resilience, awaken empathy, and even cause us to recognise how deeply we are connected to each other and to everything else in the biosphere. It’s not hard to see, therefore, that spending more time in nature can open us to the possibilities of living in better balance with the natural world.


Woodland Wonder


Growing up in the beautiful Wicklow hills with ample access to big old trees, intriguing woodlands and sandy lakeshores, I have always been somewhat feral – delighting in the patterns of veins on a leaf, the textures of flower petals, and the iridescent colours on a butterfly wing. And I have always been aware of how good nature makes me feel. Recent advances in science have corroborated what many of us know intuitively: that being in nature has a powerfully positive impact on our mental well-being.


During a particularly difficult period of my life, when I was caring for my terminally ill mother, I found myself cast adrift into an overwhelming numb sadness. The emotional distress triggered some alarming physical symptoms, including a strange allergic reaction that landed me in an ambulance and overnight in an intensive care unit. As soon as I got out, I instinctively knew that I needed to get myself to my favourite hazel wood, a small parcel of wild woodland nestled in a forgotten corner of west Cavan.


I craved the reassurance of being bathed in dappled light, and the soothing soundtrack of the rust brown river running over pebble banks and gurgling around boulders. The familiarity and safety of a riotous green tangle drew my mind and my heart out of their grieving states, back into the wild natural world. We all know that feeling at a familiar lakeside walk or woodland, when our shoulders drop down our backs by several inches and stress dissipates in the breeze. We regain a sense of ease and perspective; we breathe deeper and feel calmer. We ‘come to our senses’ and become more present in the world.


I don’t own the woods that I describe above. I didn’t grow up near them, yet I feel very much at home there. Whatever the time of year, I am mesmerised by the light, and by the many textures and sounds of the place. Over the years, I have gradually come to know most of the nooks and crannies of this small green and golden realm. I know where the swathes of bluebells and wood anemones carpet the ground in spring. I watch in awe as they’re lit up by beams of morning sunlight pouring through the canopy. When the trees begin to bud, they fill the scene with delicate, fresh potential. I feel reassurance emanating from the moss-covered branches and their covering of luminous ferns.


By midsummer there are occasional orchids, purple and white, poking their proud heads from openings between thickets of bramble. Delicate young saplings of hawthorn and hazel are nurtured by their woodland kin, linked through subterranean networks of mycorrhiza, the fungal webs that I can’t see but know are there. In autumn, I look for tiny white toadstools, only a few millimetres tall, growing from leftover hazelnut shells split open by squirrels.


Each of these elements has become familiar because I spend time in this woodland regularly, quietly, often alone. It is one of the most captivating hideaways that I know, made more so by my familiarity with the place. The first time I wandered into these woods, I was delighted by my discovery, but each subsequent visit left me enamoured anew. In time, I came to crave the sight of the golden, delicately patterned bark of the hazel wands, and the fallen tree by the river where I often perch, surrounded by branches, leaves, ferns and green things growing as they please. This is where I return to when I need to return to myself.


In reality, this special place is an unassuming patch of woodland, tucked away on a steep slope between the bend of a river and two small country roads. It is not recognised, celebrated, designated as a nature reserve, or even visited by anyone else as far as I know. It’s a place where everyday wild things live free: beautifully marked fritillary butterflies, perfectly camouflaged moths, tiny long-nosed shrews, a clan of badgers, elusive long-eared owls and cryptically coloured woodcocks; all of whom I see evidence of when I potter about here. Noticing their signs and trails absorbs me so much that I often lose my sense of time. Each time I visit I notice or learn something new. Without knowingly seeking it, I’ve come to this strong sense of connection through slowing down, observing details, and being open to the prompts and clues on offer.


Healing Nature


A great many discoveries in neuroscience and evolutionary psychology in recent years have revealed the physiological and psychological benefits of being in nature. We love to be in woodlands and lush meadows, surrounded by the soothing colours and patterns that nature has designed. Gentle rhythmic movements of tree leaves or tall grasses calm our senses, because we are genetically predisposed to feel relaxed in natural places. We are, after all, products of biological evolution and we have evolved, quite literally, in wild places. Modern humans are part of the biosphere. We have been shaped by our relationships with wild plants and animals.


Biologists have established, for example, that human vision has evolved to be sensitive to green and red, an advantage for hunter-gatherers scanning from a distance for ripe fruit and useful vegetation. By contrast, bees are not so good at seeing red, but have adapted the ability to see ultraviolet light, useful for collecting nectar from flowers. Using ultraviolet patterns on their petals, flowers literally signpost the way down to the nectar within.


Because we have evolved as one component of a complex biosphere, it makes perfect sense that our mental well-being2 is improved when we are in a natural environment. Our minds have not evolved to feel comfortable amongst grey shades of concrete, straight lines of tarmacadam3 or the bustle of car traffic.


Recent advances in psychology are uncovering how time in nature4 improves cognitive ability, increases the production of serotonin, induces kind behaviour, aids clear thinking, and improves our overall levels of happiness. Just 15 to 20 minutes in the natural world – connecting with it through the senses of sight, hearing, smell and touch – is found to significantly lower blood pressure, pulse rate, and cortisol or stress hormone levels. A corollary of this is that habitual separation from nature can lead to aggression, irritability, stress, and even physical illness. Time in nature is at the heart of our physical and mental well-being. It is no wonder that many of us are innately driven to spend time outdoors.


Amazingly, plants have been found to release organic compounds called phytoncides, which boost the human immune system by increasing production of a particular kind of white blood cell that responds to viruses. Based on this knowledge, it’s not surprising that a multitude of studies have shown that recovery times from illness are shorter with exposure to nature. In Ireland, following international evidence, GPs in different parts of the country have begun prescribing time in nature as a treatment for stress-related ailments.


Because we are predisposed to feel more relaxed in natural environments, a growing number of psychotherapists meet their clients in outdoor settings, an approach called nature-based therapy. One of the phenomena that such psychotherapists apply is ‘soft fascination’, which refers to how watching movement – such as reeds swaying on a lakeshore or leaves fluttering in a breeze – has a soothing effect on our brains and our nervous systems. Natural occurrences that attract our attention with movement, especially rhythmic movement, draw us out from overthinking, to a more present and relaxed state of mind. Therapists describe an expanded sense of self that results from being in nature. This expanded state provides a healthier context within which to discuss difficult emotions.


Alongside the measurable therapeutic and medical applications of prescribing time in nature, there are a myriad of everyday benefits that don’t require studies to convince us of their existence. Observing the details of beautiful natural patterns, like those in a leaf or a damselfly wing, both stimulates and soothes. The more we look, the more curious we become, and the more we wish to discover. This is a feedback loop that brings us ever closer to joyful presence.


But being ‘in nature’ is not as simple as it seems. Studies have shown that the quality of the natural environment matters. Subjects who spend time in more biodiverse settings with a variety of natural components experience stronger and more lasting mental health benefits. This has implications for the places we choose to go to when we are taking the time to be in nature, especially if we are seeking to improve our well-being as a result.5


If you are heading off for a few hours in the woods, both the setting and how we behave when get there make a big difference to our experience. In a mixed woodland with a good variety of tree species and a healthy mix of different tree ages, sizes and textures, there will also be a healthy variety of flowering plants. Here a vivid chorus of birdsong will echo through the woodland layers, while delicate birch and deep green spindle trees catch the beams of light falling through the canopy overhead. Leaves might be soft like hazel or hard like holly, rough like elm or smooth and lobed like oak. Ferns of different shapes decorate fallen logs, and wild honeysuckle weaves its way around branches.


Biodiverse habitats such as these tend to have a more soothing impact on our nervous systems than do monocultures, such as intensively farmed fields or sitka spruce plantations. Our instinctive affinity with diversity is deeply encoded. To experience the benefits of biodiversity, we can go to native woodlands to try a bit of ‘forest bathing’. This involves being still, and mindfully absorbing the sights, smells and sounds of a woodland. Staying quiet and present, we can tune into the physiological effects of sensory connection with the nature all around us.


But if we go forest bathing in an industrially managed conifer forest, among uniform rows of the same species of tree where diversity is much diminished, the mental benefits are not as far-reaching. Many of the elements which anchor and connect us are absent in a dark plantation of spruce trees.


As we go about cultivating our connection with nature, it is worth remembering how the quality of the environment impacts the benefits we gain from our experiences in the outdoors. Monoculture farmland, manicured parkland lawns, and neatly planted borders of exotic evergreen bushes might be better than the concrete jungle, but they are only a pale shadow of the rich diversity of natural habitats.


Challenging Disempowerment


News of environmental collapse and species on the brink of extinction, here in Ireland as well as across the world, is clearly distressing. It is entirely logical to feel despair about the current state of the world. Knowing that the policy responses have to date been insufficient to affect the scale of change that is needed causes us to feel despondent and cynical. No wonder we can feel overwhelmed, disempowered and disinclined to hold any hope about the future.


These ubiquitous emotional states are now named ‘climate-’ and ‘eco-anxiety’. They describe a decline in mental health related to the global climate crisis and environmental degradation. Feeling guilty about the small contributions of our own behaviour to climate pollution is another aspect of this.


Sometimes we must turn off from the facts in order to protect our mental health, but this can lead us into a cycle of avoidance and an even deeper disconnect. Succumbing to avoidance, cynicism or feelings of guilt stifles our ability to think critically about problems, to imagine creative solutions, and to respond appropriately (or even respond at all). Rekindling our connections to nature, as described in the following chapters, and taking positive action can help manage distressing feelings associated with eco-anxiety.


Each of us can actively nurture hope that things will change for the better. I like to think of the fundamentals of hope as a three-legged stool – where each respective leg represents wonder, knowledge and action. Without all three legs, the stool topples over and we fall into despair, burnout or cynicism.


The wild embrace offers easy ways to access nature as an antidote to overwhelm. I propose a fresh perspective from which to perceive nature – including everyday details about butterflies, wildflowers and birds that are commonplace. My goal is to instil in readers the habit of pausing more often, looking more closely; peeling away the filters and inhibitions that tend to quash curiosity. In opening your eyes and your minds to even the most familiar wild plants and animals, you can access a never-ending source of discovery, wonder and delight. This is the wild embrace.


But before we take a more detailed look at some of the surprising goings on in your local woodlands, river or meadow, and how to discover their joys for yourself, we need to go back in time. Join me on a short detour into our past, to explore some of the historical and cultural forces that have shaped our relationships with the natural world. Understanding how we have become so disconnected will aid us on our journey back to connection.




Invitations to the Wild Embrace


[image: image]Explore some places near where you live to discover elements of wild nature there. For example, a small pocket of broadleaved woodland, an accessible lakeshore, or a piece of forgotten waste ground. Go to your chosen places regularly to observe changes in plant and animal life across the seasons.


[image: image]Get a lightweight pocket notebook in which you can write nature notes and observations, as well as questions to look up later. Keeping a record of what you learn and discover helps you to remember and to compare notes from season to season.


[image: image]When you next take a walk, slow right down and look all around – at the plants growing from old walls, or up into the tree canopy overhead. Take time to observe subtle details. Rather than feeling self-conscious or childish, be brazenly curious.


[image: image]Lie back in a meadow or a native woodland and quietly pay attention to the sights, sounds and smells of life all around. Observe how this makes you feel. Repeat this exercise regularly.
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Reclaiming the Past


WALKING through a native Irish woodland at any time of year is an enthralling experience. Limbs of enormous oak trees mingle with tall pine, creating a cathedral-like ambiance. A rich mosaic of hazel and hawthorn lives beneath. We are immersed in layers of life, breathing deep, surrounded by the singing of great tits, wagtails and blackbirds, the drone of bees and hoverflies, and the rustling of leaves.


Deciduous woodlands once covered almost every hill, valley and plain across Ireland. Only where lakes, bogs and marshes exist do the woodlands naturally yield. After the ice sheets had retreated in Ireland about 11,000 years ago, pioneering birch, willow and hazel led the way, followed by vast woodlands of oak, elm, pine, alder and ash. Thanks to the water-laden air masses carried in from the Atlantic Ocean, our native woodlands are padded out with moisture-loving mosses, ferns, liverworts and lichens, claiming every available surface.


For thousands of years, pine martens and red squirrels could clamber along branches and weave their way through treetops all the way from coast to coast. Ample populations of small animals, such as wood mice and shrews, provided plentiful sustenance for eagles, sparrowhawks, goshawks and long-eared owls. Wolves roamed widely, maintaining balance in the ecosystem, as all top predators do. For the first several thousand years of human habitation here, these woodlands were all that people knew. Our culture is borne of the woods; we are originally woodland inhabitants.


How we interact with nature is determined by the legacy of previous generations, extending back hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Each new wave of settlers that arrived to this island at the edge of Europe revolutionised our relationship to the land. We are fortunate that the thread of cultural reverence for the natural world has not been completely severed; we still retain some of the understandings enshrined in belief systems that existed long before our current medley of influences.


It is worth looking to the past for glimmers of the connection that our ancestors had with the natural world. Throughout Ireland, we are fortunate to be surrounded by monuments built by ancient civilisations. From megalithic tombs such as Newgrange, aligned with winter solstice, to the castles of conquerors, historic places give us a continuity with the past, and can also provide us with reminders for the future, in terms of what we ourselves are leaving for the generations to come.


Ireland is rich in ancient beliefs, which have wended their way through time in customs and folklore. Wild plants and animals have been integral to our stories, songs, language and place names, and have given context to our culture. Romantic writers and creators in the 1920s picked up resonant threads of ancient Irish culture to generate a portrayal of post-independence Irish identity that reconnected us to heroic elements of our past. We can pick up threads from the same ancient source now, in how we envision a viable, ecologically sound future that reflects the importance of wild places and kindred plants and animals.


Incorporating a longer perspective, which stretches backward as well as forward, is necessary if we are to cultivate the shift in values needed to preserve that which is infinitely precious – the wild nature that thrives in a healthy natural environment.


The First People


The first people to arrive in Ireland were Mesolithic hunter-gatherers who ventured here from the east in wooden dugout canoes6 over 12,000 years ago, settling along coasts, lakes and rivers. Their lives were enmeshed with the wild plants and animals in their environment and tempered by the variable bounty of seasonal offerings. They had impressive knowledge and skill for gathering, processing and preserving wild foods and materials for daily life.


They built homes with hazel and hide, and were familiar with the characteristics and multiple uses of thousands of plant fibres, animal carcasses and rock types. Their diet was rich in plant tubers, leaves, fungi, wild fruits and nuts, and they also utilised wild herbs and fungi as medicine. They wove baskets for everyday use and crafted watertight containers from animal skins. They knew how to make glue and thread from the sinews and bones of the animals they hunted. For at least 4,000 years, Mesolithic people lived directly from wild resources and left almost no trace of themselves in the landscape.


Prior to the arrival of human life, there are no traces of wild boars in Ireland. It seems that Mesolithic people carried them across the sea in dugout boats. Wild boar was a species that adapted readily to the wooded environment and thereafter supplied a continuous source of meat, bone for making tools, and hides for shelter and clothing. There is evidence to suggest that wild boars were hunted at low levels to ensure the population was not unduly diminished. Mesolithic people also lived alongside brown bears and wolves, the top mammalian predators of temperate wild woodland habitats in this part of the world.


We know that hunter-gatherers lived near lakes and rivers where big fleshy sturgeon, salmon, trout and eel were abundant and easily caught. They used hazel rods to make fish traps, catching migrating fish travelling downstream after spawning, or trapping fish in tidal estuaries. When excavations began for the construction of the Convention Centre on Dublin’s quays, archaeologists discovered a Mesolithic fish trap woven from hazel. Dating and analysing the hazel rods, they determined that all the rods were of a similar girth and age, which tells us that hunter-gatherers were harvesting hazel in such a way as to produce a crop of rods with similar diameters every few years. Rather than living from hand to mouth, these hunter-gatherers had detailed knowledge of their environment, and were managing wild habitats in subtle ways to maintain continually regenerating harvests of the materials they depended on.


Hunter-gatherers did not farm, use metals, or build lasting monuments, but they had an intricate understanding of their environment and how to make the most of the wild resources available to them. These were not savages, but rather people whose cultural traditions carried an understanding through the generations about the long-term implications of over-exploitation. We have no way of knowing their creation stories, rituals, beliefs, social hierarchies, music or art, but we do have some clues about the nature of Mesolithic societies.


From excavated bones, which scientists can date and analyse, we know that hunter-gatherers in Ireland ate birds of prey: ospreys, owls, goshawks and peregrine falcons. The flesh of raptors such as these is neither tasty nor worth the calorific return for the hunting effort, so academics have deduced that our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate them not for nutrition, but to absorb the prowess of those they recognised as masters of hunting.7 In animistic belief, everything in the world is infused with spirit so that by eating an owl, one could absorb its powerful night vision. From this perspective, a peregrine falcon is imbued with a spirit of speed which could be transferred to those consuming its flesh. In the animistic world view, the characteristics of every living thing are considered, recognised and valued.


Traditionally, indigenous peoples have intimate knowledge of the land. Stories and ceremonies attest to wise usage of natural resources in order to ensure continued bounty. The fact that hunter-gatherers lived for such a very long time here in Ireland would suggest that they too had similar approaches to living.


We have inherited the colonial perspective that hunter-gatherers were ‘primitive’, a bias that extends to the indigenous hunter-gatherer cultures still in existence today. As we witness the degradation of nature everywhere, there is a great deal to learn from the sustaining environmental practices of indigenous cultures and remaining hunter-gatherer societies.


The First Farmers


The Neolithic period in Ireland, from about 4,500 BC, began when the first farmers came here8, bringing with them the knowledge that spread a technological revolution across the land. This period saw people ploughing the soil to plant cereal crops and rearing domesticated animals for the first time, thus creating food surpluses. Woodlands were cleared with stone axes to make room for crops and grazing herds of cattle and sheep. A whole new level of control was being exerted upon the land. The first farmers didn’t have formal fields: animals such as cows, pigs and goats would roam in the woodlands, while clearings among the woodland canopy were made in order to grow barley, rye and emmer wheat.


These animals and crops were new to Irish shores, brought in by new settlers and a novel culture. But traditions fused, and the clearings made for these new crops created edges where woodland meets open ground. Woodland edges are where elder, hawthorn, blackthorn, dog rose, honeysuckle and wild strawberries grow, plants of wild margins, which today remain the plants of hedgerow habitats. Coinciding with the clearances, wild fruits such as blackberries, sloes, rosehips, haws and crab apples would have incresased in abundance.


Farming did not replace the gathering of wild foods, which continued for thousands of years yet. Blackberries were one of the few sources of sweetness in the days before sugar and were thus likely celebrated. Elderberries would have been valuable for rich flavour and high vitamin content. Haws – the fruit of hawthorn trees – were harvested and processed for the fleshy outer layer of the fruit, high in vitamin C and a tonic for the heart. As farming spread, woodlands remained a significant source of food and building materials. Evidence from continental Europe tells us that people at this time were also using medicinal plants and fungi, including using particular fungi with antibiotic, anti-inflammatory and antiviral properties.9


As farming spread across Ireland, so did the Neolithic custom of building megalithic tombs for communal burial. There are more than 1,500 court cairns, portal tombs, passage tombs and wedge tombs still in place today on hilltops across the country.10 They are traces of a Neolithic culture that left its imprint on the land, with monuments and alterations to landscapes as woodlands were gradually cleared to create grassy pastures for farm animals and open ground for growing cereal crops.


Many Neolithic tombs were oriented to the sun’s rays on the summer and winter solstices (the longest and shortest days of the year), and the spring and autumn equinoxes (the midpoints between the longest and shortest days). The Neolithic passage tomb at Newgrange in County Meath, for example, faces the rising sun on the winter solstice, the only time each year when the sun’s rays penetrate into the burial chamber inside the tomb. At the Neolithic site at Lough Gur in County Limerick, there is a stone circle aligned with the summer solstice. At other sites, dawn sunlight strikes the inside of the tomb twice per year, at the spring and autumn equinox. Such deliberate solar alignments demonstrate a precise knowledge of astronomy and perhaps reverence for the sun.


As well as being important markers of time and the changing seasons, on which the cycles of hunting, gathering and farming depend, it has been suggested that capturing the sun’s rays on these particular days indicates a reverence for the interaction between the sun and the earth, the source of all fertility and growth. That the bones of prominent ancestors were interred in these tombs suggests a complex set of beliefs and customs relating to the sun, the seasons, the cosmos, the passing of time and the possibility of an afterlife.


Pagan beliefs based on the natural cycles of nature and the movement of the earth around the sun help to explain the great effort that went into constructing the enormous, chambered cairns of our Neolithic ancestors. Rituals may have been performed to mark seasonal transitions, such as the pagan festivals of Imbolc (February 1st), Bealtaine (May 1st), Lughnasa (August 1st), and Samhain (October 31st–November 1st).


Archaeologists have also unearthed stone axes from this time that are too big to be of practical use. These beautifully rounded and polished implements are thought to have been made for ritual or ceremonial purposes, symbolising the power that these tools could wield over the environment, celebrating people’s new-found ability to change the landscape.


We have other glimpses too of how Neolithic people perceived their place in nature. Because the land produced new life, it was thought of as female in gender and the ultimate deity was the earth goddess. The sun is also needed to produce new life, and was thought of as male in gender, represented by the sun god. Each king represented the sun god and was ‘married’ to a conceptual earth goddess, his role to maintain harmony between people and the land. Damaging the land was disrespecting the earth goddess, who in response might unleash disasters such as storms, droughts, floods, plagues or war.


Several ‘bog bodies’ discovered in Ireland’s midland bogs are well preserved young adult males from the Neolithic period. They were relatively well-groomed and, based on the absence of callouses on their hands or scratches on their fingernails, they were likely to have been men of nobility, probably kings. It is thought that these kings were sacrificed when the natural world appeared to be out of balance, the consequences of which might entail loss of fertility, drought or famine. The king was held responsible, having failed in his duty to create balance between people and the land, which was also seen as an affront to the goddess. Sacrificing the king and depositing his body in the bog was believed to restore equilibrium.


Wet places that are neither land nor water, bogs were where the veil between this world and the otherworld was perceived to be at its thinnest; thus they were deemed appropriate places to leave the bodies of kings, sacrificed as offerings to appease the earth goddesses and entice the return of health, fertility and prosperity.


We do not know exactly the beliefs and rituals of Neolithic people, and all of this is a speculative reconstruction. However, it is a reconstruction informed by the legends and oral histories that have survived, and evidence pieced together from archaeological finds. This retelling of the spiritual beliefs of those times has a resonance for today. In essence, these stories reveal an acknowledgement that humanity is entirely dependent on the natural word for its sustenance and survival; that the fertility of the land is often beyond what we can control; and that the people who lived in Ireland more than 5,000 years ago had a deep reverence for ‘Mother Earth’. They had deep-rooted cultural practices to embed the belief that when their leaders failed to maintain balance between human society and nature, the consequences would be catastrophic.
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