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‘There’s a real sense of peace and magic in this beautiful book – it’s filled with stories and ideas about loss and reconnection through our ancient landscapes that will help us all to heal.’


Daisy Buchanan, broadcaster, columnist and author of Insatiable


‘An extremely relatable memoir, densely packed with the author’s first-hand experiences as a committed “stone hunter”. As well as an inspiring tour of the megalithic landscapes of these isles, Stone Lands is a human journey into grief, hope and love. It’s a fantastic book for weird walkers and megalith obsessives alike.’


Weird Walk


‘A wonderful story of grief, self-discovery, hope and reconnection to our ancient past and landscapes, in which Fiona Robertson takes us on her own deeply personal journey and, by doing so, shows us the power of looking back in order to move forward.’


Ben Edge, artist and author of Folklore Rising


‘Written with great craft, sensitivity and authority, Fiona Robertson offers a wonderfully evocative and poignant account of the ancient sites and landscapes of Britain. There is a resonance here to artists and writers such as Nash, Ravilious and Blake, and that tradition of deeply embedded landscape romanticism and sense of place that runs through our engagement with traces of a prehistoric past.’


Josh Pollard, Professor of Archaeology, University of Southampton


‘An utterly endearing account of seeking the ancient wonders of the prehistoric stone sites of Britain, told against the backdrop of such poignant personal heartache. Stone Lands brims with the intrigue and delight of the modern antiquarian who journeys to the sacred spaces of these isles to connect with the ways of our ancestors.’


Dr James Canton, Director of Wild Writing at the University of Essex, and author of Grounded and Renaturing


‘A wonderful and moving book: part personal memoir and part tribute to the megaliths in our midst which – in strange and subtle ways – still have so much wisdom to impart.’


Oliver Smith, columnist and author of On This Holy Island


‘Reading Stone Lands feels like coming home after a hard day’s toil. This strangely comforting book is a reminder that the ancient stones can be sources of reassurance and solidity, even in our times of greatest upheaval and loss.’


Angeline Morrison, folk singer
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Note on dating



CE: Common Era (the equivalent of AD)
BCE: Before the Common Era (the equivalent of BC)


Most BCE dates quoted in this book should be read as cal BCE, the ‘cal’ referring to calibration done by archaeologists on raw radiocarbon dates, which can be out by several centuries. Calibration involves comparison with tree-ring growth in very ancient timber (among other methods) to make the radiocarbon dating more accurate, sometimes pinpointing a date to a single generation (a span of 25 years).


It is hard to date stone circles and rows. Stone itself can’t be radiocarbon dated and most stone circles have not been scientifically excavated. Finds that would assist with dating are rare. Hazel charcoal unearthed in a stone-hole at Long Meg and Her Daughters in Cumbria has given an Early Neolithic date of 3340–3100 BCE, implying that this is one of the earliest stone circles in Britain. Other stone circles have been dated to the Middle Bronze Age, around 2000 BCE or later, so there’s a very wide range of dating possibilities.


Chambered tombs, on the other hand, often contain burials that can be dated, and these dates tend to be earlier than those associated with stone circles, typically 3700–3000 BCE. However, it’s important to remember that these burials could have been inserted in the stone monuments centuries after they were built.


Radiocarbon dating is now being combined with ancient DNA analysis to infer ever more accurate dates based on knowledge of family relationships between burials – this is very complex and pretty mindblowing modern archaeological magic!
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Chapter 1


EVERYTHING CHANGES
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_ c.3700 BCE: Work starts on Windmill Hill causewayed enclosure and West Kennet long barrow


_ c.3000–2200 BCE: Avebury henge and stone circles/avenues built in phases, with activity intensifying c.2500 BCE


_ c.2400 BCE: Work starts on Silbury Hill


_ LATE THIRD MILLENNIUM BCE:
West Kennet long barrow closed






Avebury, WILTSHIRE



WE TAKE OUR PINTS and wander into the field of the standing stones. Through the open windows of the Red Lion come the sound of a fiddle and the cheery singing of the Morris dancers, who are done with the dancing and are now embarking with equal enthusiasm on the drinking. I can barely walk, my feet blistered after two days of Ridgeway hiking in ill-fitting sandals, so I take them off and go barefoot, the grass warm and dusty against my soles, nudging me gently with every step as if the earth itself is welcoming me back to this place. The sun is lower now but the heat has not yet gone out of the day, and golden light falls like an enchantment on the whitewashed walls and lazily drooping thatch of the pub, on the drinkers at the picnic benches and on the sarsen stones that stand in an arc in the field awaiting our arrival. We choose our stone, a giant sharp-angled lozenge honeyed by the sun, and rest our heads against rough sandstone that is warm to the touch, as if the stone is a living, breathing creature.


For a moment the music and the voices all fall silent; the people are spellbound while the stones are more intensely alive than ever, trembling on the verge of movement. There are faces hidden in the rock, we decide: a clenched jaw and furrowed brow here, a turned-up nose and disdainful grimace there. The more we look, the more we see: human emotions weathered into stone that seem to speak of Avebury’s 5,000 years of history.


As we sip our pints, we read the guidebook and try to work out if the stone we are leaning against is the very one that crushed an itinerant barber-surgeon*1 in the early 14th century, trapping him there until 1938 when his skeleton, along with the tools of his trade, were liberated during Alexander Keiller’s excavations. We wonder how the barber-surgeon ended up under the stone and whether there is any danger of us suffering the same fate.


On the front of my backpack, its long stem threaded through the straps, is the flower that Stephen gave me two days earlier when we met at Paddington station: a gerbera daisy, its petals fiery orange as the sun and defiantly unwilted despite being carried along the Ridgeway through an August heatwave. It’s only a few weeks since we met for the first time and we are very happy.


Fast forward through 18 years and more: Stephen, his face more lined, a little gaunt, but still looking younger than his not-yet-50 years, stands within a grove of beeches that grip with their snakelike roots the earthen bank of the Avebury henge, a girl and a boy on either side of him. Our children, Alex and Ava. The boy is 12 years old, on the cusp of adolescence, his expression preoccupied, his fists clenched; he has something on his mind but that might just be the indignity of being made to pose for a photo or (very likely) the prospect of 30 sorry gaming-less hours. The girl is nine, brimming with not always helpful questions (‘Can we play hide-and-seek?’ ‘How long will this walk last?’ ‘What’s for lunch?’), fighting with the wind for control of her long hair. You would not tell from Stephen’s smiling face that anything is wrong, except that his skin, in the pale February sunlight, has a yellowish tinge that should not be there.


The beech roots writhe across the bank and dig down deep into the earth, holding the trees fast; and though the wind grabs the beeches and shakes them violently, making the wishing ribbons flap wildly and a shower of twigs rain down, its best efforts are no match for these roots that have been gripping on to the ground for a hundred years or more. There is a numinous quality to the space where Stephen and our children stand; it is a natural chapel with a pillar of living wood at each corner, roofed by twisting branches that throw a black web across the wind-scoured sky. As I join them within the beeches, I offer up a silent pleading prayer to whatever spirit may reside there.


From the henge, the Avenue stretches south-east, a double row of stones that today seem to be leaning in like sails to catch the wind. The violent gusts are the aftershocks of a great storm that has rampaged across the country, scattering trees across roads, felling fences, blowing off roofs and prompting an ‘essential travel only’ announcement from the government, but what is a bit of atmospheric disturbance to these millennia-old stone sentinels? They’ve seen it all before.


I am keeping a discreet watchful eye on Stephen and he seems OK, but I know he will make a heroic effort to keep up with us and in doing so might push himself too far. At the end of the surviving section of the Avenue we turn west up Waden Hill and now Stephen slows, his breathing laboured, wincing at each step. My heart sinks and the nauseous sense of dread that is never entirely absent these days surges through me. This is the man who three months ago was merrily scaling rock faces in Snowdonia. He is determined not to be defeated by a bit of hill, however, and puts one foot in front of the other, making it up before the children, who have gone into a paroxysm of moaning that slows them down considerably. ‘Come on, you lot, what’s the hold-up?’ he calls down, when he’s got his breath back. ‘This should be easy for you seasoned climbers!’ The mix of encouragement and exasperation, and the promise of chocolate, finally gets them to the top.


And it’s epic up here, on Waden Hill. In the valley below is Silbury Hill, Avebury’s weirdest monument, a 4,400-year-old artificial mound that resembles a giant green blancmange, or perhaps an alien spaceship that has slipped down to earth through a golden slit in the clouds. The wind grabs our hair and tugs at our clothes, pummels our faces, snatches our words away.


There is nothing for it but to open our arms wide and fly.



It All Starts with Avebury


I was 18 years old when I first came to Avebury, long before I met Stephen; school was behind me, the start of university a comfortable number of weeks away, and in that long, hot, psychedelic-patterned summer it felt like anything might be possible. The spirit of the late ’60s was abroad once more, smiley faces were everywhere and English fields were alive with the sound of techno. I read E. M. Forster and Arthur Machen, and waited for Pan in the woods. I tried acid for the first time and watched the paving stones of my then-boyfriend’s parents’ patio dissolve into whirling vortexes of energy. Reality was warping and it seemed like magic might, after all, turn out to be real.


And then the boyfriend and I made it to Avebury and it was like, wow, how can this place even exist?! Avebury was by far the most mind-blowing thing I’d ever encountered. A village inside a circle of huge standing stones. A processional avenue of paired stones that marched outwards from the stone circle into the countryside. A prehistoric artificial hill as old as, and as big as, the Egyptian pyramids but set in English farmland. An ancient ridgetop road edged with tree-spiked burial mounds that stood out on the skyline like beacons broadcasting a message encoded several thousand years ago. How could this all be? The landscape felt potent with spiritual meaning, the whole sweeping chalk downland imbued with a significance that I could feel if not articulate. And the people who crowded the lanes of the village in their tie-dye and army surplus, who lay on the grass soaking up the energy of the stones, who smoked weed, played guitar and danced in the circle, who slept overnight in the chambers of the long barrow – the crusties, hippies, ravers, dowsers, stone huggers, crystal enthusiasts, witches, Druids – these were my people, I felt instinctively, or at least (I was not a confident teen) I wanted them to be. I was enchanted. My love affair with standing stones had begun.


And it all started with Avebury for John Aubrey, too, the 17th-century antiquarian who fathered the modern practice of megalith hunting – stone seeking, stone bothering, megalith enthusiasm, whatever you want to call it – that thing of eagerly (sometimes obsessively) getting out there to look for prehistoric standing stones. Aubrey’s Monumenta Britannica opens with an account of coming across Avebury while out hunting with some of his fellow country gentry soon after New Year in 1649: ‘I was wonderfully surprised at the sight of those vast stones: of which I had never heard before: as also at the mighty bank and graff [ditch] about it.’ Whereupon, in the manner of many megalithophiles to come, he abandoned his companions and the hunt to entertain himself ‘with a more delightful’ exploration of the site.2


Aubrey was 22 when he first encountered Avebury and it had a profound effect on him. He became the first true stones obsessive, gathering information about ancient sites all over Britain for his Monumenta Britannica. In 1717 or 1718 a transcript of this unpublished manuscript came into the hands of the man who would become Britain’s other father of megalith hunting – William Stukeley – who just a year or so later was in Avebury himself, obviously inspired by his predecessor’s enthusiastic description of the site.3 It was to be the first of many visits during which Stukeley meticulously recorded the stones there even as great swathes of them were being toppled and destroyed.


Until Aubrey and Stukeley, no one seems to have paid much attention to the Avebury stones. Stukeley comments that ‘It is strange that two parallel lines of great stones, set at equal distance and intervals, for a mile together, should be taken for rocks in their natural state’ – but apparently they were, even though Aubrey had identified the Avenue as a prehistoric monument decades before.4 But after Stukeley, megalithomania took root and from then on stones enthusiasts of all sorts began making their way into the fields and moorlands of Britain: Druid theorists, Romantic poets, antiquarians, ley line hunters, earth mystery investigators, New Agers, modern Pagans, committed megalith-community members, casual prehistory buffs, photographers, walkers, picnickers and more. And of course the professionals: hordes of archaeologists of all kinds, assisted by further hordes of volunteers.


So what is it about standing stones? This book is, in part, an attempt to answer that question. Prehistoric people took hundreds, thousands, even millions of labour hours away from the practical business of staying alive to raise massive stones and build huge earthworks, and though we can speculate endlessly about why they were moved to do so, we can never know for sure. What we can say is what the stones mean to us today.


I am profoundly intrigued and impressed by standing stones. Placed upright thousands of years ago, somehow (amazingly) here they still are, standing in fields and gardens, on moors and roadsides, waiting for us to go out and find them. For me, they are above all symbols of survival, set in contrast to our ephemeral human lives. The Medway megaliths, which are to be found in a motorway-encircled zone of Kent less than an hour’s drive from London, are among the oldest stone monuments in Britain, still standing after 6,000 years – that’s an inconceivable length of time. Maybe some of these megalithic survivors will still be upright when all we humans are gone.


There is something about the extreme longevity of standing stones that I find very comforting. Whatever people get up to, the stones have seen it all before. However long our personal span on this planet – 80 years, or 50, or eight – they will outlast us. These millennia-old witnesses to the sound and the fury of human existence put it all into perspective. Touching an ancient, weather-scored pillar of granite, sandstone or quartz can make the drama of life seem, if only for a moment, small and far away.


Standing stones are totems of mystery, a multitude of theories projected onto them and yet we have no way of knowing if any of them are true. For some people, such as the Druids, Wiccans and other neo-Pagans who gather at standing stones to celebrate the eight festivals of the Wheel of the Year, a stone circle is more than mysterious; it is sacred space. I am not a practising Pagan but like many others today I am drawn to mark the turning of the seasons at key solar moments such as midwinter and midsummer, and a stone circle, which like the year itself leads from every ending to a new beginning, seems a potent place to do that. I find it possible to believe that standing stones mark sacred ground and that divinity is present in very ancient places. Standing stones are much more than lumps of rock set on end a long time ago. Infused with wonder and mystery, they enchant the landscape.


Sometimes, when my brain is whirring and I can’t get to sleep, I imagine I’m a standing stone. I close my eyes and I’m up on the moor, rooted deep in the earth and resting on springy turf. All around me, stretching to the far-distant hills, is a dark expanse of bracken and gorse, speckled with pools that reflect the stars. I’m furred with lichen, crusted with quartz and scored with rain runnels, and I’ve been standing in that spot, battered by the storms and warmed by the sun, for a very, very long time. From time to time a crow will land on me or a colony of snails will creep up over me, and occasionally a human or two will build a fire and camp near by. All stone-me needs to do is just be. (Honestly, it is very relaxing.)


A Kind of Awakening


I had been thinking for a while, without doing much about it, of the idea of writing a book about standing stones and the meaning we might make of them today. And then something happened to focus my mind.


My most frequent companion in my standing stone adventures has always been Stephen, my partner, then husband, and fellow (albeit more sceptical, though cheerfully tolerant of my ‘woo’ tendencies) megalith enthusiast. In the January of the year in which we were both to turn 50, the story of our lives took an unexpected dark turn. It started, for me, with a feeling of dread, waking up before dawn with the sense that something was not right. Since New Year, Stephen had been feeling exhausted and unwell. The nausea was growing and his abdomen became swollen and painful. His pee suddenly turned amber coloured. The doctor sent him for a blood test and we expected the results to come through in a week or so, but the very next morning he received a call: the test showed he was severely jaundiced, he should go to A&E immediately. We were sure the cause would be gallstones (a friend had recently been sent to hospital for that very issue, and all had been well). It did cross my mind that it was strange the doctor had said ‘they will diagnose the problem and it may be possible to cure it’, but I assumed he was just a bit lacking in bedside manner. Of course it would be possible to cure it.


A phone call came through from Stephen in hospital. ‘Where are you? Can the children hear?’ he asked, his voice shaky, tears not far away. I ran upstairs to our bedroom, the phone clamped to my ear, unable to breathe as I waited for the blow to fall. It wasn’t gallstones. The ultrasound had revealed the presence of a 5cm lump on Stephen’s gallbladder. I remember very clearly this moment when everything changed and my world lurched from light to darkness, the domestic horror of it, leaning against a hot radiator, the clothes horse draped with a batch of laundry, music rising through the floorboards from the TV below, the noise of the kids’ cheerful squabbling. I tried to grasp what Stephen was saying and my mind shied away from it. None of it was feasible. The doctors were not committing themselves as to exactly what this lump might be, only to say that it was ‘in an awkward place’.


At the end of January, we were ushered into a seminar room at Lewisham hospital by a consultant gastroenterologist, a junior doctor and the Macmillan nurse. Their solemn faces and the two boxes of tissues set on the conference table did not bode well. The biopsy would need to be reanalysed by the team at King’s, but the results were ‘suspicious of carcinoma’ (the consultant, standing in for the holidaying oncologist, apparently could not bring himself to deliver the news straight). The tumour could not be removed by surgery, entangled as it was in the bile ducts, and what’s more the scans had picked up additional shadows on the abdomen that should not be there. Treatment could only be palliative, with the aim of prolonging life.


I asked about life expectancy, what ‘prolonging life’ actually meant, and the consultant told us that that this would depend on the type of biliary cancer, not yet determined, and the efficacy of the treatment. ‘But he won’t be gone in six months or anything like that, will he?’ I said, expecting to be comforted with gentle ridicule, and the kind Macmillan nurse replied, ‘We just don’t know.’ They left us alone to cry in each other’s arms.


I keep thinking this is a dream, I wrote in my diary. Surely it’s a dream? In my waking life I kept trying to wake myself up – it was the strangest feeling. I just could not believe this was really happening. I longed for that relief you get when you wake up from a nightmare and realise that it’s all OK after all. For a long time, I carried on trying to wake myself up. Sometimes I still catch myself doing it now.


A few months after discovering that Stephen had incurable stage 4 gallbladder cancer, I began to write this book. I wanted to record how visiting, and thinking about, standing stones had helped me as I faced this greatest challenge of my life. I wanted to do something positive to distract myself from the constant overwhelming sadness. I wanted to explore what these amazing survivals from the past meant to me, and to other people. Standing stones had been part of the fun stuff we did with the kids since they were little – Sunday trips to the Medway megaliths (our closest stones), weekends at Avebury, holiday games of hide-and-seek around the Breton allées couvertes and the Cornish quoits – and that did not change when Stephen got sick. It seemed to me that there were certain insights I’d gained from being a stones enthusiast that also resonated in the situation I was in, facing the prospect of losing Stephen. These insights form the basis of this book’s chapters, described along with the ‘stone lands’ that seem to embody them, from West Penwith to Avebury to Orkney. Of course, this is all highly subjective and every stones enthusiast will make their own meanings, but I want to offer up what they mean for me (as someone who is not an archaeologist, and who has never studied archaeology, but who has a boundless enthusiasm and love for these places). I believe that standing stones gain great potency from their association with ideas about endurance, survival, the past and memory, and that, if we let them, they will enchant our world with their folklore, mystery and magic. And I believe that these things can be helpful, whatever we are going through.


The first insight I had, brought on by the extreme shock of Stephen’s diagnosis, was that everything changes – though our tendency is to believe it will not. My sense of security and stability dissolved, my future vanished, my faith in statistics and ‘it won’t happen to us’ and basic causality (how could this climber-surfer-cyclist-wild swimmer who actively enjoyed bean salad and lentil stew have cancer?) was blown out of the water. It was a sort of enlightenment. I understood that my apparently solid everyday reality had simply been a construct of my incredibly powerful mind. There is no security. Everything changes all the time. Our lives are nothing but an illusion – a beautiful illusion, but an illusion nonetheless. Death is real. We are all skating on thin ice, all the time.


One of the central doctrines of Buddhism is that our human existence is characterised by impermanence. Having worked in mind-body-spirit publishing for most of my career, I’ve edited a fair few Buddhist and Buddhist-inspired books and I thought I knew all about impermanence and the idea that this world we see around us is just an illusion. Well, I didn’t really know, but I do now. Stephen and I went into that January with a future stretching before us: we would move out of London, closer to the stones and the surf, we’d take the kids mountaineering, cycle across France, finally get up to Orkney, he’d finish his PhD, I’d write a novel, we’d both do less work for our respective employers and take more time for ourselves. We’d make the most of the decades we had left. We’d grow old together. Our kids would grow up with two parents.


Everything Changes, Even (Especially) Avebury


It is tempting to take a prehistoric landscape at face value and believe that it has always looked like that, just as it is easy to believe that life will always go on in the same way, that because something is as it is now, it will necessarily stay that way. But standing stone sites change just like anything else, and perhaps nowhere demonstrates this better than Avebury. In and around this Wiltshire village are extraordinary ancient sites that have somehow made it through to the present day, and yet they do not represent an eternal landscape so much as a changing one, a succession of endings of traditions, which were perhaps experienced as painful by the people who lived through them. It is, indeed, a landscape characterised by loss, where the ghosts of stones stand alongside those that have survived.


[image: Map of Avebury henge, stone circles and avenues, as well as other  monuments in the  area.]


Go back far enough through time and it’s not stones that you’d see standing at Avebury but trees: oak and ash, yew and birch, hazel and hawthorn.5 Among the trees, people came and went, making clearings, digging pits on Waden Hill and Windmill Hill. And then, in the early Neolithic c.3700 BCE, work started on a huge causewayed enclosure on top of Windmill Hill. This was Avebury’s first monumental construction, a massive circuit of ditch and bank that entirely ringed the hilltop, apart from a series of uncut sections (causeways) left in the chalk, and which enclosed two further circuits of ditches, the whole structure taking an estimated 62,000 labour hours to construct. Today, this ancient hilltop just over a mile north-west of Avebury village is an evocative, lonely, windswept place, knee-deep in grasses and wildflowers in summer, and all the more attractive for being overlooked by most visitors. (It took us years of Avebury trips before we made it up Windmill Hill.) There’s not much to see here now apart from the awesome views over the Wiltshire downs, and some dips and bumps in the ground that represent the remains of the Neolithic ditches and banks and the Bronze Age round barrows, yet in its time – before the stones – this was the most important gathering place in the region. Great numbers of people came together in certain seasons to feast in the enclosure, the scale of their ceremonies indicated by the thousands of animal bones found by archaeologists in the ditches, along with 20,000 pottery sherds and 100,000 pieces of worked flint.6


Around the same time as Windmill Hill was being constructed, early Neolithic people also built long barrows in the Avebury landscape, some of them just earth mounds, others with stone chambers containing human remains. West Kennet long barrow, set on a chalk ridge overlooking the Kennet valley a mile or so south of Avebury village, is the most spectacular of these. At the forefront of a mound 100 metres long, they built a passageway and five chambers from huge sarsen stones, with a roof high enough to allow people gathered for a ceremony to stand upright inside. Although the main phase of burials here seems to have been short, perhaps only 30 years, the barrow itself remained in use for over 1,000 years, the chambers gradually filled in with pottery, flint and animal and human bone. But then, at some time in the late third millennium BCE, the entrance was completely blocked by the huge stones that still stand in front of the long barrow today, closing off access to this ancient sacred space and ending for good whatever traditions had been observed there. And it might be that this closing of the long barrow, and the switch to new practices associated with the henge and the standing stones, was considered a shocking change, perhaps deeply upsetting for those who preferred the old ways.


Avebury’s henge was constructed in stages from c.3000 BCE, the huge ditch and bank encircling ground where a small and presumably sacred wooden house had been built centuries earlier. At the same time, the work of raising Avebury’s famous stone circles and avenues was in progress – a building project that would go on in phases until c.2200 BCE, transforming Avebury into a unified monumental landscape. The completed henge must have been an awe-inspiring sight, with a great, chalk-white ditch that dropped sheer for 10 metres and a massive encircling bank that could have been designed to screen off what was going on inside the henge or, alternatively, provide a grandstand for onlookers (or both). And what was inside the henge was stones – and lots of them. The ditch and bank enclosed a circle of about 100 stones, the largest stone circle ever built in Britain. This in turn enclosed two further stone circles, the northern and southern inner circles. Within these were yet more megaliths: in the northern inner circle stood the Cove, three enormous stones that may have been oriented on midsummer sunrise; in the southern inner circle, a square of megaliths surrounded the site of the ancient wooden house, and the long-vanished giant known as the Obelisk stood an awesome 6 metres high.


And there was more. Two very long stone avenues snaked across the landscape to link other monuments to the central henge: the paired stones of West Kennet Avenue ran south from the henge for 1½ miles to reach the concentric stone and timber circles of the Sanctuary on Overton Hill, while a second double stone row, Beckhampton Avenue, ran west from the henge for ¾ mile to the rectilinear arrangement of standing stones known as the Longstone Cove, and perhaps beyond.7 Two enormous palisaded enclosures were constructed from oak posts by the River Kennet. And perhaps most inconceivably of all, an incredible four million labour hours were spent building Silbury Hill, not far from West Kennet long barrow. This monumentally enigmatic heap of gravel, earth and chalk was gradually enlarged in size until it reached 39 metres high and 160 metres wide, the largest mound ever created in prehistoric Europe. Despite several excavations, no burial has been found inside Silbury Hill and its purpose remains unknown.


What survives today at Avebury seems awe-inspiring, magical, almost unbelievable, and yet it is a landscape that represents change and loss as much as it does survival. In the 14th century, some 40 of the prehistoric stones were buried, probably to clear land for farming. By the 17th century, the actual breaking up of stones was getting underway; in Monumenta Britannica, John Aubrey recorded how megaliths were destroyed for use as building material: ‘Make a fire on that line of the stone, where you would have it crack; and after the stone is well heated, draw over a line with cold water, and immediately give a knock with a smith’s sledge, and it will break’.8 Aubrey recorded stones and even whole monuments that are now gone: the double stone ring at the Sanctuary, and the ‘eight huge stones in a circle’ in a lane ‘from Kennet towards Marlborough’ – likely a lost stone circle of which no other record remains.9 He sketched the Cove, inside the northern inner circle, with its great third stone still present.


By the time Stukeley visited Avebury c.1718–24, the destruction was in full spate. Stukeley drew on local memory and the evidence of stone-holes to record megaliths that had been recently removed as well as those still present. He recorded the stones of the henge with fewer of them standing than when Aubrey had visited in the previous century. He plotted the path of West Kennet Avenue from the circle to the Sanctuary, showing many pairs of stones still standing, but also, now, many gaps. He described Beckhampton Avenue, its very existence doubted by modern archaeologists (whose trust in Stukeley was undermined by his obsession with seeing the hand of the Druids in every prehistoric site) until 1999, when excavations confirmed a second avenue had indeed run from Avebury henge to the Longstone Cove. According to Stukeley, the stones of Beckhampton Avenue once ran on beyond the Cove to Fox Covert, ‘a most solemn and awful place’; archaeologists have so far found no evidence of this extension, but maybe one day they will.


In his Abury (published in 1743 but based on his researches of 20 years earlier), a furious Stukeley names and shames the destroyers of the stones, bitter that Avebury’s ‘stupendous’ prehistoric monuments should have been sacrificed to ‘wretched ignorance and avarice’: Tom Robinson, who was ‘particularly eminent for this kind of execution, and [. . .] very much glories in it’; Farmer Green, who took stones to build his house; John Fowler, who burned stones to build the White Hart alehouse; Walter Stretch, who used a broken-up megalith as building material for ‘the dining-room end of the inn’; Farmer Griffin who ploughed up the Sanctuary in 1724, and ‘that destroyer’ Richard Fowler, who broke up stones at Beckhampton.10


By the 20th century, most of the surviving stones had fallen and the henge was overgrown with trees and shrubs, but this was far from being the end of Avebury’s story. In the 1930s, the site was to undergo yet another dramatic change when Scottish archaeologist and marmalade heir Alexander Keiller bought the land on which the monuments stand and, with the help of a large team of locally hired workers, embarked on an ambitious restoration of the site. Today, the Avebury Papers project is painstakingly cataloguing and digitising thousands of photos, letters, diaries and other records from the Alexander Keiller Museum archive, with the aim of making them fully accessible online. When I visited the project’s headquarters at Avebury Manor, Dr Fran Allfrey showed me some mind-bending before-and-after photographs of Keiller’s restoration: the bank and ditch turned into a building site, trees blown up with dynamite and buildings bulldozed away, the henge recontoured, stripped back to its chalk bones and gleaming white – perhaps as it looked when it was first built all those millennia ago.


Or perhaps not. Archaeologist Stuart Piggott, who as a young man worked for Keiller at Avebury, described the restoration as ‘megalithic landscape gardening’. And as Fran commented, ‘It isn’t standard archaeological practice to re-erect standing stones by sticking them back together and embedding them in concrete.’ The photographs of megaliths being reset into the ground in the 1930s made me realise that the grass at Avebury must conceal a patchwork of concrete platforms. ‘Keiller was so keen on fixing stones in concrete that he knocked down the Swindon Stone, which had never fallen, in order to re-erect it,’ said Fran.


What’s more, Keiller made decisions about the positioning of the stones based on the idea, current at the time, that they could be categorised as male (tall pillars) or female (triangular stones). He even changed the position of one stone in the West Kennet Avenue, which had been re-erected by his archaeological predecessor Maud Cunningham, because he believed she’d had it set up in the wrong place and upside-down.11


Not everyone loved the new Avebury. The artist Paul Nash wrote regretfully of his visit there in the last days before the restoration, when ‘the great stones were in their wild state’, half-hidden among crops and buried in undergrowth, ‘wonderful and disquieting’.12 For Nash, the restoration sterilised Avebury and left it as ‘dead as a mammoth skeleton in the Natural History Museum’.13 Nonetheless, there is something in those photographs of Avebury as building site that I find incredibly evocative. The methods of getting the stones upright – ropes, wooden stakes and a lot of manpower – were surely not that dissimilar to the ones used all those millennia ago. So when I read the surnames of the workers who reshaped the Avebury landscape in the 1930s, whose lives Fran and her colleagues are now trying to shine a light on – Ash, Ball, Bates, Blake, Bowsher, Bradley, Brindle, Buckingham, Bull, Butcher, Cable, Chivers, Dobson, Fishlock, Gale, Goddard, Griffiths, Hambridge, Harper, Horsell, Jones, King, Lanfear, Lovesey, Nash, Pearce, Pratt, Radbour, Rathband, Rogers, Salisbury, Sanderson, Strange, Tuck . . .14 – all noted in the archive as ‘hands’, I also think of the unnamed and for ever unknown Neolithic builders, whose hands first dug the ditch, built up the banks, raised all those stones.



Looking for Magic in the Landscape


I’m sure that if I, like Paul Nash, had first known Avebury in its wild, untouristed state, my mind blown by unexpected megaliths rearing up among the haystacks, I would have been heartbroken when, shortly afterwards, these picturesque ruins were taken to pieces, cleaned up and reassembled as a pristine restoration. But I have only ever known one Avebury and, to me, that Keiller managed to rescue so many buried and broken megaliths seems a kind of miracle, a turning back of the tide of history, a halting of the tendency to change and decay. It is not something that would be attempted now, but I’m glad it was done. And, in any case, almost a hundred years have passed since the restoration began, the concrete and chalk are long grassed over, the lichen has regrown on the scrubbed-up megaliths. Time has worked its illusion, making it all seem as if it has been this way for ever.


Visitors today find much magic and mystery in their wanderings around the Avebury monuments, and certainly do not experience them as sterile or dead. Since its 1930s restoration, Avebury has changed yet again and become something of a pilgrimage destination for alternative thinkers and spiritual seekers. Even when Stephen, Alex and Ava and I came at the bitter tail-end of winter (which we often did, for my birthday), the Henge Shop would be doing its usual brisk trade in crystals, oracle decks and hand-carved wands, and the stones would be as busy as ever with people wanting to commune with them in their various ways. The private rituals and public ceremonies conducted now may or may not bear any relation to what went on here thousands of years ago – and really, who cares? What matters is that people are still being drawn to this ancient place and giving it new life with their beliefs and practices.


An alluring web of mythology has been spun around Avebury by writers such as the visionary geographer Michael Dames, who was himself inspired by William Stukeley’s conception of the stone monuments as a vast Druidic serpent temple extending over the whole landscape. In The Silbury Treasure (1976) and The Avebury Cycle (1977), Dames ties together monuments of different eras into a beautifully conceived myth cycle, suggesting that in prehistoric times sites such as West Kennet long barrow, Silbury Hill and Avebury henge were both stages for and symbolic participants in a year-long series of Goddess worship ceremonies to ensure the fertility of the fields and the return of the harvest. In Dames’s scheme, the two avenues were serpents bringing the elemental life force of bride and groom to the henge for the May wedding festival of the Great Goddess and her consort, with the women of the community processing along West Kennet Avenue and the men along Beckhampton Avenue.15 Silbury Hill is the Goddess herself and the place where the harvest is birthed at Lammas, the people gathering on the hill’s summit terrace to watch the sun go down and the moon be reborn in the water surrounding the mound.16


Paul Nash believed that his 1934 painting Landscape of the Megaliths captured the energy and inner truth of the West Kennet Avenue, though entirely out of scale and geographically incorrect, in a way that the painstaking, tidy work of the archaeological restorers did not. It is only in his painting, he said, that ‘Avebury seems to revive’. Nash’s understanding of prehistory was not rooted in data and methodology, but rather in an attempt to intuit the unknown.17 And in a way, megalith enthusiasts who come to Avebury today are confronted by the same problem and opportunity as Nash was. We can never, really, know what the Avebury monuments meant to the people who built them. All we can do is peer into the past, with whatever tools we have at our disposal, and see what intuition and imagination bring up.


For the broadcaster, writer and DJ Zakia Sewell, who has a passionate interest in exploring the folk culture of Britain and connecting with its ancient places, Avebury is ‘still very magical and wild and free. There is something uncanny about the juxtaposition of these ancient stones and the ordinary village life around them. The connection to our ancient past feels somehow more direct there.’


She told me that her experience of the stones there is often a very meditative one. ‘I like the idea that you can sort of tune in to the frequencies or traces of memory that are somehow embodied or left behind in these sites. I sit with the stones, meditate and let my imagination run wild, and try to get a sense of connection to the ancient people and whatever messages they may have for us in the present day. They’re great places for reflection and contemplation. At the same time, there’s something comical and silly and fun about the mystery of it all. There’s something quite playful about Silbury Hill in particular!’


For Zakia, standing stones are a symbol of an alternative British story and identity: ‘They’re a way of making sense of my connection to Britain that has nothing to do with the dark legacies of empire or war. They’re nothing to do with the stories and symbols that are rammed down our throats by the ruling classes. For me, these sites speak of another, subterranean spirit of Britain, something otherworldly and magical and mystical that really appeals to me not only because of its distance from those more troublesome histories, but also because of this magic. It is specific to particular landscapes and sites in Britain, but it’s also a magic that’s shared in lots of different places around the world.’


Zakia says that she is conscious sometimes of being the only person of colour at the sites she visits. ‘It’s quite common to have that feeling, walking through certain rural landscapes, that eyes are on you. I remember waiting one time at the bus stop to leave Avebury, and these two ladies walked past me and I was in that headspace of being a bit suspicious and self-conscious, wondering what they were thinking about me. And they just gave me a lovely smile and I smiled back, to counter that mental narrative. Then one of the ladies handed me a silver ring she’d just bought and she said, “You know, you gave me such a beautiful smile, I want to give you this gift.”


‘And that kind of confirmed the magic of Avebury for me, that there could be this exchange. This woman gave me a token as a memento of my time there and a reminder that this mental voice is not necessarily always telling the truth.’


In her BBC Radio 4 series My Albion and her book Finding Albion, Zakia is searching for stories through which we can connect to the land, to the deep past and to each other. Engaged in a parallel project, and coming at it from their own angle, are the creative collective Weird Walk, who publish zines and books and organise events based on finding re-enchantment via connection to ancient places. The three founders’ collaboration was born out of a hike along the Ridgeway that inspired them to work creatively with the stories of the standing stones, burial chambers and earthworks they passed. They wanted ‘to not just stretch the legs, but also get thinking and talking and creating around the land and its history, both real and imagined’.18 Weird walking is both a physical and a psychic act, putting one foot in front of the other to leave the modern urban world behind and find a way back into the past, and so onward into re-enchantment and radical futures. The first-ever issue of their highly desirable zine (which alongside their book, also called Weird Walk, can be credited with raising the public profile of standing stones significantly in recent years) included, naturally, a guide to Avebury, rated as pre-eminent weird-walking territory: ‘For us, there are few better places to explore on foot: this is England’s Neolithic greatest hits set.’


Walking also inspires the artist known as the Man in the Woods, who makes ‘artefacts that tell the story of strange, rural Britain’ inspired by the walk he goes on each Friday, each time travelling by bus and/or train to the end point of the previous week’s walk. In this way, the Man in the Wood’s walks, which he shares with his followers on Instagram, add up to a single unbroken journey through the fields, woods and lanes of southern England. The walking, and his interest in prehistory, started when he lived in Salisbury in Wiltshire: ‘The landscape around there, especially on Salisbury Plain and Cranborne Chase, is chock-a-block with hillforts, barrows, henges and cursuses. And it is relatively sparsely populated for the south of England, so you really get a sense of these monuments and their place in the landscape.’


He is particularly interested in Roman roads, which he’s convinced are at least Iron Age, ‘joining the dots between the hillforts’, and probably much older. ‘Following lines on OS maps and on the ground is a hobby of mine, tracing possible ancient paths along hedgerows and through modern housing estates. I’m always convinced that one day I’ll realise I’ve accumulated all the pieces of a puzzle that I don’t yet understand. Some sort of revelation, I suppose.’


I recognise this feeling of being offered partial insights into the meaning of an ancient landscape and the sense of imminent revelation. At Avebury, I am constantly being startled by new perspectives, by previously unnoticed sightlines from one site to another. Walking at Avebury I always feel wide awake, on the edge of understanding something, my senses sharpened by the conviction that there is mystery and significance here, if only I can grasp it. And at Avebury, where the ancient avenues and circular monuments themselves seem to lure you into movement, the revelation is surely to be gained by walking.


Whatever has altered here over time, the old sightlines remain, running from hill to monument and back again. Standing at the Sanctuary on top of Overton Hill, for example, where concentric circles of concrete blocks and posts mark where the stones and timber pillars once stood, and the traffic rushes past at motorway speeds on the Roman road now known as the A4, it’s spine-tingling to scan the distant hillsides and pick out the old landmarks one by one: West Kennet Avenue snaking down from the little ridge that hides Avebury henge; Windmill Hill with its barrows on the horizon; Silbury Hill peeping balefully above the trees; West Kennet long barrow like a giant maggot in its field; and the tree-shrouded bump of inaccessible East Kennet long barrow, sinister as a setting from an M. R. James ghost story. All are still visible from here, as perhaps their builders meant them to be.


Today, Avebury draws people in ever-increasing numbers to celebrate the festivals of the Wheel of the Year, especially the key solar turning points of midsummer and midwinter. The Man in the Woods told me about his experience of waiting with a crowd of revellers within the henge for the sun to rise on the longest day. The previous evening, he’d walked in from Chippenham, a straightforward hike along a disused railway line that cleared his mind and prepared him for the all-nighter that lay ahead. ‘By the time I got to Avebury I felt ready for it all. I like to be an observer, so I just wandered round, watching and taking it all in. I like the way these solstice events grow organically and are a real mix of things: Viking drinking horns, theatrical fire dancing and people who believe very sincerely in their neo-Pagan practice. They’re a safe space to try an alternative way of connecting to the earth, the seasons and other people. I like that they’re flexible and not proscriptive, and I like the sincerity as well as the comedy of it all.’


He continues: ‘Staying up all night is a good way to lower your defences. It’s difficult to overthink things when you’re that tired, and I think it makes you feel everything much more keenly. We very rarely watch the sunrise and it is actually incredibly beautiful. The moving idea for me is that in a world full of distractions and buyable pleasure, so many people want to gather in a field and wait through the night to watch the sunrise. It means something different to everybody, but there is a kind of reverence present that feels very sweet and special. Perhaps even innocent. I can’t imagine any other entertainment as simple as waiting to see the sun rise. And the idea that anybody still wants to do that now gives me hope.’


On our last morning in Avebury, I get up early, put on my running clothes and silently close the front door behind me, leaving Stephen and the children asleep. I especially do not want to wake Stephen, who has been more wrung out than he cared to admit by a day out in the wind and cold, and who, cancer or no cancer, is later today going to have to drive us all back to London.


Avebury is the same and yet not the same this February, and that in itself is very painful. We have come here because it was my fiftieth birthday a few days ago and we have to do something, but really we are just going through the motions. There is no joy in it. It is just over a month since Stephen fell ill and his chemo has not yet started; we don’t have any answers, only this word ‘incurable’ that has changed everything. And that other word: ‘palliative’. There’s a constant sickening feeling of unease and dread, punctuated by overwhelming surges of sadness and despair.


And yet there are still beautiful moments, amid all this pain. We are still here, all together, in this wonderful ancient place that has been special to Stephen and me since we first met, and is probably special to the kids too, even if they wouldn’t admit it. It is still possible (perhaps more possible than ever) to be moved by the incredible survival of these monuments now that life is falling apart.


As I exit the farm where we are staying, Silbury looms starkly, a slag heap against the steel-grey sky. To put some distance between me and the traffic hurtling along the A4, I run inside the fence along the field edge and it’s hard going through the mud. But I’m making progress and eventually, after some clambering over fences, I’m in the meadow at the foot of the hill crowned by the West Kennet long barrow. The clear chalk-bottomed streams, fringed with crowfoot and starwort, are delightful and refreshing to see even on this dismal, drizzly day. Beyond the curve of a stream is a kind of nook tucked into the steeply rising ground, where the trees are hung with clooties, strings of beads and crystals. Here are the Swallowhead Springs, a source of the River Kennet, and much depleted since, according to William Stukeley, a fox spoiled them in the 18th century with its digging, disturbing the sacred nymphs who used to dwell there.19 People have built up little dams of rocks to try to make more of the flow that remains.


Stukeley recorded that local people would hold a meeting on top of Silbury Hill every Palm Sunday, and take up cakes, figs, sugar and water from the springs and make merry. He noted that apium grew plentifully at this spring head, and that the country people had ‘a particular regard for the herbs growing there, and a high opinion of their virtue’. It sounds like the spring water here may once have been thought to have healing properties.


I cross carefully on the slippery stepping stones and crouch down to the water. Feeling self-conscious, although no one is around, but determined to give this a go, I immerse the peridot ring recently given to me by my mum (‘a healing stone’, she’d called it, though she’s not what you might describe as a crystals person). I pause for a moment with my fingers in the icy stream, letting the water ripple over the green stone of the ring, watching the raindrop circles spreading outwards, listening to the rustle of the clooties and twigs, the splash of rain, the hum of the A4. I don’t have any clear idea of what I am going to achieve by this, only that I need to try everything and, judging by the offerings and tokens left here, I’m not the first to do so.


Despite the morning’s gloom, I feel a lightening inside, a ray of hope. Avebury is working its magic on me. The peridot charged, I run back to Stephen.





_________________


* It’s now thought he might have been a tailor and already dead when he was placed into a convenient stone-hole, but the crushed barber-surgeon remains ingrained in Avebury folklore.









Chapter 2


THE STORIES WE TELL SHAPE OUR WORLD


[image: Chapter 2: The Stories We Tell Shape Our World. Beautiful illustration of the King's Men stone circle, Rollright Stones, with fields in the background.]







_ c.3800–3500 BCE: Whispering Knights built


_ c.2500 BCE: King’s Men built


_ c.1500 BCE: King Stone raised
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