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  ‘Our time on this earth is sacred, and we should celebrate every moment.’ Paulo Coelho




  ‘Everything begins over again at its commencement every instant. The past is but a prefiguration of the future. No event is irreversible and no transformation final. . . . In a certain sense, it is even possible to say that nothing new happens in the world, for everything is but the repetition of the same primordial archetypes; this repetition, by actualizing the mythical moment when the archetypal gesture was revealed, constantly maintains the world in the same auroral instant in the beginnings.’ Mircea Eliade, The Myth of Eternal Return




  ‘For those to whom a stone reveals itself as sacred, its immediate reality is transmuted into supernatural reality. In other words, for those who have a religious experience all nature is capable of revealing itself as cosmic sacrality.’ Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane




  ‘Declare today “sacred time”—off-limits to everyone, unless invited by you. Take care of your personal wants and needs. Say no, graciously but firmly, to others’ demands.’ Oprah Winfrey




  ‘No day can be so sacred but that the laugh of a little child will make it holier still.’ Robert Green Ingersoll




  ‘Everything that lives is holy.’ William Blake




  ‘The ritual calendar, in an age in which most kinds of community have been atomised by central government and the mass media, is becoming a celebration of private relationships and the individual lifecycle. Humanity has come to replace the natural world at the centre of the wheel of the year.’ Ronald Hutton, The Stations of the Sun




  ‘...if enough of the world's exploding population will seek to live in symbiosis with the planet there is hope for us yet.’ Janet and Colin Bord, Earth Rites




  ‘Fortune, good night; smile once more. Turn thy wheel.’ William Shakespeare




  ‘I’m hip about time. But I just got to go.’ Easy Rider




  Dedicated to Jennifer


  my companion in sacred time




  By Stoney Littleton Long Barrow




  3400 – 2400 BCE/Easter Monday 2007 CE




  The deep silence after a long ride is intoxicating. As opposed to alienating you, riding a motorbike actually sensitizes you to nature. To take off your helmet, feel the wind on your face, the sun on your back after being cooped up and cooking in leathers, to take off your boots and stretch your legs. It’s a wonderful feeling. One experiences the wild euphoria of the pilgrim. It’s a great way to travel and an even better way to arrive. After a tiring return from my trip (wrong turnings, draining energy) I parked up and, crossing the little foot-bridge over the brook, climbed the hill to the long barrow. Breathless, I lay back in the grass by the dark passage tomb entrance swirling with ammonites, savouring the ecstatic song of the skylark, the deep peace, the ancient landscape. This neolithic machine of solstice rebirth, with me, like an astronaut marooned in the Stone Age, sprawled next to it.




  My time as a bard on a bike had begun.




  Introduction




  Why is it we feel the need to celebrate? I ask myself this in the immediate aftermath of my fortieth, still suffering the mother of all hangovers. I can hazard my own answer – albeit a hazy one – although I suspect something universal drives us to mark the turning of the seasons, of the years, and I intend to explore Britain in search of reasons why. Doing this in my fortieth year seems especially resonant; forty seems to mark something significant in one’s life journey – a watershed. It is a true coming of maturity. If one hasn’t put away childish things by now, it’s your last chance if you want to grow old gracefully – then again, why do we need to conform to social norms? Isn’t life meant to begin at forty – not become deadly serious? And yet these benchmark birthdays synchronise briefly with everyone else, even if we have our own trajectories and velocities in between. Some seem to become middle-aged in their twenties. Some remain teenagers until their twilight years. Some grow old too fast. Some never grow up. For me, forty represents a time to take stock – to assess what I have achieved in my life and what I still want to achieve. Almost like any other birthday or New Year, in fact, but it seems laden with extra significance. Perhaps as one reaches a possible halfway point (though there’s no guarantee it will be of course – one might get knocked over by a bus the next day), it is somewhat sobering and galvanising. Right, a voice in one’s head rings out, time to really get your act together – you may have only a couple of decades left with the necessary energy to achieve what you need to. Of course, if you haven’t ‘got your act together’ by forty, you’re possibly on a losing streak – but, hey, there are always late developers, the tortoises in life who win the race in the end, surprising us all! A good friend of mine didn’t get her first book published until the age of 54 (after writing five) and then went on to have thirty books published. With an ageing majority, such ‘autumn achievers’ will become increasingly common. Older people shouldn’t be looked on as liabilities, but as assets. I am only too aware that this is a consoling fiction for me as I become, in my own words, an ‘old git’. Another friend, Verona, put it more poetically in a birthday card to me:




  Autumn is a wonderful time and this symbolic age heralds an entry into a colourful period of maturity – and abundant harvests of all that’s been nurtured up to this point.




  The autumn of my life... Gulp. Sounds a bit depressing – like ‘it’s downhill from now on’ – but actually, if one thinks about autumn, it actually starts with the beginning of the harvest in late summer. Yes, this feels like a time to start ‘reaping what I have sown’, to begin gathering in my personal harvest.




  And my fortieth birthday party was a ritual enactment of that.




  I decided to hold a ‘Bardic showcase’ to celebrate my first four decades, inviting friends to perform. This seemed like my ideal way to spend the evening (with some serious dancing and merrymaking thrown in). And I thought that if I could get forty fine friends there to show for forty years life on this planet then I would feel like I have truly achieved something, for friendship is perhaps the greatest harvest.




  And you know what? It happened.




  I guess years of just ‘doing my thing’ had paid off, and now I was seeing the organic reciprocation of that – beautiful friends being warm and generous, showering me with blessings.




  I had one of the best nights of my life (and one of the worst hangovers), but for days afterwards I was grinning and bursting out laughing as I recalled incidents from the evening – golden memories that give me a warm glow and will keep me going for years.




  I felt I had well and truly marked my big four zero – by celebrating all the friends I had made along the way. It was as much a celebration of them, their friendship, as anything. Having them all gathered together was incredible. This is what ‘tribe’ is about – community, marking the rite-of-passage of one of its members with gift-giving, feasting, song (Happy Birthday to you...), poetry and mirth, dance and ‘catharsis’. By the end, I did indeed feel different! I felt truly blessed and honoured by those I hold dear. I was overwhelmed by their generosity and goodwill towards me. I was reminded not of how special I am, but how special they are – and how special are the meaningful connections we make in our lives.




  Having celebrated this significant ‘round number’ I felt ready, after a couple of quiet days, to return to the wheel, feeling like what I did, day to day, mattered – how I treated people and governed myself in the world: what I gave of myself. Filled to the brim, I felt able to give – like the Cauldron of Vocation (‘sings and is filled with song’) – even simply through a smile; giving a stranger the time of day; responding in a positive, rather than instinctively negative manner, to an unexpected demand; feeling able to carry on. It had been a tough few years for me and this celebration really felt like a symbolic end of that period – the escape hatch from the Underworld. Difficulties will always arise, but things have shifted. I had made it back into the light and affirmed life with the joyous act of living.




  A meal with friends, a nice long soak, a nap, reading a book, watching a favourite film with a loved one, curled up together, a hug, a kiss – all these are moments of sacred time. Every moment has this potential. It is an act of awareness. Being fully present in the moment, appreciating being here, being alive.




  Making and marking sacred time is something humankind has been doing for a long time; perhaps it’s one of the things which make us human: the ability to reflect and to look forward; to think beyond ourselves; to see the patterns and pre-empt them; to use art and other tools to record and create calendrical cycles. Although their precise purpose remains enticingly mysterious, ancient ritual sites across Britain, from Seahenge to Silbury Hill, have clearly been forged to mark something in time. Stonehenge is aligned with the summer and winter solstices, as well as lunar cycles; both Newgrange and Stoney Littleton Long Barrows are aligned with the winter solstice; Silbury Hill is connected with Lammas; the Stones of Callanish with the lunar cycle and the Great Year... The list goes on.




  And there are many modern sites that perform a similar function, from grand, national horological monuments (Big Ben, the Millennium Dome and Eye, the Greenwich Meridian, the scheduled public art for the London Olympics in 2012) and events (the Opening of Parliament, the Changing of the Guard, the Grand National, the Lord Mayor’s Parade, the laying of poppy wreaths at the Cenotaph, carols from King’s College, the Henley Regatta, the Oxford/Cambridge Boat Race), to smaller, localised events (cutting of yews, the beating of bounds, the placing of foliage, the dressing of wells, wassailing, processions and carnivals, races and contests). There is a plethora of such sites and customs, suggesting the turning of the wheel is a national pastime. It is something we have been doing for a long time.




  The ancient peoples of the British Isles built great monuments in circular patterns, such as Stonehenge and Avebury, to create sacred space and mark the passing of time. They noticed over many years of careful observation the cycles of the moon, sun and stars, and marked these on what are, in effect, giant stone chronometers. They sought to synchronise with the greater turning. On this journey, on two wheels (my 2001 Triumph Legend 900TT) across Britain and Ireland, I shall endeavour to do the same, as I search out the places and people who mark the seasons and cycles in their own special way, in rituals, ceremonies and festivals, both private and public, large and intimate, ancient and modern. Along the way I will experience and relate moments of sacred time found in the unlikeliest of places and circumstances, showing how ‘sacred time’ is a state of mind that can be experienced not only at sacred sites, but in the everyday, in the familiar. A collection of reflections about being fully alive in the twenty-first century and all that means, as much a modern travelogue, Turning the Wheel offers:




  

    	A useful overview of seasonal Britain for the visitor and the resident, making an ideal ‘starting point’ for days out/holidays/touring.




    	A celebration of Britain’s cultural and creative biodiversity.




    	A ‘taster’ of alternative modalities, showing different lifestyles, ways of being and seeing, dreaming and doing.




    	An informal manual for making and marking sacred time, for creating one’s own ‘holy days’.


  




  Everyone loves a party; celebrations are our tribal way of making and marking ‘special time’, outside time, when, briefly, we step off the wheel at the same time as acknowledging its turning. Great Britain and Ireland seem to have more than their fair share of such seasonal celebrations. Some are well known, some are obscure, all are eccentric expressions of both being alive and being British in a modern country in an ancient land, encapsulating something simultaneously unique and universal: creative expressions of cultural and community identity — the UK’s DNA.




  Part of the purpose of this book is to make conscious these opportunities for sacred time; to not be simply swept along by them; to witness them and participate; to create a map not of place, but of time – an organic, highly personal attempt at Four Dimensional cartography. Yet, inevitably, any such endeavour is going to be finite, unfinished, and flawed. The map of Britain’s sacred time is always going to be a work-in-progress. Revisions and additions are being added every day. Every private celebration, which creates in its small way, ‘special time’, adds to it: a birthday party, a wedding anniversary, a Christening, a day when a lost loved one is remembered, when a ‘family tradition’ is repeated – a favourite walk, followed by lunch in a favourite pub; a special meal; the bringing out of family relics; the interruption of temporal normality by the rituals that break down the walls of time; even a retro fancy dress party does this in its own mundane way. Every old classic pop song is a kind of time machine, taking us back to the time when we first heard it, danced to it, had a peak experience to it. These moments can occur when we least expect them – in the middle of the day, listening to the radio while doing the washing up. A song will come on with strong associations for us and ‘time will stop’; we’ll be swept back into the past, lost in a Proustian reverie, triggered by a musical Madeleine. Einstein said time is relative, and such moments show how malleable time is: how ‘time flies when we’re having fun’; how it can expand and condense, freeze and dance.




  Riding my Triumph Legend, time certainly flies by. My ‘time travelling on two wheels’ may seem whimsical, but at the heart of this book is a wish to not only appreciate the many inspiring sites in Britain, but also modern culture. I hope to celebrate grassroots creativity and the locally distinctive, as manifest in the many fabulous seasonal events that bind communities together.




  Turning the Wheel is not an attempt at a comprehensive gazetteer of calendrical Britain – that has been done elsewhere (e.g. The Stations of the Sun by Ronald Hutton) and I don’t wish to reinvent or replicate. Instead, I have opted for a subjective ‘eye witness’ approach, hoping that what is lost in overview is made up for in an evocation of what it actually feels like to be at one of these colourful celebrations. If it gives the reader a taste and whets their appetite then it would have done its job.




  But where to start?




  There are so many seasonal customs and festivals in Britain, it would be nigh on impossible for one person to experience them all in a lifetime, let alone one year – for many, inevitably, occur on the same day. One couldn’t physically get to Up-Helly-Aa, up in Shetland, and the Carhampton Wassail, close by each other in the dead of winter at different ends of the country (not without a teleport device or time machine). Choices have to be made. And so I set myself realistic parameters of what I could experience in my fortieth year. I have made a couple of exceptions where an event I could have gone to was cancelled (e.g. Cheese Rolling, Gloucestershire; Mari Llwyd, Chepstow), in which case I have drawn upon previous experience. Nevertheless, sticking to my general remit – what I can experience on two wheels in a year – I feel I have managed to cover a reasonable amount of ground. It has certainly made for a colourful and entertaining year! I have included verbatim extracts from the journal I have kept during this period, written often in situ or immediately afterwards. As such, these field notes are perhaps muddy and crumpled at times, but capture my experience as authentically as possible.




  I hope you find this book useful and inspiring.




  See you on the road.




  Kevan Manwaring, Bath/Stroud




  AUGUST





  Birthday Bardic Showcase


  22 August




  Oh, my head…!




  I turned forty last Wednesday (had a lovely dinner party in my garden with close friends) and decided to push the boat out with a big bash at Chapel Arts Centre, in central Bath, on Saturday. Having had a few quiet birthdays, I mulled over how I would like to spend my fortieth and decided that I could think of no more agreeable a way of celebrating than having a Bardic showcase featuring my friends, and so, with this in mind I set to work.




  I planned it months in advance, but as ever, everything seemed to need doing at the last minute. After a fraught week it all fell into place.




  My good friend from Iceland, Svanur Gisli Thorkelsson secured the venue, prepared the buffet and MCed the evening – what a giant! He had returned from his homeland the day before (I half expected a beard rimed with hoar-frost, fresh back from the ‘land of ice and snow’, but he was, as ever, freshly shaven). We caught up over a quick drink at the Green Park Brasserie and then we set to work.




  We ‘hunted and gathered’ for the buffet in the sterile wilderness that is Sainsbury’s, while Jonathan, the venue manager for the night, set up the sound and lights.




  Everything was prepared, ready and looking great (cabaret-style seating, atmospheric lighting, a show-reel of embarrassing photos, good tunes…) by the time the first guests arrived.




  And the party began!




  Svanur introduced the evening and got everybody to sing Happy Birthday to me in Icelandic!




  Then I came on and did a couple of ‘old classics’ of mine: my poems Maid Flower Bride (for all the women who’ve blessed my life – and had to put up with me!) and One with the Land (my green man ‘rap’ – for all the guys). I got everyone to join in on the second one, and it seemed to work. Relieved of my Bardic duties, I then got down to the serious business of making merry.




  I sat back and was entertained by my dear, talented friends…




  Jay Ramsay, poet and psychotherapist from Stroud, did some wise and heartfelt poems, delivered with complete authenticity and passion.




  Brendan the pop poet, and sixth Bard of Bath, did a couple of his classics on request.




  Saravian, alluring jazz siren, performed some lovely cool numbers.




  Anthony Nanson, fellow storyteller of Fire Springs, performed an amazing feat of memory with his wonder voyage of Bran mac Ferbal: a lost island myth close to my heart!




  Then… no Bard of Glastonbury (lost in the mists of Avalon…?) and so we went straight to the break, as we were running a ‘bit behind’.




  This was fine as it allowed people to chat, for me to mingle with my guests and be inundated with more presents, rapidly filling up the front of the stage. Oh, and drink more champagne (mixed with mead in a dangerous concoction called ‘Druid’s delight’ – although after the hangover it gave me I think it should be renamed ‘Bardic blight’)!




  Things were going swimmingly – the second CD, ‘Dancin’ Pants’, had kicked in and the atmosphere was buzzing. The hall looking pretty full and there had only been a couple of technical hitches. We couldn’t get the Chapel’s system to play my first prepared CD; ironically it was called ‘Let the Ceremony Begin’! And the projector proved temperamental; at one point the photo show-reel disappeared completely and Jonathan struggled to get it back. He finally gave up, but suddenly, during the second half we had my desktop projected onto the stage. I struggled to re-launch the show-reel, my cursor wavering behind the heads of the performers. Hilariously, I wasn’t able to see the image clearly as I didn’t have my glasses – a telling sign of my age! – so I just had to hit and hope, and fortunately it kick-started the photos again.




  There was a fantastic crowd, but also tellingly absent friends. I missed my dear old Dad (rest his soul), as well as my brother and sister not being there – but many of them were represented in the photos, which was an inadvertent portrait of my relation-ships/friendships over the years as much as anything.




  After the break, we had Marko Gallaidhe, a man you don’t meet every day, dressed in his trademark black with plenty of silver bling, long white hair flowing from beneath his dark trilby. He was somewhat caught on the hop, so while he made his way to the stage everyone sang me Happy Birthday (in English this time), which was very touching. I felt truly blessed.




  After Marko did a couple of fine tunes (Danny Boy and Between the Tweed) Richard Selby came up and did a great story.




  Another Fire Springer followed, Kirsty Hartsiotis, with a tale and a beautiful poem by her mum, inspired by me, called Bard Song, which blew me away.




  Then, it was the turn of Wayland, who I was delighted to see had made it down from his Smithy in Oxfordshire to perform a fine story. A former Bardic student of mine, he has come into his own as a good performer.




  The first of a pair of friends from Northampton came next, Jimtom Say...? – a true shaman Bard who shared some of his incredible poetry and a song.




  Peter Please was next on, but was nowhere to be seen. Then he turned up – right on cue, just arriving from his singing group, and, a true pro, was able to go right on stage and deliver his great stories.




  Finally, it was the turn of my oldest friend, Justin, who delivered a blazing set of poetry and music, culminating in a poem especially written for me, for my big day, based (bizarrely, but brilliantly) upon the Billy Joel tune He Didn’t Start the Fire – 2009: A Kevan Odyssey! Hilarious and impressive:




  He didn’t start the fire, but he his Bardic learning helped me keep it burning.




  He didn’t start the fire, but he helped me light it … though I tried to fight it!




  I thanked everyone and then… it was time to dance! I was looking forward to this and it was great to ‘cut some rug’, even if we risked looking like the adults that were embarrassing to watch dancing when you were a kid! But that was all part of an old git rites-of-passage I guess! It was great to get down with my friends.




  Alas, all good things… After a few stomping tunes, we’d passed the curfew and the music was turned down, but I had allowed for this, arranging to go around the corner to the Lounge. About twenty of us left for this ‘promised land’ – Sara insisted I led my merry band, mead horn in hand. We piled downstairs, where we took over the room. Unfortunately the music was rather jarring – hard techno – so I went back to get my CDs, only to discover their machine ‘couldn’t play them’. Instead, Marko did a rousing ballad after I had revived him with a glass of wine. And then Justin led the Southern Baptist song, Down to the River, which we all joined in with a drunken religious fervour! It felt like the foundation of some kind of guerrilla folk republic, but it was short-lived, as the music came back on. Fortunately, this time it was decent Latin Jazz, and suddenly we were up dancing. I got to dance with a lovely lady who swirled about in my arms. It was a great way to end the evening. After that, things went downhill – Justin got a round of tequilas in (at least a dozen shots) then managed to knock them all flying as the waitress carried them over on a tray. Maybe should have seen that as a sign… It was definitely the straw that broke the camel’s back. I staggered to the gents and had to be ‘talked out’ by my friend, Svanur. He got me out of the building, only for me to collapse in a heap on the pavement. A taxi was called, but refused to take me – not surprisingly in my bilious state. Another taxi turned up, pulling up behind the first one. Justin told the first taxi driver to ‘F@#* off!’; in a tizz, he reversed into the back of the taxi behind, leading to an altercation. It was rapidly turning into some kind of slapstick comedy. Fortunately, a third taxi agreed to accept me as a passenger. My mates hauled me in and I was whisked away, the streets of Bath a blur of neon. We pulled up in front of my flat – someone paid – and I was frogmarched down the steps to the front door. They flopped me on my bed, pulled off my boots and threw the duvet over me – bless ’em! The room slowly stopped spinning and blissful oblivion followed.




  The next day, oh boy, how I suffered! In the immortal words of Withnail, ‘I feel like a pig shat in my head’. A weak, pathetic bed-ridden thing unable to hold anything down or even hold a conversation for long, I wallowed in my self-inflicted misery. Fortunately, the guys got it together (three of them had crashed in my living room). My old friends Justin and Jimtom went back to clear the place and collect my stuff – stars! Amazingly I hadn’t lost anything valuable in my drunken stumblings. They dropped Wayland off at the station and hit the roads themselves… onto another party! I went to bed.




  Despite my sufferings – it had all been worth it. Without a doubt, one of the best night’s of my life. I glow with happiness at the memory of it all. Never had I felt so truly blessed. It felt like the first forty years of my life had … meant something.




  That evening, slowly recovering, I savoured opening the many presents I had been showered with – a pile of beautiful things, for which I am deeply touched, but, of course, true friendships forged (old and new) are the greatest gift of all.




  To all those who made the effort to come, and made it such a success – thank you!




  And apologies to the taxi driver!




  My birthdays are not always so raucous (although, I suspect my experience is far from unique). I doubt I’ll have another such shindig until my fiftieth. The last time I made such an effort was for my thirtieth (as a culture we seem to like round numbers), when I held a gathering at a local woodland, Rocks East Woodland, at which I invited all my friends from Bath (my home town then for the last four years) and from my old home town of Northampton. Having established myself in my adopted city – winning the Bardic Chair of Bath in 1998 – I felt ready to do this, to reclaim my past. I had not intended to cut myself off completely, but had needed to initially ‘snap the elastic’ (which notoriously pulls people back to the town – so far, fourteen years on, I have eluded that urge). Yet I had left some dear friends behind and I was missing them, and so I invited them down to my party in the woods. We camped in a circle and gathered around the main fire in the evening to share stories, songs and poems (as I am wont to do). It was very moving for me (and a little surreal) to see friends old and new gathered and mingling – an early dress rehearsal for This is your Life. The mead horn was no doubt passed around and there was certainly much merriment. The event became established as a kind of annual reunion for five or so years (my friends nicknamed it ‘Kevfest’), until I decided that I didn’t want myself or my birthday to be the focus of it. I encouraged others members of our circle to take it on, but it petered out. I can still vividly remember the last time we all stood in a circle at the end of the camp, holding hands, looking at each other, tears welling up – I didn’t want to leave and lingered, perhaps sensing the finality of it – the ‘breaking of the fellowship’. A couple of years later one of our number committed suicide and this has stopped it dead. We all met up at the funeral (a woodland burial, with Pagan, Christian and Buddhist service to honour our friend’s varied beliefs), but it has been almost too painful to meet up since. Perhaps that will change.




  Another birthday, I found myself leading a hand-fasting. A former storytelling student of mine, John, and his partner, Colette, wished to get hand-fasted at Swallowhead Spring, by Silbury Hill. John, having been on one of my ‘Way of Awen’ weekends in Wales, asked me if I would lead the ceremony. I had never done this before (although I had attended several) and never intended to be celebrant, but when friends ask, and the date they have chosen happens to fall on your birthday, I decided it was too special to decline. I like to set myself challenges. And so I met up with them a couple of times and discussed what they would like. Taking on board their wishes, I designed a ceremony for them, one that would work with the sacred landscape immediately abutting Swallowhead Spring. The womenfolk would gather there, preparing the bride and her sacred grove; she would wait behind a screen of willows to be invited into the circle at the right time, the ‘goddess manifesting’. The men-folk would gather up the hill inside West Kennet long barrow, where we would prepare the bridegroom with drumming and chanting. We would then process down the hill in ritual fashion, led by drums. We would approach the stream running alongside the edge of the grove, where we would be challenged by a representative of the women. We would only be allowed to enter if she was convinced of the bridegroom’s honourable intentions. A friend would speak on his behalf, vouching for his good heart and true love. If the women deigned to let us enter their sacred grove, we would process over the stepping stones. We would form a circle, blending the two parties. Everyone would hold hands and ‘arrive’. The quarters would be called, with volunteers invoking the elements. I would lead an Awen, inviting in the fifth element of spirit. And then the bride would be invited to step forward from under the arch of willows – the ‘goddess’ revealed in all her glory. I would then invite the couple into the centre and ask them to exchange vows. I would ‘bind’ their hands with a cord. They would step over a besom as a symbolic threshold and would be scattered with oats and rice for fertility. Cakes and ale would be passed around and there would be the sharing of songs and poems, prayers, good wishes and other offerings, before we closed the circle and shared a picnic.




  All this went according to plan. We were blessed with glorious sunshine. The ceremony flowed with the land and its energies. Holding a hand-fasting at Swallowhead Spring, at the source of the Kennet, felt very symbolic. I used the metaphor of the river as the journey of love, on which they were embarking together. We chanted ‘the river is flowing’, and for once this over-familiar campfire classic seemed resonant and full of beauty. Everybody felt included and had an opportunity to contribute. The success of such an event is in ensuring everyone has input, and thus ‘ownership’. Therefore, delegation of duties is essential. Allow people to share their talents, their creative gifts – in costume, food, music, logistics (e.g. the site was marked out with red and purple ribbons – the respective liveries of bride and groom). Careful planning enables the Awen to flow on the day. Create a beautiful, loving, solid framework – with ‘those who know’ holding the space – and good things will manifest. The couple were very happy with how things went. The groom, John, later wrote: ‘Thank you so much for the beautiful, sensitive, powerful way that you guided our hand-fasting ceremony. It was the most powerful part of our day and everyone we have spoken to has said how deeply moved they were by the ceremony.’ The photographs show lots of beaming faces and an event that looks very beautiful and magical. I was honoured to be given the privilege of performing such a sacred duty for this couple. It was a very memorable way to spend a birthday.




  But the wheel turns and the new season brings other celebrations to attend, as well as the demands of making a living – challenging us to find the sacred in the everyday.




  SEPTEMBER





  Awen Autumn – Gathering in the Harvest 30thAugust – 1st September




  It’s been a busy time preparing for the new season/term. It has felt as though I’ve been gathering in the harvest in terms of projects and plans coming to fruition.




  But, at the same time, I’ve been wringing the last few drops of summer as the holidays come to an end. The sizeable lady hasn’t sung yet!




  Saturday, I held an Awen Summer Gathering around my place. Awen authors (from the small press I run, founded in 2003) and kindred spirits converged in my garden to discuss ideas and plans for the small press. Jay Ramsay talked about his inspiring initiative, Angels of Fire, and Peter Please (Away Publications), Skip Palmer (Tuff Talk Press) and David Lassman (Bath Writers’ Workshop; Jane Austen Centre) shared their experience and expertise. Loads of great ideas were shared – and with such talented people to collaborate with, anything is possible!




  Sunday, I performed in a ‘Cascade of Words and Music’ at Prior Park – a local National Trust property – an event organized by local Poetry Society Stanza Rep, Nikki Bennett , to celebrate its centenary. Featured poets included the ever fabulous Rose Flint and Crysse Morrison, plus storytellers Anthony Nanson and Peter Please. It was a little drizzly and overcast, but that didn’t dampen the spirits of the connoisseurs of verse gathered – the venue couldn’t be more conducive to romantic musings (the Palladian Bridge was used in the recent film of Pride and Prejudice; and novelist Henry Fielding lived on the edge of the estate, inspired in part by Ralph Allen in his writing of Tom Jones). I tried out some new poems and the response was very positive. It was nice to have a drink afterwards with Anthony, Svanur and Ola – the latter a wordsmith from Bonn, Germany, but able to converse with my Icelandic friend in his native tongue. Talented polyglots!




  Monday, I took a day off from it all and went on a blat to Stoney Littleton Long Barrow and the white horse of Westbury – after it stopped raining – enjoying a ride out on my wheels, a year on from when I first purchased her in Plymouth, thanks to my dear friends Nigel and Jenny.




  Tuesday, I set up an exhibition of Awen titles in Bath Central Library (with help from the industrious Mr Lassman) to kick-start Awen Autumn – a whole season of events connected to my small press: book launches, talks, workshops, performances… More than you can shake a spear at!




  That evening, Fire Springs gathered around the Cauldron to record a sampler CD to send to potential venues. No rest for the Bardic!




  Wednesday, Bath Writers’ Workshop restarted with my session at the New Inn, workshopping poetry, prose fiction and creative non-fiction. We had eight – regulars and new faces. David and I have coordinated a whole program of creative writing events for the coming months: surgeries, seminars, courses and guest writers. David has prepared a snazzy newsletter, called ‘Follow Your Bliss’ after Joseph Campbell’s famous dictum, and I have built our website: www.bathwritersworkshop.co.uk




  Tomorrow, off to Great Yarmouth to give a talk at a conference on The Sea in Legend and Tradition about my book Lost Islands. Before then I’ve prepared another title for publication – The Angel in the Forest, Niamh Clune. There’s also Mary Palmer’s posthumous poetry collection launch on Tuesday (8th September) at Waterstone’s, Bath, with readings from family and friends (proceeds to Dorothy House Hospice) and mine, for the third Windsmith novel, The Well Under the Sea, on a boat, Pulteney Princess, on September 22nd.




  Now, I better get some sleep before the long ride ahead!




  Tall Ships and Tall Tales


  Time & Tide, Great Yarmouth, 4th– 6th September




  Over the weekend, I went on a long ride-out (500 mile round trip) across England to Great Yarmouth, to give a talk at the Folklore Society’s annual conference – this year held at the Time and Tide maritime museum – on ‘The Sea in Legend and Tradition’. Having seen the call for papers, I decided that a talk on lost islands (connected to my 2008 book from Heart of Albion Press) would be appropriate – I proposed it and was accepted.




  I set off Friday after lunch, taking my usual route back to the old town across the Cotswolds. About half-way I had a pit-stop at Delapre Abbey – my old haunt in Northampton – before arriving in Great Yarmouth, the other side of the country, at 8pm.




  I dumped my stuff in the B&B and hit the town, following the gaudy neon seafront in search of sustenance. The vegetarian options were limited, to say the least. Why British seasides have to be so tacky, I don’t know; can’t they raise the bar and try for a Mediterranean ambience? We may not have the climate, but that doesn’t mean it has to be always so naff. Does the modern holidaymaker actually want deafening amusement arcades, tatty piers, crazy golf, Noddy trains, and Z-list cabaret?




  I met up with some of the fellow delegates in the Old White Lion, apparently Great Yarmouth’s oldest building and pub – shame one has to run the gauntlet of the dodgy backstreets to find it. It was easy to spot the conference crowd, as one of them was in the middle of a sea ballad. The convener, Jeremy, identified by his purple balloon, was friendly enough and I got chatting with a chap called Mark, who was there to talk about lighthouses. My greeting to my fellow delegates (‘Ya-haa ship mates!’) failed to elicit a response. The pub’s pooch was friendlier, a cheeky fellow called Spider, who delighted in jumping up on the seats next to the customers. At least the beer was alright, but I was too tired from my long ride to have more than one.




  On the way back to the B&B, I made a detour onto the beach and enjoyed the full moon glittering upon the dark sea, gleaming through the mother-of-pearl cloud – a touch of sublime beauty amidst the kitsch seaside ‘attractions’, going some way to redeeming the ’set-your-teeth-on-edge’ aesthetic of the place.




  Wandering those moon-drenched shores, I started to have strange hallucinatory thoughts about werewolf mermaids, so I thought it was time I went to bed…




  The next day, I arrived at the museum and signed in, getting my badge. There followed a number of papers on diverse subjects: sea beans, oysters, cannibalism(!), selkies, ghosts, shanties & ballads…




  My turn came around 3pm – I started by declaring my interest (passion) for islands. I shared an extract of Oisín and Niamh – a classic lost island myth, which I used as a framing narrative in my book. And then I went into the Call, the Crossing, Arrival and Return. It was all over rather quickly (30 minutes, including questions). I felt drained, nodding off in the next talk, but seemed to do okay, because I sold a modest six books, and at least two delegates said it was down to my style of talk, my approach.




  After the day’s proceedings, I went to check out the Maritime Festival with my new friend, the lighthouse chap, Mark. There were a couple of impressive tall ships, but the rest was under-whelming – perhaps because it was winding down for the day.




  Worn out by the day of talks, I went back to the B&B and crashed out, soothed by Mendhelsson’s Scottish Symphony on the Proms. Went out to eat – reading Austen whilst dining alone in a cheap ‘taverna’ with the most awful table wine. After freshening up, I made my way back over to the Old White Lion, hoping to bump into some of the conference crowd, but they had all gone off to some restaurant. Quaffing a lonely pint of Spitfire, I headed back to the digs, resigning myself to a rather dismal night in. An excellent Beatles documentary and, appropriately, Pirates of the Caribbean (yo-ho!) offered some mild compensation for the lack of company, but not my most exciting Saturday night!




  Next morning I awoke early, looking forward to hitting the road. I packed and polished off a large breakfast, before taking the bike down to the seafront, where I sat and enjoyed the view, waiting for things to start. The morning was a ‘light’ one, with a story, a documentary and a talk. Once things had finished, I dropped some of my books off at A Novel Idea and headed west, relieved to be leaving but not altogether dissatisfied with my weekend: the book sales had helped to cover my costs and it was good to see the sea and imbibe the obscure maritime arcana, which whetted my appetite for my imminent pilgrimage to Iona with Anthony later this week.




  Stopped off to see my Mum for a cuppa (which also made it worthwhile) before gratefully heading back across the Cotswolds – the landscape getting increasingly beautiful the further west my wheels took me. As always, it was with huge relief that I returned to the oasis of Aquae Sulis. It was good to be back in Bath.




  Sleepwalking on the Isle of Dreams


  Iona Hostel, Lagandorain


  11thSeptember




  Anthony and I arrived yesterday early evening on the ferry from Oban (via Mull). Beautiful golden light – the skies clearing as we approached the island. Smooth crossing after a bumpy ride on the Mull bus with a grumpy driver. The night before we had stayed in Glasgow at Anthony’s friend’s place – Peter, an old university friend, who was most hospitable – offering us a beer from his fine collection (I had a bottle of ‘Ossian’). His wife made a lovely meal, and the company was pleasant (another of Anthony’s old college friends happened to be staying as well –Andrew), but I was too tired to really enjoy things and went to bed as soon as dinner was over. It had been a tiring few days, with the preparation for the trip and the launch of Mary’s book at Waterstone’s the night before we departed – which was a big event for us.




  Our trip to Iona is, in a way, a pilgrimage for Mary: last year I published her book Iona and this year we are taking copies of her new book (Tidal Shift) to the island – to the Iona Community Shop. Anthony has managed to arrange a reading on Tuesday night, so it feels like we will be honouring our friend’s memory in a meaningful way – it marks the end of the journey that began earlier this year. In January, I suggested to Mary a collection. In June she died of cancer. Three months after her death, we published Tidal Shift, and now here we are. We were asked to bring up a twenty to thirty books for the shop – we couldn’t quite manage that(!), but still ten books each on top of all our kit made for a heavy load, and with the provisions we bought in Glasgow, even heavier. The worst bit – in terms of effort and endurance – was the hike from the quayside in Iona to the hostel, right up the north end of the island. Yet the evening was beautiful and it was euphoric to have finally arrived on an island I have been meaning to visit for a number of years. I feel it was clearly not meant to happen until this year – in the wake of Mary’s death and the launch of her book it is especially resonant. What with my publishing Mary’s Iona collection last year and her Selected Poems this year, and our planned reading on Tuesday, it feels like we are participating and even contributing to the island – not just being ‘consumers’. Regardless of these connotations and plans, I wish to experience the island as itself and let it work its own magic on me. I come with no agenda or script. I want to open and receive, savour and relish. The island waits to be explored, discovered. It is like a present waiting to be opened.




  May it also open me.




  Evening




  Stunning day of glorious sunshine. Walked with Anthony to south end of the island, via the Iona Community Shop, where we dropped off the copies of Mary’s book for Tuesday. We lazily ambled along the coves, stopping often to soak up the sun. We had no map or itinerary. It felt wonderful, after days of intense, time-conscious activity, meeting deadlines, etc.




  We stopped at a high bluff overlooking the sea around the southern end of Iona and had our lunch of soup and sandwiches, relaxing in the sun. Then we wended our way towards what turned out to be Columba’s Bay, where he apparently had landed. Here, we stopped to write on separate outcrops and ended up having siestas. Afterwards, we made our way back north, stopping on the Hill of the Lamb to talk about woundings – our conversation had turned in this direction after I mentioned how Columba was probably suffering Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder when he arrived in Iona, and guilt, having been the cause of a massacre of 3000 warriors in a calamitous battle back in Erin. He had chosen the white martyrdom – never to see his homeland again – as the ‘bay of the back of Ireland’ suggests. Perhaps he hoped that the isle of druids – the first place he made landfall – would purge him of his sins. He arrived, a man wanting to be shriven. The island worked its magic and turned him into the legend he is. Finally finding a track (we’d spent most of the day absent-mindedly bog-trotting, lost in conversation) we headed back to ‘civilisation’ – the tiny hamlet where a bar and a cold beer awaited. We couldn’t resist, as we passed one by the quayside, where we sat on the terrace enjoying the Mediterranean climate and vista: turquoise sea, brightly coloured boats, dramatic mountainous backdrop. We were truly blessed on our first full day in Iona with one of the best days of the year here. We returned to the hostel in the ‘hollow of the otter’, satisfied and pleasantly weary. Tea and ‘Tiffin’ awaited. As Anthony prepared dinner (taking his turn), I watched the full disc of the sun slip over the horizon – the end of a perfect day on Iona.




  Bay of the Woman of the Dislocated Shoulder


  12thSeptember




  We both slept well and so were in better shape the next day, which was just as well. After a relaxing start to the day – no timetable, no rush – we packed some lunch and headed up to Dun I, the tallest peak on the island. Here, we sat against the walnut whip-shaped cairn and read and wrote in silent contentment. Anthony read to me the first draft of a new poem, composed on the spot. I shared some musings and we discussed various literary arcana. Then we descended, following the northwest coast of the island around – wild and unvisited – a rocky terrain interspersed with spongy bogs across which we trotted. It was satisfying to just strike out into wild country, with no map, following no path. Of course, we had the reassurance that on a small island you can’t get lost. We stopped in a cove for lunch, lying back against a perfectly sloping rock by some ‘flotsam art’.




  I got up and walked to a rock ledge, where I sat, enjoying the crashing waves, when something caught my eye – it was a stoat of some kind (a pine marten?) popping up its head from behind a ridge of rocks to my right, thirty foot away. I froze and it deliberated whether I posed a threat or not. Thinking better of it, it retreated, but I felt blessed by the wild. We finally made it to Ban Bay mid-afternoon – a beautiful wide beach, the sand made of ‘granules’ of shells. Here, we took off our boots and socks and bathed our hot feet in the chilly Atlantic waters. We bumped into a Dutch lady staying at the hostel. Anthony had had a good chat with her and her friend Yvonne the night before. She wandered off as we went for a paddle. Then we saw her waving from the rocks. At first, I thought she wanted to take a photo. We went closer; still I couldn’t make out what she was saying. Then we were within earshot. She had hurt her arm in a fall. I inspected it and it felt like something was sticking out, but not breaking the skin – a dislocated shoulder or a bad sprain, I couldn’t tell. I fashioned a sling from her scarf and appraised the situation. We had to extricate her from the awkward rock pool area she had trapped herself in, which took some doing. I went in front, Anthony behind. We had to wade through a slimy pit of seaweed. Fortunately, nothing nibbled our toes and we made it to the sand. We sat her down on my fleece and tried to call – no signal. I ran up to the rise and tried again, to no avail. So we quickly decided that Anthony should stay with her while I went for help. Taking a swig of water, off I ran. Ali had left her hire bike by the gate back by the road; I leapt on this and pedalled furiously in search of help. I came to a house on the left and ran up to the front, where an old lady was sitting outside – a local I ascertained. She was unfazed by my news (perhaps it was a common occurrence, or it was something to do with living on a small island that makes you unflappable), and was very helpful, ringing round. First she rang the hostel, figuring John there would have first aid: no luck. Fire Station – no response! She tried various friends – there was a nurse, but ‘she wasn’t in the first flush of youth’, as she put it. So we decided to try and collect her the casualty in their car. Douglas, her husband, turned up and accepted the situation without the bat of an eyelid. He drove his family car back to the beach. I opened and closed the gates. He managed to get his car along the sandy track all the way to the top of Ban Bay. We helped Ali up to the car, and she was whisked off to the nurse, who it turned out had broken her arm recently as well! She couldn’t do much to help. The doctor on Mull was called and they advised that Ali should be taken over on the ferry. Douglas instantly agreed to do this – bless him – and Anthony went with them, as Ali didn’t want to be alone. I took Ali’s bike back to the bike hire and caught my breath, writing a couple of postcards by the quayside. What an afternoon! So much for a relaxing siesta on the beach…but it was good to be there to help Ali. I wearily walked back to the hostel, and informed John, who was going to the ferry. He didn’t see Douglas or Anthony there, so we assumed that Ali was stuck on Mull. Fortunately, he had got an earlier one back and was rendezvousing with Ali’s friend, Yvonne, breaking the news to her. Meanwhile, I recovered over a cuppa. A new guest, a German guy living on ‘an island’ in Switzerland’, offered me the rest of his spaghetti for which I was grateful, being ravenous and too tired to cook anything by that point. Angels appear when you need them.




  Wild-sleeping


  13thSeptember




  One day, when St Columba was living on Iona, he set off into the wilder parts of the island to find a place secluded from other people where he could pray alone. (III, I)




  Yesterday Anthony and I decided to ‘do our own thing’ – not through any fall-out, just to take it easy. As with all our decisions so far, we came to it quite quickly and effortlessly. One of the joys of this holiday has been the spontaneity and commonality of feeling. We’ve decided to do things in the moment and with ease. Having had three days together, the preparation and long journey up, on top of the book launch, made for a tiring schedule we’ve slowed to an island pace of doing things – the Iona groove. Although we usually wake around 8, and begin the day with a solo walk along the beach – as today (enjoying the glorious morning along an unspoilt stretch of sand) – we haven’t been leaving the hostel till 10ish, often being the last. Today, I was even later, deciding to have a crack at my novel, The Wounded Kingdom, which has a section set on versions of Iona and Staffa. I sat in our dorm room and read through some of it on the laptop, tweaking and enhancing my description of the island. It was difficult to get into the zone with all the comings and goings (three older American ladies who had stayed in our dorm – one in the top bunk above each of us, Anthony, myself and the Glaswegian geologist – who turned out to be nature writers, were in a flurry of leaving to continue their three week tour of Britain and Ireland), but at least I made a start. That morning, before breakfast (porridge, honey and apricots), I walked to the ‘White Strand of the Monks’, its beautiful name and appearance belying its bloody past: here in 806CE Viking raiders massacred 63 monks. As I went to urinate amid the dunes (the hostel toilets taken over by the morning rush), I noticed a white stone in the sand and picked it up. It was a smooth pebble of quartz – it seemed an apt souvenir of Iona, an island of ‘white peace’. I walked along the pale sand, taking in the vista of mountains and sea, slowly waking. I spotted some tracks that I speculated could have been those of the kind of stoat I saw yesterday. I tracked them as they wove along the beach, between the rocks. I reached a buttress of rocks where I recited my morning praise, glad to be alive. The weather here has been fair for three days now, and I feel truly blessed by it. Reaching the far point, I walked back through the long, dew-soaked grass, silvering in the waves of wind and sunlight.




  Finally extricating myself from the hostel – it was a glorious day and it would be a shame to waste, though it was nice to indulge in some finger-tapping – I walked along the road to the Iona Community Shop opposite the Abbey, and waited contentedly for it to open at noon, it being a Sunday. Inside, I noticed with pleasure the lovely poster they had done for the reading Anthony and I are giving there on Tuesday. I purchased the excellent map of the island with all the fabulous place names on. I scrutinised it over a cup of coffee (‘cheaper than Starbucks!’ I had joked to another customer). With this in hand, I headed back along the lane to the start of the footpath up to Dun I; from there I took a bearing to the Big Hill of the Querns, where I hoped to find the legendary Well of the North Wind. It was satisfying to strike out with a compass and a map by myself. Away from the main attractions, Iona quickly becomes wild. I didn’t see anyone for the next two or three hours as I made my way across the boggy landscape to the rocky outcrop of the Big Hill. Here, at the far end, I discovered (what I thought was) the Well – a circular enclosure beneath the far western cliff. It could easily be mistaken for a sheep-fold. Perhaps it was, but I couldn’t see anything else that fitted the description. After enjoying my packed lunch, I descended to it and made my ‘offering’ – a length of plaited material I had found. I asked for a blessing on The Windsmith Elegy (my series of Bardic novels), then I found myself singing a melody that rose up with conscious thought – two parts, alternating, interweaving. It would have probably sounded painful to the casual listener, but it felt good to do it, to give voice to the wind.
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