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For Eric and Susan




About the Book

The prehistoric sites of Britain and Ireland are places of wonder and wondering. Who made these structures? What did they mean to them? And what do they mean to us now?

Bestselling author Peter Ross journeys from midwinter at Stonehenge to midsummer at Sycamore Gap. Along the way he encounters bog bodies in Dublin, a wooden goddess in Edinburgh and a chalk giant in Dorset. He asks what it is like to live within the great stone circle at Avebury, what rituals occurred in an Anglesey tomb and what draws volunteers to care for the Uffington White Horse.

These objects and structures speak of the long human story. They off er the comfort of recognition and the pleasure of mystery. There is something about ancient places that fills a hollow in our souls.

Upon A White Horse is a celebration of landscape and people – and all that is beautiful, strange and old.




I have sought to evoke . . . an entity, the land of Britain,
in which past and present, nature, man and art
appear all in one piece.

– Jacquetta Hawkes

White chalk hills are all I’ve known
White chalk hills will rot my bones

– PJ Harvey

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.

– Seamus Heaney
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Author’s Note

Every book I write needs a guiding spirit or two; people whose work seems to offer a path, footprints, a lantern. During the writing of Upon A White Horse, that archaeological poet Seamus Heaney and the poetic archaeologist Jacquetta Hawkes have been dependable companions along the way. As have my late grandparents, who passed on their fascination with the ancient past and first led me down into an excavation trench. I have no trowel to follow you, Eric and Susan, but lay out these words as small finds – with love, and regret that you will never read them.


[image: Black and white photograph of the author's grandparents on their wedding day. Eric wears RAF uniform and Susan wears a white dress and veil.]
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A MAN WALKED up the glen. The year was growing old. The hills sounded with the roar of the stag and the answering shush of the burn.

As he turned off the track and approached the shrine, he left no prints on the tussocky, bog-sprung ground. But he had come this way many times, always for the same purpose, and the land had left its mark on him, as it had on those who had come before: the past keepers of the stones.

The ritual takes place twice a year, as spring grown strong becomes summer, and as autumn weakens to winter. Getting to and from the shrine is not easy. The walk is several miles, some of it steep, and you have to go through the burn, which can be high and fast; dangerous in spate. But the journey feels like an offering. Weary limbs and hard breath are the price of being in the company of the Wee People.

It is a price worth paying. This part of Scotland – I have promised not to say where – is a little world to itself. A place of stone and story. The landscape seems tale-worn, shaped by legend as much as the slow grind of ice and wind: a warrior’s head on a crag; a dead man’s face in the mossy bark of a tree. The hills hunch over the glen, like an eagle mantling its prey, so that in some places the sun is not seen for months. It is not an easy place to live. Long winters. Loneliness. Storms that stoop and kill. So the folk take trouble to seek blessings where they can.

He wasn’t alone, the keeper. There were a dozen or so following, strung along the way. Blackface sheep stood in withered bracken and watched us pass. Everyone went at their own pace, some preferring to walk alone, others falling into groups of two or three, telling stories of how the Wee People came to be in the glen.

One version goes that a long time past, before there was writing to record this tale and it was a thing told in shadow and firelight, a man and a woman came down from the hills on a night of wind and snow. She was pregnant, greatly so, and in want of food and warmth. The local culture was then, as now, to offer welcome to those in need, but the people must have gulped a bit at the size of their guests. They were giants, the wife twice as big as her mate, and bigger still with child; it would require the sacrifice of much meat and milk to satisfy their hunger. Still, the couple were fed and, more than that, a house was made, large enough to shelter them – and there the woman gave birth to a daughter.

The family lived in the glen for many years, and for as long as they stayed it was a gentle place: good crops, healthy cattle, sun and rain in the right proportion. The people understood this fertility as hospitality repaid, so that when the day came for the giants to return to their own land – three figures walking into the hills from which two had come down – it was felt necessary to somehow keep their presence alive. A small house was built, and into it were placed three water-stones taken from the burn. The largest was the wife, the smallest the daughter, and the mid-sized stone was the husband. At the start of every summer the Wee People were brought from this shrine, washed in the flowing water, and set out on the land. At the start of winter they were put back into darkness, shielded from wind and rain, and the door shut. As long as this ritual was observed, the glen and its people would be blessed. And if it was not? Well, no one cared – or cares – to think about that.

‘I feel it as a duty and a great responsibility,’ the keeper told me. ‘It has to be done. If you don’t, that might be disaster for the glen. And also, nowadays, in our times of climate change, it’s ever more important to worship these nature idols. Who knows what power is in these stones?’

The mother stone, in particular, is associated with a creation myth. She is said, in other stories, to represent a goddess who formed the hills and glens and lochs and islands; she set whirlpools spinning and made waterfalls run white. It is fitting that she should be embodied by a rock, she who shaped the rocks. She is where theology and geology meet.

If one believed in such things, one might worry that, lately, she has been showing her displeasure. This year there was drought in the glen for the first time in living memory. Then it rained so hard that a road was washed away. We could see, as we walked, where there had been landslides close to the path. Great chunks of the hill had slipped, exposing darker earth beneath.

We arrived at the shrine: a sturdy little building, about waist height, of stacked flat stones. Above the lintel, an oak roof had been topped with a thick layer of grassy turf and a few pieces of quartz. The doorway was open; it was dark within. The Wee People sat outside the entrance. The keeper looked them over without touching.

Out in front, facing down the glen, tilted by a molehill, was the largest of the three stones. This was the woman, the giantess. She was not quite two feet tall, with a round body, slender neck and mushroom-cap head. Behind her was the giant; he was squat and rather pot-like. To her right was a third stone, the smallest, the daughter, who seemed to have inherited characteristics of both. None were sculpted by hand, but rather by the action of the water in which, long ago, they were found. There was something fungal about them, too, and nothing amusing. They were to be taken seriously. They insisted upon it.

The rest of our party was arriving. One or two had dressed for the occasion: a long-haired man in a kilt picked up a sheep skull and placed it on top of the shrine; a woman in a green cloak set down her staff crowned with oak leaves and sat leaning against the back of the building, seemingly in prayer. Most, including the keeper, were ordinary-looking people in ordinary winter gear – woolly hats, thick jackets, waterproof trousers. The sky was blue, but there was no heat in the sun. Not walking, you felt the wind. ‘It’s so cold,’ someone observed, ‘that my bum cheeks are twitching.’ A few nodded at this deep truth.

We sat in a circle, nothing formal, just the way people do. A tub of scones went round, and a hipflask with an Extinction Rebellion logo – and soon it was time to put away the stones.

The keeper lifted the first, the mother, cradling her weight and settling her at the back of the shrine. The man in the kilt took the second, the father, placing him beside his wife in the dark. A young woman picked up the third stone, the daughter, and the family was complete. Another woman began a sing-song chant, ‘Welcome to the house of the stone people. Welcome to the house of the stone people,’ which others took up. Pilgrims – I think we can use that word – began to leave offerings of food in the shrine, to see the Wee People through winter: oats grown for this ceremony; butter made for it; fat from a deer; an apple or two.

Now all that remained was to close the entrance. The keeper packed stones from ground to lintel, tight enough to stay in place through winter, and then the rest of us pushed grass and moss into the gaps, making the shrine wind-tight and snug.

A walker happened by and stopped to see what was going on; he was, it emerged, a singer in a Gaelic choir. Would he give us a tune?

Aye, he would, and did:


O, mar a bha nuair a bha sinn òg,

A’ mireag air an àirigh le mànran is ceòl . . .



The mood, during the putting-away, had been focused and purposeful. Now, the work done, the songs sung, people began to drift off, taking the long path home. Autumn had laid out one last spread. The hills were marmalade orange, the loch a silver knife.

Walking back, I asked people why they had come. One older woman explained that she had been raised in a strict Christian family, all rules and dogma, and so takes pleasure in an act of devotion open to happenstance; one that changes depending on who takes part. She’d had her fill of thou shalt nots.

Among the others, the reasons were various:

‘It’s about honouring the ancestors, carrying on a tradition.’

‘We get so much from the land. We should give something back.’

‘You feel in your heart it’s the right thing to do.’

For myself, it was a privilege to see this done, and to make my own offering: these inadequate words. The ritual is made of stone and flesh and earth and water and air. I may write it down and put it in a book, but paper and ink can never define it; a photograph cannot capture it; pages will never contain it.

It is older and better than books – a small, quiet thing in a large and noisy world.




RING
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IT WAS HALF PAST FIVE in the morning, three days before Christmas, and King Arthur was on the bus to Stonehenge.

King Arthur is a druid. He’s also a biker – his ringtone is ‘Born To Be Wild’ – but his bike, the Iron Steed, was off the road with a dodgy clutch. Also, although he’s one of the pagan priests who leads the ceremonies within the ancient circle, he doesn’t believe in paying the charges at English Heritage’s car park. So I had met him at the bus stop in Salisbury, just across from Nando’s, and now we were on our way to the stones.

It was dark outside the bus windows. It would be cold for the sunrise, though Arthur, a Stonehenge veteran in his late sixties, had known it colder. There have been occasions when he’s had to crack ice out of his beard. Dressed formally but with an eye on the weather, he was wearing a fur cloak over a white robe on the front of which was embroidered a red dragon. His long white hair was held in place by a gleaming circlet: a silver dragon’s wings spreading wide upon his forehead and its tail dangling between his eyebrows. If this was a regular journey, he might have got a few looks, but on a special service to a sacred ritual the presence of a druid is to be expected. Even the route number (333) and the fare, £13 return, seemed imbued with mystical significance.

‘Stonehenge is like a great cathedral for us,’ Arthur said, adjusting his sword, Excalibur, so that it slotted between our seats. ‘And today is about hope and renewal.’

The winter solstice, the shortest day, is one of four occasions in the year when the public can wander freely – and for free – within the circle. The others are the summer solstice and the spring and autumn equinoxes: astronomical markers important to those for whom the change of seasons is part of their spirituality. The feeling of rare access to a magical place creates a festive air. But it is a party with rules: no drugs, no booze (not even druid fluid, as cider is sometimes known) and absolutely no climbing on the stones.

Arthur Uther Pendragon is his real name, by the way. He changed it, in 1986, from John Rothwell. The ‘King’ bit is an honorific with no legal standing, but he’s sincere about it, and it’s fun to say. I had enjoyed calling him up – ‘Hello? Is that King Arthur?’ – when planning this midwinter trip.

But the bus didn’t work out. Too much traffic. Horrible tailbacks. What should have been a forty-minute journey had stretched to almost two hours. In the end, the driver opened the doors. We’d have to walk the rest of the way if we were to be there for dawn. Two young American women, unsure where to go, asked King Arthur. ‘Follow me!’ he said cheerily, striding off into the dark. ‘If a druid doesn’t know the way, nobody does!’

There was light to the east, a watery smear of silver-blue. But it was still too early to make out the stones, which were somewhere ahead, or the faces of the people making their way by path and field. The outlines were interesting, though. One tall figure appeared to have antlers. Another was fir-shaped and covered with rags, like a wishing tree with legs; from deep within this tattered mass came a concertina’s carnival wheeze. Black mounds in the land to our left were Bronze Age barrows – inside one of which, in 1723, the antiquary William Stukeley found the cremated remains of what he took to be a teenage girl and the amber beads of her necklace. We were the living, thousands of us, passing through the territory of the dead.

Before Stonehenge was Stonehenge, before the famous stones had been brought from great distances, then shaped and lifted into place, it was a cemetery – for several hundred years from around 3000 BC, ashes were buried in pits and within the circular ditch and bank that enclosed the site.

Once Stonehenge was Stonehenge, long after the stones were raised and those who had raised them were dead, the landscape had become so significant, so sacralised by the presence of the monument, that people chose to be buried close by, within its spiritual blast radius – irradiated by its crackling lithic energy. There are so many barrows in the fields around Stonehenge that, seen from above, they appear like the patter of rain in a puddle, their rippling circles a kind of sepulchral fallout.

It is tempting to regard such a landscape as a spectacle of death and remembrance. To be buried here, whether with stone axes or bronze daggers or shroud-pins of bone, was surely to enter prayerful earth, ground made rich and holy by the mulch of generations past.

‘There wasn’t one Stonehenge,’ is how the English Heritage historian Jennifer Wexler had put it when we spoke the day before the solstice. ‘It’s multiple monuments in a sacred landscape. It’s a place that people returned to, and put their own meaning on, over a long period of time.’

The stone circle was built around 2500 BC; about the same time as the Great Pyramid of Giza. One theory, advanced by the archaeologist Mike Parker Pearson, who excavated between 2004 and 2009, is that it was a monument to the ancestors, more than a hundred of whom were buried there. If that was indeed its intended function, then we might regard Stonehenge as the prehistoric equivalent of Westminster Abbey, a grand architectural statement marking in stone the place of hallowed bones.

Evidence from nearby Durrington Walls, a large settlement thought to have been where the builders of Stonehenge had their base, suggests that it was a place of mass seasonal assemblies, to which people would travel a long way, driving cattle and pigs for feasting, to work on the stones and participate in solstice rituals. The most important moment, it has been argued, was midwinter’s day, when the sun would set between the uprights of the Great Trilithon – which, until it fell, was the largest of the doorway-like arrangements of three stones.


[image: Black and white aerial photograph of Stonehenge.]


Though there is little to see on the surface at Durrington Walls, this land is haunted by chemical ghosts. Analysis of one house uncovered during Parker Pearson’s excavation showed high levels of phosphorus where a wooden box-bed had once stood – the result, it is conjectured, of infants wetting the bed. In the same dwelling, by the hearth, the chalk-plaster floor bore the impression of a pair of knees, worn into the surface by someone who must have spent a long time preparing meals there. One can imagine, at the time when the stones were being raised, this other labour: the child on the hip and at the breast; the sore back, the smoke and heat; the tingling legs and feet as a woman rose from the fire with pots of food.

This history of communality, Stonehenge as a pilgrimage site, is what makes the contemporary gatherings feel authentic. Whatever individual reasons people have for being here, from deep personal faith to a tick on a bucket list, the presence of so many is an enactment of tradition. Footsteps and voices make little or no trace in the archaeological record, but Stonehenge has, for many centuries, been rich in them – and we leave our own as an intangible tribute to the spirit of this place.

There is, too, something about ancient places that seems to fill some hollow in our souls. We are coming to an end of things, or that is how it feels, and so I find myself drawn, in retreat and in search of consolation, to the beginning. ‘It is plain,’ the archaeologist and writer Jacquetta Hawkes observed in 1951, ‘that we have now reached a stage in our development, in our decay perhaps, at which a knowledge of our origins, an ability to re-identify ourselves with them, has come to satisfy an emotional and intellectual need.’

The horizon was by now getting light – there was no getting away from that. King Arthur, walking fast and a bit out of puff, took a call from Rollo Maughfling, the Archdruid of Stonehenge, who had arrived in the circle and was about to start the ceremony.

‘If you hold fire for five, ten minutes,’ Arthur reassured him, ‘I’ll be there.’

Druids, one finds, tend not to be sticklers for punctuality. But the solstice sunrise would not wait and I was beginning to worry we might miss the show. Then, just ahead, unmistakable in silhouette – the stones.

We no sooner saw them, it seemed, than we were inside, stepping between two fallen sarsens, the large and very hard sandstones which, around four thousand five hundred years ago, were brought here from their place of origin, fifteen miles to the north. The circle was packed tight with people. There was drumming, soft and low, a collective heartbeat. A man in a leather mask blew an animal horn. There was a smell – not unpleasant – of patchouli and armpits and pot.

It should have been impossible to get to the centre, but Arthur, in his white robes, passed through the throng like a swan crossing a pond and took up position next to the Archdruid.

How to describe Rollo Maughfling? A gentlemanly figure in a Panama hat, his long white hair brushed the shoulders of his faded red cloak; a long green and orange scarf was wound round his neck. I have always felt, whenever I have seen him in action, that he ought to be umpiring a cricket match on a village green or piloting the Tardis through time and space. He has an avuncular plummy charm, but there’s something a bit cosmic about him too.

His voice, full of mild authority, carried from the middle of the circle to the outer ring: ‘Can I please ask the people at the back to get off the stones? Otherwise we’ll get in trouble for it. If you wouldn’t mind, please.’

The crowd, taking up his cause, were less polite. ‘Off the stones!’ they chanted.

Off the stones!

Off the stones!

Off the stones!

People power prevailed. Those who had been standing on fallen sarsens, hoping to watch the ceremony from that vantage point, climbed down.

‘Thank you very much,’ said Rollo. ‘That’s very kind of you. Lovely.’

Now the ritual could begin.

*

Stonehenge is the ‘Stairway to Heaven’ or ‘Hey Jude’ of megalithic sites – an epic masterwork, the greatness of which has become occluded by overfamiliarity.

It is part of our shared visual language, a signifier of both ‘ancientness’ and, less straightforwardly, ‘England’. Seven hundred years separate the earliest depiction, a manuscript illustration showing Merlin creating Stonehenge, from one of the more notable contemporary representations: the artist Jeremy Deller’s Sacrilege, a life-size inflatable version made in 2012 for an art festival in Glasgow. It has since toured the world, a monumental bouncy castle on which children leap and play.

Inside a portable loo near the site, I noticed, someone had drawn a trilithon – three strokes of a marker pen, like the symbol for pi – and scrawled FREE OUR STONES beneath. This seemed a long way from Turner’s sublime watercolour of the circle during a lightning storm, but it was all part of the same compulsion to somehow capture the essence of the thing; to get it down on paper, or vellum, or on a toilet wall. Yet each portrayal seems to further obscure rather than illuminate. The images pile up and get in the way. Stonehenge, thanks to restricted access, can be hard to see. But it is also hard to see.

Even standing within it, I could hardly believe I was there. There was an unreality to the occasion, a feeling of being on a film set or in a dream.

The antiquary William Stukeley, whose relationship with this place was one of obsession and adoration, wrote about the monument in his 1740 work, Stonehenge: A Temple Restor’d to the British Druids. I had seen a copy in Salisbury Museum, open behind glass. The right-hand page was given over to an engraving of an ancient druid, staff in hand, standing beside a trilithon – a term Stukeley invented – through which one could see into the centre of the circle where some sort of ritual seemed to be taking place. On the facing page I read these words:


When you enter the building, whether on foot or horseback and cast your eyes around, upon the yawning ruins, you are struck into an ecstatic reverie, which none can describe, and they only can be sensible of, that feel it.



An ecstatic reverie is about right. Stonehenge can make one feel adrift, and so, as the ceremony got underway, I tried to get my bearings.

The sea of people made it impossible to distinguish anything below head height, but the larger stones, towering above, acted as landmarks. To my left was the most complete part of the outer circle, four sarsens joined together by three lintels. Immediately ahead was a trilithon on which, if I had pushed closed enough, I would have been able to make out the carved graffiti – WREN – said to have been incised by Christopher Wren, the architect of St Paul’s Cathedral, who grew up nearby. Stonehenge, with a diameter of about a hundred feet, would fit snugly within the inner dome of St Paul’s.

To my right was the largest stone of all, the surviving upright of the Great Trilithon, the lintel and other upright having fallen at some unknown point before 1574; a watercolour of that year shows it as already collapsed. The surviving stone is very big indeed – twenty-two feet above ground, with a further nearly seven feet of foundation. It is distinctive not only because of its size, but because it has a prominent bump on top. This is a tenon, a stone peg that would have fitted into a mortise hole on the underside of the lintel. Stonehenge, because of this unique construction method, has been likened to Lego, but it’s more like carpentry; tongue and groove joints, four thousand five hundred years old, still hold together the lintels of the sarsen circle. When the circle was complete, if it ever was complete, which is debated, the outer ring would have comprised thirty uprights capped with thirty lintels. ‘It’s the most sophisticated engineered monument we have from this period of time in the whole of Europe,’ is how Jennifer Wexler had summed it up.

It is often said that visitors, seeing Stonehenge for the first time, are underwhelmed; it seems smaller than they had expected. But that is perhaps the result of being kept at a distance. Inside the circle, as I looked around, the impression was of being in the palm of some stony giant. It held us as cupped hands hold water.

The time was now 8 a.m. A cloudy morning with a spit of rain. There would be no dramatic sunrise. You couldn’t even be sure when it was happening. But that didn’t matter. Everyone was up for it, whatever the weather. There were prayers and chanting and singing. There was, somewhere around, the inevitable didgeridoo.

You might expect a druidic ritual at midwinter to be a bit like Midnight Mass at Christmas – to feel quite formal and follow a structured liturgy. There was something of that, for sure, but it also had an improvised quality, a jazz club vibe. You never knew quite who was going to step into the centre or what they were going to do.

There was an older lady in a red beret who instructed the crowd: ‘Let us tune into the sacred sound of the universe – the Om. As you make this sound, imagine that all the molecules of your body are vibrating like ping-pong balls.’

Then another woman – wearing a crown of twigs, berries and fairy lights – sang a song celebrating the rebirth of the sun. It was a catchy tune and everyone joined in.

There were tributes to the recent dead, who had ‘passed into the summerlands’, as the pagans say. One of them had been a member of The Troggs – and King Arthur, to honour his memory, roared out ‘Wiiiiiild Thing!’ to laughter and applause.

Finally, it was time for the closing ritual. Rollo Maughfling lifted his palms to the sky and prayed for peace in the four quarters of the globe. The crowd turned, hands up, to face each direction as the druid named them – east, south, west and north – until he came at last to ‘the most important of all: may there be peace throughout the whole world!’

There may be years at Stonehenge when this call for an end to war feels hopeful, even possible; 2023 was not one of them. It didn’t seem very likely that the raised voices of a few thousand hippies in a cold field in England could end the bombing and staunch the blood. But we shouted for peace anyway – and why not?

‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,’ said Rollo. ‘Three cheers for Stonehenge and the winter solstice! Hip hip! Hooray!’

*

The druids are reliably picturesque. They have come to be regarded as part of the scenery at Stonehenge. Yet it was not always so. Their cultural association with the monument goes back to the antiquary John Aubrey who, in the mid-1660s, concluded that it was ‘a Temple of the Druids’ built by ancient British people, not – as had been suggested – by the Romans, Vikings or Phoenicians. The druid theory was taken up by other writers and thinkers, notably William Stukeley, and proved so influential, so hard to shake, that as late as the 1950s the words ‘Druidic’ could still be found on some Ordnance Survey maps to describe stone circles and other remains.

In A Child’s History of England, Charles Dickens wrote that the druids practised their ‘strange and terrible religion’ at open-air temples, that this religion included human sacrifice, and that Stonehenge was the ‘most extraordinary’ of these surviving temples. ‘It is pleasant to think that there are no Druids, now,’ he continued, relieved, ‘who go on in that way.’

There may have been no druids who went on in quite that way, but there were certainly druids – and in Dickensian London, too. Towards the end of 1781, in the King’s Arms tavern in Soho, the Ancient Order of Druids had its founding meeting. In 1853, the year in which Dickens published his Child’s History, the Noble Order of Female Druids formed in Lancashire. But it wasn’t until 1905 that such revivalist groups began to congregate at Stonehenge. ‘The Dukes of Marlborough and Leeds were both present, as was the Earl of Warwick,’ Ronald Hutton has written of that first gathering in his history of the druids, Blood and Mistletoe. ‘Members who did not possess their own false beards were equipped by a famous costume hire firm.’

The Victorian and Edwardian iteration of druidry was, in character, akin to something like Freemasonry: social clubs with a side order of mysticism. But on what historical reality was this revival based? The most important primary source is Julius Caesar, who wrote in his memoir of the conquest of Gaul that the ‘Druides’ were religious leaders in tribal society, as well as judges in criminal matters and secular disputes. ‘The Druidic doctrine,’ he added, ‘is believed to have been found existing in Britain and thence imported into Gaul; even today those who want to make a profound study of it generally go to Britain for the purpose.’

Part of that doctrine, Caesar wrote, was the belief that those suffering from serious illness, or who hoped to survive in battle, could save themselves by offering to their gods the lives of others:


Some tribes have colossal images made of wickerwork, the limbs of which they fill with living men; they are then set on fire, and the victims burnt to death. They think that the gods prefer the execution of men taken in the act of theft or brigandage, or guilty of some other offence; but when they run short of criminals, they do not hesitate to make up with innocent men.



From this passage derive the shudders of Charles Dickens and, ultimately, the deranged glee of The Wicker Man – the classic 1973 horror film.

The historian Tacitus, writing around a hundred and twenty years after Caesar, gave a vivid account of druids as part of his description of a Roman attack on Anglesey, off the coast of Wales, in the first century. The island had become a refuge for those fleeing the occupation of Britain, perhaps some sort of rebel base. Tacitus, from the invader’s perspective, pens a portrait of native anger: ‘The enemy lined the shore in a dense armed mass. Among them were black-robed women with dishevelled hair, like Furies, brandishing torches. Close by stood Druids, raising their hands to heaven and screaming dreadful curses.’

Infantry crossed from the mainland in flat-bottomed boats, while cavalrymen swam beside their horses. Arriving on the opposite shore, the troops were stunned into inaction by the ‘weird spectacle’ of the women and druids, but soon rallied and took the island. The empire, it is said, was tolerant of the beliefs of the conquered peoples brought within its purple cloak, but that seems not to have been the case on Anglesey, which the Romans knew as Mona. The victorious governor Suetonius Paulinus proved merciless, destroying the island’s sacred places in seeming revulsion at native ritual: ‘For it was their religion to drench their altars in the blood of prisoners and consult their gods by means of human entrails.’

Tacitus was not an eyewitness to these events, though his father-in-law, the general Agricola, may have been. What the historian leaves to us is an idea of druids as anti-authoritarian, as members of a resistance, and it is this aspect that has often characterised their modern relationship with Stonehenge. The druids that he and Caesar wrote about were figures from the Iron Age. Stonehenge was already very old by their day, so they certainly did not build it, and there is no evidence that they used it as a temple. Their modern-day equivalents have made themselves part of its story by insisting on their right to be there.

In the years following the mass gathering of 1905, revivalist druids of one order or another – and crowds of interested spectators – began to assemble at Stonehenge for the summer solstice. The debate over right to access has at times grown heated. In 1901, following the collapse of an upright and lintel, the landowner Sir Edmund Antrobus had fenced off the stones and started to charge for admission; in 1913 he forbade the use of the circle for religious meetings. This led to crowd trouble and police involvement. In 1925, around a hundred people stormed the site without paying. There were further clashes in the 1950s: on one side, the druids and their followers; on the other, soldiers based on Salisbury Plain who found them contemptible and ridiculous. The solstice was becoming an unpleasant spectacle, synonymous with noise and trouble. According to Ronald Hutton: ‘Two musical bands, playing the latest teenage craze of skiffle, competed with each other from opposite sides of the monument. When the Druids sounded a horn to greet the sunrise, a jeer went up from the crowd.’

To read archive coverage of the solstice rituals is to chart the development of youth culture: skiffle, mod, rock, rave. ‘An atmosphere reminiscent of Blackpool beach spread over the roadways leading to the ruin,’ one journalist reported in 1930. ‘Girls and boys danced by the lights of motor-cars, which lined the roads, to the music of gramophones and a complete jazz band.’

During the 1960s and 70s, as Stonehenge became associated with the alternative society, security grew correspondingly tight. Newspaper reports feature barbed wire, floodlights, dog patrols and military police. The problem seems not to have been the solstice-worshippers themselves, more the crowds drawn by the prospect of hedonism and gawpery. The druids, ‘standing charismatically within the Stonehenge horseshoe’, were, in the opinion of the archaeologist Stuart Piggott, ‘a compelling magnet for many a psychological misfit and lonely crank’. Meanwhile, the Chief Constable of Wiltshire declared in 1962 that, ‘so long as there were Druids about, there would be a substantial body of weirdies making a thundering nuisance of themselves’.

The Stonehenge Free Festival, an outdoor music event at which the rock band Hawkwind were a fixture, began in 1974 and ran close by the stones for eleven years. One reveller remembered ‘Tolkien-esque wanderings through woods’, another that ‘the fire brigade sprayed water for the hippies to dance and play in and around the stones’. The poster for the 1975 festival promised harmony, music and freedom. This bucolic vision came to an end in 1985 with the infamous Battle of the Beanfield, when riot police fought with New Age travellers who were heading, in convoy, to the festival site. The Beanfield has become a byword for police brutality and led to the introduction of an annual four-mile exclusion zone around Stonehenge at the summer solstice. The days of watching the sun rise from the circle, indeed anywhere near it, were over.

Or that was the idea.

Enter King Arthur.

He was among those who refused to accept that Stonehenge was off-limits. For the rest of the 1980s and 90s, protestors attempted to access the circle for the summer solstice, leading to confrontations with hundreds of officers, multiple arrests and court cases, and even – in Arthur’s case – a couple of broken ribs. ‘Every year I’d get arrested, thrown in the cells, and let out the next morning without charges,’ he had told me. ‘It was like my yearly pilgrimage. I saw it as my duty. And I thought: “One day, I’m going to get in.”’ In 1995, on trial in Salisbury, he was found not guilty of trespassory assembly. His lawyer, one Keir Starmer, later recalled that he had to persuade court staff to allow the druid to unsheathe his sword in order to swear the oath.

A 1999 ruling by the House of Lords resulted in the lifting of the exclusion zone, but in any case the situation was unsustainable and absurd, this annual cat-and-mouse between protestors and police played out in the Wiltshire countryside. So, on 21 June 2000, the monument was opened for public access at the solstice for the first time since 1984. It is now one of the communal pleasures of the English summer: Stonehenge, Glastonbury, Wimbledon, the Last Night of the Proms. ‘This is no longer counterculture. This is just culture,’ as the Times journalist Hugo Rifkind wrote of his own solstice trip. Not that these gatherings have become consumer experiences empty of meaning. The stones will not allow it. Those great silent blocks still call out to people and seem to expect an answer.

‘Do you feel,’ I had asked King Arthur, ‘that Stonehenge belongs to you, or that you belong to it?’

‘Symbiotic,’ he replied. ‘I’m a child of Stonehenge. I moved to Salisbury to be closer to Stonehenge. I feel drawn to Stonehenge, but I feel Stonehenge is drawn to me, in a strange way, as well. I was destined to fight for it, to celebrate there, to be part of its tribe.’

Stonehenge is a contested space. Who owns it; who has the right to be there, and when; who built it and to what purpose; what it now means – all of these questions have been, over decades and centuries, disputed and debated. It is a blank screen on which individuals and societies project their beliefs and values; literally so in the case of the many photographs of the Queen which, in 2022, were beamed on to the stones to mark the Platinum Jubilee. Some saw that as a kind of vulgar blasphemy, at once sentimental and sinister, but perhaps it makes a kind of sense: the megaliths of Stonehenge could be interpreted as an expression of wealth and authority, given the people and resources necessary for their creation. There is, too, a strong link between Stonehenge and royalty. Henry VIII owned it; James I’s interest prompted the first excavation and the first book that sought to explain its origins; Charles II, following defeat by Oliver Cromwell at the Battle of Worcester, hid within the circle while trying to escape England for France.

If Stonehenge is disputed territory, caught in a tug-of-war between the establishment and the people, for some creatures it is simply home. It seems to be important to hares. They often go there to die. They also choose to have their young within the embrace of the stones. English Heritage staff, checking the site in the early morning, sometimes notice newborn leverets – hushed and brindled clods – crouched by the base of certain megaliths, left in this place of shelter and safety while the mother is off foraging. Foxes, it is said, shun the circle and keep to the outlying fields, rejecting easy pickings for reasons of their own. In Constable’s celebrated 1835 watercolour, a hare runs for the cover of the frame, its long, fleet body an image of transience in contrast with the eternal stones.

Stonehenge has emblematic birds, too. The best known is the great bustard, which looks a bit like a large goose and is thought to be the heaviest flying bird on earth. They can be seen passing over the monument in seventeenth-century engravings, but were hunted to extinction in Britain in the nineteenth century. The taxidermied carcass of one of the last is on display in Salisbury Museum. ‘It was served at a dinner for ten people,’ says the information panel, where it was described by a guest as ‘extremely tender, the breast like plover, and the thigh not unlike pheasant’. The species was reintroduced to Salisbury Plain in 2004 and a population of around a hundred is established and self-sustaining. Nobody eats bustards now, and especially not the hen known to the reintroduction project as T5, who has become such a frequent visitor to the stones each spring that she has been given a name – Gertrude.

The birds of Stonehenge have delighted visitors for a long time. On 8 October 1768, the parson and naturalist Gilbert White penned a letter to his regular correspondent, the zoologist Thomas Pennant, informing him of a pleasing fact – that jackdaws breed among the megaliths. ‘These birds,’ he wrote, ‘deposit their nests in the interstices between the upright and impost stones of that amazing work of antiquity: which circumstance alone speaks the prodigious height of the upright stones, that they should be tall enough to secure those nests from the annoyance of shepherd-boys, who are always idling round that place.’

Those shepherd-boys may be gone, but the jackdaws remain – and are not idle. Carol Druce, who lives nearby and retired recently after nearly thirty years as a guide at Stonehenge, considers these busy birds with their silvery cowls to be guardians of the stones. ‘They probably know all the secrets,’ she had laughed when we spoke on the phone. ‘Birds have been around for a lot longer than people. The stones, with holes and niches caused by natural weathering, make ideal nesting places, and they’ve no doubt enjoyed it ever since those stones were first put up. They probably watched the stones being put in place.’

Jackdaws, as Gilbert White observed, nest in the trilithons, high up in gaps where the uprights meet the lintels. The most Carol has ever seen are eight nesting pairs, a small clifftop village. Their nests are messes of twigs, moss, mud, feathers, baler twine, bits of tissue and tourist rubbish. ‘They bring lambs’ tails when the lambs’ tails are chopped,’ she said. ‘You sometimes see one hanging down on the stones where they haven’t quite got it into the nest.’ The jackdaws have their chicks in May, and always fledge the week before the summer solstice: ‘As though they know the people are coming and they’ve got to get out fast!’

Rooks are Stonehenge’s other corvids. They do not live among the stones, they fly in from rookeries in trees on a nearby farm. They come for food and perhaps for human company. Some will sit and take snacks from your hand. The first to do this, according to Carol, was a rook called Joe. ‘He knew the times that the shop opened and shut. It was the sampling biscuits that he came for, really. He’d sit by the ticket box and watch people going in and out, and he always seemed to know when somebody had food.’

A rook will often hide its food in small holes in the ground, covering it with turf for later. Archaeologists find it difficult to get permission to excavate at Stonehenge, but rooks dig wherever they please. Who can blame them for making this place their larder? They are quite at home. This is a place of their ancestors. It is often said that the building of megalithic sites became possible – and desirable – as the population of nomadic hunter-gatherers were replaced by incoming farmers. Only in communities with abundant food and manpower would there be sufficient resources to erect such structures, and only when people put down roots in one place would there arise a desire to leave a permanent mark on the landscape. If the development of agriculture led to the raising of the stones, it also gave rise to the rooks. The species likely moved into Britain with the westward spread of farming culture; open ground broken and worked for crops meant access to grubs and grain. Stonehenge and the rooks, then, are shadows of each other. It seems apt that when the birds gather in parliaments to discuss grave matters, they form large black circles on the earth.

*

The formal part of the ritual over, I left the stones, passing beneath a lintel of the outer ring. Loads of people were doing the same, flooding out into the wider site. Security in hi-vis checked their watches. It was well after eight and English Heritage had granted access until ten, so the pagans and other revellers wanted to make the most of the time. Druids were stopped for photographs every few seconds by tourists from Australia, Colombia, Japan and goodness knows where else. There was lots of chanting, lots of mantras, but one six-word phrase was heard again and again: ‘I’ve never seen it so busy.’

Although the circular ditch surrounding the stones isn’t very wide or deep, it’s big enough for children’s games. Kids ran laughing down one side and up the other, or else just lay down and rolled. A few family groups had the bright idea of using it to eat breakfast, getting as low as possible out of the wind. This was the ditch where several cremation burials had been excavated, as well as the skeleton of the so-called Stonehenge Archer – he was in his mid-twenties at the time of his death around 2300 BC, shot with arrows, the stone tips of which were found with the body. He may have been executed, or it could have been some sort of ritual killing, nobody knows. What had been a grave was now a picnic spot. One mum cut up mango, another spread chocolate on bread.

There is a jolly history of picnics at Stonehenge.

William Stukeley, having come round from his ecstatic reverie, enjoyed a meal on top of one of the trilithons with his friend and patron Lord Winchelsea, the two gentlemen leaving their after-dinner pipes on top of the lintel. This act of whimsy may seem disrespectful and even reckless to us now, but Stukeley could have gone further. The stone was, he judged, of sufficient size for anyone with ‘a steady head and nimble heels to dance a minuet on’.

Charles Darwin picnicked at Stonehenge in June 1877, making his way by horse and carriage from Salisbury with his wife Emma and son George. Darwin, then sixty-eight, was there to investigate the action of earthworms in causing stones to sink. The custodian of the stone circle, an old soldier, was reading a religious text when the Darwins arrived. ‘He was quite agreeable to any amount of digging,’ Emma recalled, ‘but sometimes visitors came who were troublesome, and once a man came with a sledge-hammer who was very difficult to manage.’

The idea that the stones, though great in size and weight, were also vulnerable and in need of care did not find much purchase until the late 1800s. The public seemed to feel they could treat the monument as they liked.

This became especially problematic with the coming of the railway; a direct service from London to Salisbury was introduced in 1857, allowing for ever greater numbers of visitors. You could even buy a chisel and take a little bit of Stonehenge back home. So many souvenir pieces have been chipped from the more accessible parts of the monument that it looks softer and less geometric than it probably did when first built.

The situation was then made worse by the development of the motor car. One travel writer, visiting at the end of the nineteenth century, noted that ‘although there is no occasion for such insane fury, the picnic parties generally
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