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For my mother
her mother
and my daughters
in all your golden ages.





Britannia Island, famed in Greek and in our own records, lies off to the north-west … Its former name was Albion; but later all the islands … were called the Britannias.

Pliny the Elder, Natural History, first century AD






Introduction

Here are some voyage tales – immrama or echtrai, as they were called in medieval Ireland. Here are some stories of what living in,1 on, or within sight of islands, does to the mind. Here are journeys over waves, to the point where land meets sea again and light glitters differently as it refracts off water. Here are meanders along the margins of misladen texts as fingers trail damp stone. Here is a quest under the moon, between the branches, into the dim antechambers of British history.

But it is not just the past that concerns us. It is also the now. As the tide comes in and the tide goes out, so do humans, back and forth across this salty land, building and destroying wonders. Here, then, are fishermen, nuns, entrepreneurs and musicians, some avowedly local, some far-flung, making their lives and their livings in these water-bound places. Crossing over to an island has long been a ritualistic act; even now it is a statement of intent, occasionally of actively hostile difference.

I first set foot on an island for this book with my baby; she is now just turning ten. During the course of her first decade I walked across Anglesey; up and down Iona; north along the coast to Lindisfarne; high up into the hills of Harris. I lived in Orkney, working as a firefighter, a teacher, a school cook (serving soup every Wednesday to that same sweet daughter). I slept on islands off islands under the stars, head tilted down against the rain, face tilted up to the sun. I rode into Thanet on a horse-drawn cart, into Shetland on a fishing trawler, through the Hebrides under sail, into Westminster on my bike at dawn. I grew up in this country; yet none of these journeys and their discoveries were what I expected of Britain.

An island is a place apart: abundant oasis or site of deprivation; for blessed refuge or forced exile; protected and exposed. From London or Edinburgh (or anywhere on the largest British island) these outcrops in the ocean might be easy to ignore – at least until the summer. But all residents of Great Britain, Northern Ireland and the Crown Dependencies are island-dwellers: physically isolated from the European landmass for the past eight thousand years. All but two of the United Kingdom’s Overseas Territories are islands. Nowadays, England, in particular, thinks of Britain as ‘an island nation’ – as if the large island in the centre is what matters. But there are thousands of islands in these waters,2 a fact that influences all who dwell on the associated land, wherever they live, whatever they think. Islandness has shaped the politics, economy, artistic sensibility, and military arrangements of the overlapping political, geographic entities which make up these nations and their sense of themselves in the world. For most of human history, it was the small islands around the ‘mainland’ that were the powerful protected places, the first to nurture civilization. It was their innovations which spread inward, to cultivate the now-dominant centre. Island-geography is the pivot upon which these histories turn.

In the beginning, when humans first began to colonize the archipelago, the outlying islands were their first foothold. The islands were prized as jewels: being rich in fish; forming fortresses easy to control and hold; sites from which it was possible to eliminate undesirable animals or people, and introduce others. Thus Neolithic humans came to Orkney and pioneered monumental sun worship; Druids made Anglesey Europe’s last place of Celtic sanctity and learning; Christian monks made islands the locus of their new religion. To these people, the ‘mainland’ was the periphery: an incommodious jungle full of competitors and predators which the smaller islands were blessedly free from.

Foreign empires also made use of the islands’ favourable geography. Early Greek explorers, like the Vikings after, viewed this conglomeration of islands through the filter of their own island worlds. Until paved roads made inland travel fast, the secure way to live was liquid: on an island with a boat. This is why ancient Greek travelogues detail the chain of small islands but treat the large island as the sideshow; why Shetland, Orkney, the Hebrides and Man formed the vertebrae of Norse colonization. Even the Romans, a continent-bound people, made sure to sack Anglesey, banish heretical bishops to Scilly and develop Wight as an oasis of native comforts.

It was only during the past millennium that the ‘mainland’ constructed the idea of itself as the centre, and its smaller island neighbours as the margin. From the twelfth century onwards, mainland monarchs in Scotland and England began to attack the independence of islands. Both the lowland monarchy of Scotland and the subsequent government of Britain battled the islands into submission. Henry VIII’s Reformation (and later John Knox’s) forcibly dismantled the islands’ history and meaning, changing them from ancient sanctuaries to national garrisons. In England, a stubborn attempt at reasserting independence came during the Civil War, when many small islands – being well fortified, and often miles distant from the mainland – held out longest as Royalist, or occasionally Roundhead, strongholds, or switched between the two. Pockets of resistance endured even longer into the nineteenth century in Scotland, where the remote northern islands of Handa and Hirta organized themselves with their own parliaments (as their regular meetings were termed, maybe over-romantically, by outsiders). The Welsh island of Bardsey had a king until 1926. In 1975, Sealand (an anarchic North Sea island made of a Second World War offshore platform) began issuing passports.3

Where mainland politics led, culture followed. The final assault on island independence has been linguistic. During the past three centuries, English either killed off, or seriously threatened, the indigenous languages of Britain’s islands. Norn died in the nineteenth century, Manx in the twentieth; Jèrriais and Guernésiais cling on among the older generation. Gaelic has huge resources allocated to its survival.

Once vanquished, it is hard for islands deemed ‘remote’ by the authorities to recover. Some are given over to birds, but there is a long history of islands being used not just as prisons but also as pestilence sinks, leper colonies, for weapons testing, or being cleared of humans and trees in preference for sheep. Genocide has been a feature of island life from the beginning, and throughout their history islands also functioned as laboratories of plant and animal propagation or elimination. During the nineteenth century this culminated in a catastrophe for British biodiversity, with the forced eviction of Scottish islanders eerily mirrored by a bloodbath of native birds and mammals. But many of the islands clung to wildness in ways the mainland couldn’t. Today – happily, tragically, depending which way you see it – with their red squirrels, corncrakes, pesticide-free machair and dark skies, islands are precious sanctuaries in our human-dominated landscape.

Islands almost always resisted when the mainland asserted its hegemony – a historical legacy which endures in modern political attitudes. During the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence, all the islands voted No, even those, such as the Western Isles, which have elected the SNP on and off since the 1970s. This does not suggest love of London but resistance to Edinburgh, a legacy of the islands’ complete political independence, from at least Viking times until the fifteenth century. After Brexit, almost all Scottish seats went to the SNP, but Orkney again held out against mainstream dominance (the Northern Isles have voted Liberal or Lib Dem since 1950). Historically, the impositions of Scotland’s ruling class have been the islands’ biggest threat.

Curious constitutional arrangements, meanwhile, link the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man to Britain in interdependent ways. At the moment, they function as low-tax money-pots; as do their doppelgangers in Britain’s Overseas Territories – such as Bermuda and Cayman – pilfered during empire, and retained for use as military bases, stop-offs for rendition flights, unorthodox financial centres, or, in the case of South Georgia, for future resource use or settlement: when global warming makes human life possible only at the poles.4 Nowadays, the government in Westminster periodically portrays these islands as rogue states, fiscally out of line. But it tolerates tax havens and semi-autonomous political entities because it is always useful, if sometimes embarrassing, to have places where extrajudicial events may occur and rich people and multinationals can store their money.5

The ambiguous status of the outlying islands is partly the result of the idiosyncratic, organic (bloody) development of the United Kingdom’s constitutional arrangements – a nation increasingly bedevilled by its own creation. In our globalized world, as nation-states are stymied by the indifferent power of corporations (their use of island tax havens), or mass immigration from nearby war zones (islands as stepping stones), an instinctive human reaction is to isolate: with borders, politics, religion. Nowadays, in Britain, as elsewhere in the world, ethnic, geographical or political groupings with a longer historical lineage than the nation-state clamour for greater self-definition and political autonomy. In 2014, Cornwall won minority status by emphasizing the fact that it is ‘almost an island’ (a river divides it from the rest of England; before the Norman conquest, it was a separate country). Jersey’s government has drawn up fully costed contingency plans for the independence it will demand if London threatens its freedom to set taxes, that being the basis of its economy. The SNP looks to the independence of British islands for Scotland’s future; as one MP I spoke to put it, ‘If Man can do it with 85,000 people, Scotland with 5 million would seem to have a reasonable chance.’ Orkney councillors just voted to ‘investigate alternative methods of governance’. If these places seem to be striving for fracture rather than union it is not surprising, given that the dominant imperial, Anglocentric myth of the past three hundred years has taken everything for granted and not differentiated enough between individual cultures.6

There has never been a definitive name for these islands, as Pliny pointed out. Sometimes they were ‘the twin Bretanides’ (Britain and Ireland). The Welsh epic The Mabinogi, a story cycle written down in medieval times from a presumed plethora of oral sources, refers to ‘the islands of Britain’,7 as do some of the Arthurian romances. Mostly, however, one island stood in for the whole; so that when in 731 the monk-historian Bede wrote his History of the English Church and People, he had to explain (doubly dubitably) that ‘Britain, formerly known as Albion, is in an island in the ocean’.8

Contemporary commentators, meanwhile, still refer to the ‘four nations of the United Kingdom’ – ignoring the Crown dependencies and all the Overseas Territories. During the 2012 Olympics, the official branding ‘Team GB’ ostracized the Northern Irish (who live in the United Kingdom, not Great Britain). The Overseas Territories are managed by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, even though, as the Governor of the Virgin Islands (UK) pointed out to me, ‘They are neither foreign nor Commonwealth.’ (The ‘British Virgin Islands’, as these islands are commonly known, is also a misnomer.) It would be more accurate to follow Pliny’s example and name the entire archipelago and its associated islands ‘The Britannias’. But that would cause anxiety in metropolitan, mainland circles, where power necessarily radiates out from the centre.

Sentimentally, even the staunchest British centrist likes to retreat to an island once in a while. There are lawless islands, radical ones, and many bastions of inherited, or money-controlled, privilege. Little outcrops in the ocean can be wildly expensive, or comparatively cheap, depending; during the writing of this book I came to know of several people with their own little fiefdoms in the Irish Sea, the Channel Islands, off the east and west coast of Scotland. My grandmother’s Scottish family still owns two tiny islands off the coast of East Lothian. Today they are managed as wildlife reserves – but family gatherings often involve a boat trip to see the gannets on their rock; outings imbued with the frisson of nostalgia.

Some islands have been at the vanguard of dramatic social change; others still preserve social hierarchies and religious forms in ways peculiar and discrete. But for many Britons, whoever they are, the small islands which ring the large one represent an escape from the stifling homogeneity of national life. They are the mainland’s flattering reflection; a repository of eradicated histories; self-styled sites of resistance to state control.

How island people see such incursions is another matter. Ancient island stories chronicle anarchy and flux: peripatetic islands, submerged islands, islands only latterly peripheral, culturally.9 Mythology, politics and geography interlace, with some islands reclaimed by the shore, others cut off by the tide, and all once pertaining to other dominions. From the once-Norman south to the once-Norwegian north, island-people share memories of political and economic extremes: self-rule to colonization; emigration in lean times, influx in times of plenty; poverty or piracy to fantastic wealth and private purchase.

Nowadays, we refer with derogatory inflection to an ‘island mentality’ – but that is the mainland speaking for itself. Smaller-island people, because of their circumscribed territory, have always tended to look outwards – to South African gold mines, Antarctic whaling stations, North Sea oil rigs; just as they have tended, throughout their history, to give welcome to outsiders. The fact of being set apart from the mainland connects these islands to each other, and to places far beyond; Shetland regards itself as ‘the biggest roundabout in the world’.

Nevertheless, almost all smaller islands within the realm of the United Kingdom, its Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories, have their own words to distinguish islanders from visitors. The Manx call themselves ‘true-born’, while British immigrants are ‘come-overs’; people from the British Virgin Islands are ‘belongers’; tourists to Lindisfarne are ‘interlopers’. It is as if such islanders need to draw an extra, symbolic circle to demarcate themselves from outsiders. Encircled as they are by the sun, moon, sea and rival powers, spheres of influence are central to island symbolism. In prehistoric times people built stone circles with solar and lunar alignments; early Christianity made of these isles a spiritual forcefield; subsequent statecraft adapted this idea with forts, airbases and Martello towers. Today there is tension between the islands’ overlapping layers of internal and external control, their fiscal and political autonomy, their individual freedoms and strength as a whole.

Many of us experience that tension in our own lives: the push and pull between the communal and the individual, the lure and lull of the familiar and the foreign. For me, a denizen of Britain’s circumscribed geography (born in London, raised in the West Country), there has long been something vital about being submerged in other cultures and polities. I moved to India straight out of university, and it was a second, far more radical education. My first two books, accordingly, were about places very remote from the place and the way I grew up: one tells the history of a great South Asian river; the other inhabits a modern-day Delhi run through with Sanskrit epic.

The idea for this particular book came to me as I trekked back from the source of the River Indus in Tibet and sacred Mount Kailash came into view once more. As my Buddhist companions prostrated themselves, and I knelt beside them, I thought of the journey we had just completed and of the work which lay ahead. First, I had to circumambulate the mountain; after that I had to finish the two books for which it was an end and a beginning. But in the wake of the long journey I had just undertaken, through Pakistan, Afghanistan, India and Tibet, I also thought with a pang of my own homeland. I knew so little, comparatively, of its foundation myths; I had travelled so far to study the history and culture of other lands. While part of me longed to continue travelling and encountering new places, I also acknowledged within myself a curiosity about the islands I’d grown up in, the challenge of their strange and familiar idiosyncrasies.

I am grateful to that high-altitude epiphany. Five years earlier, when I was working for a literary magazine in Delhi, I read Ted Hughes’s crazy but inspired book Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being. I read it cover to cover, during long bus journeys across the city to work. I had never come across Albina before – the ancient British goddess of art and death, apparently. Had she really existed? It didn’t matter. The mere evocation of this matriarchal etymology thrilled me.

But it was only when I began researching the island stories which wind through this book that I discovered how important the name was to Britain. Medieval English chroniclers, needing a national founding myth, took up the story of a Syrian princess, Albina, who was punished, along with her sisters, for rebelling against forced marriage (they killed their abusive husbands). The women, who were set adrift from their country in a rudderless boat, eventually reached the uninhabited island of Britain, where they cultivated the land and populated it with a race of giants, by sleeping with demons.

This surprising story of female power, with its chilling echo of modern migrants, reinforces the point: humans seek refuge in islands. Albina founded Albion. (Of course, Brutus took it from her and refounded Britain.) Who knows what cultures, or states, today’s migrants will nourish in Britain. Who knows how soon Britain’s Wight and Thanet will become its Rhodes or Lampedusa; already, migration across the Channel has gone up exponentially since I started writing this book. Immigration into this archipelago remains one of the most interesting, dynamic and formative parts of its story.

Milton, and others like him, thought the story of Albina ‘gross’ and ‘absurd’ (the women have sex with demons and grow fat from the game they are hunting).10 That the story survived at all is a miracle. The early history-writers never rushed to canonize stories of powerful women.

Relatedly, midway through the writing of this book I had a crisis. I looked back at what I had researched and written – not just about the islands’ histories but about their modern-day avatars in those very same places – and realized that I was swamped by the masculine. The crisis in my work coincided with a personal crisis in my life; they were reflections, no doubt; of each other, and of the state of the world.

My cry for help, which was also a war cry, made me turn to the islands, and it was they who led me to the women. I knew from my earlier work about the Indus that even in the most patriarchal places, women’s stories will always out; they are normally the first texts to be jettisoned or hidden or ignored, but it is impossible to suppress them for ever. It is simply a matter of looking harder.

One day in the British Library, I opened Kenneth Jackson’s compilation of early poetry from these islands, A Celtic Miscellany, to the chapter ‘Islands of Earthly Paradise’. I read these lines from The Voyage of Bran:


Then she sang:

There is an island far away, around which sea-horses glisten …

Begin a voyage across the clear sea, to see if you may reach 
the land of women …11



This was my second epiphany. Thanks to a few words from one of the earliest indigenous texts of the British Isles, first written down in Irish in the seventh century, I knew what I was looking for. There was a reason I had chosen this topic; islands of women. After that, I found them all around me.

From at least the time of the Greek geographer Strabo, Britain was othered as a frozen land beyond the outer ocean, a place so barbarian that women were chosen as leaders: small islands were homes to goddess cults, or inhabited by prophetesses who controlled the climate. Colonial-era Romans, medieval poets, authors of late-medieval potboilers, Renaissance dramatists, Restoration travel-writers, were in turn repeatedly intoxicated, enraged or tantalized by this idea.

It has ancient roots – the Greeks conceived of paradise islands, as did the Celts. For a while I thought that Circe and Calypso, the goddess and nymph of Greek mythology, were the wicked or subversive forerunners of the women Bran sails to – and there may be something in that; it is curious how ideas travel, and how they sometimes turn and turn again. But after I moved to Orkney, where I lived for a year and a day while researching this book, I saw that Britain’s island-dwellers had from very early on, explicitly or otherwise, made in islands places of female reverence. There, in huge monuments built with vast amounts of communal time and organization, women in particular were celebrated as the recipients of solar bounty on earth.

It was reassuring to be shown – through the writing of this book about British island history – that patriarchy is only a recent invention. If you peer far enough back into recorded human history, into enough different places, it becomes clear that what sometimes feels like our natural human state – because it is so prevalent – is merely a construction. Before written words encoded male dominance into the very language and texture of holy books, epics and law-codes, different social structures prevailed on earth. Back then, for a while, it made sense to treasure women for their capacity for procreation: still one of – if not the – most important, precious and unpredictable functions of life on earth for all societies. Humans’ seasonal rhythms seem to have revolved around finding and celebrating echoes of this in nature.

The subsequent cult of male worship – the most successful of our world religions – traversed culture and class, floating men to the top of the social hierarchy and keeping women as their subservient labour force. Since the populations of men and women are equal, however, this was only ever a delusion (as with most hegemonies). But with each new god or king, the pattern deepened, acquiring the patina of age and the authority of tradition. It only takes a few generations for societies to find natural such things as the generic masculine, whereby anybody hearing the word ‘judge’, or ‘mayor’, or ‘prime minister’, automatically thinks of a man.

Throughout the ensuing history of patriarchal dominance, stubborn golden flashes of an alternative way of living glint through the suffocating prevalence of male egos, like phosphorescence in a bog. In ancient India stories were told in Sanskrit (and retold in Greek) of a land in the northern mountains where women ruled. In ancient Europe, these female holy lands were situated on islands.

Female countercurrents always exist; women always tell stories; and men, too (who have mothers, after all, if not sisters, girlfriends, daughters), have helped transmit these tales. This is what I discovered while writing The Britannias: a continuous current of female-focused freedom which winds its way like a silent, secret river through the most egregiously male-fixated of ages. Sometimes the climate is so hostile it is forced underground; at other times it explodes from the earth and the rocks; but mostly it trickles quietly, tenaciously, unobtrusively, through thickets and glades, unnoticed by warring princes and noisy, careless husbands – and yet internalized by them, too, in ways atavistic and uncertain.

It must be this uncertainty which accounts for the reappearance in the seventeenth century of the Roman colonial-era motif of Britannia, the female warrior.12 That dubious honour: women, conquered, as countries, as ships. But there is something there too – the now lone, brave woman (no manifest female solidarity here), sacrificing herself as a symbol.

If islands also have a quality of apartness that makes them the ideal location for experimentation, they can be ‘enclosed, inward-looking’ (as the artist Cornelia Parker writes of Brexit Britain in Island, her 2022 installation at Tate Britain). But Strabo and his cohorts were right: something unusual happens to the mind whenever you set foot on an island. It happened to me. Through this work, I was forced to examine all the certainties I had taken for granted and to ask if I could truly consider myself as liberated as the women I was writing about. From Orkney to Scilly, Anglesey to Avalon – from the early Neolithic through all their multitude of avatars – these women began to symbolize the sisterhood I sought. But I also found that I was unable to hold myself to their standard. Strangely, unexpectedly, therefore, The Britannias is also the story of my own journey – and, in part, through the unsettling, exhilarating transformations this passage engendered in me. In ways that I didn’t anticipate, and weren’t always easy, these islands transformed me, one by one, outside in.




Part One



IN WHICH THE AUTHOR MOVES TO AN ISLAND


Islands are ephemeral, created today, destroyed tomorrow.

Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us, 1950






1.

Orkney

Neolithic (3000 BC)

[image: North Sea]
Darkness covers the island, the sun barely making a show. Nights, everlasting. Darkness out at sea. Darkness, in the mind. And so the people build an edifice to draw the sun back out.

Down on the shore they push wood into fissures in the rock and wait for the swelling to split the stone. They lift out slabs as long as three people and slide them with sledges and ropes, or on beds of seaweed, to the islands’ axis, the centre of its bowl of hills. Here they build a sun temple finer than any house, a calendrical gauge of the solar orb at its lowest ebb. Four great standing stones go in first, to demarcate the sacred space. Around them, huge horizontal slabs taper upwards in perfect corbelled curves. Off this central chamber are side-cells, altars for the dead. Outside, a circular ditch is filled with water, making an island of the henge. Yellow ditch clay, smeared over the monument’s external masonry, forms a conical mound. Grass skin grows in an echo of the hills.

The key to it all is the passage which protrudes from the south-western side and is constructed to capture a shaft of light from the setting winter solstice sun. The angle is such that for three weeks either side of the solstice, fifteen minutes before sundown a wide band of golden light appears in the passage and creeps towards the inner door. As it hits the back wall just below the room where the dead are laid, a second band of light falls across the chamber floor. When the two rays of light conjoin, the chamber is awash in the solar promise of the time of warmth in the months ahead. Then the sun goes down behind the hills in a blaze of gold, the sky goes red, the hills go grey. Stillness falls. And all is dark.

This particular monument, Maeshowe, built by Neolithic people in Orkney to honour and capture the sun moving through the sky, is a civilizational pivot. It represents the tragedy as well as the glory of culture; specifically, the move from gleaning from nature, as hunter-gatherers do, to harnessing and exploiting it, as agriculturalists have done ever since. The name, Maeshowe, is a slightly mysterious Norse word probably meaning ‘meadow mound’.1 (Vikings mythologized these far older Neolithic remains.)2 Nobody knows what Maeshowe was called by the people who built it. Most things about the Neolithic era remain mysterious – its language, their gods, their gender relations.

I first go to Maeshowe in April 2014, with my mother and baby daughter. The skies are huge and open. I am transfixed by the relationship the Neolithic people established between the sky, sea and land and the monuments they built, interlacing natural and human phenomena.

When I return alone, eight months later, it is the middle of winter. By now the days are lit by grey; people huddle into their coats as they hurry through town and out in the countryside it is hard to tell the sky from the horizon. I visit Maeshowe four sunsets in a row; on the fourth, the sky clears of clouds and, inside, the chamber of corbelled stone explodes with golden sunshine. It is one of the most extraordinary experiences I have ever had in Britain.

Almost every archaeology book you read explains that Neolithic spaces such as Maeshowe are tombs. And clearly they were built to house the dead in flamboyant and lasting ways. But Maeshowe is more than a family or tribal crypt. Its door is made from a boulder which opens on a pivot and can be closed from the inside. A guide who has worked at the monument for decades told me that before the advent of Health and Safety, and other scruples, she would let visitors open and close it for themselves. ‘It’s effortless,’ she said. ‘Even a child could do it.’ So the building was designed to be entered, easily, and closed off to outsiders. For most of the year, the central chamber would have been in near-darkness and maybe this was important to the type of rituals, or rites of passage, that took place there: initiation ceremonies, giving birth, sacred dreaming. Nowadays, Maeshowe appears as rounded, breasty;3 and while nineteenth-century male antiquarians, twelfth-century Vikings or few contemporary archaeologists have remarked on its womb-like interior,4 as someone who has given birth, twice, it is evident, once your mind adjusts to the significance.

I, too, however, have to have it pointed out to me, the first time. It is the late Kristin Linklater – Orcadian voice coach, free-thinking child of these islands – who tells me: It is a womb. As soon as she says it I am amazed – then seriously concerned – that I haven’t noticed this on my own.

Thereafter, I think differently. I make connections with the communal menstruation huts that the pagan Kalash women use in north-western Pakistan. I remember the natural childbirth movement’s emphasis on ‘traditional’ or ‘indigenous’ darkness when pushing out a baby. I acknowledge the importance of divination and dreaming for a culture that relied on inscrutable natural phenomena for survival. I ponder all the unpredictable divine acts that can disturb a good birthing, or a good harvest. I consider the importance, since the dawn of human culture, of public ceremony and seasonal entertainment. I think, finally, of those six weeks each year at Maeshowe, when at dusk (the Celtic beginning of the day) the chamber filled with light, and young or ill, elite or old, may have been healed by the sun’s golden touch.

Maeshowe, ‘one of the largest burial mounds in Neolithic Europe’5 – or temple, tribal landscape marker, heavenly observation centre, concert hall, women’s communal space – was built on the largest of the seventy or so islands in the Orkney archipelago around 3000 BC, midway through the great flourishing of Neolithic culture that took place on those islands from about 3100 to 2500 BC.6 Even when it pours with rain outside, inside it is quiet and dry, a weather- and soundproof cocoon against the elements which keep beating Orkney flat of trees. To enter Maeshowe at any time of year is to marvel at the elegance, sophistication and skill of the people who made something that five thousand years of hurricanes and history have not been able to destroy. To witness the spectacle of sunlight-capture – to touch the rock where the sun has set – is to be in the dynamic presence of that ancient intelligence. It feels transcendental.

Although the Vikings broke in during the twelfth century, the Victorians entered through the roof and the entrance passage was rebuilt in the twentieth century, to me, Maeshowe is still almost perfect. The main change is cosmic: the Earth’s tilt on its axis; the sun now comes in at slightly different angle. I was told that pollution and global warming mean that the days are cloudier now than they were in 3000 BC, often obscuring the penetrating sun.7

To be bathed in Maeshowe’s sun in the twenty-first century, therefore, is an especially rare and special blessing. The British Neolithic peoples produced very few images of living things. There is no exuberant, Picasso-like art of the kind painted in the Lascaux caves in 15000 BC France.8 In Orkney, they carved small, portable, enigmatic stone balls with geometric patterns. They etched abstract things – spirals, chevrons – on to the walls of their tombs, or (strange) into places completely hidden from view, such as the underside of construction stones. Possibly these are schematic, condensed representations of landscapes, beachstones, fingerprints.9 Maybe the scratches are calendrical: notches to mark the passing of the days. Possibly they are doodlings. To the archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, such marks often denoted the feminine: breasts and vulvas. (Certainly, the V-shapes carved into the wall at the island monument Gavrinis in Brittany looked to me exactly like vulvas, but they were termed ‘arrowheads’ in the archaeological literature.) It is impossible to say – there is no Rosetta stone of Neolithic language.

Clearly, the preponderance of their artistic effort was public and monumental: scrupulously designed architectural spaces in relationship with both the surrounding landscape, other monuments and the movements of planets across the sky.

As the solstice sun goes down behind the island of Hoy’s Ward Hill, it hits the top of a standing stone half a mile away from Maeshowe. A mile to the west, the Standing Stones of Stenness (Britain’s earliest stone circle, its construction begun around 3100 BC) frame between the sloping tops of their stone fingers Ward Hill in one direction10 and Maeshowe in the other.11 From here, a spit of land leads north-west between two lochs (one salt, a latecomer to the islands; the other sweet, and thought to have originally been a bog). Where the two lochs almost meet, the wide face of yet another standing stone points back to Maeshowe. At the far end of this peninsula, within sight of Maeshowe, is the Ring of Brodgar, one of the largest stone circles in Britain. Things natural, human-made and celestial interact in a dance that is slow, mysterious, complex, exact. This sacred islandscape represents the first known civilization of the British archipelago.

While there is evidence of earlier Mesolithic settlement on Orkney – small, mobile communities who travelled light and left no grand gestures for posterity – it seems likely there was significant immigration northwards to Orkney from all over Europe. Orkney’s Neolithic red deer were introduced by ‘long distance maritime travel … from an unknown source’: a place that was neither Britain nor Scandinavia but probably much further south.12 Somehow the people crossed the rough waters of the Pentland Firth (an hour by today’s ferry) with their animals in boats. Wherever they came from, they arrived in Orkney as part of a planned colonization. Unlike hunter-gatherers, who try to conserve resources by keeping the population down, farmers need people. This must be one of the reasons that birth is inscribed into the architecture of Neolithic chambered cairns such as Maeshowe.

And these islands repaid their efforts. They were rich in easy tidal pickings such as shellfish and seal meat, and all the other spew of brightly spangled creation which the sea spat forth. Because the climate was a few degrees warmer than today, and the land low-lying, there were abundant grain harvests. The archipelago lacked other large predators – no bears, no wolves – a scene-shifting advantage for humans herding cows and sheep. So the scrupulous lifestyle of hunter-gatherers gave way to a society which converted food surplus into glorious solar monuments.13 Few viable weapons have been found in Orkney’s Neolithic sites (this was the Stone Age). But large monuments suggest elites, and elites suggest armies. Either that, or a vast and well-organized communally minded society with the sea as defence.

Orkney still has a remnant of the wildwood that once covered the rest of the British Isles from the time of the Ice Age, but the shift from gleaning to farming, combined with the sea-salt winds, means that trees have long been sparse here: small, and bent double. There was plentiful stone, however, and it became currency and creation. Pebbles were picked out from the beach for their colour and pattern, and chipped, sanded and polished into things of form and lustre: red-flint arrowheads, grey-and-white-swirled mace heads, axes like lacquered walnut, or with striations reflecting the clouds overhead.

Orkney’s natural stone abundance meant that, in later times, people didn’t need to recycle ancient megaliths into houses, querns (to grind grain), churches or mosques, as happened elsewhere in the world. Possibly they were also protected by ‘superstition’.14 The major losses appear to have occurred in Victorian times, with the advent of outsider farmers and Romantic tourists. The Orcadian of May 1892 reported that ‘Tourists had destroyed many of the Standing Stones of Stenness and many of them had been in the habit of taking away portions of the stones – one stone having been completely broken down.’ The traffic to Neolithic sites so annoyed one local farmer that he even knocked down the Odin stone, a megalith with a hole in it near Maeshowe. (Tradespeople and lovers would seal deals and liaison with a lithic handshake.) The farmer was an incomer. No Orcadian would have done that.

But Orkney retains a vast amount of its Neolithic past. The culture that was created here rippled out all over the Britannias: Stonehenge, for example, inherited the giant stone circles and Orkney’s distinctive grooved ware pottery; possibly even their cows were descendants of Orcadian ones.15 And when this culture went inland it took with it a spiritual dimension formed by long exposure to coasts and islands: liminal regions where ‘the mystery and power of the boundary between life and death was manifested through … the visual impact of the huge daily Atlantic tidal range … a place where the dead were returned to the realm of the ancestors’.16

To stand inside Maeshowe’s deep-cut ditch, within sight of its two stone circles, the waters of the lochs, the hills on the horizon, and the cold touch of the sea beyond, is to feel the dizzying rippling out of islands and their meanings. Neolithic people revered islands. Their concept of life was circular.17 They saw the relationship between their lives, the shape of their land and the solar disc in the sky above. Every winter, they brought that disc’s light into the domed temple of their bounded island realm. And the rest of the Britannias learned from them.

A year after my second daughter is born, in spring 2017, I move my family to Orkney. Our plan is to stay for three months; in the end, we are there for fourteen. The baby is too young to object. But my four-year-old is grave. She gives careful consideration as to which of her books and toys to bring from home, on account of the rationing of space in the car. Each child in her class at nursery has made a drawing for her, and she carries them north, refuses to relinquish them during the time we spend in Orkney, holds on to these childish scribbles even as they become Neolithic in relation to the progress she makes in literacy.

Arriving in the islands is easier than it was but still takes time and thought. The planes are small and expensive. Since, on this occasion, I am the only driver – my husband is in New York, I think – I decide to take the longer North Sea crossing out of Aberdeen. It proves a rough beginning for landlubbers such as we. ‘Brisk’ is how the captain describes it on the tannoy – a weather front is coming in. (It hits two days later, by which time we are safely in Kirkwall; but still I shiver as I read about it in the Orcadian: how the windows in the diner where we had sat eating our mac ’n’ cheese were dashed in by waves when the ferry was an hour and a half out of Aberdeen.) It is brisk, and the baby doesn’t like it. Lying below deck, I breastfeed her in the dark, even though I weaned her weeks before and no longer have any milk. As she sucks unhappily I think of those Neolithic mothers in their cowhide boats, their babies mewling, as mine is, at their breasts. They were crossing to the promised land, as we are. A rite of passage into a dreamland of plenty. The pain was worth it then – and now.

We arrive at the dead of night, in a snowstorm, a freak occurrence, according to our new neighbour, because in general the sea around Orkney acts as a hot-water bottle (or rather, a tepid one, insulating it from extremes of cold and heat). The next morning we aren’t sure if it is snow, at first; we stand looking out at it and wondering, until the flakes fall faster and whiter, unmistakable. I want to taste it, my four-year-old says, so I dress her in her hat and coat and Icelandic trousers and she runs around the house I have rented on a hill in Kirkwall collecting mouthfuls from the path, from the bonnet of the car, from the tiny square of lawn. That afternoon, when the sun comes out, we troop along the cobbles, through the slush, brave explorers, buying blankets, towels, saucepans and an old Kenwood mixer for a few pounds each from the much-frequented charity shops that line Victoria Street and Albert Street, on either side of the red sandstone Norse cathedral. I register my daughters at the doctor’s, pay my council tax (expensive), read the electricity meter (astronomical), and take the elder one to nursery at the local school.

The school’s logo is a Viking ship, there is a Viking ship mural outside and a painted cardboard Viking ship in reception. A notice explains that Years 3 and 4 have recently given a Viking-style longship burial to the school’s pet fish, dispatching it to Valhalla – a warrior fish, then – via a ceremonial burning in the local burn. My daughter is put in a group called Selkies. Her school uniform becomes our badge of belonging as we walk around town. ‘Selkies are seals who are also humans,’ I say as we queue up for ice cream. (The sun has come out with a vengeance.) She nods: ‘I know, Mum.’

My husband arrives, and I apply for seasonal jobs with the council, at local hotels, at the fish factory and a florist’s. I have a job waiting for me in the south but I want Orkney to claim me too. Since we are only due to stay in Orkney for a brief interlude, I don’t want to take away someone else’s livelihood. But as it turns out, in the spring and summer, when the islands fill up with tourists and cruise liners tower over the harbours of Kirkwall and Stromness, like the capricious and emotive islands of legend appearing and disappearing at will, everybody needs extra help.

I haven’t done this kind of work for a long time, however, and my CV seems way over the top, and way insufficient. I rewrite it, feeling nervous about how it might feel to go back to doing work that requires physical effort as its primary purpose. Maybe motherhood will make the transition easy for me, involving, as it does, much heavy lifting and many too-soon-repeated tasks.

As it is, with every little gesture towards staying rather than moving on, I can taste happiness. (Or is it adventure, the fact of moving somewhere new and different? I am definitely more nomad-Mesolithic than settler-Neolithic in my tendencies.) Happiness or adventure, I can taste it in my mouth like a shard of cold butter as I peg out our washing using four pegs where in London two would do (the wind), as I pick up utility bills in my name from the porch, and bottles of Orkney milk that are delivered to our doorstep. Orkney has a large dairy industry, a legacy of all the cows that were moved here not only during the Neolithic but also to feed the Royal Navy during the Second World War.

Our house, built one hundred years ago by an Orcadian emigré to Canada who made his fortune in the hotel trade, is whitish with a slate roof and a wooden trim under the eaves. It has an echoey feel, which is partly to do with the paucity of our possessions but partly the dimensions of the place. My daughter loves the feel of the wallpaper, which is differently textured in each room: tartan, snowstorm, rosebuds, bark, and where she sleeps, whorled like a shell. The porch floor is tiled in red, yellow and black; the staircase appears to me hotel-grand, with a banister rounded, solid, made from the pine that was shipped over to Orkney from North America. My landlady tells me that the pine gets better with age. She says, ‘It rings if you tap it.’ She also says that the rowan in the garden is to keep away evil spirits; that every garden in Orkney should have one. Rawan, is how she pronounces it.

A hotel on the harbour is advertising for bar and housekeeping staff. I ring: they ask only for my name and age. There are sixty rooms which need daily hoovering and cleaning, the beds straightening or stripping. I am nervous that first morning too, running downhill into town, my raincoat flapping in the wind, past the red cathedral, along King Street, through an alleyway, scooping up a bit of wifi from the library as I run.

I am not expecting to like it but find at first that I do: the exercise, the satisfaction of manual tasks quickly and easily dispatched, of being part of a stern and silent female team. We are thirteen women; no men. Mostly Orcadians, but also three Hungarians (so I am told), all related, and me. Naively, I find it shocking how the seven-day rota changes every week, making it impossible to make other plans and commitments, or to schedule other work. My thoughts are my own, however. The corridors are long, and I walk miles in a morning. Through my headphones I listen to the Today programme, feeling, at this distance, how self-absorbed the capital is; in particular, how out of touch with Scotland.

I listen to the radio because nobody speaks much, or at least not to a soothmoother, which is what Orcadians call people from beyond the Pentland Firth. Ferry-loupers is another name.18 Our break is from 10 to 10.20, after the breakfast service is over. We pass through the kitchen, allowed to eat whatever the hotel guests have left. (I am scolded one time too many by the cook for taking a banana.) We sit with our porridge and tea in the gloomy bar, the Orcadians conversing among themselves barely at all.

Camaraderie is lacking; chat occurs by chance. Outside the laundry room early one morning as I wait for a pile of kingsize sheets to emerge in warm folds from the press, one of the Hungarian women, Svetlana, tells me she is returning home soon, after three years in Britain. At home, she says, spring is spring, summer is summer. Here in Orkney – her hands fly around her head – everything is disordered. And the wind!

Another morning in the dingy bar, the Hungarians suddenly open up, sea anemones waving at me from the bottom of the seabed, and I am surrounded by voices explaining their history: how they aren’t, strictly speaking, Hungarian at all: how the land they are from had once been Austro-Hungary, then it was Czechoslovakia, then the Soviet Union, now Ukraine.19 For one hundred years our people didn’t go anywhere and changed country four times, says Svetlana. Like Scotland-England, says her sister, who has a degree in history. Like Orkney, I add. (After it was colonized by Vikings, Orkney was part of Norway, then Denmark, then Scotland, then Britain.) How have they, these three women, survived in Orkney? It must be through the close-knit cohesion of their kinship group – as archaeologists would say of social organization in the Neolithic.

The hotel guests are on the upmarket side: business (oil, renewables), tourists, and I wonder about them briefly as I wipe tables and mirrors, empty bins, vacuum around walking boots, sweep away tea stains and sugar crystals from the thrillers and magazines they keep by their beds. Many of the tourists are on Orkney Archaeological Tours.20 Many, I guess from the style of their footwear and the clothes hanging in the wardrobes, are older than me. Tidier, too. Little about the way they leave their rooms suggests romance. Rarely are they reading books I want to read. I sum them up for myself in the time that it takes to clean a room (five to six minutes), thinking, as I do, about the conclusions archaeologists come to. Don’t they also extrapolate vast inferences about unseen humans from random collections of personal things?

Week after week, as I pull off sheets and plump up pillows, I think about the neat little stone houses that Neolithic Orcadians built themselves, embedded in their own luscious waste heaps (middens). At the famous seaside village of Skara Brae, thirteen or so almost identical Neolithic houses are joined by covered passageways, to avoid the scouring cold.21 The furniture was Ikea-tidy, made of flat-pack stone slabs, which could be moved around and adjusted to size: a central hearth, a showcase dresser opposite the entrance, neat stone beds. The beds are so small, some archaeologists posit that Neolithic people slept sitting up – which seems crazy, for why would anybody do that? But they were still building tiny stone beds in Orkney into the eighteenth century. Nobody seems to know whether they were for children, or if sleep happened in the foetal position, with adults taking turns. You can see the miniature box beds at the Orkney farm museums. Of all the ideas that seem most remote from life today, with its (sexist) kingsize, queen, double, single beds, it is that of people sleeping sitting up in rows, which seem most alien. Maybe the Neolithic concept of sleep was different: brief, and full of dreams.

By now it is mid-May, and the days are eerily long: bright sunlight at ten o’clock at night. My children refuse to go to sleep at all, and I have to overload their curtains with blankets and towels to keep out the sun. On my days off from the hotel I begin to feel possessed by the work I am doing there, as if, in the wide-open spaces of Orkney I might suddenly run up against the sight of myself polishing a mirror, turn a corner on the beach and bang my leg on a hotel chair, sniff the sea-salt and get a spray of Flash up my nose. I cut my hair over the kitchen bin to get rid of the stink of hotel kitchens, and men’s aftershave, which billows out of the rooms whose doors I knock on – Housekeeping! – but it clings on somehow. I ask myself if I am experiencing the island claustrophobia that people sometimes report. I had never lived on an island before. Or rather, I correct myself, never on an island of this size, because of course, all Britons are island-dwellers. Is the difference merely one of degree? It seems not. The feeling of longing to belong, and longing to set sail, rises and surges within me, like the coming and going of the tide. When I wake in the night, scenes from the hotel rush in like the sea. The puff of foetid air as I tie shut bin bags in the rooms – sperm at worst, tea bags better; the indistinguishable and therefore unsanitary pile of old hotel towels with which we clean bathroom toilets, glasses, taps; the purple-and-green corridor carpets.

There is an influx of Norwegians to the hotel for 17 May. Every year, Orkney celebrates Norway’s 1814 declaration of independence from Sweden. The fact that ‘Norwegian Constitution Day’ is the most important civic event in the islands’ calendar says a lot for Orkney’s investment in its ancient Nordic history and the feeling one gets here of being part of neither Scotland nor Britain. Norwegian flags fly from the cathedral side by side with Scotland’s and Orkney’s (which is almost identical to Norway’s) as the Kirkwall Pipe Band play and the Convenor of the Orkney Islands Council, bedecked in a gold chain, gives a speech about the islands’ Norse heritage. Inside the cathedral, local primary-school children sing ‘Nobilis humilis’, the hymn to St Magnus, the Viking-descended earl murdered by his cousin in whose name the cathedral was constructed nine hundred years ago. The hymn was discovered in a thirteenth-century manuscript at Uppsala University in Sweden in 1911. By chance, eight years later, St Magnus’s bones were found during restoration work on the cathedral: the shrine to which numberless pilgrims had once made homage had been carefully dismantled at the Reformation and hidden within a red sandstone pillar.

Next come fiddle players from Kirkwall Grammar School, who perform a mixture of Scandinavian and Celtic traditional music: a Norwegian polska, an Orcadian reel, a Burns song, tunes from Nova Scotia and the Western Isles. Orcadians love their own music and its traditions; on these bipolar islands of dark and light, it draws its listeners through the dark phase of the year.

There is a feeling of renaissance in Orkney at the moment: musical, archaeological, environmental, social. Within living memory, for at least the first half of the twentieth century, the archipelago was a quiet place: the kind that young people tried to leave. The two world wars brought an influx of soldiers, prisoners, entertainment and concrete. The wars made the islands ugly, leaving military debris everywhere. I am told by a woman who grew up here, and whose family later moved south, ‘A hurricane in ’52 blew the worst stuff away.’

Orkney avoided the dramatic rates of depopulation suffered in the late twentieth century by other remote Scottish places thanks only to the discovery of North Sea oil. From the seventies onwards, the islands became comparatively rich, and now, as in the Neolithic, Orkney is the promised land: a utopia for people from ‘depressed parts of Britain who move up in search of a better life’ (as one island ferryman told me). He was from Blackpool; others decamp from Glasgow, Bolton, Derby, and don’t look back. Some complain that southern benefit scroungers use the outlying islands as an easy way of avoiding the demands of the Job Centre, a boat ride away in Kirkwall; or that retirees from England are pushing up house prices and contributing nothing more than strain on the NHS. But it is also undeniable that incomers of all income levels provide energy, and new ideas. Some islands are dominated by Soothmoothers.

Jo Grimond, for example, leader of the Liberal Party, adopted the islands as his home from the moment he won the constituency in 1950, thus bequeathing to the Lib-Dems so-far unstinting Orcadian loyalty. He once described Orkney as a classless society, free of the ‘pursuit of status’.22 It is true that there are none of the vast landholdings that still exist in mainland Scotland and England and that inequality isn’t as palpable here as in other parts of the country. There are no private schools, no private healthcare, no luxury shops. The only thing it is easy to spend money on is heating (if you live in an old, leaky house fuel poverty is a big issue), or travel ‘outwith’ the islands (a Scots word I love). The plainness of Orkney tastes in everything from architecture to dress contributes to the egalitarian feeling. Almost everybody who lives here claims to love it. It is perhaps only those who arrive on a quest for idyllic emptiness, far from society’s corrupting compromises, who find Orkney a disappointment.

June comes, and I feel relief like a physical release. The Ness of Brodgar archaeological site is opening up for the summer and I am to be embedded there as resident writer. I will stand in a field, in a pit in the drizzle, my legs coated in mud, raindrops in my hair, to clean – with a trowel this time – what I come to think of as a Neolithic caravanserai.

The Ness of Brodgar site was discovered only in 2003, when a farmer ploughing the spit of land near Maeshowe between the two stone circles pulled up an incised stone slab. Subsequent surveys thrilled and shocked the world’s archaeological community by revealing what the Neolithic people had hidden for thousands of years: a huge walled complex of overlapping buildings on the land that guards the approach to Maeshowe. The space appeared to be neither domestic nor martial. What, then – sacred? A ceremonial place of pilgrimage and celebration, of communal eating and singing, praying and fucking (probably), tribal pledges and marriage vows, exchanges of genes and knowledge. There was colour, carving and a vast number of animals, butchered, eaten and then ritually buried, within the walls. The head archaeologist, Nick Card, who now lives next to the Ness, nicknamed the largest building the ‘temple’.23 Others think this site was a place of learning – a Neolithic university, perhaps. Since Maeshowe took an estimated one hundred thousand person-hours to build, maybe the Ness housed visiting workers; a ceremonial feasting hall like the langar at Amritsar’s Golden Temple, where pilgrims come together to eat after volunteering on site. I think of the Sufi shrines I visited along the River Indus in Pakistan: epicentres of everything, including emancipation and release, in a country without dance halls or pubs. I remember the nights I spent on the slopes of Mount Kailash in Tibet during the three-day circumambulation; how I was kept awake by snow-drips from the roof and the drunken carousing of my fellow pilgrims. Maybe this was such a place. A hotel in a sacred landscape.

Orkney’s public Neolithic monuments did not cease in medias res, like Pompeii. They, too, were deliberately decommissioned: a set of cleaners sent in to erase them from the landscape by infilling every monument with midden. Around the edge of the Ness site, in the entrance passageways, they placed votive deposits: cattle skulls and deer carcasses, the remnants of a giant final feast.

Now all that midden has to be removed. In Victorian times, they did this with shovels. Today it happens with mini trowels.

Midden is lovely when displayed in cross-section, with all its changing layers and colours. Everything that biodegrades turns an intense brown-black. The orange-red bands are peat ash. Charcoal glistens black.

I am supposed to be writing, but instead I dig, at a trench beyond the walls of the main complex, where part of the midden is overlaid by a chaotic jumble of ‘hill wash’, detritus of Neolithic life and landscape unceremoniously swirled downhill by a rainstorm or river some four thousand years ago. All this needs to be scraped away, layer by layer, to reveal walls, structures, deposits.

Time ripples weirdly in Orkney. First, the original, still-mysterious Neolithic buildings; then the seasonal global caravan of archaeologists trying to fathom them out; plus the hordes of visitors coming to watch the unfathoming. Neolithic people were building up from the landscape, impressing their mark upon nature; archaeology is always downwards, inwards. It can feel strangely reductive, to kneel in the dirt, nose pressed in the mud, scraping through other people’s rubbish like a detritivore. Scrape, scrape, scrape; excising evocative slivers of rich, dark midden, that semi-ritualized, deliberately deposited rubbish of Neolithic life – a prized substance as late as medieval times in Britain. Scrape, scrape, scrape; wondering about the nature and purpose of long-ago-discarded lives –

Until the moment you find something. Then it feels like glory.

The first interesting thing I find is commonplace, though not to me: a little star of flint, chipped off a larger knife or arrowhead. That tiny thing with its milky gleam – waste left by a Neolithic flint-knapper – snags my attention as effectively as the tool it came from must have scraped down cattle hides and divided up portions of the flesh for children. It is addictive, the almost totally random process of finding things, unearthing them from the place where they were laid, or thrown, or lost, so many years ago. A day later, my trowel scrapes something, the earth falls away, and a piece of smooth greyish stone the size of my finger rolls towards me. Behind it, in the soil, is its perfect self-impression. I pick it up slowly, as if afraid that if I blink or cough it might vanish and be lost again, this time for ever.

Where is the word in our language to describe the time travel of a thing from its first life – in this case, the Neolithic – to its second, the present? Or for the feeling that this movement evokes in the finder? (The sense of possession.) For thousands of years, since that stone was first picked up off the shore of the nearby loch in its raw form and whittled into new life as a tool, it had lain in the soil, and then my trowel uncovered it and it became something else. WORKED STONE TOOL, I write on the small-finds bag. Anne, head of finds, speculates that even after it was broken the spatula may have had a ‘second life, or second job’: she makes me touch it, to feel how it is silky on one side, rough on the other. Perhaps it had been used to smooth down pottery or objects made of wood.

After three weeks on the fringes, I move inside the sacrosanct complex itself, to Trench P (not romantically named), where a curious little anomaly of a building is being uncovered. They have already found many pieces of broken pottery, mostly grooved ware, with its distinctive design of parallel lines (incised in the clay by spatulas such as mine). The soil I am scraping away at has strange indentations. For hours I remove feather after feather of soil with my trowel. At last I ask the supervisor, Claire, to take a look. She thinks it is another piece of pot: probably very thin, and friable, and likely to crumble. She is right. When we lift it out the red disc, barely a centimetre thick, breaks into pieces.

But then, as I am clearing out the soil beneath, I notice two solid chunks of pottery with what seems to me a design in black and red. ‘Applied ware,’ Claire says when I show her the first piece, but when I bring her the second and she sees how the two pieces fit together, her mind, with its knowledge of the Neolithic’s ceramic forms, sees something: a small, shallow piece with a ‘waisted’ outline. There is a buzz of excitement. Other archaeologists are called over to look and to proclaim. Later, Claire tells me that only four others like it have been found in the country. Two are from Stonehenge. She thinks it is probably an incense burner.

An incense burner … While living, humans are earthbound, but smoke represents an escape, a metamorphosis, a change of form, upward; just as, in the opposite transmission, sunlight pours into Maeshowe to mark the turning of the year. That little incense burner perhaps played a ceremonial role at the Ness, helping to mark a ritual progression through the landscape, or incarnating, for humans, the inevitable and anticipated moment of their own metamorphosis. Or maybe it merely made one of those long, stone-roofed rooms smell nice. (In the Neolithic, they burned poppy, hemp, even amber, as medicine, fragrance, narcotics.)24

At the end of the summer, Nick hosts a party for the dig at his farmhouse on the Ness site. It is late August, long past midsummer and yet, in retrospect, that evening in that land in the midst of those monuments with their palpable past and the light of the islands falling in our eyes and on our skin is the nearest I have come to the fairy feeling of another dimension breaking through our own. Simmer dim is the Shetland phrase for the northern islands’ endless summer twilight. It feels surreal.

Nick opens up a barn for my daughters and me to camp in. We go to sleep, the three of us, wrapped in that gossamer of earth and light.

I think about those enigmatic and energetic Neolithic colonizers constantly during the time I live in Orkney. It is impossible not to; the monuments they built as a way of organizing the world are still among the most visible features of Orkney’s landscape. Orkney’s Mainland has a tomb seemingly for each cardinal point of the year, this one catching the rising spring equinox sun, that the autumn equinox sunset. Neolithic spiritual tourism? Competing clans? Alone, with friends, with my children, I climb hillsides, trek along coasts, edge along clifftops, crawl through entrance passages enpuddled with rainwater. Each tomb is different. Some have vertical drops into the clammy dark interiors; some are rectangular (the early ones); the later ones are round and womb-like. None of them compares to Maeshowe in either space or style. All feel hallowed. Maeshowe alone feels central.

Until very recently – before pylons, tall ships and fast-moving cars – the architecture of Orkney’s Neolithic must have bristled with power. And although the timespan between Neolithic monuments can be great, the monuments have always meant something to later generations. During the Neolithic itself, stone circles were sometimes transformed into cairns (as may have happened at Maeshowe; an incorporation of the phallic within the feminine, possibly). The cairns themselves were repeatedly modified by what was put in and taken out: whole human skeletons, lone skulls and thigh bones; the beaks and talons and claws of sea eagles; the remains of dogs and otters.

Often, during the final ‘decommissioning’, they were sealed up with midden, rubble, or (as in one of the cairns on Papa Westray’s Holm) with fish bones and limpet shells,25 supposedly for ever, for reasons unknown. Perhaps the people moved away; maybe there was famine or climate change or coastal erosion. Maybe new people came in and the monuments needed to be saved from disrespect by being hidden. Possibly, decommissioning represented a monument’s death (and therefore lasting fame), as time stopped and memories were enshrined.26 Time – marked by the passage of the sun and moon, the tides, the harvests, the births and deaths and life stages of the current generation as well as the deep reverence of ancestors – was a constant preoccupation. The stones of circles and cairns may have represented the ancestors themselves. Perhaps they were the ancestors. Much later, the great builders of the Iron Age, and even the Vikings, often set their towers and feasting halls alongside, indicating awe and respect.

With every summer excavation the estimate of how many people lived on Orkney during the Neolithic goes up. Archaeologists currently guess at between ten and twenty thousand people27 – a huge number for the time, as if the islands were Manchester and the rest of Britain were Minchinhampton. While the population of Britain has increased exponentially since then, in Orkney there are still around twenty thousand souls. And although there have been many new influxes since Neolithic times, recent genetic studies suggest that the indigenous population is ancient and discrete – a people apart from others in the British Isles. Orkney has the highest rate of multiple sclerosis in the world, an anomaly once thought to have something to do with paltry winter sunshine at northern latitudes. But Orcadians spend longer outside than people in Glasgow. So the cause is now deemed to be ‘multifactor’ – meaning ‘mysterious’ – and connected somehow to isolation. On an island, even an archipelago, it only takes one rogue gene for the statistics of disease to be amplified out of all proportion.28

Despite all the population shifts and explosions of the past five thousand years, the question of who is indigenous to Orkney is constantly asserted, here, as on other British islands, in ways that feel as primal as they are unsubtle. If there is an elite, it is made up of those who have lived here longest. (Or of all the many archaeologists, maybe.) It
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