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The sacred world around us … and how to see it


There’s always a story
That’s bigger than you and me2



Every generation has had prophets of doom who have predicted ‘The End of The World’. I used to think that this was because we, as a species, like to feel simultaneously important and vulnerable. We seem to enjoy the sensation of living on the edge. Meanwhile, those doing the preaching have the bonus of basking in a sense of superiority, a ‘we know better than you’ state of mind. However, as I have delved deeper into the past and have explored the catastrophic collapses of societies around the world, I have come to a rather different conclusion. Buried deep within us is the knowledge that everything we take for granted can be swept away in an instant. We share a collective ancestral memory of ice caps advancing across the landscape time and time again over the past hundred thousand years; and of the equally alarming melting of those ice caps, which submerged vast areas of land where people used to live. These facts have been elements in our collective psyche for millennia. Sometimes, they have also become integral parts of our folkloric tradition. For instance, ancient stories are still told of lands disappearing under the sea, such as the lost city of Cardigan Bay and the drowned forests off the Cornish coast. And, of course, let’s not forget the story of Noah and the Flood.

Over the past five thousand years, there have been four major collapses (these are discussed in detail in Chapter 3). Each of these apocalypses has literally left its mark on the landscape of Britain (and, I would argue, on our collective memory), and each tells a story of the collapse of not just certain ways of life but specific beliefs. The British landscape was created by people who believed that they were part of a greater, sacred story. Their way of life and impact on the land around them were founded on a sense of faith derived from this story, which gave direction to everything they did and created. Initially, far back in prehistory, the story honoured ancestors who first farmed the land and thus became its venerated protectors. Later, it was dominated by a small elite who believed that their power was divinely authorised. This often resulted in the building of grandiose structures, such as Stonehenge or medieval cathedrals and castles. Another story involved those who turned their back on such sacred power models and instead found the sacred within the small, local details of the natural world. This happened among the tribes in pre-Roman Britain, and to some extent it is happening again today in the organic and local movement, which itself is rooted in the simple religious traditions of such groups as the Quakers.

Until the end of the eighteenth century, Britain’s sacred story – whether we call it religion, or faith, or beliefs – was about having a world view that gave the people a sense of purpose and belonging. For example, for hundreds of years, every local church in Britain was built to be a miniature model of Jerusalem. Simply by walking through one of these buildings, you could join Jesus on his journey to the hill of Golgotha where he was crucified. The drama of this story was literally built into the fabric of each church, and it therefore became each worshipper’s story as well. In addition, fields themselves manifest the particular understanding at the time of their creation – they show how humanity saw itself in relation to the rest of creation that lay all around them. (As I will show later, the model for farming comes from one of the most beautiful books of the Old Testament – Ruth.) Moreover, the names of mountains, hills, rivers and springs usually have a sacred dimension to them, filling the physical world that surrounds us with meaning and spirituality. Right up to perhaps two hundred years ago, even the layout of our towns and cities reflected the sacred story that we believed at that time.

Then, around the start of the nineteenth century, we very swiftly lost this sense of seeing the sacred in everything and our perception of our role in a greater story. After millennia of looking at the landscape and our place within it in a certain way, over the course of just a couple of generations we started to view life very differently. Britain was the first industrial, and the first majority urban, country in the world. By 1851, over 50 per cent of the population was living in towns and cities, and many of these people had already lost their roots. Industrial ways of seeing and thinking, fused with the inexorable march of science and its challenge to religion, meant that by the mid-to-late nineteenth century, there was a distancing from faith and tradition. It became embarrassing to mention local legends or to praise old customs. However, embedded deep within those were the experiences of collapse and failure which had been learnt the hard way. The rejection of anything which spoke of the sacred, or which told a story which did not fit with the prevailing scepticism of the age, led to a loss of collective memory and an inability for many people to see that there was, or could be today, any other way of seeing the world other than a reductionist, economic or ‘factual’ way.
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The famous circle stone of Men-an-Tol (meaning stone with a hole) in Cornwall. Originally probably part of a burial mound from the Neolithic period, the current arrangement is much more recent.

However, all around us, there are still clues that we once thought and lived differently. If you know where to look, you might see six-thousand-year-old long barrows on hills, built to venerate ancestors; or four-thousand-year-old stone circles, which were sacred trading and meeting areas; or the divine cosmology of medieval churches that face the rising sun and were built to resemble ships of faith carrying us through the storms of life. Theology and ancient stories shaped everything from farmers’ fields to Georgian country houses, whose architects believed that symmetry was not just good design but how the universe worked and how God – the Great Architect – intended life to be.

We need to learn how to read these clues and start to see what lies all around us once again. A road might seem to bend for no apparent reason, but perhaps it was constructed to bypass an ancient burial ground; a town might have been designed to create a heavenly city on earth; a church might have been aligned in a certain way to show that those who built it believed they were loved by God; a natural feature might have a name that links us back to ancient India; place names, street names and even pub names might reveal much about how our ancestors lived and how they viewed their place in the world.

THE STORIES AND WHY WE NEED THEM

Human beings have always used stories and beliefs to give their lives meaning. Without such beliefs and stories, as Carl Jung put it, we would be ‘crushed by the sheer awe-fullness of the universe’. In other words, without a story to give us a place in the greater picture, we will become lost or, even worse, think that we are the story. To some extent, this is exactly what has happened over the last two centuries. The loss of confidence in narrative and its role, not just in entertaining us but in helping us to understand ourselves and our world, is a severe one. It has led us to be obsessed by data rather than by the significance of knowledge and to be determined to prove things, rather than to experience and risk experiencing things as part of an adventure of faith, coupled with uncertainty. Yet the truth is we live just as much in stories as we ever did and we believe many things which are not ‘true’ but are about the truth of being human and making our way through life without being crushed by its ‘awe-fullness’. We all live mythologically, even though we might not know it, because, to us, it is simply the way things are.

In l543, the Polish clergyman Nicolas Copernicus published a book which explained that the earth orbited around the sun, rather than the other way round. Prior to this, people had believed that the earth was the centre of the universe and therefore the centre of God’s cosmos. Copernicus therefore started the modern revolution in thinking. Now we know that we live on a planet that circles around a quite insignificant star in a minor galaxy somewhere in the suburbia of a universe that contains billions of similar solar systems.

Theoretically and scientifically, then, we have moved a very long way from the idea that the earth and therefore we, the human race, lie at the centre of the universe. However, in spite of what we know to be ‘true’, almost all of us still adhere to a pre-Copernican world view and belief system. If you woke up every morning thinking, ‘I live on a minor planet, circling an insignificant sun, in a secondary galaxy, somewhere on the edge of the universe,’ you would find it pretty hard to get out of bed. After all, what would be the point? But we do get up, get dressed and get on with our lives, because we still truly believe that we are the most important things in the universe, and that the earth is the centre of our universe. And we support this deeply unscientific primary belief with a myriad of secondary beliefs – some rooted in the great faiths of the world; some, paradoxically, based on science; some based on economic or political models; often a mixture of all of these and more.

In the West, there is a widespread belief that time is linear; yet about half of the world believes that time is cyclical. We believe that human beings are the most important species on the planet; yet about a third of the world thinks that we have meaning only because we are elements in a complex web of life. We believe that each person has one life; yet more than half of the world believes that we each have many lives.

It is easy to patronise the beliefs of those who came before us. However, if looked at objectively, some of our beliefs are as weird as those of our ancestors. Of paramount importance in the Western world is an unshakeable belief in the supremacy of human beings. It doesn’t matter if your personal belief system is based on the Book of Genesis or On the Origin of Species, because each of these puts humanity at the very pinnacle of life on earth. We were either placed here by God or have evolved to the highest level of development of any species. Either way, our current situation is good for our egos. But this has led to our reckless abuse of the resources of the natural world, with almost no consideration given to the needs of the rest of nature. We believe in ‘the need for growth’, yet we live in a finite world. We adhere to the tenets of such ideologies as capitalism, consumerism, Marxism and democracy, all of which prioritise the advance of the human species. Then we construct grand narratives – such as battling against the ‘Axis of Evil’ – to give our lives meaning. We seem to believe that if something cannot be quantified, it means that it does not exist. Most of the rest of the world thinks this is just plain ridiculous because how, for example, do you quantify love?
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The beliefs of our time shape our actions. In this seventeenth-century engraving, one of the men burying victims of the Plague of London is smoking: the commonly held belief at the time was that tobacco smoke not only covered the stench but could prevent the spread of the infection.

No one lives without beliefs, even in the modern, ‘developed’, Western world. These beliefs shape everything we do and why we do it. It has been that way since time immemorial, and the consequences of successive layers of belief are still all around us, exactly where our ancestors left them.

THE FOUR APOCALYPSES

The opening of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, one of the greatest of all Chinese classical novels, says, ‘Empires come and empires go; everything falls apart and then arises again.’3 It is appropriate that a great novel should open this way, because humanity lives by narrative. We give ourselves a place within the universe through our stories, and we live within those stories for as long as we can. Eventually, though, each story collapses, to be replaced by a new one. As I mentioned at the start of this chapter, this cycle – rise, peak, collapse, then rise again – has occurred four times in Britain over the last five thousand years. On each occasion, it shattered the core beliefs of the people who remain. It seems that we are currently on the brink of a fifth such collapse, so this is a good time to pause, reflect and appreciate that we have been down this path before, and it has cost us dear.

We can trace these rises and falls of faith in our landscape. Each cycle starts simply, with a focus on local sites and shrines. Over time, these are absorbed into ever-larger conglomerates and more self-aggrandising systems. The cycle progresses from the local to the regional, the national and even the international. Eventually, though, the system becomes too vast and unwieldy to survive, so it collapses. Then the cycle starts again, once more at the simple, local level. Each time this happens, a new religion – a new story – emerges from the ruins of the old; new ways of living and thinking rise from the chaos; and new ways of seeing and understanding the landscape develop, providing new points of contact with the sacred and the divine.

This cycle also has another theme: the move from people thinking they are part of nature, towards thinking (as we tend to do today) that we are apart from nature. As societies move from the initial simple, local stage, they also move from this ‘part of’ way of thinking to the now much more common ‘apart from’ way of thinking. Nature becomes something against which humanity struggles or which humanity exploits. Instead of blending in, we try to stand out and as a result our buildings – and societies – grow in scale and ambition. This in turn brings us to the edge of what nature can provide. Complex societies are far more vulnerable to swift collapse simply because they have become so cumbersome and disconnected from reality. Decisions cannot be made locally or logically, and the whole edifice falls.

Modern commentators are increasingly recognising this cycle and the dangers of separating ourselves from nature. In 2009, a group of writers, artists and poets launched a manifesto that offered a succinct appraisal of our current situation:



The myth of progress is founded on the myth of nature. The first tells us that we are destined for greatness; the second tells us that greatness is cost-free … Both tell us that we are apart from the world; that we began grunting in the primeval swamps, as a humble part of something called ‘nature’, which we have now triumphantly subdued … [O]ur separation from it [nature] is a myth integral to the triumph of our civilisation.4





This dichotomy between being ‘part of’ or ‘apart from’ nature features throughout our exploration of the past and also brings us forcefully into the present. One major aspect of each historical cycle has been the move from ‘going with the flow’ to trying to impose order and control over nature – over the land itself.

DISCOVERING THE STORIES

As Neal Ascherson puts it his book Stone Voices: The Search for Scotland:



Everything done on that thin, stony ground from the beginning – from the retreat of the ice to the advance of the motorway – leaves its scar or its pock on the surface. A cultural landscape is very much what Scotland is: something showing marks from all periods and land-uses of all kinds, an artefact whose art is human and inhuman at once, a picture which is paint, frame and National Gallery together.5





The same is true for Wales and England. This book is designed to be a journey, perhaps even a pilgrimage, through the environment we have created. The aim is to discover the stories and beliefs that have formed this extraordinary landscape. It is a journey both to actual places and through time and meaning.

If you leave your home on foot and then just keep walking, looking around you and using some of the clues in this book, then regardless of whether you live in a town or the countryside, whether your neighbourhood is wealthy or poor, whether it is obviously ancient or seems entirely modern, you will find a hidden world. This world is made up of layers of human cares, concerns and faith (or sometimes lack of faith), which have created the landscapes that we take for granted today. To see it, you need to become an adventurer in your own land. You need to know how to spot the clues. You need to know where to look, how to look and – perhaps most importantly – which questions to ask. Later, I will explain how to find the hidden meaning in medieval town planning; how the name of a church can help you read a landscape; what makes a market square as sacred as a great stone circle; why we bury the dead where we do; and how to read the layout of fields to discover when they were created and, even more importantly, to gain an understanding of the vision of God, humanity and nature that they enshrine.

On the journey, we will unearth evidence of Britain’s four apocalypses, and hopefully find a way to pull back from the brink of the fifth that we are nearing today. As we discover how our ancestors’ belief systems shaped the landscape, we will also explore how our own beliefs are shaping the world today. Our forebears’ sacred visions created our landscape, our urban settlements, our fields and our buildings, and we should honour their achievements and learn from their mistakes so that we might plan a better future for ourselves and our descendants.

Four major belief systems have come and gone. We are in the fifth, and we urgently need to rediscover the sacred in the ordinary, the divine in nature, and the transcendence that gives us a sense of our role in the great story. Until we know our past, we cannot begin to understand the present or prepare for the future. Let the adventure begin!
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Tools for the journey


This is our story
where we all have a place
in how we live and choose
and move through every day

beyond you, me and she – we
unfolding this tapestry
that is all we can be
in truth and beauty.6



To help us find Britain’s stories and beliefs – and in the process rediscover the sense of the sacred in everything – we need some basic tools to help us see what lies all around us.

GOD BLESS THE OS

One of the greatest resources we have to help us discover Britain’s hidden sacred landscape is the Ordnance Survey (OS) map. Its very existence tells a story. In 1800, the first OS map – of Kent – was drawn to assist in the defence of Britain against a seemingly inevitable Napoleonic invasion. Kent was chosen because it was assumed the French would come across the narrowest part of the Channel, just as William the Conqueror had. In the event, of course, Napoleon never launched an invasion, but thankfully the Ordnance Survey has kept going ever since. Today, it offers a magnificent window on Britain’s layers of history.

There are two main ways in which we can use the OS. The first is obvious. Each map specifically marks every church and chapel and often other religious buildings, too; many ancient sites; Roman towns; and ancient roadways. It also provides a bird’s-eye view of the key features of the landscape – rivers; the contours of hills and plains; inlets; cities, towns and villages – along with their (sometimes very significant) names. I am always thrilled when I see the Gothic script that the OS uses to mark most historic sites, and the particular font it uses for Roman sites. The more detailed the map, the greater the number of features it will show; so if you are truly inspired to discover your local area, go for the largest-size maps. They will show you all sorts of exciting things that the ordinary (1:50,000) maps omit.
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This sixteenth-century map of Canterbury shows both its old Roman street pattern and the overlay of a Christian street pattern, including the circular city wall and road.

The OS also produces maps of ancient Britain that highlight the main prehistoric and historic sites. There are detailed maps of such cities as York, Canterbury and Bath, which can provide a huge amount of information about how these places have developed over the centuries. For instance, you could compare Roman Canterbury with medieval and then modern Canterbury to reveal the town’s layers of history. These maps also contain details of buildings or fortifications that have long since disappeared, albeit with evidence of their existence preserved in place or street names.

GOOGLE EARTH AND SHAPES
IN THE LANDSCAPE

Google Earth allows the user to zoom in on any part of the landscape, or zoom out to gain a wider perspective. This is a fantastic tool for the historical adventurer, allowing you to see the outline of an Iron Age hill fort; a medieval town layout that has clearly been superimposed on an earlier Roman settlement; or a field system that dates back to the Middle Ages. When used in combination with an OS map, Google Earth can also reveal the patterns and shapes that allow us to pinpoint sacred elements in the landscape.

PLACE NAMES

The place names of Britain also reveal much about the layers of our sacred history (see Chapter 6). For example, in Manchester, there are two areas, within a mile of each other, called Rusholme and Withington. We know that the former must have been a Viking settlement because of its holme suffix (as in Stockholm), whereas the latter must have been an Anglo-Saxon settlement (its ton suffix indicates that the community developed around a farm). An ancient defensive barrier, called Nico’s Ditch, was dug around AD 900 to keep these two antagonistic communities apart.

The sheer range of prefixes and suffixes means it is worth investing in a good dictionary of place names. However, don’t just go by what the experts say. It’s fun to try to work out what a name might mean for yourself. Even if you get it wrong, the process will be worthwhile, because it will teach you how to explore and interpret the physical evidence of a site. In the countryside, look out for unusual place names, such as Gallows Hill. And remember to make a note of the names of rivers and streams, as these often date back thousands of years.

LOCAL GUIDEBOOKS

Local guidebooks often contain information you will not find anywhere else. While some are rather pedestrian and focus on formal history, others are far more entertaining. They might be full of local legends and ghost stories that shed unexpected light on the area. Walking guides can also be excellent sources of local information, not least because they often take you off the roads and across fields, through woods, up and down hills and across streams that you would otherwise never visit or notice. Avoid those that concentrate solely on getting you from A to B and search instead for those that contain snippets of local knowledge alongside the route maps.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

The unusual

Having consulted an OS map and noted down its ancient sites, place names and basic layouts, look again – this time much more closely – to see if there is anything out of the ordinary. You are looking for the hidden Britain, for the layers that lie just below the surface; for the slightest hint of something unusual; for odds and ends that don’t seem to make sense. For example, there might be a seemingly unnecessary bend in an otherwise straight road. This might well indicate that it once went round something that is no longer there – a house, a Roman fort, even a palace. Or it might bend because it was once a ditch between fields, dug to separate two estates, possibly going back to Anglo-Saxon times.

The straight

Look for straight roads. As most people know, these may well have been constructed by the Romans, such as the Fosse Way. However, they might equally be military roads of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when Britain feared invasion from France and embarked on a frenzied upgrading of its infrastructure. If they are in Scotland, they might have been built to aid suppression of the Jacobites. In short, it wasn’t only the Roman army that appreciated the value of straight roads. Every military force needs to be able to march as quickly as possible from its headquarters to a series of strategic points. Follow a straight road to its end on the Kent coast, and you will be able to identify exactly where the British army expected Napoleon’s forces to land. Meanwhile, in the Highlands, two ‘Old Military Roads’ head north-east and south-west from Fort William: the first goes alongside Loch Lochy to Fort Augustus and then alongside Loch Ness all the way to Inverness; the second runs alongside Loch Linnhe and then heads spectacularly up Glen Coe and across Rannoch Moor. These military roads, built to enable the British army to march deep into the Highlands, were created to enable the army to suppress rebellion in the Highlands after the defeat of the Jacobites in 1745. They run as straight as a die, except where nature forced a bend or change of route.
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Ricknild Street, Gloucestershire, a Roman Road said to have run from Derby to Bourton-on-the-Water, where it is joined by the Fosse Way.


FOSSE WAY

The Fosse Way, which cuts across England from Exeter (Isca Dumnoniorum) in the south-west to Lincoln (Lindum Colonia) in the north-east, follows a route that has been in use since prehistoric times. It was the first major Roman road in Britain, providing an important trading route and opening up communications. Its name comes from the Latin word for ditch (fossa). Before the road was constructed, a defensive ditch running along its entire length marked the north-western boundary of Roman Britain. When the road was built, it therefore ran alongside the original markings in the landscape. It is the only Roman road in Britain that has retained its original Latin name, as many were given Saxon names following the fall of Rome in the fifth century. Many villages took their names from the road, such as Lydford-on-Fosse and Stratton-on-Fosse in Somerset, and Fosscross and Fossebridge in Gloucestershire.



Shapes

In towns and cities, look for odd-shaped houses, the edges of estates, or the remains of an old path running through a new housing development. These can all tell you a great deal about what was there in the past and why what is there now assumed the shape it did. Look at the core shapes of old towns and cities to see what they reveal of earlier settlements and how they reflect the builders’ and planners’ beliefs.

Orientations

The way a place is laid out on the ground – the orientation of a building, settlement, church or burial mound – does not usually occur by accident. For example, look at where the poorer houses were built in a town or city and you will immediately discover the prevailing wind direction. The working-class houses were invariably built downwind from the factories, mines and mills, while the more privileged middle classes lived upwind, away from the pollution. For example, in Birmingham, the prevailing wind is from the south-west, so the traditional middle-class areas of Edgbaston and Selly Oak occupy that part of the city, while the old working-class areas of Aston and Newtown are to the north. The much smaller town of Saffron Walden reveals a similar pattern. In the past, the noxious fumes of the town collected in the dip of High Street, right in the town centre. Consequently, small, cheap houses were built there. However, as you follow the steep road south, up and away from the centre, the houses become grander with almost every metre.

As we will see in Chapter 5, churches have very significant sacred orientations, but so do many other buildings from our past. In all cultures, certain directions are considered more auspicious than others. In Christianity, for example, the north is always the direction of spiritual threat – the source of evil or the devil. That is why churches with the name St Michael tend to be found to the north of towns and cities, because Michael fights the devil in Christian mythology.

There are even older sacred orientations to be found in Britain. For instance, there is increasing evidence that Neolithic and Iron Age settlements, homes, stone circles and burial mounds were built facing the south-east. This probably had something to do with the aforementioned prevailing wind direction: obviously, it was logical to face the opposite direction from the south-west because otherwise the wind would tend to blow straight through the front door. However, it also seems that the west was considered a sacred direction from at least the fifth century BC. Many legends relating to the Isles of the Dead being located to the west of Britain survived into early Christian times. It is possible that this sacred direction of death was an inauspicious direction for the houses and buildings of the living.

Some orientations, such as churches facing the east and mosques facing Mecca, are obvious. Others are less so. For instance, Knights Templar churches are all round because their design is always based on the Temple Mound building in Jerusalem, where the Order had its headquarters. And early Nonconformist chapels do not face east because that direction was associated with Catholicism.
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Our sacred history


These buildings and all
the land has been
age after age distilled
in this moulding of clay
and in the same hands
pressed palm to palm in prayer
that is older than its name7



If the landscape has been created by stories, by faith, by a sense of the sacred, then how do we uncover those stories and learn when they were first told? This book is designed to reveal the physical signs of the psychological and spiritual layers of narrative, religion and vision. In this chapter, I shall outline the most momentous events in Britain’s history and explain how to find evidence of them in the landscape that surrounds us and lies beneath our feet. Learning about these events will help us understand our own times and our own environment. History is not all about dates (although the most significant dates of major events will be provided when necessary). The root of the word is the Latin for ‘enquiry’, so history should be a search, an exploration of the stories that have brought us to where we are today.

A great deal of conventional history focuses on the particular but neglects the wider narrative that gives individual events significance and meaning. For example, archaeology textbooks often simply state that the ‘long barrow’ style of burial mound was abandoned around 3000 BC, then move on to the next topic. But to a religious historian, a historian of ideas, this abandonment prompts numerous questions that demand answers. It is the search for these answers, this enquiry into a greater narrative, that provides the framework of this book. That journey will reveal the process that created the British landscape, by which I mean not only the physical environment of fields, forests and buildings but the internal, spiritual landscape of the people whose beliefs shaped that world.

UNTOLD APOCALYPSES: 1.5 MILLION BC
TO 5000 BC

Ever since human beings first appeared on Planet Earth, Britain has been subject to astonishing extremes of weather and conditions. During several ice ages, the land was covered by up to a hundred metres of ice, and the British Isles (including Ireland) formed part of the European mainland – with dry land in place of the Channel, the North Sea and the Irish Sea. At other times, the ice melted and water flooded into those channels, while the land turned to tundra. In even warmer periods, Mediterranean-style landscapes of broad rivers and lush woodland developed.8

Each succeeding ice age ground its way across our landscape. In the warmer periods, such as the Hoxnian Interglacial Stage – between 420,000 and 360,000 BC – people moved north into Britain. We know this because a couple of thousand sites featuring Hoxnian-era flint tools have been identified. The most famous are Jaywick Sands at Clacton-on-Sea, Essex, and Swanscombe, Kent, where some magnificent handaxes have been found. However, while there are many sites, it is likely that only a few scattered groups of hunters lived in Britain during this period. These hunters created tools from the stones of Britain, but they had negligible, if any, impact on the landscape. The same was true of all of those who followed them, at least until Britain emerged from the last of the great ice ages around eleven thousand years ago.
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Our earliest tools: flint arrows, axes and other implements have been made in Britain for at least half a million years.

Thereafter, humans in Britain started to shape the natural world and started to tell their stories through it. Then, as soon as they began farming, they launched the great cycles of history, the first four of which each culminated in a dramatic collapse – and Apocalypse.


THE AGES OF HISTORY

These are the generally accepted periods of British prehistory and history. The great cycles and collapses are highlighted in bold.


	Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age): c. 500,000 to c. 10,000 BC

	Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age): c. 10,000 to c. 5000 BC

	Neolithic (New Stone Age): c. 5000 to c. 2000 BC

	First Cycle: c. 5000 to c. 3000 BC. Ancestor worship, ending with the collapse of upland farming and the abandonment of long barrows.

	Bronze Age: c. 2000 to c. 750 BC

	Second Cycle: c. 3000 to c. 1160 BC. Stone circles, ending with the eruption of a volcano off Iceland.

	Iron Age: c. 750 BC to AD 43

	Roman period: AD 43 to 410

	Third Cycle: c. 1160 BC to c. AD 400. Celtic and Roman traditions, ending with collapse through environmental abuse and the impact of plague on the Roman Empire and in Britain.

	Anglo-Saxon period: 410 to 1066

	Medieval period: 1066 to 1485

	Fourth Cycle: c. 550 to the early 16th century. Monastic and Catholic Christianity, ending with the rise of the Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation, triggered by the Black Death.

	Tudor period: 1485 to 1603

	Stuart period: 1603 to 1714

	Georgian period: 1714 to 1837

	Victorian period: 1837 to 1901

	Modern period: 1901 to the present

	Fifth Cycle: Early 16th century to the present. Protestant individualism and the Enlightenment, leading to the Industrial Revolution and urbanisation.





THE FIRST GREAT CYCLE: ANCESTOR
WORSHIP AND THE NEED FOR THE SACRED

Throughout history, sacred places have been built to last. In Britain, there are still hundreds of stone circles, thousands of burial mounds and tens of thousands of ancient churches. All have long outlived the domestic dwellings of the people who created them.

The placing of sacred sites is also crucial. For instance, many Neolithic sites are on the edges of hills or raised land. In part, this was probably done for pragmatic reasons: for defence; because the lowlands were wetter and marshier than they are today; because the valleys were more densely forested. However, it was also a statement to anyone wandering past that this area had already been claimed, or that there were people up there who might be willing to trade. In a world where law courts and legal codes did not exist, the authority and legitimacy of the dead, of ancestors and of semi-divine beings were the only certainties. Many ancient sites are therefore believed to be sacred zones within which safety could be assured and agreements had to be honoured.

As far as we know, Britain’s earliest form of religion was ancestor worship. This was why the great long barrow burial mounds were built. Between approximately 4500 and 3000 BC, Neolithic families would revere their dead ancestors at these places. With the dead watching over their fields and settlements, they could be relatively confident that their land rights would be respected. In Britain, we abandoned that practice many millennia ago, but in China the rural dead are still buried alongside their fields and venerated as protectors of the crops and the land itself.

Understanding the siting of the long barrows on ridges near the tops of hills requires us to make a psychological leap. Most of us now dwell in the lowlands, in valleys, so when we visit a Neolithic site, we generally have to walk up to them. But that gives a false perspective of how they were viewed by those who created them. We need to understand that they were built primarily by people who lived on hilltops, so they would not have been overlooked by these tombs. Rather, they located them on the edge of their world, so that their ancestors looked down and away to the valleys. They were built as landmarks of boundaries – both physical, in terms of farmsteads, and possibly also spiritual, marking the border between the world of humans (up here) and the world of nature and wilderness (down there). Once you see them as outposts that look down, you get a very different sense of why they are located where they are. They mark a danger zone between the hilltop communities and the perils below, with the dead acting as guardians for the community.

Many prehistoric tombs performed a similar variety of functions to today’s parish churches: rites of passage, weddings, newborn celebrations and wakes were almost certainly held there. This makes sense, as there would have been little point in building such huge constructions merely for burial rites. Moreover, if your ancestors are your deities, then you would surely want to celebrate with and beside them.

In addition to their typical location on hillsides, most long barrows seem to have been sited very carefully, with the builders paying particular attention to the view, the shapes of natural features around the site, and their orientation to certain solar or lunar phenomena. We still have little idea how these various elements contributed to these people’s great story, but they surely did. Nothing ever happens randomly. Everything has a purpose and meaning beyond the mundane. One example of this may well be the invention of pottery.

The sacredness of the ordinary: farming and pottery

Hunter–gathering – essentially all human activity in Britain prior to the development of farming – has very little impact on the landscape, because people are constantly on the move. Nowhere is ‘home’. Farming changes that, and changes our relationship with the land. We start to build structures in which to live, and places we see as sacred and powerful.

The most enigmatic Neolithic enclosures, with their distinctive ring of ditches crossed or broken by causeways, often have ritual objects buried at each end. Sometimes these are skulls, but more often they are simply pots that have been buried upside down.9 In many cultures, the invention of pottery is viewed as a divine gift. It is considered miraculous that the simple act of mixing earth, clay or mud with water and baking it in a kiln can create a pot. This sense of wonder and the semi-divine nature of the skills involved echo down through time. For example, in Chinese mythology, both pottery and agriculture are revealed to the people by the ancestral semi-divine being, Sheng Nu. And in both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, God is cast as a potter who moulds the clay of humanity as He wishes.10

Pots, often containing seeds or food, are the main objects found in burial sites from the Neolithic period onwards. Of course, we treat our cheap, mass-produced pottery casually, viewing it merely as a means to contain or hold foodstuffs. But it seems likely that pots served a much more important function to Neolithic people. They may well have been seen as vessels of communication between the human and divine worlds. If the knowledge of how to make pots was believed to be a gift from the gods, then placing them in tombs and other sacred sites would have been highly significant. These were not merely vessels that were used to contain other items. They, themselves, were important offerings to the gods. This explains why they were buried with the dead or upside down in the enclosure ditches. It was not the function of the pot that was important, but the pot itself.11 This was not just a useful consumer product, but a sign of divine significance and meaning.

While we now have a very different relationship to our everyday crockery, we have not entirely lost sight of that sacred significance. Think, for instance, of the enduring mythology of the Holy Grail. Or even of the passion and prayers that are generated every year by the FA Cup – a pot by another name. These are faint echoes of the sacred aspect of something we now usually take for granted. Neil MacGregor, in his radio series The History of the World in 100 Objects, has pointed out that the fruits of agriculture were deified in both Central America (maize) and ancient Egypt (the cow). Things we take for granted were in the past revered as life changing, gifts of the gods and thus sacred. This is what I am arguing for the pot. It was not just a useful consumer product but a sign of divine significance and meaning.

If ‘simple’ pottery was capable of such numinous significance, we have to start looking differently at everything that was made – from artefacts to fields to settlements. All of these things might indicate a sense of the immanence of the sacred – a sense that we now find almost impossible to imagine.

However, if our earliest settlers did have this intimate connection with the sacred, it didn’t help them. They cut down much of the upland forest, created farms across huge swaths of Britain, and then fled, never to return, leaving their dead behind them. They did this because something went catastrophically wrong.

The first great collapse and the end of the First Cycle

Around 3000 BC, Britain’s environment collapsed. The Neolithic period was initially characterised by small-scale farming and modest settlements, but just before it ended it was much more complex. It had shifted from being part of nature to being apart from nature, and the people were trying to impose ‘order’ on the natural environment. Tragically, for them, their efforts started to have significant impacts on the land, but not in the way they must have hoped.

We know that Neolithic people deforested the hills because the land altered from wildwoods to woodland managed for its products, such as fruits, nuts and fodder for cattle. As a result, the extent and the diversity of the woodlands changed because of human pressure and activity.12 Inland communities lived primarily on higher ground, exploiting the thin, less heavily forested upland soil with their arable and livestock farming. This was the land that their venerated ancestors had given them, ancestors who were still present and worshipped in their long barrows and tombs. Although this land was easily exhausted, it was also relatively easy to prepare for agriculture as the trees and shrubs were shallow rooted.

Whether because of this over-exploitation of the thin soil, excessive deforestation or some other reason, the climate changed, the uplands dried out and the population declined, with many settlements on the now-exhausted uplands being abandoned. Tree-ring evidence indicates that there was also a widespread reduction in the growth rate of trees around 2911 BC. Mike Ballie, Emeritus Professor of Palaeoecology at Queen’s University, Belfast, attributes this to some extraordinary environmental changes triggered by a passing comet. This, coupled with farms’ increasing inability to feed the population, resulted in the collapse of the traditional culture and the rejection of the prevailing belief system. The ancestors had failed the people – or vice versa.

This was a radical break with the past. The abandoned settlements had been tribal homes for centuries, maybe even millennia. To leave those homes and resettle somewhere entirely new must have been traumatic for these people, especially as they were also abandoning their sacred long barrows and their ancestors. At the time of the collapse, those long barrows were sealed, with huge rocks placed in front of the openings.13 The people who did this might have been protecting themselves from something that they now feared rather than revered, or perhaps they were simply closing the door on a once sacred place that they felt had lost its power. Either way, they shut in their ancestors and left. The old agreement – that our ancestors will look after us and ensure the fertility of the land if we respect and honour them – had been broken.

[image: image]
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The blocked entrance to the Neolithic long barrow of Wayland’s Smithy in Oxfordshire. It was sealed c.3000 BC when the ancestor religion collapsed.

Surprisingly, we still have legends that reflect the trauma of this period, especially in areas that have a wealth of long barrows. The best example is the legend of Wayland Smithy on the ancient Ridgeway, close to the ancient White Horse of Uffington, Oxfordshire. Wayland was a magical blacksmith. It was said that if you left your horse at the tomb overnight, along with a payment in silver, he would shoe your horse and those shoes would last for years. But woe betide anyone who tried to catch a glimpse of him at work, or tried to short-change him. If you did, you would either die instantly or be so terrified that you would have nightmares for the rest of your life.

However, the Neolithic tomb that now bears Wayland’s name was built about 5500 years ago, long before anyone was forging iron. Wayland is the Scandinavian god of blacksmiths, and stories about him arrived in Britain with the Vikings, in the ninth century AD – more than four thousand years after the long barrow had been sealed with huge stones. So is this tale a revised version of a much earlier one, passed down over millennia, about the dangers of offending the ancestors who are buried in the sacred site? Wayland’s story certainly makes little sense without such a link to the long barrow’s past. The discovery of iron and the skills of the blacksmith were long considered divine gifts that were tinged with danger. Of course, this site originally had nothing to do with any of that, but it would have been associated with similarly dangerous divine forces. People would have met there – it is on a major ancient roadway – and they surely would have exchanged stories. Over time, it is likely that the ‘modern’ myth of Wayland was worked into far more ancient legends, and eventually he gave his name to the place.

When the first British religion died, a particular way of seeing the land disappeared along with it. This created a spiritual vacuum and allowed the next great cycle to emerge. What came next has been the subject of more contemporary speculation and controversy than any other era in the sacred history of Britain.

THE SECOND GREAT CYCLE:
THE MYSTERY OF THE STONE CIRCLES

We know very little about the beliefs that led to the construction of Britain’s stone circles. What we do know is that, over the centuries, this faith drove its adherents on to ever more ambitious building projects. Moreover, this pattern was echoed around the world at this time. From the pyramids of Egypt, through the vast buildings of the Cycladic cultures of ancient Crete and Greece, to the first great city states of northern India, humanity made its first truly monumental impact on the landscape in the form of grander and greater buildings.

In Britain and northern France, the stone-circle culture represented the most dramatic human adaptation of the landscape up to that point. Large tracts of land were redesigned to accommodate not only the circles themselves, but stone avenues, henges (ditches with embankments), standing stones, burial mounds and other extraordinary features. Prime examples are Silbury Hill in Wiltshire and the lesser-known Merlin’s Mound, just seven miles East of Silbury, which now lies in the grounds of Marlborough College. We still have no idea why they were built, but they were certainly designed to be impressive. At thirty-seven metres high, Silbury Hill is the largest man-made prehistoric object in Europe.

It is estimated that there are still over a thousand stone circles in Britain today, with many of them dating back to the mid-Neolithic period (3000–2500 BC), although some were built as late as 1400 BC. Given how many must have been lost through changing land use, destruction by farming or demolition to provide building materials, it has been estimated that maybe three thousand stone circles once adorned the landscape.

We do not know whether the British people ‘converted’ to the stone-circle faith as soon as they abandoned ancestor worship or whether there was a century or more of religious confusion. But the new faith certainly incorporated elements of the old, at least initially. Mock tombs – they usually did not contain any bones – were constructed in the centre of some of the earlier circles. They took the form of support stones topped with a lid stone – which is what remains when the soil topping of a long barrow has been eroded. One of these ‘coves’ was built in the middle of the northern ring at Avebury, and two of its stones still remain. Perhaps the missionaries of the new faith – which spread rapidly along the Atlantic coast from Spain right up to Scandinavia – felt the need to make the transition to a very different religion as gentle as possible for the local people by permitting (maybe even encouraging) nostalgia for the old belief system. That seems likely, especially as continuity has tended to go hand in hand with innovation in Britain ever since.

Nevertheless, the major stone circles were fundamentally different from the long barrows. They were brash, dominant intrusions into the natural landscape that were proudly man-made. They were markers, signifying power, territory and the separation of humanity from the rest of nature. If they had a reference point, it was to the cosmic realm of sun and moon, time and seasons, not to the everyday nature that lay around them.

To understand the stone-circle phenomenon, it is helpful to look beyond the mega-sites, such as Avebury, Stonehenge and Callanish, all of which were later developments. It is better to start somewhere like Sunkenkirk, also known as Swinside, a well-preserved stone circle near Swinside Fell in southern Cumbria. This is a near-perfect, medium-size circle, some twenty-nine metres in diameter. There were once fifty-five stones, but only thirty-two remain today. They range in size from knee high to above head height. The circle was clearly a major focal point for the local area, and it is still visible from several miles away. It is designed to be entered from almost any direction, as the stones touch to make a wall at only a few points around the perimeter.

In an earlier book, The Sacred History of Britain, I argued that the most likely use of most stone circles, including Sunkenkirk, was as a sacred meeting place. In a tribal society with few laws and probably few leaders, the people needed to have a safe trading and meeting place. In later millennia, monasteries and churches in Europe and mosques in the Middle East would perform the same function. Their violation, as when Thomas Becket was murdered in Canterbury Cathedral by agents of King Henry II, was considered an affront to God Himself.

Excavations at stone circles have occasionally revealed signs of burials and maybe even sacrifice. But usually archaeologists find no such evidence, so it seems that most circles’ importance lay simply in the fact that they designated a certain place as sacred. Sunkenkirk is a good example of just such a sacred marked space. Furthermore, it is only the later major stone circles that appear to have specific astrological/cosmic and calendrical significance by indicating key moments in the year, such as mid-winter or mid-summer.

Many stone circles are quite small. For example, on Stapeley Hill in Shropshire, the remains of three circles stand within a mile or so of each other. Most of the stones are less than knee height and the circles themselves have modest diameters. All three might have been erected over the course of a week or so by a gang of local lads. But these circles were important. Near by, there was a major production centre for axe-heads, among the most highly prized objects in Britain at the time. One theory is that the three circles were rival trading centres that sold these valuable items to dealers.

Such commercial activity does not rob the stone circles of their sacred, religious role. Far from it. As we shall see, market squares later fulfilled the same purpose – and they were always centred upon a market cross. In many parts of the world, trading still involves vowing in the name of God that you will honour the deal. It is only our desacralised, Western world that finds it difficult to link commerce with the sacred, and it is this that has led us to fantasise about ritual
































































































































































GAZETTEER




	Jaywick Sands, Clacton-on-Sea, Essex (CO15): Palaeolithic hunting site

	Swanscombe, Kent (DA10): Palaeolithic hunting site and flint production






	Blackhammer chambered tomb, Rousay, Orkney (KW17): example of distinctive Orkney-style passage long barrow

	Fettercairn, Aberdeenshire (AB30): a fine long, long barrow





	Giant’s Grave, Park Mill, Gower (SA3): fully excavated, the roof has been removed so it is possible to see very clearly the internal layout of this typical long barrow

	Pentre Ifan, south of Nevern, Dyfed (SA41): good example of Clyde-style of long barrow





	Deadman’s Graves, Claxby St Andrews, Lincolnshire (LN13): a collection of long barrows in an interesting and unusual formation





	Wayland Smithy, close to the White Horse of Uffington, Oxfordshire (SN6): splendid setting with a great legend associated, it is recorded in a Berkshire charter as early as AD 855

	West Kennett, Wiltshire (SN8): the oldest and longest long barrow in England

	Stoney Littleton, Somerset (BA2): superb and open example of long barrow






	Callanish, Isle of Lewis (HS2): dramatic sacred landscape with some of the tallest stones of any circle in Britain

	Loch Buie, Isle of Mull (PA62): very fine example, with huge outlier stones, and set in a stunning landscape





	Appletreewick, North Yorkshire (BD23): typical small-scale circle (six stones of very modest height)

	Druids’ Circle, south of Ulverston, Cumbria (CA10): rare example of double-ring stone circle in beautiful setting

	Nine Ladies’ Circle, Stanton Moor, Derbyshire (DE4): good example of medium-size circle

	Stapeley Hill, Shropshire (SY5): three small and now much depleted circles but typical of the scale and closeness of such circles to a major flint tool factory of the Bronze Age

	Sunkenkirk, Swinside Fell, southern Cumbria (LA11): a well-preserved, near-perfect circle that is 29 metres in diameter





	Avebury, Wiltshire (SN8): after Stonehenge, the largest stone circle and sacred landscape in Britain

	Fernworthy, Dartmoor, Devon (TQ13): a fine and wide stone circle

	Stanton Drew, Somerset (BS39): after Stonehenge, Avebury and Callanish, this is Britain’s fourth most important sacred landscape of circles and stones

	Stonehenge, Wiltshire (SP4): the most important sacred landscape of the stone circle era in Britain

	The Merry Maidens, St Buryan, Cornwall (TR19): the only complete circle in Cornwall

	The Rollright Stones, Oxfordshire (OX7): well preserved circle of weather-worn stones with the remains of a burial mound – the King’s Men – nearby






	Merlin’s Mound, Marlborough College, Silbury, Wiltshire (SN8): a smaller version of Silbury Hill and only eight miles away from it

	Silbury Hill, Wiltshire (SN8): the largest human-made prehistoric object in Europe






	Uley Bury, Dursley, Gloucestershire (GL11): perfectly situated on a flat hill so you can see the original ditch and a secondary one built in c.200 BC






	Antonian Wall, central Scotland: built c.140 AD it runs from north of Glasgow to Queensferry and is visible at various points





	Caerleon, Gwent (NP18): major Roman military centre and probably site of one of the three bishoprics of the Church during the Roman period





	Caister-on-Sea, Norfolk (NR30): remains of the Roman town and fortifications

	Carlisle, Cumbria (CA1): site of the major northern military base of the Romans with many fine objects on display in the museum

	Chester, Cheshire (CH1): major military base for control of North Wales by the Romans, with much still to be seen above ground and the street pattern of the Roman city still in use today

	Hadrian’s Wall, northern England: built c.120 AD and the largest and most dramatic of all Roman remains in Britain – it runs between Carlisle and Newcastle

	Ribchester, Lancashire (PR3): now a village, the remains of the Roman fort and settlement have been in part excavated and there is a fine museum





	Maumbury Ring, Dorchester, Dorset (DT1): Roman amphitheatre built into a huge Neolithic henge monument






	Whithorn, Dumfries and Galloway (DG8): site of Scotland’s oldest church, built c.397 by St Ninian; the remains have been excavated and there is a good museum





	Hinton St Mary, Somerset (DT10): site of the find of an extraordinary early Christian mosaic, incorporating pagan deities as well; now on view in the British Museum

	Lullingstone, Kent (DA4): one of the country’s most important villas, with a Christian chapel and pagan shrine. The frescoes of Christian worshippers is now in the British Museum but the museum on the site has a fine display of this fascinating site and its religions






	Pembroke, south-west Wales (SA70): fine example of planned medieval town with castle and burbages





	Marshfield, Gloucester (SN14): fine example of medieval burbages with every building on the main street still occupying the original burbage frontage and with the land behind running back to the back lane

	Wareham, Dorset (BH20): good example of a walled town of Alfred the Great, with most of the original earth walls still in place






	Stirling, Scotland (FK8): the dramatic castle sits on its crag with the town nestling below





	Castle Howe, Tebay, Cumbria (CA16): good example of a motte and bailey

	Castleton, Derbyshire (S33): a town that came into being simply to supply a castle





	White Tower, London (EC3N): the largest Norman keep in Britain






	Canterbury Cathedral, Kent (CT1): the finest example of a church built on the proceeds of pilgrimage, and the classic gothic design

	Wells Cathedral, Somerset (BA5): my favourite cathedral and the finest West Front of any church in Britain






	Melrose Abbey, Scottish Borders (TD6): a fine range of remains and a good museum

	Scone Abbey, Perthshire (PH2): probably Scotland’s most important abbey, and site of the coronation of kings and queens. Lost for many years, the site has recently been rediscovered





	Tintern, South Wales (NP16): a favourite subject of painters (Turner) and poets (Wordsworth), it is a fine ruin in a dramatic setting by the river Wye





	Rievaulx, Yorkshire (YO62): dramatic setting and fine remains of the church





	Canterbury, Kent (CT1): good remains around the cathedral and around St Augustine’s monastery






	New Town, Edinburgh (EH1): spectacular example of Georgian town planning telling a new story





	Stourhead, Wiltshire (BA12): one of the best examples of Georgian landscaping in the Daoist natural style

	The Circus, Bath (BA1): built by John Wood the Elder c.1750, it is based on a romantic idea of Stonehenge and its iconography is deliberately ‘pagan’
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