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And the Russian women in blue towns
are speaking.

The flower-dressed women of India,
women in orange tents,

dark women

of the Americas

who sit beside fires,

have studied the palms of their hands
and walk toward one another.

It’s time

to bless this ground.

Their hair is on fire

from the sun

and they walk narrow roads
toward one another.

Their pulses beat

against the neck’s thin skin.
They grow closer.

Daughters, the women are speaking.
They arrive

Over the wise distances

On perfect feet.

Daughters, I love you.

from ‘The Women Speaking’ by Linda Hogan!
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The ford at dawn, Donegal, Treland



‘Oh what a catastrophe, what a maiming of love when it was made a personal, merely
personal feeling, taken away from the rising and setting of the sun, and cut off from the
magic connection of the solstice and equinox. This is what is the matter with us. We are
bleeding at the roots, because we are cut off from the earth and sun and stars, and love is a
grinning mockery, because, poor blossom, we plucked it from its stem on the tree of Life,

and expected it to keep on blooming in our civilised vase on the table.’
D.H. Lawrence!



t’s not quite dawn in this green, fertile valley; there’s just the faintest

glimmer of pink in the sky to the east. The moon is waxing, gibbous, its
light silvering the river which winds through the land, soft like the curves of
a woman’s body as she stretches out to dip her toes in the sea. A grey heron
breaks the silence, shrieking from the banks as I make my way across the
narrow bridge, walk slowly up the rising lane. At the crossroads, three hares
are sitting quite still in the middle of the road; they scatter when they
become aware of me, tails flashing white in the moonlight then vanishing
into the dark.

Up I go along the stony, uneven track to the high bog, face to the Seven
Sister mountains, silhouetted now against a gradually lightening sky. I wind
back along a tiny path to cut home across the fields, but first I have to
navigate the ford: a shallow pool in a sheltered hollow through which a
deep and fast-flowing stream can be crossed. The ford froths blood-red at
the edges with iron precipitates, and I creep down to it carefully, half
expecting to catch a glimpse of the bean nighe, the Washer at the Ford — the
old woman of legend who scrubs clean the bloody clothes of slain warriors.
After all, this morning is Sambhain,” the old seasonal Gaelic festival which
marks the beginning of winter. And on this night, my ancestors believed,
the passage between this world and the Otherworld is open.

Behind the ford is a single, clearly defined hill, a green breast rising
from the soft contours of the land. It is crowned with heather, wiry and
dormant now, spreading across its crest like a wide brown nipple. We call it
a fairy hill, for these are the places which lead to the Otherworld — the
beautiful, perilous dwelling-place of the fairy folk: the Aos Si,’ the people
of the mounds. Once upon a time, inside a hill like this, Celtic women were
transformed into the wisest creatures in the land.

In the Otherworld, wisdom is largely possessed by women, since they
are the ones who hold the Cup. The Queen of the Aos Si decided one day to
bestow that gift on human women too, and so she sent out an invitation to
all the women of the land, asking them to come to her great hall beneath the
hill on a certain date, and at a certain time. The news was carried on the
winds and the waves, by the birds and the fish; even the leaves of the trees



whispered of it. Soon, women from all over the country began to set out on
their journey. Some travelled alone, some came together; and when the
appointed day dawned, the doors to the Otherworld opened.

The women streamed inside the hill — and gasped to find themselves in
a beautiful hall which was draped with bright cloths woven from nettles and
dyed with the blood of shellfish and the sap of plants. Soft animal skins
covered the floors and seats, and a feast was laid out on tables of wood and
stone, set on plates of pearly shell. A soft green light pervaded the vast hall.
When everyone was inside and the watchers saw no more coracles on the
water, no more women climbing up the slope of the hill, the doors to the
outside world were closed.

Into the hall then came the Queen, bearing herself with kindly dignity,
her face shining with a strange but lovely light. She carried a large golden
Cup in her hand, bright with unusual marks and carvings; eight fairy
women followed behind, each carrying a golden flagon of sparkling liquid
which they used to continually fill the Cup. The Queen passed through the
hall, offering a drink from the Cup to each of the women who was present.
The Cup held the distilled wisdom of the world through all the ages past,
and as each woman drank she suddenly grew wise, and understood many
things she had never known before. Some were able to see much, some
were able to see little — but every one of them benefitted. And then the
women feasted, and the next morning they went back out into the world
again, filled with the wisdom and knowledge of the Otherworld.*

Here in Ireland, the Otherworld is as real as any other. This is a
landscape steeped in stories, and those stories stalk us still. They have
seeped into the bones of this land, and the land offers them back to us; it
breathes them into the wind and bleeds them out into streams and rivers.
They will not be refused.

Before there was the Word, there was the land, and it was made and
watched over by women. Stories from almost every culture around the
world tell us that once upon a time it was so. For many native tribes
throughout America, Grandmother Spider continually spins the world into
being. For the Andean peoples of South America, Pachamama is the World
Mother; she sustains all life on Earth. In Scotland and Ireland, the Cailleach
— the Old Woman — made, shaped and protects the land and the wild things
on it. In these and other Celtic nations, Danu® gave birth to all the other



gods and was mother to the people who followed. Women: the creators of
life, the bearers of the Cup of knowledge and wisdom, personifying the
moral and spiritual authority of this fertile green and blue Earth.

Do you remember those days?

Me neither. Other indigenous cultures around the world may still respect
and revere the feminine, but we Western women lost control of our stories a
long time ago. The story which I was given to carry as a very young child,
the story which both defined me and instructed me about the place I
occupied in this world, accorded no such significance to women. In this
story, woman was an afterthought, created from a man’s body for the sole
purpose of pleasing him. In this story, the first woman was the cause of all
humanity’s sufferings: she brought death to the world, not life. She had the
audacity to talk to a serpent. Wanting the knowledge and wisdom which had
been denied her by a jealous father-god, she dared to eat the fruit of a tree.
Even worse, she shared the fruit of knowledge and wisdom with her man.
So that angry and implacable god cast her and her male companion out of
paradise, and decreed that women should be subordinate to men for ever
afterwards.

The stories we tell about the creation of the Earth and the origins of
humankind show us how our culture views the world, our place in it, and
our relationships with the other living things which inhabit it. And the key
consequence of this particular creation myth is a belief, prevalent now for
centuries in the West, that women are naturally disobedient temptresses
who must be kept firmly in their place. We are weak-willed, easily
persuaded to think or do evil, faithless, untrustworthy, mendacious, and
motivated purely by self-interest. The story of Eve in the Book of Genesis
is the underpinning for countless measures which have limited the actions,
rights and status of women. No matter what women might achieve in the
world, the fundamental message of the sacred texts of the world’s largest
religious grouping, which for 2,000 years have supplied the foundational
beliefs of our Western culture, is that men should not trust women, and that
women should trust neither themselves nor each other.

When I was a child, this cultural story about who we are as women made
me feel small, insignificant, empty. As I grew older, it made me angry.
Angry, because it justifies a world in which men still have almost all the
real power over the cultural narrative — the stories we tell ourselves about



the world, about who and what we are, where we came from and where
we’re going — as well as the way we behave as a result of it. Angry, because
it justifies the centuries-old violence against women which threatens even
in this ‘enlightened’ twenty-first century to spiral out of control. That
violence was endemic in my own family. My mother, as a tiny child, picked
up a poker from the fireplace and held it up to her father to stop him beating
my grandmother. A couple of decades later, at just about three years old, I
took hold of my own father by the kneecaps and pushed him, step by
astonished step, out of the room to stop him hitting my mother.

Yes, I come from a line of strong and brave women — but I grew up
feeling that the world was not a safe place for us. And even though most of
the men I’ve known during my life — the men I’ve loved, the men who have
been my friends — find this situation just as abhorrent as I do, the story is
replayed over and over again at a cultural level. In the United Kingdom,
where I grew up, one woman in four experiences domestic violence at some
point in her life, and one woman in four experiences sexual assault as an
adult. Worldwide, the figures are higher: around one in three.® Political
scientist Mary Kaldor has reported that in the ‘new wars’ waged over
resources, ethnicity and faith, 80 per cent of casualties are women and
children. Rape and pillage, says Kaldor, are the modus operandi.” Today,
sexual abuse, abductions, forced slavery and forced prostitution are
commonplace, even — especially — in the heart of the fine capital cities of
Europe and America of which our culture is so proud. And that’s not to
mention the daily harassment in public places, the deeply ingrained
everyday sexism that so many of us are conditioned just to take for
granted.® This is a world in which the cultural narrative informs us that
women don’t matter as much as men, and so it is okay for men to do these
things to them.

So many of us today accept this state of affairs as just the way the world
is. We’re conditioned to accept it. We get on with our lives and treat it as
old news. It’s okay, we tell ourselves: during the last century, feminism was
born and so equality is happening and everything is getting better now. And
among liberal thinkers in the UK, feminist writer and activist Beatrix
Campbell suggests,” the optimistic belief that men and women are on a
cultural journey toward equality still prevails. But Campbell argues that not
only has this progress stopped, in some cases it has actually been reversed.
Even though awareness of the issues which women face is high, even



though lip-service is paid to women'’s rights, new inequalities are emerging
in our culture all the time. We are living, she writes, in an era of
‘neopatriarchy’ in which violence has proliferated, body anxiety and self-
hatred have flourished, rape is committed with impunity, sex trafficking
thrives and the struggle for equal pay is effectively at an end. It’s hard to
disagree with Campbell that a new revolution is needed; the only question
is what form it should take.

As I grew older still, I grew angry about other things, too: things that might
seem on the surface to have nothing to do with the story of Eve, or the
disempowerment of women — but which in fact are profoundly related. The
same kinds of acts that are perpetrated against us, against our daughters and
our mothers, are perpetrated against the planet: the Earth which gives us
life; the Earth with which women have for so long been identified. Our
patriarchal, warmongering, growth-and-domination-based culture has
caused runaway climate change, the mass extinction of species, and the
ongoing destruction of wild and natural landscapes in the unstoppable
pursuit of progress.

At six years old, knowing nothing but somehow understanding
everything, I sobbed as hazy black-and-white TV news footage showed a
bird futilely flapping its wings, slowly drowning in a thick soupy layer of
black crude oil which coated the surface of the sea. Another bird landed
next to it, sank below the surface, re-emerged for a final few flaps, then
drifted into the growing mass of dead bodies lining up along the southwest
coast of England. I was watching one of the first major acute man-made
environmental disasters, caused by the wreckage of the oil supertanker SS
Torrey Canyon — 32 million gallons of crude oil dumped into the ocean, and
around 15,000 sea birds killed. The sea burst into huge sheets of flames as
napalm was dropped in an effort to burn off the oil. I thought the world was
ending. ‘It was just an unfortunate accident,” people said at the time — but
how often have we done it since?

Then there was MAD: Mutually Assured Destruction. You couldn’t
make it up. You didn’t have to; I grew up in the shadow of it, at the height
of the Cold War. Russia and America, each side armed heavily in
preparation for an all-out nuclear world war. Each with a nuclear ‘deterrent’
that was supposed to preclude an attack by the other, because such an attack
would lead to immediate retaliation and the annihilation of the attacker’s



country as well as the attacked. The United Nations website says it all:
‘Nuclear weapons are the most dangerous weapons on earth. One can
destroy a whole city, potentially killing millions, and jeopardizing the
natural environment and lives of future generations through its long-term
catastrophic effects.”"

We all firmly believed it was going to happen, one day; the government
even published leaflets to advise us what to do when it did. ‘Protect and
Survive’ appeared in the UK in 1980 after a resurgence of the Cold War
and, with nice little line-drawings, helpfully showed how to build your own
fallout room, advising that you stock it with tinned food and a radio. It even
showed how an improvised toilet could be built from a chair. You might
want to do this now, was the implicit message, because when the bomb hits,
it’ll be too late. ‘Protect and Survive’ stimulated Raymond Briggs to write
When the Wind Blows, a poignant and oddly shocking graphic novel which
shows a nuclear attack on Britain by the Soviet Union from the viewpoint
of a retired couple. ‘Further instructions’ do not come by radio, as ‘Protect
and Survive’ blithely promised that they would; the book ends on a bleak
note, as Jim and Hilda Bloggs cover themselves in paper bags, praying in
their fallout shelter as death approaches and the room slowly darkens
around them.

I was twenty-one when When the Wind Blows was published; I’m fifty-
four now and in spite of all the fine work to achieve nuclear disarmament in
the past couple of decades, nothing fundamental has changed. ‘Although
nuclear weapons have only been used twice in warfare — in the bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 — about 22,000 reportedly remain in our
world today,” declares the United Nations, in the enormous section of its
website devoted to Weapons of Mass Destruction: not merely nuclear
weapons, but chemical and biological too. So many ways not only to kill
each other, but to destroy non-human life on this planet in the process. I
grew up with the knowledge that there were men ready to do just that. Dr.
Strangelove might have been funny, but it was no joke. Still, we were just
women, and we were supposed to trust their judgement. ‘The men know
best,” said a school friend’s mother after I told her I was joining the
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament because if we didn’t do something
about it, they were going to destroy the world. The men know best? I didn’t
know what to say.



Women might have been complicit — we had been well-trained for
centuries, after all; a little bit of burning at the stake, incarceration in
nunneries and lunatic asylums if we didn’t do what we were told, and the
constant threat of rape and violence: all of them do wonders for compliance
— but the men were the ones with their fingers on the buttons. The men were
the ones in charge. As a teenager I wanted that to change, but I couldn’t
imagine how. I couldn’t even picture a world in which it might be different:
a world in which women were respected and in which we got to create the
cultural narrative too; a world in which men and women lived together in a
balanced and sustainable way, respecting the planet which gave us life and
the other creatures which share it with us. So, as so many of us do, I just
knuckled down and ‘got on with my life’, going to university, signing up for
a PhD, preparing to enter the system.

A year into my PhD, just after I'd read When the Wind Blows, 1 went
with a friend to visit her aunt, an elderly retired lecturer in history. Over tea
in her Hampstead flat I talked about Briggs’s book, bemoaning a Western
civilisation in which the men had all the power, and women had never been
able to influence the way the world was. I lamented the complete lack of
stories from my own country which might offer us examples of, or even just
inspiration for, women who were respected and could lead. She shook her
head, levered herself slowly out of an ancient, dusty armchair and sifted
through her bookshelves until she found the thick paperback she was
looking for. ‘Read this,’ she said, putting it into my hands. ‘It wasn’t always
so. It doesn’t have to be so. Women could be leaders once, in this country;
there were strong women, who influenced the way things were. It was long
ago, but that doesn’t mean it can’t happen again. You’re young; read about
those women, and then decide what you are going to do to change things.’
The book she gave me was called The Eagle and the Raven, and it was a
historical novel by a writer called Pauline Gedge." It was in good part
about Boudica: the woman who fought the Roman patriarchy in the first
century AD, and almost won. I left, devoured the book in a single weekend,
and then tracked down everything else I could find about her in the library.
There was virtually nothing; most of the history section seemed to contain
books about men.

Boudica'* was a member of the Iceni, who occupied an area of England
roughly equivalent to modern-day Norfolk. They were one of many tribes
of Celtic-speaking people who lived in Britain from the Iron Age through to



the coming of the Romans and the subsequent invasion of the Saxons.” ‘In
stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her
eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh,” Roman consul and historian
Cassius Dio said of her. ‘A great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips;
around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore a tunic of divers
colours over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch.’'* Following
the Roman invasion, Boudica’s husband Prasutagus had ruled the Iceni as a
nominally independent ally of Rome. When he died, his will — in which,
contrary to protocol, he left his kingdom jointly to his daughters and the
Roman Emperor — was ignored. His lands and property were confiscated;
his nobles were taken into slavery. And, according to Tacitus, Boudica was
flogged and her daughters were raped.

While the Roman governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus was away leading
a campaign against the island of Mona (modern Anglesey) — a refuge for
British rebels and a stronghold of the druids — the Iceni conspired with their
neighbours the Trinovantes and others to revolt. Boudica was chosen as
their leader, for, as Tacitus said in the Annals, ‘the Britons make no
distinction of sex when they choose their leaders.” Boudica and her people
destroyed Camulodunum (modern Colchester), Londinium and Verulamium
(St Albans). Suetonius returned and regrouped his forces in the West
Midlands; before the battle against him began, Boudica spoke to her troops
from her chariot, with her daughters beside her. If the men wanted to live in
slavery, then that was their choice, she declared: but she, a woman, was
resolved to win or die.

Sadly, this time around the Romans won the battle, and it was said that
Boudica poisoned herself after the defeat. More was lost, of course, than
just a battle. The Romans remained, and the people were weakened. There
were no more tribal queens: the Romans considered female power to be a
sign of barbarism. The Anglo-Saxons came, the country converted rapidly
to Christianity, and the patriarchy took firm hold. And yet, and yet . . .
Boudica may have lost, but still she fought, and still she led. A woman from
my culture, out of my history. I allowed myself to develop a fantasy. What
if women rose again? Not in battle, but what if we could reclaim, somehow,
that power and respect which women had lost? What if we could somehow
dismantle this planet-destroying patriarchy, and recreate a world in which
we lived in balance?



It was a lovely fantasy, but I was young, powerless and poor. I slipped
back, as we all do, into the needs and strictures of my own life. I slipped
quietly into the system, settled for safety and security. It was a long time
before I thought again about Boudica, and the lost power of Celtic women.

The world which men have made isn’t working. Something needs to
change. To change the world, we women need first to change ourselves —
and then we need to change the stories we tell about who we are. The
stories we’ve been living by for the past few centuries — the stories of male
superiority, of progress and growth and domination — don’t serve women
and they certainly don’t serve the planet. Stories matter, you see. They’re
not just entertainment — stories matter because humans are narrative
creatures. It’s not simply that we like to tell stories, and to listen to them:
it’s that narrative is hard-wired into us. It’s a function of our biology, and
the way our brains have evolved over time. We make sense of the world and
fashion our identities through the sharing and passing on of stories. And so
the stories that we tell ourselves about the world and our place in it, and the
stories that are told to us by others about the world and our place in it, shape
not just our own lives, but the world around us. The cultural narrative is the
culture.

If the foundation stories of our culture show women as weak and
inferior, then however much we may rail against it, we will be treated as if
we are weak and inferior. Our voices will have no traction. But if the
mythology and history of our culture includes women who are wise, women
who are powerful and strong, it opens up a space for women to live up to
those stories: to become wise, and powerful and strong. To be taken
seriously, and to have our voices heard.

While the stories of Eve, Pandora™ and other ‘fallen women’ may be
the stories that have been foisted upon us for the best part of 2,000 years,
they aren’t the only myths we have inherited, those of us who have Celtic
roots. Refusing to confine itself in the whalebone corsets of national
borders, the ‘Celtic fringe’ — made up of specific regions of the countries
which stretch along the western oceanic coastline of Europe — binds
together richly diverse populations with a strong thread of collective
cultural identity. That thread isn’t founded on tribalism or nationalism, and
nor is it about genetics. These entanglements emerge from shared history,
mythology and common belief systems; they arise out of a common



landscape and environment which brought about a highly distinctive pan-
Celtic culture that is rooted in intense feelings of belonging to place.

And so, rising high up on the heather-covered moorlands of Cornwall,
Ireland, Scotland, Wales, the Isle of Man and Brittany, seeping through our
bogs, flowing down our streams and into our rivers and out onto the sandy
strands of the rock-strewn Atlantic seaboard, are the old Celtic myths and
stories. Our own stories, no one else’s. Stories steeped in sea brine, black
and crusty with peat; stories that lie buried beneath our feet, which spring
directly out of our own distinctive native landscapes, and which informed
the lives of our own ancestors. These are the stories we will visit in this
book.

For women particularly, to have a Celtic identity or ancestry is to inherit
a history, literature and mythology in which we are portrayed not only as
deeply connected to the natural world, but as playing a unique and critical
role in the wellbeing of the Earth and survival of its inhabitants. Celtic
myths for sure have their fair share of male heroism and adventure, but the
major preoccupation of their heroes is with service to and stewardship of
the land. And once upon a time women were the guardians of the natural
world, the heart of the land. The Celtic woman who appears in these old
tales is active in a different way from their heroes and warriors: she is the
one who determines who is fit to rule, she is the guardian and protector of
the land, the bearer of wisdom, the root of spiritual and moral authority for
the tribe. Celtic creation stories tell us that the land was shaped by a
woman; Celtic history offers us examples of women who were the
inspirational leaders of their tribes. These are the stories of our own
heritage, the stories of the real as well as the mythical women who went
before us. What if we could reclaim those stories, and become those women
again?

In this book, I'll share with you the story of how I reclaimed my native
myths and traditions, for the stories of women today need to be told. We
begin with the stories which tell of our sufferings, of the age-old violence
that has been committed against us and against the planet. But the journey
doesn’t end there. Once our old stories have been told, we need to find and
claim the new stories which will inspire us to move forward. It took me a
long time to find my own guiding stories: stories which not only captured
my imagination, but which reminded me that there are other ways of



belonging to the world than those that were handed down to me. Each of us
travels that road for ourselves, each of our journeys is unique, and all of our
learnings and insights are valuable. For all my railing against the patriarchy,
my own journey wasn’t one which made men the enemy; it was a journey in
which men and women could become allies, and the stories which guided
me arose from a culture in which both men and women were valued for the
different things they brought to the world. My journey was a pilgrimage: in
making it, I discovered how it might be possible to become an authentic,
rooted woman in these challenging times. During the long, winding course
of it, I learned how to find my place in the world, and then take
responsibility for it. I learned how to uncover and then employ the unique
gift which I could offer.

Several decades ago, American mythologist Joseph Campbell
developed his well-known and tremendously influential outline of the
‘Hero’s Journey’.'® The basic plot of all the world’s great stories, Campbell
declared, involves a Hero who happens to be a person of exceptional gifts,
which may or may not be recognised by his society. He and/or the world in
which he lives suffers from a symbolic deficiency (in a fairy tale, for
example, it may be something as simple as the lack of a specific golden
ring); the Hero must set out on a great adventure to win the missing treasure
and bring it back to the world. Campbell argued that there are three key
phases of these symbolic journeys, beginning with the phase of separation,
or departure, in which the Hero hears the ‘Call to Adventure’ and sets out.
In the second phase, ‘the trials and victories of initiation’, the Hero passes
along a ‘Road of Trials’ and is tested. During the third phase, ‘the return
and reintegration with society’, the Hero brings back his gift to the world
and so saves it, or himself, or another. Campbell believed that those three
phases and the sub-stages which he outlined within them are common not
only to the structure of the myths themselves, but also to the structure of our
own individual journeys through our lives.

This model may well explain the features which many myths and fairy
tales from around the world have in common, and may also, as many
Jungian psychotherapists who followed Campbell have suggested, offer up
a template for a real-life Hero’s Journey and a metaphor for personal
spiritual and psychological growth. But it has little to offer women. It does
not reflect the full reality of women’s lives, either inner or outer. In it,
women appear either as the Temptress, there to test the Hero and lead him



off-course (there goes poor Eve again . . .); or in the guise of the Great
Goddess, who represents the ‘unconditional love’ which must be won by
the Hero to give him the courage to go on with his quest. In other words, at
their very best, women can be no more than the destination: we represent
the static, essential qualities that the active, all-conquering Hero is
searching for. Maureen Murdock, one of his female students, reported that
Campbell told her: “Women don’t need to make the journey. In the whole
mythological journey, the woman is there. All she has to do is realize that
she’s the place that people are trying to get to.”"”

I respectfully disagree. Women absolutely do need to make the journey;
we do not, however, need to make the same journey which the Hero makes.
Our journey is different; our stories are all our own. It’s more than time we
told our own stories, outlined our journeys for ourselves. We don’t need
Heroes to tell us who to be.

Campbell’s Hero’s Journey, along with later adaptations of it by a
variety of Jungian therapists and other writers, is entirely focused on an
individual’s spiritual growth and personal transformation — the process
which Jung called ‘individuation’. But the journey we need to make today
is one which rips us out of the confined spaces of our own heads and plants
us firmly back in the world where we belong, rooted and ready to rise. Yes,
if we want genuinely to contribute to the world, if we want to change it, we
need to do some work on ourselves first. We need to understand our
dysfunctional ways of being, to confront the beliefs and values we have
subscribed to which caused both women and the planet to be in this mess in
the first place. We need then to discover our own authentic values and ways
of being in the world, to wake up to our own creative power as women,
conceive our own individual vision for what we might offer to an ailing
Earth. But this work on ourselves is not an end in itself, and neither is it
work we should do in isolation. We are not separate from this Earth; we are
a part of it, whether we fully feel it in our bodies yet or not.

The Heroine’s Journey we’ll follow through this book is a journey to
understanding how deeply enmeshed we are in the web of life on this
planet. It is a journey which leads us firmly back to our own sense of
belonging to this Earth — but after that, it is a journey which requires us to
step into our own power and take back our ancient, native role as its
guardians and protectors. The Heroine’s Journey we need to make today is,
above all, an Eco-Heroine’s Journey.



It’s an idea that has come of age. A growing number of contemporary
women’s movements are focusing on a new and strongly felt desire to
actively re-root ourselves in the land and in our communities, to take
responsibility for shaping the future, to bring back awareness of and respect
for deep feminine values in a world dominated by the masculine. It’s a
revolution of belonging, and it goes far beyond simple environmentalism.

More and more, women are taking the lead in the environmental
movement. Nobel Prize-winner Wangari Maathai launched the Green Belt
Movement,"® which has planted millions of trees in Kenya and transformed
women into powerful advocates for their rights, good governance and
democracy, and natural resource protection. London barrister Polly Higgins
founded the growing global Eradicating Ecocide movement.” Vandana
Shiva® is India’s best-known ecofeminist, environmental and anti-
globalisation activist, promoting the idea that a more sustainable and
productive approach to agriculture could be achieved through reinstating
systems of farming that are more centred on women.

Even more radically, Canada’s Idle No More movement®' took the
world by storm in 2013, when what began as a simple resistance campaign
against a pending bill in Saskatchewan, spilled across the border to the
United States and spread its influence across the world. The movement —
which inspired solidarity actions around the globe — was founded by four
women, three of whom were from Canada’s Indigenous nations. Idle No
More’s vision ‘revolves around Indigenous Ways of Knowing rooted in
Indigenous Sovereignty to protect water, land, and all creation for future
generations’. It is a vision that is deeply rooted in the old ways of being, the
old Indigenous mythologies which reveal an inextricable bond between the
living world and the feminine. ‘It’s time for our people to rise up and take
back our role as caretakers and stewards of the land,” a spokeswoman for
the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nations proclaims on the Idle No More
website.

In our own Western societies we are seeing more calls for a return to native
wisdom, but we cannot live by the worldviews of other cultures, which are
rooted in lands and histories that have little relationship to our own. And
yet, so often we try to: we look for our spiritual practices to the East — to
Taoism, for example, and to Buddhism; we look to the West for guidance
on how to live in harmony with the land — to indigenous stories and



traditions from the Americas. But fine as all of those traditions are, we
don’t need to look to the myths of other cultures for role models, or for
guidance on how to live more authentically, in balance and harmony with
the planet on which we depend. We have our own guiding stories, and they
are deeply rooted in the heart of our own native landscapes. We draw them
out of the wells and the waters; beachcombing, we lift them out of the sand.
We dive for them to the bottom of deep lakes, we disinter them from the
bogs, we follow their tracks through the shadowy glades of the enchanted
forest. Those stories not only ground us: they show us what we might once
have been, we women, and what we might become again if we choose. ‘“The
world will be saved by the Western women,” the Dalai Lama once said.*
And, if we stand with our powerful and inspiring native sisters from around
the planet, together we all might just have a chance.

If women remember that once upon a time we sang with the tongues of
seals and flew with the wings of swans, that we forged our own paths
through the dark forest while creating a community of its many inhabitants,
then we will rise up rooted, like trees.

And if we rise up rooted, like trees . . . well then, women might indeed
save not only ourselves, but the world.
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Wells and Waters
The Wasteland

Clootie tree, Madron Well, Cornwall



“That’ll put the jizz back in you,’

said old Brid, her eyes glinting,

as she handed me a bowl of real water
from the purest well in Gleann an Atha.
A well kept sweet and neat

by her people’s people, the precious
legacy of her household,

tucked away in a nook,

a ditch around it for protection,

a flagstone on its mouth.

But for a long time now there is a snake
of pipe that leaks in from distant hills
and in every kitchen, both sides

of the glen, water spits from a tap;
bitter water without spark

that leaves a bad taste in the mouth

and among my people

the real well is being forgotten.

‘It’s hard to find a well these days,’

said old Brid, filling up my bowl again.
‘They’re hiding in rushes and juking in grass,
all choked up and clatty with scum

but for all the neglect they get

their mettle is still true.

Look for your own well, pet,

for there’s a hard time coming.

There will have to be a going back to sources.’

from “The Well’ by Cathal O Searcaigh!



ust as I arrived at the start of the way to the well, the heavens opened.

Setting off in search of water, I passed through a world suddenly
saturated with water. Within seconds I was drenched. The narrow path was
muddy, and the still-bare whitethorn and blackthorn trees which arched
overhead spat enormous drops of rain down onto my head. Trees and
bushes were densely crowded at either side of the track, and the leaf-
covered floor of the wood was punctuated with stagnant pools of thick
brown water. Blackbirds and crows, startled out of the trees at my passing,
screeched at me in irritation and flew deeper into the wood.

A few minutes later, the monochromatic gloom of a waterlogged early-
morning February wood was pierced. Ahead of me, just to the left of the
path, a small wide tree was festooned with brightly coloured rags, or
‘clooties’. There was bunting too, and bracelets and beads; there was a
bright turquoise elastic hair band, and long thick blades of grass tied into a
bow. This is the clootie tree which stands guard at the entrance to the well,
and the rags and other objects which hang from it reflect the continuation of
an ancient tradition, common throughout the Celtic world. Pilgrims have
always come to sacred wells for healing. At clootie wells such as this one,
they would hang a rag on a nearby tree after washing, bathing or drinking
from the well. The illness would then be driven into the cloth, and as the
cloth disintegrated, so would the illness fade. I might also be a pilgrim in
my way, but today I had brought no clootie with me; so I bent and picked
some sodden rushes from the ground below the tree, plaited them with
freezing, fumbling fingers, and knotted the plait around the tip of one of the
branches closest to me.

The track I was following leads to the holy well which lies just outside
the village of Madron, in a beautiful high-moorland Cornish parish which is
home to a number of important Neolithic sites, including the iconic Mén-
an-Tol stone and Lanyon Quoit. The Madron well, which bubbles up
lavishly from an underground spring, is revered for the healing powers of
its waters and has been a site of pilgrimage and ritual for centuries.

In the seventeenth century, a miraculous healing was described by the
local bishop: a severely crippled man, John Trelille, told in his dreams to



wash in the well and then to sleep on a nearby hillock known as St
Madron’s bed, ‘was suddenly and perfectly cured’. But I hadn’t come to this
famous well in search of healing; I had come for insight, for my Celtic
ancestors believed that drinking the waters from sacred wells could bestow
the power of the Otherworld in the form of wisdom or poetic inspiration.
And I had a book to write.

There was only one passable path which led beyond the clootie tree and,
setting off along it, I very soon came to a small ruined twelfth-century
chapel built of stone, which I later discovered had been torn down by
Cromwell’s men during the English Civil War. There was an altar along one
side on which various objects had been placed: a tea candle in a jar, petals,
leaves, stones and fragments of frayed cloth. On the other side of what
remained of the chapel a continuous stream of water gushed out of a hole
close to the base of the wall, and poured itself into a small baptistry. Its
source is the original holy well, which is situated further into the wood, and
so abundant is its flow that until the eighteenth century it was the only
source of water for the entire parish as well as the town of Penzance. These
days our requirements are greater, and so we must ‘manufacture’ our water,
but the excess flow from the baptistry is still piped into a nearby reservoir.

I came out of the chapel and retraced my steps to the clootie tree,
searching for a way to the source. But wherever I went, I found only water
and bog. Somewhere in those woods there was a well — but I couldn’t get to
it. Later that morning, enquiring, I discovered that it can rarely be reached:
the original drainage channels throughout the surrounding woodland are not
maintained by the owners of the land, and so they are blocked; as a result, it
is only possible to come to the well after prolonged periods of drought. At
most times of the year the ground around it is so saturated as to be
impassable, and besides, the well itself is neglected and is covered in
stagnant water.

It is no longer tended.

I shook new raindrops from the hood of my sodden jacket, and I left. As
I retraced my steps, thinking about unattainable wells, I remembered that a
couple of decades ago, in my early thirties, in an old stone cottage near a
river in the heart of Connemara in the far west of Ireland, I had depended
on a spring well for water. At the time, the thoroughly impractical product
of a life spent mostly in industrial towns and overcrowded cities, I had no
idea what such a thing might look like, let alone how it might work.



On my first visit, I left the derelict cottage which my then-husband Len
was sizing up, and headed off to the far corner of the field behind the house
where the land began to rise up the hill. The farmer who owned the cottage
we were thinking of buying had waved his hand vaguely in that direction.
‘Sure, there’s all the water you’ll ever need in that old spring well,” he’d
told us. ‘A good well never runs dry.’ I didn’t know what I was looking for,
and so was imagining the only kind of well I had ever seen: the archetypal
storybook well which you might find in a cottage garden in some tidy
English village. A stone wall encircling it at a safe height, with a little roof
over it, and a tin bucket tied to a rope on a cross-beam so that you could
carefully lower it into the well and then hoist up your water.

There was no such contraption in this field. Instead, by virtue of almost
falling into it, I happened upon a miracle. Surrounded by winter-browned
rushes and slimy decaying leaves, there in the ground — just right there in
the ground, no infrastructure, no warning sign — was a gently bubbling pool
of water, around three feet in diameter, draining away slowly along a slight
slope and down into the burn which ran along the boundary of the field and
emptied itself into the river.

I crouched down beside it, awestruck. I don’t know what I thought
might happen at the site of a spring well, but for sure I had never imagined
this. A constant stream of water — fresh, drinkable water! — bubbling up
freely and flowing out of the earth. The generosity of it took my breath
away. In a sudden moment of clarity I understood that this was what I was
looking for here in Ireland: a sense of abundance to heal the aridity of a life
— my life — that somehow had gone wrong. I closed my eyes and listened
for a while, and then, reverentially, I cupped my hands and dipped them
into the water, and for the first time I drank the water from our own spring
well.

The river had been the major draw, but the presence of the well sealed
the bargain on the cottage. Several months later, in the middle of summer,
we visited it again, to plan the renovation work which we would undertake
over the next couple of years. Drained and brittle from the fallout of a high-
powered job which I hated, soiled by the grime of life in the city and
suburbs, I had spent the months since our first visit longing to go back to
that well, to sit by it and listen to the music of it and drink from it again. It
had become a symbol of everything I needed to heal the great gaping
wound which occupied the space where my heart should be.



I climbed up the bank behind the house and began to set off across the
long, rising field. After a hundred yards or so, I stopped in horror. The
entire field ahead of me, stretching all the way along and then right up to
the top of the hill beyond, was covered in bracken. The corner where the
well was situated seemed to be clear, but I couldn’t get to it without walking
through the knee-high plants. And unfortunately, I had a phobia: an intense
and oddly incapacitating fear of ferns and anything shaped like them. It had
begun when I was a child, and over the years had proved completely
resistant to any therapies I’d undergone. Between that well and me stretched
a chasm containing twenty-five years of fear.

Shaky and disheartened, I turned back. And even in winter when the
bracken had died back and the crisp, rusty deadness of it crackled
pleasingly underfoot so it was no longer a source of terror, I never went
again up to that well. Len built a pump-house, bought an electric pump, laid
a long pipe across the field and brought the water from the spring well up
into a black plastic tank up in the loft. And like everyone else I had ever
known, I simply turned on the taps in my kitchen and bathroom, and water
came gushing out. I never thought much about the source. Not until a
couple of years later, when the life-giving wellspring inside of me once
again ran dry. Then I would begin to understand exactly what it was that I
had abandoned when I abandoned that well at the bottom of the hill — but it
was going to be another couple of decades, and a long and winding journey,
before I would find it again.

Wellspring. The word, like a good well, runs deep. It conveys so very much
more than simply the source of a stream or spring: it says something about
the source of life itself. According to the Collins English Dictionary, a
wellspring is ‘a source of continual or abundant supply’ — which tells us
why wells, along with certain rivers and lakes, have been recognised as
sacred by nearly every culture on the planet, and throughout every age.
There is an especially strong tradition of sacred wells in the Celtic nations;
in Ireland, a survey carried out in the 1940s recorded as many as 3,000 of
them. These wells once were thought of as gateways to the Celtic
Otherworld. Magical fish which lived in them might sometimes appear to
those who came seeking insight into the future; more often than not the fish
would be a salmon, credited in mythology with being the bearer of iomas, a



form of intuitive knowledge and wisdom which is the Otherworld’s greatest
gift.

These springs and wells which originated in the Otherworld would once
have been dedicated to the goddess of the land: in Ireland, to the goddess
Brigid; in the north of England, to Coventina. At Madron, both the well and
the parish are, it is claimed, named for St Madron (or Madern), a local
hermit of whom nothing now is remembered — but the women of this land
have always known the truth, whispered it down the centuries from the
shadows of their kitchens to the corners of their herb gardens. The name of
the well comes from the name of the Celtic mother goddess, one of whose
names was Modron.” In the nineteenth century an old woman, An Katty,
used to attend the well in springtime and instruct visitors on the correct
rituals to perform there. She understood that the connection of St Madron to
the well had been relatively recent, and was known to complain about the
‘new gentry’, who persisted in giving new names to places they thought
they knew more about than ‘the people who have lived here since the world
was created’.

An Katty was right, for sure; traditions associated with this free-flowing
well, as with others, would have significantly pre-dated Christianity. But
during its early days the Christian church, finding it impossible to forbid
people to visit their sacred places, developed a strategy of taking them over.
It built chapels and baptistries over the wells; it walled them in. And so
there are many wells which, like Madron, are named now for the saints —
but under their shallow surface ripples lie the deep, clear traces of far older
stories. In those older stories, as in life, the wells were guarded and tended
by women. An Katty at Madron well was probably one of the last in a long
tradition of well-priestesses in Cornwall; at Gulval, the eighteenth-century
chronicler William Hals wrote about the ‘credulous country people’ who
visited the village well for healing and divination.” The well, he said, was
tended by an old woman who kept the site neat and clean, and proclaimed
the ‘virtues and divine qualities of those waters’, which she offered to
visitors in return for a fee. She gave oracles to strangers, and could reveal
the whereabouts of lost and stolen objects, including cattle.

Even those of us who take for granted a constant supply of water piped
into our homes nevertheless understand the value of a good well. It’s in our
folk memory, an archetypal image in our collective unconscious. A good
well never runs dry; you can always depend on it. And water is the source



of life. But the source of life, like all things, must be cared for; a good well
must be tended. A curious short tale, hidden within Chrétien de Troyes’
medieval manuscript Perceval, le Conte du Graal, warns of the dire
consequences which might befall us if we should fail to tend the wellspring,
and if we should fail to cherish the women who offer the waters of life. It is
entitled ‘The Elucidation’;* here is my own version of the story.

The Loss of the Voices of the Wells

Do you know the Tamar, the great river which once cut Cornwall off from the rest of the
world, until they built a big bridge and let the others in? Do you know its story, the story of
the water nymph Tamara, who was turned by her father into a stream and then grew up into
a mighty river? | was looking for the source of the great Tamar one day, up among the
willow trees by Woolley Barrows, when out of the corner of my eye | caught sight of a grey
heron standing in the boggy waters from which the river is known to rise. At least, | thought
it was a grey heron, but when | turned to look at it, in the place where | thought the heron
had stood was a tall, skinny old woman, all dressed in grey, and with straggly white hair. |
imagined at first that she hadn’t seen me, but then suddenly she turned her head and began
to speak to me.

‘I don’t imagine you remember,” she said, quite apropos of nothing, ‘that once the court
of the Fisher King could be found along the banks of the Tamar?’ | was taken aback, but
found my tongue and answered politely that | had never heard such a story. She laughed, a
curious sound; more shriek than laugh, if truth be told. ‘It's no story, girl,” she said. ‘In the
kingdom of Logres — for that was what this land was called, in those days — were all the
riches of the world, and they all came from the court of the Fisher King. Gold and silver,
splendid furs, nourishing foodstuffs and beautifully woven cloth — the people did not lack for
health and comfort and beauty. But more than this: from the court of the Fisher King came
falcons and merlins, goshawks and sparrowhawks; wolf and bear, badger and fox. All the
beautiful wild things of the land. In those days, when the King’s court could still be found,
there was such an abundance of riches throughout this land that everyone was awestruck
by it.’

| don’t know quite how it happened, for | didn’'t see her move, but all at once she was
standing very close to me, her face just a couple of feet away from my own. Her eyes were
black, black and shining as pools of tar, and I felt oddly vertiginous, as if | were being drawn
in. ‘It's not like that now, is it?" Caught off-balance, | simply shook my head. ‘You want to
know what happened?’ | nodded, of course; I've always loved a good story.

‘Well, then, I'll tell you what happened. You won't like it.” She shrieked that strange not-
quite-laugh again, head tilted up to the sky, and closed her eyes. She lifted her bony arms
to the sky, as if to call on it as witness. And then she sighed, lowered her arms, and began.

‘In the old days, as | was saying, the kingdom of Logres was rich and beautiful, and the
land offered nourishment for all, for it was properly tended and cared for. It's a contract you
see, people and the land. You care for it, and it cares for you. The source of the kingdom'’s
life, the life-giving blood which surged in its veins, was the sacred water of the wells, which



flowed up out of the deep potent waters of the Otherworld. The wells were tended by
maidens, and these maidens were the Voices of the Wells. And this is how they served: if a
traveller in need should pass by a well in those times, a well-maiden would appear and, if
he asked reasonably, offer him the food he liked best, and a drink of well-water from her
golden grail. This gift was given to all, freely given in the spirit of service to the land.

‘But then there came a king in the land who did not cherish the old customs, or
understand his contract with the land and the duties of hospitality, which travel both ways.
That king’s name was Amagons.” The old woman paused and shuddered as she said his
name, and | swear to you that a tremor passed through the ground beneath our feet, as if
the land shuddered too, to hear it spoken out loud. ‘As king it was his duty to guard the land
and those who lived on it; it was his duty to tend it and see that all was in good heart, for
this is the sacred contract which maintains the balance of the world. It was his duty to keep
the well-maidens safe, for they were the Voices of the Wells, and without the wells the land
would lose its heart. But Amagons wasn’t much of a man for duty, and the day came when
he broke faith. On that day a well-maiden, seeing him pass by, offered him food and water,
as was the custom. After eating the food and drinking the water, Amagons tore off her white
dress, threw her across the stone wall which surrounded the well, and raped her while his
men looked on.” Tears leaked from the old woman’s eyes. ‘Can you imagine? Can you
imagine it, girl? A maiden from the sacred wells. Can you imagine how the Earth itself must
have cried out in horror? How the waters of the wells would have stopped mid-flow, and
recoiled from this evil which was visited on the land?

‘But it did not stop there. After this violation, Amagons stole the well-maiden’s golden
vessel and kept it for himself — though it did not stay with him, for the well-maiden’s grail
might not pass into hands such as his. He carried the maiden off, and made her serve him.

‘Then, seeing what the king had done, and taking their lead from him, all around the
country his men began to rape the other well-maidens. So the maidens no longer came out
of the wells, and withdrew from the land altogether. And so it was that the people of Logres
lost the Voices of the Wells, and the services of the wells ceased. This is how the land was
laid waste. The leaves on the trees shrivelled and died, plants withered, fields and
meadows turned brown, and the earth lay barren and scorched. The waters of the land
diminished and the rivers ran dry, and no one could find the enchanted court of the Fisher
King, who had once made the land bright with his treasures.’

She look at me, long and hard. ‘Do you think it was all long ago, girl, if it even happened
at all? Do you think, because the land has grown green again, and the great Tamar flows
strong and true, that we do not live in the Wasteland still? Have you seen the great scars
that men have made on the face of the Earth? Have you seen the starving masses in the
scorched lands, and the hungry hearts amidst the richness of the cities? Do you think there
are no men like Amagons?’

And | could not answer her, for | knew that what she said was true.

‘The green crept slowly back,” she whispered, ‘but in its heart the land was still a
Wasteland, for the Voices of the Wells were lost, and the maidens and their grails were
gone, and along with them passed the riches of the court of the great Fisher King.’

With that, the old woman grew silent, and stepped away from me, staring back into the
boggy morass from which the great Tamar sprang. | stood with her for a while and then |
turned, and began to walk down the hill. After a little while | stopped to look back at her, but
all I saw was a large grey heron, standing on one leg, perfectly still.



‘The Kingdom turned to loss, the land was dead and desert in suchwise as
that it was scarce worth a couple of hazel-nuts. For they lost the voices of
the wells and the damsels that were therein.” So says the unknown author of
“The Elucidation’. They lost the Voices of the Wells, the source of the land’s
life, and the voices of the women who tended them. As a consequence they
lost the land’s spiritual heart: the court of the Fisher King. And so we came
to live in a Wasteland, barren in body and soul.

The story of the rape of the well-maidens has immense potency, and just
as I have never said the words ‘the Voices of the Wells were lost” when
telling the story without a crack in my voice, I have rarely told the story to a
woman who has not shed a tear. The parallels are clear in our culture, which
has for centuries suppressed those qualities (dreaming, creativity, openness,
nurturing, community) which are perceived to be feminine. Much of the
unique wisdom that women hold has been eradicated or driven
underground, out of sight, away from the dangerous, damning eyes of men.
It’s no accident that this systematic suppression of the feminine has been
accompanied down the centuries not only by the devaluation of all that is
wild and instinctual in our own natures, but by the purposeful destruction of
natural ecosystems. We long ago turned our backs on the planet which gives
us life.

How did we end up in such a mess?

This state of affairs has its roots in the deeply dualistic worldview which
emerged out of Western philosophy over the last 2,000 years: we have come
to believe that we are separate from nature, and more than this — that we are
somehow above it. Often, it’s something to be feared, as anything which
cannot entirely be controlled is to be feared. In the Western philosophical
tradition, since Plato and before, reason and intellect are the unique and
privileged domain of humans, superior to everything else in nature —
everything which is physical, emotional, instinctual and wild. In this
tradition, women are linked to those inferior qualities of nature, just as men
are associated with the superior qualities of reason and intellect. And so it
follows that if men are superior to nature, they must also be superior to
women. And what is physical, emotional, instinctual and wild must never
be embraced, but must instead be overcome by the uniquely human —
masculine — force of reason.’

Early in the seventeenth century, French philosopher René Descartes
modernised this old dualistic and hierarchical perspective, wrapping it up in



the formal ribbons and tightly tied bows of mechanisation and
reductionism, declaring that only humans are endowed with ‘mind’; that
matter is inert, lifeless and passive, and that animals have neither mind nor
reason — they are nothing more than elaborately contrived machines. It was
a message perfectly in tune with the sonorous preachings of Western
religious authorities, who quoted their scriptures to demonstrate that God
had indeed given humans dominion over nature — and over women. And so
the way was perfectly paved for the nineteenth-century Industrial
Revolution, which systematically laid waste to the planet on a previously
unimaginable scale, and at an unprecedented speed.

In a culture founded on such beliefs, it follows that the natural world is
no more than a backdrop for human activities, to be exploited. Wild places
have become ‘resources’, and if they cannot be used for human benefit they
are not valued. Nature is seen to have little agency of its own; it is empty of
purpose or meaning. As for nature, so for women. And so the Voices of the
Well have been lost, and now all is Amagons. Now we have lost touch with
the ancient wisdom, with the old knowledge that we are thoroughly
enmeshed in the web of life on this beautiful planet, akin to and bound up in
relationship with the millions of other species who live on it. So much has
been lost in devaluing the feminine, in wiping out the Voices of the Wells.
We have lost the dark, dancing wisdom of women, our deep ways of
knowing, our creative, life-giving fire. We have become separate from the
world around us; we’ve abandoned our roots in nature and the land.

Our severance from nature leaves us feeling as if we do not belong in the
world, and that can be a source of anxiety and deep despair. My friend Viv
Palmer had a nervous breakdown when she was thirty-six. ‘It had been
stalking me for years,” she says, ‘on its soft, padded feet.” This is how she
describes it: ‘Imagine sitting, all alone, in a room. You aren’t quite sure
where you are, and you know that you don’t belong there, but there are
table lamps, and candles: little bright spots that give you the illusion that
everything is okay. And then, one of the lights goes out. You aren’t too
worried, but then you see that the sun is going down outside, and long
shadows are creeping across the floor. You raise your coffee cup to your
lips, and realise that it tastes of absolutely nothing. You put it down. The
light fades some more. Another light flickers, goes out. A breeze blows up
under the door, and the candles gutter. One of them is extinguished, and a



trail of blue smoke meanders towards the ceiling. The darkness is a heavy
presence, creeping towards you. You can hear your heart beating. Your
body is so heavy that it is impossible to stand, but anyway, you know that
the door is locked, so what would be the point? Another candle goes out,
and then another. The darkness is sitting on your chest, crushing your lungs.
There is one last candle, just a tea light, fragile. You turn your eyes towards
it, just in time to see it waver, dance, go out. Now, all that is left is the green
afterimage of the flame, fading. You try to hold onto it, but it is hopeless.
And then, there is infinite blackness, and just you, sitting.’

Viv is a city girl; she was born and raised in London, and it’s her home.
If you talk about someone who is closely connected to nature, most people
will assume you must be referring to someone who lives in the country, or
in the wilderness. But Viv lives in North Finchley, and yet she’s one of the
most ‘connected’ people I know. She’s not a naturalist by profession, she’s
an accountant, but she sees the life around her with a clarity and a detailed
knowledge that few of the people I know who live in the countryside can
match. She is particularly passionate about bugs, and once she even
managed to convince me once that cockroaches, of all things, were . . . well,
not precisely cuddly and lovable, but a useful and necessary part of the
cycle of urban life which she understands so well.

On her popular nature blog, ‘Bug Woman — Adventures in London’,’
she describes herself as ‘a slightly scruffy middle-aged woman who enjoys
nothing more than finding a large spider in the bathroom’. Viv has always
had a strong sense of the natural world around her. She remembers going to
Wanstead Park with her parents and her brother when she was a small child.
‘“We were walking along a wooded path when there was a scuffle in the
undergrowth, and a sharp thump. “Rabbit,” said Dad. We bent down, and
under a holly bush there was, indeed, a rabbit. Its nose was twitching, its
whole body alert. Our eyes met, and for a minute there seemed to be a crack
in the fabric of my world. I had such a sense of belonging that even today,
fifty years later, it can bring tears to my eyes.’

To Viv, then, belonging was about being outside, and in the company of
animals. But one day something went wrong. When she was nineteen she
rewarded herself for completing her first set of university exams with a trip
to Winchester. After a visit to Jane Austen’s grave in the cathedral, she
noticed a hill that was wooded on its lower reaches but bald on the top, like
a monk’s tonsure. Of course, she just had to climb it.



It was a hot day, and when eventually she made it to the top she flopped
down onto the grass and dug around in her backpack for a soft drink. The
can was cold, and she rolled it against her forehead before cracking it open
and taking a gulp. The air was so still; she could hear crickets singing in the
long grass. She put the can down, and lay back. She saw a ladybird making
its way up the stem of a daisy. Above her, swifts were circling and
screeching and as she watched them revolving, she felt as if she was
looking into a deep pool. “The whole world seemed to tilt, and I hung onto a
handful of weeds, afraid that I would fall into the swifts and never emerge
again. It’s as if I didn’t know what was up or down, in or out. I could have
been a plant growing out of the soil, or a swift flying, or a ladybird
climbing. For the first time in my life, I was truly happy.’

She felt his footsteps before she saw him. She sat up, shading her eyes.
A balding, freckled man ambled up the path, walked past where she was
sitting, then turned. ‘Nice day,” she said, and he nodded and moved on
down the hill, back into the woods. She noticed a torn condom packet under
one of the bushes near where she was sitting, and a crumpled cigarette
packet. ‘Although the swifts were still whirling, it was as if a cloud had
passed in front of the sun,” Viv says. And so she packed up her things and
started to walk down the path, the same path that the man had walked
along. ‘Inside me a doe had raised her head, sniffing the air, fully alert to
danger. I chose to ignore her.’

As she was passing through the woods, the man stepped onto the path in
front of her, only this time he was completely naked, except for his shoes.
She remembers that he was covered in freckles, that he had big, yellow
teeth like a horse, that he was holding his penis in one hand. Even now, she
didn’t run. She went to walk past him, thinking that if she only kept calm
everything would be all right. He shoulder-charged her and she fell, then he
stood over her, masturbating. And, at last, she was up and running,
scattering fallen leaves, thrashing through brambles, leaping over a stream,
heart thudding, sides heaving, until she was back in the sunlight, scratched,
bleeding, but safe.

Viv describes the impact this event had on her. ‘It seemed to me, then,
that I’d been punished for some crime that had no precise name. It seemed
to be part naivety, and part presumption. Where had I failed to read the rule
that women weren’t supposed to go lazing around in public open spaces on
their own? What had happened felt both deeply personal and completely



random. It was something that would maybe have happened to any female
who had been hanging around alone on the hill that day. I wanted to pull
myself together and get over it. Instead, I grieved. I knew that I would never
recapture that sense of freedom and possibility.

‘“Whenever I was in the woods, on my own, I would have one ear
pricked for the sound of approaching footsteps. I would always make sure
that I knew what time sundown was, how to find the path back. I started to
carry a pepper spray. I was full of impotent rage. When I saw men jogging
through the trees I envied them their freedom, and this is in the full
knowledge that men, too, can be attacked in quiet places. But the men I saw
seemed to think they were invulnerable, just as I had on that summer day;
the women, on the other hand, were more like me, all too aware of how “the
great outdoors” can be a dangerous place for a lone female, even in broad
daylight.

‘There are many threads that braid together to make a life. Who is to say
which ones are the most important? But this single incident severed me, for
too long a time, from something that I needed as much as I needed to
breathe. If I can’t walk, alone, amongst trees and grass, birds and insects, I
feel estranged, dissociated, lost. Although there were other things that
contributed to it as well, it was no wonder to me that I fell prey to anxiety
attacks and depression. I need access to somewhere where I can feel the
earth, feel that I really belong to the world. And when I lost it, everything
seemed to fall apart.’

The world we occupy is one in which women, as a matter of course, live
with fear. ‘I can’t believe we live like this in 2015,” columnist Daisy
Buchanan wrote recently in the Guardian.” ‘Women should be enjoying
more freedoms than ever before, but many of us are frightened, and we’re
running out of options.” More than that, the world we occupy is a Wasteland
in which too many men and women are cut off from the source of life: from
the planet we live on, the ultimate source of all our belongings.

The Heroine whose stories and whose Journey we will explore
throughout this book begins her life in this arid, patriarchal Wasteland,
obeying its rules, locked into its systems. The chances are that, for lack of
obvious alternatives, she has embraced the male Heroic Journey, an action-
based model which repudiates her feminine instincts and values, and which
often runs counter to her sense of who she is as a woman. But when women



seek success and ‘equality’ in a male-dominated world, then in order to
achieve it we must act like men, play by their rules and, if they deign to
allow us, join their societies and institutions. We are judged by masculine
criteria for success — and inevitably we fall short, because we are not men.
The best we can ever hope to be is not-quite-men, not quite good enough.

We live, then, in a culture by the standards of which most women are
doomed to fail. But it is easier by far just to go with the system, because
this world values women who do: women who stick to the rules, women
who do not rock the boat, women who do not push for more. Women who
are like men, or women who become what men want them to be. But in
becoming what we are not, in colluding with the patriarchy, we are cut off
from the source of our own creativity, from the wild mystery and freedom
which makes our hearts sing. And in following this path, we prop up and
perpetuate the system which destroys us and the planet. In living like this,
we embrace the Wasteland.

The Wasteland is a rootless place, and its ground is infertile. I inhabited it
for decades. If I close my eyes I can take myself back there in an instant.
Let’s try 1989.

I see a slim young woman, around twenty-eight years old, who is
standing on a platform at London’s Fenchurch Street station. She is waiting
for a train. It seems as if she is always waiting for a train. Today, the train is
late again. She holds a black briefcase in one hand; a black leather handbag
which she bought on a business trip to Columbia is slung over her shoulder.
She is wearing an impeccable beige designer business suit; her red-blonde
hair is simply but expensively cut. She is the image of everything she never
believed she could be as a child, growing up on the fringes of a small-town
council estate in the industrial north-east of England. She is a Success. She
works in a senior advisory role for a major international corporation. She
has a first-class honours degree in psychology; she has a PhD in
neuroscience. She has achieved a long list of publications in scientific
journals, and in her early twenties was awarded two competitive and highly
sought-after mental health research fellowships which took her to the
Hopital Pitié-Salpétriere in Paris, and the Institute of Neurology at the
National Hospital for Nervous Diseases in London.

She is often told that she should be proud of herself, but today she is
just waiting for a train. She is waiting for a train, and trying hard to push



out of her head the lines from T.S. Eliot’s ‘The Hollow Men’ which she
read over the weekend. Hollow men, stuffed men, valleys of dying stars . . .
She lives among those people; she inhabits that world.® The truth is, she
isn’t proud at all, she’s just a little confused about how she got here. The
train she stepped onto a few years ago to reach the place she’s now in
wasn’t late; it ran precisely according to schedule and it ran away with her.
No, she ran away with it; she knows how to take responsibility for her own
choices. This wound runs deep.

This wound is festering. It’s festering because she is not who she
intended to be. Not even remotely. At sixteen she dreamed of working for
Greenpeace and manning the Rainbow Warrior; instead, she now works for
a tobacco company. A global, multinational tobacco company, the third-
largest corporate entity in the UK. She was employed to manage their
external medical research programme, researching the effects of smoking
on health; and she does so assiduously, aided by first-class train tickets and
air fares, and from the sanctuary of five-star hotels around the globe. She
applied for the job out of a curious mixture of anger and desperation, when
the academic life she had once longed for turned out to be as arid and
heartless as any other. When she found herself inside a Machine — a great
publication-producing Machine, in which your value to the world was
measured in the number of articles you could publish in the Journal of
Neuroscience or Brain Research and in which it mattered not a whit
whether your work would do anything at all to make the world a better
place. When, in spite of all her accolades and successes, academic tenure
(conveying job security) was an impossible dream and all she could look
forward to was a future lurching from one yearlong post to another three-
year fellowship . . . if she was lucky, and played the numbers game.

Why did she think that working for a tobacco company might be a
better option? She didn’t, but it was safe, and it was easy. And she was
frightened. It seems she has always been frightened, but it’ll be another
long decade before she comes either to acknowledge that fact, or to
understand the reasons for it.

Her irritation is rising; it’s been a long day. On a good day, her commute
takes her about an hour and forty minutes each way. She is trying not to
wonder why this ever seemed like a good idea. She has already fought her
way through the rush-hour streets of central London, sweltered in the stale
trains of the overcrowded Underground. When this train eventually shows



up there’ll be a forty-five minute journey to the small-town Essex station
where her husband will be waiting impatiently in the car to drive her home:
there is no public transport which can take her there. Once she walks
through the front door, the first thing she’ll do is throw off her business suit
and put on some comfortable old clothes in which she can breathe. She’ll
choose not to read the daily message in this urgent and violent shrugging-
off of the trappings of her Success. She’ll cook a quick meal. There may be
time to read for an hour, then it will be time for bed. A snatched seven—
eight hours and she’ll be up at the crack of dawn, quick shower, skipping
breakfast (a recipe for midday heartburn), gulping down tea, off to the
station, ready to do it all again.

She is a Success. Why then is her heart so hollow, and how can
something so hollow be so heavy? She knows there is no sense in what she
is doing, but at the moment she can’t imagine a way out. This husband
doesn’t contribute to their joint income, and she is solely responsible for an
enormous mortgage on a small house, rapidly approaching negative equity
in a property market which has been stagnant for some time. In the area
where she lives, houses are simply not shifting. Even if eventually she sold
up and managed to pay off the mortgage, she would be left with nothing.
‘Nothing’ is a black hole, uncontrolled and chaotic, and she has been ill-
equipped by a turbulent childhood to handle situations defined by either of
those adjectives. And besides — what then? What is she qualified to do?
More to the point, what does she want to do?

She doesn’t have time to think about it.

Truth is, she chooses not to think about it. She lives for the weekends,
but they are spent in a state of near-exhaustion, cleaning the house, fighting
her way through supermarket crowds to prepare for the coming week. She
longs for holidays and time in the wild. In her weaker moments she allows
herself to dream of a life outside the Machine, and goes to bed with an
aching heart and a sense of desolation so deep in her core that she cannot
imagine how she might not someday soon die of it. She dreams of a small
stone cottage in the Irish hills, of work that has heart and meaning, and time
to simply be. She dreams of a night sky from which the stars have not fled
in horror, and of wild-pawed, stinking foxes yapping in a moonlit wood.
She can see it; she can almost taste it.

The train arrives, heaving with people. She gets on.



The Wasteland is the hollowness inside us, for we are reflections of the
hollow world we live in. To embrace it might mean that we spend our lives
doing work we hate in order to feel secure, defining ourselves by that work
which we’re paid to do for others, wondering then why our hearts are
breaking. To embrace the Wasteland might mean that we hunger for ever-
grander houses and ever-smarter cars and all the latest versions of all the
latest gadgets, as we try to fill the hollowness inside us with ‘stuff’. It might
mean that we wrap ourselves tightly in busy-ness and noise and never-
enough-time and anxiety and panic and wonder why eventually our bodies
break.

I had another friend who broke. She was a colleague in that company I
worked for, and when she first arrived she was full of fun and laughter.
Over the course of a couple of years, day by day, she became more and
more stressed, frangible, touchy. Her skin turned dull and her hair grew
limp and her eyes grew desperate. One day someone walked into her office
and found her on the floor, rigid, unconscious, collapsed behind her desk.
She couldn’t take any more; she had simply come to a full-stop. There was
no complicated medical diagnosis; it was put about that she had simply had
what once upon a time was referred to as a ‘nervous breakdown’. It was six
months before she could summon the energy to walk down the street.

The Wasteland burns us up and burns us out. Instead of following our
own instincts, instead of discovering what it is that gives us joy, what makes
our heart sing, we spend most of our lives trying to make other people
happy, squeezing ourselves into their boxes, living from our head rather
than our instinct for what is good and healthy. And following these
conventions, living these lives of arid appropriateness, kills all that is alive
and vibrant inside us. We can possess all the fine goods that our civilisation
has to offer us; we can have important jobs, and social status, and tone our
bodies on all the latest machines — but without a sense of belonging to the
world, we feel empty and our lives lack meaning.

Yes, something is rotten at the mechanical heart of the Wasteland and,
whether or not we fully acknowledge it, whether or not we know what to do
about it, something in us feels it. So many of us suffer from the stresses of
living in a world that inflicts on us an excess both of connectivity and
complexity, ties us to machines and gadgets, keeps us forever moving,
forever doing. There is no time or place to develop community, no time to
develop a relationship with the planet which sustains us, no time to think



about, let alone act upon, spiritual values. We inhabit a world which locks
us indoors for the greater part of each day, and which alienates us from the
wider ecosystem of which we’re a part.

We are bleeding at the roots, because embracing the Wasteland means
that we are out of touch with the seasons and the cycles of the year, with the
natural world to which we have forgotten we belong. And when we lose our
relationship with the land and the other creatures around us, then in the
deepest sense, we lose ourselves. This is what happened to me; it is what
happened to my friend Viv. If we no longer feel nurtured by the Earth, we
no longer belong to it, and because we do not belong to it, we do not feel
responsible for it. We read the statistics in the newspapers, watch the scenes
of devastation on the TV; we shake our heads and say that it’s terrible, and
something ought to be done about it. And then we just get on the train.

We all know the Wasteland; we’ve all heard its stories. It is an idea at the
very heart of Arthurian legend: the quest for the Holy Grail, one of the
foundation stones of Celtic mythology. It has inspired writers for centuries:
writers like T.S. Eliot, whose famous long poem The Waste Land, published
in 1922, interweaves fragments of the Grail myths with depictions of the
fractured and alienated British society that followed the First World War. In
the poem, the polluted rivers and canals which run alongside smoke-
spewing industrial estates in the edgelands of our cities are the
contemporary parallels of the barren landscapes of Grail mythology, which
were devastated by fatal wounds and a failure to ask the right questions. To
Eliot, then, the modern world was a ravaged place in which neither the land
nor the people who inhabited it could conceive of new life. He was right.
The Wasteland is not just something that happens in mythology and
literature: we are living in the Wasteland today.

Exhibit One: In November 2014, during a pre-Christmas sale known as
‘Black Friday’,” fights broke out at stores all over the UK as throngs of
shoppers who had queued for hours struggled to grab the biggest bargains.
Scenes of ‘mayhem’ were reported as police in Greater Manchester were
called to at least seven Tesco stores; the Metropolitan Police said that
officers were called to at least four large supermarkets in London. The first
fights in the Asda store in Wembley broke out at 8 a.m., minutes after the
store opened. As cheerleaders in black bikinis welcomed and encouraged



shoppers, crowds rushed to the widescreen TVs stacked beside the door,
grappling with each other and with supermarket staff to secure one. Two
men had to be separated after one was said to have hit the other’s fiancée on
the head with a TV. Later, a woman who thought she had escaped the
scuffle with a large TV in tow was knocked to the ground."

Remember Brave New World?" In Aldous Huxley’s ‘utopia’, failure to
sufficiently consume was a crime against society. The authorities tried
gunning down the ‘Simple Lifers’ who wanted to live differently, but that
was neither popular nor effective. And so instead they developed ‘the
slower but infinitely surer methods’ of conditioning: immersing people in
advertising slogans from infancy. In Huxley’s day, it was still a fiction;
today, it’s our reality.

We are bombarded by advertising which exhorts us to acquire more and
more ‘stuff’, because global economic systems are founded on a
requirement for continually rising consumption in order to avert economic
collapse. Growth is the meaning of life, we are told, and progress is
measured by the speed and efficacy with which we destroy the ecosystems
which sustain life on this planet. We do not think about where the materials
come from to fabricate the things we buy and so carelessly throw away, or
the industrial wastelands where they are produced, or the fossil fuels that
are burned during their manufacture. We do not think of the vast toxic
landfills into which we pour them when we have had enough of them. We
just keep on consuming, because that is what we are told we must do.
Having the right ‘stuff’ gives us status and so we imagine consumption
makes us happy — but a large and increasing body of psychological research
shows that materialism is a cause of anxiety, depression and broken
relationships.

Exhibit Two: Zoom in on Canada, in the vast wild forests of the province of
Alberta, through which great rivers drain down from the Rocky Mountains
and out into the watershed of the Arctic Ocean. There’s enormous diversity
of vegetation and wildlife here, and a number of now-endangered species
depend on this natural boreal ecosystem for their survival. But a vast
programme of oil and gas exploration and development, which has been
endorsed by the Canadian government, has left vast toxic scars across this
otherwise unspoiled environment. This is a consequence of exploitation of
‘tar sands’: the name given to land which contains a combination of clay,



sand, water and bitumen — a heavy black viscous oil which, when extracted
and processed, is a much-desired source of fuel. But the bitumen in tar
sands cannot be pumped from the ground in its natural state; instead it must
be mined. It is sometimes extracted by underground heating, but most
usually by strip-mining or open-pit techniques. Once the sand has been dug
out of the land, it is hauled to an extraction plant where it is mixed with hot
water and chemicals to liberate the oil and then release it into pipelines, or
into tankers to be transported to refineries.

But not all of the water which is used during the extraction process can
be recycled, and what remains is a thick liquid waste which is toxic to
aquatic organisms and mammals. This is held in open man-made ‘ponds’
which currently cover a surface area of around 170 square kilometres, and
which contain around 720 billion litres of toxic waste. It is estimated that by
2040 the toxic ponds will cover 310 square kilometres."* Pollutants from
these ponds are known to migrate through groundwater into surrounding
soil and surface water, into the Athabasca River, and from there into the
ocean. They are also released into the air. Some First Nations communities
who live downstream from tar-sand sites are reporting increased incidence
of respiratory and cardiovascular diseases, multiple sclerosis and rare types
of cancer which are believed to be due to the toxic waste which is leaching
into waterways. So we are left with one of the bleakest and most
devastating scenes of man-made destruction on the planet — and yet, today,
development in tar sands continues to expand and to be actively encouraged
by the Canadian government.

Exhibit Three: Cut to Europe. Here as elsewhere, the philosophy of growth
and the pursuit of ‘progress’ means that we are resorting to ever more
excessive methods of energy extraction. In 2015, a law was passed in the
UK which gives energy companies an automatic right to frack deep beneath
homes, without the owner’s consent, in pursuit of shale gas or oil.
‘Fracking’ is the word commonly used for an extreme approach to oil and
gas drilling known as hydraulic fracturing. Natural gas occurs in shale rock,
one to two miles beneath the surface of the Earth. Fracking refers to the
process of injecting highly pressurised water, mixed with a soup of highly
toxic chemicals and sand, into a “well’, thereby creating a chemical reaction
which opens up fissures in the rock. Natural gas escapes through these
fissures and is drawn back up the well to the surface, where it is processed,



refined and shipped to market. A fracking minefield generally contains
thousands of wells, all using different chemical compounds. Toxic
wastewater, called ‘flowback water’, returns to the surface after the
fracking process is completed. There is no known way to effectively
dispose of it. Fracking has been associated with surface, ground and
drinking-water contamination, with serious air pollution and with
earthquake threats.

Exhibit Four: Ireland. We turn on the television to watch the early-evening
news. An advertisement for Concern Worldwide with a soft Irish voiceover
shows video footage of a starving child. ‘Just seven euros,” the voice
exhorts us. ‘Just seven euros could save her life.” Just seven euros, to ‘fill
painful, empty tummies’. The next advertisement is for Burger King. A
special ‘King Deal’, for just €5.50. An enormous double-layered ‘Big King’
super-burger, complete with an enormous portion of fries and a bucket of
fizzy drink. ‘Every day at Burger King.” Somewhere in the offices of Sky
TV, an advertising executive thinks it is entirely appropriate to schedule
these two ads to run next to each other. How many viewers will notice this
irony while they are eating their dinner, likely obtained from a chain
supermarket full of over-processed food wrapped in an excess of
unnecessary plastic? And if they do, how many will do anything about it?
Meanwhile, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates
that about one-third — 1.3 billion metric tons — of all food produced for
human consumption goes to waste each year. It also estimates that nearly
870 million people of the 7.1 billion people in the world, or one in eight,
were suffering from chronic undernourishment in the period 2010-2012.
Today, statistics suggest, over one billion people go to bed hungry."

Exhibit Five: According to a 2014 report from the World Wildlife Fund,"
the number of wild animals on Earth has halved in the past forty years as
humans kill them for food in unsustainable numbers, while simultaneously
polluting or destroying their habitats. This is the ‘Holocene Extinction’,
sometimes called the ‘Sixth Extinction’,"” a name commonly given to the
extinction event of species that has occurred during the present Holocene
epoch (since around 10,000 BC) and which is known to be mainly due to
human activity. The large number of extinctions affect numerous families of

plants and animals including mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles and



arthropods. Although several hundred extinctions occurring between 1500
and 2009 have been officially documented by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature, the vast majority are undocumented. According to
a 1995 study, the true present rate of extinction may be up to 140,000
species per year.'®

There are so many more examples that could be given; two-and-a-half
centuries of industrialisation and explosive population growth have left the
biosphere in a perilous state. The oceans are warming, the glaciers are
disappearing, and large-scale habitat destruction, massive soil depletion and
extensive deforestation have led to a worldwide disruption of natural cycles.
Climate scientists worldwide are using increasingly apocalyptic language.
Even the carefully conservative United Nations website, in summarising
Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability, from
Working Group II of the IPCC, declares that ‘Observed impacts of climate
change have already affected agriculture, human health, ecosystems on land
and in the oceans, water supplies, and some people’s livelihoods. The
striking feature of observed impacts is that they are occurring from the
tropics to the poles, from small islands to large continents, and from the
wealthiest countries to the poorest.”’” In 2011, the International Energy
Agency (IEA) issued a report projecting 6 degrees Celsius of planetary
warming by the end of this century rather than the usually quoted figure of
4 degrees."” And, as the IEA’s chief economist Fatih Birol bluntly stated in
an article in The New Yorker: ‘Everybody, even the school children, knows
that this will have catastrophic implications for all of us.”"

In the summer of 2015, James Hansen, the former NASA climatologist
who brought climate change to the American public’s attention in the
summer of 1988, reported that he and a team of climate scientists had
identified a new feedback mechanism off the coast of Antarctica which
suggests that mean sea levels could rise ten times faster than previously
predicted: ten feet by 2065. The authors included a chilling warning in their
statement: if emissions aren’t cut, ‘We conclude that multi-meter sea-level
rise would become practically unavoidable. Social disruption and economic
consequences of such large sea-level rise could be devastating. It is not
difficult to imagine that conflicts arising from forced migrations and
economic collapse might make the planet ungovernable, threatening the
fabric of civilization.”*



But in spite of the strength and consistency of the warnings, and the
clear evidence that human activity is primarily responsible for this runaway
climate change, reckless consumption and pollution continues in all corners
of the world. Meanwhile, global population is growing by 80 million people
a year.”!

There is a collusive madness here, irrationality on a planetary scale. A
civilisation which can do this much damage to the planetary fabric on
which it depends, and which can continue to do so in spite of unambiguous
signs pointing to the catastrophic direction in which we’re heading, is
nothing less than pathological. But our insanity springs from the fact that
we have constructed an exclusively human world for ourselves, and in so
doing, we have cut ourselves off from the source of our belonging: the land,
and the non-human others who occupy it with us. We have lost touch with
the sense which our ancestors had of being a part of the natural world, of
living in our bodies, embracing the cycles of the seasons, fully present in
time. We do not recognise ourselves any longer in their stories. Something
essential has vanished from our consciousness. We are caught not only in an
industrial wasteland, but in a Wasteland of the heart and the spirit. The
Wasteland is not just outside of us, a sickness in the system, in our culture:
the Wasteland is in ourselves.

Polly Higgins** has a word for what humans are doing to the planet: she
calls it ‘Ecocide’. Polly is a barrister, and is probably as far away from your
image of the average barrister as it is possible to get, describing herself on
her website as ‘a Celt and a free spirit’. After talking to her I came away
feeling as if I’d experienced an hour-long hug; you can be sure that I’ve
never felt that in a lawyer’s presence before. But Polly describes herself as a
lawyer who loves the Earth, while noting wryly that it’s not often you hear
lawyers talking about love in the course of carrying out their professional
duties, either. And her love for the Earth isn’t just a nice feeling: it’s an
intrinsic part of her life and the sole focus of her work, because Polly is the
lawyer who proposed to the United Nations in 2010 that Ecocide should be
the fifth ‘Crime Against Peace’. In recognition of that work, she was named
‘the Earth’s Lawyer’ by the 2010 Change Awards, and ‘one of the world’s
top ten visionary thinkers’ by The Ecologist magazine.

Nothing about Polly is entirely expected, including her office: a large
annexe to her Gloucestershire house which conveys an overwhelming sense



of clarity, of warm, light space and pale, restful furnishings. ‘It doesn’t look
like an office on purpose,’ Polly tells me. ‘And that comes out of wanting to
create my own intimate space, rather than a homogenised workspace. A
place which can reflect the creativity and fluidity in what I'm doing.
Because what I’'m doing isn’t a job: I’'m on a quest, and a quest which is
deeply in alignment with my values. A quest in which who I am informs
what I do.’

And what she does is remarkable enough: Polly is pushing for the UN to
adopt an international Ecocide law because she believes that the destruction
of the Earth’s environment is a crime, and one for which those responsible
should be held accountable. In her view, a law of Ecocide could end many
destructive environmental practices which currently seem unstoppable.

‘Law can be life-affirming or life-destroying,’ she says: ‘it just depends
on where you align it. At the moment the law instructs a company to put its
shareholders’ interests first, which means maximising profits. A law of
Ecocide would shift those priorities. It will say: first and foremost do no
harm, and then think about making profits. That’s the key driver for my
work — can you imagine a world in which the law would prevent
corporations from investing in business practices that cause harm to people
and the planet? It’s important to understand that this isn’t about closing
down companies; it’s about giving them a legislative framework which
allows them to reinvent themselves. What we need is encouragement for
business leaders to demonstrate moral courage, to stand up and say this has
to stop; it’s not working. Because no matter how we look at it,
commoditising the planet and destroying it for short-term profit makes no
sense. To raze forests and ancient peatlands and wetlands, for example —
natural carbon sinks that have taken thousands of years to create — for short-
term profit and to enjoy unlimited energy for a few decades just does not
work, and therefore it must stop.’

The concept of Ecocide has been around for a while, and the possibility
that it might be made a Crime Against Peace was examined within the
United Nations during the 1970s, 80s and 90s. Unfortunately, the idea was
shelved in 1996 without it being put to the vote, despite a number of
countries objecting to its exclusion. Ecocide is already classified as an
international crime during wartime, Polly tells me: according to the
International Criminal Court’s Rome Statute, it is a crime to ‘intentionally
launch an attack in the knowledge that such attack will cause . . .



widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment . . .’
But during peacetime no such crime exists, and the work of Polly and her
team is focused on trying to close that legal loophole.

“To create an international law of Ecocide, it would only take one State
Party to call for an amendment to the Rome Statute, and then eighty States
would need to agree.’ (‘State Parties’ are countries which have signed and
ratified the Rome Statute, and there are currently 121 of them.) ‘Once an
amendment to the Rome Statute to include Ecocide was agreed, there’d be a
transition period of five years, to allow for subsidies to be redirected from
dangerous industrial activity which was causing Ecocide, to clean and green
business. This would ensure that economies didn’t collapse, and would turn
businesses which are currently the problem into the solution. They would
then become leaders for change.’

Polly was born and raised in Scotland, and there is still a hint of a
Scottish accent in her voice, despite the fact that she’s lived in England for
many years. Her strong identification with her Celtic roots has informed her
deep sense of attachment to the Earth which she is so passionate about
protecting. ‘I feel a strong connection to my native land,” she says. ‘It all
starts from there.” Her ‘spiritual home’ is Kilmartin Glen, on west coast of
Scotland in Argyllshire, and she enthusiastically describes the cup and ring
markings on its ancient stones, suggesting that they look like an ancient wifi
sign.

“That place — my native place — is where the FEradicating Ecocide
campaign first began,’ she tells me. “When I was approaching my fortieth
birthday I had a huge yearning to get back up to Kilmartin, where I’d spent
my childhood holidays. I had a sudden and strong need to connect with that
old source of inspiration. At the time I also badly needed peace and quiet,
so my husband and I rented a cottage up there. We spent lots of time
brainstorming, sitting on the rocks where those old cup and ring marks are.
And during that time, among those ancient stones, I had my big idea: that
just as we have a universal declaration of human rights, we should have one
for Earth rights. My husband is a lawyer too, so we spent some time
drafting out the first twelve rights and freedoms to get an idea of what the
declaration might look like. Then we talked about the need to get support
from the United Nations. Towards the end of that week we were walking up
among the rocks again and my mobile phone rang (it was a huge surprise,
as we’d had no reception at all around Kilmartin until then) and it was a



young woman from the UN, passing on an invitation for me to speak at an
upcoming conference on women and the environment, and to do a
workshop. And I said no, I have something far more important to talk
about! Something about a far bigger woman: the Earth herself. I told her
that I wanted to come and speak about that. I asked her to write down what
I was proposing, and to take it to highest level she could. She did, and she
phoned me back fifteen minutes later with an invitation to address the UN,
at their top climate change conference, on the possibility of a universal
declaration of Earth rights. And so I think of being in Kilmartin, among the
stones with their ancient wifi signals, as intrinsic to that process of coming
up with a plan to protect the wider Earth. Because the important thing, and
the root of it all, was my connection to that place.’

Kilmartin is known above all for its 350 ancient monuments — rock
carvings, standing stones, burial cairns — 150 of which are prehistoric.
There’s a strong sense there of the long history of humans in the Scottish
landscape, and it’s this ancestral past which Polly speaks about most
enthusiastically. ‘For me that particular place represents my indigenous
roots. It speaks to me like nowhere else can. It nourishes me. It’s such a
deep thing, stretching out into the story of my ancestors, generations back.’

Polly has a strong attachment to her native land, and yet her work
means that she lives away from it. ‘I don’t think you have to live in a place
for it to matter to you,” she says. “Your sense of your own roots grounds
you. And you can take it with you, that sense of your own roots, and then
you can ground yourself anywhere. For me, for example, it’s important to
be able to physically touch the Earth with my feet. When I travel, one of the
first things I do when I arrive somewhere is to take my shoes off, or swim —
in some way to connect energetically with that place where I am. It’s a very
conscious intent on my part. Like plugging in, gaining an energy source
from the Earth. It makes me understand why so much harmful decision-
making is made by men working at the top of skyscrapers, surrounded by
concrete jungle. They make poor, damaging decisions because they’re
literally disconnected from the Earth.’

Her mention of men in skyscrapers raises the question of whether
women’s sense of relationship might differ from the ways in which men
relate to the natural world. ‘I do think that men and women have a different
approach and a different energy,” Polly offers, ‘but the critical thing of
course is to find the right balance of both masculine and feminine energy in



each person, in each situation. We need both perspectives, both energies in
balance, to make whole decisions. And the suppression of feminine energy
is a huge part of the problem in the world right now. It pushes down our
ability as a civilisation to feel, and especially our capacity to feel great pain.
Women give birth, one of the most painful experiences humans routinely
endure. We know how to feel that pain and allow it to pass through us with
love, and that’s an utterly remarkable thing! But we need to take that ability
to feel outside of us, to put it out there in the wider world.

‘Political and corporate decision-making is based on a numbing out.
And that’s how corruption sets in: coeur-ruption, a rupturing of the heart
space. So we need to bring in that feminine quality, the capacity to feel. If
we allow it to come through in ourselves, as women, to manifest it honestly
in our lives, then we give permission for it to come through in men, and that
very necessary rebalancing of male and female energies can take place. Of
course the intellectual and the rational is also important — but there is way
too much of that in the world right now. It feels deeply unbalanced. If we
were to allow ourselves properly to feel pain, to feel the Earth’s pain, we
wouldn’t be able to make the decisions we do, which lead to tar sands,
fracking, deforestation. To Ecocide.’

Her Scottish background means that Polly is especially taken by the
idea that Celtic mythology positions women as guardians and protectors of
the land. “Yes,’ she says, nodding vigorously, ‘and that makes me think too
about our Western concepts of power, which seem so very masculine, and
which insist that we must have rulers, governors who centralise decision-
making and power. This creates a dependency situation, a situation based on
control rather than trust. Whereas feminine energy produces a much softer
kind of power. That idea of soft power means that you don’t necessarily
have to sit in a parliament and dictate and put lots of laws in place — we
have far too many laws, and most of them are born out of fear and control,
rather than trusting communities to choose how they are governed — or how
they might govern themselves. This is exactly what happens in many
indigenous communities around the world. Where those communities are
thriving, I think it’s because of their more balanced and inclusive approach
to decision-making. Even if women often don’t take the most overt roles,
their covert roles are deeply necessary, and deeply valued. Also, there is
fluidity between the two, and a lack of pigeon-holing which is important.’



This valuing of women’s roles is critical precisely because we have
been so deeply devalued in the West over the past 2,000 years, and I often
find myself wondering whether perhaps the biggest mistake made by early
feminists might have been in the translation of equality for women into
fighting for the rights of women to walk men’s paths: for the Heroine to
take the Hero’s Journey. Polly agrees. ‘Rather than try to outdo men at their
own way of being, we need to focus more on our own. I saw this when I
first started practising as a barrister — there were a lot of women who
believed that the only way to succeed was to out-man the men. And maybe
that was the case back then; this was their way of trying to carve out their
own niche in that very male-dominated space. But the younger generation I
was part of — we wanted something more harmonious, which drew on our
different ways of being.’

Given that women lawyers are fighting for change within a justice
system which is very patriarchal, Polly acknowledges that finding the way
isn’t always obvious. ‘The legal system in the UK is definitely energetically
unbalanced, very masculine. There’s a space opening now for something
new to emerge, but the system itself is caught in a pattern of control. You
end up being coerced into its ways of being, of operating. Good people end
up getting compromised; people go in with great aspirations but end up
jumping out after just a few years. And so as part of my work on Ecocide, I
am asking how we might reinvent that system. How do we stop these
wheels from turning and turning, and allow a new way to emerge?

‘One way is through restorative justice, which is part of the Ecocide law
we’re formulating. It offers a safe space for a CEO, company director,
whoever, to accept responsibility for decisions they have made which lead
to Ecocide, and then to step into a restorative justice circle. There, they
come together with others who represent the beings who’ve been harmed,
and collectively they decide what can be put in place to restore the land, to
mend the damage. That’s the really radical part of the Ecocide law, offering
up the tools to allow those who have made decisions which cause harm to
face that harm in a healing space. Yes, accountability is essential — but it’s
no use just locking people up, or perpetuating a culture of blame. It’s about
finding ways of healing, and so changing things — and people — in a more
meaningful and enduring way.’

Looking at Polly, eyes shining, enormous smile, talking so passionately
about changing the world, and so clearly a source of inspiration to many



women, I find myself wondering why it is that we’re seeing more and more
women coming out as environmental leaders, and more women-led activist
movements. Polly is clear that the environmental ‘establishment’ is just as
male-dominated as the legal system: conventional environmental
conferences are still predominantly full of men. But if you move away from
the conventional, from the establishment, then you begin find more women
stepping into that space. ‘I think women are being called upon to become a
voice for the Earth,” she says. ‘I think we can pave the way, show how
using a softer, more inclusive collaborative narrative can work.’

Polly’s work has obviously driven the direction of her own personal
journey, and changed the way she chooses to live. She recently moved out
of London, she tells me, and makes her home now just outside of Stroud, in
Gloucestershire. ‘I needed to be connecting with communities who care,
and there is a deep ecological, caring community here,’ she says. ‘I don’t
have to justify my values here as I do in the city; it seems as if everyone I
meet cares for the Earth and is somehow constructively engaging in helping
to co-create a better world.

‘For me, it’s not enough to be connecting with land; I also need to
connect with a community which cares for the land and for the Earth as a
whole. I have a very large appetite for that. And also, I needed to be able to
return after travelling — I have to do a lot of travelling — to a base which
deeply nourishes me on those many levels. When we moved here, my
husband had been saying for fourteen years, “Let’s go and live up a Welsh
mountain!” But I said no, because I need community. And it’s also about
tapping into creativity: music, the arts — it’s about being able to celebrate
and come together. It’s so easy to be pulled down by life’s challenges and
the awful things that are happening to the planet, but it doesn’t serve any
purpose to stay in that place. It’s not what the Earth requires right now. The
Earth is calling on us to change things — but also, while we’re doing it, to
have fun! Fun — maybe that’s the most radically feminine idea of all.’

If women want to change things, we need authority, and authority comes in
good part from inside ourselves. It comes from conviction, from
understanding and owning our stories, from a strong sense of who we are
and what our place is in the world. The story of the rape of the well-
maidens seeps out of an old Celtic tradition in which women held authority
as well as men: a different kind of authority, more often than not, but one



which exercised a moderating influence over the power of men. Men might
have wielded social authority more often than women (though women
could clearly be rulers and tribal leaders too), but Celtic mythology depicts
a society in which women — almost exclusively — held a form of moral and
spiritual authority which not only rose directly out of the land itself, but
which carried all the weight of the Otherworld.

Although Celtic society was not fully egalitarian, and although over
time — with the strong cultural influences of Greece and Rome and then the
rise of Christianity” — it became increasingly patriarchal, historical sources
suggest that, unlike their Greek sisters, who were idealised in myth but had
no power in the world, Celtic women enjoyed a social standing which their
contemporaries in most other European cultures did not share.** In Ireland
and Britain especially, women were able to rule and played an active part in
political, social and religious life: Boudica and Cartimandua, prominent
tribal leaders, are the best-known examples. Women were physicians,
judges and lawyers, poets, astronomers, artists and priestesses. They could
own property, and retain ownership when they married. They had sexual
freedom, were free to choose their partners and divorce, and could claim
damages if they were raped or assaulted. Celtic women could, and often
did, lead their men into battle and warrior training was often undertaken by
women. Diodorus of Sicily reported that ‘the women of the Celts are nearly
as tall as the men and they rival them also in courage’; the Greek historian
Ammianus Marcellinus stated that ‘a whole troop of foreigners would not
be able to withstand a single Celt if he called his wife to his assistance’.

Celtic mythology is highly goddess-centred:* the creative essence of
the universe was female, not male; women represented the spiritual axis of
the world. The Celtic divine female in her various incarnations was deeply
grounded and rooted in place, indivisible from her distinctive, haunting
landscapes. In the story of the coming of the Wasteland, the well-maidens
are manifestations of Sovereignty, a quality of the goddess of the land who
was its guardian and protector. Sovereignty was the spirit of the Earth itself,
the anima mundi, a deeply ecological force.

But she’s been treated badly over the centuries, this old goddess of
Sovereignty. She began to lose her power when stories from the ancient oral
tradition of the Celts were committed to paper by Christian monks; their
written words formed the new and only permitted truth. A goddess could
not be tolerated in this brave new world: theirs was the only god. These



powerful, complicated divine women who carried with them all the
authority of the Otherworld, and the fertile and creative power of the land in
all its ambiguity and complexity, were reinvented as saints. And if the
qualities they embodied in their specific incarnations didn’t fit the new
image of what a good woman should be, they were portrayed simply as
‘fairy women’, or remodelled as promiscuous, pseudo-historical queens. By
the seventeenth century, when a woman could no longer be accepted in any
significant position of influence, all that remained of the story of the
powerful goddess of Sovereignty were the dreamlike visions in which she
appeared to inspire the poets — a weak, melancholy maiden, romanticised
and unreal.

In the days when our native traditions predominated, the power of
Sovereignty was also the power to determine who should rule the land. In
the old myths, Sovereignty’s power was paramount. If the power she
bestowed was abused, then we invited disaster. During the reign of a king
favoured by the goddess, the land was fertile and prosperous, and the tribe
was victorious in war. But if the king didn’t match up to her expectations,
he didn’t last long. And what she expected more than anything was that the
king, and through his example, the people, would cherish the land. So it was
that the ancient rites of kingship in Ireland included a ceremonial marriage,
the banais righi, between the king and the land, and those rites lasted into
the sixteenth century.”

In this sacred marriage, the king swore to uphold the land and his
people and to be true to both; in return Sovereignty granted him the gifts
which would help him to keep his oath. Inaugurations might take place by a
well; the new king would receive a drink from it to demonstrate his
dependence on the Sovereignty goddess, and to show that he recognised her
as the source of the kingdom’s life. But the source of life must be respected.
While there is mutual respect between the two partners — between the
goddess and the king, between the land and the people, between nature and
culture, between feminine and masculine — then all is in harmony and life is
filled with abundance. But when the contract is broken, the fertile land
becomes the Wasteland. The story of the well-maidens is the story of such a
fall from grace: the balanced and harmonious union between male and
female, the king and the land, was shattered forever. And so it is that the
Wasteland, which came into being as a direct result of the abuse of those
women, becomes a metaphor for the world we have inherited today.



The Heroine’s Journey for these times is a journey out of the Wasteland.
Each of us has our own unique set of stories to tell: the story of the years we
spent in the Wasteland, the story of our awakening, and then the story of the
path we took out of it. Telling those stories helps us to understand ourselves
— not just the place that we’ve come from, but where we might now be
heading. Similarly, telling our stories to others can help them to work
through problems they are facing in their own lives. We all look to the real-
life stories of others for guidance, just as we are often influenced by myths
and novels. My own journey was inspired by listening to the stories of
people I knew, as well as by reading the stories of historical figures and
several compelling works of fiction. But the particular path I found myself
on was also deeply inspired by those Celtic myths and stories which
showed me a way of belonging to my own native lands, and which offered
an image that I hungered for of what it might be to be a woman.

Today, after many comings and goings, I live again in a small stone
cottage on the banks of a fast-flowing river in the Irish hills. But this is a
different river, and a different county — a couple of hundred miles to the
north of that first house in Connemara. The cottage sits in a grove of native
trees, near a waterfall. Water, the old stories tell us, flows up from sources
in the Otherworld and gushes out into the rivers. Like wells, rivers are
closely identified with divine women who are present in the water’s flow.
My river winds through a green valley in north-west Donegal, and as it
flows, it sews together many scraps of cloth — fields, bog, heather moor,
scree slopes; stands of trees, birds, fish, sheep, people. On paper maps the
river is called the Tullaghobegley, after a male Christian saint — but I name
her Riverwitch, for somehow, she holds together this elaborate habitat:
magical and ordinary, ancient and subtle, robust and harebell-delicate.

It’s her voice which catches you first as you step out of this simple old
house: a raucous, joyful clatter of sound as she tumbles down the waterfall,
somersaults across the stepping stones and plunges down through the lush
green valley to the sea. Her voice is everywhere. In full spate, she is
glorious. Always she flows on, and there is no stopping her: she is
everywhere and nowhere; she travels on by and still she remains. The land
thirsts for her; the sun sees himself reflected in her. She is the Earth’s
laughter, her accompaniment the whispers of trees, her stories the dreams of
fish. The river is the flow of all of our longings, the flow of all of our



journeys. You can follow her if you choose; she’ll lead you to the court of
the Fisher King; she’ll lead you out of the Wasteland.

Yes, the good news is that there are ways out of the Wasteland, paths
through the hinterlands of the heart. My own journey has been far from
straight, but I found the river and I followed it, and here I am finally, in this
place I once dreamed of, doing work which has heart and meaning, this
patient work of remaking the world. In the old stories, it is women who
make the world; why then shouldn’t we remake it? Women are the spinners,
and the weavers; no matter how deeply we lose ourselves in the dark
woods, we can always picture the shining thread of the river, far off in the
distance. Women know how to find the way out of the woods; we have only
to remember that we know it.

We are wild creatures still, at heart, and if we listen to our hearts we will
remember how to listen to the song of the fierce-beaked, wild-winged little
wren who, hopping from tree to stump, shows us the way home. When we
stop, when we let ourselves see, when the torn veil of this broken
civilisation lifts away from our eyes — we can find our way back home. And
when we find our home in our distinctive, iconic Celtic landscapes, and
connect there with our stories, it is from that strong place of belonging that
we can begin the unravelling of the Wasteland. The Voices of the Wells
were lost, long ago — but the Voices of the Wells were women. We were the
Voices of the Wells. We can take up that old mantle. We can take up our
golden grails again, and offer their life-giving drink to the world.
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Islands of the Heart
Embracing the Call

The headland, Breanish, Isle of Lewis



Peregrina

O mother of the sea
lend me a wave that is strong and true
to carry me from this Age which unbinds me.

I do not need a ship, mother,

but make it a buoyant swell

to bear me up and float me on the sea’s dreaming
then beach me on some lighter shore.

When I land there, give me warp and weft again,
and an urchin quill to remind me

how the prettiest barb can lodge under your skin
and leave you undone.

Only lend me a loom and I will

take up the threads of this unravelled life.

I will weave a braid from three strands of seaweed
I will wind it three times around my finger

I will dig my salt-encrusted hands into the soil
and wed myself to the thirsty

brown roots of a new beginning.

Sharon Blackie



f you have ever driven the road through the district of Uig to the farthest
Isouth—western corner of the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides, you’ll
know Mangurstadh Beach. It sits almost out of sight, well below the road,
just as you reach the top of that rise, three miles or so before you come to
the crofting township of Breanish. You’ll recall the rise, where the road you
have been confidently riding falls away from you like a breaking wave — I'd
bet you’ll never forget it — the place where you suddenly fall forwards into
the open jaw of the Atlantic, where the sea and the sky rise up to ambush
you. Just there, when you think that you are going to pitch headlong into so
much space and distance, Mangurstadh Beach is waiting to catch you. If
you allow yourself to be ensnared by its curving white sands and the bright
turquoise and emerald green of the shallows, you’ll forever be a haunter-of-
edges. If you don’t watch yourself you’ll turn to stone down on that beach,
a sea-smoothed rock-creature with eyes that are holes where the sky shines
through.

Pass by it if you can. Drive another four miles and, as if losing heart,
overwhelmed by so much wildness and beauty, the road gradually peters
out into bare stone mountains on the border between Lewis and Harris. It
ends just beyond another white-sanded beach in the abandoned village of
Mealista, one of many casualties of the Clearances. On this far section of
the coast the prevailing gales are so strong that every few winters an
especially violent storm will blow all the sand off the beach. After a year or
two it creeps back, slowly, as if hoping that the wind won’t notice.

I lived there for a while not so very long ago, just two miles up the coast
from Mealista beach — and I can tell you that the heart gives out along with
the road there on the edge of the world, overwhelmed by so much wildness
and beauty. Some edges cut through you like a knife. If you are lucky,
though the cut may be deep, it will also be clean.

We are all edge-dwellers, those of us who inhabit this long Atlantic
fringe in the far west of the continent of Europe. I have always been drawn
to the edges of things, the places where two things collide. Where bog
borders riverbank, where meadow merges into forest. Where you stand in
the margins of what is behind you and look out across the threshold of the



future. The brink of possibilities — will you cross? Edges are transitional
places; they are also the best places from which to create something new.
Ecologists call it the ‘edge effect’: at the convergence, where contrasting
ecological systems meet and mingle, life blooms — life, diverse and various,
unexpected, abundant and unique.

The shore is the greatest edge of all. Sometimes it seems gentle, on a
still summer’s day when the sun warms the shallows and the soft sand
cradles you. But you must also be able to face the storm. I have stood on the
rocky shoreline by my old island house, facing into the ocean, arms
stretched wide; I have closed my eyes and fallen forwards into a wind so
strong that it held me up, my face encrusted with salt and globs of sea-foam
caught in my hair. Those of us who live here must be comfortable with
storms and with change, for it is on these unsettled, unsettling edges that we
will hear the Call which launches us on our journey. And though we can
never quite be sure what that journey will involve, we know that new
possibilities may be created only if we surrender to uncertainty.

Whatever your cultural background may be, to stand on the dramatic
shoreline of any of the Celtic nations looking westwards over the Atlantic is
somehow to participate in the recognisable, powerful and curiously timeless
experience of Celtic identity. Roiling seas, mist, constant shifts of light,
ever-changing weather — all of our coastlines are edgelands, and for the
most part we may come to them or retreat from them as we choose. On an
island, though, edges are inescapable. As island-dwellers we are surrounded
by them — bound by them or freed by them, according to inclination. Edges
define an island . . . and yet an island’s edges are not strictly defined. They
shift with the tides, in an ongoing, fluid, co-creative partnership between
land and sea. They are in an unending state of becoming, and we are like
them: we ebb and we flow; we soften sometimes, merge into the
ecosystems of others, then retreat into the safety of our own sharply defined
boundaries. We are gentle, and warm, and then we are storm. Perhaps this is
why islands fascinate us so; perhaps this is why, at certain times in our
lives, they draw us to them.

On Lewis, these apparent contradictions were both the geographical and the
existential terrain I inhabited. On an island, nothing is fixed, and yet
everything is fixed. Nothing is possible, and yet everything is possible, and
both things are true at the same time. It creates an oddly vertiginous way of



being. I came to Lewis — though I did not know it at the time — to test
myself on the wildness of its edges, where the elements meet head-on. To
stand and face a sea so capricious that one day it may shower you with fish
and the next it may threaten death. Could I be equal to it? To stand steadfast
under a thousand stormy skies and walk each day into incessant wind?
Could I hold myself together in the face of it? To inhabit the remotest of
places, to find its wildness reflected in myself. To find out what is left when
those elements strip you down to the bone, and to let the rest fall away.

It was unboundedness which first drew me to this island in 2010, at a
time in my life when all my stories seemed to have failed me, when every
Heroine’s Journey I had embarked upon threw me back to the same starting
point: the same state of mind I had been in when I first left the Wasteland
for my small cottage in Connemara, almost twenty years earlier. The same
lessons, still unlearned. This was far from my first journey; by now I had
lost count and I had also lost heart. Did I have the energy for another? I
didn’t honestly know. So I was biding my time on the edge. From the salt-
smeared kitchen window of our old stone croft-house I looked directly out
over the sea to the St Kilda archipelago, getting on for forty miles away. It
was all that lay between me and the coast of Canada, 4,000 miles across a
great and formidable ocean. The small isle of Hiort and the great bird-
cathedral of Boreray would flicker in and out of view on the far western
horizon as the light shifted from moment to moment, and legends of hidden,
magical islands like Tir na nOg and Hy-Brasil seemed suddenly far less
fanciful. On a good day the world — all deep blue waters and vast blue skies
— seemed infinite; but on a bad day those seas held me there, trapped me.

Over the four years that I lived there, I grew to know my three-
kilometre section of the coastline intimately, and I grew to know its stories.
Like all of the islands strung along the Atlantic seaboard of Europe, Lewis
and Harris — together known as the Long Island, the largest of a small
cluster of islands collectively called the Outer Hebrides, or sometimes the
Western Isles — are awash with myths and legends of the sea. On such a
narrow island, deeply cut with sea lochs, it is impossible ever to be far from
the sea; the village of Achmore is the only one on Lewis from which the sea
cannot be seen. Throughout the past few centuries, almost all local families
will have had at least one fisherman among them.

The sea dominated our crofting township: tiny Breanish, the last
inhabited village at the end of the road which runs southwest through the



district of Uig on the Isle of Lewis. None of its crofts is especially well
sheltered from the full force of Atlantic storms and prevailing salt-ridden
sea gales from the south and west. The soil is mainly peaty, and wet. Except
for a tiny amount of low cover (mostly Rosa rugosa and scrub willow) in
the more protected areas of one or two crofts, there are no trees or shrubs;
the surrounding land is blanket bog. To the east is Mealasbhal, the highest
of the ancient range of walnut-like mountains which run along the spine of
Uig. To the north, and running along the border of what was then our land,
is Loch Greibhat: a long, shallow loch which attracts large migrating flocks
of whooper swans in spring and autumn. Humans are secondary inhabitants
there: herds of thirty or more stags freely roam the village in winter; sea
eagles dominate the skies.

On an island like this the sea is part of you, both outside of you and in
you. Every day’s sea is different, and every new sea washes up new stories.
You find them in the sheltered coves and the deep-cut geos. You find them
in the rock-pools, hidden under red-fringed dulse. Turn over a stone on the
sandy beach, and a story will escape, briny and encrusted with barnacles. So
come out of the house; brace yourself against the wind which always is
waiting to lift you off your feet. Turn right out of the big deer-proof gate
and walk down the small track which runs down to the aird, the headland.
Go through the gate, past the fencepost capped by a lone upturned
weathered wellington boot, hoping someday for a mate. A little further and
stop right there, just on the top of the small green rise where the path
subsides.

Look at it. Look out at the world. It opens its arms and offers you only
emptiness. The St Kilda archipelago may be seen ahead of you in the west;
the isle of Scarp dominates the horizon to the south. If you should find
yourself walking in the darker hours, you’ll see the light on the tiny island
of Gasker pulsing to your left, just north of the Monachs, and the lighthouse
on the Flannan islands will be flashing to your right. All of these islands are
uninhabited. From time to time, you may see the light of a distant solitary
voyager in the shipping lanes which run far out west. Otherwise there is
only you, and the sea and the sky.

Walk west, in a straight line, keeping the small humpbacked look-out
mounds to the south, keeping the tall stone cairn to the north. The grass is
green here, and if you should be walking in spring you’ll find it scattered
with dog violet, milkwort, lesser celandine, bird’s-foot trefoil, spring squill



and tormentil. Jump over the natural channels which now are filled with
water, and just over that last small green rise you’ll find yourself at the edge
of the shore. Large smooth rocks and pebbles pass for a beach, and such
treasures it holds for sea scavengers. Bright, battered plastic floats, plastic
bottles and plastic fish-boxes. Fragments of cerulean blue rope, of green
fishing net hopelessly entangled with seaweed. A vast array of single shoes,
boots, wellies, flip-flop sandals. There is little that is shiny or beautiful,
here among the washed-up detritus of the modern world. But if you are
lucky you will find a shell, or a feather, or a very occasional piece of sea-
smoothed driftwood.

Stop there for a while. Look out to a sea which is continuously in
motion; watch the ebb and the flow, the shifts of the tides. Doesn’t it make
you believe that any sort of metamorphosis is possible? Metamorphosis, the
core of so many Celtic myths and stories; so many of our sea stories are
about shape-shifting. See that dark line of seaweed, thrown up by the tide,
which gathers on the pebbles there, between sea and land? That dark band
represents the threshold between one world and another, for at the water’s
edges, so the old Celtic stories say, you can cross over into the Otherworld.
Myth is born here, cast up out of the waves, there for the taking by any
beachcomber.

Between sweeping Mealista beach to the south and curving
Mangurstadh beach to the north, this coast is all wilderness: jagged rock
and smooth pebble, sea-stack and cliff and geo. But treasure always hides in
such places, and if you should turn north here, just here at the point where
the land surrenders to the sea, at the right time of the day, you will find (if
you are lucky) a hidden sandy beach: a tiny thing which vanishes
completely at low tide, set on the edge of a small calm bay protected by an
arc of high rock on both sides. It is there that you will find the seals. More
often than not, you will find just one, her grey head popping up from the
sea, bobbing in the waves, large dark eyes staring straight at you. She’s
waiting for a song, so sing to her. Above all songs, she’ll love to hear ‘The
Sealwoman’s Sea-Joy’, written to express the delight of the Selkie who
finds her lost skin.



The Selkie’s New Skin

There is an island to the far west of these lands, close to the end of the world; somewhere
in your dreams you've seen it. Long white beaches, rocky coves, stormy seas. From the
cliff-tops on its westernmost shores, you might sometimes catch a glimpse of Tir na mBan,
the Isle of Women, way out on the horizon. When the sky is blue and the air is still — which
happens rarely enough in those parts. Here, the wind blows hard and long through the dark
days of winter, and summer is precious and fleeting. Somewhere along the stormiest
section of that westernmost coast is a high, inaccessible cave where they say the Old
Woman of the World lives still, with her companion Trickster Crow — but no one I've met has
ever found that cave, though many have searched, and many have drowned in the process.
Maybe she’s still there, stirring the soup which contains all of the seeds and all of the herbs
and the essence of all the growing and living things in the world. Maybe she’s still there,
working on the most beautiful weaving in the world, with its fringe of sea-urchin quills.

The island’s beaches are haunted by seals. Neither common seals nor grey seals; I've
never seen their like elsewhere. But then they’re not just ordinary seals: they're Selkies.
And for one night every month, on the night of the full moon, they can take on human form if
they choose, and it is said that on those nights they slip off their sealskins and dance on the
beach under the moonlight.

On this island, once there lived a fisherman. He was a handsome man with coal-black
hair and bright blue eyes, and he stood tall and strong. Although many of the local girls
mooned over him and dreamed of being his wife, he never seemed to find anyone that
represented the qualities he wanted. He was something of a dreamer, you see. They said
that it was a miracle that he managed to catch any fish at all, for all the time he would spend
staring out to sea when he took to his boat. He believed that love would come upon him like
a clap of thunder or the crashing of the waves on the rock. And he never had that feeling
with any of the girls he had grown up with: they were all too familiar, somehow. He wanted
mystery. He yearned for something that he couldn’t name.

One night he was feeling restless, and so he took a barefooted walk along the beach as
often he did. The sky was midnight-blue velvet, the stars shining brightly, and the full moon
smiling down on him as he stared out into the waves. His eyes rested on a large smooth
rock that lay in the far shallow waters of the bay, and it came to him that he could see
movement on and around that rock. As he paddled slowly and quietly towards it, he saw a
small group of women dancing in the sea. Their hair shone like the moon, their eyes
glistened like the stars and their skin shimmered like milk in the water. Their bodies were
long and graceful, their voices soft and lyrical as they called and laughed with each other.
They were so beautiful that he stood quite still, drinking in the sight of them as they drifted
farther away from the rock, playing in the shallow water.

After a while he noticed a pile of what looked like animal skins lying on the top of the
rock. Chilled to the bone and yet strangely excited, he recalled all the old tales about
Selkies. They could change into women, he remembered, by slipping off their sealskins.
Without those skins they would remain human and trapped on the land, unable to return to
their home beneath the waves. The man was overtaken by a strange yearning as he
watched the women in the sea, and a feeling crept over him that this was the mystery he
had been looking for, all his young life. Somehow, these women personified his love of the
sea and her beauty and mystery, and he wanted one of them for his wife. So he crept
quietly to the rock and stole one of the sealskins, folding it tight and tiny, and pushed it into
the pocket of his jacket.



After a while the women called to one another and began to swim back to the rock, each
one finding and putting on her sealskin, transforming herself back into a seal in the wink of
an eye, and then slipping away into the water, disappearing beneath the waves. All but one
of them. She searched high and low, clambering over the rock and diving into the sea
around it, but she failed to find her skin. Seeing her distress, the man stepped out from
where he had been hiding behind the rock.

‘I have your skin,” he said to her. ‘But | don’t want to give it back to you. Won'’t you stay
with me, and be my wife?’ The sealwoman shook her head and shrank back from him, but
slowly and carefully, as if he were gentling a wild animal, the young fisherman stepped
closer to her, and as he looked into her eyes he saw hers change, widen, soften.

‘Seven years,” he whispered to her. ‘Just seven years. Give me seven years, and then I'l
give you back your skin. After that, I'll let you decide. If you still want to leave after seven
years, then I'll let you go.” And at that moment the first light of dawn crept into the sky, and
the glow of the moon began to fade. Reluctantly, then, the woman went with him,
understanding that without her skin she could do nothing. She had no choice. But he
seemed to her to be a handsome young man, and strong. And his eyes were kind, for all
that he had visited this fate upon her. With one last yearning look over her shoulder, she
waved goodbye to her sisters, their seal heads popping up from the sea, their eyes glinting
like dark jewels in the fading moonlight.

The young man was happier than he had ever imagined might be possible. As he lay beside
his wife in bed at night, he fancied he could smell the sea, and as he listened to her
breathing beside him, he fancied that he could hear the whisper of the waves. He was
content.

As for the sealwoman: she bore him a daughter, nine months after they were wed. At
first she seemed happy enough with her life and with her child. Mara, she called her, after
the sea. She would take her daughter down to the shore and teach her the ways and the
lore of the waters, telling her stories of her people and of other mysteries beneath the
waves. The child loved the sea with all her heart, but she was half-human, and so she loved
the land too, and could not imagine ever forsaking it. She was at home in her skin and knew
her place in the world. But then so had her mother been, when she was her daughter’s age.

The Selkie did her best to look after the child and care for her husband, but as the years
went by things began to change. He went away from the house more often — either fishing,
or drinking with his friends in the local inn — and she was left alone. She began to creep out
by herself at night, stealing down to the shore, looking always for her sisters. But they had
abandoned that beach on the night she was taken, fearing that the same fate would befall
them. So she watched and she wept and as all hope began to fade she became more and
more sorrowful. Her skin began to dry up, and her eyes and her hair grew ever more dull.
When the seven years were up, hating herself for needing to leave her daughter, but
knowing that she must find her way back to herself, which could come only with finding her
way home, she asked her husband if he would return her skin. But he simply laughed and
refused. She was still the most beautiful woman on the island, and she was his. Why ever
would he let her go free?

The sealwoman grew slower and sadder. Frightened that she might lose her, Mara
asked if she was ill, and finally her mother told her that she was fading from yearning for her
lost home beneath the sea. Fading, because although she loved her husband still and loved
her daughter even more, she was stranded in this place where she could not find a way to
belong.

Mara feared the blank emptiness that had begun to reside in her mother’s eyes. And so
she started to search for the Selkie’s lost skin. She searched every part of the house and



every part of the land, but she couldn’t find it. She searched and searched until she
exhausted herself. Then eventually, one night, after she had spent hours searching again
while her father was out and her mother asleep, she found herself yawning in the boatshed
and crept into her father’s boat to take a nap . . . and there under a heap of fraying ropes
and soiled sailcloth she finally found the sealskin, hidden still inside the pocket of the old
jacket that the fisherman had been wearing on the night he stole her mother away. As Mara
pulled at it and the skin rolled out, she caught a faint whiff of the sea — the smell of her
mother. But as she picked it up from the floor where it had fallen, the skin began to
disintegrate in her hands. It was old and desiccated. It had not been used for a long time,
and now it could never be used again.

Mara hurried home and wakened her sleeping mother, and with tears in her eyes
brought her down to the shore where she presented her with her old shredded skin. She
watched as her mother sank to her knees and wept. She saw the hope and then the life
begin to drain out of her eyes — and then she acted. She half-carried, half-dragged her
mother down to the sea, where she rolled her into the shallows and let the seawater cover
her body. Slowly, slowly, the Selkie woman began to revive, but as she walked back to the
house with Mara, there was nothing but emptiness in her eyes.

For many weeks the Selkie woman stayed in her bed. Her heart was a black hole; there
was no help to be found, and her life stretched ahead of her, endless, dark and hopeless.
She would never find her way home, never find her place, never again find a way to belong.
But Mara would not let her mother die. And so she went to visit the wise old woman who
lived in a small stone cottage, up in the hills at the far end of the village. She asked the old
cailleach what she should do to help her mother — whether, indeed, anything could be done.

‘Your mother must help herself,” the old woman told Mara. ‘You cannot do it for her. And
though | know the ways of herbs and moss, and the paths that animals take through the old
woods, | do not know the ways of the sea. But there is one who does, and if your mother
can find her way to her, it may be that she will tell how she might be saved.’

And so Mara went home, and told her mother that she must find the Old Woman of the
World, who was sometimes to be found in those days, still — if you had endurance enough
to make the journey, and courage enough to face her in the darkness of her cave. At first
the sealwoman said that she could not possibly follow this quest. She was too tired, and too
ill. The way would be too difficult, and there was no guarantee of success. But Mara would
not let the subject go. She pleaded with her mother and pleaded some more and then she
wept, until finally, one morning, the Selkie could bear her daughter’s despair no longer, and
she roused herself from her bed and put on her strong boots and wrapped herself in a warm
cloak. She took nothing else with her, for the old cailleach had told Mara that the journey
must be made while unencumbered with unnecessary things of the world.

The Selkie did not know where to go; not really. All she knew was that she would find the
Old Woman of the World somewhere on the high westernmost cliffs of the island. And so,
pulling her cloak tightly around her, she began to walk north. She walked in the rain along
beaches with the wind so strong in her face that every step took twice as long as it ought.
She clambered over rocks so slippery that she fell constantly into the water and had hardly
the strength to haul herself back out. Her boots were cold and wet and heavy, and her heart
was heavier still. At night she shivered in geos and cowered in coves. She drank from icy
burns and ate seaweed for her only nourishment. It was hard, and she was weak, and when
one wild day the storm raged more fiercely than ever and the wind finally whipped away her
cloak and carried it over the cliff top where she was walking and on down to the sea, she
sank to her knees and lay her forehead on the ground, and began to despair. But as she
knelt there a strange rumble in the ground below her set her body vibrating, and she threw



back her head and listened. And it seemed to her that, carried on the wind, in snatches, she
heard a woman singing a song, somewhere down below, somewhere deep inside the cliff.
And it seemed to her also that the strange shuddering rumble she had heard sounded
something like the noise a spinning wheel might make, if pedalled furiously by someone
who was skilled in the art.

She stood, and looked around her, and walked and peered and poked until finally she
came upon the first step of the long stairway which was cut into the face of the cliff,
seemingly ending in the sea, narrow and slippery, precipitous as could be. She closed her
eyes and took a deep breath and slowly, carefully, down the stairs she went. And at the
bottom, she found the cave: the cave of the Old Woman of the World. The Old Woman
herself sat there, spinning a fine thread shining with all the colours that ever existed, on a
rich golden wooden wheel in front of an enormous frame on which was displayed the most
beautiful weaving that had ever been created, fringed with sea-urchin quills. The Old
Woman turned, and looked at the Selkie.

‘So you've come to find your skin,” she said, and it was all the sealwoman could do to
hold herself erect, to lift her chin and stop her teeth from chattering, and to nod a faint yes.
The Old Woman beckoned her over to a glowing fierce fire at the back of the cave, over
which an enormous cauldron bubbled, and it seemed to her that the steam rising up from
the soup in that cauldron contained the scent all of the seeds and all of the herbs and the
essence of all the growing and living things in the world. She sat, and the warmth began to
creep back into her bones, and she listened while the Old Woman spoke.

‘So your old skin was no use any more,’ she said, looking long and deep into the fire and
nodding, as though she could see pictures in the flames. ‘That's the way it goes, often
enough. I've heard all the stories they tell of Selkies who find their old skins and slip them
back on, and away they go, out into the ocean, and live happily ever after, just as if nothing
had ever happened to them, and nothing had ever been learned. That's all well and good,
but it doesn’t always work out that way, and sometimes it shouldn’'t.” She passed the Selkie
a cup of something hot and herbal and sweet, and she took it gratefully and sipped, and it
seemed to her as she sipped that all the strength and vitality she had lost began flooding
back into her bones. ‘You've done well to make it this far, Daughter,” the Old Woman said.
‘But there’s more for you to do before you're done.’

And she told the Selkie what she must do.

The Selkie set off again when her tea had been drunk, fresh and fit as the day her husband
had first discovered her, there on the beach. The sea was calm now, and the air still, and
she found the curragh at the base of the cliff just where the Old Woman had said she would
find it, and she climbed in and slowly she rowed across to the tiny island a mile to the north,
and a mile to the west. She brought the curragh to rest on a long white strand in a calm
sandy cove on the north side of the island, and there too she found the cave that the Old
Woman told her she would find. And as she entered into the cave she saw what she had
been told she would see, and her hands flew to her mouth and it was all that she could do
not to turn and flee and throw herself into the sea and wait to die of grief. For there in the
centre of the cave were the skeletons and skins of eleven dead seals. These were no
ordinary seals — neither common seals nor grey seals; they were Selkies. They had been
killed and then skinned, and left so that their flesh had disintegrated and all that remained of
each of them was a pile of bones, and a skin beside each pile, shining silver in the dim light
of the cave.

Eleven skeletons, and eleven skins.

The Selkie crept close, dread in her heart, but there was no help for it, for she knew her
eleven sisters — she knew them in her heart, and recognised the markings on their beautiful



silver skins. A seal-hunt, the Old Woman had said, and the corpses abandoned by the men
in the storm, ready to be picked up some finer day. But the hunters had never returned, and
the bones and the skins of the Selkie sisters had rested in the cave ever since.

But there was more to be done before she was done, and so she did as the Old Woman
had told her. She lit a fire in the darkening cave, and she sat vigil over the skins and the
bones. And as night fell she began to sing the old lament over the bodies of her kinsfolk. No
one knows the language now, and nor is it a language that is usually written, but here are
the words she sang:

lonn da, ionn do
lonn da, od-ar da.
Hi-o-dan dao, hi-o-dan dao
Hi-o-dan dao, od-ar de.

And as she sang on she heard a rustle out in the cove beyond the cave, and through the
growing gloom she peered out and saw an old grey seal crawl up onto the sand and make
its way into the cave. And the grey seal, who she saw was an old, old Selkie, began to sing
the song too. And as the old Selkie sang, throwing back her seal head (for the moon was
new, and she could not take on her human form unless the moon was full) a wondrous thing
began to happen in the cave. Slowly, slowly, the flesh began to reform on the bones of the
dead seals — all but one: the smallest, and the youngest. And little by little, the skeletons
began to reshape and to seem more like seals, and they grew fatter and then they
shuddered and breathed, and finally, when they were strong, rolled over and slipped into
their skins — all but one: the smallest, and the youngest. And ten of the eleven seals formed
a circle around the sister-child who could not live again, and they lifted their heads up and
sang a song of mourning. When they were done, they crawled out of the cave on their
bellies, and came again into the ocean, beckoning to their sister to follow.

The Old Woman had told the Selkie that she would know what to do when the time
came, and it seemed to her now that this was the thing that must be done: she reached for
the skin that remained and held it to her breast, inhaling the faint scent of a lost sister. The
old seal nodded, and then turned away and followed the younger ones back into the sea.

It would have been easy for the Selkie woman to go then. Her sisters were waiting for
her, and if she followed them, they would lead her home. But there was one thing more she
must do, one thing that could not be abandoned so lightly. So she folded the skin tiny and
tight, and tucked it safely into the belt of her gown, and she found the curragh on the beach
and, taking up the oars, she began her long return.

She came to Mara when her husband was away fishing, and she took her down to the sea
and told her all that she needed to know. Mara was young still, but there was something in
her that understood that she must let her mother go. She could see that the sealwoman
wanted to stay with her, but something called to her, something so deeply a part of her
nature that she could not — and must not — resist it. The need to find her place, to find her
element, to find her way home.

And so the time came for them to part. Taking her daughter’s face in her hands, the
Selkie looked deeply into Mara’s eyes and breathed her breath into her lungs, three times.
Turning to the sea, she began to sing a strange song in a high voice. She pulled out her
sister’s skin: newer than her own, younger, less marked by the cares and woes of the world.
But it was the sealwoman’s bones that this skin covered now, and which shaped it; the two
merged together, old and new, and in this merging a new form was created. With one last
long look at her daughter, the Selkie slipped into the sea and vanished beneath the waves.



The daughter and her father mourned long and hard. Mara would often go down to the
shore at night, hoping to catch a glimpse of her mother — but she never came. And then,
exactly one year later, on the anniversary of her disappearance, Mara’'s patience was
rewarded. A seal was sitting on the rock and as it saw her approaching, it slipped off its skin
and there she was: her mother. And yet somehow she was different. Her eyes and hair and
skin were shining; and something in the way she held her body told Mara that she was at
peace and at home with herself once more.

And so it happened ever afterwards that once a year, on the same anniversary of her
departure into the sea, on the night of the closest full moon, the Selkie woman would come
to the beach and talk with her daughter and tell her stories. She taught her to sing the song
that she had sung in the cave: the song that would call to her Selkie kinfolk. She taught her
the song so that one day, if ever she should so choose, she also could take to the sea. She
taught her the song that would sing her soul back home. ‘The Sealwoman’s Sea-Joy’, the
Selkie called her song, though it had once been known as a song of mourning. For all
mourning may be transformed into joy if you have endurance enough to make the journey,
and courage enough to face the Old Woman in the darkness of her cave.

Stories of shape-shifting seals are told all along the west coasts and islands
of Scotland and Ireland. In these places, the people of the land have always
lived alongside the people of the sea. They occupy the same world, and
compete for the same fish; it’s not surprising that we should find in story
the two merged into one. Such a commonplace story soon becomes legend,
then legend is told as history, and so we have the MacCodrum clan of the
isle of North Uist, who became known as the ‘MacCodrums of the seals’:
they were descended, it is said, from the union of a fisherman with a Selkie.
This explained the hereditary horny growth between their fingers which
made their hands resemble flippers.

These Selkie tales resonate strongly with women, for the Selkie’s song
is our song. It is a song of yearning — yearning for a part of ourselves that
we feel we have lost — or maybe a part that we feel we might once have
had, but never knew. How many of us have lost skins to this super-
rationalistic world in which we cannot feel at home, in which we cannot
feel as if we belong? No matter how furiously we pile on the trappings of
the Wasteland, no matter how cleverly we shed our own fragile skins and
clothe ourselves in the coarser skins of men which do not fit us, or the thick,
traditional female skins which suffocate us, we cannot hide the fact that it
does not work. We do not thrive. Sometime or other, we will know it.
Sometime or other, we will break.

The Selkie story is the story of a woman who breaks. Taken literally out
of her element, trapped on the land, where she cannot find a way to belong.



She has lost her place in the world, and consequently has lost her stories.
Like the Selkie, so many of us lose our skins, and all too often we lose them
early. This can happen in so many ways: it may be stolen by another who
does us harm; we might give it away to someone we trust, who then betrays
us; or we might hide it for safekeeping and then forget where we hid it.

I do not remember a time when I was a child when I felt as if I were in
my element, when I felt at home in my skin. I lost it too soon. It was not
stolen: I hid it away, so deeply and so cleverly that it took me decades to
remember that I’d ever possessed it. My early childhood years were rarely a
time of open, joyful wildness such as others might experience; often I felt
unsafe. My father’s violence towards my mother didn’t ever quite spill over
onto me, but it didn’t need to for me to hold it as a distinct possibility in my
head.

One day, coming home with him from someplace, walking down the
street to the cockroach-infested terraced house we rented at the time, I
listened with growing fear to his spitting rage, his mutterings about all of
the ways in which he was going to beat me when we got home. I can’t
begin to imagine what I’d done to offend; I was such a quiet and obedient
child. A ‘paragon of virtue’, as my first school report later proclaimed; it
was safer that way, for sure. He opened the front door and I burst through it,
running up the stairs and into the bedroom, pushing the door closed, putting
all the weight of my three-year-old self behind me, listening to his footsteps
pounding after me up the stairs. He burst through the door and I fell to the
floor. He looked down at me, watching him with what must have been
terror in my eyes, and he crumpled. He sat on the edge of the bed with his
face in his hands, and he cried. I picked myself up off the floor and I sat
down next to him and put my hand on his knee and told him that it would
all be all right.

I was a strange little animal; how could I not be? Watchful, cautious,
hiding underneath a tough new skin I manufactured for myself little by little
over the years. Never let anyone see you’re afraid; never let anyone see you
cry. Always be strong, because you can’t rely on anyone else to be. It
wasn’t till I reached my thirties that I realised that this skin I was wearing —
the skin I had adopted because it seemed stronger, safer, more appropriate
for the hard-edged world in which I found myself — not really a skin, but a
protective, impermeable shell — wasn’t my real skin at all. And then the
stripping away of the old, and the search for that true skin was long, and



hard, filled with stops and starts and twists and turns and unexpected dead
ends. Sometimes, even today at fifty-four years old, I wonder whether the
search is over. It seems there’s always a new layer to uncover.

This skin which we lose is our power: our unique, authentic power as
women. The power to create, to guard, to transform. We become
disconnected from our female body-wisdom and instincts. We lose that
power to the Wasteland. We lose it in so many ways. It is taken from us,
with threats and violence. Or we follow the wrong path in life, a path
without heart. We leave behind what sustains and nourishes us. We turn our
back on the plight of the planet, out of fear, or out of ambition, or simply
out of a refusal to see the situation for what it is. We might not have been
responsible for making the world this way, but for sure we have been
complicit in its creation, and in the maintenance of a civilisation which has
caused so much damage.

But sooner or later, no matter how cleverly we try to hide ourselves, to
turn away from the truth, we are called to change. To wake up, and to see,
and so to take responsibility. To reclaim our power, and to participate in the
remaking of the world. Joseph Campbell named it the ‘Call to Adventure’ —
but it should be so much more than merely an adventure. It is a Call to Life
— a full, authentic life. It is a Call to rise from the half-sleep of our
existence, and take up our part in the great unfolding of the world. To
become a Voice of the Wells. We must answer the Call, or forever be lost in
the Wasteland.

For many women, that Call occurs at midlife. Dante expressed it
perfectly, in the opening lines of The Divine Comedy: ‘Midway upon the
journey of my life I found myself in a dark wood, where the right way was
lost.” Most women experience major change in these middle years: physical
change or professional; social or psychological; changes in our family and
our relationships. Our children leave home. We are overtaken by
disillusionment and dissatisfaction. We find ourselves unhappy in our jobs,
in our marriages. We develop physical illnesses, anxiety or depression.
Rage and grief threaten to overwhelm us. We begin to contemplate our own
mortality. We question who we are, who we might have been, who we
might yet become. We question our spiritual values and our material values.
We begin to wonder what we are doing with our lives, what meaning we
might find. We open our eyes a little wider, and take in the world beyond
ourselves. For the first time, we see the Wasteland for what it is.



Like so many women, I have found myself lost in that dark wood. Picture
the scene: it is 1991, and I am thirty years old. I am sitting in a car outside
an ugly office building in a small town in Surrey for which I have
absolutely no affection and whose edges blend and blur into other small
towns on all sides and eventually into London to the north. I have no
affinity for this part of the world; my internal compass points north and
west, and my feet literally feel as if they are in the wrong place. I am
working in this building as a scientific adviser for a tobacco company — a
large multinational company which I dislike, in which I am surrounded by
people who are far from the ‘merchants of death’ portrayed by anti-smoking
activists and pressure groups, but who nevertheless share none of my
values. I shouldn’t be in this job; I should never have been in this job. It
bears no relationship to the person I think I am or ever have been or will
ever want to be. I have felt this way for a good three years, but recently the
iron band around my stomach and the hollow fluttering in my chest and the
dread that I awaken to each day has grown and become intolerable. I can’t
breathe; I’m constantly on edge.

This morning, I have battled my way north for the best part of an hour
to drive no more than fifteen miles through the pre-rush-hour traffic which
hurtles headlong towards London. I have stopped, started, stopped again.
Stopped, stopped and stopped some more. Once, I sat in the queue at a
traffic light for twenty minutes, edging forward one or two cars at a time,
my entire body clenched, and at some point during this torture I floated out
of my body and up through the roof of the car and looked down on myself
from above. The person I was looking at inside the car wasn’t anyone I
knew or recognised; the world in which she seemed to be living was
insubstantial, dreamlike.

By the time I get to the car park outside my workplace half an hour
later, I am afraid, and I have no idea what to do. I feel powerless to do
anything. I’d like to pretend it hadn’t happened, but I know this sign all too
well. Psychologists call it ‘depersonalisation’: a change in your perception
or experience of yourself so that you feel detached from, and sometimes as
if you’re an outside observer of, your own mental processes and your body.
It makes everything seem unreal. It’s a proper psychiatric symptom; it
occurs in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual (DSM-1V), which most professionals in Western countries use to
diagnose mental health disorders, and it means that I can no longer ignore



the fact that I have a problem, or continue to hope that I’ll just wake up one
morning and find that it’s miraculously vanished. The origin of the
problem? It’s big enough to be going on with: I don’t belong in this place,
in this job, with these people; I’'m not even sure I belong in this Age. I lost
my way a long time ago, but long before that I lost my skin.

I find a parking space as far away from the building’s entrance as I can,
and turn off the engine and sit there. I am incapable of moving. I simply
can’t bear to get out of the car, to walk into that building, to live one more
day in this state of . . . well, I can only describe it as chronic fear. I’m afraid
of everything. Of being alive, of not really being alive. Of failing at being
alive.

This shouldn’t be happening to me, I tell myself, as I sit with my hands
still clenched around the steering wheel. How embarrassing, for a
psychologist to find herself with a psychological problem. How
incompetent of me, because during my PhD in neuroscience I specialised in
the brain mechanisms underlying anxiety and panic. It seems like the
ultimate irony, as if with one wave of some great cosmic wand I’ve
suddenly found myself transformed from the master of a problem to its
grovelling victim, and for a moment I want to laugh, but I don’t quite
manage it because all of a sudden I’'m drenched in sweat, and my breathing
is beginning to quicken, and there’s a terrible clutching at my throat, as
though someone has his hands around my neck and is squeezing and letting
go, squeezing and letting go . . . and it’s a vicious cycle, of course: now I’'m
afraid of the symptoms of being afraid. My head knows perfectly well that
this isn’t a heart attack, it’s a panic attack, but my body is nevertheless
experiencing the symptoms of utter terror, and what I do or don’t know
becomes utterly irrelevant as the age-old fight-or-flight mechanisms kick in.

Finally, after what seems like an eternity, but probably is no more than
five minutes, the panic subsides. And yet that fiercely pulsating sensation of
choking, of an enormous lump that I can’t swallow, remains in my throat,
where it will continue to reside for two years more. Paul Simon’s ‘Still
Crazy After All These Years’ is playing on the radio, and as I listen,
suddenly, inexplicably, something settles into place: I need to get out of this
job and away from this godforsaken town, before I too ‘do some damage’ —
most likely to myself. Whatever it takes, whatever might be lost along the
way, I need to cut myself loose from this increasingly meaningless life, and
find another path.



So at thirty years old, in a car park in a small Surrey town, I heard the Call
which beckoned me to change my own life, to search for a new skin to
replace the one I had lost. I didn’t respond immediately; I had no idea what
I might do with the rest of my life. I didn’t want to go back into academic
life, even if it would have been possible, and it was apparent that I wasn’t
cut out for corporate life. As far as I could tell, I had no other skills. T had
an obsessively jealous older husband and no close friends. I had no tribe, I
had no place. And so I parked the problem along with the car, and I walked
into the building and sat down at my desk and got on with my job.

The core of that problem was that I hated the world I inhabited. In those
days there was so little awareness of environmental issues, and yet I knew
that humans were choking the planet. I had known it since, at sixteen years
old, knowing everything and nothing, I fell in love. While studying for an
English Literature A level, I read D.H. Lawrence’s novel, The Rainbow. It
swept me off my feet. I had been brought up in a grey, heavily industrial
town in the north-east of England; I was displaced at nine to another, larger,
industrial city in the Midlands. In my early world concrete was king, and
the air smelled predominantly of exhaust fumes and the chemicals spewed
out from vast industrial chimneys. I felt no love for this world, no sense of
belonging. I felt separate from it, closed in, claustrophobic. Some days,
walking through identical grey suburban streets to school, I felt as if I were
being buried alive.

Then I opened The Rainbow and fell head over heels in love with a
world that had never been mine. But somehow, I recognised Lawrence’s
representation of the deep and instinctive connection between humans and
the natural world, and all of the ways in which it was being obliterated by
the industrial machine. Growing up as the son of a Nottinghamshire coal-
miner, who taught him the names of plants and trees and how to recognise
animal tracks, Lawrence was well aware of the head-on, bone-splitting
collision between those two worlds. I had only ever inhabited a world that
was dominated by that industrial machine, but I yearned for the slightly
dangerous, often subversive, and above all overwhelmingly passionate
pastoral world which he showed me in that book: a world in which the
connection between humans, the land and the natural world is deep, vivid
and, above all, visceral.

I had had only the smallest glimpses of such a possibility in my life.
When I was a small child my mother would leave me with my ancient and



notoriously crotchety great-aunt while she went out to work. Aunt Meg
lived in a small post-war council house a little way down the road from my
infant school, on the far fringes of town and a short walk away from the sea.
From the windows at the front of the house you looked out, across unused
fields and abandoned wastelands which were surprisingly full of flora and
fauna, to the heavy industrial complexes on the River Tees. ICI chemical
works, steel works, chicken-processing factories, sugar-processing plants.
My free days were spent rooting in Aunt Meg’s back garden, which
consisted largely of an overgrown erstwhile cabbage patch next to an old
Second World War bomb shelter, and a narrow, gravelly strip next to the
house abundant with self-seeding wallflowers. I might fall asleep to
nightmares of smoke-spewing chimneys and giant industrial pitchforks, and
wake in the night to the sound of fog-horns, but in my daylight hours I
learned about worms and snails and caterpillars; buttercups, pissy-beds
(Aunt Meg’s colourful name for dandelions) and Grandmother,
Grandmother, pop-out-of-beds. In that overgrown cabbage patch, in the
untidy wastelands on the edge of town, and on the long stretches of dune-
covered sandy beach just down the road at Seaton Carew, I had a sense of
openness, of space, and a very fragile feeling of wonder at the teeming life
around me.

It was fleeting, and I didn’t again experience that sense of
connectedness which I yearned for until, when I was twenty-one and just
about to embark on a PhD at the University of London, my mother
suddenly decided to abandon the city; she moved to a tiny cottage in rural
mid-Wales. Soon afterwards, she married a Welsh-speaking shepherd, and
went to live with him in a small remote house up in the hills outside the
small town of Machynlleth.

I took the train north at the weekend whenever I could afford a ticket,
because for the first time in my life I was actually experiencing what it
might be like to live surrounded by fields and mountains, rather than just
reading about it. I would sit outside at night on top of the hill behind the
cottage watching the stars, listening to the call of owls, wondering if there
might be beauty and magic in the real world after all, rather than just in my
imagination. The longing for that feeling never left me, but sitting in that
car park not quite a decade later, I realised that I was facing the
consequences of living with its antithesis.



There is a hollow desperation which, from the inside, borders at times
on madness in living a life which you know is the wrong life, while not
being able to see a way out. When all of your childhood conditioning tells
you to stick with it, keep yourself safe, always vote for security and
certainty. But I knew that I was not who I was supposed to be; I knew in my
heart that I didn’t like my life; and my body was beginning to buckle under
the strain. One weekend, shortly after that first panic attack in the car park
of my workplace, I went to Wales to visit my mother. I didn’t need to save
up for the train fare anymore; I had a nice comfortable company car to ease
my journey. Somewhere among the hills and valleys, we took refuge from
the cold and wet in a café which also sold a random assortment of old books
and antiques. We ordered a pot of tea and went to sit at a wooden table by
the window, staring out despondently at the pouring rain. And then an
object on the windowsill caught my eye: an old Devon Ware jug, creamy
yellow on the outside and rich, dark brown inside. The inscription on it
read:

No star is ever lost

we once have seen

We always may be
what we might have beenl

I glanced past the jug to my reflection in the window, and caught the dark
circles under my eyes and the hollowness on my face. Swallowing down
sudden tears, I snatched up the jug. The sticky label on its side declared that
it was just £8, but I would have wanted it if it had taken every penny I
possessed, and if it hadn’t been for sale I would have begged for it. I bought
it, clutching it to my heart like a talisman, like the talisman that it has
always been to me and still is today, and when I got home I placed it on the
small desk where I sometimes wrote, sometimes read, always dreamed.

We always may be what we might have been. What was it that I might
have been? All I knew was that it was anything other than what I now was.
What was the star that I once had seen? All 1T knew was that it shone
brightly in a place that wasn’t given over to the Wasteland. It shone down
onto the top of a grass-covered hill at night as I sat watching it, head back,
gazing up into a sky undimmed by light pollution. I closed my eyes and I
saw myself getting up from that hill and walking down through the brightly
painted wooden front door of a simple stone cottage, sitting in an armchair



by a glowing stove, reading a book or maybe even writing one. I saw
myself waking up to the nascent promise of each new dawn, taking my
morning tea outside, listening to birdsong and the bark of a vixen in the
wood. I saw my hands in the soil, my feet cold and bare in a fast-flowing
river. The person I saw wasn’t anxious, alienated, brittle. It wasn’t her job
that defined her, but her way of being in the world. She looked as if she
belonged. Not just to a star, and a hill, and a cottage; but to herself, and the
calling owls, and the wider world she inhabited.

In September of 1992, a year after my panic attack, I spent two weeks in
Ireland. This was a country I had longed to visit since I was four years old,
a country whose name was synonymous with music and magic and to
which I had always felt as if I might belong — and yet somehow I had never
managed to get myself there. A week into that holiday, I made a decision. I
made it at sunset, standing on an edge. The Connemara coastline was
rugged, rocky and intensely beautiful. To get there, I had travelled through a
land that, while hardly empty of people, was nevertheless still intensely
pastoral, and free of the stench of industrialisation which characterised so
much of the country I’d grown up in. I stood there for a long time, staring
out west to the islands. For the first time in my life I felt as if my feet were
in the right place. My place, my culture and the stories of my ancestors
rising out of the hills and bogs of this land where they were living still. The
Call came again, loud and clear; this time I answered.

I returned home, put our house on the market, and made plans to hand
in my notice when it sold. I had no idea what I would do when I got there,
but I was moving to Ireland for sure.

I imagined, at the grand age of thirty-one, that this move would
represent the end of my journey: that this would be the place where I could
dig in deep and find that new skin which I so badly needed. As it turned
out, it was only the beginning, and by the time I had moved to Lewis
eighteen years later and stood on another far western shore, looking out to
other islands, hearing another Call, contemplating another journey, a long
and complicated tale had already unfolded. I had come to Lewis because |
imagined, at the grand age of forty-nine, that this move represented the end
of that long and winding journey I had been on since I was thirty. I
imagined that this would be the place where finally I could dig in deep,
where finally I might find that new skin which might fit me. And indeed,
that particular phase of my journey did end — abruptly, in ways I could



never have expected; brutally, as I found myself slammed up against yet
another dead end. And so it was that I was hearing a new Call, finding
myself hurled over a new edge, plunging into the darkness, then finding my
path and embarking on a new journey — one which finally would make
sense of the old. Edges, it seems, breed edges; and journeys, like edges, are
fractal. There is never just one.

The Call comes when we break, or are ready to break. Sometimes it may
come in the form of a change of circumstances: a relationship ends; we lose
our job; we become ill. A child leaves home; a loved one dies. Sometimes
the Call comes to us in a dream. At a critical stage in my own journey I had
such a dream: a dream more vivid than any I had ever had before in my life.
I dreamed of a creature with the face of a fierce, ageing woman and the
body of a large hound. I held out my hand to her and she smiled; her teeth
were pointed and sharp. Then she bit me. I looked down at my open,
bleeding hand, and found that each of my fingers had turned into a bat. I
had no idea then what I was dreaming, but I knew that I needed to know.
After much research I discovered that the Greek goddess Hecate was
sometimes represented with the head of a woman and the body of a dog.
Hecate, who holds the keys to the Underworld, who calls us to follow her
there, whose Call is a call to transformation. And the bats? In almost all
cultures, they are a symbol of rebirth.

Some of us may hear the Call sooner, others later. But whenever it
happens, whenever it transpires that we find ourselves on an edge, out of
our element, out of our skin, there is something in us still which hears, no
matter how deeply buried. Like the first August swallow fidgeting on the
telephone wires, we know there is something we should be doing. We know
there is a journey we should be undertaking. We cannot rest; we cannot
sleep. Something in us knows that there is somewhere we should be going.
And in the end, whether or not we think we can, we go because we must.
We go, on a wing and a prayer, because to stay is to die.

The Selkie’s skin is the source of her life-giving, creative power. The
skin — this pelt that once smelt so wonderfully of home and of herself, in all
her natural wildness, in all her instinct and heat and passion — represents her
unique self, her singular gift to the world, and it was stolen from her. The
consequences of the loss, of this disconnectedness, this separation from her
true nature and what nourishes and empowers her, have become apparent



only after many years. She is living an unlived life, estranged from her own
sense of authenticity, dried up and disconnected from intimacy — with
herself, with others, with the world. Now she has heard the Call. She knows
that she needs a new source of nourishing moisture to quench her aridity.
What can she do? How can she find her lost skin? Is it even possible? What
is it anyway, this ‘true feminine nature’? And what is she supposed to do
with it once she discovers it?

And so, with such questions, the journey begins. On any quest, there
may be dead ends; sometimes we can set off down the wrong path. When
the Selkie’s old skin is discovered, when she understands finally what was
lost, she cannot wear it again, because it has disintegrated through misuse.
She cannot simply pick up where she left off; she must set off to find a new
skin. Nor can she be saved by her daughter: she must save herself. She must
separate herself from the Wasteland, and from the rules and control of the
patriarchy — represented in this story by her husband. She must find her
own way. It takes a monumental effort, for she has grown tired and jaded.
But the choice is hers: to lie in bed and die, or to rise up, and find a new
way to live.

We may need to travel a long distance before we find the new skin that
fits us, and before we can learn to be comfortable in it — but first, we have
to commit ourselves to the journey. We have to awaken from our torpor,
commit to life instead of the desiccated half-life of the Wasteland. We must
shake off the false skins we’ve cloaked ourselves in; we must let the old die
to make room for the new. We must be willing to detach from who we have
been, what we have become, before we can discover who we are really
meant to be and what our work is in the world.

And it is hard, to begin; to get out of bed, to close our eyes and cross
this first threshold. To fall forward into the wind, to let ourselves topple off
the edge, to get in the tiny, rocking boat. It’s a big step, this first movement
towards wholeness. It means leaving behind the safety of familiar social
structures and supports. It’s a leap into the dark, a massive letting go. And
yet, looking at our own lives, looking at the fate of the planet — it is clear
that we’re all standing on an edge, whether we mean to or not. These are
edge-dwelling times. We may accidentally fall over that edge, pushed from
behind like a lemming, plunging to our death, numbed by the Wasteland.
But if we want to live we must stand there consciously, aware of the



troubled times and the endangered planet, and then of our own volition step
out across this first threshold.

Sometimes a person may deliver the push that helps us over the edge.
Someone familiar: a daughter, a friend; someone unfamiliar: an unexpected
teacher, or guide. Often we need help, to set ourselves off on the journey.
We need the young daughters, who will not let go of hope, who will not let
us die; and the Wise Old Women with compassion enough to lend us their
secrets, to whisper to us of the mysteries of life and death. We need help to
set ourselves on the way that we have lost, to find our way to that deep
knowing, and so to the fullness of our own power. Of course, there is
always a reason not to go, always a reason not to change. Someone needs us
too much, or we are too afraid, and besides how will we live? We have
families and responsibilities, and we must eat and pay the bills. And so we
stay in the Wasteland, and perpetuate the system that is crippling us and the
planet.

But let’s say we go. Let’s say we not only hear the Call, but respond.
Let’s say we take that first step. We leave the job we hate, or the damaging
relationship. We want to find our lost skins, the missing pieces of ourselves
that we seem to have lost somewhere along the way. We want to find the
old cottage in the hills, the fast-flowing river, the work that makes us feel
useful, and fulfilled. The Selkie crosses the threshold; she sets out. After all
that she has been through, she nevertheless has the ability to see beyond
what is known, to believe in a new beginning — even if she isn’t entirely
sure what that new beginning might consist of. For she is between stories:
the story she’s been telling herself about who she is is at an end; she has no
idea what the next story might be. She travels empty-handed; she leaves the
‘things of the world’ behind her.

It is reminiscent of a pilgrimage, and for sure the true Heroine’s Journey
resembles a pilgrimage more than an adventure, and edges — like shorelines
— are the places from which pilgrimages begin. Step across that edge and it
is a severance, a kind of death: we can never go back to what we were
before. A pilgrimage asks that we give up everything so we might learn
what is truly ours. A pilgrimage is a search for knowledge, a search for
becoming. And pilgrimage begins also with longing: longing for deep
connection; longing for true nurturing community; longing for change and
the rich, healing dark. Pilgrimage involves a new way of travelling and
seeing, and it is in our ancestry. The Celtic peregrini of the Dark Ages set



off on great sea voyages to found their monastic settlements, travelling in
large curraghs which were capable of sailing immense distances. And in the
great Immramas and Echtrai, the wonder-voyages of old Ireland, heroes set
out in boats to discover the magical islands which they believed to lie far
away in the ocean to the west. The Celtic Otherworld sometimes was
thought to be such an island, and one which remained outside the influence
of patriarchal structure, for it was ruled by women. It was called Tir na
mBan, the Land of Women; or Tir na nOg, the Land of Youth.

There is no map for this pilgrimage we are on; there is no fixed path.
And that is a good thing, because following the paths that others have set
for us, the paths that the system confines us to — that is the cause of the
problem. We have been too timid, too blind, too unthinking; now it is time
to find our own way. There are no maps. When the Selkie obeys the call and
sets out to find the Old Woman of the World, she doesn’t really know where
she is going. All she knows is that the cave is somewhere on the coast, to
the north and west. But she sets off anyway. She points herself roughly in
the right direction, puts one foot in front of the other, grits her teeth, and she
walks.

It was a pig which, in 2012, first brought Karen Taylor and me together: a
handsome and good-natured pedigree Gloucester Old Spot boar called
Rufus. Our two sows, Edna (named after the poet Edna St Vincent Millay)
and Doris (named after Doris Lessing) needed a man, and Rufus happened
to be available for an adventure. And so, one morning close to Christmas,
my husband David and I set off from the far south-west tip of the Isle of
Lewis on a slow, winding hour-and-a-half drive to the far north-west tip,
livestock trailer hooked up and sheepdogs in tow. Normally, loading a pig
of any description into a trailer of any description is challenging, but on this
occasion, as soon as we backed it up and opened the gate to his field on
Karen’s croft, Rufus just walked right in. He obviously had some
foreknowledge of the pleasures that would be waiting for him at the other
end of the journey.

As well as appreciating her pigs, I quickly became fascinated by the
work that Karen (a former psychiatric nurse) and her husband Ron Coleman
(a voice-hearer and former ‘user’ of psychiatric services) were doing
through their company Working to Recovery, which provides resources for
people working in the mental health field. They have a particular interest in



the design of mental health services aimed at people who are classified as
‘psychotic’, and specialise in cutting-edge training courses for working with
people who, like Ron, hear voices. They tell Ron’s own story of recovery,
encourage engagement between mental health services, carers and service
users, and spread their message that recovery is possible for everyone.

Karen, Ron, their twelve-year-old daughter, Francesca, and sixteen-
year-old son, Rory, have lived since 2008 on a croft in the small Gaelic-
speaking kingdom of Ness, which happens also to be the most north-
westerly community in the European Union. Ness is best known for its
continuation of the ancient tradition of guga hunting: each year in late
August, ten men from the community go out to the island of Sula Sgeir for
two weeks to harvest around 2,000 young gannets, considered there to be a
delicacy. I drove there on a typically wild and blustery winter’s day, with
heavy leaden skies which intermittently burst open to shower down icy rain.

Karen is a large, vivacious fifty-three-year-old woman with short dark
hair, an enormous smile and beautiful eyes. She and Ron spend much of
their time travelling overseas, and a certain amount of consequent chaos
characterises the house — but this is a comfortable family home, where
much living happens. Over tea and a bowl of butternut squash soup, I
discover that after training as a registered mental health nurse, Karen
worked for many years in the National Health Service in England, where
she designed, implemented and managed innovative community care
services. While she was managing a day hospital in Gloucester, she
attended a MIND conference in Blackpool which changed not only the way
that she saw the mental health system of which she was a part, but the
future course of her life.

“There were patients there giving presentations about their anger with
the system. There were radical psychiatrists talking about different ways to
practise. It opened up a new world for me: a world of service-user
involvement and of patient rights. I started to become more radical at work,
more challenging of the system. And then, at a similar conference shortly
afterwards, I met Ron. He was speaking about his experiences as a voice-
hearer, about his journey from diagnosed psychiatric patient to trainer,
consultant and recovery specialist, and I was enthralled and inspired. It
wasn’t long before we got married, and then we became involved in setting
up the Scottish Hearing Voices Network, and soon after that we founded
Working to Recovery together.’



The work that Karen and Ron do and the message they spread is, by
design, revolutionary, intended to challenge a psychiatric system which they
believe lacks heart. ‘The medical model, with all its emphasis on pathology
and biology, brings with it a reliance on medication to keep the problem —
and the person — under control. There is surprisingly little focus on
recovery, on becoming a whole and functioning person. In fact, there’s an
assumption that recovery is impossible: if you’re psychotic, you’re always
going to be psychotic. It’s what defines you. You’re never going to be able
to function. But that’s simply not the case. Recovery is perfectly possible:
just look at Ron.” And indeed, since Ron’s own recovery from mental
illness he has gone on to write numerous books and papers on the subject,
and is a sought-after lecturer at conferences around the world.

Karen finds herself constantly travelling around Europe, America and
Australasia to spread their message, and so a home in the farthest reaches of
the Outer Hebrides isn’t perhaps the most obvious place from which to
embark on a jet-setting lifestyle. It wasn’t Gaelic roots which brought her
here: although her family is of Welsh ancestry, she was brought up in
Gloucestershire without any trace of Celtic tradition.

“What brought us here is a bit of a long story,” she laughs, ‘and unlikely
as it may seem, it began in New Zealand. Ron and I were working there for
a couple of weeks, delivering Recovery Champions training courses. There
were quite a few Maori elders attending the courses, and I remember being
struck by their strong sense of community, of belonging to their tribe. It was
a kind of belonging that also connected them very deeply to the land, and it
touched something in me that I hadn’t thought about since I was very much
younger.

‘I was very close to my grandparents when I was a child, spending most
of my school holidays staying with them in Frampton-on-Severn, a
beautiful village in Gloucestershire. My grandfather was a labourer on the
manor farm, and I would go to work with him, watching the milking, sheep-
dipping and combine harvesting, and helping in his vegetable garden. My
paternal grandfather also worked on a fruit farm, had a huge vegetable
garden, and kept geese. And for a while my father ran a market garden and
had free-range chickens. So I grew up with a strong sense of connection to
the land, which I gradually lost as I became older and more focused on my
career.



‘I started thinking about all that in New Zealand, and also about my
own “tribe”, and what that might mean. While we were there something
strange entered me: some wistful need to reassess myself and my place in
the world, and to think about why I was doing this work, and where it might
lead. At the same time, I was exhausted: we always worked incredibly hard,
and although I loved the energy, I was increasingly feeling the lack of time
for myself.

‘The other thing that I remember from that New Zealand experience is
that there were spirals everywhere — for example, the landscape was full of
unfurling ferns, the national emblem of New Zealand. The Maori carve
spirals out of New Zealand jade and call them koru, and I was so strongly
drawn to that symbol. When we got home I began to explore what it was
that the spirals were evoking in me. It’s a dominant feature of Celtic art and
imagery, of course, and so that led me back to the interest in Celtic culture
which T had had very strongly when I was a child. Then, I was always
doodling, and so many of my doodles were spirals; it’s a symbol that’s
always held a fascination for me. And now, it wouldn’t let me go.

‘It represents the cycle of life and rebirth, and this seemed so relevant to
the work we were doing with recovery, and with change. I kept thinking
that the same sense of attachment to the tribe that I had found among the
Maori in New Zealand had also been there for the Celts, as well as the
attachment to the land. And the warrior culture, of course, and the fact that
sometimes warriors were women. I have always considered myself to be a
warrior woman. You have to be, to survive in this world.

‘I’ve also always been drawn to the west, and specifically to west
coasts. We lived on the east coast of Scotland, and so it seemed natural that
my interest in all things Celtic would eventually take me all the way west to
Lewis. We went there on holiday in 2006, and I felt an immediate
recognition. As if the island was calling me here.’

My own experience of coming to live on Lewis was very similar: a
sense of being drawn, or called. In my case, drawn to the edge, to explore
the wildest, fiercest and truest elements of my own nature. To let the wind
and sea abrade all the rough edges of my life. Some of the same yearnings
drew Karen to the island at that time.

‘I suppose . . . on the one hand, yes, I was on an edge, but on the other
hand, I felt safe here, and held. More than anything, I was drawn to the
ancientness of the land. Lewis rock — the Lewisian gneiss — is some of the



oldest rock in the world. The wildness of the coastline, the beaches, the
weather, the wind — all of it spoke to me of depth and change, and that was
something I wanted badly. When we got back to the mainland after that first
holiday, I couldn’t settle. Something was beginning to shift in my own life,
as if one phase was ending, and another beginning. The sense of being
drawn to the island seemed like part of that process. I wanted to embark on
a new quest, a search for myself, for spiritual development, and a new way
of connecting to the world and the land.

‘It took me two years to make it happen, but we moved here in 2008. It
was a selfish move in many ways, though the family went along with it —
some of them kicking and screaming! — but it seemed essential to me. When
we first moved, Ron was travelling a lot, so I took six months off to settle
the family in. It was the first time for years that I’d had proper time for
myself. Most days there was just me and the croft, and it gave me time to
learn to breathe again. It was a lovely warm summer, and I remember being
out on the land till 11 o’clock at night, digging. It was such a joyful time.
I’d walk down the croft and if I heard a lark singing, I’d look up and I"d
sing back to it. It was as if I was singing in praise of the place, of the land,
out of the sheer love of being alive. I felt more intensely alive than I had for
a long time, and it was all part of the reconnection to this place, to the land
and the Celtic culture.’

The rain has stopped, and so Karen and I clear the plates away and then
head off outside and down the croft: I’'m keen to see again the four
Hebridean sheep which we had sold her the previous year. As we turn the
corner of the house, a sudden gust nearly blows us off our feet and I stagger
back and steady myself against the wall. It’s not as remote as you might
imagine, here: other houses are close by, and all the crofts neatly lined up in
a row behind them. The crofting and fishing villages strung out along this
north-western coastline of Lewis represent one of the most densely
populated rural locations in Britain, accounting for around two-thirds of the
population of the islands which make up the Outer Hebrides. The sea is by
far the dominant feature of the landscape; inland, as far as the east coast of
the island, stretches a vast area of flat blanket bog.

We finally make it round the corner, only to be greeted by an extended
family of excessively friendly kunekune pigs who have escaped from their
field. Karen ignores them and they root around the garden happily; it’s
obviously a common enough occurrence. Even though she now travels



frequently, the animals and the croft ground her here, and that sense of
connection to the island which she felt in those first months has stayed with
her.

‘Living on Lewis, being outside watching the sea, watching the storms
come in, feeling the energy of the wind, the light, the rainbows . . . looking
after the pigs and poultry, engaging in those same routines every day, brings
me back to this need for my feet to be strongly grounded in the earth so that
I am nourished, so I’m able to carry out the work that Ron and I do.

‘When you sit on this small island and see the huge waves pounding
against rocks millions of years old it gives a sense of perspective — how tiny
we are in this world, how insignificant our lives are, yet every act of
kindness, every moment of love, can make a difference for generations to
come. Love is a dirty word in psychiatry, it’s an embarrassment, never to be
mentioned. In that sense, I see the psychiatric system as a prime example of
that “Wasteland” you’re talking about.

‘“What is better? To fill someone with pills, then strap them to a bed and
leave them alone? Or to sit beside someone in their “madness”, to really
listen to their pain, anguish, joy, their search for spiritual identity, peace,
meaning? To listen to the messages of the voices that they’re hearing, to
help interpret, to hold a hand, give a hug, to bear witness to their story, to
believe in them, to give hope, to help understand, to build resilience, to
leave them with the possibility of transformation. So I can’t stop this work I
do, every day seeing another person begin to understand the sources of their
pain, begin to want to live, begin to love themselves . . . It is worth every
sacrifice, every bit of energy I have. But being here, developing this
connection with the land and the culture — that’s what gives me the strength
to go on with it.’

As we stand and look down the field at the little black sheep, who are
clearly fat and thriving, Karen talks about the draw of the old Gaelic culture
here in the Hebrides, comparing it to the Maori culture which affected her
so deeply in New Zealand. ‘It seems to me,’ she reflects, ‘that these cultures
hold a secret to parts of us that have been lost in the West: our ability to live
in accord with nature and with spirit. And this is also at the heart of our
work: there is a growing awareness in me that our mental health suffers
because we do not have our feet firmly planted in the land.’

And the land is at the heart of it, for sure. ‘Climate change’ may be new,
but our broken relationship with the land is old. It goes back centuries — in



England, for example, it goes back to the Enclosure Acts in the eighteenth
century, which effectively removed the right of access to and use of
common land from English rural life. But one of the many inspiring things
about Lewis is a sense of connection to the land which is so intense that it
defied all attempts to dispossess the people. At various significant points in
this island’s history, its people were prepared to fight to resist the power of
landlordism and to insist on the right to remain on the land which they had
occupied for generations.

As we walk back to the house, Karen tells me that it seems right to her
that she has gone through the menopause here on Lewis.

‘In a sense, I feel as if the Call to come to the island was the beginning
of a quest: a yearning to make some sense of my life. The menopause is a
time of looking inward, I think. It’s a powerful time, and working through
that threshold phase — no longer mother, but not quite crone — is quite a
process. Turning fifty made me stop and think about who I am and what I
want from this life; so for me, this island has definitely been a place to
begin a new journey — or a new stage in my larger journey. I’ve shed a
number of sealskins over the past couple of years. During this time, I’ve
been questioning myself and my way of being in the world, as a woman.
I’ve especially been thinking about power. I suppose I am in some ways a
powerful person, in the sense of being strong-willed, driven to succeed.
When I was a child I always wanted to be a star, and when I was young I
studied drama and trained as an actress. That sense of power is very good
for inspiring people, for helping them along that very difficult path to
recovery, but if you’re not careful, it can become controlling. To me, that’s
one of the big problems with the world, with the systems we’ve created. I’'m
striving for a more authentic way to use my power, and for balance.’

All of this, she is quite certain, emerges out of living on an island. ‘It’s
back to that edge again: I feel as if I’'m always walking on an edge between
getting it right and failing, but living here has taught me not to fear that
edge. And not to try always to control it — living on an island teaches you
that, if nothing else. You’re not in control. The weather is out of your
control, and even just getting off the island is all too often out of your
control when the ferries fail to run! The age of the land teaches me
something similar. It’s not all just about that sense of strength, of the force
of nature — it’s about understanding that I am not the centre of the universe,
but just one small part of it all, a blip in this land’s history. I still want to



change the world, but living on an island has also taught me humility. An
island is a great place to deal with your Shadow. There’s nowhere to hide,
on an island. It’s brutal.’
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Deep Caves and Bottomless Lakes

The Cauldron of Transformation
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Entrance to Oweynagat cave, Roscommon, Treland



It’s possible I am pushing through solid rock
in flintlike layers, as the ore lies, alone;

I am such a long way in I see no way through,
and no space: everything is close to my face,
and everything close to my face is stone.

I don’t have much knowledge yet in grief

so this massive darkness makes me small.

You be the master: make yourself fierce, break in:
then your great transforming will happen to me,
and my great grief cry will happen to you.

Rainer Maria Rilke
Translated from the German by Robert Bly!



attling through an unexpectedly fierce February snowstorm, I tracked

down the portal to the Otherworld. At the base of a small mound in a
farmer’s field in Roscommon in the west of Ireland, partially obscured by a
hedge of overhanging, snow-clad trees, was a sunken black maw. It would
have been intimidating enough even without the stark contrast it presented
to the white world around it. It was unmarked and inconspicuous, with only
the presence of a stone lintel to alert the passer-by to the fact that this isn’t
just any old hole in the ground. It is the entrance to Oweynagat, Cave of
Cats. The cave referred to in the early ninth-century tale ‘Cath Maige
Mucrama’ (‘The Battle of Mag Mucrama’) as Ireland’s ‘gate to Hell’.

The hell-mouth of Ireland. Would you pass through its jaws?

Given that the opening is less than three feet high, you might approach
your journey to the Otherworld with a little trepidation. You’d want to have
a head-torch, for you’ll need both hands and feet to scrabble down into the
cave. It’s muddy; a pair of waterproof trousers wouldn’t go amiss. Get on
your hands and knees, bend your head low, and ease yourself down into the
dark. You are passing through a hole in what once was the roof of a
partially collapsed man-made souterrain: a particular type of underground
passageway associated with the European Atlantic Iron Age. You’ll want to
go slowly; it’s wet and slippery. Crawl down for two or three metres, and
you’ll find yourself in a small opening, a kind of entrance porch to the cave.
Look behind you; shine your torch up at the back of the old stone lintel, and
on its bottom edge you’ll see an inscription in Ogham, the ancient Irish
alphabet. When translated, it reads ‘Fraoch, son of Medb’. Once, a
passageway would have led out of this ‘porch’ to the right of the entrance,
but now it is blocked with collapsed debris, damage likely to be due to the
construction of a small lane which comes to a stop directly overhead. The
last capstone which is visible amidst the rubble also bears Ogham letters,
but it is incomplete, and no translation has been made.

Turn left, then, into a small opening through which nothing but black
can be seen. The faint beam of your torch will be inadequate to penetrate
this shadow; trust that there is a place to go. Wiggle on your backside down
a low, narrow, slippery passageway which descends steeply for about ten



metres over crumbling, uneven stone. As the passageway opens up above
you, stand now and look up at the rock. Your torch will pick out myriad tiny
crystals shining on the wet, muddy yellow-brown walls. Taste them: they’re
salty. Taste the food of the Otherworld. Taste the sweat of the deep Earth.
Or are they the Earth’s tears? Look behind you (never look back); the path
slopes upwards and only the very faintest hint of light can be made out, and
only because you know it is there. Look up; the roof above you is ribbed.
You are in a tunnel, a birth canal, and you are slipping down it into the
silent dark womb of the Earth. Take a deep breath; walk on. All you can
hear is the occasional drip of water falling from the walls into pitch-black
puddles on the floor. The topography changes again: duck, and slither on
downwards as the floor level drops sharply one final time.

You’re there. Oweynagat, Cave of Cats. A long, narrow natural
limestone fissure, just 2.85 metres at its widest point and about 37 metres
long. Watch your step: at the centre of the cavern is a hollow filled with
mud; it has been known to swallow boots. It looks like a pool of clotted,
black blood. In the feeble light from your head-torch (you wonder vaguely
about battery life), edge your way around the walls to the end of the fissure,
where the cave ascends, narrows again, and terminates in a crack. Is this the
door to the Otherworld?

You’re in a womb. Yes, really a womb: you’re in the birthplace of
Medb. Medb, Maeve: spell it as you will. The goddess-queen of Connaught
was born in this cave. Medb: ‘she who intoxicates’. Is it the dark which
intoxicates you now, and if not, why are you laughing? Whisper the story of
Medb; Oweynagat remembers. How Etain, reborn as a mortal, was fleeing
from her human husband with her Otherworldly lover Midir. How they
stopped to rest at Oweynagat with all of Etain’s companions, including her
maidservant Crochan Crogderg, whose name means ‘blood-red cup’. At the
end of their stay, Crochan so loved the cave that she begged to stay. Etain
and Midir agreed, and so it was here that Crochan’s daughter Medb was
born.



Inside Oweynagat cave

The birthplace of Medb; the womb of the Earth. Oweynagat remembers.
Turn off your torch. Turn it off; you know your way out. Turn it off, and
succumb to the deepest dark you’re ever likely to know. Unaccountably,
incongruously, words will spill into your mind: words which purport to
describe the dark. Tenebrous, stygian . . . stay still, calm your breath, try
them all on for size. But there is no word for this dark, a darkness so
complete, so thick, that it is tangible. You’ll realise then, if you have not
learned it before, that darkness is not simply a lack of light. Darkness is
alive, and its life is obscured by light. Darkness puts out its tentacles and
touches your face; darkness licks at your eyes and grants you a different
kind of sight. Darkness is the voice of the shadow, a voice which words can
only fail. Listen. Is it the drumming of your own heart that you hear, or the
long, slow heartbeat of the Earth? Reach out, and there is nothing there.
There is only you, whatever you might be, face-to-face with the long dark.
Do you fear this? You should not. You should not, even when you
remember that this was also the dwelling place of the Morrigan, the Great
Queen, the crow-goddess of death, war and rebirth. From here she emerged
each Samhain, and from here she once came in her chariot, crimson-



cloaked, leading a heifer to mate with the famous brown Bull of Cuailnge.
Can you feel it now, the soft brush of a black crow’s wing?

Stay with the dark, even though you are thinking now of the other
stories that are told about Oweynagat. A band of magical wild pigs which
emerged from the cave and wreaked havoc and destruction on the
surrounding land before they were banished by Medb. The Ellen Trechen, a
triple-headed monster which rampaged across the country before it was
killed by Amergin. A flock of small red birds who withered every plant they
breathed on, before they were hunted down by the brave Red Branch
warriors of Ulster.

Chaos comes from this cave, and you fear chaos. Do not fear it. Stay
with the dark.

Oweynagat: Cave of Cats. Three magical wildcats came out of this cave
and attacked three great warriors of Ulster, before being tamed by Cu
Chulainn.

Chaos. Chaos comes out of the Otherworld, and you have always feared
it. Stay in the cave. Stay, and remember that the Otherworld was also a
place of protection and refuge. Think of Fraoch, son of Medb, whose name
is inscribed in Ogham on the lintel of this cave. Remember that old Irish
tale, the ‘Tain Bo6 Fraich’? Whisper the story; Oweynagat remembers.
Fraoch seduced Findabair, the daughter of Medb. When he refused to pay
an exorbitant bride-price for her, Medb sent him on an errand near to the
dwelling-place of a water monster. He slew the monster with the help of
Findabair, but was severely wounded. A hundred and fifty maidens of the
sidhe, all dressed in green, carried him off into Oweynagat and bore him out
again the following morning, fully healed. Think of Fraoch, son of Medb,
and stay with the healing dark.

The Otherworld grants visions; remember that, too. Remember Nera,
the servant of Medb, who saved Cruachan from an attack by Otherworldly
forces with the assistance of a fairy woman whom he met in this cave and
married. She warned him that Medb’s beautiful palace would be burned to
the ground the following Samhain, and that warning enabled Medb to
eliminate the danger. But as for Nera . . . he was left there ‘together with his
people, and has not come out yet, and he will not come out until the end of
the world.” Will you come out of Oweynagat? Will you find your way back
out of the dark?



Remember the gifts of the dark; Oweynagat remembers. The great
cauldron of abundance which once was kept at Tara, but later came through
this cave to the Otherworld. Remember the gifts of the dark. Turn around,
grope for the wall and lay your forehead on its wet, muddy surface. Smell
the fluids of the Earth; inhale their spicy brown richness. Can you hear the
Earth breathing, or is the rasping breath your own? It is warm in here,
warmer than the distant snowbound world outside. It feels safe, and it feels
terrifying. More than anything, it feels alive, and you are alive in it. You are
alive of it. Remember that; Oweynagat remembers. Remember the gifts of
the dark.

That is enough for this visit; you have introduced yourself to the cave.
You know you’ll be back; the Otherworld doesn’t give up its secrets easily,
and certainly not all at once. Turn on your torch, and make the slippery
climb back up to the surface. When you emerge from the birth canal which
leads from the womb of the Earth, you’ll be smiling. You’ll be smiling for
most of the day. But you’d better wipe that mud off your face before you
make your way back to town, to find a bowl of soup and a comforting pot
of tea.

Caves: portals to an entire unfathomable world which is hidden from our
view. No wonder they are both feared and revered. Mythologies from
around the world offer up stories of the magical, uncanny energy which can
be found inside caves, and once they were important locations for ritual,
ceremony and rites of initiation all across Europe.” According to
archaeologists,” Oweynagat cave may well have been a focus for similar
cult practices in pre-Christian Ireland, practices which included sensory
deprivation and the powerfully altered states of consciousness that are
associated with divination and prophecy.

Caves are the black, chasmal mouths of the Otherworld; the gateways to
transformation — the deep and enduring transformations which are delivered
from exposure to the darkest of places. The night-filled, fecund womb-
places of the Earth — out of them we are reborn. This rebirth is at the heart
of the Heroine’s Journey; it catapults us into new ways of seeing, new ways
of being in and of the world. The journey begins at the threshold of the
Otherworld. You could cross over in the dark entrance chambers of the
hollow hills; you could reach it through a burrow or cave.



In Welsh mythology the way to Annwn* could often be found at the
bottom of deep lakes, and one old myth® recounts the story of Ceridwen, an
enchantress who lived at the bottom of Llyn Tegid — known in English as
Lake Bala — in Snowdonia. The lake was named after her husband, Tegid
Foel, and it is told that it formed when a well overflowed because the cover
was left off it. And so the well flooded the original town of Bala, which is
said to lie now under the four-mile-long lake, the largest body of water in
Wales. The River Dee runs through it — though according to legend, its
waters never mix with the waters of the lake — and Llyn Tegid once was
famous for its deep and clear water.

But as with so many of our rivers and lakes, pollution has seriously
impacted its water quality, and in the 1990s a severe outbreak of blue-green
algal blooms led to concern about the excessive inflow into the lake of
phosphates from domestic detergents, agricultural fertilisers and public
sewage. Llyn Tegid has always been famous not just for its abundance of
pike, perch, brown trout and eel, but because it is also the only known home
of the gwyniad, thought to be a kind of herring, a curious relic of the last
Ice Age. Sadly, this unique freshwater whitefish is now under threat both
from the deteriorating water quality and from the introduction to the lake in
the 1980s of another fish, the ruffe, which attacks spawning gwyniad and
feeds on their eggs and fry.

If you visit Bala and Llyn Tegid today, you will find a neat and tidy lake
whose levels and outflows are carefully managed. Its edges are busy with
pleasure boats — kayaks, yachts and all kinds of other water-craft for rent,
and the narrow-gauge Bala Lake Railway runs for several kilometres along
its southern shore. It is hard to imagine that this was once one of the most
magical and powerful places in Wales, home to Ceridwen and her magical
cauldron, the source of transformation, wisdom and inspiration.

~

Ceridwen and the Cauldron of Transformation

Ceridwen was a powerful sorceress who lived at the bottom of Llyn Tegid with her husband,
Tegid Foel. She became pregnant, and in time gave birth to twins. Her daughter, Crearwy
(‘Light’), was beautiful, but her son, Afagddu (‘Darkness’), was ill-formed and grotesque.
Ceridwen loved her son just as she loved her bright, shining daughter, and wanted to offer



him a gift which would compensate for his ugliness. So she decided that she would give him
the gift of wisdom. Ceridwen happened to possess a huge cauldron, and into it she carefully
poured the herbs and ingredients for a potion of her own creation which she planned to offer
to Afagddu. Once it was ready, only the first three drops of this potion would bestow the
magical gift of wisdom; the rest would be a fatal poison to anyone who happened to drink it.

The ingredients for the potion were precious and rare, and Ceridwen gathered them
carefully from all the secret places of the land — places which only she knew. Once the
constituents had all been brought together in the great metal cauldron in Ceridwen’s house
under the lake, she lit a great fire under it. The mixture needed to be cooked for a year and
a day, and must be stirred steadily throughout this time, day and night. And so Ceridwen set
Morda, a blind man, to tend the fire beneath the cauldron, and a young boy, Gwion Bach, to
the task of stirring the liquid. With promises of dire consequences and fatal retributions if it
should happen, she made Gwion swear that he would never taste the liquid.

On the final day of the allotted timespan, just as the concoction was about to be finished,
Gwion Bach in his excitement to be free of his burden stirred a little too vigorously. Three
drops of the liquid spilled onto his thumb, burning him. Instinctively, without thinking, he put
his thumb into his mouth and sucked it to ease the pain, and this is how it came to be that
the first three drops of the potion which had been intended for Afagddu were drunk by
Gwion Bach. So it was that, in a single moment which lasted for no time at all and for all of
eternity, he gained the knowledge and wisdom which Ceridwen had meant to pass to her
son. Realising that Ceridwen would know at once what had happened, and would be
furious, Gwion fled.

He fled from the cauldron and from Ceridwen’s house, but Ceridwen gave chase. Using
the powers that the potion had given him, he shape-shifted into a hare, and he ran through
the great long grass in the fields, as fast as he could. But Ceridwen became a greyhound,
and began to gain on him, her mouth wide open in a vicious snarl. Gwion found himself up
against a river, and in a sudden flash of silver, he changed into a fish and leapt into it. She
transformed herself into an otter. As she caught up with him and opened her mouth to
swallow him, he burst up through the bright water and turned himself into a bird.

Away he flew, up, up as far into the sky as he could reach — but Ceridwen became a
hawk, and hurtled through the air in his wake. Down, down she forced him, until finally,
exhausted, he took refuge in a barn. But she followed him in, swift and all-seeing, and in
one final burst of power, summoning up the last of his strength, Gwion metamorphosed into
a single grain of corn and fell to the ground amidst a scattering of wheat and other grains on
the floor. Ceridwen wasn’'t going to let him go. She turned herself into a black, glossy, red-
crested hen, and she bent her head down to the ground and she scratched at it until she
found him, and finally she ate him. Triumphant, she took her human form again and smiled.

But Gwion could not be destroyed; he had drunk the potion from Ceridwen’s cauldron of
transformation: the cauldron of life and rebirth. The grain that once had been Gwion lodged
itself firmly inside Ceridwen, and she became pregnant. She knew who it was, this child that
she was carrying, and in her fury she resolved to kill him after she had given birth. But when
he was born, he was so very beautiful, and Ceridwen found herself unable to end his life.
Instead, she decided to give him a chance; she sewed him inside a bag made of skin, and
cast him adrift on the great ocean. The child did not die, but was washed up in his bag in a
salmon weir near Aberdyfi; there he was found by a prince named Elffin ap Gwyddno. The
reborn infant was raised by Elfinn, and he grew to become the legendary bard and prophet,
Taliesin.



The story of Ceridwen shows us the cauldron — like the cave — as a
symbolic womb, the source not only of rebirth and transformation, but of
knowledge, wisdom and awen,® or inspiration. Celtic mythology abounds
with tales of magical cauldrons — tales which are believed by many
folklorists to be the forerunners of the later body of medieval Grail
mythology — and old cauldrons have been found at the bottom of lakes and
deep well shafts throughout the Celtic countries, left there as offerings to
the goddess of the land.

Ceridwen is the keeper of the cauldron of wisdom and rebirth, and her
story reflects the role of women, in these native mythologies, as the source
of all life and creative power. In some retellings of this story, Ceridwen is
often described simply as an enchantress or sorceress — but once she would
have been seen as very much more than a mere witch. Ceridwen’s cauldron
transforms Gwion Bach, and her long pursuit of him after he drinks the
three magical drops makes it possible for him to discover and draw on the
new knowledge that he’s acquired in order to shape-shift, to try to escape
her. But the dark goddess in the Otherworld cannot be eluded; finally, after
submitting him to these tests of his newly acquired prowess, Ceridwen
swallows him up and rebirths him as Taliesin, who became the greatest of
all prophets and bards.

The story of Ceridwen and Taliesin, then, is the story of an initiation, a
rite of passage, and of the transformations which inevitably must follow.
And so, in this Heroine’s Journey of ours, after the stage of Separation — in
which we listen to the Call, and sever ourselves from the old world we
inhabited — then the second stage, the stage of Initiation begins. But when
we heed that Call and step off the edge, thinking to firmly set foot on the
path which lies ahead of us, to strike out confidently on our new pilgrimage
— we may instead find ourselves losing our footing, plummeting down into
the dark.

Scream if you will, but let yourself fall. We have to let ourselves fall. If
we want to become Voices of the Wells, we need to plumb their depths. And
in order to kick-start the process of transformation to which we’ve now
committed ourselves, we have to destroy old ways of thinking, remove old
limits. So grope your way blindly into the darkest cave, let yourself sink to
the bottom of the deepest lake. Jump into the black, bottomless well. It is
this Descent, in which we go down and face the dark goddess in the
Otherworld, which destroys outmoded forms of being and prepares us to



develop the wisdom we need to give birth to our most authentic self — the
self that knows its place in the world, that has its feet firmly planted in the
rich loam of the Earth. The self that can begin finally to act from that place
of solid, grounded rootedness.

The journey demands that we make this Descent, because a sacrifice is
required before we may continue on our path: the sacrifice of our old upper-
world self; the sacrifice of that part of us which once was sustained by our
attachment to the Wasteland. There at the bottom of the lake, in the
impenetrable darkness of the cave, in the roiling depths of the black,
scalding cauldron, the ego begins to be dismantled. We must be taken apart,
broken into pieces, so that we can begin the long, hard work of putting the
fragments back together again, rebirthing ourselves into a new pattern.

Here, in the long dark, we must also meet what Jung called the Shadow:
all that is irrational, instinctive and hidden in our own psyche. We are
forced to go deep into ourselves, so that we might first discover what it is
that we must accept, know, and above all lose before we can find out what it
is that we might become. Our Descent starts with disillusion and ends with
dissolution. There is no escaping the process, and it can be hard. The
Descent is a time of helpless wandering, of grief, rage and alienation. There
is no quick way through. But the destruction which takes hold of us is
required to initiate us into the mysteries, to set in motion the long, difficult
game of transformation. In staying with the dark, we gather the strength
which we will need to find the way back to our path and to face the rest of
the journey ahead of us. In that place of destruction, gestation and rebirth,
we begin to learn the answer to the biggest question of all: if we strip away
everything we are told we must be in the Wasteland, what is left? When
everything we once valued is taken from us, what then do we become?

Storyteller and yoga instructor Tracy Chipman’ lives in a small town in
north-west Wisconsin. I’ve known her for a few years now; we first came
into contact because of a mutual love of stories, and a shared connection
with the stories and landscape of the Outer Hebrides. During a long, dark
time in Tracy’s life she connected very strongly with Lake Superior, the
largest freshwater lake in the world. Superior is dark, and deep: at its
deepest point, it runs to 406 metres.

‘I was pretty settled in my life in south-east lowa when my father was
diagnosed with cancer. Eventually I moved in with him to care for him,” she



tells me. ‘I came to Lake Superior on a whim, for a little break from the
fray, and I was unprepared to feel such a strong connection with it. From
miles away I could actually “feel” its presence. From then onwards I
became utterly besotted with it. When I thought of the lake, that enormous
body of water, so incredibly deep, I pictured it as a feminine entity, a
woman. I saw her gathering herself together deep under the surface, filling
the dark cave-space of basalt and sandstone, waiting there for aeons,
beginning to know herself, somehow finally coming to light. The lake, and
this image of it, seemed to promise something that I needed. After that first
visit I posted a note on Craigslist, an online classified site, looking for
someone [ could write to who knew Lake Superior well. And so, through
this interest in the lake, I met a man called Mike, and the course of my life
forever changed.’

Tracy doesn’t have any obvious Celtic ancestry; her ancestors came to
America in the 1600s, and what little she knows of them suggests a Dorset
connection — though she thinks there may also be a Scottish link. But she
always felt a strong tie to Britain, she says, even as a small child. And so in
her mid-twenties she bought herself a one-way plane ticket to London, and
from there set off for Scotland, where she felt a sudden and unexpected
sense of belonging. Tracy ended up staying for six months, living near
Edinburgh and travelling around Scotland. ‘I had to return to the US, but in
1995 I came back to Scotland. I was invited up to the Outer Hebrides with
an ornithologist friend who was heading to the island of South Uist to do
research, and words can’t really convey the impact the islands had on me. I
was touched, inspired and moved, and I left knowing somehow I’d be
back.” She went home to Oregon, where she was living at the time, and
started up a non-profit organisation called The Hebridean Folklore Project,
with a mission to help keep the islands’ folklore alive and accessible, and in
the summer of 1996 she went back to Uist for the first of many extended
journeys to the Hebrides. By day she hitched, walked, ferried and bused up
and down the islands in search of stories, ‘listening to the old people,
listening to the sea and the curlew’s call.” By night she pulled pints and
poured whisky at The Dark Island Hotel in Benbecula. The islands drew her
back, over and over again.

‘The islands and how I engaged with the land and culture offered me a
solid connection to place that I hadn’t experienced before, as well as an
unequalled soul education — instructions for living a wild and authentic life,



if you will. T spent so much time doing fieldwork, walking and exposing
myself to the wind, to the sluicing horizontal rains. At the same time, I was
tipping headlong into the ancient cooking pot of oral tradition shared by the
old people of the islands.

‘It was a time of unprecedented heady and hearty feasting. I was waking
up to a strong affinity for Celtic culture, which meant above all awakening
to the culture of place. Insights spilled out to me from those old myths and
stories. Life’s highest truths seemed to blaze out of them, from South Uist
folklore to the great epic Celtic myths — they all drew me further through
the doorway of Celticity. The spinning tales of ceremony, the sacral ebb and
the flow, the feral land, dreaming, speaking, and the trove of deep magic
firing from the Gaelic language . . . all this began informing the tread of my
day-to-day life. Of how I live this precious life of mine; the breath-by-
breath choices I make about how I spend my time; where I find and create
beauty; the direction I steer my livelihood and soul work as a storyteller,
writer and folklorist; how and with what I feed or soothe myself; the way in
which I listen to the elements and all living and non-living beings. The way
I live now is directly derived from my experience of Celtic lands and
culture. The islands taught me not only how to be in relationship with place,
but also how to simply be.’

During Tracy’s extended visits to South Uist, she struck up a deep
friendship with Seumas, an elderly local man. He was her guide to the land
and its stories, and when she returned to America they kept in touch. But
Seumas passed away in 2002, and his death led to an experience of
profound grief and loss. “There was a strong heart connection between us,’
Tracy says. ‘He embodied the land and the Celtic culture of the islands for
me in so many ways. His death also signalled the beginning of a long cycle
of loss in my life.” And indeed, it was a time of many changes, upheaval
and isolation. Her father’s long struggle with cancer led eventually to his
death. Her marriage had begun to fall apart and eventually she and her
husband split up. Her beloved cat was hit by a car and died. Then came the
sudden death of a close friend and mentor. To cap it all, Mike, the
correspondent with whom she had unexpectedly fallen in love, had a
massive heart attack on Samhain eve, just as they were falling asleep, and
died in her arms.

Tracy looks younger than her fifty years; she has a wide, open smile that
lightens the intensity with which she talks about these darkest of times in



her life. ‘Quite simply, I retreated,” she says. ‘I went to live in a primitive
cabin in the woods at Four Mile Creek near Washburn, in Wisconsin. It was
near Lake Superior, the beloved lake that had first connected Mike and me.
It was winter, and I was deep, deep into my grief. I was living in an altered
state, because that’s what grief does: it changes you. I was surrounded by
this all-white world, listening to wolves and coyotes, following tracks worn
by deer and bobcat, feeling so close and connected to the land. I felt as if I
was shape-shifting, actually becoming the land and the wildlife all around
me. There were times where I felt non-human. Not surprisingly, that made it
hard to relate to other people socially. I spoke about death often as well,
which didn’t help. I had such a strong sense of isolation and alienation from
society, and in some ways, that’s still with me; I’'m still recovering from it.
But during this remarkably transformative time there was a strong sense of
merging with that creative intelligence, the energetics underlying nature.’

Pushed to explain what it felt like, this sense of shape-shifting into the
land, Tracy shakes her head and laughs. ‘It’s hard to explain. It felt like
belonging to something safe, like I could trust the cycles and the beauty of
the land, of nature and the elements, not to just disappear. Everything else
that mattered to me seemed to have disappeared; the land was all that was
left. Nature was this relatively benign yet hugely powerful energy to shift
into when my own experience felt so crushingly grief-stricken and
traumatic at times.” She hesitates, runs fingers through her hair, gropes for
words. ‘All I can say is that I felt a part of the rhythms of the land and
nature: there was no separation. It was so much more than the purely human
experience I had known before. In the Hebrides I had experienced a strong
connection to the land, to those islands, and that experience was a type of
education, showing me how it — this shifting into land or place — might be
done, giving me something to take home with me. But years later, carrying
all this grief and loss, I was completely raw. My human life had been
stripped away, and I was living in the woods in a way that was uncluttered
by all the crap we usually surround ourselves with. It was a very mindful
experience in the sense that the past was a complete bombshell for me, and
the future utterly unimaginable, so I was forced to live in the present — that
was all I could endure. And the present for me in that place was nothing
more than the land, the elements of fire and ice, the trees, the animals, the
seasons. It was a tremendously transformational period in my life, and there
were such gifts that came from it.’



So great were those gifts, and so transformative her time in the woods,
that Tracy recently purchased fifteen acres of boreal woodland a mile from
the shores of Lake Superior, and close to the cabin she once lived in. She is
clear that those gifts — involving above all a deeply embodied sense of
belonging to the land — have utterly transformed the way she lives now. ‘It’s
a sort of internal spaciousness, a simplicity, which isn’t dominated by the
agendas and concerns of society. In my work as a yoga instructor and a
storyteller, some qualities of that knowing, that being present, are brought
in and shared with others. More and more in all of my work I find the
rhythm and flow which came out of that time with the land and its
creatures, which is now part of me. I’ve learned how to show up and pay
attention in a new more authentic way which informs my daily life.’

For Tracy, the two sets of experiences, first in the islands and then at
home in America, are deeply connected. ‘It’s as if the islands gave me the
gift of understanding what it might be to belong, to be in relationship with
the land, which came with me back to America. To me, Celtic culture is a
calling to belong to something greater, something luminous stitched
throughout the horizontal and vertical realms of life. Celticity is an
initiation, a coupling of my soul-self with the land and the elements and
with the web that meshes, coils and weaves it and us all together. It’s both a
reverence and a sense of responsibility. My way of being in the world now
has been birthed, cultured and tempered by that sense of Celticity, and
deepened by that long stint in the dark.’

The necessary disintegration of our former selves forces us to clutch, in the
depths of our extremity, at whatever it is that we believe to be the source of
life. When we have given ourselves over to the dark, allowed it to work on
us; when we can no longer think, reason or manage our way out of the crisis
we find ourselves in — then what we are left with is instinct, the soft animal
nature of our physical bodies, the songs our senses sing. The transformation
that follows is for sure, as Tracy discovered, in some ways about shape-
shifting: about taking on new forms, remembering that we are two-legged
animals, learning a new way of being in the world, a new tuning-in to the
rhythms and seasons of this planet. Only then can we truly become
creatures of this Earth; only then can we begin to feel a sense of belonging
to it.



But sometimes that disintegration of the old social self, that falling back
into more physical, instinctual, animal ways of knowing, can turn into a
process we can’t control; sometimes it feels like the onset of madness. In
this most ‘civilised’ of all cultures, madness is never something to be
embraced — but in our old Celtic myths it occurs often enough, and it’s a
perfectly natural response to the unendurable. More than that: it’s an
initiation, a precursor to transformation.

Inside us, those old stories whisper, there might well reside a sleeping
madwoman: a woman who cannot and will not tolerate the brutalities of the
world around her. They suggest to us that one day, in the extremity of some
great grief, or following the brutal rending of some protective veil, this
madwoman within us might break out. More importantly — they tell us that
at some point in our lives it might be okay to let ourselves break, to run to
the comforting dark of the cave, to flee to the simple white wildness of
winter woods, to withdraw from the deodorised, civilised world around us.
To express our rage and lick our wounds; to allow the wilderness to work
on us. And so it is that Irish mythology offers us a great gift: the story of the
madness of Mis."

The Madness of Mis

Daire Doidgheal, the most powerful ruler in Europe, set out one day to invade Ireland. It
wasn't just that he wanted to conquer that beautiful, fertile country: it was that he had a
particular hatred for the greatest of all Irish warriors, Fionn mac Cumaill. Fionn had eloped
with both the wife and the daughter of Bolcan, King of France, when he spent some time in
his service; Daire was utterly furious about this, and determined to seek retribution for this
disrespect to his friend. And it had to be said, the fact that Daire’s sense of pride was
dented by all the stories which were circulating Europe about Fionn’s prowess and
successes might just have had something to do with it.

So Daire mustered a large body of troops from all across Europe, and they sailed over to
the south-west of Ireland in a mighty fleet of ships. Fionn came to hear that the invading
forces were on their way, and so he gathered both his own people and allies from all around
the country, and they were waiting for Daire when eventually he landed at Ventry, near the
settlement of Dingle in County Kerry. A great and bloody battle ensued, which lasted a year
and a day. Fionn’s son Oisin faced Bolcan of France in combat, and defeated him. But
Daire’s forces fought so fiercely that eventually Fionn had to call the Tuatha Dé Danann to
come to his aid before the battle could be won. But then Daire’s son Conmhaol was killed,
and in spite of his great skill as a warrior, Daire Déidgheal himself was finally slain by the
mighty Fionn.



Daire had brought to Ireland with him his beloved daughter Mis, for he could never bear
to be parted from her. Mis was as beautiful as the night, with her long black hair and large
black eyes and her pale, perfect skin. After the battle was finally over and the remaining
warriors had dispersed, Mis came down to the beach with the band of men who guarded
her, to look for her father — but after a frantic search among all the dead and dying bodies
lying on the beach, all she found was his decapitated corpse stretched out on the sand. She
ran to him, but when she saw what had become of her beloved father her grief
overwhelmed her, and she flung herself across his body and licked and sucked at his
bloody wounds to try to heal them, just as an animal might.

But nothing could restore him to life, and when finally she understood this Mis staggered
to her feet and wailed and clawed at her ravaged, wet face and her blood-stained clothing.
Finally, in the utter, unstoppable agony of her despair, she cracked. Taken by the extremity
of her madness, she rose up into the air like a bird, and with a long high-pitched howl which
shook those who heard it to the very core, she flew away into the heart of the Sliabh Mis
mountains.

There it was that Mis came to rest, and she lived in the mountains for many years. She
was a crazed creature in those days, was Mis; she grew long trailing fur and layers of
feathers to cover her naked skin; she grew great sharp claws with which she attacked and
tore to pieces any creature or person she met. She could run like the wind, and no living
thing was safe from her. They called her the wild woman, and so dangerous they thought
her that the people of Kerry created a great barrier around the mountains, a desert stripped
of people and cattle, just for the fear of her.

Feidlimid Mac Crimthainn was the King of Munster in those days, and he offered a great
reward to anyone who could capture her alive. He promised half his kingdom if Mis could be
restored to sanity and society, as well as the gift of her hand in marriage. But so fearful were
the stories about her that none of the warriors in the land dared to accept the challenge.

And so the people continued to live in fear of Mis, until one day, a gentle young harpist
named Dubh Ruis® came to the court of Feidlimid Mac Crimthainn. He approached the king,
harp in hand, and announced that he would take up the challenge — for he had devised a
subterfuge which he believed might restore Mis, and bring her back into the world again.
Mac Crimthainn’s warriors laughed and jeered at the idea that this tall, handsome but gentle
young man might succeed where they had not even dared to go, but for lack of any
alternative plan the king agreed, and gave him the purse full of gold and silver which he
requested, and which formed part of his plan to beguile Mis. And so Dubh Ruis set off with
his harp, and he travelled deep into the place in the mountains of Sliabh Mis where she was
thought to have her lair.

Dubh Ruis found a good dry spot in a clearing at the heart of a small oak wood, in the
foothills at the base of the narrow mountain range. He took off his clothes, and set out his
cloak on the ground; he surrounded it with a circle of gold and silver coins. And then he laid
himself down on the cloak and began to quietly strum at his harp. After a while he heard a
rustle behind him, but he didn’t turn around, he just kept on playing. Then the rustling sound
grew closer, and slowly, carefully, he looked up.

There she was, in all her fearsome glory: part-hag, part-wolf, wild-eyed, hardly
recognisable as human. She looked dangerous enough to strike horror into the heart of the
most ferocious warrior — but Dubh Ruis ignored her; he lowered his eyes and turned back to
his harp and his music. After a few more minutes, Mis spoke, her voice rusty and cracked.
‘Once at my father’s court there were things like that.” And she pointed with one long-clawed
hand at his harp.

‘Were there, now,” said Dubh Ruis. ‘Well, won’'t you sit down and listen for a bit, while |
play?’ But Mis shook her head, and took a long step back. Dubh Ruis said nothing, but



turned back to his harp and his music. He seemed to take no further notice of Mis — except
that he watched her, out of the corner of his eye. And then she suddenly noticed the gold
and silver coins, and she stared long and hard at them, and then she took a step closer to
him.

‘Once my father had things such as that,” Mis said. And she pointed with a sharp-clawed
hand at the coins.

And Dubh Ruis said, ‘Did he, now. Well, won't you sit down and look at them for a bit,
while | play?’ But Mis shook her head, and took a step back again. It was then that Dubh
Ruis shifted around a little on his cloak so that his fine set of genitals were on display to her,
but all he did was continue to focus on his harp, and his music. He seemed to take no
further notice of Mis — except that he watched her, out of the corner of his eye. And then she
suddenly noticed his genitals, and she stared long and hard at them, and then she took a
step closer to him. She stood quite still, and didn’t speak. But Dubh Ruis saw a flush rise in
the grubby, bare skin of her face and brow.

And Dubh Ruis said, ‘Won’t you come and lie here with me for a while?’ And this time
Mis did not step away, but instead took another step closer, and then another, and so Dubh
Ruis slowly reached out his hand to her — and still she didn’t back away. He took her long-
clawed hand and pulled her down beside him, onto the soft, fine-woven woollen cloak.
Quietly he said to her, “You wouldn’'t be hurting me now, would you?’ Blindly, seemingly
entranced, Mis shook her head.

And so it was that Dubh Ruis the harpist made love to her, crazy Mis, wild woman of the
Sliabh Mis Mountains. And once it was over, she asked for more, and more loving she
received; and then she asked for more music, and more music she received; and she sat
calmly with Dubh Ruis while he played, and she fingered the silver and gold coins. ‘I
remember . . .’ she started to say, but then she shook her head and would not continue. But
Dubh Ruis saw that a tear leaked from the corner of her eye.

Dubh Ruis grew hungry, and he took up his leather bag and brought out a piece of bread
from it. He offered half of it to Mis. She took it from him carefully, lifting it to her nose,
sniffing at it, and she said, ‘I remember this”” And Dubh Ruis said to her, ‘Yes, you do. It is
called bread.” Mis nodded — but there wasn’t enough of it to satisfy their hunger, and so she
ran off into the woods to hunt for a deer. When she brought it back to him, though, slung
over her strong, bony shoulders, Dubh Ruis would not allow her to eat it raw, or to tear at it
with her long sharp teeth as was her custom. Instead, he built a fire and he roasted the deer
over it, and he served her cooked meat.

Then Dubh Ruis took Mis to a pool at the edge of the wood which had been warmed by
the sun, and he coaxed her into the pool with soft words and kisses, and there he bathed
her gently, and he washed away the dirt of the forest. And then he took branches from the
forest floor and built a shelter for Mis, and he made a bed of moss inside the shelter, and he
covered her with his cloak, and he stayed with her.

Each day, gently, Dubh Ruis scrubbed at Mis’s skin, so that over time the fur and the
feathers fell away from her. He combed out her long black hair, and cut back her rending
claws. Each day he spoke to her of the world she had left behind. And each day he made
love to her, on their bed of moss in the forest. Each day, she changed a little more; day by
day she slowly transformed back into some semblance of the young and beautiful woman
she had been before her father was killed. And finally, after two months had passed, Mis
asked of her own accord if they could leave the mountains and go back down into the world.

So Mis returned to court with Dubh Ruis, and they were rewarded handsomely by the
King of Munster, and Dubh Ruis was given her hand in marriage. They lived together
happily for a number of years, and Mis bore four sons.



But the warriors who had been made to look small by Dubh Ruis’ success plotted
against him, and planned their revenge; and one day, while he was out walking in the
woods, they killed him. This time, when faced with the dead, maimed body of a loved one,
Mis did not lose her reason to her pain and despair. Instead, she poured her grief into a
poem: a lament for her gentle harper, Dubh Ruis.

~

Sometimes, madness seems like the only possible response to the insanity
of the civilised world; sometimes, holding ourselves together is not an
option, and the only way forward is to allow ourselves to fall apart. As the
story of Mis shows, that madness can represent an extreme form of
initiation, a trigger for profound transformation. Mis is portrayed as a
typical geilt — an Old Irish word which means a mad person, or a lunatic.
But the word geilt has a particular connotation in Celtic myth and literature:
it is conferred upon people who go mad from terror, often as a result of their
exposure to the extremities of battle. There are several such old stories, but
the best-known, of course, are about men. A great deal of literary attention
has been paid to the episode of Merlin’s madness in Arthurian legend,
which comes upon him after the Battle of Arfderydd, and to the old Irish
tale of Suibhne Geilt (Mad Sweeney) who similarly goes mad in battle — but
the story of Mis is seldom told, even though it is believed to be older than
all of these others.

Mis is the original wild woman, that archetypal madwoman who lives
deep within each of us. She speaks for us all: for the rage which we cannot
express, for the grief which eats our heart out, for the voices we have
suppressed out of fear. This old story shows us a brutal descent into
darkness during which all illusions are stripped away and old belief systems
evaporate, and in doing so it suggests that the extremities of madness or
mental breakdown, with their prolonged, out-of-control descent into the
unknown, might offer us a path through which we can come to terms with
the truth. Like other legendary geilta,'® Mis is driven to extremity in her
grief, shape-shifting into bird form, flying away into the hills and woods,
growing fur and feathers, eating wild and raw food, leaving the intolerable
world behind her. But a geilt cannot emerge from her madness and come
back to the world until she has achieved some kind of personal
transformation. Through her ordeal — her removal from society and her time
spent in the wilderness — she must find a way to reclaim a more authentic



sense of identity and belonging. She finds it with the help of a man; she
finds it in the union of the masculine and feminine.

In all the old stories, the geilt is hypersensitive to the sights and sounds
of the civilised world, finding them unendurable. She finds other people
unendurable too; only alone in the wild, in nature, can safety and freedom
be found. In the same way, it is our sudden awareness of the horrors of the
civilised world, the Wasteland, which not only leads to our Descent, but
which accompanies us into the dark. That awareness, that inability to
endure the unendurable, forces us to challenge our old values, and in
particular, the materialism on which our culture is founded. We are highly
likely to be left feeling isolated and bereft; we may sometimes be left
falling apart.

Sophie McKeand' was born in north Wales, and still lives in the town of
Wrecsam, close to the English border, with her partner Andy and her
eighteen-year-old daughter Rhiannon. She feels a fierce attachment to her
land, and its people. ‘Even when I wasn’t conscious of it, I realise now that
I’ve always struggled with the idea of ever leaving here. The Cymraeg
(Welsh) word hiraeth is the only way I can explain it. It doesn’t translate
well into English, but it refers to a kind of deep longing for home.’

She comes across now as funny, practical and supremely down-to-earth,
but ten years ago, when she was twenty-nine, Sophie thought she was going
mad. ‘I was trying to be a Good Citizen, whatever that was, and a “good
single parent”. I was working as a field sales executive in media, I had just
bought a house, I thought I’d done everything everyone had told me I ought
to do to be a good and productive member of society. But conforming to all
those expectations, living in that way, was killing me. I hated my life. My
escape was a headlong leap into the all-encompassing weekend fog of
drinking and taking drugs for release before crawling into the sick, empty
heart of Monday morning. I remember one Monday morning in particular, a
distinct defining moment, after a long weekend of partying while my
daughter was away. I was standing in the shower, feeling like shit, and this
internal voice which I’d never heard before said very loudly and clearly,
This is not who I am. It was a side of me which had never spoken before. It
was like thunder, or a lightning strike. I heard it, and then all at once
everything started to unravel. I kept thinking about all that I’d bought into —



the house, the smart car, the laptop. All the stuff. If those things weren’t
what life was about after all, then who was I, really? What was it for?’

What happened next was a series of experiences that at the time made
Sophie worry about her sanity. ‘But I didn’t seek out medical help, because
I never felt that was the answer. Somehow I knew that I needed to work it
through rather than medicate it, to understand the new way I was beginning
to look at the world. I thought, who is anyone else to tell me that I’'m
thinking in the right way or the wrong way? I’d been doing that all my life,
and look where it had got me.’

Her experiences during this time were both shattering and
transformative. ‘It was all about connecting directly with the land, right
here in north-east Wales. I had what I can only describe as a huge spiritual
awakening. I remember, after that moment in the shower, thinking that
we’re broken people, all of us. Our roots are torn from the earth, fed into
the Machine, chipped and moulded into sheets of MDF which are used to
build things we don’t need.” Sophie found herself developing an aversion to
pavements, to tarmac and concrete, and so she began to spend more and
more time walking in the hills, forests and lakes with her dog. ‘I’d walk for
miles up into the hills, literally for hours. That was my therapy, I didn’t
want anything else. Then . . . well, I started to connect and converse with
the land. It was as if the world exploded into life. I started to hear the trees’
voices, the mountains’ thoughts. At the time it was quite scary. One night I
dreamed of a fire dragon and when I awoke he was still with me and he
stayed with me for days. What was that all about? A psychotic episode? A
hallucination? What with that and the voices, I was convinced I was
completely nuts. But the truth is, I knew that it was really the rest of the so-
called civilised world which was nuts! And that was hard to deal with. This
is what I wrote about how I felt at the time:

Fear of all that we are, of all that I am, becomes a soul-silencing black rat chewing the
tongue from the paralysed Self. It is nails screeching down blackboards. It is waking in the
night infested with demons that burrow beneath skin as old ghosts tramp through the
bedroom vomiting appalling truths. It is the blackened grief of the illumined mind. I do not
fear death. I fear life, and what we do with it. I am suffocated with horror. We are one? It
hurts to look anybody in the eye. Being around people becomes a terrifying ordeal. I am
afraid for all children.

‘I kept it all to myself, of course,” she laughs. “Whilst it was happening,
there was complete psychological compartmentalisation. The bigger side of



me was denying it all, saying, This isnt me, I don'’t think like this, the
natural world doesn’t communicate! I can shut it off, just let it run like a
film in the other room whilst I get on with my normal life. I was striving for
“normality”. I would watch TV, read the newspapers, go shopping. I would
tell myself, No, this is the real world, this one you’ve always lived in. Then
at the same time, the other half of me was embracing all of these voices and
visions, and I couldn’t stop them any more than I could stop breathing.
They were like waking dreams, only tangible, material, and they were
effecting visible changes in the real world!’

Sophie is very clear that the experience changed her and, given the
extent of her distress at the time, remarkably positive about the nature of
transformation she underwent. ‘It changed me; of course it changed me.
That moment in the shower, the moment I call the epiphany — that was the
start of it, the dark time. Since then it’s been a long, long journey. It didn’t
all happen at once. It’s been a tough process to get to where I am now.
Eventually something began to come out of the fog, the things I thought I
must do. Write, walk in nature, wild-swim, learn Welsh, work in my
community. Big things, too: I quit my job, sold my house, signed up for
university, stopped smoking. I began to look into what it was to be Welsh. I
began to write poetry, and then to perform it. What was interesting is that
throughout this whole process, painful as it was, I felt as if I were becoming
a better person. As if I were being transformed into a better mother, partner,
friend, writer. More involved with my place, with the local community. I
wanted to drink less, write more. I thought, if this is madness, I’ll take it.’

The transformation clearly was a powerful one. On Sophie’s website,
acclaimed nature writer Jay Griffiths, author of the bestselling books Wild
and Kith, says that her poetry offers ‘an allusive, restless sensibility turned
outwards to the world; her words have heft, they grasp their way out of
poetry into landscape.’ Talking to Sophie, I am looking into the dancing
eyes of a seemingly average woman, approaching forty, with a brown chin-
length bob, clutching a simple black cardigan around her. She’s sitting at a
desk in a pleasant, ordinary-looking room in their perfectly conventional
house which she shares as a working space with Andy. But on her website
you’ll find photographs of Sophie on stage with paint on her face and
feathers in her hair, with heavily tattooed forearms, wearing tight short
dresses of black or shocking pink. She has performed her poetry, usually
backed by musicians, extensively across the UK: at the Green Man,



Wilderness, Dinefwr and Uncivilisation Festivals, as well as at venues like
the Pizza Express Jazz Club in Soho. She insists that the spoken word has
power.

‘Performance poetry exists as a primeval reminder of our oral traditions,
of who we are. Spoken as part of the landscape, it becomes landscape.
Spoken as part of the community, it becomes community. Community really
matters to me. Now, more and more of my work is in my local community. I
work full-time in the arts, and especially with groups of young children in
schools around the county, focusing on poetry, and on language.’

Celtic mythology is the foundation stone of much of Sophie’s work; she
is particularly passionate about connecting people to the stories which
spring directly out of the places where they live, out of their own cultural
traditions. ‘Recently I’ve been working with the Ceridwen myth, because it
allows and builds on the possibility of transformation and inspiration, and I
think that’s so important for kids to understand. So I get the kids in my
poetry workshops to make a cauldron of inspiration, and then I ask them
what we’re going to put into the cauldron. They go outside and come back
with found objects as metaphors — bark, standing in for dragon’s tongue, for
example: something which represents wisdom. Or they use objects that I
bring — marbles, and so on — and they’re the ones who decide what those
objects represent. Then they stir it all up and pretend to taste it, and I tell
them they’ve been transformed by the potion. And also, like Gwion Bach,
we shape-shift! I bring fur or feathers and they transform themselves into
some animal or other. And then I ask them what they are going to say now
that they’re transformed, and they write. They write very freely, about how
they have been changed, about how it feels to be that animal.

“Watching the kids devise their own symbols and metaphors from these
items is amazing. It encourages them to engage not only with their own
Welsh myths and stories, but with the land and its animals. Connecting with
the land is an integral part of my work. And learning Cymraeg, because the
Cymraeg language grew directly out of this land; it is the voice the land
gave us, the one it resonates with most beautifully, and this is why I’m
working so hard to learn it. I’'m still the out-of-tune violin in the orchestra,
but I’m working on it.’

Sophie’s experiences of what might be thought to be madness, and the
strong sense of connection to the land which both began it and emerged out
of it, have influenced the way she views her place in the world, her sense of



responsibility to her land, and her community. ‘It’s definitely about
protecting,” she says, emphatically. ‘And I feel that part of that protecting is
in encouraging the next generation to think about myths and their
connection — and our connection through them — with the land. Planting a
seed so that sometime, when they need it, they’ll remember these things.
Because it’s time for us to rise up and take back our role as caretakers and
stewards not just of the land but of the children, too. I think a lot of women
are doing this now, with more homeschooling, with community projects,
with educational projects that operate a little bit outside the norms of our
patriarchal education system. This is how we ensure the land has good
future caretakers.

‘T also feel that the land needs something from us, yes. We always think
of what we need, but the land needs us now too. The trees need help
spreading their seeds. There’s a need for people to speak poems and songs
to the land. To collect litter. This is one of the ways I connect and respond
in an authentic way. It’s interesting because I never see people picking up
rubbish. We always feel it’s someone else’s job, that we’re too important,
that we don’t have the time or a suitable bag to put the rubbish in. But it’s
not always the grand gestures that will change the world.’

The descent into darkness can take many different forms. It might be a
mental or emotional breakdown, but it might also be a physical illness or
disability. In her remarkable book The Alchemy of Illness,"” Chronic Fatigue
Syndrome sufferer Kat Duff has this to say:

The well venture forth to accomplish great deeds in the world, while the sick turn back into
themselves and commune with the dead . . . Space and time lose their customary definitions
and distinctions. We drift in a daze and wake with a start to wonder: Where am I? On a
train to San Francisco or at Grandmother’s house? Maybe both, for opposites coexist in the
underworld of illness . . . Defying the rules of ordinary reality, illness shares in the hidden
logic of dreams, fairy tales, and the spirit realms mystics and shamans describe. There is
often the feeling of exile, wandering, searching, facing dangers, finding treasures. Familiar
faces take on the appearance of archetypal allies and enemies, ‘some putting on a strange
beauty, others deformed into the squatness of toads,” as Virginia Woolf noted. Dreams
assume a momentous authority, while small ordinary things, like aspirin, sunshine, or a
glass of water, become charged with potency, the magical ability . . . We drop out of the
game when we get sick, leave the field, and desert the cause. I often feel like a ghost, the
slight shade of a person, floating through the world, but not of it. The rules and parameters
of my world are different altogether.



When we descend into the dark, we find ourselves literally losing the plot.
We find ourselves between stories. All of the stories we have told ourselves
about who we are have begun to disintegrate. Chances are, we are losing
much that we once held dear, all that we once thought defined us, all the old
dreams. It’s hard to let go of dreams, no matter how dysfunctional. But once
the process of disintegration has begun it must be properly worked through.
The old stories are clear about this: we must die to ourselves, and to the
world, before we can be reborn.

Sometimes, that dying takes a long time; sometimes, we can’t imagine
we’ll ever be free of the pain of it. Stay with the long dark: it takes as long
as it takes. We cannot shortcut our time in the dark — but so often we try to,
because we are born into a culture which has prepared us poorly for
waiting. Instant downloads via the internet save us from having to wait for
books to arrive in the post; videos can be streamed online with a few brief
clicks of a mouse. Fast food, fast service. We want everything now,
including transformation and wisdom. In this culture, if something seems to
be broken or defective, off we go at once, looking for a quick fix. We want
to medicate our way out of the dark, to drink or drug our way out; we want
to treat our way out with solution-focused therapies, how-to spiritualties.
We go looking for a product, a practice, a technique. We want to know now
what it is we might become, and we want to become it now.

But we won’t find our way by running hell-for-leather towards the light;
we will find it rather by embracing the dark. By exploring the fecund,
loamy ground of our being — our own being, and that of the rich, wide
world around us. For some of us, this might mean adopting a meditation or
movement practice which forces us to be quiet, and listen to what our
bodies are telling us; for others, insight might come in the real dark, sitting
in the woods alone at midnight, merging into the trees, listening to the night
sounds. Some women will explore their past and present feelings by
keeping a notebook. Whatever form it takes, whether it comes easily to us
or not, we have to be still, and trust; we have to resist the urge to view what
is happening to us as a problem to be solved. We have to let ourselves hurt,
release the old needs, let go of the old urges to become what we are not,
what we were not meant to be. This is how we pave the way for rebirth.

There are dangers to be found in the dark; of course there are dangers.
One of the greatest dangers lies in the fact that it is all too easy to get stuck
there. We may focus in too tightly on the intensity of our grief, sinking into



it, drowning in it. We may talk of little else, we may become self-absorbed,
self-pitying, navel-gazing. This is another of the ways in which our society
tricks us, for we have become a culture of narcissists, excessively focused
on the perfection of our own pain. But this is a time to resist the urge to
protracted self-pity, because it is all too easy to lose ourselves in tending
our own emotional wounds; it is all too easy never to move on. It is true that
we have to do a good deal of inner work before we have anything
meaningful to offer to the outer world; it is true too that we must recognise
our wounds and incorporate them into the ground of our becoming. But we
need also to stop licking them. We are more than the sum of our wounds.
We need to focus on coming back to our bodies, beginning to repossess our
instincts, beginning to reclaim our deep connection to the land and its non-
human inhabitants. This is how we heal.

Slowly, then, in its own good time, the darkness begins to fade. We can
begin to move again, to grope for the way ahead; we can find it, finally, the
path which leads us on through the Otherworld. We can go forward on our
pilgrimage, walking, working our way to understanding what it is that we
might offer to the world. This journey of ours, like all pilgrimages, is in
some senses a journey out of time — a journey which takes us far beyond the
‘normal’ everyday world. It is a journey through the Otherworld, where the
rules are incomprehensible, the tasks seem impossible, and the stakes are
perilously high.

And yet, as Sophie discovered, the Otherworld is also a fertile place. In
stark contrast to many other mythological and religious traditions, although
the Celtic Otherworld is dangerous, with ample traps for the proud or
unwary, it is usually envisaged as a land of abundance. It is a place of
beauty and harmony, not of darkness and terror. Old age and death do not
exist there, and no hell-fires burn. It is a country which exists outside the
laws of time and space; home to deities, other spirits and supernatural
beings, and our ancestors. It is a world which runs parallel to our own, and
which might sometimes seep into it. It is elusive, accessible only at certain
times of the year, at certain ‘thin’ or threshold places, or by invitation.
However you think of it, for the Celts, the Otherworld was just as real as
our own; today, some would say it still is. The Otherworld and our world
are simply two manifestations of the same phenomenon.



I have travelled several times to the dark entrance to the Otherworld,
because whatever the monomythic plot structures might like to suggest, a
Heroine’s Journey is rarely, if ever, linear. My own journey has been more
like a series of spirals — spirals which go both ways, leading me inwards
and then back out again. Sometimes it has seemed more maze than spiral, as
I’ve lost my sense of direction completely, and found myself slammed up
against a dead end. If journeys are fractal, perhaps mine has been more
fractal than most. And the truth is, I’ve made most of the mistakes I warn of
in the pages above.

My first flirtation with the dark came when I was thirty, when the veil
which had shaded my sight and protected me from full knowledge of the
Wasteland was shredded piece by piece, and finally ripped away.
Everything changed. That veil could never be worn again, no matter how
fiercely I might have wanted to sew it up with trembling fingers and too
coarse a thread. I saw my life for what it was, and I couldn’t un-see it. I had
failed to become the person I had wanted to be. I had taken the wrong path,
the safe path, the path without heart. I had made my choices out of fear, for
the choices we make are the products of old wounds, and of baggage from
the past which we might carry around with us still. I hadn’t even begun to
address the baggage from my own past, though I was awfully good at
advising other people about theirs. The lives we eventually live are a
function of the choices we think we have, or the choices we believe we do
not have. Suffering always from an excess of caution, I had a habit of
imagining fewer choices than I actually had.

But no matter how coherently you might be able to express and explain
the factors which brought you to this point, when you come to the mirror
and see yourself clearly for the first time, and do not like what you see, all
excuses flee. Only grief is left — the great grief which comes from knowing
that you have failed yourself. Some people fall apart then; others simply
cannot contemplate the possibility of falling apart. So it was for me when,
at thirty, I tried to manage my way through the Call which I first heard at
that time. No deep plunge into the darkness for me; no signs of weakness
allowed. I bit down on my grief and set about controlling the situation I
found myself in. That is what I had always done; that is what I would do
now.

‘Out of control’ was not an option. It had never been an option. I clung
to control because that was how I had survived as a child. After my mother



found the courage to divorce my father when I was four years old, she dealt
with her own pain by sinking into a years-long struggle with binge drinking.
During the drinking days I learned to fend for myself, and I learned to cover
the tracks — for what I learned above all was that no one must ever know.
We must keep the secret, we must cement over the cracks. And more than
anything — more important than anything else in the world — I learned that I
must take charge of my own young life. I needed to keep control, because
the people closest to me seemed to have lost it.

There is no ‘off’ switch for such deeply ingrained habits; they become a
part of who we are. And at thirty years old I was still so very good at
papering over the cracks, and keeping everything tightly under control. So I
planned the journey which I imagined was ahead very carefully, and timing
was the essence of it. I knew that I needed to leave my job; I knew where I
wanted to go — but everything must be tied up neatly, for above all else I
feared chaos. I had seen chaos in my beautiful, sad mother; I had seen what
happened when you went down into the dark and couldn’t find your way
back out again. It was not going to be my path. And so it took me two
tightly controlled years to extract myself from the situation I was living in,
because I left nothing at all to chance.

I might not have allowed myself the full experience of Descent, but
those two years weren’t pretty. Perhaps that’s precisely why they weren’t
pretty. Every day, I longed to be somewhere other than the place I was. I
longed very specifically to be in a tiny tumbledown cottage in the
Maumturk Mountains of north Connemara which we were in the process of
purchasing for a song, and which Len was going to move into and work on
while I remained in the UK, earning the funds to renovate it.

Staying in the UK for a while was a necessity. We had a large mortgage,
and I had no way of paying it if I didn’t have my salary, and the housing
market was in a slump. We couldn’t take any chances; the house had to be
sold before we could do anything. As soon as we decided to move to
Ireland, we put it on the market, but it took a year to sell. Once the house
was off our hands, I could safely hand in my notice — but I was
contractually obliged to work out a notice period of a full year before I
could leave my job, and I worked it out from a small rented, furnished flat
so that I could squirrel away every spare penn