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For Eric and Susan




About the Book

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

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

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

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




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

– Jacquetta Hawkes

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

– PJ Harvey

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

– Seamus Heaney
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Author’s Note

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Aye, he would, and did:


O, mar a bha nuair a bha sinn òg,

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



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

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

Among the others, the reasons were various:

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

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

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

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

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