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�Every community on earth is being deprived of an ancient necessary nourishment.  We cannot 
live fully without the treasury our ancestors have left us.  Without the story � in which 

everyone living, unborn, or dead participates � men are no more than �bits of paper blown on 
a cold wind��� 

~George Mackay Brown, Winter Tales (1995)ii 
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Introduction 

This project spans time.  In some ways it began eight years ago, when I first visited 

Stonehenge and realized how incredible it was to be at a place built nearly five millennia ago.  It 

also began twenty-two years ago when I was born and became a part of the human story.  It 

began with the people who first built and used these places I have become so interested in.  

Broadest of all, it began when the human story began, the story that encompasses all of our lives 

and connects us to one another across time.   

 I knew that I wanted to write my honors thesis about the prehistoric sites in Great Britain 

that I have visited.  These include Stonehenge, Avebury, and several of the many sites on the 

main island of Orkney built during the Neolithic and early Bronze Age.  A year ago, my thesis 

was going to be about these sites and how they have been used by others in literature.  I quickly 

came to realize, however, that what mattered about these sites was not how others thought of and 

used them, but what they have meant in my own life and faith journey.  What has developed is a 

paper that looks not only at these sites, but also at why studying them matters for me.  As I have 

spent this year thinking about and learning about these places, I have also been led to think about 

mortality, community, religion and spirituality, how to live with questions and explore the 

unexplainable, and what it means to be connected.  This first half of this paper is research about 

these sites, the facts and theories about who these people were and what they built.  The second 

half is an exploration of the journey I have taken.  While I am not necessarily trying to argue a 

certain point in this paper, it should serve as proof that if you cannot take the knowledge you 

have learned about something and apply it to your life you have not really learned anything.   
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Orkney 

 About eight miles north of John O�Groats, Scotland, lies a series of islands known as 

Orkney.  Scattered about these islands are many Neolithic sites, including villages, standing 

stones, stone circles, and passage graves.  These structures are among the earliest attempts made 

by human communities to make lasting physical structures that have remained through the 

present age.  The Neolithic builders knew that what they were building was significant and were 

conscious of how the sites would appear from land and from the water.  It is thought possible 

that some of the sites were constructed to match the shapes of the surrounding landscape; either 

way, some of these sites were colossal in size and built to impress the observer, while others 

were simply places where people lived.iii 

One of these sites is considered to be the best preserved Neolithic village in Northern 

Europe.  The five-thousand year old village of Skara Brae was discovered by William Watt, the 

laird of Skaill in 1850, after a large storm.  Buried under the sand dunes was a particularly large 

mound of midden which contained nine houses and a building referred to as �the workshop.�  

Only four of these houses were excavated by 1868.  It was not until 1925, when another storm 

inflicted damage on some of the excavated pieces, that the site was protected from the Bay of 

Skaill, and more excavation work was done.  By 1930, the site looked like it does today.iv What 

remains of the village has been preserved incredibly well over 

the centuries, due to its subterranean construction into the 

midden mound created by the villagers and its having remained 

buried under sand from shortly after its abandonment until 

1850.  This has protected it from the elements and looters.  One of the things that is unknown is 

if the village was once larger and parts were washed out to sea long ago.  There are also parts of 
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the midden mound that covered the village area which have yet to be excavated.  Within the 

houses that do remain, furniture remains intact and many artifacts have been found which 

provide clues to what life may have been like.v       

Skara Brae was occupied from around 3100 until 2500 BCE.  Two villages existed on 

this site, with the second being built on top of the earlier, though not with the same exact 

building plan.  Two houses from the earlier village were not built on, so those have been 

excavated.  To excavate the rest of the first village would require the destruction of the village 

that exists at the site today.  It is known from artifacts found during excavations that the same 

group of people built both villages.  What is believed to have occurred is that over time ways to 

make better, stronger houses were found.  The use of midden was important in both villages, but 

it is probable that a much greater quantity was available when the second village was built, about 

halfway through the time the village was occupied.  Midden is a collection of items, such as 

�decomposed vegetable matter, animal dung, broken animal bones, stones and shells,� as well as 

ash and other trash items.vi  It combines and decays to form into a material that is similar to 

strong clay.  The villagers would have collected all of their �rubbish� in a selected area.  

Eventually, there would have been a large collection of midden.  While the first village had only 

a base of midden to help the houses stand, the midden would have been moved so the second 

could be dug into this substance which would help protect it from the elements and intruders, as 

well as provide stronger walls.  The villagers probably used the stones from the first village, and 

gradually took down one house as they built another.   The new houses were relatively the same, 

only slightly larger and with beds built not into the walls but in the room.vii   

Each house had the same general arrangement.  The hearth was the center point of the 

room and provided for many of the essential needs of the people.  The fire may have been the 
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only light that people had inside their huts, as there has been no evidence found for oil-lamps or 

torches.  It also would provide the family with heat during the dark, cold, and windy winters.  It 

was the place where they cooked their food.  The roof may have had a small ventilation hole, but 

the insides of the hut would have been fairly smoky, which may have allowed them to smoke 

food at the ceiling level so it would last longer.  The roof itself was probably made from turf 

strapped down onto a frame made from wood or whale bone.  Wood was a very precious 

resource due to its scarcity on Orkney.  Most timber they would have used came from trees that 

had washed up on shore.  This is one of the reasons that most of the furniture in the houses was 

made of stone.  The most noticeable piece of furniture was what is referred to as the dresser, 

which was situated opposite the door as the focal point 

when one entered a room.  One theory is that the dresser is 

where the family would display any prized possessions so 

they would be visible to anyone entering.  On either side of 

the room were the beds, framed with stone.  The beds may have originally been filled with 

bracken, �a fern,� and had animal skins over the bracken to use as blankets.viii  It is believed that 

a canopy with hangings of animal skins may have covered the bed to help trap in warmth and 

provide storage space on top of the canopy.  Other storage spaces were found in the alcoves that 

each house has coming off the main room.  At least one of these outer cells in each house seems 

to have a drain, which may have been an early indoor plumbing system.  The houses also would 

have several water tight boxes fixed to the floor, where limpets could be soaked until they could 

be used as fish bait.  Near the door, another box seems to have been used for storing and 

protecting pots and other items that could have been easily damaged.  The doorway itself was 
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small so that it could be covered by a moveable rock held in place by two doorstops and a bar on 

the inside.ix   

The singularity of the way in which house interiors were laid out �suggests a conforming 

community, people doing things in the same way because sharing attitudes and beliefs is seen as 

very important for living together in harmony.�x  The houses of the village were all connected 

with covered passageways, keeping the villagers unified and better protected.  The only building 

not connected to the main mound is the Workshop.  This building is freestanding, has thicker 

walls, and does not appear to have been a house.  Rather, archeologists have found materials that 

seem to have come from tool building there, which is why it is called the Workshop.  The 

villages may have come together in this place to make their tools as a group.  The process that 

these villagers appear to have used to make tools is quite interesting and is accessible due to 

microscopic analysis of their stone tools.  They would use either the small pieces of chert 

available on the island or the stronger, but still small, pieces of flint that washed up onshore to 

make smaller tools.  These would then be used to make larger tools out of bone and wood, giving 

Orkney a unique tool set not found in other Neolithic communities.  None of their tools appear to 

be of a type used for warfare, but instead for a variety of other purposes, including hunting and 

working animal skins.xi   

Although it seems likely that the first people to settle on Orkney had come over from 

mainland Scotland around 6500 BCE, Skara Brae and the similar villages that existed during the 

Neolithic Age were the first people on Orkney to create farming villages.  These were some of 

the earliest farming communities in all of Britain, as many farmers in other areas had lived in 

single homesteads.  They grew cereal grains, and likely continued to gather berries and nuts.  

They also raised livestock including pigs, cows, and sheep and/or goats, which provided wool.  
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They hunted and fished.  While pieces of whale bone have been found, it is unknown if they 

hunted whale or simply used beached whales.  Medically, it is known that they used �a kind of 

puffball � Bovista nigrescens� which had a cotton-like material inside that helps blood to clot at 

wounds, so they likely used other herbs as well.xii  They probably made their clothing out of 

animal skins, as no textile tools have been discovered.  Beads, pendants, and pins have all been 

found, which made up their jewelry.  Many are made from bone, but some of the pins are made 

of walrus tusks.  Evidence has also been found of colored paint, used either for the jewelry, for 

ceremonial body paint, for the walls which have geometric carvings, or for all of these.xiii   

The reasons proposed for the abandonment of Skara Brae are much different today than 

when it was originally excavated, and are based on the growing involvement of the villagers 

within a larger community setting.  The sand dunes that covered the village until 1850 led many 

to believe that a giant storm had caused the people to flee.  There are no signs of such an 

occurrence, however, and now archeologists find it more likely that over time the younger 

generations moved out of the village into individual homesteads around 2500 BCE.  The timing 

of the abandonment is the time that it is believed the large monuments, the Ring of Brodgar and 

Maeshowe, were beginning to be built.  These new monuments would have required 

communities to work together, and replaced the chambered tombs that the individual 

communities had previously made on their own.xiv  

Skara Brae would have been in contact with other communities during the time of its 

existence.  This can be seen from artifacts unearthed at Skara Brae made with a mineral found on 

the northern shores of the island of Hoy, a neighboring Orkney island.  It also can be seen in the 

arrangement of Barnhouse Village, found more centrally on the island.  This area of settlement 

likely predated Skara Brae, although its remains were not discovered until 1984.  Here the 
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houses were also rebuilt over time, probably several times, as the mound of midden they used 

continued to build up.  Around the time that Skara Brae was being built, Barnhouse Village was 

likely building very similar looking houses, which are the remains seen today.  Both villages 

used the same cross pattern.  Some researchers wonder if the four sides could be a representation 

of the four seasons as it appears that these villagers were very intentional with the things they 

built.  The insides were relatively similar as well, including the dresser and other furniture, as 

well as the central location of the hearth.  The village set up as a whole differed between the 

villages.  The buildings at Barnhouse were set up in two horseshoe like shapes, one inside the 

other, based on a drainage system.  Within these, the majority of doors faced the same direction: 

to the north-east.  The majority of buildings within the inner ring are houses which surround the 

central area and its large hearth around which it appears people gathered to eat.  The outer ring 

has a few other buildings which appear to have possibly been involved in the making of crafts, or 

for ceremonial proceedings.  Skara Brae has remained much better preserved than Barnhouse, so 

while Barnhouse appears, possibly, to have been larger, better artifacts have been found at Skara 

Brae.xv   

The people who lived at Barnhouse Village, together with those originally from Skara 

Brae, as well as possible other villages, must have come together to build the sizable monuments 

in the part of Orkney now referred to as �the Heart of Neolithic Orkney.�  They were moving 

towards a more organized group as a whole region, a necessity for building these prehistoric 

sites.  It appears that while these villages may never have had a chief leader but instead shared 

leadership based on individual strengths and skills, a group or leaders for the region now came 

into existence.  People began to feel more connected to this regional group and to their individual 

family than their village.  The regional leaders led the people in acts of building that represented 
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similar beliefs shared among the groups, including a strong sense of connection to their 

ancestors, the importance of the hearth, and the importance of the sun, all of which played a role 

in their everyday lives.xvi    

In Portrait of Orkney, George Mackay Brown wrote that �Stone served for the living and 

the dead.�xvii  For the Neolithic people of Orkney, as mentioned previously, ancestors played a 

central role in life.  Some of the tombs they built were built so that they resembled their houses.  

For these people, the standing stones they used at other sites likely became a representation of 

their ancestors, in the physical form of the rock, in where the stone was taken from, and in the 

people it took to bring it to its new location.  These monuments would have linked together the 

ancestors and the landscape.  One of these ceremonials sites is the Ring of Brodgar, one of the 

largest henges in Britain, measuring 130 meters across.  The henge is actually the ditch around 

the stone circle; in the case of the Ring of Brodgar, the ditch was about 3.4 meters deep and 10 

meters wide.  Most henges also have an outer bank, typically made with the dirt dug out of the 

ditch, but as far as archeologists can tell, the Ring of Brodgar never had a bank.  Spanning across 

this ditch were two places to enter, both on a path leading to other Neolithic monuments.  The 

stone ring, which measures 104 meters across, would have been made of 60 stones, if it was ever 

completed (which is unknown).  These stones were of a variety of types of sandstone, which has 

made researchers wonder if they came from different areas of the island.  Today, thirty-six of the 

stones are standing, thirteen of which were re-erected in the early twentieth-century.  A number 

of other bases remain, while the top half of the stone has disappeared.  The best estimates put the 

henge as being constructed sometime between 2,500 and 2,000 BCE. One of the challenges to 

knowing much about the Ring of Brodgar is that little excavation work has been done on the site, 

with the only large excavation occurring in 1973.  Even though there is a lack of artifacts, its 
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importance can be seen in regards to its position within the area.  In the nearby area are thirteen 

other Neolithic sites, mostly burial mounds as well as a standing stone, ranging in age from 

before the ring to as recently as 1,500 BCE, proof that the area remained in use for some time.  

From each of these other sites, the Ring of Brodgar stands out as a prominent sight.xviii   

Not that far from the Ring of Brodgar, and fairly close to Barnhouse Village, lies what is 

considered to possibly be the oldest henge in all of Britain, the Stones of Stenness.  Once again, 

it is hard to accurately date when the henge was constructed, and so estimates put it anywhere 

from around 3,400 to 2,500 BCE.  This henge had both the outer bank and a ditch, which is 

thought to have been filled with water and have had only one entrance.  The stone circle, only 

about thirty meters in diameter, would have been comprised of twelve stones, although it appears 

the twelfth may never have been put in.  Today, only four remain standing.  In the middle of this 

circle was a hearth, thought to have been brought from Barnhouse Village.  Finds have indicated 

that people ate and were involved in other activities within the circle.  Nearby were several other 

standing stones, including the Odin Stone, which today has a hole through it about which many 

myths have been created.  During Neolithic times there would have been even more standing 

stones and other monuments, as well as other villages.xix   

Not far from the Stones of Stenness lies another site, which would have taken at least as 

many man-hours to build as the Ring of Brodgar, if not more.  This is Maeshowe, an incredible 

passage tomb built to line up with the winter solstice.  On December 21 (and also partially 

visible for three weeks on either side of the solstice), the setting sun shines over the side of one 

of the hills on Hoy, lines up with the Barnhouse Stone, a standing stone 800 meters from 

Maeshowe, and then shines down the gently upwards sloping 10 meter passage into Maeshowe 

to create a wall of golden light on the back of the tomb.  Within this �door� of light lies the 
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entrance to one of the cells contained within the tomb.  Unfortunately, the tomb was cleared out 

by people sometime between the end of its use and modern times, which means there are very 

few clues as to how the people used this tomb or what it meant to them.  That it is a tomb is 

based on the findings of similar sites that have more evidence remaining.  What is known is that 

the shortest day of the year held very high importance to this group of people, and probably 

represented a type of death and rebirth, as seen in the cycles of the year.xx     

The ways in which Maeshowe was designed was similar to other tombs, and yet also 

contained many aspects which were unique.  Using the dating of other tombs, it is believed that 

Maeshowe was probably constructed around 3,000 BCE.  Its layout reinforces the similarities of 

the Neolithic houses to their tombs, and the visibility of this site would be a daily reminder of the 

people�s ancestors.  Before the current Maeshowe was built, other monuments existed on this 

site, though what exactly they would have looked like or been is unknown.  One theory is that it 

may have been a stone circle, and that the four standing stones, one at each corner or the square 

central room, could signify that the tomb was built to incorporate these standing stones.  While 

some say this is not likely because the standing stones do not appear to have been exposed to the 

natural elements, it remains clear that these stones likely had a special meaning for the builders, 

as Maeshowe is the only known passage grave to have used standing stones.  These stones 

determined the height of the room; which today measures 4.7 meters across and 4.5 meters high, 

although it may originally have been taller.  On top of these standing stones and the walls built 

between them, a roof gradually worked inwards to a point.  The entrance is located on one side 

of the tomb, while the other three all contain holes into side cells, where the bones of the dead 

would have been placed, and then sealed with rocks fit to the hole.  It is unknown exactly what 

the burial process would have been, but it is probable that the body would have been either 
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buried or left on a funeral pyre for some time, and then certain bones selected for burial within 

the tomb.  This also means that it was probably a large communal tomb, and not built for any one 

individual.  It is likely that bones would have been rotated out over time as more people died 

whose bones would be placed in the tombxxi   

One of the impressive aspects of Maeshowe is the massive size of the elements it 

included.  In the side cells, each side and back wall was built with a single stone slab, which 

required fairly sizable stones.  Even larger were the stones that line the entrance passage, as each 

ten meter side, as well as the ceiling, is almost completely lined with one single stone each.  The 

passageway also contains a stone which can be lowered down to leave just a small gap between 

the stone and the ceiling, which possibly may have created a greater effect at the winter solstice.  

Further out another unique element is found: around Maeshowe a ditch and a bank were built.  

This is the only piece of Maeshowe that can be given a fairly certain date of being constructed 

around 2,500 BCE.  Excavations make it seem likely that the ditch would have been filled with 

water at some point in time, creating the illusion of Maeshowe as an island, an effect that the 

Neolithic people probably sought to match the island that they lived on.  Further out from the 

bank a wall was built, probably with the rock that had to be dug out of the ditch.  These three 

features, the wall, bank, and ditch, were uncommon for Neolithic passage graves.  It seems that 

these people were willing to try several new things in order to achieve the desired affect.xxii    

Eventually, Maeshowe stopped being used as a tomb.  The area attracted interest again 

when the Vikings came to Orkney.  They left writings and 

sketches behind in Maeshowe, as well as possibly clearing it 

out. Today, it appears as a large grass mound, measuring 35 

meters in diameter and about 7 meters high, with an entrance 
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in the side.  Once inside, it appears anything but an ordinary hill, but takes you back in time to a 

space which was sacred.  While there are other Neolithic sites on Orkney, I have focused on the 

sites that I have actually been to, so that later I can look at why they are relevant to my life.  

Now, I will move south, to one of the most famous Neolithic monuments in the world.xxiii 

 

Stonehenge  

   Near what is today Salisbury, England, sits a monument that has mystified people for 

centuries, and attracts close to 850,000 visitors a year.  Its tallest stone stretches twenty-four feet 

above the ground, and some of its stones were brought over one-hundred fifty miles from Wales.  

This is Stonehenge, a Neolithic masterpiece.  Five thousand years ago, this site was already the 

place of a monument, presumably to the sun.  The first stage of development was a ditch with a 

slight outer and larger inner bank.  Underneath the top layer of soil there is chalk, so these banks 

would have appeared white and striking from a distance.  The ditch, which was approximately 

110 meters in diameter, was dug using the antlers of deer and the shoulder blades of cows.  

Antlers were found when the ditch was excavated and carbon dated to approximate the time of 

this first stage of building.  Older cow bones were also found set in order in the ditch, which 

could be an indication that even before anything was built the site had been in use for ceremonial 

purposes.  There were two entrances to the site, one of which would eventually become the 

Avenue that goes down to the River Avon and lines up with the solstices, showing that even at 

its first stages the site likely had something to do with celebrations of the sun.  These may have 

been for either the sunrise on the longest day of the year or the sunset on the shortest day of the 

year, or possibly both.xxiv 
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During the next three hundred years it seems that the builders of Stonehenge put up a ring 

of fifty-six wooden poles just inside the inner-bank, based on evidence of these holes first found 

in the seventeenth-century.  There is no evidence of the wooden poles themselves, which makes 

it harder to ascertain exactly how the site looked during these years.  Evidence has been found of 

over fifty cremations placed within Stonehenge during this time period, some in the ditch, some 

in the inner bank, and some in the holes that the poles must have been removed from.  This 

appears to be the only time during which Stonehenge was a burial site, with only a few 

exceptions, but does not provide evidence that Stonehenge may been a place where human 

sacrifices occurred.xxv  

Beginning around 2,550 BCE, stones started to arrive at Stonehenge.  The first stones 

brought to the site were the bluestones which came from the Preseli Hills in Wales.  Why the 

builders chose these stones, located one-hundred-fifty miles away, remains a mystery.  The 

stones appear to have come from different quarries, which has led to one theory being that they 

moved an already existing stone circle from a site there.  These stones could weigh up to five 

tons, and most likely were brought back to Stonehenge via water routes.  At least eighty were 

brought over, and set up in two arcs near the middle of the circle.  This is also the period when 

the first sarsen stones were brought to the site.  These stones came from Marlborough Downs, 

only nineteen miles away, but could weigh up to forty tons.  It is estimated that it would take 

two-hundred men twelve days to haul each stone, although exactly how they got any of the 

stones to the site remains a mystery.  The first four stones brought were slightly smaller, and set 

up to either side of the Avenue entrance, at the corners of a rectangle which intersected in the 

center of the circle.  To put these stones into place, excavations show how they would dig a large 
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hole with one slide sloped, drag the stone out over this slope, and put weights upon it until it fell 

into the hole.  Then they would pack the chalk in around it to hold it in place.xxvi  

The next phase, which probably occurred around 2,300 BCE or within a hundred or so 

years on either side, brought the arrival of the great number of sarsen 

stones that are so recognizable today.  Over seventy-five sarsens were 

brought to the site, while the bluestones temporarily seem to have 

disappeared.  The sarsens were set up in an outer circle and an inner 

horseshoe.  If ever completed, the circle had thirty upright stones, all of 

which were connected using lintels over the top.  These were 

connected �with a mortise and tendon joint locking the uprights to the lintels and a tongue and 

grove joint locking the lintels end to end.�xxvii  To get the lintels up onto the top, they probably 

constructed some sort of leverage system by which they would get one 

end up to where they could put a piece of wood beneath it, and then 

worked the other end, gradually increasing the lintel to the height of the 

stone.  Inside the circle, a horseshoe was comprised of five massive 

�trilithons.�  Each had two stones connected at the top with a lintel.  They 

gradually increased in size towards the center, with the largest having upright stones measuring 

twenty-four feet, only one of which remains today.  The Avenue was also developed and given a 

ditch and bank on either side.  In the final stage, the bluestones were brought back, sixty of them 

being placed in a circle between the outer circle of sarsens and the trilithons.  Up to nineteen 

more were placed inside the trilithons in the shape of an oval. Then, what is now referred to as 

the altar stone was placed at the base of the tallest trilithon, although its original purpose is 

unknown.  All of this building was set up to focus on one or two days of the year, the sun�s 
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longest and shortest days.  On the summer solstice, the sun would rise over the Avenue and shine 

through the tallest trilithon; on the winter solstice, it would set behind this trilithon and shine 

down the Avenue.  While many people today believe that the site was built for the summer 

solstice, it could very well have been built for the year�s shortest day, after which there would be 

the rebirth of a new year.  The sun, as for the people on Orkney, was the provider of life, and the 

winter solstice signified the beginning of longer days.xxviii 

Little was known about the people who built Stonehenge, where their settlements may 

have been, or what they were like until within the last couple of years.  What was known was 

that they built burial sites and other henges all around this area.  Barrows, or burial mounds, were 

constructed during the Neolithic period as long mounds where many people might be buried.  

Later on in the span on Stonehenge, they were constructed in different ways, ranging from bell 

barrows, shaped like a bell, to pond barrows, which were basically flat.  These were typically 

used for the burial of a single individual.  They also built the Cursus and Lesser Cursus, long 

oval sites (the larger 1.7 miles long) with a ditch dug out, leading early excavators to believe that 

Roman chariot races had occurred at the site, which has since been found to be unlikely.  Two 

henges exist about two miles from Stonehenge, called Woodhenge and Durrington Walls.  The 

holes for wooden posts have been found at both of these sites, but little else as they were 

constructed with wood.  The only evidence of possible human sacrifice in the area was 

discovered at Woodhenge, where the skeleton of a three-year-old child was found with the skull 

split open.  The henge at Durrington Walls is close to 470 meters in diameter, and it appears that 

a large structure was built within the circle.  A couple of years ago, excavation work was begun 

to look for an avenue leading to the River Avon from Durrington Walls that would be similar to 

the one at Stonehenge.  Archeologists found not only an avenue, but what appear to be clusters 
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of houses as well, of which six had been excavated by January 2007.  These houses, similar to 

the ones found on Orkney, are built around a central hearth, although little remains of the walls 

to know much more about the house structure.  What they have learned about the people is that it 

appears they would have used all these sites, although whether all people would travel to 

Stonehenge or a select few is unknown.  It also appears that they ate lots of pigs, and that many 

may have been killed around the winter solstice.  Closer to the site of the henge, buildings appear 

nicer, believed to be either a social structure, or just as possibly sites of shrines.  Much, however, 

still remains a mystery.xxix 

 All of these sites will continue to hold their own secrets.  Excavations carry on, with one 

just finishing at Stonehenge this past week, attempting to discover more about the bluestones.xxx  

People have dedicated their lives to learning about these ancestors of ours and the sites they 

built.  So what has drawn me to be fascinated as well, and what have I learned about humanity 

and myself as I have studied these sites? 

 

Relevancy 

�We take long trips. 

We puzzle over the meaning of a painting or a book, 

when what we�re wanting to see and understand  

in this world, we are that.� ~Rumi 

This fall began with Professor Swaim asking me each week why I was doing my project on the 

Neolithic sites of Britain, and what was the point of my reading the novels I had chosen to read 

to find others� thoughts about the sites.  The questions were meant to get me to think about what 

really drew me to these sites, which I can explain in part, but still do not fully understand.  At 
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first, I came up with surface level answers, basically that I found the sites interesting.  In the 

journal I began keeping to record my thoughts on my thesis, I wrote about the first time I had 

seen these sites.  I first saw Stonehenge in 2000, and was incredibly intrigued by the site.  It had 

been built before what we would consider decent tools existed.  I honestly wonder if, given the 

same tools, we could accomplish the same thing today.  The site is about 4,500 hundred years 

old, and hard to describe with words.  Seeing Stonehenge, and then traveling to Orkney in 2005, 

led me to ask many questions.  They were simple, if unanswerable, questions.  What was the 

purpose of Stonehenge and the Ring of Brodgar?  Were people communicating across long 

distances?  Why were stone circles built in southern England and Orkney at about the same time, 

and nearly identical designs found carved on rocks at Maeshowe and Newgrange, a passage 

tomb in Ireland?  What made these people devote so much time and energy to building these 

sites?  What were their views on death and celestial beings?  I also asked the question I began to 

spend time examining this fall on a more personal level: �What is it that attracts us to these 

sites?�  

 Basically, what Professor Swaim was attempting to get me to realize was that to figure 

out why I was doing this project I needed to look inward, which the Rumi quatrain put very 

eloquesntly.  If I were to try and sum it up, I would have to say that what draws me to these sites 

and the people who built them was realizing my connection to them as part of the human story.  

This is why I have given my paper a title based on a Whitman poem.xxxi  �To Think of Time� is a 

poem which talks about being a part of the human experience and those who will come before 

and after us, although in fewer words than I will use!  I do not know exactly why it is the sites of 

Neolithic Britain, and not others, that speak to me, except that they are the oldest I have seen, 

and I have British ancestry.  What, in part, intrigued me so much about these places were the 
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similarities that I shared with these people.  Realizing that humans have probably changed very 

little in terms of our basic needs and emotions for over 5,000 years is incredibly powerful.  One 

night this past September, we had worship for Presbyterian Campus Ministry on the roof of the 

building we meet in.  As I lay on my back, I looked at the stars, thinking about how the stars 

have barely changed in the relatively short time span of five thousand years.  The stars I saw 

were about the same stars the Neolithic people saw.  When worship finished, I stayed on the roof 

with one of my friends, who was going through a difficult period of her life.  We sat on the roof 

together, leaning into each other, as she sobbed.  Underneath the stars sat two young women 

helping each other to deal with the challenges of life.  Somehow, I felt that the same exact thing 

probably happened around the dying embers of a fire millennia ago.  As I realized that this is part 

of what drew me to the sites, I also began to better understand what the human story is, and also 

found myself in the midst of a personal journey.   

Before I talk about my life in connection to the human story, let me offer a little more 

about my personal story.  I was raised attending a Presbyterian church from a very young age.  

Around the time I was in eighth grade, I felt called to be a minister.  This was not brought on by 

any particular occurrence; there is not a specific moment where I remember suddenly feeling 

this.  I do remember that at some point I just knew that that is what I was supposed to do with my 

life, which is pretty odd for a thirteen or fourteen-year-old.  My mother worked at the church, so 

I spent a fair amount of time there, which has allowed me to see the �inner-workings.�  After 

eight years and many shifts in my beliefs, I still feel called to ministry, and will be starting 

Princeton Theological Seminary in September to earn my Masters of Divinity.  So I have a solid 

Christian background, but I am open minded, and believe that there are other truths as well, 

weaving together the tapestry of life. 
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Now looking at the bigger picture, the most basic way in which every individual is 

connected to the human story is through their mortality.  I realized my own mortality when I was 

twelve, amidst the devastating wreckage of an eleven-car pile-up.  Although my family walked 

away basically uninjured, for the several seconds in the immediate wake of the accident, seconds 

that felt like eternity, my sister did not respond to my screaming her name.  She did eventually 

respond (my parents had just begun to realize that something was wrong in the backseat, so it 

really was probably a matter of a few seconds), but I remember the terror that swept over me as I 

thought I might have lost my best friend.  Two people in the wreck did die that day.  The body of 

the driver of the truck that caused the accident was pinned under the car behind us, which I 

intentionally did not look at.  I was jolted, literally, into the knowledge of how fragile life really 

is, and how fast it can be taken away.  Today I often feel as if we are taught to fear death.  I have 

been a part of discussions, however, about how realizing our mortality actually allows us to live 

more fully.  The Neolithic people seemed to embrace their mortality.  The people of these sites 

seem to have made symbols of death a part of their daily lives; the tombs they built were highly 

visible and often seem to have been near the village.  They built monuments that were about 

death, where they would honor their ancestors.  I wonder if these monuments symbolized some 

type of rebirth, especially the golden door that shines on the back of Maeshowe at the Winter 

solstice.  As the sun goes down, in creates a door upon the wall, in which the door to one of the 

cells lies.  The following morning, the days will start getting longer again.  Could this door be a 

symbol of the rebirth of the year, but also of the dead?  Could it be the door to an afterlife?  If it 

is the winter solstice that Stonehenge was built for, does this give it a similar meaning? 

This leads me to one of the other big issues that I have dealt with in researching this 

period of time.  One of the challenges of researching a period that preceded written history is the 
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lack of known information.  We can only use the physical evidence left behind to learn about 

these people and make the best possible conjectures about what their lives were like.  There is so 

much we do not know about the lives these people led, and at times it can be frustrating.  So very 

little about what their religions might have been is known.  They obviously made monuments 

that were related to the sun, and possibly the moon, so we know these played an important role in 

their lives.  Although there is no proof that they were �sun worshippers,� this is one theory given 

for the reason behind the monuments they built.  Stonehenge and Maeshowe were both visible 

from the surrounding countryside, and were built to line up with one, or both, solstices.  So they 

would have been an important site.  There is some evidence from Durrington Walls village, near 

Stonehenge, that indicates ceremonies were held around the Winter solstice.  It also makes sense 

that with a limited scientific understanding of the world, they might worship the sun, which 

brought light and heat, things necessary to grow crops.  After studying abroad in England, where 

the days are often grey and cold, I decided I much better understand why people in Britain might 

worship the sun!  Whenever it was sunny in the early months of the year, I would place my chair 

in front of my south-facing window and soak up whatever heat I could.  I quickly realized how 

easy it is to take the sun for granted in the desert while in a country like Great Britain, you 

simply cannot.  Having researched these Neolithic people, and then having lived in England for 

five months, it seems like a logical conclusion that their religion would have included the sun. 

As I was reading and thinking more about these Neolithic people this fall, I was also 

asking a lot of questions about my own life and faith journey, and learning to live with not 

having all the answers.  I still felt called to become a minister, and was in the process of applying 

to seminary.  I also have felt for some time that Christianity simply cannot be the only way, or 

the only truth.  Now this belief was going beyond organized religion to include people who lived 
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5,000 years ago and would be considered pagans.  For a couple of weeks, I felt that there was 

some higher truth that was just beyond my reach, and driving me a little bit crazy.  I still believe 

that there is this higher truth, but have decided that if I am supposed to be enlightened to it that it 

will happen, and I need not worry about exactly what it is.  During these weeks, however, I was 

trying to figure out if my calling and this feeling could simultaneously exist in such a way that it 

would all work.  I had to be true to myself and what I believe.  Yet I also know that as I move 

towards ordination I will be asked if I believe that Christ is the only way to salvation, and some 

people will have problems with my answering no (there are tactful ways to go about this, such as 

saying for me personally I believe� but I feel that the rest is for God to decide�).  Would 

people want a young woman who has some of the huge questions that I have to be their pastor?  

These questions brought emotions with them too, confusion, rawness, and tears.   

I read a book last summer by Rob Bell entitled Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian 

Faith, which has helped me to articulate certain aspects of my faith, and prodded me to think and 

grow in other aspects.  One of the things he writes speaks beautifully to these big questions that I 

was experiencing, both in connection to my future and to Neolithic Britain.  He writes, �True 

mystery, the kind of mystery rooted in the infinite nature of God, gives us answers that actually 

plunge us into even more� questions.�xxxii  So it was natural for there to be lingering questions 

as I decide that what I was feeling was not only okay, but will be a part of my ministry some day.  

How this will all play out I am not entirely sure, but I have to trust that when I feel called to 

something there is a reason.  My most prevalent questions now are about deciding to go to 

Princeton.  I believe it is where I am supposed to be going, but at the moment the whole idea of 

leaving behind my amazing friends and family in Arizona to move across the country by myself 
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seems like a maybe not-so-brilliant plan.  My future is a mystery, and I am daily learning to be 

okay with that.   

Truth is also a mystery, and bigger than I will ever be able to comprehend.  So is the God 

I believe in.  Another poem by Walt Whitman talks about the sense of awe that can overcome 

us.xxxiii  In �When I Heard the Learn�d Astronomer,� the narrator talks of hearing a lecture about 

the universe.  Growing sick of all the talk he walks outside and just stares up at the stars, finding 

that there is also value in simply enjoying their vastness and beauty.  So in the midst of all these 

questions, I am also reminded that sometimes stepping back and just being in awe of the world 

around me can be a learning experience about the truth as well.   

One of the other things Rob Bell writes about in Velvet Elvis is being able to accept truth 

wherever we find it.xxxiv  For me, certain truths have been found amongst the Neolithic people of 

Great Britain.  Studying these people has helped me to see the truths of the human story.  It has 

also helped me to better understand what Rob Bell calls sacred ground, which is any place where 

you can sense that something bigger is taking place than what is actually occurring right now in 

this space.  I can remember feeling this at U of A Band Day my freshman year.  I was in the 

Pride of Arizona marching band all four years of college, but during my freshman year I was not 

sure if I was going to march the next year or not.  I was leaning towards doing it again, and then 

Band Day made me sure that I was going to.  I remember the night show, and just sensing that I 

was a part of something so much bigger, bigger even than the 250 member marching band.  I was 

a part of the music of humanity.  I think that I find a similar sense when I visit these sites.  They 

are, to me, something more than just an ancient site.  They are places where people lived and 

worshipped, laughed, loved, and cried.  They are places where people asked questions, maybe 

some of the same questions that I ask today.   
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This leads me to the realization that we are all connected, across space and time.  No 

matter how individual we think we are, we cannot escape that we are a part of the great story of 

humanity.  Nor can we escape that we are all dependent upon one another.  As the quote on the 

cover of my thesis states, we are hungry for the stories of our ancestors.  I love to hear my family 

tell stories of when they were young.  I enjoy reading historical fiction, learning about what life 

may have been like in previous eras of time.  We need to be in touch with those who have gone 

before us, but we are also dependent on those who we are experiencing life with now.  This leads 

me to one of the other things which has really struck me in studying the Neolithic period.  Their 

monuments, and even their villages, were works that required community involvement.  They 

had to have a common purpose, a common goal, and share a belief in what they were doing.  As 

I study them, it makes me think that in many ways our technological advances have also 

disadvantaged us.  It seems like it is harder to come together and do something like this as a 

community today.  We are too glued to our television or computer, and forget the importance of 

being in the same space together.  Religion has often been one of the motives for people to do 

something as a group.  The Neolithic sites seem to worship the sun.  Cathedrals were sites of 

Christian worship, built to honor God.  Even Christianity has become more individual today.  

One of the great ironies of the Bible is that the authors never imagined that people would one day 

have an individual Bible.  It was meant to be read and discussed as a group.  I do not think we 

should be coming together today to build a physical place but that we should be building a better 

world, where people take care of one another and make sure everyone�s basic needs are met.  I 

believe that as Christians this is what it means to have Christ as our example (he came to show 

us how to love to the point of giving his life), but I also believe that as humans it should be our 

offering to humanity.      



LeCluyse 25 

Conclusion 

 So I go forth, living one day at I time.  Whatever I go through, I know that I am not the 

first, nor will I be the last.  I know that I am a part of a sacred story, where there is something so 

much bigger going on.  I am connected and dependent on those who built Maeshowe and 

Stonehenge, and those who will come in the generations after me.  Most importantly, I am 

dependent on those who I spend my every day with.  I need the love and support of my family, 

and of my closest friends, some of whom have become my �college family,� but I also need to be 

allowed to support them.  They will tell me that it is okay to ask questions, which I know I will 

continue to do as long as I live, and that it is normal to be scared to leave my tribe.  They will 

remind me to stand in awe, to go outside and look up at the stars.  While I may be moving 

physically, our lives have become woven together, and so I will never really be without them.  I 

do believe that there is something after this life, but I am not sure what it will be like.  I also 

believe that the story, woven into a tapestry, goes on.  My thread, though only an infinitely small 

part, is involved in some pretty exciting things, and with anticipation I look forward to unfolding 

the mystery of where it will take me.      

 
 
                                                
i �To Think of Time� is the title of a Walt Whitman poem which discusses being a part of the human story: 
 
To think of time�of all that retrospection!  
To think of to-day, and the ages continued henceforward!  
 
Have you guess�d you yourself would not continue?  
Have you dreaded these earth-beetles?  
Have you fear�d the future would be nothing to you? 
 
Is to-day nothing? Is the beginningless past nothing?  
If the future is nothing, they are just as surely nothing.  
 
To think that the sun rose in the east! that men and women were flexible, real, alive! that everything was alive!  
To think that you and I did not see, feel, think, nor bear our part!  
To think that we are now here, and bear our part! 
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ii This quote is from of the sources I used in researching these sites. Foster, Sally. Maeshowe and the Heart of 
Neolithic Orkney. Historic Scotland, 2006. 
iii Maeshowe, 50. 
iv Clarke, David and Patrick Maguire. Skara Brae: Northern Europe�s Best Preserved Neolithic Village. Edinburgh: 
Historic Scotland, 2000, 30. 
v Skara Brae, 1, 11, 20. Maeshowe, 43. 
vi Skara Brae, 6. 
vii Skara Brae, 6, 11, 16, 18, 20.   
viii �Bracken.� Def. 1. The Oxford English Dictionary Online. Second edition. 1989. 
ix Maeshowe, 54. Skara Brae, 5, 12-15, 18. 
x Skara Brae, 16.  
xi Skara Brae, 6-7, 17, 23, 31. Maeshowe, 55. 
xii Skara Brae, 26. 
xiii Maeshowe, 6, 48, 51, 54-55. Skara Brae, 11, 15, 21-22, 24-45, 31. 
xiv Skara Brae, 26, 29. 
xv Maeshowe, 26-28, 44, 51. Skara Brae, 27.  
xvi Maeshowe, 26, 48, 53, 55-56. Skara Brae, 28-29.  
xvii Quoted Maeshowe, 52. 
xviii Maeshowe, 34, 36, 38, 48, 51, 53, 58. 
xix Maeshowe, 30-33, 56.  
xx Maeshowe, 14, 17-19, 53. 
xxi Maeshowe, 10, 12-15, 17, 53.   
xxii Challands, Adrian, Tom Muir, and Colin Richards. �The Great Passage Grave of Maeshowe.� Dwelling among 
the Monuments. Ed. Colin Richards. Cambridge: McDonald Institute for Archeological Research, 2005, 229-235. 
Maeshowe 11, 12-14, 17, 50. 
xxiii Maeshowe, 13, 17, 20, 24. 
xxiv Richards, Julian. Stonehenge. England: English Heritage, 2005. 6-7, 9, 11, 33, 48.   
xxv Stonehenge, 7, 34.  
xxvi Stonehenge, 9, 12, 35-36. 
xxvii Stonehenge, 11.  
xxviii Stonehenge, 10-13, 16-17, 19, 36-37. 
xxix Brown, Jeffrey. Interview with Prof. Julian Thomas. Archeologist Find Workers� Village Near Stonehenge. 

Online News Hour. PBS 31 January 2007.  Accessed on 20 April 2008. Stonehenge, 21-26. 
xxx Stavrou, Philip. Bluestones Could Help Answer Stonehenge Mystery. CTV.ca News. 19 April 2008. Accessed on 

20 April 2008. 
xxxi See Footnote 1. 
xxxii Bell, Rob. Velvert Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith. Zondervan: United States, 2005, 32. 
xxxiii When I Heard the Learn�d Astronomer 
 

When I heard the learn'd astronomer; 
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me; 
When I was shown the charts and the diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them; 
When I, sitting, heard the astronomer, where he lectured with much applause in the lecture-room, 
 
How soon, unaccountable, I became tired and sick; 
Till rising and gliding out, I wander'd off by myself, 
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time, 
Look'd up in perfect silence at the stars. 

xxxiv Bell 78. 
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