
A long-ago Lindow dawn  

 

 The stars are glinting through the gaps in the roof and a ghostly moonlit 

mist hangs over the bog. I have been here for about six hours and the potion they 

gave me has almost worn off. Mushroom and mistletoe-fuelled visions have left 

me with a thumping headache and a filthy taste at the back of my throat. The fire 

has died to a few embers and the cold air drifts under my leather cloak, chilling 

my bare skin. 

 

 Why me? It didn’t happen to my dad or my grandad. The last time was 

when my great grandfather was taken. After five years of famine, they said it had 

to be done. It worked, the following summer, the harvest came good. So why 

me? I was happy helping with the feasts, trying to tell the future and looking after 

the family’s cattle. Soon they will come and it will be over. 

 

 There has never really been any peace. We fight with them, and they fight 

with us. Sometimes we join together and go and fight our neighbours. We steal 

their corn and they take our women. Sometimes we drink to celebrate our 

victories, sometimes to forget our losses. They tell me this is different. Nothing 

stops these men. They march in long lines and when under attack they form into 

squares, with the sun glinting on their shields and their armour. Our men dash in, 

screaming their ancient war cries and thrusting with their spears. We hail stones 

on their heads, but they never flinch. They just keep coming, cutting our people 

down and burning our villages. They never acknowledge our courage, they just 

keep marching on. 

 

 Now they are only a few days away and so it has come to this; time for me 

to make my sacrifice. It has worked before, and they tell me it will work again. 

We need something more powerful than our warriors; something that will turn 

these men back. 

 

 Yesterday, the young women took me to the river, stripped me of my 

clothes and washed me all over. They rubbed me with myrtle leaves and trimmed 

my hair, beard and fingernails. Carefully they shaved and plucked the hair from 

my chest and back. The touch of their hands was exhilarating, an aching and a 

pleasure I would never feel again. Back in the village, I watched the old women 

grind the blue-green rock that they had collected from the Edge, early that 

morning, and mix it into a soft paste. Then they chewed the stems of reeds and 

painted my body in the sacred patterns that had last been used on my great 

grandfather. Swirls and scrolls topped off with a fox-fur band. 

 

 I love this bog. I have lived alongside it all my life, and watched its changing 

moods. In summer, when it is dry, I can escape the village and drive the cattle 



onto its patchwork of pools and tussocks and let them roam. Lying back under 

the sun, I look up into a blue sky, watching the skylarks glide slowly to earth with 

a continuous rain of song. Lie still long enough, and the adders come out to bask 

in the sun. Sometimes they intertwine and rise up in their courtship display 

before falling to earth and slinking off. 

 

 Turning onto one side, I gaze across a peaty-black pool, fringed by emerald 

and scarlet-brown mosses. The white balls of the bog cotton wave their surrender 

in the light breeze. I watch a miniature monster climb out of the water up the 

blade of a sedge. It rests and lets the sun dry it off. Slowly, very slowly, the skin 

starts to split. From the base, a jewelled and segmented body rises to form a 

graceful arch to free the tip before stretching out straight along the blade. Then 

from out of the top comes the head with its giant eyes and along each side are two 

balls of crumpled gossamer. The metamorphosis is completed as the gossamer 

expands to form four translucent wings, outstretched from the dragonfly’s body. 

With the warmth of the sun, the skin hardens and the iridescent colours flash in 

the bright light. 

 

 After a few minutes, this everyday miracle is over. Suddenly the dragonfly 

is gone, hawking over the moss. All that is left is the empty skin, which turns 

brown and falls back into the bog pool. Squatting here by the fire, I know that I 

am about to take this journey in reverse. Painted iridescent blue, I have had my 

day in the sun, and now I am about to be killed and plunged into the same bog 

pool. 

 

 In the winter, the bog becomes a fearsome place. Everything turns drab 

and evil. The mossy surface quivers underfoot and you can easily become 

trapped and then sucked slowly below the surface. Fog hangs and forms devilish 

shapes. As the bog absorbs the winter’s rain, it slowly rises to form a dome, which 

hides the island from our village. In the summer, the bog sinks back down and 

the island comes back into view. It is a great slumbering god, who takes a breath 

only once a year. They tell me that I will live forever after I am put into the bog. 

But who wants to live forever, when you get reborn time after time? It is your 

birth-right, it is your duty, my mother says. 

 

There is a faint glow in the east. Each of the stars is being snuffed out, and 

the mist is taking on a pinkish tinge. They will be on their way soon, and I can just 

hear the sound of the trumpets, as my tribe set off to march to the bog. They will 

form a column to cross the causeway, here onto the island. There will be no 

turning them back, as they come to try and turn the Romans back. The priest has 

told me it won’t hurt for long. He will knock me out with his axe, before turning 

me to the crowd and strangling me. I won’t hear the sound of my neck breaking, 

or see the scarlet spurt of my blood stain the white sand. Then they will carry me 



out onto the bog and force my body deep below the emerald moss fringing the 

llyn ddu, down into the slow-breathing chest of our god. Who will remember 

me? Will I live forever? 
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