
Introduction 

This book is about a love affair with limestone, that 
sedimentary rock, largely calcium carbonate, which time 

and water make out of bones and shells. Limestone is the 
cannibal earth reconsuming her own. But its lacy spume is a 
hundred times more delicate than marble. 

Seventeen years ago I moved to the west of Oxfordshire, 
where that county meets Gloucestershire and Wiltshire, and 
found myself living for the first time in a limestone landscape. 
Our home was built of the curiously friable local stone. The 
same stone lay everywhere in the furrows of fields around us. 
Twice a year, ploughing turned up chunks that were chock-
full of fossils, a tangible reminder of how we rose out of the 
sea, are seven-tenths water – and will probably eventually be 
resubmerged by our own environmental wilfulness. Our old 
farmworker’s cottage was about as far inland as it’s possible 
to get in Britain; yet we lived at sea-level, where every spring 
the water rose higher in the ditches and lay for longer in the 
fields.

This misty waterland is just one kind of  limestone country. 
Limestone dazzles in Sicily, contorts the highlands of Bosnia, 
paves The Burren in County Clare, emerges in fantastical 
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tufa formations on the eastern Mediterranean, in Lebanon 
and Israel, and creates the dramatic caves and gorges of 
karst regions like Slovenia’s Kras, the Chocolate Hills of the 
Philippines – or Australia’s Nullarbor Plain. Rome is built 
from Travertine limestone. Mount Parnassus is limestone, as 
is the pavement of the Acropolis. 

Many of these are among my favourite places. It was a shock, 
and an epiphany, to realise that they are all made from – and in 
and on – limestone. Surely, I thought, this has to be more than 
mere coincidence. I realised that, varied as they are, they share 
a particular plasticity. Limestone has a special relationship 
with water, by which it’s shaped at every stage of its existence. 
The dreamtime of limestone is the long era of its sedimentary 
laying down, in the saltwater of seas so lost that they seem 
almost imaginary: Pannonia, the Niobraran. Even once it has 
been deposited, limestone remains malleable and soluble. It is 
water, not fire, that creates its strata, rift-like valleys and rolling 
plateaux. Water will always find ways through, and in doing so 
creates a landscape of springs and rivers, yet also of plateaux 
from which all the surface water has been drained away.

Subtle, water-inflected, still ceaselessly in transition, 
limestone is welcoming to humans, who have long found it 
adapts easily to their needs, as they to it. It enabled some 
of the earliest human settlement and art of which we know. 
The great paintings of Lascaux and other nearby caves, which 
date from 15,000 bce, are found in the limestone valley of 
the River Vézère, in France. A few kilometres further south 
again, the inhabitants of the limestone Grotte du Vallonnet 
left their tools behind over 1,ooo,ooo bce. 

The dolines, or bowl-shaped valleys that limestone 
characteristically creates, whether in Périgord or in the 
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winegrowing west of Slovenia, invite cultivation and 
settlement. They also invite the outdoor shrines that survive 
widely on the European continent. Reminders of the 
earliest human psychogeography, these grottoes, springs 
and declivities, first dedicated to a deus loci long before the 
advent of the Romans who coined that term, are still with 
us: often disguised by rededication, frequently for example 
to the Virgin Mary. Perhaps the Pennine-born poet W. H. 
Auden was right, when he claimed, in his poem ‘In Praise of 
Limestone’, that ‘when I try to imagine a faultless love / Or 
the life to come, what I hear is the murmur / Of underground 
streams, what I see is a limestone landscape’. 

Now that we’ve moved to a small farm on the banks of 
the River Auvézère in Périgord, where we live for half the 
year, I find myself unable to forget his words. This wooded 
landscape of dolines and causses, or high ridges, is interrupted 
only by mediaeval hamlets built in brilliant-white limestone, 
and by the small fields and orchards of family farms. It’s easy 
to see how this environment produces the ways we live in it. 
To stand on high ground and gaze out as far as the eye can see 
is to understand how it works. 

An observer who, like me, has no poem to write might put 
the case for limestone exceptionalism more simply. Geology is 
present in our daily life (most palpably so, I’ll admit, outside 
cities and suburbs) because it generates a particular ecology; 
and that ecology in turn generates quite specific forms of 
human life. Of course, climate plays a part in this too; and 
so does human history. But which came first, geography or 
history? And where does one end and the other begin? 

Our Oxfordshire village once stood in the path of the 
English Civil War, and was later used as an experiment in 
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the Agricultural Revolution. Mediaeval Périgord was the 
cradle of the Hundred Years’ War. The Karst region of western 
Slovenia, where I’ve made repeated visits to the village of 
Škocjan in search of another possible life, and where I set 
the summer quarter of this book, was the scene of one of 
the most brutal fronts of the First World War, and was 
occupied by Italy from 1920 to 1945. And Jerusalem, that 
limestone city in a limestone landscape, has been so intensely 
imagined through the centuries by the Abrahamic religions 
that its story has been one of almost ceaseless tragedy, cyclical 
destruction and occupation. 

Really living in these landscapes means paying radical 
attention to how they behave. It means knowing their wildlife 
as well as ways of farming, observing how water and vegetation 
respond to the mineral facts of rock and soil as much as how 
humans live in and with them. The family farmers of Périgord, 
the villagers of Slovenia – where patterns of land ownership 
were changed by the ‘soft’ communism of Yugoslavia, but 
farming methods were not – and British organic farmers all 
know their locality deeply, even profoundly; in a way that the 
absentee managers of agribusinesses, for example, cannot. 
Such attention is patient and detailed. It’s a kind of ‘slow 
knowledge’ that is the opposite of generalisation. 

And I have tried not to generalise. If my first three limestone 
landscapes are all European, that’s simply because they are 
the ones that I know best, and mean most to me. This book 
isn’t, after all, a karstological survey of the world’s limestone 
phenomena, but my own personal exploration of limestone 
country. Life, even in such landscapes, is messy with overlaps 
and repetitions: which I have simplified. I want to juxtapose 
the differences between these places, not join them up and 
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homogenise them. To try and make them ‘read’ separately, I 
have also reversed the order of the seasons. Instead of starting 
with spring and all that leads to, I’ve begun with autumn and 
worked backwards to arrive at winter.

It’s in winter that I visit Jerusalem – that famous, 
notorious city much dreamt of in each of the book’s other 
locations, as it is across the world – to look for a different 
way of understanding how a limestone landscape can enter 
the imagination. After all, how can we separate what a 
place is from what it is for us? Places are meanings, as well 
as conditions. They act upon us, and we act upon them, in 
the dialectic we call living. This is a book about trying on 
possible ways of living – or dying – in limestone country; 
about candidates for Auden’s ‘faultless love’.


