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  has become a good friend as well. No mortal could have given more of himself in pursuit of the creation of a series worthy of the name of A History of Ancient Britain. Not content with

  sweating blood to create the best television possible, Cameron also found time to read through the proofs of this book to help ensure we were all singing from the same hymn sheet. Executive

  producer Eamon Hardy was an ever-present champion of the series and grateful thanks are owed to him as well.




  Also crucial were the five producer-directors – each of whom contributed hugely to the content of the book. So to Paul King, Arif Nurmohamed, Dick Taylor, Jeff Wilkinson and Simon

  Winchcombe – a huge and heartfelt thank-you.
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  There is a sequoia tree in the Sierra Nevada of California known as the Great Bonsai. The men and women of the US Forest Service are protective of their charge – as they

  are with all sequoias – and prefer its precise location to remain less than well known. Sequoias grow only in the Western Sierra Nevada and are therefore something of an endangered species.

  There are no sequoia forests as such – they occur only in ‘groves’ within forests of lesser, more plentiful species, a handful of giants standing here and there like members of an

  exclusive clique, surrounded by hoi polloi. Their apparent disdain for the fir trees crowded around their waists is almost palpable.




  A handful of celebrity sequoias like General Sherman and the Grizzly Giant are on the tourist trail and get most of the attention – which means many others are left in relative peace. That

  is the way the rangers like it.




  Despite having reached a height of over 200 feet, the Great Bonsai is a long way from claiming the title of tallest sequoia (the loftiest of them tower well over 300 feet high), but it is

  unusually immense in the sheer volume of wood it contains. Many of its individual branches are themselves larger than full-grown trees of other species. In terms of the mass and reach of its

  canopy, the Great Bonsai is one of the largest trees on Earth.




  More impressive than its size, however, is its great age. Tree scientists estimate the Great Bonsai has been occupying its perch, on a rocky summit overlooking deep valleys, for at least 2,000

  years. That much would already be newsworthy: a tree as old as Christianity itself, alive in California before the Romans conquered Britannia.




  There is only one way even to try to calculate the age of such an ancient specimen and that is to cut it down and count the rings. No one is proposing to go to such lengths to total the years of

  a character as precious as the Great Bonsai, though; and even if they did, experience suggests they might find the inner section so rotten that ring-counting would, anyway, be impossible at worst

  and inconclusive at best.




  Those scientists familiar with the greatest sentinels of the sequoia species will quietly confess another possibility: that the elder specimens may be much older than 2,000 years. Some will even

  allow that the Great Bonsai may be over 4,000 years old. There is simply no way to be certain.




  But just consider the suggestion that some of those sequoias might have been living and growing for the last four millennia and more. It would mean that while people in Britain were still making

  and using bronze axes, and while the finishing touches were being put to monuments like Avebury and Stonehenge, the Great Bonsai was taking root in the high sierras of California.




  The story of humankind – at least the comparatively recent chapters – may therefore have unfolded in the shadow of those trees. It might well be the case that 200 generations of

  people have come and gone while a handful of sequoias reached steadily skywards, oblivious to the rise and fall of kingdoms, empires and entire civilisations. The existence of giants like the Great

  Bonsai makes our species the very epitome of ephemeral. Millions of us have certainly been born, lived out our three score and ten and returned to the soil while a single tree drew water, made

  oxygen and starch from sunlight and carbon dioxide, and grew.




  The Scottish conservationist John Muir, who emigrated to the US with his family when he was 11 years old and spent much of his life championing and defending the wild places of the world, was

  among the first to stand up for the sequoias. When he first encountered them, in the middle years of the nineteenth century, they were being felled for lumber – a pointless exercise as it

  turned out, because the timber shatters into matchwood when the trees hit the ground. He was thereafter in the vanguard of those seeking to protect the remaining giants for posterity; that any

  survive today is due in no small part to the efforts of one stubborn Scotsman.




  For much of the twentieth century the US Forest Service battled valiantly to protect the sequoia groves from what they considered the greatest threat to the species’ continuing existence:

  wild fire. They were very successful, and kept the flames away from the giants for many years – until someone realised the trees actually depended upon fire as a key element of their

  reproductive cycle. Sequoia wood is naturally saturated with a chemical the foresters call tannin – which, as well as repelling insects and other parasites, also makes it virtually fireproof.

  Blazes that will clear away all other species like so much tinder generally leave little more than a few patches of charring on the lower parts of the sequoias. The heat also serves to encourage

  the tiny sequoia seeds to pop from the otherwise tightly clenched fists of their pine cones; these then fall into freshly cleared soil that is newly bathed in life-giving sunlight and free from any

  competing plants. Some people call the sequoias ‘fire trees’.




  A person could be forgiven for thinking all the advantages are stacked in favour of that one species – a species that has evolved to thrive in conditions that destroy the competition.




  One other characteristic of sequoias, however, is worth bearing in mind: despite their massive girth and great height, they have extremely shallow root systems, and the prime cause of death

  among them is simply falling over. Their huge bulk actually works against them whenever a high wind blows through the sierras – and when one giant falls it usually takes a neighbour or two

  down with it.




  Within the story of the Giant Sequoias, therefore, lies a warning for humankind. For long we believed we too had grown high and mighty – that our own long, long history was proof of our

  invincibility. We had come through it all. Some or other ancestor of the mammals had emerged from the shadow of the dinosaurs, evolving and learning for millions of years until an ancient, distant

  relative straightened its spine and stood up on two legs. Thereafter a series of trials and errors laid a path leading all the way to the first people, and beyond.




  It seemed to many that our seeds had been sown by the fires of creation itself and that we had grown and grown until we were head and shoulders above all others. Masters of nature, we were

  therefore beyond its reach, we thought – fireproof, so to speak.




  But the truth is altogether different and far less reassuring. Homo sapiens sapiens has been alive and conscious on Earth for no more than 200,000 years. Born and bred in Africa, we found

  the need to leave that continent’s warmth just a few tens of thousands of years ago. We spread north first, and then east into Asia. Some of those adventurous souls crafted boats and made the

  sea crossing from the land that would be south-eastern Asia to the continent that would be Australia, something like 50,000 years ago. While all that was happening yet more made inroads into

  Europe; others continued into north-eastern Asia and from there found their way to the continent of North America. Sea levels were lower and what is now the Bering Strait was then a land bridge

  – indeed an entire landmass – known to geologists as Beringia. Between perhaps 40,000 and 20,000 years ago those farthest-flung of the pioneers penetrated all the way down into South

  America and on to Tierra del Fuego, the land of fire at the ends of the Earth.




  A person might be forgiven for thinking that if we were a plant we would be some sort of smothering ivy, crawling across the face of the planet until our tendrils threatened to throttle the very

  life out of the place. When astronauts take pictures of the globe from space, after all, the artificial lights conjured by humankind are seen glowing from every nook and cranny.




  But Earth is four and a half billion years old – and for all the miles we have travelled as a species during the last 60,000 years or so, we are effectively as new to the place as this

  year’s swarms of mosquitos. Our spread has certainly been astonishing – in terms of its speed if nothing else. There are more than six billion of us now – more people alive at

  once than at any other time in history. But for all that we are more numerous than before and reaching levels of population density that may one day bring about our own extinction, in some respects

  we are of no more consequence than a sprinkling of dust. The truth is that every last one of us – all six billion and more – would fit, neatly stacked like lumber, into the space

  currently occupied by Windermere, England’s largest lake.




  While the sequoias – and the rest of the Redwood family to which they belong – are nowadays restricted to the Western Sierra Nevada, they are relics of another time entirely. It was

  during the Jurassic period, which began 200 million years ago, that the first of them put down their roots. Once upon a time they were represented on every continent on Earth and it is only in the

  relatively recent past that their territory has become restricted to one small part of California.




  So while we human beings have been tenants of the Earth for 200 millennia, those giant trees have been here a thousand times as long. In terms of the history of the planet we squat upon, our

  roots are shallower by far than those of any sequoia. We need not look for a John Muir to save us either. The next big gust of wind – global warming, climate change, sea level rise or

  whatever – might bring about our downfall.




  In The World Without Us American journalist Alan Weisman wrote about what would happen in a world suddenly devoid of human beings. Plants quickly sprout through roads and motorways,

  turning them from grey to green within years. River water flows unchecked through the tunnels beneath the cities, undermining foundations so that homes and buildings are toppled. Within decades, or

  a few centuries at most, towns and neighbourhoods are swallowed up by forests. Time sees to it all, until even the bundled copper wires of our telecommunications networks and the lead, steel and

  iron pipes that carried everything else, are crushed by geology – turned back into metallic veins running through rocks. Our radioactive waste and our plastic bags may well last longest of

  all – but eventually the world will quietly deal with that mess too.




  Long before then the books, CDs, DVDs – as well as every last hard drive of every last computer server – will be dust in the wind. Our recorded history will not outlive us. To all

  intents and purposes it will be gone in the same instant the last of us closes our eyes.




  And if our species falls, deep in the forest of years, not one of the other creatures that walk or crawl, swim or fly will care a jot.




  We matter only to ourselves and that is no bad thing; this is why our history must be central to our understanding of the world and our time upon it. Its dependence upon our attention, and ours

  alone, should remind us that our past is something immediate, fragile and fleeting as a flash of inspiration – and as potent. We must pay it heed now – not because it has been long but

  because in the scheme of things it has been the stuff of moments. The accomplishment of many years is this way turned into an hour glass, as the Bard said. We must watch the play.







CHAPTER ONE




  ICE
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      ‘Of the extreme tracts of Europe towards the west I cannot speak with any certainty.’




      

        Herodotus


      




      ‘And the Lord said unto her, two nations are in thy womb, and two manner of people . . . and the one people shall be stronger than the other people; and the elder

      shall serve the younger . . . And the first came out red, all over like an hairy garment; and they called his name Esau. And after that came his brother out, and his hand took hold on

      Esau’s heel; and his name was Jacob . . . And the boys grew: and Esau was a cunning hunter, a man of the field; and Jacob was a plain man, dwelling in tents.’




      

        Genesis 25:23–27


      




      ‘Ginger people! D’you know what they are? Our aborigines . . . that’s what! GINGERIGINES! Look at ’em . . . they were ’ere first. All this is

      theirs!’




      

        Al Murray, Pub Landlord


      


    


  




  Until the arrival of human beings, people more or less like us, there was no meaningful time in the universe. Astronomers and physicists say different and measure the age of

  the cosmos by the billions of years (around 13.7 billion, in fact). But before there was intelligent life the mindless comings and goings of galaxies, stars and planets had no witness. Nothing

  existed even to notice, far less reckon the passing of all those moments. There was no awareness of the past and certainly no sense of a future – just a meaningless,

  disembodied now.




  Time is beyond even the comprehension of the cosmologists who make it their preoccupation. They have called the firing of the universal starting pistol the Big Bang – but it seems it was

  neither big, nor a bang. Time, space and everything else in the universe were contained within a ‘singularity’ – something infinitesimal, immeasurably tiny – that appeared

  for reasons unknown and in a place unknown.




  Seemingly driven by the inevitability of physical laws, it began spontaneously to expand, like a balloon inflating, and it continues to do so. There is apparently no sense in asking what

  happened before the singularity appeared and began to grow because until it did, there was . . . no . . . time. At the very moment the singularity began to expand, it made room inside for

  time along with everything else. As if all of that were not baffling enough, the universe is not expanding into space because all the space there will ever be is not outside the universe –

  somehow surrounding it – but inside it.




  During those first moments there was unimaginable heat – billions of degrees centigrade of heat that cooked the available particles into simple elements like hydrogen and helium, the two

  elements that, by themselves, account for 99 per cent of all visible matter in the universe. (The Russian cosmologist George Gamow, towering champion of the Big Bang theory, suggested all this

  happened fast – very fast – so that the first course of our universe was served in minutes: ‘in less time than it takes to cook a dish of duck and roast potatoes’.)




  It is the heat inside stars that has cooked the gold, carbon, iron, uranium and the rest of the 118 other known elements which in time conspired to make planets and spiders, flowers and us. Only

  in their death throes do stars release the stuff of worlds and so, depending on your point of view, we are made either of stardust or nuclear waste. Along with everything else in the universe we

  are still inside that expanding dot: a place at once incomprehensibly huge and yet – since it is expanding into and inside nothing at all – immeasurably small.




  Who on earth can deliver all of this with a straight face, far less claim to understand it?




  After eight billion or so uncounted, unlamented years came planet Earth and, three and a half billion more years after that, a soup of life began to simmer in her oceans. A slow procession

  followed: plants grew, fish swam and lizards crawled. Tectonic plates – the great rafts of rock that encrust the planet – drifted upon the currents of its molten

  core, the continents we know today trapped shapeless and as yet unsculpted within. The rocky components of Britain, at first scattered far and wide, were clumsily crushed together during the course

  of a trans-global odyssey that began several billion years ago, not far from the South Pole. They reached their present location, in roughly recognisable form, around 60 million years ago.




  While Britain’s component parts travelled north, dinosaurs ruled the earth, before a collision with a meteor all but wiped the planet clean of life once more. Birds and mammals emerged

  stunned and blinking from the chaos, not quite the creatures we know today but reasonable likenesses, and yet still none of it mattered because not one of those beasts had the wit to notice each

  had had a beginning and that all of them would come to an end.




  Not until the advent of creatures with a sense of their own mortality, of infinity and their place within it, did the aeons weigh at all. Before the coming of human consciousness, all the years

  from the Big Bang passed in an instant; unmarked and forgotten as though they had never been. Like the tree that falls in an empty wood, making no noise, so the billions of years were accounted for

  in less than no time.




  As far as we know, we human beings of planet Earth are the first and only animals to have felt the unbearable weight of infinity, the first to remember and to mourn. At the moment of our

  awakening as a species Earth – even the universe itself – awoke too. The clock started ticking and someone, somewhere, counted one day more . . . one day less.




  Time, therefore, starts with us. It starts with us and holds us in servitude to it. This is our blessing and our curse. And so history starts with us as well. Only we have bothered to wonder

  what came before – and to keep a record of events as they unfold. This urge to keep track is part service to the future and part vanity. In addition to informing our descendants of the

  back-story that will give a context to their present, we hope to be remembered there – to have been noticed and to have mattered.




  Memory . . . remembering . . . history . . . these are uniquely human. We are Earth’s youngest apes – feeble, without claws or fangs, with neither speed nor strength, naked of

  feather or fur – and yet beneath thin caps of bone we are possessed of minds that reach backwards and forwards in time. It is a predicament. In all the universe we alone are troubled by

  when?




  But in the end it is our awareness that our time is short that drives us to find out who we are and where we came from, while we have the chance. It is this pursuit of

  knowledge of the past, our desire for history to fill the void of all the time that came before that makes us human, and that will enable us to cope with whatever is coming.




  Fittingly for a history of ancient Britain, it was a Briton – in fact a Scot – who was first to feel the weight of time, to sense just how old the planet might be. Born in

  Edinburgh on 3 June 1726, James Hutton eventually shone among the brightest stars of the Scottish Enlightenment. He was part of that gilded age when Scotland was Europe’s philosophical and

  scientific leader. He walked the same streets as the economist Adam Smith, author of The Wealth of Nations; the same as the chemist Joseph Black and the engineer James Watt, whose combined

  efforts developed the universal steam engine; the same as the philosopher David Hume and the poet Robert Burns, among scores of others.




  Hutton was variously a student of agriculture, chemistry, medicine, meteorology and philosophy but it is for his contribution to the science of geology that he is best remembered. Though

  educated in a world still in thrall to the belief that God had created everything in six days (completing the job, according to the seventeenth-century Irish Archbishop James Ussher, on 23 October

  in the year 4004 BC), he was a born observer who took, as his principal teacher, the landscape around him.




  It is worth noting that Hutton’s hometown is shaped more than any other in Britain by its geology. Born in the shadow of Edinburgh’s Salisbury Crags, he seemingly absorbed their

  significance into his DNA – read for the first time the truth they had been broadcasting to the world for millions of years in letters made of basalt and standing 150 feet high.




  The Crags loom over the lower part of the city’s Old Town like a fossilised wave, and that is what they are. Hundreds of millions of years ago molten basalt surged upwards from deep within

  the planet’s core but failed to burst out onto the surface. Trapped underground, it cooled between two older layers of soft, sedimentary rock. Many more millions of years later an Ice Age

  glacier scoured the land – easily stripping away the softer rock and leaving the hard black Crags exposed to the light for the first time.




  All of this is accepted truth today, but it took a son of the Scottish Enlightenment to see those towering cliffs for what they were – evidence of geological time as we understand it. As

  well as the landforms around his hometown Hutton travelled throughout the rest of Scotland and into England as well, in pursuit of understanding. In 1788 he published his Theory of the Earth – a work that was to travel across the world with an elemental force equal to that of any glacier. A full 70 years before Charles Darwin rewrote the

  history of life on Earth in The Origin of Species Hutton’s logic bulldozed away centuries of religious dogma to reveal the natural truth of Earth’s great age lying unbreakable

  and immovable beneath.




  Rather than a creation of six divine days, when Hutton considered the making of the Earth he saw ‘no vestige of a beginning and no prospect of an end’. Though he did not use the term

  himself Hutton had laid the foundations for ‘Uniformitarianism’ – a philosophy which assumes that the natural processes shaping the world and the wider universe today are exactly

  the same as those that held sway in the past. Hutton’s way of looking at the world in the eighteenth century is the way we see it now. He is remembered as the father of geology but he was

  also part of the greater revolution that first invited humankind to gaze into the bottomless abyss of ‘deep time’.




  For all his glacial powers of reasoning, the realisation that ice had sculpted Britain’s landscape was not Hutton’s. It was another Edinburgh Scot who was first to bring this next

  revolutionary theory into the public domain. Charles Maclaren was editor of The Scotsman newspaper in 1840 when he received a letter from Professor Robert Jameson, a geologist and

  mineralogist working at Edinburgh University. It was a young Swiss naturalist turned geologist named Louis Agassiz who had actually written the letter, in the hope that Jameson would publish it in

  his Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal, but the letter arrived just as the journal was going to press. Jameson was so impressed by its contents, however, that he immediately passed it on to

  Maclaren – so that it might quickly reach public attention via the city’s newspaper.




  The resultant scoop was nothing less than earth-shattering. Published on 7 October 1840, the letter expressed Agassiz’s conviction that Scotland had, in ancient times, been completely

  submerged beneath an enormous glacier of ice. It was the culmination of years of observations by the scientist, of glaciated valleys in his homeland. There it was common knowledge that the existing

  glaciers had once extended further towards the lowlands. Though the ice was gone from the lower reaches, the evidence of its passing was plain to see in the deep gouging and polishing of the

  visible rock surfaces, along with great heaps and scatterings of rocks and boulders – erratics – carried and deposited far from home. When Agassiz subsequently learned about similar evidence on mountains in Scotland – where no glaciers either existed or were ever known to have existed in the past – the truth of it all was instantly

  obvious to him: Scotland’s landscape had been sculpted by ice.




  In 1840 he travelled to Scotland and there, in the company of friends, toured the Highlands to see for himself the evidence of ancient glaciation. Following the publication of his letter in

  The Scotsman, on 7 October, Agassiz travelled to Edinburgh later that month where he joined Maclaren for a tour of the geological features surrounding the city. Some impressed him more than

  others but when he was taken to Blackford Hill, on the southern outskirts, he immediately spotted telltale horizontal striations etched into the surface of a distinctive wall of andesite lava on

  the lower slopes. The wall is popular today with climbers keen to hone their skills and it is known as ‘Agassiz Rock’, for it was there that the Swiss geologist excitedly declared:

  ‘That is the work of ice!’




  Agassiz did not stop there either, with the suggestion of an Ice Age only in Scotland’s past. Rather he saw in his mind’s eye a glacier covering all of Europe, if not the rest of the

  planet, at some time. Today it is hard for us to appreciate how revolutionary this breakthrough was. Despite its publication in Scotland in 1840, it would be another 20 years before the wider

  scientific community, let alone the God-fearing public, accepted Agassiz’s theory. Until then geologists, mineralogists and antiquarians alike had been trying faithfully to reconcile what

  they saw in the world around them with the Biblical tale of creation most of them still carried in their fearful hearts. In the middle years of the eighteenth century, scientists struggled to

  comprehend natural phenomena in the context of the six-day Creation and The Flood – the apocalyptic deluge with which God had punished all but Noah and his family.




  It must have been a strange agony for many of those eighteenth-century thinkers – at once sensing deep time and yet hobbled by their religious faith in a near-instantaneous Creation.

  Surely as fascinating as the scientific discoveries sweeping Europe and the world in those enlightened decades is the fact that the natural truth had been lost in the first place? After all, at

  least some of the Ice Ages were witnessed and indeed endured by modern humans. People exactly the same as us were driven from their lands as the climate deteriorated – and then generations

  later their descendants stepped gingerly back onto the new landscapes revealed by the glaciers’ eventual retreat. At times in our past therefore we must have known all about the ice – its comings and goings – and for generations those facts must have been passed, parent to child, as part of the lore of the tribes. And then at some point, for some

  reason, that part of the story was left untold by some father to some son. Over time fewer and fewer children heard it until finally it was lost to the minds of men.




  When and why did a story so huge cease to be worth the telling – so that the truth of it had to be relearned centuries or millennia later, discovered as though for the first time by

  scientists like James Hutton and Louis Agassiz? We will never know.




  The same can be said for the rest of the truth of Britain’s ancient history, which we still struggle to piece together today: how we came to till the land instead of hunt . . . the

  thinking that inspired people to build great houses of timber, earth and stone for their dead . . . the nature of the religion that made them raise avenues and circles of stone . . . the reason why

  Stonehenge was built and what it was for – all of it. A day came when the need for Stonehenge finally passed. After all those centuries of meaning and understanding it was left alone. But for

  generations after the last ceremony, the last gathering in the shadows of those trilithons, people would still have known the story – the explanation for all that work. Why did they stop

  passing it on? That so much has been lost and forgotten is every bit as astonishing as the discoveries that gradually fill in the gaps.




  By his insight, Hutton had exposed the reality of an ancient world – millions upon millions of years in the making – and Agassiz had found it shaped most recently not by God’s

  wrathful flood but by pitiless ice. There were consequences from all this new understanding, a price to be paid. Since the world was so very old there was suddenly unexpected time to be filled. It

  was surely inconceivable that the place had been empty for all these hitherto unexpected ages. Something must have lived there all the while and as well as something perhaps the world had

  also been home to someone.




  In The Origin of Species, published in 1859, Darwin would connect all species with the concept of common descent. In the distant past, alongside all manner of animals, there had been some

  ancestor, some relation of modern humankind. The implication of this suggestion – for human origins in particular – was plain to see. But in 1871 he would go further – alarmingly

  so, as far as more conservative minds were concerned. The conclusion to The Descent of Man has within it the claim that, ‘man is descended from some less highly organised form’,

  a line that allowed caricaturists and others to infer he saw man connected in relatively recent time to some or other monkey.




  Even as he was putting the finishing touches to The Origin of Species, Darwin had felt the shadows of older, more primitive humans looming over their modern descendants. Good scientist

  though he was, the absence of much physical proof in the form of fossilised early human remains discouraged him from saying so in print. But even before he put pen to paper, people had been finding

  human remains – fragmentary, enigmatic proof of earlier, older populations. The evidence was there; what was needed was an explanation . . . a story that fitted.




  Louis Agassiz had been invited to Scotland in 1840 by his colleague and friend the Reverend William Buckland, the eccentric but brilliant Reader in Geology at Oxford University. Buckland had

  been a man of God first and a scientist second. But he was clever enough – and open-minded enough – to make a long personal journey from belief in the literal truth of the Old Testament

  to an acceptance of at least some of the scientific facts revealed during his lifetime. (Buckland was as fascinating as he was fascinated. He kept a hyena for a pet – as well as other animals

  just as dangerous. Throughout his life he pursued an ambition to taste the meat of every creature in existence and found something to commend in most; only the bluebottle was entirely without merit

  apparently, and moles had little to be said in their favour either.)




  While studying divinity at Oxford he had found time to attend lectures in geology and mineralogy. Fascinated by rocks and fossils since childhood though he was, his faith convinced him the

  findings of geology would confirm rather than undermine the Book of Genesis. During the first decades of the nineteenth century he travelled all over Britain on horseback, clad always in his

  academic gown, to try and prove it and in 1821 his attention was drawn to a cave discovered at Kirkdale in Yorkshire by a squad of quarrymen. Large quantities of fossilised animal bone had been

  found inside and when Buckland visited he was able to identify dozens of species – including tropical exotics like elephant, lion, hippopotamus and hyena.




  A literally Biblical interpretation of the find would have suggested the animals were victims of The Flood, that their carcasses had been swept into the cave’s recesses – all the way

  from the tropics where they had lived and died – as the deluge swirled across the entire surface of the globe. Buckland, however, was able to suggest an alternative explanation that sought to

  reconcile his scientific observations with his faith in the received word of God. Though well aware of Hutton, and the teachings of Uniformitarianism that had followed in his

  wake, Buckland adhered to a version of ‘Catastrophism’, a philosophy that explained Earth’s development in terms of sudden, violent, often short-lived events of such magnitude

  they had literally changed the world.




  Rather than imagining a single creation of the world during six 24-hour days, Buckland believed there might have been a whole series – each followed by a catastrophic extinction event that

  wiped the slate clean. He reasoned, logically, that he and the rest of modern humankind were simply part of the most recent, which had sprung into being after Noah’s ark came to rest on Mount

  Ararat.




  Buckland observed that the fossils in Kirkdale Cave were sealed beneath a relatively thin layer of mud and concluded it was only this topmost deposit that had been laid down by the great deluge.

  He imagined an antediluvian Britain populated by all manner of creatures – and suggested the hyenas had scavenged their remains as carrion. When The Flood struck all traces of the earlier

  fauna – other than those protected inside the cave – had been swept away.




  After the publication of his findings in 1822 Buckland was awarded the Copley Medal by the Royal Society, ‘for outstanding achievements in research’. The following year saw the

  publication of his masterwork Reliquiae Diluvianae, or, Observations on the Organic Remains . . . Attesting the Action of an Universal Deluge (known as Relics of The Flood), which as

  well as winning academic approval became something of a surprise bestseller with the general public.




  Earlier in 1823, just prior to completing the book, Buckland heard about yet more elephant bones – discovered this time in a sea cave at Paviland, on the Gower Peninsula of south Wales

  – and immediately travelled there. As soon as possible after his arrival, in an area that is remote now and likely all but inaccessible then, he made his way down the side of a cliff known

  locally as Yellow Top (on account of the sallow lichen that ekes a living on its surface) and across to the entrance of Goat’s Hole Cave.




  The landscape there is stunning today and can only have been as breathtaking in the Reverend Buckland’s time. The cliffs are of limestone and have been scoured and beaten by ice and

  elements, wave and tide, until only the bare bones of the world remain. There is no hiding the age of the world at Paviland; her face is washed clean of all makeup and the sunlight is unforgiving, revealing every wrinkle of a long life. The several caves of Yellow Top were cut by waves when the sea level was nearly 30 feet higher than today; the mouth of

  Goat’s Hole itself is shaped like a teardrop, lying lopsided towards the right.




  Everywhere on the approach the limestone is pitted and pocked, sculpted and carved into outlandish, otherworldly Henry Moore shapes. The possessive tides pull back just long enough to permit an

  hour’s access to the base of the steep rock face that leads to the cave, so that any visit in Buckland’s footsteps is either short – or made half a day long by the inundation of

  the lower slopes by deep and dangerous water. Inside Goat’s Hole Cave the world of the Reverend Buckland is intact. Behind, back in the daylight, the waves boom just as they did for him on

  that January day in 1823, counting more of the seconds, more of the minutes that have passed since the place was transformed into somewhere eternally special. For students of early humankind in

  Europe Paviland is a place of pilgrimage, made almost sacred by what it once contained – by what was laid there by people who knew an entirely different world.




  Although the atmosphere of Buckland’s time survives, many of the physical details he recorded within the cave sadly do not. It is hard to imagine how much pristine archaeology remained,

  untouched and unnoticed, in places like Goat’s Hole Cave as late as the early nineteenth century. So much of the British landscape has since been picked clean by professional archaeologists

  and trophy-hunters alike that it takes some imagination to picture a time when our more recent forebears seemingly paid scant attention to the evidence of ancient worlds lying all around them.




  As Buckland walked towards the rear portion of the cave, beyond the reach of the worst winter storms, he noted that everywhere the floor was covered with ‘a mass of diluvial loam of a

  reddish-yellow colour, abundantly mixed with angular fragments of limestone and broken calcareous spar, and interspersed with recent sea-shells’. So far so familiar, but also abundant in the

  mix were the teeth and bones of ‘elephant, rhinoceros, bear, hyena, wolf, fox, horse, ox, deer of two or three species, water-rats, sheep, birds and man’.




  Here then was a time capsule – where remnants of ancient pasts, times when other creatures altogether made this land their home – that had been left alone until antiquarians like

  William Buckland finally disturbed their peace.




  Buckland knew previous visitors had recently collected quantities of supposed elephant bones and ivory, and it was close by the location of those enigmatic remains that he

  opened his own trench. What he found, though it evidently moved him hardly at all, would eventually change the world.




  ‘In another part,’ he wrote, ‘I discovered beneath a shallow covering of six inches of earth nearly the entire left side of a human female skeleton.’ He was admirably

  methodical as well as confident in his ability to identify all he saw. Scattered among the bones, and laid around them in the grave, he found two handfuls of periwinkle shells, each perforated with

  a tiny hole so they could be strung together as a necklace. There were scores of fragments of cylindrical ivory rods, whittled down from tusks and as thick as a finger. There were other items of

  ivory too: rings measuring a few inches across, pieces cut into ‘unmeaning forms’ and another the size and shape ‘of a human tongue’. He found as well ‘a short skewer

  or chopstick, and made of the metacarpal bone of a wolf’.




  The rod fragments and rings, the shells and the wolf bone – all were stained a deep red colour, as were the human bones. Buckland was instantly sure whoever had dug the grave and placed

  the body inside it had then liberally backfilled it with a great deal of red ochre: ‘They were all of them stained superficially with a dark brick-red colour, and enveloped by a coating . . .

  composed of red micaceous oxyde of iron which stained the earth, and in some parts extended itself to the distance of about half an inch around the surface of the bones. The body must have been

  entirely surrounded or covered over at the time of its interment with this red substance.’




  Likely because he associated jewellery with the female of his species, Buckland assumed he had unearthed the body of a woman. And given that he had spotted the ramparts of a Roman camp on the

  cliff top directly above and behind the cave’s location, he quickly decided she had made a home for herself where she was in easy reach of the soldiers – a camp-follower, as it were.

  Perhaps the final nail in the coffin of her reputation was provided by the red ochre heaped upon her remains – a scarlet woman indeed. ‘The circumstance of the remains of a British camp

  existing on the hill immediately above this cave, seems to throw much light on the character and date of the woman under consideration; and whatever may have been her occupation, the vicinity of

  the camp would afford a motive for residence, as well as a means of subsistence, in what is now so exposed and uninviting a solitude.’




  The good Reverend was sure, in other words, that he had found the skeleton of a prostitute – whose immorality had condemned her to be buried far from civilised

  society in the very cave where she had conducted her business. From that moment, the remains from Goat’s Hole Cave were labelled the ‘Red Lady of Paviland’.




  All of this Buckland wrote up for his forthcoming Relics of The Flood and, along with everything else he had seen on his travels, his Red Lady convinced him of the truth of a world shaped

  by catastrophes. Whatever and whoever she might once have been she was ‘clearly not coeval with the antediluvian bones of the extinct species’. In other words, in his mind she belonged

  to a world much more recent than the pre-Flood animals whose bones littered the cave.




  Denied any other means of dating his discovery, he allowed his religious convictions, coupled with his knowledge of history, to provide an explanation that made sense to him: ‘that the

  date of these human bones is coeval with that of the military occupation of the adjacent summits, and anterior to, or coeval with the Roman invasion of this country’.




  But in 1823 Buckland was wrong – in his view of the Red Lady as in so much else. Rather than a Biblical flood, the Reverend’s world was under threat from the tide of scientific

  thought rising from, among other sources, Hutton’s Theory of the Earth. He fought the good fight for another decade and a half until finally the weight of evidence made him change his

  mind. It is greatly to his credit – and ultimately evidence of his love of unbiased observation – that he finally went with the flow.




  Buckland had become aware of the work of Louis Agassiz, particularly that on fossil fish, and in 1834 he invited the young Swiss scientist to come and study the British collections. Then, in

  1838, he visited Switzerland and saw for himself the evidence of glaciation in the Alpine valleys. By the time he accompanied Agassiz on his momentous tour of the Scottish Highlands, Buckland was

  already persuaded by the idea that a hitherto unexpected Ice Age had shaped much of Britain and Europe in ancient times.




  But while he accepted some alterations to his world-view, he remained committed to a divine creation of Man – and a relatively recent one at that. He was, after all, a product of his times

  and that he nonetheless investigated his surroundings as diligently as he did is more deserving of praise – for all that his endeavours left us – than of criticism for his failure to

  see the world through our eyes. Had it not been for his efforts in Goat’s Hole, for example, the so-called Red Lady of Paviland and the animal remains that accompanied

  the burial might not have been available for study by the twenty-first-century world. For this service to science at the very least, Buckland is owed an enormous debt of gratitude.




  The Red Lady is kept today as part of the collections of the Oxford University Museum of Natural History, and is now in the care of Professor Jim Kennedy. There was no skull even when Buckland

  was excavating the find, but enough of the skeleton has survived to enable modern scientists to go much further towards understanding that most enigmatic and significant of burials.




  ‘Within a few decades of Buckland’s death, people re-examined the skeleton,’ said Professor Kennedy. ‘They looked at the shape of the pelvis, the shape of the long bones

  – and in particular the shape of the articulation surfaces [of the joints]. And on the basis of those features, any anatomy student today would recognise this as the skeleton, not of a young

  woman, but of a young man.’




  Not a Red Lady then but a Red Laddie, who had come to die sometime in his early twenties. Much more importantly, as it turns out, further forensic analysis has made it possible to determine just

  how long ago that Red Laddie breathed his last.




  Like every other scientist who lived and died before 1949, Buckland had not the advantage of radiocarbon dating. Until that momentous breakthrough, archaeologists generally made assumptions

  about the age of excavated items – human bones and every other class of artefact – based on the context in which they were found. Items were ‘older’ than those unearthed

  above them in a trench and ‘younger’ than any found beneath. This is and was the principle underpinning so-called ‘relative dating’.




  But in 1949 the American chemist Willard F. Libby noticed something special about one of the building blocks of life on Earth. All living things here are made primarily of the element carbon. A

  tiny proportion is formed in the planet’s upper atmosphere when cosmic rays from the sun bombard nitrogen atoms, transforming them into carbon – and not just common-or-garden variety

  carbon, but rather radioactive carbon. This magical ingredient, in the form of carbon dioxide, then dissolves in the oceans and enters the food chain via photosynthesis by plants.




  Libby’s genius was to notice that at the moment a living thing dies, the radioactive carbon within it (known as C14) begins to decay and break down, reverting to nitrogen once more.

  Crucially for archaeologists set on determining the age of objects, C14 always decays at the same rate. Exactly 5,730 years after something dies (or, more particularly in the

  case of an archaeological find like the Red Laddie, someone) only half the original amount of C14 remains within them. After a further 5,730 years there will be only half as much again

  – and so on, at exactly the same rate of decay until, after perhaps 60,000 years, the remaining amount of C14 is just too small to measure.




  Libby realised that by counting the proportion of atoms of C14 remaining in an object made of organic material – a piece of wood, antler, skin or bone – it would be possible to

  determine exactly how long ago it had died.




  A team of archaeologists at Oxford University, led by Dr Tom Higham, has subjected a tiny sample of bone from the Red Laddie to precisely this process. The painstakingly counted C14 atoms

  discovered within revealed he died a little over 33,000 years ago. He was therefore the first modern human being – someone exactly like us – who lived in the land we know as

  Britain.




  The Red Laddie’s Britain was a very different place, to say the least. Louis Agassiz rightly saw a world shaped by ice but he never learned the whole truth of it. During the most recent 30

  million or so years of our planet’s history, glaciation has been at work. Even today its causes – the reasons why Earth has sometimes hurtled through the universe as a giant snowball

  – are not fully understood.




  The seemingly random descent into an Ice Age may be partly a result of the shape of Earth’s orbit around the sun. More than four billion years ago when Earth was a relative newborn, still

  a glowing, cherry-red ball of molten rock, something of similar size thumped into it like a giant fist. The force of the punch knocked out a mass of molten material that later solidified to form

  the Moon – and also jolted Earth out of kilter so that rather than sitting in an upright position as before, it reeled slightly backwards.




  In spite of the blow, despite being juddered out of true by many degrees, the planet kept spinning. More importantly in terms of the conditions that enable continent-wide ice flows to form, the

  impact also changed Earth’s orbit from a circular path into an oval form best described as an ellipse; and so during the course of our year-long waltz with a star we are sometimes close to

  our dance partner, sometimes further away. It seems that when other conditions on Earth conspire we are sometimes long enough out of the spotlight to let the ice take an unshakeable hold.




  The northern hemisphere in particular has known the violence of the ice again and again during the last three million years – long, cold glacials interspersed with

  shorter, warmer interglacials.




  The uncomfortable truth is that we are presently enjoying one of those summer holidays from the ice – and have been for the past 11,500 years or so. During the last 750,000 years the

  glacial cold spells have tended to be longer and more severe than ever before, each one lasting for an average of 100 millennia. The most recent – the one spotted by Agassiz – was at

  its peak just 21,000 years ago. What he identified was almost literally just the tip of the iceberg.




  The Red Laddie and his fellows looked up at Yellow Top and the rest of Paviland from an utterly different world. He lived and died during a time classified by archaeologists as the Upper

  Palaeolithic – towards the end of the Old Stone Age – and may have shared his version of Europe with just a few tens of thousands of people. In his time, 30,000-odd years ago, it was a

  landmass on a downward spiral towards another Ice Age. Great sheets of ice were advancing from the north and, with so much water locked up inside them, the sea level was significantly lower than

  today. Although the Paviland caves are on the coast now, 33,000 years ago the sea was perhaps 70 or 80 miles further away. Paviland looked out, not over rolling waves but across a low-lying plain

  that stretched far off into the horizon and beyond.




  The land now known as Britain was not an island then, but a peninsula of north-west Europe peopled by nomadic hunters in thrall to the animals upon which their very existence depended. The

  beasts moved in great migratory herds, reindeer and wild horse – and also another species, parts of which had been buried near the young man’s grave in Goat’s Hole Cave. For the

  skull, bones and ivory recorded by Buckland had come not from any tropical elephant, but from a tundra-dwelling Ice-Age mammoth.




  In his report of his excavations at Paviland, in Relics of The Flood, Buckland included a careful plan that clearly showed the ‘elephant’ skull lying close by the human

  skeleton. But sometime not long after their discovery, the animal’s remains became separated from those of the more infamous Red Laddie and for the best part of two centuries they went their

  separate ways. For almost all of that time the mammoth bones were presumed lost. Only when curators in a Swansea museum began going through the contents of some long-neglected boxes, in 2009, did

  the light of day fall upon the beast once more. Mammoth tusks and bones were found, together with around 300 other animal bones collected from Goat’s Hole just before

  Buckland arrived – undoubtedly parts of the same skull he featured in his excavation plan – and during the filming of A History of Ancient Britain the young man and his mammoth

  were reunited for the very first time.




  Now those red-hued bones and blackening ivory suggest a story more moving by far than the good Reverend’s harlot. Instead they speak of tragedy and grief – and an attempt by

  thoughtful, imaginative people to move beyond loss. Perhaps a hunting party tracked a lone mammoth across terrain they knew well . . .




  They had wounded it already, many times, with stone-tipped spears. And there was dark blood in its tracks, from someplace deep. Patience was what mattered now – that and the stamina to

  stay close, bring it to bay and finish it. This was land their fathers and mothers had roamed before them, in endless pursuit of the herds – and its contours and landmarks, its scents and

  sounds were as familiar as each other’s faces. It was also unforgiving. It had been cold for longer than memory and they sensed rather than saw the towering mass of the cliff face high above

  them, pitted with caves and all but invisible through the snow-laden wind. It was here in its familiar shadow they hoped to corner the beast once and for all. Perhaps the storm should have warned

  them – persuaded them to call off the hunt until the weather eased just a little. But the folk of the tribe were hungry and the kill was close – a kill that would bring warmth to all

  souls. Then all at once the ground shook and their would-be prey was among them, weakened and in agony but raging and deadly dangerous nonetheless. Taken by surprise, the hunters briefly scattered

  like snowflakes, all but one. Before they could make sense of the chaos, the favourite was felled. He was the one they loved best of all their number and now he was dead at the feet of the beast.

  Enraged, they surrounded the monster as it stood over their fallen son and brother, and buried their spears in its sides again and again – finally reaching vital organs and dropping it to its

  knees. It was over quickly then. Two deaths separated by moments, moments that made all the difference. Later, with the favourite cold and their anguish still warm, they climbed with his body to

  the cave mouth. Others bore a separate burden and they huffed and panted under its weight. In times past the tear-shaped cave had sheltered them for nights and days and now it would be his

  sanctuary for all eternity. Inside, away from the wind and snow, they dug his grave. They laid him gently down and placed the head of the one that had killed him close by. Let any who passed this

  way remember what had happened – know that there was eternal rest here for the man and the beast together. Two spirits united in a shared death. Then, on this furthest

  outreach of Europe, the Red Laddie’s family and companions bade him a final farewell and left him behind for ever . . .




  Fanciful? Certainly. But fantasy? Not necessarily. Three hundred centuries ago a young man was buried in a cave at Paviland and a mammoth skull was laid nearby. Neither accident of Biblical

  flood nor Romano-British morality brought those two together. Rather what was left behind in Goat’s Hole Cave all those years ago was some mother’s son; and those that buried him there,

  safe from the wind and the world, were at pains to leave him with ivory tokens for his amusement and a mammoth skull for his headstone. The rods may have had some practical function but seem more

  likely to have been ceremonial, worn or carried by someone special. The periwinkle necklace and other items of jewellery look like gifts too, from people who loved him in life as well as in death.

  These were modern human beings – the same as us in every way. We are separated from them only by circumstances and time. We do them – and ourselves – a disservice if we do not see

  the Red Laddie of Paviland, his keepsakes and his mammoth for what he is: one of us.




  When Buckland unearthed his Red Lady of Paviland in 1823, it was hardly the first discovery of one of modern humankind’s ancestors. Down through the centuries people have found, from time

  to time, fragments that have come to be understood as characters from earlier pages of the human story. In total, the number of known fragments of our most ancient ancestors still do not add up to

  much – but they have been just numerous enough to let palaeontologists follow them all the way back to the beginning.




  Humankind has always originated in Africa. It is our home. There have been several species of human over the millennia, as though Earth conducted experiments and trials to see what kind works

  best. As far as palaeontology can tell, the first actually to leave the warmth of the nursery and head out into the rest of the world was Homo erectus – upright man – who began

  spreading north, east and west, into Asia and Europe, just less than two million years ago. In ways not yet fully understood – and certainly lacking consensus among palaeontologists –

  Homo erectus was subsequently joined on stage by a closely related species called Homo heidelbergensis. Named after a jawbone found near the city of Heidelberg, in south-west Germany,

  in 1907, Heidelbergensis seems either to be descended from Erectus or from some earlier, more primitive species that is a common ancestor to both – perhaps Homo habilis,

  handy-man, or Homo ergaster, workman, both of whose faint traces are also found in Africa, Europe and Asia from time to time. The paucity of physical evidence of any

  of these species recovered from around the world so far means that certainty is as elusive as the people themselves.




  Further complicating the picture is Neanderthal man. The first remains of this additional relative were found in the Neander Valley, near the town of Düsseldorf in western Germany, in 1856

  and finally given the name Homo neanderthalensis in 1863 Some palaeontologists see Neanderthal characteristics on skulls and bones that are as much as 600,000 years old but there is more

  general agreement that humans of this species inhabited Europe and Asia from around 350–400,000 years ago. More interesting than when they ‘start’, however, is when they

  finish.




  Neanderthals were still roaming the European continent 25,000 years ago. While that species was evolving for hundreds of thousands of years in Europe and Asia, somewhere in Africa there was one

  last throw of the human dice. Homo sapiens sapiens – ‘wise man’, modern man – was the result, and had certainly evolved somewhere on the Dark Continent by at least

  around 200,000 years ago. Not until as recently as perhaps the last 100,000 years, however, did any of us leave the homeland and make our way into other parts of the world.




  Modern humans are therefore the Johnny-come-latelies of the story but their arrival in Europe by around 40,000 years ago means they encountered a sitting tenant there in the form of the

  Neanderthals. For perhaps several millennia, until the last of the Neanderthals died out, for reasons unknown, our modern ancestors shared their world with a venerable old uncle of the human

  race.




  From his office in the Natural History Museum in London Professor Chris Stringer directs the Ancient Human Occupation of Britain Project. Stringer’s name is inextricably linked with the

  now broadly accepted ‘Out of Africa’ theory and he understands more about the shadowy comings and goings of humans in Britain than perhaps anyone else.




  If the mammoth-hunter from Paviland is the first and oldest modern man known to have lived in Britain, he was certainly not the first human. In Homo Britannicus – The Incredible

  Story of Human Life in Britain – Stringer describes the discovery of the individual who is the earliest known inhabitant.




  Close to the city of Chichester, in West Sussex, is a gravel quarry called Boxgrove. Along with gravel, people regularly found distinctive flint tools called handaxes

  there, and it was these that first attracted archaeologists and palaeontologists to the area.




  For those who study the ancient past, the ‘handaxe’ is a talisman, the word itself almost a shibboleth. In some form they have been part of the human toolkit from the very beginning.

  Handaxes developed from the crude (but effective) pebble tools used by the earliest humans for butchering meat millions of years ago on the African plains. Knock a couple of hand-sized pebbles

  together and soon flakes will be removed from one of them, leaving a useful sharp edge. But by at least a million years ago this primitive technique had evolved to produce the heart-stoppingly

  beautiful, teardrop-shaped tools that have been humankind’s calling card all over the Old World. With a point at one end, a cutting edge down each of the two long sides and a heavy butt for

  crushing and hammering they became, according to Stringer, the Swiss Army Knives of the Palaeolithic.




  Unless and until you have actually held a Palaeolithic handaxe, it is impossible to understand why they exert such power. They were made not by us, but by our distant relations, members of

  wholly separate species like Homo heidelbergensis and Homo neanderthalensis, yet they fit into our hands as though made with us in mind. It is a unique sensation to pick up one of

  those beautiful bi-faced stones with one hand and fit it into the palm of the other. Almost as a reflex the fingers fold around the butt, the fingertips coming naturally to rest on a barely

  discernible, yet deliberately crafted asymmetric ridge that makes the holding that little bit more comfortable.




  Just as the fingers of an old man’s hands at rest still curl inwards in memory of the time they spent balled into fists inside his mother’s womb, so our hands receive handaxes from

  half a million years ago as though those tools were made to fill the space left empty by all the years.




  Hold up your good hand and turn the palm towards your face. Relax your fingers, watch them curl towards your palm and see how your fingertips form a set of four steps rising upwards from little

  finger to index: that is how they would sit along the asymmetric ridge of a handaxe. Now turn your hand until your thumb is towards your face. Look at the empty space between your fingertips and

  your palm. That is the space waiting to be filled by the butt of a Palaeolithic handaxe. (People used to make things that fit.)




  As well as many, many handaxes, what the scientists eventually found at Boxgrove, sealed beneath many feet of sand and fine silt, was a glimpse of a truly ancient Britain. The old land surface

  was so astonishingly well preserved it was possible to find the very spots where people had knelt down to make their handaxes. All the waste flakes created during the

  crafting of single tools, removed by expert hands during bursts of activity lasting perhaps just 10 or 20 minutes, are found lying precisely where they fell. Framed by the outline of the

  flint-knappers’ legs and knees, they can be reassembled to reveal the shape of the original flint nodule – and when plaster is poured into the void it makes an exact replica of the

  handaxe that was the point of the exercise in the first place.




  Also sealed beneath the silt are the remains of the animals those handaxes were made to butcher. Bones of bison, giant deer, horse, red deer and rhinoceros have all been recovered, many bearing

  the marks made as they were cut up; others have been gnawed by scavengers like hyena and wolf. All of this was fascinating enough but then, in 1993, a very special bone indeed was brought to light

  at Boxgrove. It was this that put the quarry firmly on the map of the human story. Together with fellow palaeontologist Simon Parfitt, Stringer identified it as part of a human shinbone from an

  ancestor belonging to the species Homo heidelbergensis. It is half a million years old.




  Continuing excavation nearby unearthed two human teeth and now the remains are stored together in the Natural History Museum in London. Although there are limits to how much can be deduced from

  part of a shin and two teeth, they still reveal a remarkable amount about their owner, or indeed owners. Stringer explained that Boxgrove Man stood around five feet 11 inches tall and weighed in

  the region of 14 stone. It is a massively constructed bone (the scale of it led to the assumption it was part of a man’s rather than a woman’s leg) suggestive of someone used to a hard

  and physically demanding lifestyle. Examination of the teeth found the surfaces heavily scored and scratched and it is thought the marks were made by a sharp-edged flint tool used to hack away at

  meat held between clamped jaws.




  Regardless of what the bone and the teeth reveal about Boxgrove Man’s lifestyle, they are profoundly moving simply because of what and who they are. Given their value to science, I

  was not allowed to lay so much as a finger on them. The closest I got was holding one faintly shaky hand an inch or so above the bone, but that was enough. Those remains are half a million years

  old . . . half a million years. That is the kind of timeframe I have in mind when I think about mountains forming, or great rivers cutting chasms through solid rock. And yet in the Natural History

  Museum I held my hand over the few remains of a man who lived 5,000 centuries ago in an unimaginably alien Britain, the same and not the same – one that was home to

  lions, hyenas and rhinoceroses.




  Stringer’s AHOB project has found stone tools of even older vintage at Pakefield in Suffolk, and at Happisburgh in Norfolk. At both sites the geological evidence, together with animal

  remains found in association with the tools, suggests occupation by some kind of human at least as long ago as 700,000 years. The search for the beginning of the human story in Britain keeps

  burrowing deeper and deeper.




  BoxgroveMan lived during the period known as the Lower Palaeolithic, the earliest part of the Old Stone Age. While it might be natural to assume that, having reached the territory of Britain,

  humans of one kind or another stayed put here, in fact the truth is quite different – and altogether stranger. Boxgrove Britain was wiped away, like chalk dust from a blackboard, by the Ice

  Age known to geologists as the Anglian. For 100,000 years or more, while the glaciers ground out yet more trillions of tons of rock from the landscape, gouging valleys here, lowering mountains

  there, life here was utterly absent. And by the time humans returned they were not Homo heidelbergensis any more, as Boxgrove Man had been, but his younger relative Homo

  neanderthalensis.




  Those step-brothers and -sisters of ours are perhaps the most fascinating and enigmatic of all the skeletons in modern man’s closet. Despite more recent rehabilitation of their reputation,

  still the very word ‘Neanderthal’ has connotations of the brute animal, bringing to mind a hairy, knuckle-dragging, lantern-jawed cave man.




  Books and television documentaries have sought to draw a different picture, of sensitive souls in tune with nature and therefore with something profound to teach us about ourselves. The

  discovery of nine Neanderthal skeletons in a cave called Shanidar, in the Zagros Mountains of northern Iraq, went some way towards reinvesting the species with the sensitivity and dignity their

  outward appearance had for so long denied them.




  Excavated in the late 1950s and early 1960s, some of them appeared to have been given formal burials, even funerals, by their fellows. At least three were mature adults at the time of death

  – indeed one was aged perhaps 40–50 years old, making him the equivalent of an octogenarian at least, by modern standards. Nicknamed ‘Nandy’ by the excavators, he was by any

  standards a poor soul. At some point in his life he had suffered a crushing blow to the left side of his head that would almost certainly have left him blind in that eye, as

  well as facially disfigured. His right arm was withered and wasted – the result of childhood injury, disease or birth defect – and the lower bones and hand had likely been amputated at

  some point many years before death. There was also a suggestion of wasting or deformity of his right leg and foot so that he would have walked with a heavy, painful limp. Despite these weaknesses,

  which would have made life very difficult for Nandy, he had obviously been cared for and valued by the tribe. Unable to hunt, he was nonetheless provided for – presumably because he was

  loved.




  Another adult male buried in the cave had been placed in his grave lying in the foetal position. Analysis of the soil in the fill revealed unusually high levels of pollen of several different

  flowering plants. It is possible the pollen was introduced to the grave long after the burial – perhaps by burrowing animals – but the possibility has lingered that those mourning the

  deadman had filled his grave with flower heads and blossom, hardly the behaviour of grunting ape-men.




  Despite evidence like Shanidar, first impressions last and for most people today it is hard to shake off the image of the Quasimodo, the approximation of a man pictured by those who came face to

  face with that first skeleton in the Neander Valley in the middle of the nineteenth century.




  Whoever – whatever – they were, it was Neanderthals who colonised the British peninsula of north-west Europe after the ice had retreated once more. Human remains were found in a

  gravel quarry at Swanscombe, in Kent, in the 1930s. Like Boxgrove, the site of Swanscombe had attracted the attention of palaeontologists because of the regular discovery among the sands and

  gravels there of beautifully worked flint handaxes. According to Chris Stringer, something of the order of 100,000 handaxes have been recovered from the Swanscombe area over the years –

  testament to generations of occupation. The human remains are those of a woman who lived and died – on low-level terrain beside the river that would in time become the Thames – around

  400,000 years ago.




  There is not much to see of Swanscombe Woman – just two pieces of bone that formed the back of her skull – but they are those of a Neanderthal just the same. To the rear of modern

  skulls there is a bump, an anchor point for the muscles of the neck. On Neanderthals the same function was performed by a shallow depression and that telltale hollow is there on the Swanscombe

  skull. Comparison with other skeletons from Europe enables a more complete sketch to be drawn of this very early Kentish woman.




  She would have been at least as tall or taller than an average modern woman and more powerfully built. Neanderthal men and women alike were most identifiable not by their

  muscularity and width, but by their faces and heads. While the foreheads of modern humans rise almost straight up from the nose to create a domed expanse above the face, the Neanderthal equivalent

  was low and flat, sweeping almost straight back into the hairline behind massively overhanging, frowning brow ridges. Rather than the protruding chin of today, the Neanderthal’s was receding

  and ‘weak’ by comparison. Like Boxgrove Man, Swanscombe Woman’s teeth would likely have borne scratches resultant from holding meat and other material between clamped jaws so she

  could cut at it with a sharp stone tool held in one hand. For a while it was in vogue among palaeontologists to say you could give one of those fellows a shave and a suit – or indeed some

  makeup and a nice dress – and watch him or her pass unnoticed on a modern city street. Given the evidence, I still think he – and certainly she – would frighten the horses.




  In 2007 geneticists extracted DNA from the bones of two European Neanderthals and retrieved from it parts of the gene that gives rise to ginger hair in modern humans. It is a separate and

  uniquely Neanderthal variant of the gene, called MC1R, but similar nonetheless. Ginger hair is part of the suite of characteristics that enables people living towards the northern portion of the

  planet to make more efficient use of the available sunlight for processing Vitamin D. Ginger people do better in cold climates, starved of daylight – especially in the avoidance of conditions

  like rickets – than do those with dark hair and skin. Much more interestingly, though, it means that as well as imagining them as robust, muscular and beetle-browed, we can also picture many

  of the Neanderthals as people with flaming red hair.




  Swanscombe Woman shared her part of the land that would become Britain with a whole array of animal species including deer of various kinds, wild boar, bison and horse. She would also have been

  familiar with the sight of elephants, lions, monkeys and rhinoceroses. Her Britain was as outlandish and unfamiliar to us as her face.




  The Neanderthals who buried their dead in Shanidar Cave were alive around 60,000 years ago, endless millennia after their counterparts in Kent. The Swanscombe bones are so much older they can be

  assigned to a time when Homo neanderthalensis was still evolving, still becoming the new species of human that would populate Asia and Europe for hundreds of thousands of years before the

  arrival of modern people. But clearly the Neanderthals became a success story in their own right. Though the popular image has them clad in ragged animal skins and scraping

  an existence in the shadow of creatures like woolly mammoths, in an ice- and snow-bound world, their remains have also been found in the context of much warmer climates, in Europe and in Asia. To

  some extent they were as adaptable as us – though perhaps not quite so good at moving between climatic and environmental extremes.




  In Britain the warm interglacial known by Swanscombe Woman is referred to as the Hoxnian, after the discovery of handaxes and ancient animal bones at Hoxne, in Suffolk, in the late eighteenth

  century. No human remains were found but the similarity of the tools, and the bones of animals that were presumably butchered with them, makes it clear both sites were occupied by the same kind of

  people, living the same way. There are plenty of other sites too, from the same period around 400,000 years ago, suggesting that the British climate then, and the animals that thrived in it,

  provided good living for successive generations of Neanderthals. But for palaeontologists like Chris Stringer, the frustration lies in what apparently happened next.




  After thousands of years of warmth, the cold returned again to the land – extreme cold. The Neanderthals, like the Homo heidelbergensis people of Boxgrove before them, were driven

  off, out of Britain. Given the severity of conditions during an Ice Age this is not in itself a surprise; the frustrating mystery is that, having been deserted at the end of the Hoxnian

  interglacial, Britain apparently remained devoid of human life for the next 300,000 years and more. At the very least, no physical evidence to the contrary has yet been found.




  When Neanderthal remains are found again in Britain, they date from no more than 50–60,000 years ago. Often ephemeral, they testify to people living in a tougher world, a Britain cold

  enough to suit beasts like the woolly mammoth. Long before Paviland became a last resting place for a modern man 33,000 years ago, the cave appears to have provided shelter for Neanderthals. At

  some later point both species shared Europe, and presumably Britain as well.




  Rather than Homo sapiens, the very earliest modern humans are known to archaeologists and palaeontologists as Cro-Magnon Man. Named after the remains of five individuals found in

  1868 in a rock shelter in the French Dordogne called ‘Abri de Cro-Magnon’, they are like us in every way that matters – fully modern. But like the first edition of a book, or the

  first marque of a new model of car, there is something a little bit special and more desirable about these oldest of us. They should perhaps be considered our elders . . .

  and the best of us.




  Cro-Magnons were a little taller than us, longer-limbed and slightly more robust – the sort of people who, were a few of them to walk into a twenty-first-century gathering, would turn

  every head in the room and make even the alpha-males lower their eyes in deference. It was Cro-Magnons who shared the world with Neanderthals for a time and saw the last of them die.




  What they made of one another, those unlikely bedfellows, can only be guessed at. But while the Neanderthals themselves have most certainly gone, something remains that has unsettled us ever

  since. In his novel Dance of the Tiger the Finnish palaeontologist Björn Kurtén imagined Neanderthals as the inspiration for the trolls that populate Scandinavian myth and

  folklore: so that a people who lived in Europe for hundreds of thousands of years are relegated to the role of monsters, alive only in children’s stories where they terrorise billy goats

  – before being bested even by them in the end.




  Kurtén might be at least partly right. The Neanderthals must have been remembered by generations of Cro-Magnons, and later in the folklore of Homo sapiens, long after the last of

  them was gone. But surely they went into the lore of the tribe as something more enigmatic and meaningful than just dull-eyed oafs?




  It seems to me the memory goes deeper than tales of trolls. The Old World’s ultimate creation myth after all has, in some of its earliest pages, profound stories of the young dispossessing

  the old, stories of betrayal of rightful heirs by younger kin – stories, in effect, of one people displacing another. Something happened in the past – something that left the modern

  human race with a guilty conscience, troubled by an ancient wrong; and it has never been forgotten, or forgiven.




  James Hutton, Louis Agassiz, William Buckland – like scores of otherwise enlightened thinkers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – were weighed down by the immovable object

  of The Bible. Away from the rarefied atmosphere populated by radical thinkers, the vast majority of Britons (and Europeans besides) held that all a person needed to know about the world was

  contained within the pages of one good book.




  The world knows better now of course and has replaced religious dogma with science. But it bears remembering that Bible stories are still part of what has been remembered

  and their contents should not be dismissed out of hand. The creation myth contained in the Book of Genesis is likely much older than the unknown hand or hands that first wrote it down. Long before

  the invention of writing, the story must have been passed generation to generation by word of mouth. Something of it, some fragment at least, must really have happened; some echo of real events and

  real people must have inspired it.




  In Genesis, Chapter 25, Rebekah, the wife of Isaac, falls pregnant with twins. God tells her she has in her womb: ‘two manner of people . . . and the one people shall be stronger than the

  other people; and the elder shall serve the younger’.




  The first to be born, the rightful heir, is called Esau. His body is covered with red hair and even as he is being lifted up from the bloodied sheets his younger brother’s hand reaches out

  from within their mother to grab hold of the elder’s heel. This is Jacob, hairless and grasping, and smooth in every sense of the word.




  ‘And the first came out red, all over like an hairy garment . . . ’. Is this a memory of the people who came before, known to us as Neanderthals, many of whom according to the DNA

  evidence were red-haired? While Neanderthals, perhaps red and hairy, lived in caves like Shanidar, were there smooth-skinned Cro-Magnons living nearby in tents and similar shelters, watching the

  decline of their neighbours like the later acts in a long-running story, and failing to intervene.




  As Esau and Jacob grow to manhood, they are clearly different. Hairless Jacob is ‘a plain man, dwelling in tents,’ while his brother Esau is ‘a cunning hunter, a man of the

  field’. In the end, the more sophisticated, more modern Jacob uses guile and treachery to trick his elder brother out of what is rightfully his – their father’s blessing and

  worldly goods.




  Is this simple tale, of one modern-living man dispossessing the wild hunter, a memory of ancient times when Cro-Magnons and the rest of more recent humankind displaced the older Neanderthals,

  robbing them of their entitlement to the world? Is the truth of it all even there in the background of daily life today, drifting ghost-like in the things we know, and think, and say . . . even

  laugh about: ‘Ginger people! D’you know what they are?’ asks Al Murray’s Pub Landlord. ‘Our aborigines . . . that’s what! GINGERIGINES! Look at ’em . . .

  they were ’ere first. All this is theirs!’




  Eenie, meenie, miney, mo . . . vestigial remnant of a counting system – one, two, three four – in a lost language that predates every ‘British’ tongue known to linguists. It survives because of memory – trapped like a bug in amber. The Pub Landlord’s rant might also retain a germ of truth.




  The hitherto unsuspected years, revealed by Hutton and others during the Scottish Enlightenment, are gradually being populated in Britain by examples of Earth’s many and varied experiments

  with mankind. Some left their tools behind at Pakefield in Suffolk and at Happisburgh in Norfolk, at least 700,000 years ago. More of the same spent some of their years at Boxgrove in West Sussex

  200,000 years later, and at least one of their number stayed behind for good. Neanderthals came and went and came again, subject always to the whim of the ice. Much more recently the Cro-Magnons

  joined them here and in the rest of Europe. It is reasonable as well to imagine the younger incomers learning much about surviving the increasingly cold environment by watching and mixing with

  their older relations. If that happened then the Cro-Magnons assumed the wisdom of the Neanderthals along with everything else.




  Some have speculated that there might have been inter-breeding of the two species but that has always seemed unlikely to me, given the manifest physical differences. Would the one really have

  found enough attractive in the other? Even if there were young born to mixed couples, it is just as likely the genetic differences between the species would have doomed those children to sterility

  – in the same way that mules are born the infertile offspring of mating between horses and donkeys.




  If the ultimate extinction of the Neanderthals invoked guilt in the minds of the Cro-Magnons, it was wiped away at first by the coming of yet another Ice Age. This incursion into Britain by the

  glaciers of the Devensian – two-thirds of a mile deep at the height of it all, 20,000-odd years ago – is the event that separates us from all of that past. It was the world of the Red

  Laddie of Paviland that ended with its onset – a climate change so cataclysmic it makes our modern fears about the consequences of global warming seem, by comparison, like hysteria brought on

  by the prospect of light showers in the afternoon.




  It was not just Britain that was affected of course. All across northern Europe the story was more or less the same. The whole planet was colder, in fact, but in the north the effects were

  particularly brutal. Hardy though those bands of nomadic hunters were – men and women like the Red Laddie and his family – the depths to which the climate plummeted were too great to be

  endured. Britain was nothing but a frozen wilderness crushed beneath the glaciers, and by the time the Ice Age reached its peak 21,000 years ago humankind was effectively

  evicted from much of the continent. Pockets of population survived, in the south of France and Spain and perhaps further east in the area occupied today by the Mediterranean. For the most part,

  though, even the best-equipped creatures – like the woolly mammoth – were unable to cope and fled in the face of the ice.




  For thousands of years it was the same – a winter so long it would have made the Ice Queen’s hold on Narnia look like nothing more than a few bad days.




  It was not until around 16,000 years ago that conditions eased a little, and Britain and the rest of northern Europe entered a period of relative respite – and in this context the word

  ‘relative’ is important. Conditions in Britain were still unspeakably cold by our standards but the ice did retreat to the extent that a few groups of hunters were able to contemplate a

  return to this most northerly peninsula of western Europe. Word must have reached those surviving hunting communities in their boltholes in the south and gradually, like the light of dawn creeping

  tentatively into the dark, humankind ventured onto our land once more.




  From 14,000 or so years ago people were living all across southern Britain – in and around caves in Cheddar Gorge in Somerset, in the Creswell Crags area near Sheffield in south Yorkshire,

  at Kent’s Cavern in Devon as well as at just less than 30 other known locations, all of them in England. The tools and other evidence they left behind have been grouped together into the

  ‘Creswellian Culture’ and it has much in common with the lifestyle of folk of similar vintage living in southern Europe around the same time and even considerably earlier. On the other

  side of the English Channel similar material is described as ‘Magdalenian’ – after finds in La Madeleine rock-shelter in the Dordogne.




  After the mighty handaxes of the Lower and Middle Palaeolithic, some of the Creswellian toolkit can appear fairly uninspiring at first glance. The modest little blades and points of flint

  knocked off a prepared ‘core’ are regarded by archaeologists, however, as a mark of sophistication, and of technological advance. While a handaxe was a single tool used for many jobs,

  by the Creswellian period of the Upper Palaeolithic craftsmen were making specialised equipment for specific tasks. They were also making exquisite harpoon points from mammoth ivory and needles and

  awls from the bones and teeth of other animals. Marine amber from the coast of the North Sea and even further afield was also being collected, by a people used to ranging over vast territories in

  search of raw materials. The amber was made into beads for jewellery, things that show these people had the time and the inclination to make decorative items just for the joy

  of it. There are also sometimes so-called ‘batons’ of carefully worked reindeer antler which, while they may have had some practical function, seem just as likely to have been carried

  purely as status symbols.




  Back where they had presumably come from, in south-west France perhaps, or southern Spain, some of the people had been in the habit of expressing themselves in breathtaking art. In hundreds of

  caves – most famously at Lascaux in France and Altamira in Spain – artists conjured entire herds of bulls and horses; woolly mammoths and rhinos and the rest of the animals that shared

  their world, with palettes of colour prepared from natural pigments.




  They are works so visceral, so potent they could only ever have been executed by painters who knew their subjects like they knew their mothers and brothers. It is even unlikely they saw as

  clear-cut a division between themselves and the great beasts as we do – rather they were depicting kindred spirits. Illuminated by flickering flames – as many must have been, since they

  are painted in chambers beyond the reach of natural light – the painted animals seem almost to move or at least to breathe. The illusion is heightened by the way the artists used the contours

  of the living rock to give their work the appearance of three dimensions.




  The Upper Palaeolithic cave art of Europe was a tradition that lasted for perhaps 20,000 years and it will always be rightly described as primitive. But it is upon those anonymous artists’

  shoulders – giants’ shoulders – that later masters like Picasso were able to stand. The mercurial Spaniard himself declared: ‘After Altamira, all is decadence.’




  For the longest time it was believed, particularly by French and Spanish archaeologists and palaeontologists, that no such artistic talent had permeated as far as Britain. Surely any vagabonds

  who had reached so far into the frozen wilderness could only have evolved a culture so starved and so pared back to the basics of survival, it could never have supported anything as sophisticated

  as art? For much of the twentieth century this assumption was borne out by the absence of suitable discoveries here.




  Until the twenty-first century, the only bona-fide artwork known from Creswellian Britain was the etching of a horse head on a sliver of rib bone. Despite its size (just two or three inches in

  length) it is still a wonder to behold. A whole sequence of thoughts – the thoughts of an Ice Age artist – are there on the bone along with the horse. He or she had first to select the

  raw material and then, in the manner of a canvas, the surface of the bone was cleaned and polished in readiness for the making of the image itself. With just a few perfectly

  judged and executed lines, the likeness of a galloping horse has been made to leap into life, whole and breathing. The hairs of the mane stand erect like hackles raised in fear or excitement; the

  nostrils are flared as though by effort, the eyes wide and blazing. Despite the lack of space, the artist has even managed to suggest the animal’s plunging forelegs.




  At some point after completing it, the artist deliberately defaced the work – by scratching across it a series of lines and then snapping the bone in two. Perhaps it was dissatisfaction

  with the finished piece, or an attempt to influence future events. Either way, to hold that artwork is to hold some few moments, some of the thinking of a person who lived in Britain more than

  13,500 years ago.




  Sliver of a thing that it is, the horse head rib bone makes a person wonder what else the artist achieved. How much of his or her portfolio has been destroyed by bad luck and time? Imagine some

  Europe-wide catastrophe in the sixteenth century had destroyed every last work by Michelangelo, so that only a single crumpled scrap of paper survived, bearing a sketch made of a handful of lines.

  Imagine that was all we had of him. Then apply the same thought to whoever sketched that galloping horse while the Ice Age waxed and waned. What became of his Sistine Chapel, and his David?




  That little treasure from so-called Robin Hood’s Cave, within the Creswell Crags, was for long the sum total of Palaeolithic art in Britain. Then in April 2003 archaeologists and cave art

  specialists Paul Bahn, Paul Pettitt and Sergio Ripoll began surveying the caves’ interiors.




  From outside the caves look almost too good to be true. Facing each other across the floor of a wide, limestone gorge – self-contained residences cut into both cliff faces so that each

  cave’s inhabitants had neighbours either side and across the way as well – Creswell Crags appears for all the world like a prehistoric Coronation Street. It is easy to imagine lives

  lived there long ago, the smell of fires, the sounds of voices as people went about their business.
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