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PART ONE


Ice Age to Island











ONE


Edge Land


10,000–9000 BC


Several winters back an overladen northerly smothered the county of Norfolk with snow, blocking roads and burying hedges. A few days into the freeze, I decided to ski to my sister’s village. In the half-light of late afternoon the undulating drifts and whorls merged with the burdened sky and I had to use a compass to find my way. The blizzards had been followed by an exhausted calm. Through a window in the overcast ceiling, a planet blinked. Every few minutes I paused to check my bearing and to stare into the bleak snowscape. Nothing moved and I could see no electric lights. It was as if Britain had returned to the Ice Age. Yet beneath my skis I knew there was a field where I’d once met a man with a pocketful of Roman coins he’d picked from the freshly tilled soil. Over to my left was a rearing arête I knew to be a railway embankment from the age of steam. And ahead of me, entirely lost beneath the Arctic blanket, was a meandering stream that had been deep enough to take Iron Age trading vessels. The village itself, unseen in its hollow, had been named a thousand years ago after ‘a farmstead where broom grows’. For one transformative evening, the ancient mosaic of human trace-marks had been wiped clean by an Arctic wind; returned to the state it had known before temperatures rose.


Only twelve thousand years ago, ‘Britain’ was the colourless, glacial extremity of a continuous landmass which reached east to Kamchatka and south to Table Mountain. A low, undulating plain – Doggerland – linked the higher ground of south-eastern Britain with rising land between the Rhine and Elbe. Glaciers mantled the peaks of northern Britain and filled the Great Glen to a depth of 600 metres. Westerly winds hurled spindrift cross the frozen North Atlantic, bringing mean winter temperatures that fell to minus 17°C. Pack ice washed up on beaches. South of the blinding ice stretched the tundra, a cold, arid land of mosses and lichens, sedges, grasses and stunted shrubs that were snow-covered in winter and blasted by frigid, dust-laden winds in summer. Vegetation struggled to reach half a metre in height. Pale clumps of creeping willow, juniper and dwarf birch clung to pockets of soil which had been turned slightly saline by desiccative winds and meagre rainfall. Rivers ran in weakened braids through valleys choked with barren tracts of rubble, gravel and sand. Few animals could tolerate this impoverished continental margin. On the upper Thames, Arctic beetles hung in meltwater pools. Burrows beneath the snow hid colonies of Northern collared lemmings and steppe pika. Not much moved. Above ground, occasional ptarmigan croaked as they took to the wing. Infrequent foxes, bears and wolves patrolled the open permafrost. In summer, when grass rose from the tundra, herds of horse and reindeer came up from Doggerland to calve and graze, then they would return east to the shelter of the lowlands.


But in around 9700 BC, the climate changed. Mean July temperatures may have leapt by as much as 7ºC in as little as fifty years. Rain fell. In the far north, ice creaked and sheared. Glens trembled as meltwater cataracts thundered along glacial scars. Along valley-sides, down-wasting glaciers left lines dividing frost-shattered crags and cliffs from emerging levels of bedrock smoothed and scoured by the passage of ice. Rock walls collapsed. Hundreds of millions of tons of loose stone was water-worked into cones and fans and gullies. Lakes accumulated behind barricades of moraine. In the south, the undulating tundra changed hue. Bogbean, sea thrift and sedge that had endured glaciation in frigid, saline marshes and moister nooks began to spread in livid green mats. Floodplains pricked with creamy meadowsweet, blood-drops of great burnet and pink tongues of ragged-robin; hill slopes gathered carpets of yellow-flowered sea plantain, greater knapweed and mountain avens. And into this waking land walked some hominids.


Britain’s portal, the Thames, led them inland. Beyond the tidal limit they reached a fork in the flow where a smaller river joined from the north (later, this confluence became known as ‘The Stones’, or ‘Staines’). Here, they turned to follow the tributary, perhaps because it led to a fording-point. It’s not known how long the group spent in the valley of the Colne (a name so old that its roots are lost), or whether they also climbed the gravel terraces to look for herds on the levels to the east (where the tundra has been concreted with Heathrow’s runways). But they did kill at least one reindeer and carry its severed limbs to a low rib of land projecting from the valley-side into the Colne’s floodplain. Settling on this dry vantage point, they worked river pebbles into blades and scrapers and cut meat from bone and fixed tools and weapons. The hunters stayed a couple of days, maybe a bit longer, eating, resting, making and mending, and then they moved on. In this harsh, open land on the edge of Europe, they were subsisting at the limit of humanity’s range. Britain was a biological and cultural death-zone. These people were survivalists, Edgelanders, and they migrated in small, cohesive bands, seldom staying anywhere for more than a few nights, following the herds of horse and reindeer, moving, moving. Wherever they paused to process a kill, they left bones, scatters of stone flakes and sometimes hearths. Thirty or so sites are known in southern Britain. These modest landmarks open Britain’s history of continuous occupation.


Humans had been here before. For at least 700,000 years small groups had been making forays to the land that would become Britain. But for this entire period, the habitability of northern Europe had been dictated by an unpredictable Ice Age. There had been times when Britain had been buried beneath a mile of ice, and then warm-ups which had seen the land retaken by lush woodland. It was during these interglacial episodes that migrating hunters had ventured north from the continent’s kinder latitudes, foraging and preying on the wandering herds. Then the ice would return, sometimes suddenly. On one occasion, temperatures fell by as much as 15ºC in a single human generation. Survivors trekked south in search of shelter from the creeping freeze. Some sought refuge in caves. During at least five interglacials, humans had occupied sites in Britain, only to be driven south by another snap of the climate. Had the pioneers of the tenth millennium BC known where to look, they would have found traces of their predecessors; hunters who had left tools and teeth and the scored bones of slaughtered mammoths, and carvings of horses and reindeer, and human skulls that had been turned into drinking vessels. But the climatic spasm of 9700 BC was different. This time the thermal window would admit 63 million humans.


Britain’s destiny was directed by the Sun and southerners. The former tended to dictate how habitable Britain was at any time, and the latter the manner of that habitation. The Sun was God of all things. If the amount of solar warmth – insolation – reaching the upper atmosphere of the Earth had been constant through time, the course of global history would have been entirely different. But insolation changes according to cyclic fluctuations in the way Earth orbits the Sun. One of these cycles relates to slight alterations in the tilt of the Earth’s axis. Another of the cycles is caused by variations in the shape of the Earth’s orbit. A third cycle arises from the wobble of the Earth on its axis, and by the way the shape of the orbit actually rotates. The cycles operate on periodicities ranging from hundreds of thousands to tens of years, and they interact in complex ways with each other and with a variety of ‘ground-effects’ such as the amount of incoming light being reflected by the Earth’s surfaces, and sources of greenhouse gases like volcanoes and the Earth’s flora and fauna. Apart from the chilly reversal between 10,900 and 9700 BC, the overriding pattern since around 20,000 BC had been one of global warming driven in the main by the rising arc of solar insolation.


The second forcing mechanism was entirely terrestrial. Two thousand miles from Britain, where the planet was much warmer, a combination of topography and weather systems delivered around 300 millimetres of rain a year and created an ecosystem that was near-perfect for human existence. Mapped by rivers, lakes, woodland and grassland, it described a fertile crescent of abundance over a thousand miles in length. Cereals grew on grasslands grazed by herds of game and people had taken to living in circular dwellings – houses – up to four metres in diameter and gathering in great number to participate in feasting and cult rituals, practices that obliged them to find ever more ingenious ways of increasing yields from their lands. The Fertile Crescent was incubating an ideology with a long reach.


With every warming decade, Britain became greener. Ecological zones were unlocked from latitudes and altitudes. The tundra retreated northward and upward. Where permafrost had once stunted growth, stands of birch and pine, juniper and willow shaded carpets of year-round grasses. The herds of reindeer and horse changed their migration routes. Hunters and the hunted faced unprecedented difficulties: rivers were quicker and deeper to cross; spring growth impeded sightlines; rain-drenched ground froze and sealed vegetation beneath an unbreakable carapace of ice; trees poached grazing from roaming herds. By 9500 BC, the northern glaciers had gone and the Great Glen had emptied of ice. Ben Nevis had emerged from its stilled, white coverlet as a great, fissured creature from the deep, shaking its precipitous, unbuttressed flanks and sending rocks tumbling to spreading screes. On the great plateau of Rannoch, a 400-metre dome of ice had disappeared and exposed a puddled, grey waste. Relieved of its burden, the earth’s crust sprang slowly upward in the far north where the ice had been thickest, while southern coasts were subjected to accelerated sea-level rise as vast quantities of glacial meltwater increased the volume of the oceans. In this dynamic land, shorelines drowned, lakes shrank and grasslands were colonised by trees. As the sources of snowmelt diminished, rivers adopted more regular flows and abandoned their braided threads for single, meandering courses between banks stabilised by vegetation.


Greenhouse gases surged. Fed by the tropics and thawing tundra, the amount of methane being locked away in the ice of Greenland leapt from a low of 450 parts per billion to over 700 ppb by 9600 BC. Atmospheric carbon dioxide crept up from an Ice Age minimum of less than 200 parts per million, to 260 ppm by 9400 BC. By 9300 BC, maximum annual temperatures in Britain had bounced back to their pre-glacial high. Cold-tolerant beetles (one of the indicator species of climate change) were replaced in lowland Britain by warmth-loving species. The fate of the reindeer hunters is unclear. By around 9200 BC, horses and reindeer had disappeared from southern Britain and been replaced by elk, roe deer, red deer, boar and the aurochs – a huge, bovine herbivore. The adult aurochs loomed two metres above the ground. With its keen senses, curved horns, slender body and long legs, the aurochs was quick, agile and a match for hesitant wolves. Bulls were a deep-brown colour or black, and cows a reddish brown, but both had lightly coloured mouths and were countershaded with a white stripe down the spine which made it more difficult for their contours to be recognised by their human predators. Their favoured habitat was level, low-lying, fertile and open; woodland would not have supported the rich grassland they depended upon. Congregating in herds on floodplains and valley floors, they were the biggest beasts in Britain.


Amid the burgeoning biomass were people of the trees. They advanced in fits and starts, their passing marked by lost harpoons, tanged missile heads and scatters of stone flakes. Their relationship with the hunters of horse and reindeer is masked by Britain’s blooming post-glacial vegetation. Culturally, the woodland people were newcomers to Britain, with subsistence strategies and tool sets (and presumably beliefs and traditions, too) suited to a warming land scattered with trees – mainly birch and pine – and populated by a diverse flora and fauna. They shared tools used on the plains of northern Europe. While many must have walked to Britain across Doggerland, it’s possible that some descendants of the big-game hunters had managed to adapt over successive generations to the ways of the wood. Whatever the cultural crossover between people of tundra and wood, both were resourceful. As an edgeland, Britain pushed the limits. Many core aptitudes were carried over from the days of the tundra, to be honed, faceted and polished in temperate woodland.


The woodland people had a more complex, intense relationship with land than their migratory, cold-climate, open-tundra, herd-shadowing forebears. They lived in larger groups and stayed for prolonged periods at select sites, where they exploited the multiplicity of resources that came with a temperate climate and trees. They collected berries and tubers, they netted, trapped and hunted a wide variety of animals, from beavers to boar and deer. Their prey was less gregarious and confined to more localised habitats than the herds of horse and reindeer. They killed aurochs, whose preference for valleys and floodplains put the herds in conflict with humans who used these landscapes for routeways, foraging and hunting missions. They lived in fluid groupings or bands, and understood the need to cooperate for tasks that might require extra hands. Women may have specialised in foraging and men in hunting, and it’s likely that an egalitarian ethos prevailed, with food being shared. The dogs they kept were valued for companionship and for their roles in hunting, transport and security. Their stone tools included specialised adzes and axes for working with earth and timber. They could craft containers from birch bark and fabricate multi-piece, sewn clothing from hides. They could make ropes from plant fibres, and turn twine into baskets, mats and nets. They knew how to dry, smoke and cache food, and how to render grease by boiling. They played flutes and set traps. They carried the bow and arrow, the throwing spear and stabbing spear. They crafted multi-barbed harpoon heads from bone and had mastered the right-angled joint, boring holes in shaped antlers to accept handles of trimmed timber. They knew the plants for dyes and potions, and how to make flames with a wooden fire-drill or by striking particular rocks.


Resources multiplied. Wood, glade and warming seas turned the peninsula into a gigantic storehouse. An adult female red deer weighed between 70 and 150 kilograms, and an adult male between 100 and 250 kilograms. Some 50–60 per cent of a deer was edible meat; the hide could be used for lashings, containers, boat hulls, tents and clothing; parts of antler could be used for fabricating bows, projectile points, tools, pegs, toggles and gaming pieces. Bones were whittled and split into points, needles and even ice-skates; the guts were handy for containers; hooves for glue and sinew for reinforcing bows, bindings and sewing thread. Killing an animal was a process of transformation; the cosmos was indivisible from self. People coexisted with the plants and animals they foraged and managed. They related to the patterns of stars, to the stutter of the capercaillie and to the glare of the elk. The wild was them.


This ragged, greening peninsula, this Britain-to-be, was a land of extraordinary variety. That diversity came from its latitudinal reach; its range of weather-systems; its exposure to the Atlantic in the west and to the continent in the south-east; its immensely long coastline; its topographic extremes; its rivers and its stone. The distance from the Shetland Islands to the Lizard Peninsula was nearly 800 miles, far greater than the distance from the Thames to the Mediterranean. It was a land of many regions. There were lower temperatures in the north than the south; more sun in the south-east than in the northwest; more rain in the west than the east. Coasts were characterised according to their resistance to erosion, susceptibility for deposition, and rates of sea-level rise. Atlantic capes were fanged with reefs and defended with cliffs which parted to disclose fjord-like inlets formed where river valleys had flooded. The shores of the south-east were softer and opened to estuarine gulfs and skeins of welcoming creeks. So contorted was peninsula-Britain’s coast that at no point could anyone be further than two or three days from the sea. Inland, there were parts of the west where ice-shattered arêtes and implacable cliffs walled one land from another. In the south, there were wooded uplands topping 1,500 feet and extensive lowlands threaded by meandering streams and reflective fens where boats were the only practical means of travel. Cutting across Britain were physical borders: much of the peninsula was divided up its central axis by a line of hills separating west from east, and a north–south divide existed between the cooler, shrinking tundra of the far north and the advancing tree-clad regions of the south. When it came to topography, Britain had a bit of everything common to the northern hemisphere. Fed by rainfall and gradient, one feature was particularly present: darting and dreaming their way through the peninsula’s virescent slopes were over 100,000 miles of watercourses, grouped into over 1,000 discrete river systems. None of these was a ‘river’ in the continental sense. The Douro and Garonne, the Loire, Seine, Meuse and Rhine dwarfed watercourses like the Severn and the Thames. The longest river in Britain was just one eighth the length of the Danube. But Britain’s prolific rainfall and tilted topographies meant that you were seldom more than a mile from running water.


Britain was built on spectacular foundations: beneath this modestly proportioned extension of the European mainland were rocks spanning three billion years, half the age of the planet. During various eras in the deep past, this part of the earth’s crust had been seared by desert heat, scoured by freshwater torrents, blasted by volcanoes, submerged beneath oceans, and subject to shifts in tectonic plates. The result was an extravagant geology ranging from black basalt to glittering quartz, red sandstone to blue-grey slate and bone-white chalk. There were rocks decorated with fossils of extinct creatures, cliffs walled in octagonal columns and caves hung with stone tendrils. More recently, the episodic freezes of a 2.5 million-year Ice Age had created a family of strange features that included symmetrical hummocks, parallel trenches, pits, causeways and curious, freestanding boulders. Britain was abundant in landforms that invited human association. And it was replete with hardware.


Scattered across this well-endowed land were siliceous stones suitable for tool-making. They could be found on beaches and in valley gravels and in the earth of hillslopes. In the east, they could be picked from cliffs. Formed within sedimentary rocks, huge quantities had been transported far from their original source by glaciers or rivers or sea currents. These frequently odd-shaped nodules varied in hardness, texture and colour. They also differed in the way they fractured when struck, qualitative distinctions that were no doubt identified by name. Coarser, opaque chert produced flat fractures, while flint – which was fine-grained and even – fractured into conchoidal faces. Knapping these nodules into edges and points for scraping, cutting and piercing was a skill common to everyone engaged in foraging and hunting. The stones came with their own sound: a rhythmic knocking accompanied by high-pitched tinkling. You could hear it by night and by day, in woodland and in grassland. It was the sound of people knapping, nodule in one hand, hammerstone or antler-stub in the other, striking, looking, striking, the flakes tumbling to create abstract mosaics on the ground that would survive for thousands of years.


Everything moved. In this climatically charged, geographically complex world, food sources were not distributed evenly, or throughout the year. Grassland, upland, lowland, moorland, woodland, glades, estuaries, lakes and coasts all had their own species and seasons of abundance. Continuously shifting ecosystems driven by rapid global warming meant that people lived in a state of relentless adaptation. The greatest security came with a diverse mix of food and material sources such as those found where two different communities of plants and animals met, or overlapped. These boundary or transition zones between biomes offered the best of two worlds. Examples of these transition zones – or ecotones – included wetlands, the edges of estuaries and coastlines. The value of ecotones soared if they also offered ready access to stone-beds or beaches or riverbeds where workable chert or flint could be collected. The geographically advantaged could reduce the range of their roaming and live on the fruits of a locality but the hungry were beckoned by need, sourcing fresh water, food, stone and shelter along familiar routes on seasonal cycles. Britain was not so large or intimidating that a single person could not sample its extremities in a lifetime: a young adult could cover ten or twenty miles a day, for days on end. In the course of a year, it was feasible to trek five thousand miles. In lightweight, shallow-draught boats, people fished, foraged and hunted along coasts and estuaries. During the winter months, they took to snowshoes and sledges. Compared to Europe, the topographies of Britain were of a manageable scale; no rivers were too wide to cross.


A long time ago, I found myself working in unfamiliar mountains where I knew nobody. Within days of arriving, I came across a lone rowan by a rock and for the following months, this became ‘my place’. We’re all topophiliacs. We have a predisposition to invest locations with attachments. We should perhaps look at that extended tract of blue and green and grey that was Doggerland and Britain in 9000 BC and see most of it as ‘space’, an abstract, unknown entity. Faintly sketched onto this space were the ‘places’ that were known to foragers and hunters. The story of Britain is a contest between space and place, between the unknown and known, the insecure and secure, the unconfined and confined. Space was imagined from afar; place was experienced from within.


There were many kinds of place. Associations were cemented with seemingly ordinary locations through events that became archived in the memories of individuals or groups. The bloodied soil that marked the terminus of a long, hard chase, or the place where a lone wolf was seen howling to the moon might be memorialised and handed down by generations of storytellers. The places where family members were born – or sighed their last breath – became dynastic coordinates. Encounters with neighbouring groups or unfamiliar animals assumed a limitary meaning. Places revered for their tool-stone were visited repeatedly and their locations physically memorialised by accretions of flake-scatters.


And there were places venerated for the effect they had on human imagination. There’s no reason to suppose that our ancestors weren’t moved by some of the sights they came upon. Did they not gaze with pleasure at the play of sunlight on a chuckling stream? Or watch wide-eyed as storm waves pounded sea-girt granite? Or laugh at the feel of sand? The dissonant cosmos nurtured and murdered. Earth systems, the winds and waves, the currents, storms, droughts and freezes, were centrifuges for the imagination, spinning fears and hopes into vortices of expectation; beliefs that things were meant. Inherited fictions told of supernatural powers that controlled the changeable world. Faith could alter a perceived outcome. The lifting of eyes was both a conscious quest to escape the reality of life at ground level and an appeal to the clarity of the sky or the physical dominance of a lofty landmark: a hilltop, a treetop, a rocky crag. Caves could be portals to the unlit world; dwelling-places of subterranean forces. Restless, cleansing, life-giving water was both ubiquitous and revered. Springs had miraculous presence; practical yet communing with inner earth. Trees, too, either singly or in groves or canopied woods, were invested with qualities beyond firewood or axe-haft. There were also places that removed the mind from the enveloping cosmos: a peak, a peninsula, an island; viewpoints. And places that spoke, like cataracts and waterfalls and wave-beaten headlands. And rocks or mountain buttresses that looked in profile like birds, or animals or humans.


Fear was a potent place-maker. The world beyond, that space without, hid many threats. Probing a wilderness on foot was an intense experience; a misplaced camp, a navigational error or a failure to read the weather could turn a routine outing into a trial by stress and exhaustion. Method rather than muscle separated the living from the lost. Geography was an instinctive discipline. Noting features was both a means of accumulating coordinates and an act of faith. Every remembered rock and tree was invested with belief that it would be seen again. In a world of constant mobility, route-finding was a spatial preoccupation. Features were picked from tangled topographies and hoarded as waymarks; places indicating bifurcations or dead-ends; route options separating safety and danger. By the second passing, a waymark became a source of reassurance; a place with meaning. The urge to repeat sets of actions at particular locations was both a survival strategy and a way of deriving social reassurance from a potentially chaotic and dangerous habitat. With the passage of time, it formalised the relationship between people and the land. Waymarks became landmarks. Landmarks were lifelines. Teenage graduates of Edgeland knew that death at the hands of another human – from within the group or from clashes with neighbouring groups – ranked with disease as being the most likely way to meet an inconvenient end. The most effective defence was the control of space. Viewpoints and dogs were a form of early warning; numbers and weapons were a means of deterrence. So were suspicion or hostility to strangers and negotiated alliances with other groups. Habitual vigilance was the most effective form of preventative care. Collectively, these various forms of locative paranoia intensified people’s association with places they valued the most.


Sleep was a place-maker, too. Lying down with eyes closed for several hours in a night-world of predators demanded faith in a location. The act itself was intimate, bonding person to place in a dreamtime embrace. It was in these nocturnal sanctuaries that the cosmos made contact through its animate constellations, its weeping stars and meteor blizzards and bright-eye moon, and through the warmth of the sun that was radiated to earth and then conducted to shoulder, hip and thigh. People didn’t sleep beneath the sky, they slept within it. Terrestrially, these sleep-places summarised the bare essentials of existence for they were usually accompanied by food, fresh water and shelter. The food may have been processed earlier and brought to the site; the water glistened in a nearby stream, river or lake; the shelter may have been the lee of a rock or a swaddling bank of grass or an oak grove or a windbreak of poles and hide. It took less than an hour to raise a windproof lean-to, or a free-standing shelter from materials like stone, branches, turf and hide. East-facing slopes were the warmest at dawn, south-facing slopes held the heat through the day. The body-sized template on the ground was the physical zone of contact, but the sanctuary extended to a wider radius. The relative positions of surrounding furniture – the trees, the rocks and water – were known and a perimeter may have been trodden, ear to the wind, as the final ritual before a night beneath the stars. Come morning, a camp may have been recorded on the land as little more than a panel of compressed grass. Many were accompanied by a small hearth, a scatter of stone chips and discarded bones. A one-night camp was a brief encounter with a bare-necessity location, underpinned by trust in the cosmos. For the inhabitant, it was a special place, remembered for its security – or lack of it. Habitual use of the same camp altered its locative status, promoting it to a place that might have been labelled later as a ‘home’ or a ‘home-base’. At its most expansive, home was an area of land associated with an individual, a family, an extended kin group or an otherwise-bonded social unit. It’s conceivable that in areas of lesser sustenance, home-lands were measured in hundreds of square miles.


Places lived through movement; by being connected; by the beating of bounds with foot-soles; by the creation of desire-paths. Paths were the means of recording the passage through time and space of both individual and band; routes that described where you’d come from, where you were, and where you’d be in the future. Imprinted by repetitive footfall, each path was an innate negotiation between human desire and the lie of the land. Their course was not expressly premeditated and their form was not constructed. Desire-paths were memories, retrodden year after year, refined with shortcuts and easements. Up close, a path was a physical trough in the vegetative carpet; viewed mid-frame it appeared as a slender thread meandering like a stream through the wilderness. Every turn had a reason: a boulder avoided; a bog bypassed; a gradient cheated; a ford sought. Home-paths radiated out to water source and firewood, fruit tree, hunting ground, vantage point and crap patch. Paths connected with other paths, evolving into networks. Paths were expressions of movement through space, and so were the discontinuities, the places where people paused to craft tools, where they divided an animal, where they rested or slept, looked at a view or meditated upon the kinds of cosmic issues that fixed the place in a way they felt was timeless.


These landmarks-with-meaning were bundled into landscapes. Appreciating or imagining tracts of land as coherent spatial entities was a potent means of controlling space; of coming to an accommodation with the wilderness. It was a process of reduction and coding. The interminable could be divided into memorable tracts: categoric spatial entities. Landscapes were variable and powerful. They could be constructed by individuals and viewed collectively through social and cultural prisms. They had no fixed scale. They described physical, measurable space and also imagined topographies. They could be repositories for belief and settings for action. A landscape was like a personalised – or localised – dialect in which every feature was uniquely interpreted. Homo sapiens was a maker of landscapes.


Landscapes were mapped in the mind. Views from high-points revealed shapes in miniature and made it possible to collate places into three-dimensional models; cognitive maps that could be recalled and decoded at will. In such a way, it was possible to build a neural database of topographical information. The camp, whether it was used for one night or one month, was the hub of a web of satellite features which comprised a known tract of wilderness; a mappable landscape. A valley, an odd-looking rock, an isolated tree, a parting in the stream were all logged and mentally archived, then more accurately placed with each repassing. Some features were already human constructs. Paths, scatters of stone flakes, the carbonised discs of hearths, the piercings of post holes, were all coded for recall. Sounds and smells had their own coordinates: the spot where a waterfall became audible was a mappable place, and so was the olfactory perimeter of a pine wood, its proximity mapped by the sweet scent of resin. Cognitive maps were a primary tool. The dots on these mental maps were the features that bonded humans to their landscapes. They were the places that mattered; the places invested with meaning. Cognitive maps bound trails and camps, views and waymarks into unitary areas and hafted attachments to homelands. Mind-maps prepared the way for domesticating the wilderness.


Better mapped than Britain was the great plain to the east, but the broad lowland leading back to the continent was diminishing. Melting ice and the thermal expansion of the oceans were raising sea levels season-by-season, attacking Doggerland’s coastlines and flooding its productive wetlands. Sea levels had begun to rise as long ago as 18,000 BC, when the last Ice Age had finally come to an end. The big freeze that had emptied Britain of humans from around 10,700 BC to 9,700 BC had not been enough to arrest the rise of the oceans and by around 9000 BC, Ireland was severed from Britain, and the plain linking Britain to the continent had lost half of its land area. There had been a time when Doggerland had been bigger than Britain, but now it formed a low watershed connecting continental uplands between the Rhine and the Elbe, with hills between the Thames and the Ouse. You could walk from the source of the Rhine to the source of the Thames without crossing sea. At its eastern end, Doggerland may have been a neck of land no more than sixty or so miles wide. In the south, Doggerland tapered to meet the head of a single, gigantic gulf – the Channel – that led west to the Atlantic. In the north, Doggerland’s coast was long, convoluted and soft, dominated in its central section by a range of hills – the so-called Doggerland Hills – and by great embayments to each side. One side of the western embayment – the Outer Silver Pit – formed part of Britain’s east coast. The rivers, marshes, lakes and estuaries surrounding the Outer Silver Pit were munificent sources of food. The earth system that was destroying Doggerland tide-by-tide was also the main source of its biodiversity: because Doggerland functioned as a dam between two seas, the tides surging in and out of the Channel and the southern North Sea twice every twenty-four hours had an enormous vertical range and so supported a rich and diverse intertidal zone. The Doggerland people probably enjoyed greater returns from their foraging, hunting and fishing than in any area of equivalent size in Britain.


This great plain led – if you were walking west – to chalklands and the Thames. The Thames and its tributaries acted as conduits for incomers, while the chalk offered spectacle, flint and familiarity. Chalk is almost entirely composed of fossils, the shells of minute foraminiferans that died between 135 and 65 million years ago in a shallow sea. Fossilised as calcium carbonate, they compacted into a soft, brilliant-white stone. Chalk, being young, lay close to the surface. On coasts, it was exposed by erosion as gleaming cliffs, sea-stacks and wave-cut platforms. Inland, its signature was more subtle: hills underlain by chalk tended to curve and swell with verdant, seductive gradients. Chalk caught the eye. It was also the sedimentary rock that bore flint, which lay in thin black seams below the surface and erupted in scatters where seams were exposed by features like sea-cliffs or valley-sides. Chalk was laid like a path all the way from the continent to Britain. It stretched in a subterranean bed beneath the lands of the Seine and the Somme, the Schelde and the Rhine, it lay beneath Doggerland and it lifted into Britain to form the skeleton of the south-east. Chalk underpinned a peripheral, eastern band of hills that reached their greatest height in the Wolds north of the Humber. Another four ranges of linear, chalk uplands stretched across the south of Britain, converging on a 300-square-mile heartland: the Plain, the most extensive chalk plateau in Britain. Of these four limbs, the longest and widest rolled diagonally across south-east Britain from Doggerland, by way of the Chiltern Hills and Marlborough Downs, to the Plain. Two thinner, but more distinctive bands of chalk – the North and the South Downs – approached as steep-flanked ridges from the east. The stubbiest of the four limbs began near the southern coastal promontory of Portland and reached the Plain by way of the Dorset Downs and Cranborne Chase. The chalklands lived through their rivers. There were many, but three in particular were crucial. One of the rivers had its mouth on the east coast of Britain, another on the south coast, and the third on the west coast. The Thames and the two Avons each led inland to the chalk heartland, the Plain, which formed a tripartite watershed between the three coasts. While ecotonal locations promised the greatest security for a home-base, rivers guided movement. Rivers were ready-made route maps that remained constant from one generation to the next. And they always provided two of life’s essentials: drinking water and timber.


From the start, Britain was tilted to the south-east. Land was lower in the south-east. The climate was kinder in the south-east. Rivers were slower in the south east. The causeway from the continent came to the south-east. Chalk-with-flint was a geology of the south-east. Half a year’s walking from Britain, Beth Nahrain, lay to the south-east, too. The part of the Fertile Crescent closest to Europe was the region described by the mid and upper sections of the rivers Euphrates and Tigris, and the lower slopes of the Taurus Mountains. The passing of time has given the region a succession of labels: Beth Nahrain (‘house of the rivers’); Al Jazirah (‘the island’); Mesopotamia (‘between the rivers’).


The House of the Rivers had lurched from climatic disruption to ecological fruitfulness. The people who roamed the well-watered grasslands and woods in the upper Tigris and Euphrates had moved far beyond mere subsistence and were now gathering periodically at a spectacular hilltop centre to feast and to dance and to raise great stones. Göbekli Tepe (it’s unlikely to have been known as ‘Potbelly Hill’ back in 9000 BC) was no more than a two-day walk from the Euphrates as it described a long bend around the hill. Across the top of Potbelly Hill, work-squads had hacked and carved from the limestone roughly circular enclosures with T-shaped pillars linked by walls and stone benches. In the centre of each enclosure stood a pair of taller T-pillars. One pair topped five metres and was carved with hands, fingers, loincloths and belts. Some of the enclosures had concentric circuits of pillars and walls nesting within each other. In various parts of the sanctuary, an exotic menagerie of scorpions, snakes, aurochs, foxes, boar, ducks, asses and gazelle stared from sculpted limestone. In an age before writing, this was a language shared by all. As many as twenty enclosures may have been constructed across the hill. The scale was literally staggering: the largest eight-metre T-pillars weighed 50 tons and had a volume of 20 cubic metres. Hauling one of these pillars from its quarry across the hill would have required hundreds of people. The organisation, design, measuring and devotion of labour, was on an unprecedented scale. One of the traditions at Potbelly Hill was to abandon an enclosure after use, backfilling it with rubble from the quarries and with vast amounts of animal bones – mainly gazelle, aurochs and ass – that had been smashed during marrow-extraction.


If Britain was the Edgeland, the lands of the Euphrates and Tigris were the Centreland. Potbelly Hill was part of a bigger idea. There were other enclosure sites with T-shaped pillars. It’s possible that their primary purpose was to assemble labour from surrounding areas in order that communal structures could be raised. The feasting, dancing, stone-raising, beer-swilling foragers of this fertile region were in an altered state. This was a cult in transition. The people who flocked periodically to Göbekli Tepe were already cropping wild cereals like einkorn and barley and their cooking-ware included pestles, mortars and grinders. Feasting strengthened social bonds and provided an opportunity for pushy individuals to further their social standing. But feasting required food surpluses: wider sources of food, new methods of processing, more intensive production and new techniques of storage. It’s possible that places like Potbelly Hill were propagative hubs whose pilgrims played a role in distributing seeds suitable for cultivation.


Beyond Potbelly Hill, the transition was occurring at various other points in the Fertile Crescent. Tools like the axe and the adze for clearing vegetation were in wide use, and people may even have been encouraging the growth and circulation of cereal seeds. In roundhouses they ground the grain of cereals between stones and where there was a lack of stone, they built walls from bricks of clay and straw. In places, people gathered together to dwell in communal hubs, or villages. Some buildings were invested with belief. Some had bodies buried beneath their floors, others had the skulls of game hung on their walls. At the spring of Ein as-Sultan in the valley of the Jordan a community of five hundred or more fixed their place in the cosmos by constructing a massive stone wall and an eight-metre-high conical stone tower, plastered inside and out. Every summer solstice the setting sun shared its azimuth with an axis formed by the tower, the angle of its internal staircase and the mountaintop above the village. Lurking in the solstitial shadow of Jericho’s tower may have been fear and coercion. Or tower and village may have arisen through a shared belief in communal enterprise. Whatever their founding force, these were physical communities unlike anything in Europe.


Britain, meanwhile, was hardly marked. Seven hundred years after global warming began to uprate northern Europe from Arctic to temperate, human occupation had barely impressed itself on the landscape. Yet the pace of climate change modified habitats with every generation. There was no sense of environmental permanence. Sea levels were surging upward at an average rate of one centimetre a year. Storms at sea could take out tracts of land that had never seen salt water. Birch and pine were spreading towards Britain’s furthest regions. As the biogeographical belts migrated, the tundra was colonised by advancing tree-lines. Surviving herds of horse were driven into extinction. And in the south, global warming invited the continent’s most inventive species to create the first settlements.









TWO


Wood Land


9000–8000 BC


Seven hundred years or so after the climate began to warm, a group of people reached a level river terrace beneath the folds of southern Britain’s chalk heartland. The river is now known as the Kennet and it shares its valley with a main road, a railway, a canal and a national cycle route, all heading west by the easiest route. The Kennet’s early travellers may also have been following topographies of least resistance, along the Thames through lands rich in food. Two days or so upstream of the estuary, the waters parted and one river swung north through a notch between two ranges of chalk downlands. The other river continued rising westwards.


In the centuries since the thaw, the Kennet had settled into its bed. The streams of calcium-rich water pouring down from the surrounding chalklands had thickened the valley floor with calcareous marl, and instead of scurrying through braided, gravel channels, the river now flowed steadily between banks of soil. Each side of the water grew birch and pine and aspen. Where the valley widened to about a mile, a lake and fen created the kind of ecotone they were looking for: adjacent biomes of wetland and woodland, with flint to hand. On and off, this stretch of the Kennet was used by people for many generations. Slain aurochs were brought here, and red deer, roe deer and boar. The people of the Kennet also took pike and mallard, goldeneye duck and crane. Beavers and wildcats were hunted for furs. On foot-smoothed earth, they cut wood and scraped hides; bored and whittled bone. And they prepared mastic, a resin-based product that could be used as a gum for hafting stone blades to wooden handles. These were thoroughfare sites, where the various limbs of chalk upland converged on a major cross-Britain, east–west through-route: up the Thames and Kennet, then over the watershed and down the Avon to the largest river in western Britain, the Severn. Repeated use formalised the riverside sites and requisitioned them as ‘places’. At their busiest, the glades of the Kennet were suffused with woodsmoke, chatter and the knock-tinkle of knapping. But evidence of their presence on the land would be lost to the human eye (and buried beneath a sewage works). The activities of so many for so long would be remembered as a layer of hearths and bones together with 16,000 flakes and spalls, 1,200 blade-like flakes, 280 cores, 285 microliths, 17 axe-adzes, 130 scrapers, 15 awls, 6 hammerstones and a variety of other flint implements; a grand total of 18,402 pieces of stone, of which just 3.5 per cent were ‘finished’. Countless more artefacts lie undiscovered beneath the Kennet’s alluvial carpet.


By the beginning of the ninth millennium BC, the climate had warmed so much that summer and winter temperatures were comparable to those of Britain in the early twenty-first century. Hearths, flint-scatters and ‘places’ were multiplying. Foraging had never been better. Trees and shrubs could be harvested for nuts and berries, tubers and roots, while the sea’s fringe offered eggs and seaweed, birds and shellfish. Inlets teemed with fish and wildfowl. A new tree was becoming increasingly common. It thrived on chalk and limestone and was hardy enough to survive on exposed hillsides and at altitudes of 2,000 feet. Each autumn its branches were hung with golden tails and clusters of nuts that could be eaten raw or roasted in a fire. Hazel nuts were a woodland superfood, high in monounsaturated fat, minerals like magnesium, copper and iron, and in vitamin E. They reduced blood pressure and inflammation. When stored cool and dry they could last for two or three months. Britain was an ideal habitat for the hazel. Large mammals such as aurochs and elk, deer and boar were sources of red meat and raw materials like bone and hide. Extreme climate change had created one of the most propitious environmental niches the planet has ever known.


Numbers in Britain swelled while Doggerland shrank. Sea levels were rising at their fastest rate in 20,000 years and vast tracts of what had once been land now lay beneath 70 metres of salt water. Generations of Doggerlanders had been climate-change refugees. Many trekked west in search of new lands. To immigrants, Britain appeared on the horizon as a ridge of upland; high, dry and safe, and as it turned out, thickly scattered with flint. One of the bands that approached Britain across the northern wetlands of Doggerland was drawn by a notch in the upland wall between Scarborough and Filey. Behind the notch was a vale some four miles wide and partially occupied by a lake, the remnant of a much larger body of water that had formed when the ice sheets of the previous glacial maximum had bulldozed a barricade of moraine across the mouth of the vale, blocking the rivers that used to flow east. A huge reservoir had accumulated behind the moraine until the meltwater burst out, southwards, along the valley of the Derwent. A shallow, residual wetland remained. By the beginning of the ninth millennium BC, the lake had shrunk to three miles or so in length, with a ragged shore of peninsulas and embayments. A couple of small islands floated out near the centre of the lake which was fringed with a waterlogged ‘carr’ shoreline of reeds and sedges, thickened with willow and aspen. Water lilies grew further from shore. The deepest part of the lake was a little over seven metres but in many places a man could wade to his waist. Back from the lake on drier ground spread woods of birch and pine, with an undercroft of waving ferns. Spaces in the tree cover were bright with light-filled grassland. Visible in the distance to the north of the lake, rugged ribs of hard limestone clambered to reach 1,000 feet. To the south, a wave of chalk swelled towards the 800-foot ceiling of the Wolds. For those who had come from the east, this place was reassuringly familiar: safely raised above the rising seas and swaddled by embracing uplands, its freshwater mere, wetland fringe and accessible woodlands were not unlike the landscapes disappearing on Doggerland.


Boar could be heard in the woods and scores of waterbirds fed at the lake, among them the common crane, red-breasted merganser, common scoter, dabchick, red-throated diver, great crested grebe and brent goose. In the grasslands above the lake grazed elk and aurochs. The Carrs people lived well enough to have had the time to whittle pieces of shale into disc-shaped beads, which could be bored for threading. In their self-sufficient world, tool-making was one of many home-based rituals that solidified bonds between person and place. The crafting of a pointed barb commenced at the water’s edge because the antler had to be continuously wetted. Using a flint blade, two parallel grooves were cut in the antler, and then a splinter extracted from between the grooves. The remainder of the process did not require wetting and could be undertaken at an alternative ‘dry’ location, where the splinter was worked with flint into a tapered point and then serrated along one side with angled barbs. The barbs prevented the point from withdrawing from flesh, which increased blood-loss and hastened death. Barbed points like these could be fitted to arrows, spears and harpoons. They were as effective on pike as they were on elk. Alongside tools for taking birds, land-animals and fish were others for working with materials. Scrapers for cleaning hides could be made from knapped flint or from the bones of aurochs; pointed bodkins for piercing leather were made from the foot-bones of elk.


The Carrs people were also equipped with weapons of mass construction: tools for working timber, soil and stone. Crafted from elk antler, the pick was pointed at one end and pierced with a hole at the other end to take a handle. Swung with force, it could penetrate the hardest of soils and even chalk bedrock. Also formed from elk antler, the mattock had a cutting-end rather than a point, and could be used for breaking softer ground and for soil shifting. It would have been ideal for digging pits, hollows and postholes. The lake people were also carpenters. The typical timber-working axe was made by striking a slice from one end of an oval piece of flint. Axe-heads could break or blunt fairly quickly, but it took a few seconds to resharpen the stone by striking off a flake to form a new blade. Among the wooden implements fashioned here was a long-handled piece of birch with a flat blade that could be used for propelling a raft or canoe. And at some point during the occupation of the lake shore, people felled trees and then split the trunks and branches by hammering wedges into the grain. At least one piece had been split twice, forming a versatile building component, the plank.


Britain’s earliest known house stood back from the lakeside. It was roughly circular and had been constructed around a scooped hollow in the ground, with a frame of embedded posts. The above-ground structure is conjectural. Thinner poles had probably been bound with twine – possibly made from nettles – to the main structure, and the whole dwelling might have been clad in reeds from the lakeside, or with hides. Inside, it measured no more than a couple of metres or so. In terms of scale, it was the kind of dwelling that might have been used for sleeping, at a site where most tasks were undertaken in the open. It’s unlikely to have been the only house at the lake. People probably came to the dwellings on the lake repeatedly, at various times of the year. It’s not possible to say whether they were occupied continuously or episodically. The idea of ‘settlement’ was becoming more defined.


The Carrs was as good as it got in ninth-millennium, mid-latitude Britain. It offered open water and wetland, edgeland, scrub and woodland. Doggerland’s aquatic plain was close by and the adjacent hills provided upland hunting, foraging and flint. Mosaic habitats like this produced the highest densities of game animals and edible plants. Various sites around the lake shore were visited repeatedly over a period of 300 years or so and the formalised human landscape of clearings, camps, hearths and tracks was developed and reiterated through repetitive stays. But the Carrs was more than a coveted ecotone. Physically, the lake was progressively removed from the wilderness and woven into the traditions and beliefs of the people living around its shores. It became part of their society, the bonds between people and place strengthened through acts and rituals of association. People here had worn decorative beads and had left a triangular pendant crafted from a thin piece of shale, which had been incised with short lines running tangentially to longer lines – a pattern also used on the far side of Doggerland. Head-dresses had been fashioned from the skull frontlets of red deer; shamanistic ornamentation that might have been used during waterside ceremonies at the lake – or at the lake’s outflow where the water underwent a transformation from still to living at the start of its journey to the sea. Gatherings such as this would have been central to sustaining shared beliefs. Tools worked from animals were returned to the waters of life, the wooden hafts and handles removed and the scrapers and axes of bone and antler cast into the lake. Votive offerings nurtured the value of the lake as a place, and also the value of the artefacts. For the successive generations who settled around the lake shore between the hills, these were much more than the bivouacs of passing foragers. Lives were played out at a location imbued with familiarity. People fell in love here. To many, the Carrs was the place that mattered most.


The lake people, with their children, elders and domesticated dogs, left more than footprints. They may have been no more than periodic callers, staying for a few days or weeks each visit, but their use of the Carrs created an artificial opening in the vegetation on a landscape-scale. Not only did the to-and-fro of daily routines flatten an area of the lake shore, but they were felling trees and setting fire to the lake-side reeds. The burning occurred every year, improving access to the water’s edge, opening sight lines for hunting and encouraging fresh plant growth. The building of homes and hearths left a mark too, and so did the construction of a timber walkway. This had been a considerable project, and must have required the combined enterprise of many people. Split timbers were laid with their flat side uppermost on the waterlogged ground of the lake edge to form a dry platform (or several walkways) that extended for as much as 30 metres. Timbered surfaces like these could be used for improving access for canoes, for fishing or for rituals. For the time being, however, the human imprint was temporary.


Today, the lake is farmland. From the edge of a lay-by on the thunderous A64 between Scarborough and York, you can look along a drainage dyke that cuts through peat beds where the lake used to shine. Beside the dyke, the soft mud is printed by the passage of archaeological pilgrims. There’s no visible commemoration. Just the rectilinear fields from a later age. The site of the lake can also be reached a couple of miles away, where a narrow track slopes down from the village of Flixton to a bridge over the dyke. More fields. My favourite view of the place known in archaeological circles as Star Carr is from the bulge of chalk to the south, where a slender byroad climbs steeply above Flixton to the crest of the Yorkshire Wolds. There’s a wide verge up here, and the adjacent fields are speckled with flint. Off to the right is a panel of sea covering Doggerland. And ahead, in the middle ground between the Wolds and the Moors, is the vale. Back in 9000 BC, the lake would have been mirrored in blue within its fringe of golden reeds and clearings, wisps of smoke rising from darkened patches of trampled ground. On the far side of the vale are the roofs of industrial estates and the shining pipes of Seamer Carr household waste recycling centre (it was an archaeological dig prior to its construction that led to the discovery of bones belonging to Britain’s last known wild horse, radio-carbon dated to 10,007–8723 cal BC). The land may have forgotten the lake and its settlement, but Seamer remembers, the sæ and mere meaning lake or marsh pool.


The Carrs appear to have attracted an unusual density of activity. Far more typical of the time was a solitary habitation much further north, on the Firth of Forth, where a structure with a staked frame was erected on a bluff overlooking the sea and a small river. It was one of those spots that offered the bare necessities: fresh water, timber for fuel and access to a tidal shoreline for fishing and foraging. The occupants of this vantage point left chert tools, hazelnut shells and food waste. Within a decade, there was little to see of the site, the remains of the shelter recorded as twenty or so stake-holes in the acidic soil. The pioneers who came to the Forth had reached Britain’s most daunting internal border. Because of the way that northern Britain rebounded upward once the burden of ice had been removed, the sea level in these latitudes was some ten metres higher than it is now. But this part of Britain was pinched on both sides by two gigantic seawater inlets: massively extended versions of the Firth of Forth on the east, and the Firth of Clyde on the west. Sea reached so far inland from both coasts that it almost met in the middle. An isthmus that may have been as little as ten miles wide connected southern to northern Britain. And that isthmus was low lying and boggy. The overland route from the south to the north of Britain was a navigationally tortuous zig-zag between mountains that stood clear of the water, and it involved multiple, hazardous river crossings. The gulf of water in front of the structure on the Forth was one of the largest sea inlets in Britain. Further progress north could only be achieved by a perilous voyage by boat or by a very long and difficult overland detour in search of the land-bridge connecting the two parts of Britain. The Forth–Clyde constriction may have impeded northward progress for some centuries, effectively forming a border between the known and the unknown.


The spread of human occupation northward and westward suggests that the thousand years following the thaw saw a progressive increase of population and pressure to try new lands. On an island of diverse habitats, inequality of resources was a fact of human life. Some groups were better off than others. Fewer resources meant covering more ground to find food and having less fireside-time. Locked into a cycle of foraging, hunting and eating, groups in areas of scarcity had little time – or will – to invest in any particular tract of land. But groups operating in areas with an abundance of edible resources were able to accumulate food and live in greater security. These better-off groups tended to be less mobile, with stronger social structures, and more developed ideas of time and space – and of territory. Territories may have had markers, but they had no artificial boundaries. Some territories overlapped; others were seen rather than trodden. A view from a bluff might ‘belong’ to a group who had no physical relationship with it.


Far from the Forth, an unusual range of hills provided the stage for Britain’s earliest known cemetery. The Mendips were a land apart from the chalklands. Where chalk tended to produce smooth, curvaceous hills, the harder limestone of the Mendips had created an upland that – more than any other in southern Britain – appeared to have been cast by a cosmic architect. The range was roughly twenty miles long, five miles wide, and loomed more than 300 metres above the approaches to the West Country. Its upper surface was a plateau that felt completely removed from the trafficked world of the lowland. Up here, there were stands of birch and pine, and tracts of open grassland shared with bear and lynx, wolf and boar. Sometimes the lower world was obscured with blankets of white mist, islanding the plateau in clear, blue air. It was the boundary of this upland, between the hidden world of the plateau and the veiled lowlands, that held the wonders. The western edge of the plateau was pierced by the most spectacular gorge in Britain: a winding chasm walled with cliffs and anthropomorphic outcrops. It took nerve to venture along the shadowed floor of this gorge, over the tumbled boulders and toppled trees, beneath a jagged-edged ceiling. Another, smaller chasm squirmed through the northern defences of the range.


The water of the Mendips connected two worlds. In places, streams gurgled and clattered between sunlit banks like any normal water-course, but then they disappeared through voids into the underworld. In other places, water rose to the surface, fully formed as small rivers. And this underworld was accessible. Partings in the rock provided access to cave systems which twisted and turned through darkness more intense than anything imaginable in the outside world. Some of the passages led to echoing caverns decorated with pillars and tendrils which glistened and writhed in the flame-light of torches. Where water had pooled, there were surfaces so still and deep that the living saw themselves reflected with radiance. For those who were temperamentally suited to these mysterious voids, the sense of wonder was overwhelming. And so it was for the people who trod into the dark night of the rock bearing the bodies of the departed. Between 8400 and 8200 BC, a cave on the side of the northern chasm accumulated the remains of over fifty people. The practice of interring certain individuals within caverns was a tradition that went back thousands of years, pre-dating even the glacial snap that had driven people out of Britain shortly after 11,000 BC. For some at least, caves were places associated with ancestral ritual.


Functionality was being imprinted on landscapes. Some locations were suited to hunting, others to dwelling. The dead had their places. In Britain’s far west, a ridge in what is now Pembrokeshire became a production centre. Sea-level rise has turned the site into a cliff-girt headland, but back in the ninth millennium BC the people who chose this spot would have been gazing across a broad coastal plain which separated their ridge from the tideline by three or four miles. It seems they were specialists in exotic stones. The beaches hereabouts were littered with geological strangers that had been carried from the far north on long-gone glaciers. Nearly all of the stone being worked on the ridge-top site was flint that had been lugged up from the beach, but these knappers, chippers and borers had also collected bits of greensand, rhyolite and tuff. And they had visited an outcrop fifteen minutes to the east, where they’d collected pieces of blue-grey shale then worked them into small oval shapes about 2 or 3 millimetres thick. Using a spike of flint, each piece was drilled with a small hole. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of these beads were made here and circulated throughout the region. The distribution of beads is the earliest glimpse we have of regional communications; a web of paths and waterways servicing a hub.


Northward, westward and upward they walked. High ground ceased to be a barrier. Whatever reticence the lowland migrants of Doggerland had once held for the wilder heights of Britain, had diminished by the end of the millennium. Scatters of flint were left on the Mendips, on the limestone hills north of the Carrs, on the Pennines and on the Brecon Beacons of western Britain, where a plateau some 480 metres above sea level was visited by hunters at some point between 9000 and 8000 BC. At the time, many of these places were just above the upper limit of woodland, where lines of sight were longer and movement easier. In these upland zones, lakes were a particular draw. Down south, repeat visits to many lowland sites had embedded them in ancestral itineraries. Over 800 years after the reindeer hunters on the Colne had hauled the severed legs of their prey to the edge of the floodplain, a far larger group of hunters settled on the same rib of higher ground to extract the fat, grease and marrow from at least fifteen red deer and a couple of roe deer. Further west, the habitation zone on the Kennet was still being visited over a thousand years after pioneers had lit the first fire on the valley floor. Continuity on this kind of timescale introduced an additional dimension to place-making, as if the return to sites that were ‘ancient’ conferred some kind of value that was historic rather than purely geographical.


Two thousand miles from the Thames, life in the Fertile Crescent was on a different trajectory. The process that had begun with a societal shift towards gatherings at cult centres and dwelling in villages had entered a new phase. Food production – the driving force behind the creation of artificial habitats – had a competitive advantage. In the long term, the availability of wild animals was declining, while climate change was making wild cereals more available. People were developing food production technologies such as the sickle, baskets and grinding slabs, all of which made cultivation even more efficient. And then there was the feedback loop linking food production and a rising population: as numbers rose, people were forced to provide more food, which was most efficiently achieved by becoming more sedentary, which reduced the time between births, which increased the number of mouths demanding food. Food production and population growth were locked into an autocatalytic spiral. Paradoxically, food producers were less well fed than people living by foraging and hunting because their populations increased faster than the availability of food. Food producers were forever committed to improving yields and finding new sources of food. Per hectare, food production yielded more edible calories than foraging and hunting, and so the solution was to look beyond the exploitation of wild cereals. By bringing edible plants and selected animals under human control, yields could be increased, and more mouths filled. It took perhaps a thousand years for the Mesopotamian inhabitants of the House of the Rivers to progress from the harvesting of wild cereals to the cultivation of domesticated crops. At some time after 8500 BC, the animals that submitted first to controlled production were sheep and goats.


The effect on the landscape was dramatic. Within a few centuries, architecture took a new turn with the appearance of rectangular buildings. And these were not loosely assembled drystone structures, but buildings raised with a variety of materials and techniques: walls were built from stones that had been mortared and filleted with smaller stones. Internally, floors and walls were sealed with smoothed plaster that had been made by incinerating lumps of limestone and mixing the powdered lime with water. Some houses were built on levelled terraces; some had two storeys. By 8000 BC, it was possible to walk along a valley past plots of wheat and grazing sheep to a small town of rectangular buildings and courtyards gathered about a circular space and a communal building – an early kind of ‘power house’. It was a new world. The fabulous stone enclosures of Göbekli Tepe were abandoned and smothered by backfill of quarry rubble, grit and old bones.


Britain had trees. By the end of the millennium, elm, oak and lime were growing in the south. Hazel trees had become the most common species at the abandoned lake site of the Carrs, and birch and pine had crept beyond Loch Ness and over the fjordlands of the west coast to Britain’s northern reaches. Woodland moved during the course of a human lifetime; on good soils in southern Britain, oak migrated at a rate of 350 to 500 metres a year and pine at 100 to 700 metres a year. In the far north, a variety of factors that included climate, soils and topography reduced the rate of advance but two of the trees most useful to human pioneers were widely spread by 8000 BC. Pine, which burned so well in the hearth, was common and so too was hazel, the provider of nuts which could be hoarded and stored for later use. For the first time since the ice had melted, Britain was largely tree-clad. Branches sang with finch and thrush. The eagle owl blinked and beavers colonised wooded watercourses.


People were few and far between. There was no universal pattern of occupation. Bands of perhaps twenty-five or so moved seasonally between complementary habitats: a winter base camp might be established on the coast or on a lakeshore or close to various hunting grounds which would be visited through the colder months as required. In the warmer months, some or all of the band would move to a summer hunting camp on the uplands where they could predate on grazing game. There were many variations on the basic model. Some bands may have spent most of the year within an area no more than ten miles across; others may have roamed seasonally as far as fifty miles. Woven into the foraging and hunting were other imperatives such as encounters with prospective marriage partners in neighbouring bands, and visits to sacred or ceremonial sites. These seasonal migrations along familiar routes established homelands or territories as physical areas, described on the ground by paths and hearths, stone-scatters and camps. Britain’s post-glacial pioneers wafted through wood and glade like wraiths. The human imprint on the wilderness was little more than that of the dam-building, river-blocking beavers or heavy-footed elk. Left for a year or two, hearths, stone-scatters and post-holes were rubbed-out by regrowth. Reeds and trees withdrew as areas were fired or coppiced, then advanced again after people moved on. There was a disparity between the recoverable impacts caused by humans, and the wholesale transformation being wrought by earth systems.


Climate was the cosmic thunderclap. Although solar insolation had been kind, and would not peak until the period between 8500 BC and 7000 BC, it seems that there was a deleterious climatic ‘event’ in around 8200 BC, accompanied by a return of the cold Siberian high. The cause may have been a dump of cold, fresh water which slowed or stopped the North Atlantic thermohaline pump. Vast amounts of ice debris floated on the northern seas and temperatures in Britain may have plummeted for a while as the warm waters of the Gulf Stream ceased to brush western shores. For people dependent on the seasonal harvesting of waters, woods and glades, the effects would have been disastrous.


The ice rafting may have lasted a century or two and by the turn of the millennium the climate in Britain appears to have been back on an amenable track. In terms of human occupation, it was still a relatively empty land. Population density lay somewhere between 0.02 and 0.1 per square kilometre, with more people exploiting niches in the south and east than in the north and west, and coasts and estuaries being more populated than interior uplands. In total, Britain was probably supporting somewhere between 5,000 and 20,000 people. But a threshold was about to be crossed.









THREE


Tsunami


8000–6000 BC


The house at Howick Haven looked away from a lost land. It was built in around 7850 BC with its door facing west. Behind it gleamed the ocean that had taken so much of Doggerland. In front of the house, the gentle green undulations of mid-latitude Britain rolled towards the Cheviot Hills five miles away. The site had been carefully chosen. Immediately to the south and west, a deeply-incised valley formed a perimeter; to the east, the hill dropped sharply towards the beach a few hundred metres away. Only from the north was there an easy approach. The house was big and had been built to last. Sturdy, 35- centimetre posts set in a rough circle supported a wind- and rain-proof conical roof that had probably been thatched. Inside, a sunken floor stretched some six metres across – large enough to accommodate an extended family group of half a dozen or so. In the centre of the floor was a hearth. Outside the door lay an ecotonal larder: boar, deer and aurochs on land; pike, perch and dab in the river; herring, salmon, sea-trout beyond the beach. Puffins, geese, duck and swan added variety. Eggs could be collected from the cliffs; scallops, lobster, mussels, crab, winkles, whelks and limpets from the shallows. Seals were taken. In nearby glades grew fungi, fruit, berries and hazelnuts. Furs could be sourced from the local population of fox and beaver, wolf and bear, and nettles used for making cords, netting, clothing and belts. Fresh water came from the stream below the house, stone from the beach and timber from surrounding woodland. The materials left by the householders included 13,000 flints and several hundred thousand charred hazelnut shells. There were also pieces of micaceous sandstone and haematised shale – earth pigments that could have been used to create colours on a spectrum from yellow through to red-brown. Since these ocherous pigments could not be found in the local geology, they had been collected elsewhere and brought to the house. Ochre had many applications, from body art and decoration of ornaments, to healing and processing of hides. It was also a fixative in mastic and may have been used to fabricate tools or to seal the hulls of inshore boats. Land and sea fed successive generations here. The building was refurbished twice and stood for two hundred years or so. The house lasted longer than the people who first built it, so it fulfils the definition of a ‘permanent structure’, the first established example in Britain.


Eastern Britain had been a refuge ever since the seas rose. The lake-side settlement at the Carrs had been a tactical, upland setting beyond the reach of Doggerland’s greedy tides. A thousand years later, those tides were still rising and much of Doggerland had surrendered to the expanding North Sea. Britain’s east coast extended every decade. Between Doggerland’s hills and eastern Britain, the great forked gulf of the Outer Silver Pit had enlarged so much that the land route from the continent had narrowed to a low-lying isthmus which rose gently to meet Britain between the Ouse and the Thames. In the sense that it offered any sense of permanence, Doggerland had ceased to be a ‘land’. The house at the Haven may well have been constructed during an episode of relocation by displaced people – climate refugees from Doggerland who had trekked west to safer ground, along with their narrow-blade toolkits and distinctive traditions of house-building. Stone-scatters suggest that the house at the Haven may have been one of several sharing its coastal hill. And fifty miles further north, just beyond the mouth of the Firth of Forth, a virtually identical dwelling had been built slightly earlier, in about 8000 BC. The house at White Sands also faced away from the sea and had been sited to take advantage of a propitious ecotone of woodland and coast. With their sunken floors, cooking hearths, capacious interiors and robust construction, the post-built houses at the Haven and White Sands introduced a new phase of settlement in Britain. Their presence may have faded from sight (one of the house sites has partially toppled down a receding cliff, and the other has been overtaken by limestone quarrying for a cement works), but the principle that a strategically chosen house-site would be rewarded by the possibility of permanent settlement was established. The house at the Haven was one of the founding structures of Britain’s anthropic landscape: a permanent dwelling large enough to accommodate an entire family, through four seasons, with space enough indoors for a range of tasks, including cooking.


Ahead of the house-builders, the far north of Britain was dotted with ‘places’. North of the Forth, people had left flint microliths on the sheltered shores of the Firth of Tay. Small, symmetrical, pointed and tanged flints used as arrow heads told of visitors to Orkney. Travel this ambitious can only have been possible with seagoing boats, both for reaching islands and for bypassing convoluted and frequently sheer sections of mainland coastline. The simple dug-out required elementary carpentry skills to construct and was ideal for lake and river, but it was also heavy and prone to capsizing in waves. For beach launching and open-water crossings, lightweight, buoyant, high-freeboard vessels were safer and quicker, though far more complicated to build. With practice, thin, pliable saplings such as willow or hazel could be bent and lashed into a symmetrical frame and then covered with hide, which was then sealed. Propulsion would have been by paddle and navigation in these northern seas depended on eyeballs; on keeping sight of land.


During the eighth and into the seventh millennium BC, the outer ripples of hominid colonisation reached the peninsulas and islands of Britain’s north-west coast. The sites chosen for their short stays or seasonal settlements were on – or close to – coastal havens like sheltered beaches and bays. Not too far from the mouth of the Clyde, deftly knapped pieces of flint were left on three remote peninsulas tenuously clinging to the mainland, now known as the islands of Jura, Islay and Tiree. North of Tiree, they reached the mountainous island of Rum and used a site by the shore at the head of the island’s only sheltered loch, Loch Scresort. It’s likely that Rum became a site of special interest. On a beach near the western tip of the island a very unusual rock could be found. Chalcedony came in many colours, ranging from white and blue, to green, brown and black. The Rum chalcedony was dark green, flecked with red, and it outcropped on a mountain above the beach, where millions of tides had smoothed fallen chunks into rounded pebbles. The chalcedony pebbles were taken to the Loch Scresort site where they were worked into blades and hammerstones. The people using the site also worked with flint they had found, and agate and quartz, too. The place by the loch was used on and off for the best part of 4,000 years. Eventually the soil here would be scattered with over 100,000 pieces of worked stone, along with burnt hazelnut shells and various pits and post-holes.


The dispersal of humans throughout the archipelago was a measure of Britain’s graduation from post-glacial edgeland to agreeable long-term habitat. Mean July temperatures had reached 16–18ºC, and mean January temperatures had risen to 5ºC. The sun-filled spaces between woodland had evolved into zones rich in biodiversity. Dense stands of mature trees formed the backdrop for more open foregrounds of younger trees, saplings, shrubs and gardens of hawthorn, blackthorn and holly. Lakes, pools, marshes and outcrops of rock marked further spaces in tree cover. Herds of aurochs, red deer and other grazing herbivores helped to maintain these wood-pastures by eating the leaves at the edges of clearings. Skylarks and meadow pipits nested in grazed clearings, and the corncrake and crane were there, too. Occasionally, nature would add to the diversity of the wood-pasture by tearing apertures in the tree cover. Sudden blasts of wind – wind-throw – could take out a clump of trees in one breath. An extreme storm could flatten millions of mature trees in one night. Lightning strikes could also punch holes in the tree canopy or even start a wildfire if a flammable tree like pine was struck. Once gaps had been torn in the woodland, the spaces became weak spots, exposing trees whose root systems were unused to the physics of leverage. Clearings in the tree cover were key niches for humans; chinks in the woodland armour. And so were the great tracts of chalk upland where grass had directly succeeded the tundra and where trees were fewer.


It was on the chalk heartland of the Plain that a second type of founding structure made its earliest appearance in Britain. With its billowing grassland and scatterings of pine and hazel, the Plain was lighter and more open than much of Britain. You could see further. There were aurochs for the taking. There were springs and brooks of clear water. Strewn across the Plain were strange, gigantic slabs of grey stone which were extremely hard and bore no resemblance to the softer, white chalk. The slabs were siliceous sandstone that had formed when concentrated silica in the ground water had cemented sands overlying the chalk. When the uncemented sands were washed away, the massive chunks of hardened sandstone – sarsens – were left lying on the surface like petrified corpses. Above the Kennet, entire slopes were scattered with sarsens, some of them enormous. What role these great stones played in the cosmologies of the Plain’s people can never be known but they’re likely to have been woven into myths and stories and to have performed in events such as burials, sacrifices and other rites. They may have been named. Enduring relationships developed between people and place; acts of association weighted with territoriality. There were other strange forms on the Plain, too.


Up near the centre of the plateau, a couple of miles west of the River Avon, an area of grassland was patterned with long, low, parallel ridges. The ridges were a topographical memento from the Ice Age and had been caused by the successive freezing and thawing of water as it dribbled down gullies draining the plateau. Each time water in the gullies froze into ice, it expanded and prised away fragments of chalk. The gullies became progressively deeper and wider. In the millennia since the ice had melted, the gullies had become covered by a thin layer of soil and turf, but they were still visible on the land surface as ribs in the grass. And they happened to align with the solstice axis of the midsummer sunrise and midwinter sunset.


The solstitial ridges in the grass were well known to the people who had established themselves nearby. Fifteen minutes’ walk to the west, in a nook of the Avon’s valley, lay a home-base. For most of its course across the chalk heartland, the Avon was confined between bluffs, but at around the halfway mark, the river took a pronounced eastward meander as it was thrown off course by a promontory. There was flat land here, and a place where the river could be forded and – hard under the promontory – a cluster of freshwater springs. It was secluded, sheltered from the prevailing south-westerly winds, invisible from the open country above but easy to find for those approaching from the east because it lay beneath a long, narrow hill that pointed like a finger at the promontory and its meander. There was wood for fires and plenty of flint which could be baked in embers and then used for cooking and heating water. People based themselves here, on and off, for at least 3,000 years, from around 7500 until 4700 BC. Some places have a timeless appeal (7,000 years after aurochs were dismembered here, people built a massive, banked enclosure on a bluff above the spring). So much stone was knapped here for knives, arrows and scrapers that they left 10,000 pieces of struck flint, together with several kilograms of burnt flint and a carpet of bone.


While aurochs were being brought to ground near springs on the Avon, a group of people – perhaps the aurochs-hunters themselves – created a striking landmark close by on the Plain. Apparently drawn by the parallel ridges in the grass, they contributed their own alignment to the location by excavating several pits in the chalky soil and levering into them sizeable sections of timber. The form of these uprights is open to conjecture: they may have been upturned tree stumps, roots splayed skyward in the manner of a site that appeared later on the coast of eastern England. Or they may have been the trunks of trees that had been shorn of branches and foliage and erected as columns above the Plain. Whether they stood tall or short, the timber totems had diameters of between 0.6 and 0.8 metres. They were selected to impress. Like the ridges on the ground, the trunks guided the eye towards springtime sunrises in one direction, and towards autumn sunsets in the other. The longest and the shortest days of the year were transitions with profound meaning for those who lived beneath open skies; solstitial waymarks in the divisible cosmos. Far to the north, another artificial landmark was raised at some point between 8000 and 7500 BC, when a group of people dug a set of pits in the valley of the Dee, some fifteen miles from the sea. The seven pits were in an approximate line and at the time of their excavation, the valley was wooded with birch and hazel. The pits do not appear to be related to any practical purpose (despite twenty-first-century claims that the alignment represents the world’s oldest calendar). Millennia after the sylvan totems were raised on the Plain, the location of their post-holes would be marked by white-painted, concrete discs among the bays of the Stonehenge car-park, by which time landmarks like these had acquired the generic label ‘monument’, derived from the Latin word for remind, advise, warn, instruct or foretell.


Cosmic architecture was of course nothing new. Sacred places of various kinds had always sustained people through the highs and lows of the seasonal round. But creating them artificially, at scale, from the ground upward, was an enterprise that demanded devotion of time to tasks that rejected the principle of least physical effort. Digging pits, felling trees and raising totems did not immediately provide shelter from the next storm or feed the family. To engage with activities not directly related to subsistence was only possible at times of surplus (or perhaps at times of extreme need, when other strategies had failed). Whatever their reason for being, monuments were the locus of belief. The many moving parts of land and sky connected destinies and the repositioning of some of those parts may have been a means of altering outcomes. Monuments would also have provided some of the social mastic that bonded communities. They were perhaps the neutral spaces where disputes could be resolved and alliances melded. Perhaps, too, they embodied the human desire to enrich the experience of existence through shared places; to commemorate or celebrate social cohesion. They may have had an astronomical function. Memorising the movements of celestial bodies could only be achieved by repeated visits to the same location and it’s possible that monuments were focal points for observation, whose records would be handed down through successive generations. Whatever the rituals and practices carried out in these places of veneration, they were socially relevant and they were statements of shared ideology. Whether they were the subject of congregation or convocation or pilgrimage, there was a shared belief in the quality of the location and its suitability as a communal expression of heightened devotion. Monuments had a fixed, cosmic setting and their scale and form was related to the management of human experience. Engagement with monuments may have involved sounds, colours, fabrics and objects and their form may have changed through time as they were adapted to evolving beliefs. As physical presences, monuments were ‘performers’ on the landscape. They joined houses and camps and hearths and tool-working sites as real, terrestrial places which could be revisited within the infinite labyrinths of the human mind.


Two thousand years after the glaciers began to slip and liquefy, this was still a warming land. Surviving herds of reindeer drifted northward into extinction, the last-known animal dying near Cape Wrath in around 7400 BC. The couplet of cycles arising from the wobble of the earth on its axis, and from the way the shape of the orbit rotated, had a way to run in their 19,000- and 23,000-year durations and continued to increase the amount of solar warmth – insolation – reaching the upper atmosphere. Combined with the amount of incoming light being reflected by the earth surfaces, and with sources of greenhouse gases like methane and carbon dioxide, the overall result was continued global warming. But by around 7000 BC, the precession of the axis and precession of the equinoxes had reached a turning point in their cycle and solar insolation had peaked.


Climate change has a long tail. The beast that unlocked Britain from the Ice Age had knock-on effects measured in millennia. The coast was especially unpredictable. In parts of the north, the land – relieved of its burden of ice – was rebounding upward faster than sea levels were rising. The most extreme sea-level fluctuations were occurring on the coasts closest to the point where the centre of the vanished ice sheet had been at its thickest and heaviest; here, forty miles north of the Clyde, mountains now rose above tree-filled valleys. On the east coast, sea levels in the Firth of Forth had fallen an astonishing six metres in the 2,000 years since humans set foot in Britain, but in around 7500 BC, the rising volume of water in the ocean overtook the rebound of northern Britain’s mountains and coasts, and by 7000 BC, relative sea level in the Forth surged upward by some four metres. Over on the west coast, sea levels rose at similar rates around Arran, Islay, Jura, Oronsay, Colonsay and Mull – all used for fishing, foraging and hunting. Established coastal sites that had been selected far above the high-tide line, were wiped out by the rising sea. Promontories became islands as sea levels isolated Shetland and Orkney and further south, the Isle of Man and the Isles of Scilly.


In the south of Britain, where seas were rising and land falling, shores retreated with every century. Bays could be stripped of sand and estuarine marshes could be engulfed in a single season. Woods died as salt water soaked root systems. Grassland was swallowed and coastal camps inundated. Sea levels had risen so far in relation to the land that rivers in the east were backing up. Valleys became clogged with peat and in some areas, dry plain was overtaken by fenland at a rate of ten metres a year. While humans felled a few trees here and there, the sea took out whole forests on the coastal plains of western Britain. All the way from the Mersey to the Solway Firth, land was disappearing. But the really huge losses of land were occurring on the other side of Britain, where the North Sea was creeping ever-southward. The plains and low hills of Doggerland had shrunk to a narrow umbilical. Glacial drift deposits that formed so much of these retreating shorelines were no defence against pounding waves and storm surges: cliffs of unconsolidated drift could be driven back at rates of between one and ten metres a year; by contrast the average annual rate of cliff recession on granite coasts was only one millimetre. Rising sea levels and collapsing cliffs removed from the record innumerable sites that bore traces of human activity. Homes were flooded by rising seawater and then eroded to oblivion. Tremors periodically shook the ground as the earth’s crust continued to rebound from being compressed beneath such an immense weight of frozen water.


And then there was the rain. This was a wet land exposed to maritime weather systems. One of the many legacies of the post-glacial warm-up had been the spreading across the land of a layer of fine-textured, clay-like soils. These ‘gley soils’ were not very permeable and so suffered from periodic or permanent saturation by water. In mainland Britain, about 40 per cent of the soil cover was subject to seasonal or permanent waterlogging. Whenever it rained heavily or for a prolonged spell, areas with a high water table, like land bordering estuaries, or inland basins, were prone to inundation. The changing climate was recorded in the evolution of tree cover. By 7000 BC, the landscape around the Carrs had changed beyond recognition: the birch and pine that had surrounded the lake back in the early days of its settlement had been overtaken by hazel, and then by oak and elm, ash and lime. Elm had travelled to the far north of Britain, beyond the Forth and the Dee and across Loch Ness to the old tundra lands that led to the terminal cliffs in sight of Orkney.


Britain’s waking was a saga of forcings and adaptations. Environmental forcing occurred at varying speeds and amplitudes. At ground level, it appeared chaotic and unpredictable, but from a cosmic viewpoint, there were patterns. The long-term rise in temperatures from 9700 BC included episodes of significant cooling. The first ‘Little Ice Age’ began in around 6700 BC and lasted for centuries. The most likely cause was a pulse of cold, fresh water dumping into the northern oceans. In the eastern Mediterranean region, oaks struggled and explosive storms tore away so much land that a layer of distinctive sediments was laid down on the seabed. In the already-overgrazed grasslands of the Fertile Crescent, population crashed. Icebergs sailed the North Atlantic. The effect on Britain was to shorten the growing season, which disrupted the grazing habits of herbivores and reduced the harvests of wild foods. Winters were cold and stormy. These were bleak centuries. And there was worse to come. In around 6200 BC, a gigantic lake in the north of continental America broke through its ice-dam and disgorged an enormous volume of chilled fresh water into the North Atlantic, which shut down the Gulf Stream and caused temperatures in north-west Europe to plummet. Seasons suddenly became far colder and surface air temperatures dropped by at least 5°C. The intense, dry cold may have lasted for as long as two centuries. Hazel trees, a forager’s staple, were hit hard, and so were elm and alder. Britain’s woods changed their hue. As whole ecosystems shut down, sea levels rose by half a metre, enough to flood entire estuary habitats and to send seawater coursing up low-lying river valleys. A global-warming aftershock thousands of miles away had changed the shape and nature of Britain in a matter of months. But that wasn’t the end of it. Again, the cause was post-glacial adjustment. This time it was a tsunami.


The tsunami had been waiting to happen for thousands of years. In the millennia since the melting of the ice caps over northern Europe, a thick deposit of glacial debris had accumulated on the submerged continental shelf off Norway. When, one autumn in around 6000 BC, the earth’s crust made one of its periodic shudders as it recovered from being depressed by ice, a tremor destabilised a vast tract of sloping-seabed debris, which slipped towards the lip of the continental shelf and then plunged into the submarine canyon running parallel with the Norwegian coast. Had the North Sea been calm at the time, a watcher would have seen a wave some three metres in height, moving at great speed. But this wasn’t a surface wave like those generated by a storm. It was the tip of a vast column of water.


People living and working on the coastal flats of northern Britain had no warning. As the wave raced towards land, the reduction in depth forced energy upward, turning a rolling 3-metre hump on the sea’s surface into a 20-metre wall of grey water. The tsunami struck the Shetland Islands first, thundering up beaches and roaring inland. The vertical run-up on Shetland was 20 to 25 metres. Entire islands were drowned. Minutes later the tsunami reached the Orkneys, then northern and eastern Britain. Anybody on a beach or estuary or coastal plain was swept away. Hundreds – perhaps thousands – of people were killed. The true numbers were never known. Although the wave had lost some of its energy by the time it reached the southern shores of the North Sea, the effect on the low lying isthmus connecting Britain to the continent was devastating. Entire communities were swept away with their dwellings and fishing camps. Shellfish beds were ripped up, fish-traps and huts smashed by the wave. Food stores were destroyed. Because Doggerland was so low lying, the wave travelled far across its surface. No sooner had the first wave receded than a second wave tore across the boiling land surface, smothering it in sand. Woodland that survived the surges died later as root systems succumbed to saturation in salt. For the people of Doggerland, the tsunami was catastrophic. Starvation and abandonment followed. With the loss of life and habitat came a recasting of the ocean’s image. The values people attached to the sea and its habits were modified for generations.


The history of these early millennia is archived underground. In the Shetland Islands at a place called Maggie Kettle’s Loch, an eroded bank of peat reveals a buried layer of sand some 30 centimetres thick. Mixed in with the sand are balls of peat which the tsunami ripped from the land as it tore ashore. Far to the south, a layer of sand covers a hunter’s camp that was taken out by the wave (both campsite and its blanket of sand are now buried by a supermarket in Inverness). In the short term, the death and destruction caused by the tsunami made the coasts of northern and eastern Britain unattractive habitats. And in the longer term, these coasts would play a lesser role in the story of Britain because tides, currents and storms would eventually pare most of them down, along with their traces of human activity. The enduring narrative was being played out inland, beyond the reach of the erosive sea.


While earth systems could wreak cataclysmic changes, humans were only beginning to affect their habitat. The fixing of special places that attracted repeat visits, the coming of durable dwellings and construction of monuments had aggregated effects. And so too did the struggle to create living-space for a population with a long-term trend of growth. Woodland was a necessary source of food, firewood, timber for building and material for tools. But the places where things happened – where animals were easiest to kill, where foraging for fruiting shrubs was most plentiful and varied, where living room and sunlight allowed for the best home-bases – were the clearings.


Clearings were the places where groups of humans gravitated; places with meaning; places associated with territoriality. Burning sedge and clearing woodland created grassland that would attract game, sometimes in herds, which could then be hunted more safely, more quickly and in greater numbers than would be possible in thicker vegetation. Clearings that could be regularly harvested made food supplies more predictable, provided foraging groups with increased resilience to hunger, and reduced the distances they had to travel. It didn’t take a huge leap of imagination – a facility peculiar to human beings – to realise that the creation of more open spaces would increase the return from hunting and fruit gathering.


Clearings could be enlarged – or created – by a variety of means. Individual trees would die if you peeled a ring of bark from the base of the trunk. With sufficient manpower, a tree could be toppled by severing its roots with stone axes and then hauling it down with ropes of honeysuckle. Where the tight, woodland canopy had once deflected gales, the gaps created by felled trees allowed the wind to take out the surrounding trees. Then there was fire. The deciduous woodland of Britain was remarkably resistant to fire; a living oak was no more likely to burn to the ground than a wet rock. But birch would burn; its bark was as thin as dried skin and was ideal for starting fires and was so oily that it would ignite when wet. And the flammable oil in needles, twigs and cones could turn an ignited pine into a column of spitting flames.


Clearing vegetation was the first major impact inflicted on landscapes by humans. As trees and shrubs were felled, the soil that bound their roots was washed into rivers, where it accumulated as layers of alluvial silt. In the south-east, the beds of streams and rivers began to change their hue. In the River Ouse, a few miles from its outfall in the English Channel, alluvial deposits thickened the river bed as silt washed down the main stream and its tributaries. The Ouse was no giant among rivers, but its drainage basin embraced congenial and diverse landscapes ranging from the sun-warmed southern slopes of Ashdown Forest to the gentle levels of the Low Weald. Flints were readily found on the chalk of the South Downs and there were plenty of freshwater springs and hazel woods. The hackers and burners of the Ouse had no idea they were leaving their geological signature in Britain. Far to the west of the Ouse, tree-fellers were also leaving their mark. Around 6500 BC, fire was being used to clear sedge from the peat bogs of the Exe floodplain and around 300 years later, woodland on the uplands of the far west was also being cleared. The effects and the rate of wildwood clearance varied widely across Britain. In lowland areas, tree felling could be followed by regeneration, but in the thin-soiled uplands, widespread felling was followed by degeneration. In the Pennines, where oak, ash and alder had taken root on thinner soils, the effects of clearance were striking. As trees disappeared, animals were able to graze the green roots of regeneration and the exposed soils were rinsed of their nutrients and eroded, which led to the development of peat, whose growth was encouraged by the warm, wet climate. By 6000 BC, land modification was taking place at favoured locations the length and breadth of Britain. Many of these locations developed into geographical pressure-points as humans were drawn repeatedly back to the same ‘special places’. Continuity of human occupation was the greatest lever the species could exert against the rewilding energies of woodland. Britain of 6000 BC was a place more ‘known’ than it had ever been, and its people were exerting greater-than-ever pressures on selected animal and marine resources. But after more than three thousand years of continuous occupation, the effect of the human population on the land was still immeasurably small compared to the impacts being brought to bear on this post-glacial Atlantic peninsula by atmospheric systems. It had been climate change that had eradicated the tundra and killed off Britain’s horses and reindeer; it had been climate change that had clothed Britain in woodland. And it was climate change that was lifting the oceans.


Britain was drowning. Since the climax of the last ice advance in around 18,000 BC, sea levels in the southern North Sea had risen by about a hundred metres and submerged an area greater than modern Britain. On southern coasts, where sea-level rise had been greatest, people had grown used to seeing the blackened, slimy roots and branches of dead trees. Whole forests had been taken out. And this had always been prime food-gathering terrain: low-lying edgelands where hunting, fishing and foraging could be combined. Oral histories must have been saturated with flood sagas. The encroaching sea was most voracious where the coastal fringe was lowest. Where the firths of Forth and Clyde pinched inward to form a narrowing neck, rising waters virtually severed the north from the south. Between 7500 and 6000 BC, sea levels along the shores of the Forth estuary had risen eight metres, filling the valley as far as the mountains in the east, where the Clyde had also flooded, occupying Loch Lomond with sea. Whales swam where once there had been woodland. Ancient foraging grounds lay deep underwater. An isthmus no more than eight miles wide connected northern to southern Britain.


In the south, the rising waters of the North Sea and Channel were close to meeting. The plain of Doggerland, once so rich for foraging and hunting, had been reduced to a besieged land-bridge precariously connecting the ragged peninsula of Britain to the continent. At around 6000 BC, the Siberian high-pressure systems that had sent pulses of cold, stormy winters across the northern hemisphere for 700 years finally moved on, and Britain became the recipient of warmer, more humid conditions. And the rate of sea-level rise at last began to slacken. But it was too late for Doggerland. The huge tides of the North Sea and Channel ruptured the tattered isthmus and separated Britain from the continent.


In the chaotic phase of coastal adjustment that followed the Doggerland breakthrough, the south-east acquired an estuary. The Thames and the Rhine had once disgorged together into the eastern end of the Channel, but Britain’s separation from the continent split the two rivers so that they flowed separately into opposite sides of the North Sea. The new estuary opened eastward, the outrushing waters of the Thames mixing with those of the Rhine in the saltwater straits that now united the North Sea and the Channel.


The south-east was a disaster-zone. After millennia of marine invasion, the reduced plain of Doggerland finally became a physically divided land, with a stump attached to the continent and another to south-eastern Britain. The breach itself was exposed to ferocious erosion. Tidal cataracts of water sluiced to and fro through the widening gap, tearing away chunks of land and pulverising them into sand, mud and gravel that accumulated in submerged banks. And the effects of Britain’s severance were felt far from Doggerland. As the waters of the two seas mixed and sought equilibrium through Doggerland’s gullet, the tidal range was reduced in the Channel and in the North Sea. Before the breach, the Channel had probably enjoyed the same kind of extreme tidal range – 15 metres – as that of the Severn Estuary. Once Britain became surrounded by a free-flowing sea, the tidal range in the eastern Channel shrank to seven metres. Extensive mudflats and estuaries that had existed for millennia along low-lying sections of the Channel and North Sea coast abruptly shrank. Plankton and their dependent food chain were severely disrupted. Populations of molluscs and fish may have crashed. Critical intertidal foraging land was lost. Some of the greatest losses were experienced halfway along the Channel coast, where the tides moving down the North Sea met those coming up the Channel. This zone of relative marine stasis eventually led to Britain’s smallest tidal range, of barely two metres. The creation of Europe’s largest island was unlikely to have been the cause of celebration.
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6000–4050 BC


The island born from the latest bout of aberrations was a continent in miniature, with a latitudinal span equivalent to one-ninth of the distance between the equator and the North Pole. Britain’s head was 500 miles from the Arctic Circle and its toes 500 miles from the Mediterranean. On this tall, thin landmass were topographies ranging from barren, thousand-metre shards of rock to teeming, green wetlands. And trees. Later, this climax woodland gained the evocative title ‘Wildwood’.


The naked tundra of the reindeer hunters had become incompletely clothed in an undulating patchwork of mixed deciduous woodland which stretched from sea to sea and scaled every upland except the highest mountains of the far north. Every spring, most of Britain was stippled with billions of leaves. The distribution of tree species was uneven and mobile. At its peak (say between 5000 and 4000 BC), the wildwood was a discontinuous cover of local and regional adaptations to soils, drainage, climate, weather events, disease and the attentions of unquantifiable terrestrial organisms. The widest variety of species could be found in the south-east, where lime dominated, followed by hazel, oak and elm. Local variations included pines in the eastern Fenlands, while birch occupied a niche in the wetlands of the south-west and beech on the sands, silts and clays north of the Thames. Much of western and northern Britain was dominated by oak and hazel, but elm and pine and lime grew there, too. In the far north, pines continued to cling to the Cairngorms and other mountain redoubts, while birch still performed a frontier role on the impoverished soils beyond the Great Glen. Within these regional generalities there were numerous variations: hazel and elm dominated the peninsulas of the south-west; ash had been attracted to areas of chalk and limestone, while low-lying fenlands had become colonised by alder. Of the total land area of Britain, around 60 per cent was wooded, and three-quarters of that woodland was deciduous. Around 20 per cent of Britain was grassland, and the rest was occupied by fenland, heath and moor and various shrubs, herbs and ferns.


Marooned on the new island were over 500 million mammals. The giant of the wood-pastures was still the horned, one-ton aurochs. There were over 80,000 of them grazing in lowland herds. The aurochs were vastly outnumbered by around a million boar and an even greater number of red deer. Less numerous, but more dangerous to hunt were over 10,000 brown bears and over 5,000 wolves. Damming rivers the length and breadth of Britain were nearly 100,000 beavers, whose combined effect on watercourses far exceeded any human enterprise. Woods hid 20 million moles and 42 million voles. Trees sang with birdlife. Most common – and found in all types of woodland – was the chaffinch, closely followed by the robin. The deciduous woods harboured by far the greatest number of birds, a diverse spread of species that included the wood warbler, pied flycatcher, hawfinch, song thrush, willow warbler, wren, blackcap, tree creeper, blackbird, goldcrest, chiffchaff, nuthatch and tree pipit. On damp earth near rivers, the secretive golden oriole hid its nests. Bands stalking the northern pine woods would have known the high-pitched ti-ti-ti-ti-ti of the shy hazel hen, a bird favoured for its sweet flesh. Patrolling the woods and open ground were a wide range of airborne predators, most commonly the tawny owl and common buzzard, which thrived on the furtive rodents that darted about the woodland floor. Familiar, too, were the sparrowhawk, honey buzzard, goshawk and kestrel. Less frequently seen were the osprey, marsh harrier, the white-tailed eagle and eagle owl. Grasslands trilled with skylarks who shared the air with crane and corncrake, grey partridge and crested lark. This was an archipelago in which humans were vastly outnumbered by other mammals. There were more elk than people.
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