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1
            Introduction

            The Beginning

         

         Britain’s last wild

         Close your eyes and imagine you are standing in the last wild place in Britain. What does that look like to you? Are you with red squirrels in Ballochbuie Forest, the last remnant of the ancient pine forest of Caledon? Or is it Wistman’s Wood, tucked into a valley on Dartmoor, a place steeped in legend and filled with stunted moss-covered oaks? Perhaps you can hear waves crashing onto the rocks of the Cornish coast from a windblown heath, where loose ponies graze and gorse grows thick? Or do you stand among the blanket bog and wisps in Ireland, one step away from another realm?

         Wherever you are, your mind is likely to have taken you to a place where there are no other people, and no noise from roads or building sites. There is probably a lot of nature, of living stuff that isn’t human. After all, Britain’s ancient wild was made up of the animals we didn’t keep – the elk, wolves and boar – and the trees, streams and grass we didn’t manage. It was unrestricted by anthropogenic features. There were no hedgerows to protect fields of crops, and large herds could move seasonally as and when they required, unimpeded by us. So if that is what we consider to be wilderness, when was Britain last truly wild? And what, if anything, remains?

         That question has driven the writing of this book, and pursuit of the answer took me back to the very end of the last Ice Age in Britain, 12,000 years ago. At every site I worked on as an archaeologist, I chased the evidence deeper into the past, recording and attempting to make sense of the strata to understand the why and how of the present. In hunting for remnants of our last wild, the whole of Britain 2became my site. As with the digging of an archaeological trench, it was possible to peel back the layers and reveal the stories held within different time periods, but the real challenge lay in examining the connections between pieces of evidence to interpret what it all meant. As my interest intensified, I uncovered surprising artefacts that revealed the true scale of the breadth, depth and diversity of our relationships to wild things over time. While we have romantic ideas about what makes up our wild – the brown hare springing from her form or ancient woodlands of gnarled veteran trees – the reality is a far knottier mess, filled with conflicting ideals and beliefs misled by wishful thinking.

         When I began my search for wild Britain, it soon became clear it had ceased to exist earlier than most people might think. Our understanding of what it means to be wild is that it sits apart and is separate from us: a wilderness is somewhere unsullied by people. The word ‘wild’ has always stood in contrast to the domesticated and the cultured: in Old English it was used in wildeor, a term for animals that were not under the control of humans; earlier still, there seem to be linguistic connections across northern Europe that conceptualised the wild as something savage and dangerous; another root is sometimes thought to have come from ‘will’, that the wild is something self-willed.

         In Britain, the truth is that places free of our influence no longer exist outside of our imaginations and haven’t done so for a very long time. In attempting to excavate a lost wild, another vital story emerged.

         Hidden in plain sight

         Today, in an era haunted by ecological crisis, ideas of wild things and wilderness take up space in our debates about wellness, conservation, countryside and politics, as well as the stories we tell about our land. The wild has inspired a whole language of its own, a whimsical 3vocabulary I’ll call wildspeak – but do we really know what we’re looking at or striving for? Wildspeak conjures the wild in our minds as a kind of lost Eden, but in doing so obscures the complexities of real-world ecologies and our entanglements with them. In wildspeak, the moors are bleak, untamed beauty; woodlands are relics of a time before us; animals like beavers become saviours of disrupted harmony. We are told that, in the old days, we must have existed in balance with nature, taking only what we needed from the plants and animals and allowing natural processes to flow around us, uninterrupted. Many of us hold a notion that there remain places where we can reconnect with this ancient way of being, one that frees us from the pressures of modern living. But the nature we see every day has been forced to adapt to a world of our making – and it always has.

         Our landscape is an optical illusion: we have been taught to see something that isn’t there. When we look out over the countryside we see it through a filter, and our memories conveniently remove the roads, chimneys and all the straight lines. We might satisfy our desire to connect with the natural world by browsing the lush grounds of stately homes, and our longing for the wilderness with a trip to queue at the mountain summit with hundreds of other people. These places are heavily managed, many of them owing their character to their manipulation for agriculture, hunting or leisure. Their very nature is derived from human intervention of some form. We view the landscape as a series of zones and those parts we believe to be the wildest are often considered to have the most value. We have instilled a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’, where everything has its place; carving out space where things are allowed pulls more sharply into focus the areas where we come to believe they are not.

         Our conceptual separation from the wild has developed over thousands of years, and a collective guilt has sprung up as we have recognised the impact we’ve had, leading us to reimagine wild Britain. In the face of biodiversity and climate crises, grief and guilt have sent us searching for proof that there is wildlife that exists independently 4of us, and that nature can recover. But it is inevitably more complicated than this. The stories of how places came to be the way they are involve deep-time geological processes, the actions of animals and plants, as well as people. Evidence of people, living and working and telling their own versions of what they understood to be the way the world worked, is woven through the fabric of our land. It is these traces in the world around us that can be used to explore not necessarily how our wild was lost, but how we transformed it so utterly that we forgot what it was. We eulogise what we think we had but are blind to the bits in between, to all the places where there are hidden groups of beings making their homes in the areas we don’t think matter. There is a wildness that persists even if wilderness does not.

         There is wildlife that thrives with us as well as without us, whether we are looking for it or not. By paying attention, both of these can be found in our everyday surroundings. The primary school in my Wiltshire village is built underneath steep chalk downs on a band of undulating greensand. Here, a small spit of land is flanked on either side by fences, at one end bordered by bushes, and at the other by a path that leads the children from the school gate to their classrooms. Though it is surrounded by activity, the sloping patch of grass between the fences receives very little attention. On early autumn days when the children return to school, as the sun gently warms the greensand beneath the grass, thousands of ground bees emerge from tiny holes and swarm busily. They visit nearby ivy flowers and return laden with pollen, some of the last they will see that season. The bees thrive here because of a lack of human interest in the little piece of land that makes up their home, and they are largely ignored because they are not in the way. In a garden, these immensely important pollinators might be considered a pest, damaging the short-grassed lawn that is such an enduring part of our garden aesthetic. If the fences were to be removed, and the grass patch became an area where children gathered to play, the bees would disappear to another overlooked corner of the village to make their home. This is life in the gaps between what we 5humans think of as useful space. Tiny pieces of a wild making its home in our world.

         In our garden on the other side of the village, ducks are busy overturning leaves and drilling the ground for their favourite slugs and bugs. We keep them for their eggs but they are also useful pest control around the vegetable patch. To protect them from badgers and foxes there is a high fence around their pen, into which they are shooed in the late afternoon. Wiry hairs left on the nearby perimeter fence tell us that badgers sometimes come calling, and we lost a previous flock to an overnight fox attack before we had an electric fence. The ducks’ food, a mix of wheat and vitamins compressed into pellets, is kept in a treadle feeder to deter both rats and jackdaws. A bath dug into the ground has a ramp to allow hedgehogs and other small animals to escape, and it also attracts the occasional amphibian. At dusk, the ducks are encouraged into their house for the night to protect them from nocturnal visitors. Keeping ducks has created a set of relationships centred on this small patch of garden under the beech trees. Foxes, badgers, rats, birds, insects, slugs, toads and more are drawn together by our decision to raise ducks. Here, the animals come because of human activity. These seemingly small or incidental decisions to fence or to rear this or that impact the living world around us. There is so much happening in the spaces in between.

         Archaeological answers

         Trips out into nature are often accompanied by the sentiment that we should ‘take only photos, leave only footprints’. If we’d ever truly left no trace, archaeologists would be swiftly out of business. We are most often thought of as handling rare artefacts in muddy trenches, but we spend a great deal of time looking at samey bits of pot, rooting through paper archives or recording vegetation and topography at the scale of landscapes, using aerial and satellite imagery to do so. We’ve even been able to record footprints left by wanderers in tidal 6mudflats thousands of years ago. As science has advanced, so too have the techniques available to us. We can deduce what type of liquid a vessel held, or where someone who was buried here is likely to have been born. It is possible to observe changes in the shape of domesticated animals through the years, and chart the importance of various food crops. We obtain this evidence so that we can weave it into stories about how people in the past lived and died, and surmise on the meanings they gave to the things around them. Just like the past, archaeology is dynamic, and sometimes our ideas change as new evidence is presented. That we have the opportunity to support, refine or even sometimes upend long-held assertions about our past is undoubtedly one of the most thrilling aspects of being an archaeologist.

         Looking at the evidence spread over 12,000 years reveals that the wild of today is not the wild of the medieval period, the Roman period or the Bronze Age. Each has a distinct character, and the people of each period formed different attitudes towards it. But for all of them it was their own normal. This is known as ‘shifting baseline syndrome’ – the baseline is what we accept as normal, and as ecological conditions change, whether through human intervention or not, what is normal changes with them. Once upon a time, it was normal to see spoonbills on the Fens; now it’s normal to see parakeets in Hyde Park. Long ago we feared animal predators in the dark outside the walls of our homes; now the only thing we have to fear is each other.

         What follows is my version of the story of this shifting baseline that has taken us from an understanding of the wild as part of our world, through to its taming, exoticising, controlling, protection and reinvention. I will argue that there really is no wilderness left in Britain – although I will also suggest that the wild we have is just as worthy as the one we mourn, and the next step in the journey needs to be a rediscovery of it in its own right, and a reweaving of ourselves into what we think of as the wild. This is a tale unique to the islands of Britain and Ireland. Their political and social history is long and 7complex, and while I often use the term Britain for ease, I do so to refer broadly to the archipelago – encompassing England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and Northern Ireland. These places have never been a homogenous whole, in terms of either landscape or culture, but they are closely enough connected that a shared story can meaningfully be traced across their range. While there are cultural connections between communities here and those elsewhere in Europe, the themes explored in this book are specific and cannot be applied to the continent as a whole. The way in which the old wild slowly disappeared here isn’t the same for other regions, some of which today in many ways resemble our ancient past. The spatial limitations of our islands and the density of our population meant that many animals were extinct here earlier than elsewhere, where in some cases, in regions containing larger areas of habitat and less intense conflict with humans, they never died out. In contrast, animals and plants that were brought here were able to colonise quickly because of this density of population and good transport links.

         The journey is broadly chronological from chapter to chapter, if not within the chapters themselves. Inevitably, the way we have ordered time into ‘ages’ in the past means that there are cultural traits that bleed between them. There is very little in history that is as clearcut as the way we define time, but each block does follow a broad trend in terms of the evidence for perspectives of the wild. It wasn’t always the same in every part of Britain, but in each chapter I have teased out exemplars of specific ideas, drawing on places from around Britain as well as on the expertise of scholars from a range of disciplines. At times, I have also drawn on the things I know best – personal stories from excavations I’ve worked on and places I’ve been, and on the formation of my ideas from a life that has been rooted in chalk, open grassland and medieval forest.

         Humans have biologically, ecologically and irreparably altered the British landscape and everything that dwells within it. While it’s sometimes painted as a relatively recent phenomenon, its roots stretch 8back around 11,500 years, to when humans returned after the last Ice Age and became a permanent presence. Deep down we all know this, but we have romanticised the past and its conditions into a fiction. I wouldn’t try to deny we’ve had a detrimental impact on the environment, but I do think that tackling the ecological challenges we are faced with has to begin with an understanding of how we got here and what underpins our sometimes slightly strange attitudes to what we believe is authentic and valuable. We need to confront the processes responsible, move beyond ecological grief and recognise that we are part of a wild that cannot be separated from us. There is a place for initiatives like rewilding, but only if we can grasp what it really means. While a place’s history has sometimes provided the conditions for exciting collections of animals and plants to thrive, in others we cannot always just abandon the place for nature to ‘recover’. It would be like unleashing a pack of chihuahuas and expecting them to behave like wolves, or trying to plant a table made of oak. Rather than rewilding everything, I will argue for an ideological reintegration of humans into the wild of now – we must accept we are too entwined to exist independently – and a rekindling of some of the ways we related to the world in the deep past. The wild of old was not something to be used, fixed or appreciated for its aesthetics but was a living and dynamic entity that we depended upon and were part of. By breaking down the barriers that have been constructed and that separate us from nature, maybe we can begin to move towards a future that doesn’t have to choose between survival of one at the expense of the other. It is time to see our land as it really is – the malleable product of everything that has come before – and to finally accept that the future is ours to make. What we all do next matters.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            1

            BEING WITH THE WILD

            (MESOLITHIC, C.10,000–4000 BC)10

         

      

   


   
      
         
11The wild taking shape


         For thousands of years, a flat and rather inconspicuous landscape in the north of what is now England hid remarkable secrets. Around 11,000 years ago, a craftsperson sat at the edge of a shallow lake with the head of a stag, carefully fashioning it into something extraordinary. The crafting was a messy business, requiring the defleshing of the skull and the removal of the lower jaw, tongue and eyes. Several of the antler tines – the points – were removed and discarded, or perhaps set aside for working into tools for other uses. The remaining antlers were carefully scored along their length and split with sharp flint blades. Much of the skull was packed in clay and placed into a fire to weaken the parts that were to be discarded. It was then broken down so that only the uppermost portion surrounding the antler bases remained, before the thickest parts of what was left were thinned and smoothed. This meticulous work was undertaken to make the skull and its antlers lighter and more comfortable, because this astonishing artefact was destined to be worn. In all, over thirty such antler headdresses have been unearthed over the past eighty years at the Mesolithic site of Star Carr, North Yorkshire.1

         We cannot claim to know a previous culture’s entire worldview simply from the artefacts we bring to light, but we can glean insights into how they went about in the world and interacted with it. All the tools, jewellery, foodstuffs and plant and animal remains that we find provide us with clues. The Star Carr headdresses were certainly about more than boiling down a skull to make a mask. There are two enduring interpretations of the headdresses: one is that they were worn as simple disguises for hunting red deer, to gain proximity to the prey; the other, more intriguing, is that they were associated with shamanic 12practice, a precursor to, or complementary part of, the hunt. There is good evidence elsewhere in the world for antlers forming part of shamanic costumes, where they were worn and used to communicate with spirits to ensure not just a successful hunt but also continued deer fertility so that populations were kept in balance. That humans believed they could influence the fertility of the deer, through communing with spirit worlds, is emblematic of a mindset that already set us apart from the wild in some way, even when daily life was deeply rooted in and reliant on it.

         The deep past, before we farmed and lived in villages and towns, is often presented in popular culture as a time when people were cave-dwellers, hunting and scavenging alongside mammoths and sabre-toothed cats in a landscape that had been unchanged for millennia. This is, of course, not just an oversimplification but largely fiction, a picture of a past so wild that survival was a constant fight. Perhaps the image endures because the remains of such life, so far removed from us in time, are not easily visible as we go about our day in the present, unlike the prehistoric hillforts peppering the uplands or the medieval churches that once formed the beating heart of many villages. In reality, the world of giant deer and cave lions was already in the deep past for the people of Star Carr. By the time their community had developed, those types of iconic megafauna had long since disappeared as the climate had changed. Environmental snapshots from palaeobotanical samples and radiocarbon dates reveal climatic swings that led to the loss of the woolly rhinoceros and the spotted hyaena around 27,000 years ago, followed by the cave lion and the giant deer during a period of rapid change 14,000–11,500 years ago. For some species, like the woolly mammoth, the end was accelerated by humans hunting them for meat, fur and tusks.

         Britain was once physically connected to the rest of Europe, only gradually becoming severed as temperatures rose after the end of the last glacial period, or Ice Age, 12,000 years ago. Humans did not continuously inhabit the land prior to that point. Although modern 13humans arrived here around 40,000 years ago, their presence was intermittent for thousands of years. As the world warmed and sea levels rose, different plants and animals were better able to flourish and so we returned with them. But we did not dwell only in caves or rely on a diet of woolly mammoth, which had already disappeared. The first period after the last Ice Age is known as the Mesolithic (‘middle stone age’) and lasted from around 10,000 to 4000 bc. During the freeze, the parts of Britain that were not under ice sheets were tundra and grassland, inhabited by arctic foxes and reindeer, but with warmth came trees. While the reindeer left for cooler climes, the elk wandered into the new woods. Britain was largely covered in what we now call wildwood, a forest of natural growth, uncultivated.

         This forest is where we first lived upon our return, alongside an old wild which no longer exists because almost all of these species – aurochs (the massive ancestor of the modern cow), elk, wolves, bears, lynx, beaver and red deer – have disappeared. But while the climate largely stabilised 8,000 years ago, the environment was not static. Even during this early period of our recolonisation of Britain we understood that we could have a role in shaping the earth, animals and plants into something of greater use to us. We lingered in places for longer, nibbling at the edges of woodland clearings and burning the upland forests to create embryonic moors. The antler headdresses reveal something of how we lived alongside wildlife but understood ourselves as having the capacity to influence its character for our own gain. So, while the Mesolithic may not have left us hillforts, churches or villas, we can trace everything around us down through centuries of decisions, to the first people to come here and never leave.

         The wildwood

         What did the wild world look like, the one in which our ancestors set in motion the process which created everything we have today? We can look to its traces for the answer. There is a forgotten forest in Porlock, 14Somerset, in South West England, hidden in plain sight. But there is no birdsong here, no fallen leaves or stray sticks, no sweet chestnut casings or conkers – for the trees that stood here have long ago been dissolved into stumps. It is light and open, with no protection from the spray of the sea. This ghost from the past periodically reveals itself at the behest of the moon, exposed, like many others, by the retreat of the tide. It is hard to imagine this place as a living ecosystem although there are some clues: hazel shells lodged in strips of clay suggest there were stands of hazel as well as the larger trees that are present, perhaps oak. These trees were once part of an inland forest that may have stretched over all of what is now the Bristol Channel, from the north Somerset and Devon coast, into Avonmouth and up to South Wales, and which was gradually drowned around 7,000 years ago. The dead stumps of woodland past feature on a surprising number of our beaches, sometimes plain to see at low tide and others temporarily surfacing from their concealment after storm waves have lashed the shore, only to be swallowed back into the sand after mere hours.

         The folk memories of these forests sometimes live on in names: the Cornish name for the coastal island of St Michael’s Mount, Karrek Loos yn Koos, supposedly refers to a ‘grey rock in the wood’. In Wales the submerged forests of the coast are often linked to the legend of Cantre’r Gwaelod, a Welsh Atlantis that was drowned by the sea after a gatekeeper neglected to close the sluices. Generally called ‘petrified forests’, the wood is not actually fossilised but has been preserved in the oxygen-deprived conditions within peat and clay sediments under water. The stumps tend to suggest either a fairly rapid rise in the sea level or the breakdown of a natural barrier, which caused the inundation of dry land. Events like these would have been significant to people living in the locale, and it may be that some folk tales have authentic roots in the submerging of familiar landscapes. Britain’s oldest intertidal deposits, layers of sediments sometimes revealed by the falling tide, are over 100,000 years old, while the youngest drowned forests date only to the last century. Many of them, like the 15trees of Porlock Bay, are Mesolithic, a fleeting visual record of the wildwood that once was.

         The wildwood of our imaginations seems often to appear like the most majestic of our modern forests – dappled light darting between the dense crowns of huge, knurled oak and beech trees, mossy glades peppered with toadstools, silent but for birdsong and wind. This idea of a dark wildwood of giants and ferns is incredibly powerful and appears as a theme again and again throughout the story of our relationship to wild things, often as a theatre of the unknown and the dangerous, in tales like Beowulf, ‘Red Riding Hood’ and ‘Hansel and Gretel’. It’s true that Britain came to be covered in extensive woodland but it didn’t always look like the stuff of castles and gingerbread houses. The reality is our early post-glacial landscape held little of the stateliness we tend to attribute to the primeval woodland we imagine was here for so long. It was rather thinner. The people who first followed the retreat of the ice found landscapes of clumps of narrow birch trees and feather-headed reeds in swampy mires, tall herbs and occasional willow.2 The environment was more changeable than we think, too, undergoing a major transformation between the beginning and the end of the Mesolithic.

         Encompassing the entirety of the island of Ireland, Scotland and almost all of Wales, Britain’s Pleistocene ice sheet cut north-east/south-west across England, roughly from the Bristol area to Lincolnshire. Kilometres thick, its shape and size varied as it waxed and waned asymmetrically, so that the ice was never at its maximum reach on all sides at the same time. Powerful glaciers carved huge valleys like the glens of Scotland. Elsewhere, boulders and debris were eased into place where they are still visible today, in rocky landscapes like County Cork, Ireland. The ice did not melt suddenly but retreated over a period of millennia, starting 26,000 years ago. It took 8,000 years to melt northwards so that only half of Ireland, Scotland and the highest parts of Wales and England were covered, and a further 6,000 years to release the north-west of Scotland in around 12,000 bc. 16By this time Ireland had become an island, detached from the landmass of Europe. But for this, Britain remained connected by land to continental Europe in the east, across what is known as Doggerland, allowing animals and people to cross during the burgeoning warmth until this, too, was submerged 8,000 years ago.

         Britain’s tundra south of the ice was a treeless and open environment dominated by hardy shrubs, mosses and lichen. Large mammals like horses and reindeer were able to roam far and wide. As the temperature increased, new species were able to flourish in a land that had become ripe for colonisation. Birch blew in on milder winds, along with Scots pine and rowan, establishing the early woodlands of the Mesolithic. Eventually, these were to be pushed northwards to become the Caledonian Forest of Scotland, and hazel spread into the gaps, followed by alder and eventually the slow creep of elm, oak and lime, over a period of several thousand years.

         We are able to illuminate this broad sequence through the collection of palaeoecological samples, sometimes taken during archaeological research but also a discipline in its own right. Cores of sediments reaching metres into the earth can be extracted and analysed for the type of evidence that tells us what past environments looked like. In the right conditions we can find leaves, twigs and seeds that tell us directly what plants were present in the area or perhaps brought to the site. Insect remains can also add crucial information as these tiny creatures tend to inhabit quite niche environments: for example, the oak pinhole borer beetle will only be found on dying or dead wood and can indicate mature woodland, while the eccentric vallonia snail thrives on grassland. Remarkably, we are also able to identify plants from their pollen rain, the name given to the clouds of particles that waft silently to the earth and become sealed beneath layers of other plant detritus. However, while these techniques can be powerful, they are not a magic bullet. Sometimes the pictures we build up of an old environment are relevant to only the very smallest area. Pollen is able to drift, and some 17insect-pollinated species of tree barely produce any at all. Some grassland-loving snails, too, have been shown to live in very small areas, only metres from woodland. Where wood is identified from charcoal in a hearth, it indicates only that that specific wood was burned on a fire, not necessarily that it was growing nearby. New data emerges constantly that helps us to refine and reinterpret what the world was like; having one eye on critical evaluation and being open to these shifts is an essential part of doing archaeology.

         It is one thing to understand what type of species were present, but another to work out what this wildwood may have looked like to the people living in it. Whether or not, once settled, it had a dense canopy or was broken up with naturally-occurring clearings is the subject of long-standing debate. The traditionally accepted narrative was that Europe had been covered in a dense, dark, primeval forest of oak and hazel, with few clearings, and that all interruptions in woodland cover were indicators of deliberate human action. At the turn of the twenty-first century, however, biologist Frans Vera suggested that hazel and oak could only have proliferated in a landscape that was more open, as the species are shade intolerant. His argument was that this was achieved by the natural action of large herbivores whose grazing and trampling maintained clearings, providing hazel and oak saplings with the light they required. This would have appeared more like a wood pasture, with some dense groves, as well as patches of open grassland and regenerating scrubland. It is a popular idea, but also not without its critics. Because Ireland had become isolated from the landmass of Europe during the last glacial period, there were no large mammals – no large deer, elk or aurochs – present on the island at the beginning of the Mesolithic. But even so, the pollen evidence suggests that the island was still dominated by oak and hazel.3

         I suspect that now is the time to break the news that there is no wildwood remaining in Britain. The last of it was slashed and burned and cut down centuries ago to be used in house- and boat-building, keeping the hearth alight, making tools and furniture, or clearing the 18way for more productive imported species or parks and grazing. We have woodland that approximates that which may have been found in the past, in small patches, but no coherent habitats that might function in the same way, with the same species. That interplay between red deer, people, hazel, oak and a lake drying out at Star Carr no longer exists anywhere. Even our ‘ancient’ woodland is defined as anything that has been wooded since 1600, and while these trees would have been saplings during the last years of Elizabeth I’s reign, 400 years is generally not considered ancient. But there is power in this word that seems to give us comfort and invoke a sense of continuity from the deep past to the present, to connect us to things we yearn to experience again. It is through the lens of the word ‘ancient’ that we often see our countryside, and it is an ancient creation, but one that has been changing rather than static for thousands of years, whether due to human activity or climatic variation. Even during the lifetimes of the people at Star Carr there were dramatic climatic changes that saw temperatures cool, in one event down by 3°C in as little as a decade. This was enough to halt the rise in birch woodland and saw increases in the types of shrub, like juniper and willow, that grow in more open ground.4

         Not only is our wildwood gone, but in almost every European-wide study Britain commonly features as one of the very few areas in Europe that has absolutely nothing that is even considered primary forest, meaning a forest free from human involvement – one that has been continuously wooded and where natural processes can operate dynamically without impairment. Not one of our woods has been left alone for long enough to act normally again; of the two beech woods that one study identifies as potentially primary, both are part of larger amenity woodlands in tourist areas.5 The UK, in particular, spends the highest proportion of its budget for forests and woods on the category of leisure and amenity, and it also spends more money on this than any other country in Europe. The priority here is ensuring that these are – and remain – human spaces above all else. They have become a spectacle.

         19As disappointing as this is, the poor state of forests in Britain is not entirely unique. Across Europe, less than 4 per cent of forest cover is considered ‘primary’ and not all types of forest have surviving patches that fall into that category. The Atlantic region, of which Britain is a part, has no examples of primary forests of particular oaks, for example. What this means is that for some types of forest we simply don’t know how they would operate without human influence, or what really constitutes their wild state. A forest is more than the sum of its parts: it is a melding of all of the insects and microbial beings and mammals and plants that make up the big picture. For those types of forest that are extinct in their natural form we currently have the equivalent of a jumble of Lego parts and no real idea of how they fit together or even whether all of them are actually part of the same set. The various components might combine to make many different versions of a whole, but we don’t really know which one is canon. The wild forest is so much more than a group of old trees.

         Europe’s last wilderness

         Even with the knowledge that there was nothing left to find, I was curious about whether there was really anywhere left that might contain something of Mesolithic Britain, somewhere we can get a sense of that wild before. My search eventually ended with a stretch of forest straddling the border between Poland and Belarus, a place that is hailed as a last surviving relic of Europe’s prehistoric forests: Białowieża.

         Białowieża is alleged to have been continuously wooded for 12,000 years and is home to wolves, bison, elk, white storks, golden eagles and many plants and insects that cannot be found elsewhere in the region. No single type of tree dominates, and there is lime, oak, hornbeam, pine and spruce, with bushier species seen in dwarf-birch and swamp willow. The forest is protected on both sides of the Belarus–Poland border and the most highly regarded areas in Poland 20are accessible only on an organised tour, so as to protect its almost unique character.

         For all its wolves and rare woodpeckers, is Białowieża really a good comparator for Mesolithic Britain? Is it really all that wild? In 2016 the Guardian published a travel piece on the forest that claimed it had ‘never been exploited or managed’, but you don’t need to look that far to see that that’s not true. The reason Białowieża has survived human activity is specifically because of human intervention. At least 500 years ago the area was designated and protected as a royal hunting ground – the name Białowieża itself even means ‘white tower’, allegedly taken from the appearance of a hunting lodge built in the forest for the use of Russian tsars. By protecting animals for hunting their numbers can be artificially high because the surrounding landscape is managed for them, upsetting the natural balance. On the other hand, overhunting has the opposite effect: a century ago bison were actually hunted to extinction in the wild, only to be reintroduced from captive populations a few years later. So, while there are now hundreds of free-roaming bison for safari visitors to see, they are not descendent from an unbroken line of wild animals. The bison of Białowieża are the progeny of animals at one time kept captive.

         Archaeological research is also now revealing that long before the hunting reserve was created, humans were leaving their mark on the forest. Using airborne laser scanning, known as LiDAR, it is possible to build a relief model of a place by bouncing pulses of light off the ground and measuring how long the light takes to return. Processed data can yield a relief model and show archaeological features in remarkable detail. In wooded areas it is possible to ‘see’ through the leaf canopy where the light passes through the gaps. Using this technique on Białowieża has already revealed hundreds, if not thousands, of recognisably archaeological sites, including swathes of burial mounds and field boundaries that indicate formerly open space.6 This is supported by the pollen record, which contains evidence of crop planting from late prehistory, as well as the remains of smelting sites 21that suggest wood harvesting. Archival records attest to the continuing use of the forest by the people living on its fringes, practising tree beekeeping and scything grass for haymaking. Much like the ice sheet, the forest has been eroding and regenerating over time. There is no doubt that the forest is of enormous importance for biodiversity and nature, but it is certainly not the static stalwart of wilderness that it is sometimes presented as.

         The most protected parts of Białowieża, the bits that are operating with the least human intervention, don’t contain the clearings that Vera’s hypothesis suggests were naturally created and maintained by large herbivores in the prehistoric wildwood. Some say this is because modern population management means there just aren’t enough large herbivores to make this happen and that they would appear if the bison were simply left to it. The significance of this forest for our story is that it shows that while we can reconstruct elements of our past environment, knowing some of the animals and plants that were present in particular places, definitively identifying the way it all worked is not yet possible. Perhaps Białowieża is as good as we’ve got, slightly faded but with a lingering authenticity in its recovered natural processes that serves us flashes of a world that is otherwise out of reach. But it also underscores that the wildwood was never one thing, not the endless and mystical land we often imagine, but changing in character over time as plants and animals took hold or faded away, and as people used it and exploited it.

         At some point in time, at some point in space, it is very likely that Britain really did have something resembling Białowieża. When we compare evidence from different sites, there emerges a picture of a range of environments that covered large areas but differed depending on the underlying geologies, topographies and interplay between people and the climate at the time. The early Mesolithic lakeside environment in which people fashioned the antler headdresses at Star Carr featured rushes and reeds, the surrounding land covered in familiar plants such as rosebay willowherb and nettles. The first people to 22call Star Carr home in around 9,300 bc were surrounded by clumps of silver-trunked birch, bright yellow in autumn, which was able to grow freely and expand alongside similar trees like the long-leaved drooping willow. For their descendants, a few centuries later, the lake was becoming more shallow as peat built up. The drier ground meant plants were rooting so successfully that it was necessary to burn the vegetation in order to keep enough open areas for animals to graze in, to perhaps encourage edible herbs for forage. They fashioned a platform of birch and alder wood, ensuring dry access to the lake shore, and it was this community that created the antler headdresses. As time wore on, people visited and maintained it, despite the challenges posed by an environment that was morphing into something else, driven by climate change. The great-great-grandchildren of the platform builders now built one of their own, so it is clear the lake remained enough of a resource to draw people back time and again. As the lake became drier and drier, at some point after 8,500 bc, activity dwindled and people stopped visiting. Over the next 2,000 years the entire lake disappeared and gave way to boggy fen, the old platforms now encased in peat along with all the evidence of over 700 years of intermittent human occupation. Beyond Star Carr, the rest of Britain was also changing and our old familiar friends the elm, oak and lime had moved in. In high places like the Pennines, the birch clung on to survival in the very highest parts, with the lower slopes covered in hazel and oak. Here, people continued to burn clearings into the trees, the evidence showing up 8,000 years later in cores excavated from ancient environments locked underground as thin, blackened strips of charcoal shot through with peaty layers.

         The burning of clearings was really important to Mesolithic people, but also to our story: it is a very early example of deliberate environmental manipulation and control. Often, grassland that is left alone will morph into scrubland and then from young to mature forest in a process called ‘succession’. It is possible to halt the process – as Franz Vera suggested, frequent trampling by aurochs and large deer can 23prevent succession from swallowing a clearing. Burning also plays its part: lightning strikes or extreme weather conditions can cause fires which spread quickly, all too familiar to us in the present as we become accustomed to the increasing frequency of destructive forest fires around the world. We know in many cases that the fires we find evidence of in the archaeological record were often set by people – there are too many coincidences in where they occur, especially in upland places and on wetland fringes like Star Carr, for them not to be caused by humans. Various stages of succession offered different resources. The scrub stage yielded blackthorn, crab apple and raspberry. It could also encourage hazel, which was one of the most important plant types across this period and later prehistory. The nuts store well and provide much-needed fat in the diet, and the wood could be used for tools as well as shelters. After cutting, it regenerates quickly and can be encouraged to grow usefully straight poles, which we still use today for building fences. Fish traps from the Mesolithic coastal site of Tybrind Vig, in Denmark, were made using hazel withies that were so straight and in such high numbers they can only have come from a place where people were coppicing the trees.7

         In other places, like the thin chalky soils in the south of England, there were probably more clearings just because the land couldn’t support such dense forests. These would have been easy to maintain, and a reliable place where hunted animals could be found. In the rolling hills that would become home to Stonehenge later on, patchy woodland had clearings that are thought to have shifted over time. Remnants of early colonising pine have been found in pits that predate the stone circle by thousands of years. At the nearby site Blick Mead, sedimentary ancient DNA (sedaDNA) shows there was a higher proportion of willow and aspen than would be expected, which may be down to its riverside location. An open glade near to water, like the wetland edges that were burned at Star Carr, would have been somewhere the hunter could wait for their game, and the animal bone evidence from the site shows that this community were 24eating aurochs, roe deer and red deer, as well as salmon and pike.8 This was not the passive occupation of an unchanging environment – Mesolithic communities didn’t just scrape an existence and move from place to place, but took an active role in making the environment what they needed it to be.

         The power of trees

         There is a nostalgia that often accompanies our depictions and discussions of the past, particularly when it comes to forests. It’s as if we imagine ourselves to have been guests in a landscape of things that were older and wiser, but I don’t know whether or not people in the past understood their surroundings in quite the same terms.

         In September 2023, one of Britain’s most famous – and favourite – trees was felled in the night. For a few days, the outpouring from the public was more akin to a beloved celebrity passing than one might expect for a tree, but this one was particularly iconic. It stood sentinel atop Hadrian’s Wall, nestled in a natural dip formed by meltwater under the ice sheet thousands of years ago, in what had become known as Sycamore Gap. There were calls, and even attempts, to replant it, arguments over whether to let it regenerate or replace it with a more permanent sculpture. There is no doubt that the view of the tree in its gap was strikingly beautiful, but what is it about a tree that causes such emotive outpourings? We have a special relationship with trees in the present. They become focal points, and perhaps particularly impressive trees always have been. We hang things from them, from the intangible to the very real. There are myths and legends attached to trees and love notes carved into bark; they have been hiding places for kings and used as gallows. We choose individual trees to celebrate Christmas and plant whole forests to provide long, strong timber for buildings and ships. The oldest and gnarliest of trees are often attributed names and have a character of their own. Whether it is in the shape of their canopy and the form they make on 25the horizon, or if they mark a place along a familiar route, they can be instantly recognisable.

         My own favourite trees, my version of Sycamore Gap, are a deliberately planted decorative ‘clump’ that tops a hill looking over the Roman road alongside which I grew up. Seeing the distinctive lopsided shape of the clump as a young child always meant I was nearly home. I have often wondered over the years what that same view will look like when they are gone – the trees are a dependable part of one of the landscapes and vistas I know best. It takes time for trees to form this kind of view, but once they have grown to a certain size they become fixed in our minds. Although always slowly changing, these trees appear in our minds the same as they always have done. But even though many have an average life expectancy that outlasts that of a person, they do not last forever, and in the winter storms I find my thoughts wandering to that exposed knoll and mulling the potential loss of my beloved trees. When they do come crashing down, that view will never be the same, just like Sycamore Gap will never really be the same. How many of these places that are laden with such a weight of assumption, an expectation that they will simply be there for us forever, have disappeared without a trace? How many landscapes of meaning have been snuffed out by the loss of something so ephemeral as a tree? We sometimes find traces of specific trees in the archaeological record – tree throws where a storm has knocked one down, the pollen rain of a forgotten season, or stumps on the beaches. Maybe some of these places are the Sycamore Gaps of the past, onetime places of pilgrimage and wonder, the loss of which prompted people to move on.

         Perhaps this fixation with old trees is why we cling so much to the idea of an unadulterated wildwood of dependable ancients, through which we imagine our Mesolithic ancestors made their way, and upon which they based journeys and tales. The environmental evidence, however, does not paint a sharply focused wildwood of Mesolithic Britain but more a nebulous wildscape, a mix of smaller and larger 26trees that came to settle into localised patterns in line with the climate and influenced by the landforms that had been carved and moulded by the ice sheet. If there ever was a Tolkien-like forest of knurled old oaks, it developed only after people were already living in Britain, as one of a series of different habitat types that morphed as the world changed. In those early forests of thinner, smaller species like birch, the life expectancy of trees was also much shorter than for the majestic oaks that came later. It is unlikely so many successive generations knew specific trees in those earlier days.

         There is no doubt that trees were important, not just for building but for other uses too. Pine and birch afforded a variety of materials other than wood, such as bark for containers and sap for both gluing and hafting tools, and archaeologists have even found lumps of birch-bark tar with tooth marks that point to medicinal chewing.9 But other parts of the landscape – for example, geological features or particular configurations of rivers and valleys – may also have taken on the types of meanings we sometimes attribute to trees because of our absolute reliance on all the things within the landscape to sustain communities through the different seasons. It is very tempting to think that during this period small groups of people moved in who left very little trace, who trod lightly on the land and maintained balance in all things, but life was much richer than that. So much of how we interacted with this land of old is now invisible, but through the careful excavation and collection of archaeological materials we can begin to build pictures of the rhythm of life in the wilder past.

         Finding life

         The culture of the Mesolithic was one of nomadic or potentially semi-settled hunter-gathering, and we’ve seen that people were already beginning to affect their surroundings. We know from excavation that meals included aurochs, deer, boar, seals, pollock, limpets and mussels. Plant-based food took the form of hazelnuts, berries, 27crab apples and a range of other species we might consider unusual today, including waterlily and the tubers of star-like celandine. We did not rely on cattle corralled into fields or crops planted in rows, nor live in extensive settlements of permanent homes – although we do have evidence for some structures. In Britain there was not yet a culture of ceramic production and so there are no pottery remains for us to find. The archaeological record is more ephemeral than for succeeding periods – it just doesn’t have the permanence that we see in the monumental building of later prehistory or the castles of the Normans. The way Mesolithic people affected their surroundings was, as we have seen, more a shaping of environment than of land-form. Fewer above-ground clues mean that finding sites can be quite difficult. Evidence from full-scale occupation sites are rare, and many finds have been made by chance: caves blasted open during construction work, flint scatters found after ploughing.

         Because there was no pottery or metalworking in early prehistory, most of the remains we might find are organic and in ordinary circumstances rot down over time. One major exception is stone, often shaped from flint nodules and used for a huge variety of tools, from arrowheads to blades and awls for leatherworking. Bone often survives, except in the most acidic soils, and antler can also be preserved. Evidence from plants and wood, as artefacts rather than identified in sedaDNA, is best preserved by the anaerobic conditions under water. Given what we know about sea-level rise, particularly the drowning of our land connections to the rest of Europe happening only 8,000 years ago, it is clear that some of the best evidence for how we lived might actually lie locked under the sea and, sadly, most of it will stay that way. There is one site that is accessible and undergoing regular periods of investigation, however: Bouldnor Cliff, off the north coast of the Isle of Wight in the south of England.

         In the 1980s, having been presented with a suite of flint axes that had been found by chance in the nets of an oyster-fishing boat, the county archaeologist for the Isle of Wight took the opportunity to 28accompany a day’s fishing to investigate whether this was a one-off find. It very much turned out not to be. A whole range of implements, from bone to stone, poured out of the oyster nets and it emerged that fishing vessels had been finding this kind of stuff – frequently – for over twenty years. So began a relationship between archaeologists and the fishing community, who passed on lumps of peat and other finds for examination, picked out when sorting the oysters. We now know that these were not just submerged stray finds, but that they represented an entire drowned landscape full of evidence of prehistoric life.10

         For much of the twenty-first century Bouldnor Cliff has been subjected to successive seasons of fieldwork recording. Much of this is done in situ rather than being fully excavated because – with the shift of the tides – what is there one day may not be there the next and excavation is much more time-consuming. Divers descend metres under the water, down a steep cliff face to peat deposits overlying sandy clay filled with tree stumps, roots and other treasures. Lobsters have burrowed into the prehistoric sediments and can occasionally be seen throwing unwanted flint tools from their homes. Among the finds, the site has yielded hazel leaves that look as though they were gathered recently from the forest floor on an autumn’s day, and string that is an incredible 8,000 years old, twisted together from a fibrous plant such as nettle or honeysuckle. One of the most exciting recent finds was the discovery of a wooden platform of worked bark and sapwood, exposed for only days and carefully recorded and removed before it could be washed away. Given the shaping and nature of other wood found in the area, it is thought this may have been a platform for boatbuilding. Activity at the site dates to the period immediately before the area was inundated with rising seas, and it would have been a wetland environment next to a forest. As the water table rose, people scouting the edges of ponds and along streams would have come across fallen trees that were easily accessible for shaping. Boats allowed exploitation of all the rich resources offered by this environment, but also a means of transport – even perhaps 29between Britain and mainland Europe to the south across the Channel. The platform here is rare but not unique: Star Carr had three of its own built of hewn aspen, though their purpose is not known. Perhaps they, too, were for fishing or launching boats on the now-disappeared palaeolake, or maybe they were for the deposition into water of the artefacts that have been found to surround it.

         Water was obviously an important resource, but the marine environment gave access to a different kind of wild food than on land. A number of sites, particularly in the west of the UK, from Cornwall, through South Wales and to Scotland, are found on the coast. Reliance on seafood is unlikely to have been unique to this area, but evidence is scarcer elsewhere because rising sea levels drowned so many of the lowlands in which people had made their homes in the east. On the island of Oronsay off the west coast of Scotland, shell middens – mounds primarily consisting of discarded shell material – include a high proportion of limpet shell, some periwinkle, fish and even sea urchin. The fish is a type of pollock, killed at an age that suggests winter occupation. As the middens were built up over centuries, it may be that one or several communities moved along the coast as resources were depleted, returning after the beach and rocks had been left effectively fallow to regenerate, or possibly that each midden was used in a different season.11 Bone harpoon and barbed points are also found across Britain and northern Europe, indicating widespread fishing, whether from boat or shore.

         Seasonal occupation of sites can be inferred by the presence or absence of certain species in the archaeological record, such as the pollock above. A lack of shed antler and charred hazelnut points to the absence of people from a place during late summer and winter, and high levels of eel or salmon suggest an abundance of prey as a result of targeted hunting during migration season. We can also use artefacts to consider the activities that went on in places and how these fit into a seasonal rhythm. A collection dominated by flint scrapers, used for scraping and processing hides, may represent a 30specialised and temporary hunting camp, where animals were killed and processed on-site before people moved on. A wider range of tools and associated domestic activity might be interpreted as more of a basecamp-style inhabitation, from which groups fanned out to gather resources and then returned. We can therefore imagine that some communities moved around different landscapes with the seasons, from uplands to lowlands to coast, and perhaps followed the migration of large mammals like aurochs, as well as the salmon runs.

         This understanding of the world, where to go and at what time, was critical to a lifestyle that was heavily dictated by the availability of wild resources, as opposed to the direct farming and stockpiling that was possible later on. There has been some speculation that people kept time by the moon, having recognised the regularity with which it grows and shrinks, and that this might have been used to inform them when it was time to move on. Just keeping time by the moon, however, would see people drifting off course, because there can be either twelve or thirteen moon cycles in a solar year. At Warren Field, Scotland, it has been shown that a series of twelve pits dug in a slight curve 10,000 years ago aligns with a natural pass through nearby hills, where the midwinter solstice sunrise was visible. This effectively made the whole landscape a calendar by which time could be understood by the lunar month, accounting for the drift – move on to the next pit with the passing of each moon cycle, and start again at the rising of the midwinter solstice sun. By doing this, communities unlocked the future: they would have been able to combine lunar, solar and environmental indicators and have a good idea of what was coming. It stands to reason that a landscape-scale calendar like this required a clear view from the pit alignment to the right point on the horizon, indicating that it was created within an open space. Might the community of Warren Field have deliberately created an opening that facilitated not just the practical provision of food but also provided a view? The environmental evidence is complicated, but the pits seem to have been neither in open grassland 31nor on the woodland edge. This seems to have been a birch and hazel wood with extensive heather for its understory.12 Certainly it was not an opaque barrier to visibility, especially as it was aligned to the midwinter rather than the summer solstice, when the leaves had already fallen, but it surely required constant upkeep to ensure the pits were not lost to the heather.

         Even if diet and other activities were dependent on what was available, it seems that not everyone was actually moving seasonally. House structures have been identified at sites like Howick in Northumberland, on the Isle of Man and at Mount Sandel in Northern Ireland. Some of these use natural depressions, perhaps tree throws, surrounded by postholes that would have supported a roof of some kind. Dating evidence from charred remains found in hearths and in spreads of debris within the structures show that some of them may have been in use for centuries during the eighth millennium bc, even if it was intermittent.13 The occupation may not have been entirely continuous but does show that these places had something of a permanence to them. Within the refuse of these homes is the suite of wild resources that was exploited – hazel and apple or hawthorn for building with, hazelnut and wild meat for consumption, flint for working wood, meat and hides. People were not just processing their catches here, but living. Activity tended to focus on the hearth, the heart of the home even 10,000 years ago.

         You are what you eat

         In addition to houses, pits, antlers, plants, string, platforms and stone tools, the people themselves have much to reveal about their lives, from their first meal to their last. Hidden in your bones and your teeth are the chemical hallmarks of the food and drink you have consumed, some of the story of you and your past. The common saying is true: you really are what you eat. But you’re also what your mother ate when you were developing in utero, and what she ate if you were 32subsequently breastfed. If you eat animals and animal products, you are also what they ate during their lives, and you are the rain that fell in your home town. This is all down to a very useful category of atoms known as isotopes. The periodic table organises chemical elements by their atomic number: the number of protons in the heart of the atom, from number 1 (Hydrogen) to, currently, 118 (Oganesson). The number of protons (and electrons) in an atom is fixed, but atoms of the same type can have different numbers of neutrons. So, carbon will always have 12 protons but could have either 12, 13 or 14 neutrons, expressed as 12C, 13C and 14C – all carbon, but a bit like different species. These are isotopes. Both 12C and 13C are stable, but 14C is radioactive, meaning it decays over time. This is what makes 14C so famously useful for archaeological dating – it decays at a known rate and can therefore be used to work out the age of whatever it has been sampled from. Stable isotopes, however, have different uses. The isotopes we are most interested in in archaeology are found in bone collagen and tooth enamel, and the most commonly used are carbon and nitrogen isotopes, sometimes oxygen and strontium. Much of your tooth enamel was laid down while you developed as a foetus and even if they did not erupt until you were an adult, the enamel of your wisdom teeth was developed by your mid-teens. Once formed, enamel does not change, so its isotopes bear witness to what someone consumed during childhood and adolescence, or, if a young baby, what the mother consumed. Bone, on the other hand, is dynamic and constantly renewing so tells us what people were consuming towards the end of their lives.

         Each isotope has a slightly different role in our archaeological detective process. Carbon and nitrogen are particularly useful for dietary insights. The ratios of carbon isotopes vary depending on the types of plants that are consumed, indicating a diet heavy in marine resources, for example. Nitrogen isotopes are passed up to consumers from the food they eat. This makes them a good indicator of how high up the food chain an animal or human was, and therefore whether they were 33eating more plant- or animal-based products. This chain, from plant to animal to human, means that breastfed babies show the highest values of all because they are being fed by their mothers. Oxygen isotopes in our bodies are derived from what we drink and, ultimately, rain that has fallen and made its way into our water supply. Strontium is specific to bedrock geology, which can show whether someone has lived in one of a range of places with the same signature. Overall, we can bring these strands together to make inferences about things like whether or not someone lived near the coast in infancy and later moved inland, or spent the last ten years of their life somewhere far away from their place of burial. There are limitations and complications, of course, but once we begin to untangle these analyses a whole world begins to be made visible that was previously thought lost.

         We do not actually have huge collections of Mesolithic skeletons, especially not from the types of settlement sites described above. For the most part, they have been recovered from caves, and burial methods are varied, even sometimes within the same site. We know that many cave burials were deliberate, but some remains may have washed in. Sometimes we have only single examples of human bone, showing patterns of wear on the bone surface that indicate they were not buried until long after death. Still others show cut marks – evidence, perhaps, of cannibalism, but more likely the result of a way of dealing with the dead that saw their bodies disarticulated (cut apart) before whatever happened next. There are very few burials that can be considered as ‘open air’, akin to the kind of cemeteries that we bury our own deceased in today. The idea of home at this time perhaps did not include dedicated places for the dead, or maybe that place was in circulation as amulets or similar, like ashes placed on mantlepieces. Despite the lack of huge numbers of individuals to examine, isotope techniques lend context to our other Mesolithic finds. Diet and subsistence seems to have been just as varied as the vegetation and burial practices. A study of human remains from caves in South Wales showed that in some cases diet was overwhelmingly marine, including 34some consumption of animals high up the food chain, such as seals.14 But in other places, even those reasonably close to the sea, diet was much more reliant on land mammals and plants. Analysis of bones dredged from the southern North Sea showed contrasting results: some people’s diets relied on inland resources, but at other times on freshwater resources, while only a small number exploited marine and coastal foods. Of the terrestrial animals that people were eating from this area, there is evidence from cut marks on bones dredged up that this included the usual aurochs, deer, elk and also birds, such as different types of grouse.15

         We know, then, broadly what Britain looked like and what we were eating, that we sometimes gathered plants to make bindings and string, and sap for hafting and other uses. We shaped bone into harpoon points for fishing, and used stone to scoop out limpets, throwing their shells onto vast piles of detritus. We took control of some environments, halting the development of mature woodlands to provide a living buffet from which to pick wood for fires and tools, and berries and other fruit and nuts for food. These are the things we did to survive while we lived alongside other animals that had their own cadence of life, who were also affected by the rising tides and other predators that weren’t us. I often think, though, that the most intriguing insights in archaeology are not gleaned from considerations of the what or the how, but the why.

         Animal magic

         The basis of so much of how we go about the world in contemporary Western society is rooted in the Enlightenment thinking of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where the logical and natural journey from the past to the present was one of refinement and improvement. Ideas of ritual and magic were eschewed and became seen as ‘other’, by the monied and learned at least, who began to favour scientific understanding and technological innovation. Reality 35was rendered as a series of dichotomies: body vs mind, ritual vs secular, human vs non-human. Much of the past has been, and continues to be, interpreted through this frame of thinking. Archaeology is no stranger to it – it’s very easy to be lured into thinking that if something does not fit what we think we know to be ‘normal’, then it must be ‘ritual’ and therefore special and unusual in some way. What this does is, it stops us from recognising things that were just a normal part of going about the world in another community in another time. We quite often assume artefacts found in watery places have ritual connotations – and sometimes they do seem to be votive offerings, such as Roman curse tablets – but for some communities the practice may not have held the ceremonial meaning we sometimes think but was just a normal part of what happens to certain objects, just as nowadays we put glass in the recycling bin. It’s just part of the process of how these objects were used and discarded.

         This doesn’t make the unusual ways in which we related to animals in the past suddenly mundane. We can see that the headdresses of Star Carr demonstrate that we were deeply entwined with wild things and that our relationship to them went beyond subsistence, but the activity may have been just another fundamental part of the everyday, like gathering wood for a shelter. To understand how animals formed part of the diurnal flow of life in Mesolithic Britain we can look to comparable artefacts elsewhere in the world. The most popular interpretation of the headdresses is that they were worn, for which there are parallels in the shamanic practices of some Evenki peoples indigenous to Siberia. In the late seventeenth century a Dutch mayor and cartographer named Nicolaes Witsen produced an illustration of an Evenki shaman who was beating a drum and wearing an antler headdress reminiscent of those found at Star Carr. Shamanic costume can vary but often features amulets made of animal remains or in the shape of animals, particularly deer and birds. These can be used as protection or as spirit helpers. The Evenki still live in the Siberian forests, and ethnographic accounts of their relationship to the 36environment provide much food for thought. Wild animals are often either brought or encouraged into settlements, but the relationship acted out there is not one of predator–prey. The wild animals are expected to show their natural selves in return for hospitality, delivering a teaching of their ways to the humans. Animals such as squirrels, who display only a desire to steal food, are seen as rude and are not welcomed back. The Evenki believe that people, animals and even trees have peredniki, a kind of second soul which precedes us as we move around real and metaphysical spaces. Human peredniki always take the form of wild animals and can appear to other people in dreams. Dogs are able to sense a perednik on an empty road and bark into the silence, warning of the coming of people they have not yet seen.16 In this way, the peredniki are there to help see into the future, but are also thought to link people, animals and plants into a shared set of experiences. Going into the forest for hunting, foraging or other activity makes use of this relationship: the hunter will be successful because everything is working together to make it so.

         There are similar finds at other Mesolithic sites in Europe, too, and given that we were connected by land to these places it is not a stretch to believe we shared similar cultures. Animal remains are quite often found alongside human remains in caves or other burials – everything from birds, wolves, bears, boar, deer and even snakes and amphibians. Animal teeth make frequent appearances, perhaps because they are strong but small and easily worked into wearable artefacts. Many burials feature red and roe deer antlers placed underneath the body and, sometimes, the metatarsals (foot bones) of deer are found in the chest area, indicating the deceased has been wrapped in a skin.

         One of the richest graves we have is from the burial of a woman and baby boy in what is now Germany, interred over 8,000 years ago. The Bad Dürrenberg shaman, as she is called, named after the town where she was found, was between twenty-five and forty years old when she died. She was buried upright in a pit lined with a basket-like structure and filled with red ochre pigment, the baby of only a few 37months old buried at her feet. Ochre is a reasonably common find in the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic graves of north-west Europe, from Spain and spreading north-east into Siberia, and has been found at some sites in Britain. Its meaning is unclear, but it may have stood for blood or life, or maybe marked graves to prevent accidental unearthing or to denote a spot for remembrance. Genetic analysis has confirmed that the shaman and baby were related through the maternal line, but they were not mother and son. The results suggest that there was a fourth- or fifth-degree relationship between the two, making the shaman something like a cousin once or twice removed, or perhaps a great-grand-aunt. It is possible the shaman and boy were not buried at the same time, but as yet radiocarbon dates are not available to compare. DNA analysis also confirms that the shaman, much like the so-called Cheddar Man found in Somerset, was probably reasonably dark-skinned, dark-haired and blue-eyed, genetically determined traits that seem to have disappeared from populations in north-west Europe only towards the end of the Mesolithic.17

         Among the grave goods were over fifty frontal teeth from aurochs, red deer, roe deer and bison, as well as the bone from the tongue of a boar. A split roe deer bone in the grave had been used to mix or paint red pigment; a lack of wear suggests it was used for a very short time, perhaps created specifically for the burial rite. Other finds included over sixty fragments of tortoise shell, a hollowed-out crane bone used as a container for tiny flint tools, and roe deer antlers with skull attached. It is not just the wealth of animal remains and the roe deer antlers that have led to the woman being interpreted as a shaman. Analysis of her skeleton has revealed abnormalities in the foramen magnum, the passage through which the spinal cord passes to connect to the brain. The changes are likely to have caused neurological differences, seizures and blackouts, maybe marking the woman out as someone who had a higher ability to connect with other worlds in a trance state, assuming a natural place as mediator between people and other-than-human beings. The shaman’s appearance as depicted 38in reconstructions is striking: roe deer antlers and skull hide draped over her head as a mask, boar tusks framing her face and animal teeth hung like a fringe across her forehead. She has a necklace of tusks and teeth around her neck, and her clothes are fur and feather. She is all the wild, and all the wild is her.

         These kinds of beliefs, where animals are active participants in a world and can relate to humans from their own perspective, having impacts beyond simply being prey, are not particularly unusual outside of our own culture. On the north-west coast of North America, the Kwakwaka’wakw (indigenous to the coast along the east of Vancouver Island and the opposite shore) celebrated the first salmon runs with activities designed to ensure that they would return the following year. Salmon were seen to have their own society, with leaders and even houses in the ocean.18 For the Ojibwa of Canada, improper treatment of an animal or its body in death might bring forth the wrath of its kin, who could cause the hunter to become ill or suffer hunger.19 In the Araucanía area of Chile, a fox stealing chickens is often given the label of ‘thief’ – not driven by hunger but considered to intentionally commit the crime as an insult to the chickens’ owners,20 similar to the rudeness experienced by the Evenki people from food-seeking squirrels.

         If Star Carr’s headdresses were about embodying the red deer, of becoming or borrowing the essence of another being to bring about an effect, how might we begin to interpret other things we find? There are other places with unusual animal remains. One of the Oronsay middens described above included nearly fifty individual bones from human feet and hands, as well as from seal flippers. Seals were certainly eaten, perhaps used for their blubber in winter, but they also represent one of the few marine-going species that could move between the sea and land. Perhaps the burial of these elements together represents a form of veneration for the seals’ ability to move both in the sea and on land. If you have ever seen a seal on land, you will know that when its smooth blob-like form is not resting on the sand, it is flip-flopping 39clumsily in an attempt to get back to the sea. Once submerged, though, it is transformed, becoming all the things it is not when on the shore – fleet, nimble, and a formidable hunter. In a way, humans and seals mirror each other – both a daunting presence in their own habitat, and something rather less elegant in the other’s. The bones of human hands and seal flippers look extremely similar – might this be what drove the specific deposition of flippers and hands in the midden? I’m not suggesting there was some kind of seal cult in Mesolithic Scotland, but when we think about all of the ways in which we may have lived alongside animals in the past, it doesn’t seem that ridiculous.

         Animal tales

         These attitudes to animals immerse people within a world where our role is not just one of domination. Animals were more than just the non-player characters that wander the land beyond the hearth, but at the same time the hearth itself was responsible for what already set us apart. Along with the ability to cook, keep warm and transform objects, fire brought us something that modern society couldn’t function without: artificial light. Torches and lamps made by burning sticks or animal fat meant that, for the first time, we could deliberately illuminate the inside of dark spaces such as caves. This new-found light introduced extra length to our days, the gift of time that had previously been spent either in darkness or by the glow of moonlight. However, as useful as it was, firelight is fickle. It dances with subtle shifts in airflow, might be snuffed out by rain and can grow and diminish in intensity depending on its fuel. Firelight could not replicate the light of day and didn’t provide the opportunity to carry out the same tasks. It has been suggested, therefore, that what firelight really brought us out of the dark, when we harnessed it tens of thousands of years ago, was togetherness21 – time spent socially, telling stories by or around the fire, to transmit knowledge of the way the world worked. Here, animals really came to the fore.

         40The earliest-known art in the world is located in caves. It consists of paint, smeared clay or etchings, and must have been created and viewed by firelight. It may well be why some Palaeolithic artwork takes the form of animals superimposed over one another, so that flickering light could have rendered a moving image of some kind. Cave art doubtless had a role in storytelling, whether it was simply as a visual medium or, more likely, to exist hand in hand with oral traditions that educated new generations in communities. Most prehistoric art dates to before the Mesolithic – the earliest cave paintings are over 50,000 years old and located in Indonesia. In Britain, the rock art of Creswell Crags, Derbyshire, dates to the very end of the Ice Age, at between 13,000 and 15,000 years old. The carvings here are of red deer, bison and horses, the latter two of which disappeared with rising temperatures and hunting, and some figures that appear to be long-necked birds or maybe bird-headed people. If these are indeed bird-headed people, it shows the possibility of a continuity of worldview between the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic – that the boundary between humans and animals was ambiguous and humans could become or embody animals, like the seals from Oronsay and the deer from Star Carr. Cave art and inscriptions may not have been the only way to tell these stories, with fire bringing them to life.

         In 1958 a single artefact was recovered during work in the Lepaanvirta river, in southern Finland, which radiocarbon dating suggests was created in around 6200 BC. It is fashioned from a length of wild reindeer antler, which turns at a right angle at its midpoint and twists along its length much like a natural vine. On one of the faces of the artefact geometric patterns have been cut and scraped to crisscross the surface, and in some parts have created a pattern resembling the feathers of a bird. Along half its length the antler has been smoothed and shaped, and an abrupt curve at the end of this side resembles a head, with two carved depressions thought to depict eyes. Interpretation of the artefact has varied from a snow scraper to a shamanic drumstick, but the most interesting of all was posited more 41recently by researchers who looked at its capacity for telling stories.22

         When this Lepaa artefact is held up in front of fire and sunlight, a whole Mesolithic menagerie emerges from a slumber of 8,000 years in shadow form. Depending on the rotation and angle of the head, a bear, a snake, elk and waterfowl can all be brought into being. They can appear very big or very small, fade, move and jump. Because the animals and shapes are difficult to control in flickering light and on different surfaces, it is thought that if indeed the antler was used as a shadow puppet, the artefact itself led the storytelling – whatever emerged through the interplay of light, antler and shadow became the focus of the tale. The idea of this shadow storytelling gives dynamism and personality to people who too often exist to us only as a snapshot of science on the page, as a scatter of stones on a field’s surface or a jumble of bones in a cave. It makes them more than just a means to an end, more than a way of telling whether people in the past ate more fish or meat. It is suddenly easy to imagine animated individuals telling others of the things they needed to know. Just as the deep, dark woods crop up in cautionary tales across space and time, so, too, do certain animals – a wolf in sheep’s clothing or seals as selkies. These stories may have now taken on a role in our folk memory and become old-fashioned, a bit of whimsy, but once served a very different purpose in helping to situate us in the tangled web of life.

         The Lepaa artefact is unusual, and we have no direct parallels from Britain. We do have some examples of portable art, though, particularly geometric patterns that may be intended to resemble scales, fur or feathers. The chevrons and zig-zags can resemble the pattern on vipers, a venomous snake that has the widest distribution among snakes in Europe and Asia. The wild of the Mesolithic was not just there for us to hunt in, but was also far more dangerous than it ever would be again. We have fewer examples of predator than prey in the archaeological record, but we do know that there were brown bears 42present in Britain, as well as wolves, foxes and wild boar. Knowledge of and protection from these must have been important.

         In the end

         The people of the early Mesolithic had followed familiar plants and animals as they spread west and north together to recolonise a land as it woke up from its freeze. They brought with them their dogs and knowledge of fishing, hunting and the uses of various plants for making tools and shelters. The world was in a state of flux and these early communities had to adapt over time to oscillations in the climate and, eventually, to a settling that had seen the birch, pine and aspen give way to hazel, oak and elm. But even once this had happened the landscape was not one of a timeless and unchanging naturalistic portrait. Regardless of whether or not the natural order would have seen clearings created and maintained by large herds of grazers, people had started to take the reins in instigating and encouraging this process. By deliberately creating clearings, all-important hazel could flourish, and fire and coppicing yielded the straight poles required for fish traps and other uses. Clearings also encouraged an abundance of fruits. People carved bone and rock, painted with ochre, created intricate flint artefacts and maybe told stories of the lives and dangers of wild things with shadow and light. There were seasonal camps, especially on the coast, possibly proximal to semi-permanent bases that served as places from which to follow a natural rhythm. People in the Mesolithic were not living hand to mouth, not entirely reliant on chance finds. They had deep knowledge of their landscapes, a concept of time, of what to do and when to do it, which ensured the survival of people and culture into what was to come. They made choices about where to be and what to shape. I imagine that it is because humans were wholly reliant on wild things that we sought to control them.

         In the years that followed the end of this period, 6,000 years after the last of the ice melted, the wild was set to take on entirely new 43meaning as the hunter-gathering lifestyle disappeared from Britain. Change was accelerating – no longer driven by natural fluctuations as the climate calmed and people moved on from Star Carr, but by humans developing new ways of living and new beliefs. It would be almost another 6,000 years before we realised we had tipped the balance and were now the ones driving changes in the environment and climate all around us.

         The first people that burned the first clearings set in motion the adoption of practices that have echoed over millennia and are today visible in everything from hedgerow apples to heathery moors, coal tips to dairy cattle. They had begun the inexorable march towards what we have come to know as the British countryside. 44

      



OEBPS/images/9780571389162_cover_epub.jpg
Tre

HUMAN ‘&=

HISTORY

WILD
BRITAIN

'It will radically change
what you thought
about “wilderness”.'

ELOISE KANE

=

> (e
SFI ()
J 2 Yo N y
0 P2 (= o R
™
(f,‘ i il
g 3
. S\
: \






OEBPS/images/new_logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/faber_colophon_black_rgb_online.png





