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            who got me writing again.

            
                

            

            To my grandmother Francisca,

who appears here in both the present and past tense and who left the final question unanswered.

            
                

            

            To my parents and brother, alongside whom I experienced thirst.

            
                

            

            In memory of Fati and Marie, mother and daughter, who died of thirst in the middle of the Libyan desert while I was finishing this book. 56
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               Of what ancient desert are you a memory,

               you who thirst, you who consume yourself in water,

               lifting up your dead body into space

               as if your water were heaven-sent?

               ALFONSINA STORNI

            

            It cannot be, señor, but that this grass is a proof that there must be hard by some spring or brook to give it moisture, so it would be well to move a little farther on, that we may find some place where we may quench this terrible thirst that plagues us, which beyond a doubt is more distressing than hunger.

            MIGUEL DE CERVANTES,
THE HISTORY OF DON QUIXOTE

            
               Of course God exists.

               It is a woman

               and her name is Rain.

               GUSTAVO DUCH10
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            Prologue

         

         
            Not much time had passed when I realised I was thirsty and had no water. I wanted to wait before I went looking for some, but then I remembered that such things as thirst, death and love are inescapable. Sooner or later I would have to go and get some.

            NÚRIA BENDICHO GIRÓ,
DEAD LANDS

         

         Ineither can nor want to forget the place in La Mancha where I first came to know the human search for water. An old bath, surrounded by pots and pans, stood out in my maternal grandparents’ farmyard awaiting rain. The nearby Villanueva River was running dry and had ceased to irrigate the orchards and vegetable patches of Villanueva de la Fuente, Ciudad Real. Crops were failing and one local woman had been forced to sell her cows. Reserves were also down; Aquifer 24, or the Campo de Montiel Aquifer, from which the river flowed, had virtually dried up. Although they were told it was because of the rain, or the lack of it, local growers had 12begun to suspect that something else was at play. At the height of a drought, while their crops perished, the corn on a nearby duke’s estate was growing splendidly across an area of almost a thousand hectares, with the help of a modern irrigation system. In August 1987, the people of Villanueva de la Fuente and nearby Albaladejo, Villahermosa and Montiel organized a march. They showed up at the estate with upturned drinking jugs and placards declaiming: “We’re thirsty!” and “We want our water back!” But nothing changed.

         August 15th that year was a Saturday, and some Villanuevans, certain by now that the drought had little to do with the absence of rain, went and knocked down four of the poles that carried electricity into the corn-growing duke’s estate. On the Sunday morning, when they saw workers out there doing repairs, they went and toppled the same four again, and nineteen more besides. Who was responsible? “It was all of us, sir,” they said. The village numbered about 3,500 inhabitants throughout the year, and many more, twice as many, in the middle of August. They performed their own Fuenteovejuna, Lope de Vega’s play of uprising against unjust rule, though in this version no blood was spilt.

         When the journalist Luis Otero went to interview the local people, he was told: “There’s no ringleader here, if that’s what you want to know. The village is all of us, together. And if we happen to hear they’ve come to put up new power lines, we’ll be on them like an avalanche, and we’ll put a stop to it. But only with our hands, no weapons. We don’t want violence, we only want back what’s ours. That is, the water.” Otero had gone there asking after the woman who had sold her cows. Her name was Julia, but the other villagers had started referring to her as Agustina of Aragón. She was an old woman who composed protest ballads, and who emerged as both a figurehead and chronicler of her community’s revolt. 13

         A quote from another Villanuevan in El País sums up events in the village:

         “The water’s always been ours, all God’s life it’s been ours, until that man diverted it to water his corn.”

         They blamed the duke’s son, who’d had a series of 150m-deep wells dug and connected to a sophisticated irrigation system, siphoning off water that belonged to everyone. But they had also long harboured suspicions about the farmer on the neighbouring estate:

         “Yes, we said, there was drought, but it was the estates wrecking the springs and the Ruidera lagoons.” So said Juan Ángel Amador when I went to speak to him—the man who had just been appointed mayor when the 1987 conflict blew up.

         The riot police soon arrived, reportedly some 200 of them. But the mutinous locals got their way, and after the mayor intervened to prevent the poles from being repaired, they ended up going out and giving the riot police a mocking round of applause. And the river began to flow once more. Justice was done and the people were proved right; two years later, the aquifer was declared overexploited.

         Riot police had made an appearance in another village that summer. While the people of Villanueva had stopped electricity poles being repaired, those of Riaño, in northerly León, had climbed onto the roofs of their houses and refused to get down. This was their desperate, ultimately vain attempt to resist eviction; Riaño, along with eight other villages in the area, had been designated for flooding as part of a new reservoir intended for irrigation and hydroelectricity.

         Photographs in that summer’s newspapers show that those in search of water and those drowned by it are often two sides of the same coin. While a number of children went to protest in 14Villanueva’s dried-up riverbed, one climbed onto his roof to protest against the flooding of his village. Those newspaper images memorialized them all.

         People continued to go thirsty, as another drought soon followed. In Spain and other Mediterranean countries, droughts are cyclical; every decade or so, one lasting three or four years takes place. In the summer of 1992, when Spain was divided between those who slept during siesta and those who followed Miguel Induráin’s attempt to win the Tour de France for a second time, in Terrinches, my native village, water was once again just about the only thing on our minds. The water that wouldn’t come; water that, if it continued to stay away, would mean we would have to leave. The elderly were particularly desperate, and it was then that I came to value water in the way that only lost things are valued. For some time it became a thing of mystery, arriving as it did on the back of tanker trucks or by dint of my grandfather Norberto’s labours. The underground tanks that were dug during that time are still there, in case of further droughts.

         Because it was normal for water to be absent, moments in which it did feature have stayed with me particularly strongly. My grandfather at the back of the cave hunting for drips to redirect to a tank that would in turn send the water on to the orchards and vegetable patches. My grandfather going from the orchards to the farmyard for a stripwash out of a bucket. Shared family baths, every single drop maximized and recycled. The only thing we didn’t wring out was the air. Everything served as a way to retain the almost non-existent precipitation, which would then be stored like treasure, even when it was good for almost nothing. Perhaps this explains the very clear image I still have of some tadpoles that were born and proliferated inside a petrol canister. That drought, which lasted until 1995, left Spain’s reservoirs at fifteen per cent, and dried out 15the well my village had relied on for centuries. While my neighbours went to another village to pray to all the saints for the rain, elsewhere people were discussing getting tugboats to bring an iceberg up the Guadalquivir River to supplement the flow. It was either that or transplant the entire population of Seville. The iceberg idea was not a new one; it had been discussed in Benidorm during another drought almost two decades before.

         Antonio Muñoz Molina’s novel El viento de la luna (Moon Wind), whose main character is a boy captivated by the first moon landings, is set in a village in Jaén very near the one I grew up in, and one just as parched. Pedro, the protagonist’s uncle, has the mad idea of installing a shower in the farmyard. “But the only way to have a wash here,” he says, “is to get a bucket of icy water from the well and pour it through a cracked washbowl. In these harsh lands, running water is a dream as distant as that of timely, abundant rain.” We had our own lunatic in Terrinches who also claimed to have a shower in his farmyard at a time when nobody had any running water. Muñoz Molina’s cracked washbowl and other devices rigged up during droughts are so familiar to me, it’s almost as though I grew up in that same house. Although his story takes place thirty years earlier and in another place, it is also my own; a farmyard full of pots and pans rather than chickens. I even have photos of the first bath I ever took on my own, not because it was a big moment in my development but because it was a luxury that had to be immortalized like anything else suspected to be a one-off.

         My grandfather was the person who looked after the water in our village. As well as being the street sweeper, tree planter, and the crier—announcing deaths and cutting the rosary that was tied around a dead person’s hands until just before they were lowered into the ground—he was charged with caring for those who were 16alive and thirsty, and held the key to the sluice inside the harvesting tank. I often went with him for this job. After siesta, I would watch as he descended the metal steps into the underworld to cut off the village supply with a turn of the key. This was a novelty, in a way. Running water came late to Terrinches. There, only the figures of Don Quixote and the Virgin of Luciana were comparable in veneration to the drinking jug with which they still formed a trinity. Occupying a nook that was virtually an altar, the drinking jug was a thing of awe. So as not to spill a drop of the water brought from the spring, and to stop the flies from pilfering it, my grandmother would put the jug on a plate of its own and fasten a made-to-measure crochet lid to the top with a ribbon. Our history is determined by our relationship with water. In our connection with it, there is always the lurking fear that at some point it will abandon us again.

         I’ve been told that in that summer of 1992, days as dry as salted tuna, my grandfather sometimes turned the key to let the village have water for just thirty minutes out of the twenty-four-hour cycle. Then everyone would be dashing for a shower, to wash the dishes, have a drink. Sometimes there wasn’t long enough even for one of the rapid cycles on the washing machine, and it was my mother and aunts who went to open and close the sluice while their father went around the village to let everyone know. I don’t know if it happened in all that rushing around, but my grandfather lost half of one of his little fingers in the door to the tank, and every time he cut the bread with his knife or lifted the wineskin or water jug, I’d be confronted with the sight of the nub pointing either up at the ceiling or right at me. We used to make fun of my grandmother because she couldn’t bring herself to use the washing machine and would leave it mothballed, going on washing clothes by hand with her own oil-and-soda soap. I now understand that people’s reverence for 17washing machines is not only based on the fear of their blowing up or breaking if you use them.

         That year, home videos were in vogue, and in another part of Spain—the Atlantic northwest, with its far wetter climate—the village of Aceredo in Galicia was flooded to create a reservoir. Among the onlookers was the astonished resident Paco Villalonga, who recorded everything on his camcorder, there being nothing else he could do. Others had barricaded themselves inside the town hall and written banners with messages like, “We are on hunger strike to show the dignity that the Spanish government lacks!” and “Death and destruction to 200 working families. Human rights violations. Listen to us!” But the government didn’t listen. I knew nothing of any of that when I was five years old, but some time afterwards I spoke to Paco, who told me that every time the reservoir now runs low, exposing what remains of the otherwise completely submerged village, he would go to the ruins of his old house and eat a sandwich by a font that continued to send out water. It was a strange sight; being under the immense body of water most of the year had done nothing to alter the natural flow of the springs there.

         Now that I have come to ask questions about that time, I have learned that in the end a farmer (one of those accused in Villanueva) gave us access to one of his wells. A grant from the Board of Public Works paid for the channelling and supply works to carry the water over a stretch of some twenty kilometres, and since 1995 Terrinches has in large part been drinking from that source. People tell the story with gratitude. But the concession agreement, signed at the end of August that year, concludes with a statement that the authorization may be cancelled “whenever deemed appropriate for any reason, which in no case will have to be justified, with two months’ notice to the beneficiary municipality being sufficient, without the 18latter being able to oppose it or claim any compensation for any reason whatsoever”. So the question of a village going without water depends almost exclusively on the will of one man, or rather on something that does not in fact exist: the will of a corporation.

         Ours is the thirst of all of Spain’s dry places—three quarters of the entire peninsula, in other words, which is steppe- and desertlike in places. And our search is the very same as that undertaken by our most distant ancestors. In this part of Castilla-La Mancha we do not even get half of the 400 litres of rain per m2 that is the median in the region overall. Leaving because there is no water; leaving because the water has come: this is a country of the thirsty and those drowned because of thirst. And this is the story we forget when we turn the tap on, one that has been encoded in our genes. But it is also a story from before, from far away, concerning all human inhabitants of planet Earth. Our family, our genus and our species came into being with the transfer of peoples from East Africa across arid mountains. If the earliest human fossils have been found in the middle and lower reaches of an African river, the Awash, the first ever civilizations also emerged alongside rivers in the midst of droughts. Throughout history the search for water has driven great anatomical and metabolic adaptations, as well as social innovations and revolutions, and indeed the collapse of civilizations. In the coming pages we will see how almost everything that defines our species came about in the face of climate change, with the alternation of dry and wet periods. There is no reason for us to be surprised by the latest climate crisis; we are the children of climate crises. Perhaps any such surprise betrays a measure of guilt.

         This story takes place in the Cenozoic, the era that gave rise to both our direct ancestors and the staples of our modern diet. It begins with Lucy in the Neogene, but the principal time period 19is the Quaternary, which includes the present day. This period encompasses two epochs, the Pleistocene and the Holocene—the latter also a word for the period we are currently in—which were divided, indeed, by changes in climate. In all this time, tens of millions of years, there have been several cold-dry and warm-wet cycles. For climatic periods are like Russian dolls; although we are now in a warming phase, more broadly the world has been cooling and drying for about fifty million years, a paradox that unwittingly fuels climate-denialism. Instability has led to successive disruptions within the overall trend. About 2.6 million years ago, the world entered a constant cycle of ice ages and interglacial periods; it was then that humanity also emerged. We have been in an interglacial epoch for the last 11,700 years, though this has also included colder phases. In short, strange as it may seem, the Earth is warming and cooling at the same time. This is largely because, especially over the last 300 years, our presence has disrupted the planet’s natural post-Neolithic trends.

         Although some of the most relevant changes in climate under consideration here have been linked to extra-terrestrial causes like comets exploding or sunspot shrinkage, we will see that they came about primarily due to astronomical movements related to the Earth’s position with respect to the Sun, the shape of its orbit and the tilt of its axis of rotation. In addition, during this time there have been changes in climate for geological reasons, such as the movement of tectonic plates, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and alterations in ocean currents. These causes have often converged, and our climate system depends on several factors, such as the atmosphere which, as well as allowing us to breathe, maintains an average temperature of 15ºC through “greenhouse” gases which balance the energy received and emitted by the Earth but which we 20have artificially increased, contributing to global warming. Ocean currents, too, are part of this balance, through their interaction with the atmosphere. And finally, there is solar radiation. To all this we must add a new trigger: we humans and our actions.

         The climate has pushed us to the brink of extinction before: we are the descendants of the handful of hominids (some 1,300) who survived extreme cold and aridity less than 200,000 years ago. And although only we Homo sapiens came through the last ice age, we didn’t come through unscathed. Yet it wasn’t until 1988 that climate change became a matter of concern beyond purely scientific circles. Desperation at the soaring temperatures inside the US Senate building finally led to global warming becoming a public concern. In places like Spain, none the less, talk of the weather continued to be frowned upon, and it is still considered an innocuous conversational gambit for surviving rides in lifts with strangers. But the climate, seemingly so insignificant, is one of the very reasons why some of our ancestors came to the place where we were born, and long before that, why theirs in turn had to leave Africa.

         We cannot go from ignoring the climate to denying its variations, because this is like renouncing LUCA (the Last Universal Common Ancestor) just because we don’t like the idea of descending from a bacterium. Changes in climate have always been with us, spurring everything from evolution to migration, to cultural innovation and the mixing of genes. They are part of us, as we are part of them. Cognitive developments laid the first stone in the freedom we enjoy today, but freedom implies responsibility. Culture promised us, with nature’s blessing, an independence that appeared absolute. But it wasn’t so. There is no such thing as “crazy” weather, and avoiding our responsibility can only make freedom less attainable, and us in turn more vulnerable. Nor is there any point in succumbing to 21pessimism; a pessimist, believing change impossible, has decided not even to try. We can only let ourselves be driven by optimism, the rational rather than the blind variety; not the idea of a divine plan but the will to fix what we have broken, in the knowledge that there are still some pieces that can be repaired. No action without hope. We must do it in the only way that has led to good outcomes in our history: collectively. To do so, we need to recover our awareness of ourselves as a single species, without losing sight of the fact that we are also one with nature and that not everyone is in a position to leave the same footprint and, therefore, to reduce it.

         According to a report by the Spanish Hydrographic Studies Centre, all the indications are that the wet parts of Spain—which have some of the wettest spots in Europe—will remain wet even if rainfall decreases, and that the dry parts of Spain—which include some of the continent’s very driest spots—will become even drier. The European Environment Agency forecasts that, in all of Europe, the Iberian peninsula will be the area most affected by desertification in the coming years. Unregulated irrigation, overexploitation of aquifers, soil degradation and land abandonment, coupled with climate change that will lead to more and more intense and prolonged droughts, are increasing the risk of seventy-five per cent of the Peninsula becoming desert, according to the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF). I belong to a generation that has started to assume that we will soon have to emigrate, given how likely it seems that the dry parts of Spain will become desert during the current century. Actually, it’s nothing new to those of us who grew up here; all my childhood, even before I knew it, I dreamed of a future surrounded by northern green. Only when I attempted the move did I see that I had idealized something to which I wasn’t suited, and that perhaps the dryness of a place also influences our bond with the land. A 22Galician friend of mine, to cope with homesickness when travelling, listens to recordings of rain. Whereas I have a water bottle full of sand from the Sahara, which I still keep so as never to forget what I felt in that desert, and I believe I may now have found my place in a village whose history is marked by supplications for rain. Does the search for water also determine what we consider home to be? As the Joads in The Grapes of Wrath say: “This land, this red land, is us; and the flood years and the dust years and the drought years are us. We can’t start again.”

         Something similar occurs, I suppose, with language. They say Galicians have forty different words for rain. We don’t have that many in dry Spain, because there’s no need for them, but I have added up how many we have for “liquorice” and, if I include “dead man’s umbilical”—as coined by my grandfather—as well as the scientific name (Glycyrrhiza glabra), I make the total thirty-nine. Growing up as I did surrounded by the succulent, brightly coloured sweets you get at market stalls, I never understood why my grandfather always went around with that shrivelled brown thing sticking out of his mouth. But sucking on that root was his way of keeping thirst at bay, as well as the desire to smoke. Glycyrrhiza glabra does not necessarily grow abundantly in cemeteries, but it does in the vicinity of rivers. It seems that liquorice, which in some places is called “Moor’s chocolate”, originates in North Africa and southern Asia. In ancient times people chewed on it to alleviate respiratory problems, strengthen the muscles and bones, and soften the skin. The Greeks and Romans also used it for another purpose, as recorded by several ancient authors: to combat thirst.

         People, according to Hegel, come to resemble the landscape and climate in which they live; if so, that causality would need to be determined, for in order to stay where they are the people of La 23Mancha had to form their landscape and their gastronomy to fit their water needs in a region whose toponym could just as well mean “dry land”. I come from a place, a landscape and culture largely shaped by water scarcity. There the cereal crops are laid out in geometric figures, a patchwork if seen from above. I come from a place where thousands of years ago my ancestors faced and overcame one of the worst droughts in history.

         Far more recently, their descendants saw a stream being covered over with concrete and stopped telling an ancient story. Once, when the stream was still visible, someone discovered a great unidentified slab of something floating in the water upstream, where the women’s domain was located: the wash-place. To judge by the general surprise, a whale had appeared. It moved downstream so slowly that the Manchegan whale-spotter had time to go around telling everyone. Men gathered in the village square, shotguns and all, and when the thing finally came within range, they fired. But it wasn’t a whale. Rather, it was a donkey’s saddlebags. So they used to say in the village, but the story is so steeped in history that nobody can tell if it is legend, joke or hallucination. The whale of the Terrinches stream was also the whale of the Sequillo and Manzanares Rivers, and the latter of these two running through Madrid is how Madrileños got their nickname of “ballenatos” (whale calves). Similar versions of the same story are repeated in other villages in Spain’s driest places through which a river or stream flows. As I write, I can see the Guadalope River flowing by. Here, more than 500 kilometres from Terrinches, the story of the whale is also told, a whale that was, in reality, a set of full saddlebags. It even crossed an ocean one day, although it is difficult to know in which direction, because in a Yamaná tale (in Chile), the protagonists also decide to go and hunt it.

         
             

         

         24According to a UN report, drought has killed 650,000 people in the last fifty years. And an estimated 700 million will be displaced by drought in 2023 alone. Rather than “drought”, however, I prefer to think of thirst; sometimes to speak of drought means disregarding abuses, overexploitation and mismanagement of resources. Little is said about the famine that at the time of writing (2023) is ravaging the Horn of Africa, the place from which our ancestors once set out—in search of food or water. Four years of poor rains there and months of none at all have decimated crops, killed livestock, put the lives of millions at risk and forced them to relocate. Even less is said about the causes of this, and when it is discussed, we just say “drought” or “famine”. In a text entitled “Drought is Not a Synonym for Famine”, Doctors of the World write:

         
            There is no doubt that a direct link exists between prolonged drought and famine. But it is also true that other factors must be in place for the latter to occur. […] We must not overlook other causes—such as war, the tyrannical power exercised by many governments over their people, the mismanagement of resources, the inequality implied by the current economic order and the large-scale felling of tropical forests—in order to explain events that could a priori be attributed solely to meteorological providence or the misfortune of a country’s geography.

         

         Thirst almost never happens in isolation. But in this book it is the protagonist. When I say thirst, I am not just talking about a physiological need far more urgent than any other, but about the absence of water as well, the need to manage and retain it. Our search for water has brought us to the place in which we now find ourselves. 25

         This search has been one of humanity’s driving forces. Recent studies have found it in the background of the Romans, who first left their homeland to create an empire, in the fall of the Visigoths and the arrival of the Arabs in the lands in which I write. After forcing our displacement, and tying us to a land, and sending us towards rivers, and making us believe that we can alter nature with no consequences, it made its presence felt in the first war of which there is any record. It also played a more or less significant role in the cognitive, agricultural, scientific, French and industrial revolutions, as well as in the advent of Artificial Intelligence, with which we may end up competing for an increasingly scarce resource. Many people don’t even know that a chatbot needs water to function; for one of these to answer ten questions, it drinks approximately one litre of water. It is estimated that as AI’s use becomes more widespread, its water consumption could increase fivefold. But at the same time, AI is helping to improve water conditions in some refugee camps.

         The major revolutions that have led us to dam rivers and dry up aquifers to meet our water, food and electricity needs have already had a knock-on effect on the rain that falls and our not dying of cold or heat. Our search for water is capable of altering the movement of the Earth, as the Three Gorges dam in China—home to the world’s largest hydroelectric power station—has already done. Experts say that we will be unaffected, that the huge accumulation of water in one place is lengthening the days by only 0.06 microseconds and that the massive extraction of water from aquifers has shifted the Earth’s axis of rotation by only 80 centimetres in a decade; these things, after all, are constantly changing. But if long-term climate change is in large part down to precisely such variations, how can we be sure that they will not influence a future climate that we humans will not be around to experience? 26

         I also choose to focus on thirst rather than “drought” in order to give water scarcity its historical dues without the excesses of environmental determinism, which relegates humans to the role of weather-controlled puppets. The agricultural revolution made our ancestors dependent on rainfall as never before, and it was then, too, that a considerable part of our species began to leave its mark on the planet as never before. But drought was only one of the causes. Drought did not in itself provoke revolutions, though it did often lead to famines and epidemics that collided with despotism.

         This book is neither memoir nor essay, but a hybrid. Using childhood memories as a jumping-off point, I have tried to understand why wine, bread, oil and pork are such staples in La Mancha. Where we come from and why we left. Why we stopped moving on and started praying to rain gods. Why so many hunger strikes were preceded by drought years. Why a farmer who apparently lived in Madrid 900 years ago is such a presence in my village today. And how we have tried to manage rainfall and retain water through both traditional and scientific methods.

         In Part I, some stories from my family lead me to trace humanity’s journey, namely from Africa to the Iberian peninsula, where all those I can name among my ancestors have lived. Humanity’s thirst has been a more powerful migratory driver than love has, putting us perpetually on the move, until a point came when we stopped—more or less—and began to cultivate the soil, while also beginning to gaze skyward in hope of rain. But before reaching prehistoric La Mancha, where Europe’s first hydraulic society may have arisen, we will stop off in the Fertile Crescent. This was one of the places where human beings discovered the ability to cultivate the soil before settling there to await the rains, and eventually learning irrigation skills too. We will see how various periods of cooling and 27drying during the early Holocene displaced large numbers of tribes, who then slowly began establishing themselves in the environs of the largest rivers of the day. We will also see how, because of thirst, climate refugees came to found new civilizations, as well as retaining languages, which until then had always come and gone. Cities, kingdoms and even the first empire perished, largely as a result of one of the most severe and prolonged episodes of drought in places as far apart as Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley and what is now Peru. In the meantime, the prehistoric Manchegans, among whom the Yamnaya were already living, managed to survive by extracting groundwater, until flooding came along.

         Part II begins with what may have been the first-ever readings of the constellations, which preceded rain gods: animalic and then anthropoid gods, and finally deified humans. People’s search for water led not only to faith and supplication, but also punishment of those who managed or claimed to manage the rain—be it a god-king, shaman, witch, saint or meteorologist. We conclude with a focus on traditional techniques for monitoring rainfall, on the sciences that have gone on to supplant them, and on the people who began studying the sky and were the first to give names to different clouds, to predict storms, measure rainfall intensity and droplet size.

         Finally, looking into family memories and parish records, I will discover a family tree in which I once again come upon thirst and a “severe drought” that may not have been so severe, or not enough to cause a famine. I also go to the new Riaño to find out what toy the roof-mounting child chose to take with him before his house was flooded—for the drowned and the thirsty, equally exiled by thirst, have a shared fate and shared pain. What shall we call them from now on if they (we) are to become more and more numerous? 28

         At all times I have tried to ensure that this story goes beyond white European men simply eclipsing one another in turn; that it not be limited to humans, because the camel, the oryx and the goose have also found ways to fight thirst; that it transcend scientific and urban elites, because the popular wisdom of rural women and men is not only compatible with science but is often its starting point, given that the teachings of so many proverbs have come to be scientifically proven.

         This journey has led me to debates past and present in anthropology, palaeontology, climatology, genetics and above all in archaeology. And it has also taken me, figuratively speaking, to other drought-ridden places in the world that allow glimpses of part of a whole and that connect back to the starting point. It has taken an effort for me, a journalist and social and cultural anthropologist by training, to understand and convey in an accessible way ideas and concepts previously unfamiliar to me. For this reason, and because I wanted to make it easier to read for those who are not familiar with certain disciplines, I have omitted some names, facts and dates. Many of the scientists and popularizers without whom I would not have been able to write these pages are mentioned in the bibliography and, in some cases, also in the acknowledgements, because they helped me resolve things I was uncertain about. Any mistakes however are mine alone, and that I have done little more here than share my amazement as I have gone about seeking answers while coming across thirst in the most remote places, and crucial turning points for humanity. I have often had to curb my enthusiasm because, wherever I looked, thirst lurked.
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            Heavenly pork

         

         
            No trace of humidity, no memory of water came to save us from the set of thirsty reflections.

            ELENA GARRO,
RECOLLECTIONS OF THINGS TO COME

         

         The house in which I first experienced our thirst for water is a time capsule. The water tank, the jug, the candles we would use during power cuts, and a shepherd’s canteen—made from a gourd by my great-grandfather Pedro—are all still there. That great-grandfather cut open the gourd, scraped out its flesh and seeds, cured it and inserted a cork stopper into the hole he’d made. He kept it on a cord about his neck, drinking from it on his long days out in the fields. I find it curious that the “cal-” of “calabash” goes back to words that mean “shelter”, “house”, and “shell”.

         Although not easy to grow in dry climates, gourds have always been used to combat thirst, as much in the drought-stifled Yucatán before the collapse of the Mayan Empire as in La Mancha. Jaguar Paw, the main character in the Mel Gibson movie Apocalypto, has just such a gourd for his canteen, known as a guaje in Mexico. Lagenaria siceraria was being cultivated there almost 10,000 years 32ago. In fact, they were one of the first plants ever cultivated by human beings, and are described in Navajo myth as the first. Their woody texture, bland flavour and toughness hardly make them appetizing, but so useful were they as receptacles that they were very popular to grow. Given their capacity to float on the sea for two years without losing any seeds, it is thought that gourds could have made the journey from the Americas unaided. They attained such importance that 2,000 years ago they were buried with dead people in tombs as far apart as Peru and Egypt.

         In my village there was a man who gave them another use, transforming them into art. I came across Juan the miller in the street one day, penknife in hand. He was splitting a dried gourd. Although in La Mancha gourds grow with no other aspirations than to become canteens, my grandmother’s neighbour was making a lamp out of this one. And it wasn’t the first. His house made for an eccentric museum, full to the rafters with repurposed gourds. That same day Juan told me that he was one of the many men from the village who had been employed as extras in Spartacus. They were the slaves who fought under Kirk Douglas’s Spartacus, the Thracian who rose up against the Roman Republic, sweeping the people along with him, and whom a recent TV series has turned into a “rainmaker”. Among the thousands in the most well-known scene in the Stanley Kubrick film were many members of the Spanish army, Juan the miller among them. The director managed to shoot the scene on the acceptance of a condition imposed by Franco: he could have the soldiers, but only if they were not shown dead on screen. And so along they went, in exchange for a sandwich and a few pesetas.

         Juan didn’t just talk to me about blockbuster movies and gourds that light up the darkness. He shared a story that I found extremely 33funny, though for him it had been a matter of life and death. He boasted of always having had an iron constitution and only once being admitted to hospital. One day, the nurses brought him a yoghurt, and Juan complained: “But where are the bones in this?” Although it wasn’t the bones themselves whose absence he was lamenting. After giving the idea some thought and finding himself close to despair, he decided to undertake a quixotic feat and made a run for it. The nurses chased him down the corridor, but he managed to escape, and thereby achieved his goal: returning to eat a slice of bacon in the comfort of his own home.

         As well as Juan’s story, during that trip home I discovered that one of my former neighbours had an exceptional command of culinary alchemy. I heard her tell how, every day after siesta, she made her son a “vegetarian sandwich”. It had cheese and bacon in it, but she never omitted a little lettuce and tomato. Who hasn’t experienced the Iberian magic of tuna salads, which qualify as “vegetarian” because of the tiny slivers of lettuce and tomato? I quickly came to understand that my family’s pork obsession was more than a matter of personal taste, and that, if other Terrinches men agreed to take part in the filming of Spartacus in exchange for a sandwich, there would have been meat involved, and it would have been nothing lean.

         There was a corner of my grandmother Araceli’s house that she guarded so jealously that it was always off limits to me. It was a pantry smelling of rancid pork and, since I was only a child then, I can admit without shame that I once locked her in there and went out into the street, proud to have left her alone with a love she was so protective of. The memory is infused with the smell of oranges, so perhaps I snacked placidly on her doorstep while she pleaded to be let out. As for my grandmother Francisca, she could forego 34anything in life except a little bacon on bread at dinner time. She embodies the ordeal of any vegetarian or coeliac granddaughter. My being among the latter, she once offered me chorizo to dip in my milk because she couldn’t get any gluten-free pastries at the village bakery. I declined but she, undeterred, offered me ham instead. She often advises me to reduce my intake of vegetables, considering them fit only for livestock. Among her disparaging comments about certain foodstuffs, which would frighten any nutritionist, are phrases along the lines of Juan’s, such as “there’s no kidney where that comes from”. I don’t know if there’s a single house in La Mancha without some cold meats in the fridge to serve as dessert for anyone who isn’t full. Then again, that never happens. Marvin Harris says in his book Good to Eat that villages and groups studied by anthropologists have shown an unfaltering obsession with meat because of the way it fosters social ties.

         It matters little whether the famously mysterious “duelos y quebrantos” eaten by Don Quixote on Saturdays (variously translated as “scrapings”, “bubble and squeak” and “eggs and bacon”) is a genuine Manchegan dish or an invention on Cervantes’s part, because it includes one star ingredient that makes it very much real; save for the lentils he eats on Fridays and the pigeons on Sundays, bacon is the ingredient most frequently featured in Don Quixote. On the other days of the week, his stew would have had meat in it, and his salpicón, which nowadays we would think of as a seafood salad, would instead have included leftovers re-fried with onion and bacon. That is, fat upon fat, in a land where we even have a dish that is just fried breadcrumbs. Later in the book we see a sort of Spanish pease pudding that includes bacon, and a morteruelo pasta dish also featuring bacon. Don Quixote’s pottage, similar to morteruelo, is finished with the star ingredient. It is not clear whether in Don 35Quixote hunks of bacon are scattered over the crumbs or the pease pudding, but in today’s La Mancha they are a must; pease pudding, with which our grandparents kept hunger at bay in years of scarcity, is now a favourite dish among their grandchildren.

         Cervantes wrote Don Quixote at the height of the Little Ice Age. For 500 years or so, cold and drought dominated much of the world. This might be why it rains just twice in the novel (plus it takes place in the epicentre of dry Spain), and two of the best chapters have the protagonists’ thirst, and a prayer pro pluviam, as their starting point. Although we will return to the world of Don Quixote, it is worth noting here that pigs were then commonly called “swine”, and Spain was deeply divided between porcophiles and porcophobes, a fact that usually denoted whether they were “old” Christians or “new” (that is, converts from religions like Judaism and Islam). They were something like today’s concebollistas and sincebollistas in Spain, famously at loggerheads over whether tortilla should be cooked with or without onion. In the Golden Age, people also tended to beg pardon if they accidentally let slip the name of an animal that was adored and reviled in equal measure.

         There has recently been the very revealing case of a researcher who came up with his own bold pizza topping: instead of fuet (a kind of spicy sausage containing bacon), it had melon. This was aimed at reducing bacon consumption for the sake of people’s arteries rather than provoking my grandmother, but she was still unimpressed: “That sounds like poison,” she said. “Don’t you go anywhere near it till all the facts are out.” We are talking about an eminently porcophile place where people enjoy melon, especially if it comes from Tomelloso, but less so any sleight of hand that means missing out on bacon. People like my grandmother have their reasons for eating what they eat, for prioritizing that which “comes from something 36with a kidney”. Post-war privations undeniably had an impact, but the reasons have a longer history still.

         When La Mancha ceased to be a demographic desert in the twelfth century, the people who repopulated the area made olive oil the centre and mainstay of their gastronomy. It was a good place for olive growing. After all, the wild olive tree appeared in Mediterranean forests some 150,000 years ago, in conditions even more arid than today’s. But when the population mushroomed, oil became scarce and for a time had to be brought in from Andalusia. There was land aplenty for drought-resistant olive groves, and from the eighteenth century onwards these became more widespread, with almost every dish from then on containing our very own holy trinity: bread, oil and some pork cut. With this foundation, especially as olive groves expanded, the cuisine of La Mancha became increasingly sophisticated. The first Manchegan folk song I learned to dance to sums up the building blocks of my homeland’s cooking: “To Manchegan La Mancha,/ where the wine and the bread/ the oil and the pork/ are plentiful.” Vineyards, olive trees, pigs and cereal. All of them, to varying degrees, proliferated because they could withstand the climate, and in turn reshaped the landscape.

         Although potatoes were already being grown in La Mancha at that time, they were banned in parts of Spain and Europe for centuries because, apparently, some Spaniard had the idea of eating them raw, skin, soil and all, prompting word of their inedibility to spread. My ancestors went without fish for centuries, the sea being so far away; their enthusiasm for meat was passed down to both my grandmothers. But then there was the coming of the railway and, with it, the blessed Basques, who furnished new dishes with their bacalao or salt cod. Then along came the famous atascaburras (salt cod with mashed potatoes and garlic) and tiznao (salt cod 37with spring onions), bringing joy to the palate and to gastronomic nomenclature alike.

         
             

         

         Indirectly, in discussions of alimentary taboos and the reasons behind them, the anthropologist Marvin Harris assigns an interesting role to the search for water.

         Although pigs were domesticated in the Near East at a time when the vast forests there had not been entirely replaced by grasslands, bearing in mind all the shade and water they require and the fact that they provide neither milk nor clothing, they were a considerable drain on the very resources required by humans, especially during droughts. In explaining the biblical and koranic condemnation of pigs, and making connections to the sacredness of cows in India, Harris is in fact discussing the same thing: how we include or discard certain foods in our cuisine based on what is possible in arid conditions. The Israelites and Muhammed’s original followers alike lived in desert places, and one can’t help but wonder whether a farmer in India would refuse cow if he didn’t depend on its calves to plough the desiccated land, or whether a Muslim would happily eat pork if her ancestors had not been competing with that animal for resources in semi-desert places. But a paradox is also possible: that a pork-eating society could exist in arid lands and the religion of that place prohibit meat only at certain times, just as, for reasons of identity, pigs are still taboo among Jews and Muslims who no longer live in the Near East.

         Does it therefore make sense for pigs to be a crucial element in a gastronomy rooted in an arid land? Perhaps, perhaps not. Although at first glance not the most obvious adaptive choice, it fulfilled the social function we have already seen in Cervantes’s day, as well as being one of the most affordable sources of animal protein. But the importance of an animal that can be eaten “trotters and all” is 38clear when it can provide a family with food throughout the year. Not to mention that it can co-exist, to a large degree, with goats and sheep and drought-resistant crops. But there may be another, less obvious reason. I usually associate high-fat diets with cold climates because I too sometimes forget about own my thirst, but perhaps the Manchegan obsession with pork is related, in some way, to the fact that camels accumulate fat inside their humps.

         The predecessors of camels migrated from the Americas to Eurasia and Africa during the ice ages. While they died out in the places they were originally from, they adapted to the extreme conditions of their new homes. In Africa, and along with Australopithecus—our early hominin ancestor—they developed an astonishing capacity to accumulate fats, which enabled them to survive in very dry and hostile environments. Unlike other macronutrients, fat can be accumulated in the body without the need of water. Additionally, when metabolized, it converts not only into energy, but particularly into water. So the water contained inside camels’ humps is a fable, but not entirely: just as they have three eyelids and the ability to close their nostrils when a sandstorm hits, it is fat that they accumulate in their humps, but this in a parched body is effectively water (or the metabolic water produced by lipids when oxidized). This, together with their huge internal water reserves (they can drink up to 114 litres at a time) and the ability to defecate waterless droppings, allows them to survive for days, weeks and months in the desert with neither food nor water.

         Similarly, there are examples of animal and plant behaviours that speak of nurture as well as evolutionary nature. While the Australian water-holding frog and certain desert tortoises store water across their entire bodies and can live without it for up to five years, koala bears drink no water at all and make do with the liquid they extract 39from eucalyptus leaves, while the Namibian desert beetle draws water from fog. The American spadefoot toad is fascinating in this respect: in times of drought it buries itself in the soil for months to retain water, only emerging when it senses approaching rain. The African lungfish, for its part, can survive without water despite being an aquatic animal; when the shallow swamps and marshes in which it lives dry out, it burrows down into the hardened mud and covers itself in saliva as a way of retaining moisture. It then sleeps until awoken by the rain.

         Some desert plants have also adapted to store the tiny amounts of rain they receive. The saxaul shrub, a traditional desert remedy for memory loss, holds salt in its leaves to improve water absorption and thereby survive conditions in the Gobi. As if that were not enough, it has also succeeded in producing energy through its branches to retain water, which it stores in its bark and roots. The difficulties of grazing in the Gobi, which is increasingly often snowbound, have driven more and more people to the Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar, while the hardy saxaul lives on, making do with the barest drop of water.

         Humans, unlike other living beings, adapt culturally; to a large extent, culture, which operates at a faster pace, has made us independent of our environment. The Spanish anthropologist Juan Luis Arsuaga, glossing the work of German evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr, puts it like this: “Our organs do not need to adapt to different ecosystems, because we make tools to do the job for us. Whether a spade to dig with or a canteen to drink from, these, to all intents and purposes, can be considered artificial organs, prostheses.” In other words, my great-grandfather did not need a water storage tank inside his body because thousands of years ago in Mesoamerica someone began growing gourds, and he turned these into the receptacles he 40needed. Neither is it something my grandmother or her neighbour have ever had need of because they belong to a people whose gastronomy is entirely determined by water scarcity. But if one of its ingredients, pork, has made life easier in such a dry environment it is precisely because their ancestors did adapt their bodies, and they inherited these adaptations.

         Though we do not need new anatomical and metabolic adaptations as much as other members of the animal kingdom do, it doesn’t mean we don’t adapt at all. There is ample proof that humans have developed superior lung capacity when living at altitudes where the air is thinner—like in Bolivia and Tibet. Similarly, islanders in south-east Asia are able to hold their breath for longer and have better underwater vision, while members of livestock-farming cultures have been found to be more lactose-tolerant. In addition, some Europeans have larger noses as an inheritance from Homo neander-thalensis, which would seem to have made it easier for them to live in cold, dry places—as we shall see later on.

         In certain cases, other animal adaptations, and those of plants, have proved advantageous to humans, who have learned to use and sometimes abuse them. The San people of the Kalahari, for instance, having observed that thirsty monkeys can locate water in the desert, capture baboons, deprive them of water, and then follow their lead once they have freed them. In La Mancha and the coldest parts of Norway, just as in the Kalahari, adapting by way of cultural innovation is part of what has enabled humans to go on living in such harsh places. In this sense, even if they have taken different paths, it is for similar reasons that camels have humps and my grandmother can’t eat a meal that doesn’t include pork. This also goes for another grandmother—one as much yours as mine—from whom we inherited an adaptation that made pork an advantage in arid places. But 41first, for a brief and admittedly somewhat simplistic tour of Lucy, the grandmother of all mankind.

         
             

         

         In the very beginning, there could be no thirst, because there was neither water nor life on Earth. According to one of the most widely accepted hypotheses, our planet started out as a disc-shaped amalgam, a fragment of the ruins of a collapse that took place within an expanding cosmos. The disc became a not-quite-ball—slightly pinched or flattened at the poles—wheeling around itself and around a giant star, spinning top-like. Against all odds, and by pure chance, it ended up at the exact point, neither too far from nor too close to the sun, at which water could be retained in a liquid state, and thus the conditions for life could begin to emerge. But this was still a long way off, because a burning, dry, inert ball of rock under constant bom-bardment by comets was not habitable. Unsupervised works began that would leave a house almost ready to be occupied, but one not without its quirks. In the early twentieth century, astronomer Milutin Milanković wanted to understand long-term climate change and spent thirty years studying these quirks, which he termed “defects”. He set out what became known as “Milanković cycles”, although at the time his work was not taken very seriously. Later paleoclimatic studies have revealed that the Earth has experienced changes in climate on a periodic basis strikingly similar to the one established by the Serb. These cycles do not occur independent of other factors, but on the basis of solar radiation—which hits the equator more than the poles. No person will ever live through these phases in full, which depend on orbital variations caused by three things.

         Two of these have to do with the imaginary axis about which the Earth rotates. On the one hand, the fact that it is not perpendicular to the plane of the Earth’s orbit is what gives rise to the seasons. 42However, the degree of tilt (or obliquity) is not constant, altering in cycles of 41,000 years, which in turn alter the amount of solar energy we receive. On the other hand, the precession of the equinoxes is due to variations in the amount of sunlight received at the beginning of a given season, which builds up and results in milder or harsher seasons. Because the Earth spins at an angle, the motion of the axis forms an imaginary cone that sometimes widens, increasing the roll or pitch of the Earth every 26,000 years. Particularly interesting for our purposes here is the moment when the axis is at its most tilted, given that this leads to an expansion of both deserts and ice caps, while shrinking the temperate zones.

         The latter depends on the proximity of our ruling star, which increases and decreases in cycles of 100,000 years—which, as it turns out, is the length of the ice ages experienced by our planet—and of 400,000 years. The Earth does not move in perfect circles around the sun; its trajectory is rather an ellipse. Its path is also modified, with a slight lengthening of its orbit, by Jupiter’s and Saturn’s gravitational pulls. These variations cause it to receive more or less solar radiation.

         Ultimately, these large-scale changes in climate have several contributing factors, including: the Earth’s oblate shape (being pinched or flattened at the poles); the varying degrees of its imaginary axis; the fact that its motion around the sun is not perfectly circular; and the sun not being located at the exact centre of its orbit. Although the point at which the Earth randomly took up position (the so-called “point of stellar habitability”) allowed life to emerge, our arrival came at a cost. It is precisely this location that complicates our existence. Climate change is the price we pay.

         
            
[image: Scientific diagram showing the three Milanković cycles. At the top, two small Earths illustrate axial precession, with the axis tracing a circular wobble, and axial tilt, with the axis shown at different angles. Below, a larger elliptical orbit surrounds the Sun at centre, with Earth drawn at opposite sides of the orbit and labelled summer and winter to show how orbital shape changes seasonal contrast. Arrows and dashed lines indicate the direction and timing of each cycle: precession about 26,000 years, tilt about 41,000 years, and orbital elongation about 100,000 years.]Milanković cycles: variations in the Earth’s orbit and axial tilt that affect our climate.

            

         

         A great deal of time passed between our planet coming into existence and the birth of the first living being. It was millions of years 43before the emergence of LUCA, a bacterium from which all living things on Earth are descended. LUCA is often said to be the first, but neither was it the first, nor was it alone: as its name suggests, it is simply the last universal common ancestor. Hence we are related, to a greater or lesser degree, to cats, geraniums, mushrooms, flies, chimpanzees and kākāpōs. To bring some order to the boxes inside which the Earth stores living things, biologists have devised a hierarchy that allows them to group us into a kind of schematic tree, which they call a “taxonomic category”. Following this classification, and considering only the most relevant branches in our story here, we can consider ourselves eukaryotes (living beings), animals (kingdom), chordates (phylum), mammals (class), primates (order), Hominidae (family), Homo (genus), sapiens (species), sapiens 44sapiens (subspecies). There are intermediate steps between these categories, among which we are interested in highlighting some that proceed from our family to our species, such as hominins (tribe, which includes humans, our extinct ancestors, and chimpanzees and bonobos) and hominids (subtribe of upright, bipedal primates of which today only Homo sapiens remains). Scientists have recently tweaked this order in ways that could send this book on a significant detour; suffice it to say that I will call both present-day humans and their extinct ancestors—the ones that moved away from the chimpanzee evolutionary line—hominins.

         Tempting as it might be to believe that thirst is as old as life, it took LUCA’s descendants a long time to become multicellular, much longer to develop a backbone and even longer to emerge from the water. Could thirst have existed during the 3.8 billion years we spent in the water? Or did it emerge when we first ventured onto dry land, initially as reptiles and then as mammals? Well, as the Armenian saying goes, “When you fall in the water, you don’t worry about the rain.” Mammals have been around for some 200 million years, and we primates appeared in Europe and North America (these continents were not where they are now) about seventy million years ago. They initially fed on insects. But one day plants appeared, flowers and fruits sprouted, and they also began to eat these with gusto. And so we continue to do, those of us hominids who appeared some forty million years ago in Africa, when the Earth had already entered the cooling-drying arid phase in which we still find ourselves. Those ancestors of ours stayed up in the trees and increasingly focused on fruit, but at some point adopted bipedal locomotion. At first it seemed a futile strategy, until fruit and trees became more scarce and they were forced onto the savannah to forage. We did not fully diverge from the chimpanzee branch until about seventy million 45years ago (the divergence began far earlier), and it wasn’t until two to three million years ago—when cold and aridity reached a new peak and the search for water once more became a driving force in East Africa—that we could be considered properly “human”. In trying to return home whenever life becomes challenging, it is possible that as humans we also emerged alongside a river, the Omo. The palaeontologist Yves Coppens could not resist the pun, and called this new leap—one crucially affected by a crisis of aridity, which gave rise to Homo habilis and may have been our moment of origin—the “(H)Omo event”.

         Other species would follow, but to stay with Homo ergaster: these ancestors of modern humanity tripled their brain size compared to that of Australopithecus, and with this change came the perfection of tool-making, the invention of the hand-axe—prehistory’s Swiss Army knife—and the first forays beyond Africa. They were also perhaps the first to produce fire, not just harness or maintain it, as well as to engage in hunting, gathering and scavenging. Those who left Africa went through several significant evolutionary steps, becoming the Homo neanderthalensis of Europe and Homo denisova of Asia. Those who remained in Africa evolved and gave rise, 200,000 years ago, to Homo sapiens. These, in turn, evolved into Homo sapiens sapiens (anatomically modern humans—that’s us). The key dates in our evolution are remarkably in keeping with prolonged changes in climate that in most cases involved cold and aridity, as happened when we were on the brink of extinction shortly before we once more ventured beyond African shores. Are we, then, children of climate change, crises, cold or thirst? A little bit of each, is the likely answer.

         The fact that today we are sapiens sapiens, doubly “wise”, does not imply an intelligence so superior to that of our nearest ancestors, as was once widely thought. Since we were also given this name by 46men who belonged to a culture that still believed women came from the rib of their counterparts, many people got stuck on the idea of us as apes, and embellished it with claims that we came from monkeys; as if a chimpanzee had suddenly given birth to the first human being. Women in the nineteenth century had to accept that they came from a rib that in turn came from mud, but they could not accept that they were also the cousins of chimps and gorillas—which were not in fact less evolved than we are, only differently so, in context and direction. They did not yet know about LUCA! Although Darwin spoke as early as 1859 of an ancestor common to all living things that would have been born in a “warm little pond”, it took a century for the genetic code to be deciphered, which was when its universality became known.

         In conclusion, we are apes and we come from bacteria, whether we like it or not. On top of that, we are also insignificant, a dash of water that longs for water, made of stardust, on a planet that, although it seems huge, is itself nothing more than a tiny ball circling a star in a galaxy. And the Milky Way, as lovely as it may sound, is just another speck in a cluster of galaxies, which in turn is just another speck in the universe. It is fairly bold to think that the universe conspires in our favour, but it is also comforting to believe that it sends us signals when we lose our way. We couldn’t even decide how we evolved because evolution works on its own and doesn’t make decisions, doesn’t ask for our opinion and doesn’t follow a route with a fixed destination. Nobody is really at the wheel. Humans are tiny, but for all that, fascinating, because I could not write this summary without the questions posed by a series of dazzling minds that have gone before, and the reams of pages they devoted to the answers. I want to stress that these are all possible answers, because in science there are neither dogmas nor certainties. Religion and 47science are not so incompatible in essence: they often ask the same question everyone asks once they become aware of death and are able to string together more or less complex sequences of words: where do we come from and where are we going? Only the answers differ: science tries to explain how things might be and expects critique, while religion states how things are. Both have a place in this book because religion, which came first, is also studied in the social sciences and shows the search for water to be one of our very earliest preoccupations.

         For now, we will stay with science and, in the aforementioned hierarchy, with hominins, as we travel back to a time when neither the genus nor the species to which we belong existed. Now to meet the grandmother of mankind.

         
             

         

         Long ago in a place called Hadar, in the Afar region of Ethiopia, there was a lake. Nowadays there is a desert. It hardly ever rains there, but when it does, the water falls so suddenly that the treeless land struggles to absorb it. And this means the most unexpected things can be found in the dried-up lakebed.

         Donald Johanson went to Hadar in 1974 as chief palaeoanthropologist on an international, multidisciplinary research trip. He was a superstitious man with clear dreams and goals. Some time before he had found a knee joint that went on to form the first evidence of bipedalism among hominids. His friend Owen Lovejoy, an anatomist and expert in locomotion, asked him to return to Africa and bring him back the complete body, and so he went.

         On 24 November 1974, Johanson had resolved to spend the morning on a backlog of paperwork. But a hunch prompted him to go and talk to Tom Gray, a doctoral student studying the historical co-existence of animals and plants in the area and how this related 48to the climate. Johanson suggested a walk to find a site that had not yet been located on a map. After hours of scouring a ravine, and with temperatures soaring close to 43°C, the palaeoanthropologist wanted to take one last look, because he had woken up that day with the firm conviction that luck was on his side. Just before returning to the Land Rover, he spotted a piece of bone.

         
             

         

         “That’s a bit of a hominid arm,” I said.

         “Can’t be. It’s too small. Has to be a monkey of some kind.”

         We knelt to examine it.

         “Much too small,” said Gray again.

         I shook my head. “Hominid.”

         “What make you so sure?” he said.

         “That piece right next to your hand. That’s hominid too.” […]

         “Look at that,” said Gray. “Ribs.”

         “I can’t believe it,” I said. “I just can’t believe it.”

         
             

         

         Then they saw another bone fragment. And another, and another. In the end, the fragments constituted forty per cent of a single skeleton.

         Whoever the person had been, they had died there, at the bottom of a lake that was now part of a desert. Hidden under sand and mud for more than three million years, one day the rain came and exposed the bones once more. That evening they celebrated the find back at the camp with other members of the expedition, the leaders of which included the Frenchmen Yves Coppens and Maurice Taieb. They spent the evening dancing and singing along to a Beatles song playing on a loop on the tape recorder. When “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” started for the umpteenth time, one of them decided that the grandmother of mankind should be called Lucy. 49

         
             

         

         In the late nineteenth century, the African leader Makapan and his tribe were besieged by Boers in a cave. They soon discovered that this place could be the saving of them, and used it as a refuge and fort against their attackers. They banked up enormous boulders to block up the narrow entrance. They held out for weeks, before being forced out; Johanson, in his book about Lucy, says “they were eventually driven out by thirst”. Some 2,000 people were massacred as they attempted to escape, and 1,000 more were killed inside.

         At the time of the massacre after which the Makapansgat Cave would later be named, it seemed scarcely credible that humanity could have originated in Africa, even though Charles Darwin had speculated as much almost half a century earlier and Thomas Henry Huxley was by now shouting it from the rooftops. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species changed what humans saw when they looked in the mirror, but not everyone wanted to look. Evolution was not a completely new concept, nor did Darwin coin the term, but his great achievement was to identify what drove it—natural selection—which to this day has no convincing alternative explanation. He initially avoided being too direct about humans, perhaps because he had an ace up his sleeve, as he himself seemed to imply and as he explained shortly afterwards in The Descent of Man. Doubtless he was aware of the likely repercussions if he came out with it all at once. His peers largely still believed in God the creator, and themselves as one of His creations. How to break it to them that perhaps there was a rather different cause?

         While Darwin was hiding away in his home village after the famously tantalizing sentence near the end of On the Origin of Species—“Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history”—Huxley was so bold as to draw direct links to gorillas and 50chimpanzees, deducing that the origin of mankind must be in the places still inhabited by them. For Darwin, we do not come from apes, as became commonplace; we are apes. If fossils of a common ancestor existed, they had to be in Africa. It didn’t take long for the objections to come pouring in. Few wanted to accept that such an ancestor had resided outside Europe or Asia, far less acknowledge that the cradle might have been in Africa. One of the clues lay in the Makapansgat Cave.

         There is no way for me to know what my great-grandparents would have thought when Darwin’s adulterated ideas began to enter the culture. They were illiterate, but such was the furore that I imagine they caught wind of them, however distorted. Something along the lines of: “There’s an Englishman who says we come from monkeys! He’s the son of a monkey, I say!” The scorn for Darwin took many forms, even providing inspiration in Spain for a drink branded Monkey Anisette, the image on the label of which is believed to be a caricature of the scientist.

         Those who accepted evolution had the chance to assert the ancient nature of their geographically proximate ancestors, but their misunderstanding of the theory sent them down the wrong track. At that time only a few Neanderthal fossils had been found, and scientists did not fully accept these as belonging to a possible ancestor or relative, rather dismissing them as deriving from some deformed ape. Barbarian, Cossack, cur, old Dutchman (said with contempt by a German), shaggy back, freak, Celt of poor mental organization; these are not alternative words to a playground song, but just some of the pleasantries levelled at Homo neanderthalensis by scientists as increasing numbers of remains were uncovered on the European mainland. Some time later, Cro-Magnon Man was found in southern France. Since he was a Homo sapiens, and 51therefore felt to be closer to our kind, people were more indulgent than with Homo neanderthalensis. But the general idea was still of a slow-witted, drooling caveman, albeit one less crude than Homo neanderthalensis. Perhaps it was nothing to be proud of, but neither was it much to be ashamed of. There was a widespread view that the origin of humanity had to lie in Europe some 100,000 years earlier. But then the focus moved further afield.
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