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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         There is something thrilling about a lost city or ghost town, something that draws us in. I remember the moment in 2016 when I heard about a drowned medieval city off the coast of Suffolk, called Dunwich. Built on a cliff, much of it was swept into the sea by two ferocious storms in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, precipitating a process of erosion that claimed much of the rest of it over the succeeding centuries. It is frequently branded as ‘Britain’s lost Atlantis’ even though we know exactly where fragments of its ruins languish on the ocean floor. All that remains today is a lonely priory and graves. The notion of a city falling off a cliff – literally ‘going under’ as W. G. Sebald puts it in The Rings of Saturn1 – was instantly poignant, not just prescient of climate change but an emblem too of the turbulent political mood of the day, with the vote to leave the European Union in Britain and the election of Donald Trump in the United States representing a new era of uncertainty: a sense of everything melting down and changing form.

         The years that followed would be a time of turbulence in my own life, too; I split up with my wife and lost my father, which contributed to a period of great emotional turmoil and psychological despair. Ambushed by memories, with the past hanging like a pall in the air, the present seemed so thin as to barely to exist at all; the future was too terrifying to contemplate. Could these lost cities – I hoped there was more than one – provide me with perspectives that would allow me to move forward? The sunken medieval metropolis began to sound like a salutary tale, and I was determined to discover how our country has come to be shaped 2by absences, just as my life had come to be defined by what was no longer there.

         Dunwich’s demise was by no means a freak historical occurrence. Britain, as it turned out, was a great reservoir – sometimes literally – of vanished places. A map of Britain in 1225 would show thousands of settlements – not just villages but towns and cities too – that do not appear on today’s charts, or which exist only as a shadow of their former selves. Even a 1925 map shows dozens of settlements that lie forlorn and abandoned today. This, then, is the untold story of Britain’s lost cities, ghost towns and vanished villages, the places that slipped through the fingers of history. From the stone cottages of Skara Brae in Orkney, Europe’s most complete Neolithic village, to the lost city of Trellech in the Welsh Marches where England dissolves uneasily into its conquered neighbour Wales, the landscape of Britain is scarred with the relics of vanished places, their haunting and romantic beauty so often at odds with the violence and suddenness of their fate. I wanted to dig up not just the physical remains of Britain’s shadowlands but the extraordinary stories of how those places met their fate, evoking a cluster of lost worlds, animating the people who lived, worked, dreamed and died there, and showing how their disappearances explain why Britain looks the way it does. And I found out just how easy it was for cities, towns and villages to fall foul of the historical process and sink into oblivion. Yet if history had taken an ever-so-slightly different path, it’s feasible that some of these vanished places might very well still be thriving today.

         I wanted to see them with my own eyes, to feel them. I recall my first journey vividly, waiting for eight listless hours in Aberdeen, finally boarding the night ferry to Orkney, standing on the deck, little pellets of rain tearing my face, as the port slowly faded from view and the ship coursed into the glittering black. On board, television sets beamed news into deserted corridors; a lonely cafeteria served meals to passengers who, shuffling gently to their tables, ate 3chips smothered in ketchup and stared out into the black waves; and, in the heart of the ferry, a cinema played to no one. I embraced the tilting of the boat as sleep came to my pod, before staggering into the cold, sea-sprayed air with wild, remote bells ringing in a charcoal sky. I walked up a dual carriageway towards the city of Kirkwall ahead of my trip to an abandoned Neolithic settlement – the oldest in Europe – the next day. It was the first of many journeys that would take me to the margins, to the shadowlands of Britain. In time, I would sail to an Outer Hebridean island of rock in the remotest part of the British Isles, peer into a lonely reservoir in the dying light in rural Gwynedd, and roam past ghost churches in Norfolk’s golden heathland and in the upland splendour of the Yorkshire Wolds.

         The remains of disappeared places, wherever they are to be found, are deeply affecting. A priory standing forlorn on a cliff while the rest of the city moulders beneath the grey waves of the North Sea. The former streets and alleys of a plague village, scorched into lonely fields. A village sunk in a reservoir, its slimy carcass revealed in times of drought. A city gate stranded in an overgrown field of nettles. A street in a once-flourishing village now a heap of bullet-riddled ruins. The incongruity between the settlements in their prime and in the quiet misery of their ruin conveys the transience of all earthly things – a truth so pat in words yet powerfully, ineffably, manifested in shrunken structures or total absence.

         I came to realise that much of this timeless fascination with lost cities stems from their metaphorical and symbolic resonance, whether with Roman Pompeii’s artefacts and buildings exquisitely preserved under volcanic ash and pumice for seventeen hundred years, the gold-rush towns of California left to rot in the desert, or, more recently, the inner-city prairies of Detroit. What were once vast monuments of human endeavour look, in their decay, like victims of hubris. Places like these can be soothing and uplifting, too, putting one’s own troubles in perspective. Lost in a spiral of 4self-doubt staring at the battered remains of the church tower in a village wiped out following the Black Death in Yorkshire, I felt able to make peace with that doubt, and persist. The vanished place is a white-washed canvas on to which we can project.

         As an author and social historian originally specialising in the history of London, I have always striven to make the past live – and live vividly. For almost a decade now, I have been leading immersive whirlwind tours, mainly through the City of London, powered by such things as ‘bitter Muhammedan gruel’ (seventeenth-century coffee), ‘creator of the world’s happiness’ (medieval wine) and of course ‘mother’s ruin’ (gin!). These tours are primarily to places and spaces that no longer exist: to the convivial, candlelit coffee-houses of the eighteenth century; medieval anchorite cells where living men and women were willingly entombed in a tiny, coffin-like space to bring them closer to God; Elizabethan bear pits and Victorian pornography shops. These are all places that, though their original buildings have long since crumbled away, helped shape the mentality of each successive age, and left their mark on the social life of the city, as well as the odd mournful remain. And so from lost London to lost Britain, I sought to chart Britain’s shadow topography, highlighting the fragility and fluidity of our twenty-first-century map, and revealing the continued impact of these unseen places on both the landscape and imagination of Britain.

         It felt urgent to do this now, as the planet heats and parts of society are ravaged by the coronavirus pandemic. As is well known, if carbon and other greenhouse gas emissions are not dramatically lowered within the next thirty years, catastrophic heatwaves, floods, storms, other extreme weather events, famines and social unrest stemming from refugee crises and a global fight for scarce resources, not to mention the extinction of entire animal, insect and plant species, will wreak havoc upon our land. Many of Britain’s coastal communities are already vanishing into the sea, and 5one recent estimate puts more than four thousand villages at risk of fatal flooding over the course of the next two decades. It is predicted that much of London could be underwater by the end of the twenty-first century.2 Covid-19 has, at the time of writing, already killed more than 130,000 people in the UK alone. And this may not even be the worst of it. It is thought that the destruction of natural habitats, bringing animals into closer proximity to humans, heightens the risk of further pandemics as pathogens leap across species.3 Global warming is far from a new phenomenon. My itinerary of destruction includes two medieval cities that were swept into the sea by ferocious sea storms that coincided with the Medieval Warm Period, which saw temperatures and sea levels rise in western Europe, leading to the loss of hundreds of towns, villages, parishes and even islands between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries, and over 1.5 million lives. Medieval climate change was not man-made but the fates of the two sunken medieval cities encountered here, Old Winchelsea and Dunwich, nonetheless serve as an awful premonition of what lies ahead for some of our own homes as a direct result of climate change that is man-made.

         As I toured Ghost Britain, I encountered settlements laid low by natural phenomena, territorial aggression, war and plague, economic paradigm shifts (such as from hunter-gathering to agriculture), industrialisation, technological and medical advances, changes in governance, and more – mediums of oblivion familiar to us today. By exploring Britain’s history through this unusual prism I discovered places that had to be sacrificed so that the country could take the form it does today: tiny villages fed to industrial behemoths to allow for continued expansion; commandeered places vital in honing military strategies to help Britain defend herself; boom towns left to rot as a result of territorial conquests, still evident on maps today; the areas hollowed out to ensure that the incomes of landowners did not suffer in the aftermath of plague epidemics; the everyday life of remote communities irrevocably 6disrupted by intellectual curiosity. An end is not always a complete end, however, and one of the most surprising revelations of my journey is how places seemingly consigned to oblivion can be reanimated centuries later, if only in the imagination.

         By focusing on the false starts, dead ends and lost causes of history, I hope to give a truer sense of the progress of time, foregrounding the forgotten. Often what we think is lost or failed can be relative, and the stories ahead bring home the importance of perspective in our sense of finality. To the Anglo-Saxons who arrived from the fifth century ad in the wake of the Roman withdrawal, much of Britain seemed like a graveyard of towns and cities: the abandoned city of Londinium was a ghost town, overgrown with brambles, infested with wolves and Viking invaders. They leave us a poem, The Ruin, composed possibly as early as the eighth century, and collected in a tenth-century codex of poems and riddles, though rather fittingly about a fifth of it is itself in ruins, the manuscript having become slightly singed.4 The poem magnificently evokes the faded grandeur of a ruined Roman city by contrasting its fallen state with its historic majesty –

         
            
               Bright were the buildings, halls where springs ran,

               high, horngabled, much throng-noise;

               these many mead-halls men filled

               with loud cheerfulness.

            

         

         – but it is a quivering image because we know it will not last, and the description of its downfall is almost incidentally tacked on: ‘… Weird [fate] changed that’. Then came war, pestilence, the death of heroes: ‘where they stood to fight, waste places’; ‘and on the acropolis’, we learn, ‘ruins’. We hear that ‘the work of the Giants, the stonesmiths, mouldereth’. It describes ‘snapped rooftrees, towers fallen’. Of those who built such wonders ‘earthgrip holds them – gone, long gone’, the once-powerful walls hacked 7away by weapons, and the skilled furnishings now encompassed in ‘loam-crust’. Though it could defeat enemies, the city itself was no match for nature. In the eyes of the Anglo-Saxon poet, the city was a lost cause, fallen to ruin, itself awaiting the cold grasp of the earth. And yet, it is still with us today. It is almost certainly Bath.5 Shadowlands sometimes hide in plain sight.

         This book is very far from being an encyclopaedia or atlas of Britain’s vanished places. It is intended as a curated journey and I hope my selection will inspire people to follow in my footsteps and feel their ghostly presences for themselves.6 Part of the poetic beauty of the lost city and ghost town, and much of the spell they cast over us, lies in the haunting juxtaposition with what little remains. I have not explored former Roman towns which, after the influx of Germanic invaders and the rise of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms from the fifth century ad, would go on to become the nuclei of prominent English cities, like Bath, or Verulamium, or the embryonic villages that would later merge into the great industrial behemoths of Liverpool, Manchester and Leeds in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.7 Although the resultant town or city might bear little physical resemblance to its progenitor, aside from the ruins that surface occasionally in its streets, they went on to shape or inform these places as foundations for urban success. Instead, this book is written in the minor key, more concerned with squandered potential, with failed or even quailed – in the Middle English sense of ‘wasting away, coming to nothing’ – places. I am interested in what fails, not what succeeds; in imploding – not exploding – topographies.

         I have tried to rely upon primary sources wherever possible, and have spent years immersed in archival chronicles, state papers, parish records, plans, diaries, letters, newspapers, early photographs, even postcards, and in some instances have conducted first-hand interviews, always moved by how these sources bring forgotten voices and stories to life. I am indebted to an immense number of 8professional archaeologists, geographers and local enthusiasts who have written on lost villages, towns and cities in highly detailed and specialist ways. I have tried to illustrate diversity – chronologically (from the fourth millennium bc to ad 2021), geographically, topographically, and in terms of how these various places disappeared. However, I also want to explore the ways in which they were physically and mentally resurrected years later, investigating how these fallen stars continue to shape Britain today, both in the sense of how we conceive of our history, and, most poignantly, how we should contend with her future.

         A ‘shadowland’ can be defined as ‘an indeterminate borderland between places or states, typically represented as an abode of ghosts and spirits’; the word captures the haunting quality of these zones. The stations on my trail of oblivion are forever shadows of their former selves, or in the shadow of further annihilation. Shadowlands are also mysterious, secretive, of an uncertain identity or nature, and sometimes very difficult to reach. My first lay in one of the remotest corners of Scotland.

         
            NOTES

            1 W. G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn, trans. Michael Hulse (2002), p. 155.

            2 See, for example, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/mar/14/rising-seas-new-york-london.

            3 This is widely reported in newspapers. But on the inextricability of the coronavirus pandemic and the climate crisis, see also Andreas Malm, Corona, Climate, Chronic Emergency (2020), which tells us ‘the virus emerged from human interactions with animals whose habitats had been ravaged’.

            4 Michael J. Alexander, The Earliest English Poems (2006), pp. 30–2.

            5 It is the references to ‘wide streams’ welling ‘hot from source’ and ‘baths … hot at hall’s hearth’ as well as other topographical descriptions that incline historians and literary scholars to identify the ruined city as Bath.

            6 It is true that more general, panoramic studies have been written, usually under the canopy of ‘Britain’s lost villages’, and while these can be fascinating as repositories of information and syntheses of research, and impressive in their geographical range, what is gained in thoroughness can be lost in emotional impact as the layers of detail become overwhelming and the narratives become – heresy for such sudden and unanticipated twists of fate – predictable. See, for example, Richard Muir, The Lost Villages of Britain (1982); Henry Buckton, The Lost Villages: Rediscovering Britain’s Vanished Communities (2008).

            7 That is not to say that there aren’t Roman forts, towns and other settlements that did amount to naught, and whose ruins can still be seen within the landscape – the walled shell of Silchester in Reading, or the grassy defence ditches of Richborough in the East Kent Marshes, both haunting presences – but they have been evocatively written about elsewhere and so spatial constraints have have denied the lost settlements of Roman Britain a place in the pages that follow. See especially Charlotte Higgins, Under Another Sky (2013).

         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            CHAPTER ONE

            THE HOUSES BENEATH THE SAND: SKARA BRAE

         

         There was blood in the ocean. In late November 1850, the British Isles were rocked by one of the worst storms in decades, a furious tempest that howled across the land and made dark mountains of the sea as it crashed upon the shore. Off the Cornish coast, a vessel from Cardiff was wrecked with the loss of all ten hands; a brig bound from Sydney to London vanished somewhere off the coast of Ramsgate, the first sign of it, the next morning, a copy of the Sydney Morning Herald floating across the waves; and off the Irish coast at Kilkee, a ship containing five hundred people off to start a new life in New York foundered in the darkness, the grinding and cracking of the hull against the Black Rock a terrible accompaniment to the shrieks and groans of the ninety-six who drowned, the blood from their battered heads and limbs swirling into the icy sea, corpses found floating the next day in only their nightclothes. Across the land, roofs were ripped from houses, spires from churches, and, in the cities, the horse-bus networks were brought to a sorry halt. The inhabitants of coastal villages lay in their beds at night in terror, listening to the sea’s shrill hiss, a fire that blazed black.1

         The storm that would claim two hundred lives reached its zenith of destruction on the night of Tuesday 20 November. It ravaged one of the remotest parts of the British Isles: a barren, virtually treeless, gently undulating landscape kissed by the midnight sun in midsummer, yet which at that time of year had some of the longest nights in the whole country. The archipelago was a relatively new addition to the United Kingdom, having been annexed from Norway in the late  10sixteenth century; Orcadian Scots still had a Norwegian lilt. Most strikingly, it was peppered with extraordinary prehistoric remains, a veritable Neolithic nirvana.2 On the island of Mainland, the largest in Orkney, the storm blasted without cease for two full days, aided by the near-absence of trees. In a reversal of the usual order of things, the wind’s destructive force also proved an impetus of discovery – or rediscovery. For when it was finally safe to go out, some of the villagers who lived on the western coast of the island discovered at the Bay of Skaill that the beach had been conspicuously reconfigured. There, the wind had scoured away the grassy veil of a high dune known as Skerrabrae, revealing a considerable chunk of what no one had been expecting to see: a five-thousand-year-old settlement miraculously preserved in the sand – just as Pompeii had been in ash and pumice – sunk in primeval muck.3 The earth had been forced to give up her secrets, and what had lain concealed for millennia turned out to be amongst the oldest built structures anywhere on the planet – older than the Egyptian pyramids, older than the temples of Mycenae, and older, certainly, than Stonehenge.

         
            ——

         

         As Professor Vere Gordon Childe stepped on to the night ferry at Aberdeen, his suitcase bulging with books, his mind flitted over the challenge that lay ahead, and, as so often, the cold beauty of the Marxist programme. It was the summer of 19284 and he had only recently been appointed Professor of Prehistoric Archaeology at the University of Edinburgh, so he was impatient to explore some ancient structures, structures of mysterious provenance. But by the time he got to Kirkwall, the chief and indeed only city on Orkney, a note of apprehension had crept into his thoughts. What was he doing here? He hated fieldwork. He liked books and was an accomplished archaeologist, writing for both academic and popular audiences. He didn’t like going outside but he would have to spend  11the next couple of years shovelling sand on a beach – not a gorgeous Australian bay of fine white sand beneath a hot sun, but an abysmal Scottish one, assisted by men with cold, gloomy accents and of meagre cheer who wouldn’t appreciate his spontaneous quotation of the Classics, nor his Roman arithmetic, and buttressed at all times by a glacial wind that would chill him to the bone.

         The Australian professor was just the kind of eccentric, visionary, perhaps slightly ill-adjusted kind of creature that seems drawn to lost places. Childe, as his closest colleagues testified, was not the best-looking of men. He spoke seventeen languages and was hoping to learn an eighteenth before the year was out. He could do long division in Roman numerals (as anyone who went to one of his dinners discovered to their cost). He was astringent and hurtful, with an abrupt and alarming manner that almost everyone, including his closest colleagues, found objectionable. His moustache was a force unto itself, concealing his smirks, and he was thin as a rake with no chin to speak of. Once, in a single evening, he addressed his assembled company in six different languages, pontificated upon Bronze Age datings, and roamed over the entire gamut of European literature, quoting liberally.5 Examination was his whole life; suspecting he had cancer, aged sixty-five, he took his own life in Australia’s Blue Mountains, realising his long-held ambition not to get old and become a burden on society.6 He grated the mind and sapped the energy from the room. His habits may have been peculiar (he liked to drink half-pints of rum and milk7), but no one could deny his colossal intellect. The trouble was, he was worried no one was going to appreciate it on Orkney.8 How could he have known that, during the course of the two seasons he spent there, he would have an idea that would make his name and trigger an intellectual earthquake in the field of archaeology? On a bleak Scottish beach lay the key to unlocking the mystery of what kind of society our prehistoric ancestors lived in and of how civilisation began to take root in these isles.12

         It was not before time. The site up until that point had received woefully little attention. In the aftermath of the storm of November 1850, some residents of Skaill discovered two submerged houses, roofless, and the contours of a lost settlement in the sand. The local laird William Watt, who lived in a seventeenth-century mansion called Skaill House overlooking the site, launched an amateur excavation but ran out of steam after finding four houses. The mysterious settlement attracted the attention of Orcadian antiquaries9 but remarkably, although a trickle of people travelled to see ‘the Weem of Skara Brae’ in the late Victorian period, correctly understanding them as ‘one of the most remarkable series of primitive dwellings known’,10 no one attempted any further investigations (documented investigations, at least) for another fifty years and even then the site was hardly treated with the reverence it deserved. In 1913, a group of semi-drunken guests, after a dinner party at Skaill House, casually dug the site with shovels and emerged with a welter of historically significant artefacts, many of which were never seen again.11 In December 1924, another violent storm washed away one of the houses, ramming home – a shameful seventy-five years after the site’s discovery – the urgency of protecting, and documenting, the site. Who knew when the sea might come to swallow the site whole? So a sea wall was built (much-fortified since) and a decision taken by His Majesty’s Commissioners of the Works to excavate the houses properly, at long last. A team of workmen from Kirkwall set to work in 1927 clearing sand, debris and the refuse of millennia, but it soon became clear that they needed a professional archaeologist to remove and document all the artefacts and archaeological deposits that were surely of such rich importance.

         ‘When I reached the site,’ wrote Childe in 1931, ‘Skara Brae appeared as a grass-grown sand-dune from the seaward side of which protruded the ruinous walls of five huts and some sections of a connecting passage.’12 Although he observed that ‘a gigantic sand 13dune has embalmed a whole complex of huts and lanes’, Childe quickly realised that the layer of sand was only superficial. ‘On removing a couple of feet of it’, he wrote, ‘we would come upon a very tough clay-like soil, full of broken bones, shells, potsherds, and implements – a deposit that we shall term the midden.’ He immediately recognised the importance of Skara Brae: ‘The ruins and relics throw an exceptionally vivid light on the life of prehistoric man in these islands.’ The ‘reconstruction of commonplace scenes of prehistoric life’ was no longer ‘a work of pure imagination’. After two arduous seasons’ work, Huts – he always called them ‘huts’, never ‘houses’ – 7 and 8 had been unearthed, along with some subterranean passages. By autumn 1929, a full eight houses had emerged from the tomb of sand and, his job done, Childe set his Mars-sized mind to other things and began writing up his findings. These were published two years later as Skara Brae: A Pictish Village in Orkney but, as the title suggests, he initially misdated the site – Picti was what the Romans called the hostile tribes who marauded beyond the Antonine Wall in the unwelcoming north of Britain, and they are first mentioned around ad 300, significantly later than the Neolithic Age. It would be courteous to remember, however, that Childe had been unable to remove and examine structural remains at Skara Brae properly; the remit of the dig was solely to clear out the structures and describe them. It was not until the mid-1950s that the archaeologist Stuart Piggott convincingly dated the site to the Neolithic age,13 by which point Childe had long since embraced its Stone Age provenance. Yet bafflingly, another twenty years would pass before meticulous and empirically valid excavations involving radiocarbon dating were undertaken. These revealed the existence of a ‘long-lived, settled community’ in the late Neolithic period, beginning around 3100 bc and mysteriously disappearing around 2500 bc.14

         
            ——

         

         14I set off for Skara Brae as dawn broke over Orkney like drawnout lightning. Like Childe, I had caught the ferry to Kirkwall, the islands’ little city. The bus that was supposed to go there did not; but another, which wasn’t, did. I was the sole passenger aboard with a streaming, panoramic view of the landscape, as though I were being carted along in my own private aquarium. Through the windows I saw distant promontories beneath smashed silver skies; patches of sea tinctured in fugitive sunlight; heathland, farmhouses and electricity pylons; flashes of Neolithic ruins and, far in the distance – with no trees, I could see for miles – a rainbow firing out of a lake into a vast, billowing, mushroom-shaped cloud.

         
            [image: ]

         

         At first glance Skara Brae looks like a crazy golf course, an endlessly curving helter-skelter of grass which, as you get closer, discloses a series of stone caverns as though the world underneath were made of stone. It looks odd, a mutation of nature, as though the grass is being gently boiled by some cavernous demon below. The sunken cocoons are connected by a trench-like passageway that bores through the ancient settlement like a giant writhing worm, making the whole a hotchpotch of humps and hollows, a  15tiny eruption of prehistoric Britain in one of the remotest corners of the United Kingdom. From the viewing platform, it is clear that what lies below is much more than just the forlorn skeletons of Neolithic houses; their original contents, in some, lie untouched, and they come replete with furniture. The dressers, bed-frames, storage cells and hearth-places are almost identical to how they would have appeared five thousand years ago. It was in these wonderfully insulated cocoons, nestling in the shallows of the earth, that Neolithic Orcadians kept the cold, wind, rain, sleet and snow at bay, where they lay low when unidentified vessels or perhaps marauders passed by. It convulses the mind to consider just how long this ancient wonder has lain dormant – here, beneath a quilt of sand, as prehistoric man discovered bronze and iron, as the great civilisations of antiquity rose and fell, as waves of invaders rolled across the British Isles establishing rival kingdoms, as Christianity took hold, as England, Wales and Scotland warred, as the United Kingdom rose to become the foremost industrial power in the world, spreading its tentacles across the globe – here, mummified for over four thousand years in millions of grains of sand until the wind so rudely ripped off its veil, it slept.

         In a blazing turquoise sky, clouds streamed towards Skaill House like the jet plumes of a Concorde. From a certain angle, the mansion almost makes a shadow of the Neolithic settlement, the house’s crisp, triangular, perfectly symmetrical form a striking contrast to the wacky, concentric maze that is Skara Brae, so sensible and grave against the ancient circular marvels. Beyond, the Bay of Skaill was unerringly smooth like the side of an ice cube. It extended a gentle tongue towards the pebbles on the beach, almost licking the knoll in which Skara Brae nestles. The immediacy of the sea lends a sense of dramatic isolation and vulnerability to the settlement, belying Orkney’s significance as a centre of prehistoric trade and worship. During its four-hundred-year lifespan, the true aquatic frontier was almost a mile further out – creeping inwards 16year upon year – the grey sheet of water in front of me then a duned lagoon, a watery desert of shellfish and trout.

         The impression of completeness is deceptive; what I was in fact looking at was two different versions of the same village, one superimposed on top of the other. 15 The earlier one, consisting of a series of circular houses, was built around 2900 bc, from which only the lower ranges of stonework survive; Houses 9 and 10, which are still clearly visible, hail from this period.16 The rest of this earlier village is buried beneath the final, ultimately deserted village whose remodelled houses went up – slightly bigger, rectangular in shape with rounded edges – a hundred years later. These later dwellings survive, incredibly, to roof height. The settlement’s size is deceptive too; it was originally marginally bigger. It is thought that a couple of houses – and perhaps a burial ground – were lost to the sea before the site’s rediscovery in 1850, and virtually all of House 3 was swept away in the storm of December 1924, which persuaded the government to take the threat to Skara Brae seriously.

         The site is a palimpsest of prehistoric domesticity. Traces of walls, pottery, tools and hearth-places have been found about eight feet below the earliest visible houses, betraying an older settlement, now invisible. The same terrain was part of a farming settlement whose buildings lay elsewhere, but which have not yet been discovered. There were four distinct phases of occupation, with never at any one time more than a dozen houses. This means that there was never a population of more than a hundred, and the average may have been closer to fifty. Owing to a dearth of native timber on Orkney, the houses were built from a notoriously delicate sandstone called Devonian Old Red, which was easily hacked away with antler picks into smooth, flat slabs called flagstones. This was a considerable boon for archaeologists; had the buildings been made from perishable wood, which was the more usual practice, the settlement would almost certainly have faded into oblivion long ago. Out of this versatile sandstone the Orcadians built their houses and virtually everything inside.17

         Skara Brae has the appearance of an underground village but it only began to take on this aspect later. The original village was built on top of a mound of organic waste from the pre-existing, agrarian settlement. This midden continued to grow around it, a mulch of the Orcadians’ own organic waste, fortifying their houses and insulating them against the cold, wicked winds. It consisted, for the most part, of refuse that rotted down like compost – flesh from animal bones, dung, human excrement, hearth ashes, decaying plant matter – but was studded with less perishable material that remained in its original form when it was excavated in the twentieth century: broken animal bones, fragments of stone, shells, and shards of discarded artefacts; the mulch, in other words, of millennia.17 Thick, waterproof and, when mixed with sand, taking on the tenacity of hard clay, the midden soil made a superb and plentiful insulator and it was accordingly stuffed between the inner and outer walls of the houses and packed into the spaces between the buildings themselves, conjoining the whole settlement in a vast swaddling cloth of muck. Imagine in the twenty-first century dumping all domestic waste outside your house rather than putting it in rubbish bins for removal, for decades on end, until it formed a protective, insulating cocoon. In the beginning, the Orcadians’ houses were free-standing but, as the infill thickened, they gradually became engulfed and, as the midden amassed – as each new generation continued to smear their waste around their walls and dump it outside their huts, and the load of centuries took their toll – they became semi-subterranean; sunk, we might say, in their own shit.18

         It can be hard to appreciate the importance of the midden as the ‘skin’ of the settlement since it is now covered by smooth turf, but the warren of passages are another matter. These snaking underground passageways, parts of which are still very visible, didn’t come into existence until the last hundred years of the village’s existence, bored beneath the great dung-hill which by then had  18absorbed so much of the village. They were a perfect way of navigating the subterranean world of Skara Brae; they would have been redundant when the settlement was more ‘above ground’. Narrow, twisting, and never more than a metre high – you had to stoop or crawl – they integrated every single house into their dark labyrinth, the main tunnel running from the south-west of the settlement, through the centre, to the north-east, by what is now the sea. A number of separate passages fed off, and led back into it, debouching eventually outside the settlement. They had a stone roof and haphazard pavement (isolated stretches of which survive) so perhaps underground streets or alleys – albeit incredibly cramped ones – feels more appropriate. It is the roofed passages (or ‘roofed streets’ as Childe calls them) that make Skara Brae unique – they are not to be found in any other surviving Neolithic settlements in Orkney19 – and they transform the relationship between the houses, making them less autonomous, self-contained units, more members of a wider collective; the arteries of the organism to the midden’s flesh. Their existence has implications for privacy and power and may well help us to unlock (or at least conjecture felicitously) the mystery of the settlement’s true nature. It also meant, of course, that you could pay visits to your neighbours without stepping outside to have your face excoriated by the wind.

         Despite minor variations, the interiors of all the houses followed the same blueprint, maximising the space available for many of the very same domestic activities familiar today. Each has two bedframes, a central hearth-place, a number of little tanks sunk into the ground, shelves, alcoves, drains and, presiding over it all, a tall dresser. The houses are bigger than we might expect: in the final village each family had a floor space of thirty-six square metres, which would fit nine king-sized beds today; the houses from the earlier village were only slightly smaller. Originally the beds were recessed into the walls, but in the last village they projected inwards towards the fire, with their frontal slab doubling up as a seat; 19the upper edge sometimes has very faint decorative carvings, as though they have been scrubbed away by friction. The women, it seems, slept in the bed to the left of the fire, the discovery of beads and paint pots betokening a female presence; the men, in slightly larger beds on the other side. They lay on comfortable layers of straw, heather and feather, snug beneath blankets of sheep or deer skin; a stump at the front of the bed-frame may have been used to erect canopies of fur. At the centre of each house lay the hearthplace for the fire that had allowed civilisation to come into existence in the first place. It consisted of four narrow slabs forming a space of around five square metres, with a hearthstone behind. Here was the main source of warmth and light. Excavations reveal that the inhabitants burned heather, bracken, dried seaweed, whalebone and dung. Looming over the fire was the stone dresser at the back, consisting of a single shelf on which valued artefacts were displayed – grooved pots and jars with jellyfish-shaped rims, beads, curious stone balls etched with circles, polished stone axes, and more – all conferring a sense of personal identity and bringing a flush of pride to their owners. We should not be too quick to discount the idea that it may have served as an altar or shrine too, just like those to Vesta, goddess of the hearth, in classical Roman households, displaying mementoes of – or votive offerings to – Neolithic gods who have long since turned their backs on humanity.

         In the corners of each house are a handful of sunken stone boxes, their joints carefully sealed with clay, making them watertight. The obvious conjecture is that these were tanks to store live shellfish and preserve dead ones – not unlike a modern-day fridge, particularly, given their great abundance in the midden, limpets. Perhaps they ate these chewy molluscs, but probably only as a last resort; there was quite an abundance of food at Skara Brae, as we have seen. It is more likely they were used as fishing bait. Some of these boxes, however, have underfloor drainage, raising the possibility 20that they could have been a kind of Neolithic urinal.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The door – a stone slab, naturally – could be locked from the inside via a sturdy bar made of whalebone or wood which slid into holes in the doorjambs. These attest to a concern for the family’s security, and perhaps privacy too. We find small cupboards above the beds 21and beehive-shaped cells towards the back of the houses, reachable in places by crawling beneath the dressers. Some of these were evidently latrines since they have sloping drains leading off, but others were predominantly for storage and one, in the west wall of House 1, resembles a veritable treasure trove. Here, in 1929, were discovered around three thousand bone beads along with a whale-vertebra dish with the residue of red pigment, some shards of pottery, and an exquisite pendant made from walrus tusks or perhaps the teeth of a killer whale. Were these abandoned possessions, hidden treasures or even votive offerings to demanding pagan deities? Mystery, similarly, surrounds how Orcadians kept out the elements. Conspicuously, none of the original roofing survives, an absence which allows visitors the privilege of peering into lost domestic worlds. Since virtually everything else did survive, this inclines many to believe they were of a perishable material: driftwood from America, perhaps, or the hides of local animals or the bones of stranded whales. Stone slates (like some structures built at a similar time at the Ness of Brodgar, a ritual landscape in the middle of the island) are a more remote possibility. Whatever the material, it is likely that it was thatched with eel-grass (a reed with long, ribbon-shaped leaves drawn from nearby marshland), turf, straw or seaweed.

         The best-preserved house, House 7, is shut off to the public, although there is a beguiling reconstruction of it near the museum. The Office of Public Works foolishly foisted a glass roof with concrete base upon it in the 1930s to try to make it more presentable to the public, but this compressed the walls and increased the humidity inside, causing the walls to buckle and crack; today it has a turf roof and the doorway is sealed to prevent further decay. The house was in existence, it is thought, for the final three phases of Skara Brae’s existence, and it is perhaps the oldest surviving building. Like other houses it has beds, a dresser, three sunken tanks, a sump and storage space, but it differs in several key respects: it is detached from the rest of the village, accessible only  22via a side-passage exclusive to the house, and is built directly on virgin soil rather than the refuse of earlier settlements (this makes it the lowest settlement). Ominously, it could only be locked from the outside, and, most intriguingly of all, the right-hand wall of the house was built on top of an ancient coffin containing the skeletons of two women along with some everyday objects – two flint flakes (known as Skaill knives) and some limpet shells; excavations in 1928 confirmed that these pre-dated the erection of the house. Because the stone cist is conspicuously decorated with carvings we might conclude that the interment of the two women was of some spiritual significance.

         Their presence could articulate the ancient belief that spirits could be harnessed to sustain the walls of buildings (collapsing houses was a not totally uncommon cause of injury and death as late as the eighteenth century); in the Old Testament Joshua’s curse upon Jericho, that any one impertinent enough to defy God’s will and rebuild the destroyed city ‘shall lay the foundation thereof in his firstborn, and in his youngest son shall he set up the gates of it’20 could well be a translation of this same belief into a new context. As Professor Childe speculates, the ghosts of the two women may well have been charged with sustaining House 7, and perhaps keeping a vigil over the occupants. Hopefully they were buried there after death, but we cannot entirely rule out the possibility that they were sacrificed or even buried alive, as seems to have been the tradition in other prehistoric cultures, the limpets and knives constituting a dreadful last supper.21 Set apart from the rest of the community and lockable only from the outside, what was House 7? A prison? An anchorites’ cell? A transformative space where the dead were prepared for the next life mediated, perhaps, by the two women’s souls? A ritual space for births, marriages and deaths? A magicians’ lodge? The joy is in the guessing.

         Houses 7 and 8 were the first to be fully excavated. While House 7 may not have been a conventional house, the so-called  23‘House 8’ certainly was not. It seems shorn of any domestic function whatsoever. It has no beds, no tanks and no dresser. In their place are alcoves and a partitioned-off recess in the wall. The structure is pear-shaped not pebble-shaped, and free-standing rather than submerged in midden. It has thicker walls, a flat stone pavement, and entry was via a porch. The structure may have had an open roof since the roof space was found choked with loose midden embedded with pottery fragments and implements, and it certainly had a large hearth. There are telltale signs that this was a place of manufacturing and possibly commercial exchange. When the site was excavated in 1929, the floor was bespattered with fragments of dark chert, a glass-like rock which, when clamped between hot igneous rock, can be fashioned into tools (lumps of just such a rock were found on either side of the building). At the coastal end of the building is a gap in the wall, facing into the prevailing wind. Too narrow for a doorway, it is entirely plausible that this was a flue to fan the flames of the fire when the rock was being heated.22 All around the probable flue are recesses full of fire-cracked stones. The obvious conjecture is that this was a workshop for the manufacture, storage and perhaps exchange of tools wrought of chert when, towards the end of the settlement’s life, supplies of the more versatile material of flint were depleted. Could this have been where all other artefacts that litter Skara Brae were wrought – the strange little spiky balls whose purpose and significance is baffling, the fine pendants, the beads? Other archaeological features muddy the waters, however. If this was a ‘workshop’ or ‘industrial cell’, as it is frequently called, why would it need to be so extensively and intricately decorated with carved patterns on the walls? These could have been expressions of identity but they hint at a more communal function. Could it in fact have been a meeting place, where all the inhabitants gathered to make collective decisions, doled out justice when required, performed betrothal ceremonies, funerals and other religious rituals, and, in the twilight of the settlement 24when the political structure of society changed, received orders from an overlord? Or was it some sort of cross between a workshop, showroom and marketplace?

         And the walls that radiated from the south-east corner of House 8 – what were they for? They do not seem to have been defensive; more likely is that they were shields from the furious south-westerly winds, or lingering remains of corrals or cattle yards, since cows, pigs and sheep would have needed shelter through the winter. The prehistoric warren may have looked solid and stable, having survived for so many thousands of years, and yet it offered so little certainty – about its use but also about the wider society of which it was a part. It was a strange and enigmatic piece of abstract art.

         I was never satisfied with the description of Skara Brae as a village, a word that would not be coined for another three thousand years and which originally meant the populated hinterland of a villa or country house. But Skara Brae did not tremor to the diktat of any imposing mansion. It was its own centre of gravity, a tiny beehive of activity bored into the earth, a commune. The idea that it was remote, too, is problematic. To the best of prehistorians’ estimates, Britain had a population of just 250,000 by 2000 bc,23 so virtually everywhere, we might say, was rather remote; any signs of life, even back then, were rare and exciting. The almost identical nature of the houses still extant must have brought a sense of order to what we might assume was a turbulent, precarious world; and their air of gentle domesticity allows us to transcend the remoteness of the time period, bringing a flicker of familiarity through the abyss of millennia. The departed seem only just out of reach.

         The Orcadians bent their material environment to their will masterfully, and in a way that seems infinitely resourceful to our modern manufactured age. Skara Brae had grooved ware pottery – flat-bottomed earthenware vessels decorated with grooves and chevrons that are quintessentially Neolithic – for preparing drink and cooking food, and a number of prehistorians and archaeologists 25go so far as to claim that the entire tradition of making this type of vessel originated on Orkney.24 Tools were made from stone, bone, horn and wood. Polished stone axes are very much in evidence at Skara Brae, debris from chert scattered across the floor of House 8, the probable workshop. Out of animal bone came needles, pins, knives and picks. Carved-stone objects were sculpted from volcanic rock, tools made out of antlers, and beads from cows’ teeth, the root cavity serving as a perfect hole for the thread of necklaces. There were shovels gauged from the shoulder blades of cows, pickaxes from dogs’ bones, and awls and smoothers from yet other types of bone for leather-working: truly it was the bone age as much as the Stone Age. Implements for more elaborate work were fashioned from oak trees, but woodland on Orkney was much too sparse to allow carpentry to flourish. Skaill knives, a term coined by Professor Childe, abound. These were made by splitting pebbles into oval segments with a sharp edge and thickened back. Crude yet effective, these were sometimes incised with motifs identical to those found on the interiors of the houses, suggesting how visual forms could confer a shared sense of identity. These – along with other strange-looking implements – were used to slaughter animals, it seems, rather than enemies. Remarkably, no remains of anything resembling a viable weapon have been found, nor is there any trace of a defensive ditch or rampart.25 Contrary to one of the most prevailing mental pictures of the age, of primitive, scantily clad humans waging a desperate war for survival against the ferocity of both nature and brutal, axe-wielding enemies, Skara Brae seems to have been fundamentally peaceful. So slight was the population – not just on Orkney but across the British Isles – that there was not much competition for land. At least, not yet.

         None of which is to say that Skara Brae was hermetically sealed from the island community nor the wider world. There were interactions with both; they seem, as far as we can tell, to have been largely non-violent. Orkney was a significant power centre 26with many sea routes connecting it to other regions, especially the Boyne Valley in Ireland, and what would become mainland Scotland and southern England. 26 Another Neolithic village on the Orcadian island of Rousay, Braes of Rinyo, was discovered in the decade following Professor Childe’s excavations, and it is likely that there were many more scattered throughout the archipelago – by no means all the same tiny size. Skara Brae was no anomaly; marriage alliances with other settlements were surely necessary to sustain inter-generational health, and bartering for specific materials must have taken place too – the blood-coloured stone haematite, from the isle of Hoy, for example, has been discovered around Skara Brae. The erection of immense religious monuments at Brodgar and Stenness in the middle of Mainland would have required some kind of power structure or, at the very least, a sense of mutual obligation to corral the requisite craftsmanship, labour and resources needed to build them. It would be perverse to rule out the idea, given its proximity, that Skara Brae contributed to some extent.

         The ubiquity throughout the British Isles of grooved ware pottery – if it did originate in Orkney – is testament to the islanders’ influence; there are striking similarities in the patterning of stones in Skara Brae with the tombs along the River Boyne in eastern Ireland; and there is also the Orkney vole, unknown elsewhere in Britain and yet not native to the archipelago, coming most probably from France or Spain. And there must have been an awareness of lands that none of them had ever visited – the driftwood that floated across the Atlantic from North America must have conjured images of strange and faraway places.

         What was Skara Brae? It does seem unique, within its context. The majority of settlements that have survived from prehistoric Britain are single farmsteads.27 Skara Brae, along with other, less excavated settlements on Orkney –Rinyo on Rousay (1937), Barnhouse on Mainland (1980) and Pool on Sanday (1990) – was the 27polar opposite, a swarming beehive of a settlement, once again underlining how unique Neolithic Orkney was. The unusually high level of conformity between the houses is highly revealing too; one would normally expect more of a disparity in the size, quality and positioning of buildings; a certain organic haphazardness bespeaking a lack of directing authority. Could Skara Brae, with its uniform and relatively (by the standards of the day) commodious houses perhaps have been home to a priestly elite – or even a cluster of magician priests, as has been suggested28 – foreshadowing the monastic settlements of Catholic Europe?29 The decorated stones, beads and spiky balls lend credence to this idea, if we assume they were offerings to deities or even subjects of worship in their own right rather than something more mundane, like playing pieces.

         It is perhaps telling that in the village’s twilight, a long path led straight to the vast religious monuments in the heart of the island,30 but Skara Brae vastly pre-dated their erection. Or was the settlement where the craft workers who manufactured the tokens, relics and sacrifices – in House 8 – lived? On this reading, Skara Brae becomes a colony of manufacturers; a factory, even. Could all the beads, tusks and carved balls have been bartered for the items lodged in the midden? Or perhaps the profusion of what appear to be religious monuments elsewhere on Orkney blinds us to the truth that Skara Brae was, in fact, home to a community who lived in an egalitarian commune, in houses whose identical nature mitigated against the prospect of egotism and greed undermining the solidarity of the group. This was the view of Professor Childe, chiming as it did with his Marxist beliefs and commitment to communism. Or could it have been home to a secular elite? On this reading, all the well-crafted artefacts could have been tributes to this ruling elite, or symbols of their power. Is a combination of these theories not fairly plausible? Or was it something else altogether? Lost places can be all things to all people.

         
            ——

         

         28Skara Brae’s snug domesticity perhaps blinds us to how it was, in its day, a striking manifestation of a radical new trend, one which cut against the grain of 2.5 million years of humanity’s past and came to be the defining feature of our daily existence today.31 Preserved in the sand for so long, Skara Brae foretold a new domestic world.

         When the first houses went up in Skara Brae, around 3200 bc, the idea – in these islands – of successive generations inhabiting the same built structures, burying their dead nearby, and living cheek-by-jowl with neighbours was positively revolutionary; in other parts of the isles, it had gained no traction at all. This is because, for 99 per cent of our existence, humans have been nomadic hunter-gatherers. Virtually the entire thrust of human endeavour was channelled into the fundamentals of surviving and procreating in what could be a relentlessly hostile environment. During the first phase of the Stone Age, lasting 2.5 million years, and which we call the Palaeolithic Age, Homo sapiens eclipsed Neanderthal man, spread beyond the shores of Africa to populate much of the landmass of the world, and survived an ice age lasting tens of thousands of years. Britain, a warm and humid landmass orbited by islands of various sizes on the periphery of Europe, was first populated around 13,000 bc. The landscape was very different from today’s. Red deer, elephants and macaque monkeys flashed through forests, marshes and open grasslands, along with wolves and voles. Packs of humans – perhaps twenty-five apiece, or even more – snaked through the landscape, gathering leaves and berries, attacking their prey with wooden spears with flint heads and axes made of reindeer bone, and grabbing slithering fish from the water. Woodland was slashed and burned to expedite hunting. Stone was used to make weapons and tools. As far as we can tell, settlements were temporary, and soon abandoned, more rightly described as camps;32 the notion, at this stage, of a settled community like Skara Brae would have seemed completely outlandish. Evidence has been found in Britain 29of several lightweight Mesolithic shelters propped up by tree poles, covered in hides, and staked to the ground – a sort of prehistoric tent – and, on a much bigger scale, at Star Carr in East Yorkshire, a seasonally occupied encampment for hunters (probably of red deer) from around 9000 bc, which, since it has produced evidence of carpentry, jewellery and even fixed settlements bordering a lake, was a harbinger of the future.33 The population at that time was unfathomably small, probably around just two thousand,34 and the main landmass, what we call Great Britain today, was originally connected to Continental Europe via a vast plain of lakes, marshes, forest and woodland: Doggerland.

         Millennia passed. Eventually the ice began to thaw, then went into full retreat, but not before Britain’s landmass had been sculpted by coursing glaciers forming the valleys and hills that are still with us today. The second phase of the Stone Age, the Mesolithic, began as the climate warmed, around 8500 bc. Then – ‘then’ because vast stretches of unrecorded time can be folded into a single word without too much compunction – around 6000 bc, Doggerland began to disappear, possibly following an initial tsunami, but more likely over a two-thousand-year period as forested swamp turned to lake, and it became inundated by the southern North Sea, permanently severing Britain from Continental Europe. Thereafter, all new arrivals to Britain would be by boat, which is how settlers first reached Orkney.

         About the same time, in the most imperceptible of increments, the entire landscape was transformed in a way which, by the time the process was complete (around 2000 bc), would till the soil – quite literally – for new settlements like Skara Brae, settlements that would have been unrecognisable to earlier humanity. Put simply, people in the British Isles began to farm particular fields instead of hunting and gathering. They remained fixed instead of forever marauding around. They settled. Thus began the Neolithic Age, the closing chapter of the Stone Age, which became synonymous with this new way of living.30

         The transition from a food-gathering to a food-producing economy can justifiably be described as one of the most consequential and far-reaching changes in social evolution that has ever taken place, second only, perhaps, to the domestication of fire.35 It had far-reaching consequences that would dramatically transform the experience of humanity and go on to shape the socio-economic system we still have in place today, paving the way for the emergence of towns, villages and cities. It is thought that farming began in Britain just before 4000 bc,36 a thousand years before Skara Brae was built, so the Orcadian settlement is not one of the earliest per se but rather the earliest to survive in such complete form.

         Britain was relatively late to the game. Wheat was first cultivated in Asia around 8500 bc, just as the Ice Age was ending, and by 7000 bc agricultural communities were widely dispersed across the Near East, Palestine and Turkey. It took another millennium for crops to sprout in Europe; villages of farmers could be found in Greece by 6000 bc, but the practice did not reach the shores of Britain with any definitive consequences for another two thousand years. Academics have expended much energy trying to establish whether farming first reached Britain as an idea, in time adopted by some of the islanders, or as an alien practice imported by overseas settlers (though it doesn’t seem beyond the realms of possibility that both could have happened at once: as a reality in some parts of the isles and an idea elsewhere). In any case, forests and woodland were cleared, wheat and barley cultivated and strange, exotic beasts – the pig, the sheep, the cow, the goat – brought over in boats, none being native to Britain, and reared for the slaughter and the plough.

         The inhabitants of Skara Brae were practitioners of this new art, or at least aspects of it – farming probably arrived in Orkney by 3500 bc. The layers of midden around the houses are full of the bones of cows, calves, sheep, lambs, and, in much smaller numbers, pigs. Regarding crops, the picture is less certain. The seed grains 31of barley (for animal feed, not, it is thought, brewing), oats (for fodder) and wheat (for bread) are to be found in the oldest layers of midden, suggesting that the fields surrounding the site of occupation were put to agricultural use, but only before the houses were built.37

         Farming brought about a self-perpetuating cycle: a higher population – it is easier to have, and bring up, children when you are fixed in one place; such children become economic assets as they are put to work in the fields, whereas the opposite can be the case if you are forever roaming. So farming itself precipitated an intensification and enhancement of agricultural practices. The population of Britain in 3000 bc was perhaps around twenty thousand; a thousand years later, it was probably closer to 250,000; if such figures are reliable, that is a mushroom-shaped population boom.38 Just two hundred years after houses first sprouted at Skara Brae, all the land in the isles favourable to farming had been carved up into modest rectangular fields, marked out by fences and ditches, and some of these prehistoric boundaries can still be seen, at dusk, deeply grooved into the earth, as the earth tilts against the sun. Thick woodland and forests were cleared, bringing into existence moors and heaths and other open space on which wheat and barley were cultivated and pigs, cattle, goats and sheep grazed.

         The idea of earthly permanence itself represented a fundamental shift in the Neolithic world view, making Skara Brae and settlements like it all the more radical. Earlier Neolithic forms that girdled open space have been described as causewayed enclosures. They generally consisted of circular trenches interspersed with natural ‘earth bridges’ leading to a central meeting place, whether for the purpose of trade, social solidarity, dispute mediation or religious practice – or, as is likely, all four. One of the most famous is Windmill Hill, in Wiltshire, and they were sometimes the seeds of the more famous ritual landscapes like those around Stonehenge or Avebury.39 They contained, furthermore, skulls of revered 32ancestors, along with valuable objects at the butt of the trenches, thrown in, then covered up. The archaeologist Francis Pryor has observed and concluded that in many instances the ditches seem to have been dug, covered over, and re-dug: potentially by each new generation of a particular family or clan. These seem to have been constructed and reconstructed so frequently ‘that we now believe that in many instances their construction was their use’.40 To early Neolithic peoples, perhaps, the present may have seemed so thin and transient, which is why entire landscapes – cairns in the distance, long barrows marking agricultural holdings, the skulls in the trenches – conveyed a deep reverence for one’s ancestors and why their monumental chambered tombs so often aligned with sunrays and moonbeams at certain times of year, dignifying such meagre human lifespans with a cosmic significance. It must have seemed at times that only the ephemeral was truly permanent. Skara Brae was of course remodelled four times, as its various layers show, but only on average every 175 years, not every generation, and only then, it seems, out of practical necessity. It was a sign of the future.

         Peering into the surprisingly capacious prehistoric caverns, or experiencing the reconstructed House 8 with its crackling fire, straw mattresses, colourful decoration, beds and cupboards, it’s hard not to wonder what caused places like Skara Brae – permanent agrarian settlements – to come into existence in the first place. It is a question that has preoccupied academic minds for many centuries and there is still no consensus – rather the opposite. There is a seductive argument that farming was brought about because of a new spiritual desire to live near the corpses of relatives, and it is certainly true that some of the earliest and sometimes largest structures, like long barrows and chambered cairns, were built to house not the living but the dead. On this reading, agriculture developed to facilitate ‘stationary’ living; it was not its first cause. Other theories abound – over forty, in fact – one involving 33beer.41 What is most telling, however, is that different parts of the world – regions for which any kind of meaningful shared contact seems essentially inconceivable – embraced aspects of farming at around the same time. The birth pangs of agriculture were perceptible in the eastern Mediterranean in 9500 bc yet it took another six thousand years for it to be adopted in the Americas. Yet when we consider the first part of the Stone Age lasted 2.5 million years, even this seems quick.

         This uncanny convergence lends much credence to the idea that the widespread and successful adoption of farming, which gave rise to permanent settlements like Skara Brae, had everything to do with a worldwide climate change in the centuries following the Ice Age. From around 10,000 bc, notwithstanding a millennia-long relapse into ice-age conditions, natural global warming rapidly set in, and ‘almost everything we have done as advanced beings has been done in this brief spell of climatological glory’.42 When we take the long view, we see that global warming can be a uniquely creative force bringing whole new modes of existence into being, as well as a sometimes devastating medium of oblivion in the Middle Ages and our own time.

         Even if it cannot be said with absolute confidence why agriculture came about, there can be no doubt of its far-reaching consequences. Settlements like Skara Brae portended the coming of civilisation. The practice of building structures, putting down roots and becoming self-sufficient – the birth of domesticity, no less – allowed for the development of what we would recognise as essential ingredients of a new phase of human existence. It spurred the ‘Neolithic Revolution’, a term that was coined in a book called Man Makes Himself (1936). It argues that a mobile hunter-gathering lifestyle was ultimately replaced by a much more fixed, agricultural one. The process was incremental and had many false starts, but at its heart lay the cultivation of certain plant species, the husbandry of animals and the ownership of domestic property – all signature 34features of Skara Brae; such changes, it argued, facilitated a second, ‘urban revolution’.43 The book was penned by a certain professor of ancient archaeology who claimed to have had the idea as he was excavating none other than a mysterious settlement on west Mainland: Skara Brae; his research into other societies corroborated this. Professor Childe’s theory became so influential it can be said that the whole intellectual edifice of how we conceive our post-Ice Age history was informed by the dips and grooves that had so captured my imagination above that windy Scottish beach.

         
            ——

         

         A number of settlements in the British Isles, some once fairly significant, met their end – and in some cases salvation – in that antithesis of form, sand. Just like Skara Brae, these can ironically find themselves unusually well preserved. Kenfig, on the south coast of Wales, was once a prosperous farming community, founded in the twelfth century. It had a small port on a river sheltered by dunes. But, as intensive grazing of cattle dislodged the sand, and the climate became cooler and more tempestuous as the Medieval Warm Period came to an end, these dunes crept ever closer until, by the fourteenth century, many of its fields and buildings were inundated.44 By 1650, the sorrowful settlement had been completely abandoned, by now totally shrouded in sand. But, as Professor Childe tells us, there was nothing gradual about the entombment of Skara Brae. The inhabitants were powerless to resist when, as he hypothesises, their entire settlement was buried in a tsunami of sand during a particularly ferocious storm that buffeted the coast of Orkney in the middle of the third millennium bc. Abandoning their possessions, he tells us, they ran away at full pelt, barely able to see further than a couple of inches ahead as the blizzard ripped off roofs and came down upon them. Clearing away the sand from House 7 for the first time, Professor Childe recorded 35a scene of ‘abrupt desertion’.45 There were two large cooking pots still containing animal bones and, in the left-hand bed, a midnight snack of a calf’s head. Another cooking pot lay crushed by the hearth; a cracked whalebone basin next to the bed. Everyday objects like Skaill knives, pots, axe-heads, mortars, shovels and even a dish of pigment lay strewn about the floor and, more tellingly, items of exquisite craftsmanship too – a fine walrus-tusk pendant, ivory beads and the obligatory spiky stone ball. The whole house, he observed, had lain frozen in time for over forty centuries, ever since its occupants beat a hasty retreat that terrible day. The threat, he writes, was immediate and overwhelming. One woman was in such a rush to escape that she broke her cherished necklace – presumably by clasping it in terror or catching it on a surface – as she bundled herself through the low, narrow doorway leaving a trail of ornamental beads in her wake.

         There is an agreeable symmetry to this dramatic account of the demise of Skara Brae, the apocalyptic storm of 2500 bc serving as a foil to the revelatory one four thousand years later, the original medium of oblivion – sand – becoming a medium of preservation, and this was perhaps somewhere at the back of Professor Childe’s mind as he penned his evocative yet, it transpires, highly flawed account of the demise of Skara Brae. It is possible for entire urban or rural settlements, or substantial portions of them, to be swept away in a single, devastating stroke. These were the fates of some of the lost places I was yet to visit. But it is very rare, in Britain at least, for entire places to be abandoned in such a startling, Pompeian fashion. There are a number of plot holes in the professor’s apocalyptic vision. First, all the evidence shows that the residents of Skara Brae had to contend with near-incessant sand-blow46 and it seems improbable they would have capitulated after a single storm, however dramatic. Even if it had been the mother of all terrifying storms, the villages’ structures evidently survived and nothing would have prevented the inhabitants from simply digging the sand out – excavations 36show that the deposits in House 7 were no more than half a metre deep – and the walls were several metres high.47 We should not entirely discount the possibility the Orcadians believed the site was somehow cursed or that the storm had an especial, spiritual significance. Another possibility is that the flight was precipitated by a human rather than environmental threat: sworn enemies, a marauding band of looters or the appearance of hostile vessels. But again this seems unlikely as there is no evidence whatsoever of damage to the houses, which is precisely what one would expect in the aftermath of a raid, and we have already noted the conspicuous lack of defensive earthworks and battlements at Skara Brae, which very much distinguishes it from later lost settlements (although this could of course have made it more vulnerable to a sudden and unexpected eruption of violence). And then there are the beads. Childe claims that ‘definite evidence of a hasty flight is … afforded by a trail of beads picked up in the doorway and along passage C to the left’; yet, if this were as pivotal as he claims, it seems odd that the exact position of the beads was never documented.48 The real cause and manner of Skara Brae’s abandonment is likely to have been less dramatic and more gradual, a slow but inexorable decline, not a hammer-blow to the head.

         Environmental changes, it seems, were instrumental to the decline of Skara Brae, but it is likely that they bled the life from the settlement over a much longer period of time than Professor Childe would have us believe. The advancement of the sea towards the settlement is likely to have covered the fields in salt spray, making the land less fecund, and making the Orcadians more reliant upon birds. It was harder to grow crops and, as the pastureland turned to salt marsh, the farming of animals – the predominant form of economic activity, as we have seen – increasingly became a fool’s errand. The salt-water lagoons, where the Orcadians liked to fish, slowly disappeared beneath the ocean, and the midden – that rich archive of gastronomic habits – shows that in the twilight of 37Skara Brae, as the coast drew near, the inhabitants increasingly took to eating birds. The climate, too, took a turn for the worse around 2500 bc, becoming chillier and damper, much more like the spot it has become today, and the red bream that had proved such a lucrative source of food slowly vanished from the sea.49 Perhaps a collective decision was taken to leave and resettle on more fertile lands, away from the menace of the sea. Or – as the experience of other doomed settlements shows – it is highly plausible that the younger, more able-bodied members of the community drained away, sucking the life from the colony. Those that remained withered and died as the fields were abandoned and the fisheries dried up. Then, after four hundred years of continuous habitation, the settlement fell quiet, House 7 degenerating for a while into a shelter for passing deer-hunters,50 a little like the Mesolithic encampments of old, and gradually became entombed in layers of peat, drifting sand, and a coffin-lid of grass.

         It is also hard to believe the erection of monumental stone henges and tombs that aligned with the seasons and stars at Brodgar, Stenness and Maeshowe, in the centre of the archipelago, in the final decades of Skara Brae’s occupation, can be entirely coincidental, especially given the path that connects them to Skara Brae. It has been argued that the appearance of these spectacular, cosmically aligned monuments attests to the ascendancy of an Orcadian political elite who could corral the obedience, resources and labour needed to erect such gargantuan monoliths.51 This, so the argument goes, rendered close-knit, autonomous villages increasingly obsolete as people became part of – whether willingly or through coercion – larger, more dispersed communities under the heel of powerful tribal or religious leaders. People no longer needed to seek safety in numbers by huddling together in hives; they could live in individual farmsteads under the protection of these leaders in exchange for allegiance, labour, prestige and perhaps tribute.

         It is potentially significant, too, that the abandonment of Skara 38Brae around 2500 bc coincides more or less with the beginning of the Bronze Age. If, as seems indisputable, Orkney was part – or even the fulcrum – of a widespread network of trade, obligation and kinship, the almost complete absence of surviving bronze weapons and ornaments is flummoxing. One possible explanation is that the religious leaders, tribal chieftains and village leaders – as far as they existed – failed to embrace the practical utility and social cachet of the wondrous new metal that made so much more effective and stylish tools and weapons and which was discovered in Britain by the middle of the third millennium bc in the twilight of Skara Brae’s existence, falling in the esteem of overseas chieftains for their neglect.52 Say Skara Brae were more dependent upon trade than has so far been realised, this could have been a further ingredient in its demise.

         But if this confluence of factors – or anything like them – really were behind the abandonment of Skara Brae, how do we explain all the items of value that were left behind – the furniture, bone beads and walrus pendant in House 1, for example, as well as the alleged broken necklace and meat joints, and all the other artefacts and tools discarded in all the other houses? If the inhabitants believed the settlement to be cursed in some way, it is conceivable that what we see in House 7 is evidence of a last supper. It is also possible – and again, conjectures abound – that Skara Brae met a relatively abrupt end in the form of one of the infectious diseases that jumped across from livestock. There are plenty of contenders: flu from pigs and fowl, measles and smallpox from sheep and cows, anthrax from horses and goats, not to mention all the little scuttling creatures that could act as vectors of pestilence and disease. Living at such close quarters with each other, and their animals, the Orcadians would have been acutely susceptible. The absence of corpses casts doubt on this theory but then the burial ground, archaeologists posit, may well have been washed away by the sea. Or perhaps it was the custom, as with the Comanche and the Arapaho, and 39indeed perhaps like Professor Childe himself, for the elderly to wander off and die alone.53 Even if nothing this dramatic happened and the inhabitants drained away in search of better prospects, it doesn’t seem particularly odd that they left their furniture, pots and tools behind and their walls intact when versatile stone was so readily available elsewhere on the island. The treasure trove of beads may well have been a votive offering to a deity, or simply the hidden treasure of someone who died before they could recover it. Or perhaps the final generations of older residents remained in situ until they died off one by one, explaining why the houses that became buried were still furnished as Skara Brae became a ghost settlement.

         Skara Brae was of course just one of hundreds, possibly thousands, of settlements in Neolithic Britain – many of those in southern Britain, it is thought, leave no archaeological trace because they and their furniture were made of perishable timber and perhaps because temporary encampments endured for longer than in northern Britain. The number of known settlements in Orkney itself, or anywhere in the British Isles, is only a fraction of the total: the remains of many Neolithic houses have been discovered (particularly in Scotland) in recent decades;54 others lie underground, yet to be discovered, some effaced by later settlements;55 the traces of others have been destroyed by much later intensive agriculture; or had their building material recycled for later settlements. Most were built from wood and have not survived – the dearth of wood goes a long way to explain the unusual preponderance of Neolithic domestic remains on Orkney. Yet through the intercession of millennia and despite its long hibernation, there is still a direct and irrevocable connection between Neolithic Skara Brae – as a synecdoche for all its vanished counterparts – and modern Britain. This tiny, wind-buttressed settlement on the west of the Orkney’s Mainland that endured for over seven hundred years informed the idea of permanence.

         Through historical accident it manifests uniquely, vividly the 40transformation of the experience of humanity within these isles and helps to explain why a map of Britain looks the way it does today; indeed, explain why there can be a map – in the sense of a constellation of fixed settlements – at all. Some seventeen hundred years after it blazed a trail at Skara Brae, the furnished roundhouse established itself as the quintessential domestic structure, centred upon a hearth, surrounded by fields for growing and grazing, and demarcated by barrows of the community’s dead and ancestors. Without permanent settlements like Skara Brae, it is hard to imagine the development of ideas of property ownership, commercial exchange and social hierarchy that come with an unequal possession of wealth, let alone claims to territorial dominion which are the fuel of conflict, diplomacy and politics. Without them, too, it is hard to imagine the emergence of a new type of permanent settlement that would have been completely unfamiliar to the early farmers at Skara Brae, yet one that their new way of life made plausible, places indeed where 84 per cent of the UK’s population live today,56 not to mention more than half of the world’s population: towns and cities.

         Near Wales’s border with England, on a plateau overlooking the Forest of Dean, stand three monoliths. They were originally part of a bigger stone circle dragged there at almost exactly the time Skara Brae was abandoned, at the beginning of the Bronze Age. We do not know how continuously the site was occupied after that, if at all, but eventually these three stones would stand in the shadow of an extraordinary town, even a city, that lay hidden for over five hundred years, one whose rediscovery was perhaps even more extraordinary than Skara Brae’s. It was called Tre-llech, place of the three stones.
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