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            “A spellbinding serial voyage in which encounters with islands across time are gathered, displayed and reburnished. Memoir becomes morality, as the oldest human myths challenge present neglect and political malfunction.”

            Iain Sinclair

            “Illuminating, incisive and beautifully written.”

            Kirsty Young

            “From ancient Crete to modern Canvey, this is a fascinating voyage around island identity, exploring isolation and imagination through a wealth of stories from around the world.”

            Martha Kearney

            “A timely and original exploration of the liminalities of islands and the waters that envelop them: by turns beguiling, enchanting and ultimately affirming.”

            Sir Anthony Seldon

            “This is a huge theme which Mark Easton pursues with vigorous and beautifully clear prose. His archipelagic fascination is contagious. Read this and the maps in your mind will never be quite the same again.”

            Peter Hennessy
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            FORESHORE

         

         
            Isolation, n. ‘the state of being unhappily alone’.

         

         The word ‘isolation’ travels with bags packed full of negative connotations. Prisoners are kept in isolation as a punishment. Isolated people are seen as a cause for concern. ‘Isolation is the sum-total of wretchedness to man,’ the historian Thomas Carlyle suggested in 1843.

         But during the pandemic of 2020–22, social isolation became a goal, a public health target, a national and global objective. Those who defied the rules on isolation faced retribution and condemnation.

         Humans (Homo sapiens) are social creatures. In moments of joy, we congregate and embrace. When we are fearful, we hold hands or place a comforting arm around a troubled shoulder. We console those dear to us with a hug or a gentle kiss. But Covid-19 corrupted those qualities of communion and connection for its own destructive ends. It crept into our world by exploiting the warmth of humanity itself. The breath in our lungs. The touch of our fingers. The love in our hearts. xii

         Rather than coming together, we were instructed to keep our distance. Instead of touching, we were told to wash away all traces of physical contact with soap and disinfectant. Coronavirus forced us to contradict all that our instinct was screaming for us to do.

         The pandemic tested the relationship between the individual and the community, the singular and the plural. We were advised to see our family, friends and neighbours as potential killers, unwitting hosts for an alien predator that was waiting to pounce. When the virus patrols allowed, we were ordered to skirt around those we encountered in the street, ensuring we maintained social distancing at all times. Our personal sovereignty had to be protected from the invasive menace. It felt discourteous and unnatural, but we were required to observe the formal etiquette of the epidemic.

         Humanity may be a synonym for compassion and generosity, but it is also part of human nature to build walls around us, to pull up the drawbridge in the face of danger. The virus encouraged us to cocoon ourselves from risk, to dig a moat and cut ourselves off from an external threat. Governments closed borders and grounded flights. Towns and cities set up roadblocks and barricades. Families stocked up on vital supplies and shut the door on the outside world.

         In the end, of course, it was humanity that overcame Covid-19, the healing power of kindness and cooperation, of resourcefulness and courage. Distancing reminded us of the importance of togetherness. Physical boundaries, walls and xiiibarricades could not prevent new social connections being made or stop love entering our hearts.

         Having recently emerged from our island caves, I think this is a good moment to assess the special place where isolation meets connectedness, to go mudlarking upon the shorelines where ‘us’ meets ‘them’. xiv

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER 1

            ISLANDNESS

            The Magic Circle

         

         I always have a sense of where the sea is. I can feel its protective embrace around me. I am an islander. Perhaps it was those childhood summer holidays spent on the island of Arran (Eilean Arainn) in the Clyde estuary, paddling tentatively in the rock pools, wincing as barnacles and limpets scratched my feet, skidding on the bladder wrack draped across the middle shore. I loved to explore this precarious territory shared by both land and ocean, the intertidal zone where boundaries are fuzzy, neither one thing nor the other. Some days we would head out in a small boat to fish for mackerel around the Pladda Island lighthouse, staring at the mysterious uninhabited Ailsa Craig (Creag Ealasaid) on the horizon and glancing back to the beach from where we had departed.

         My professional and personal lives have taken me to all kind of islands: from studying the concentrated Englishness of Canvey Island in Essex to the marvellous mind maps of the Mer people in the Torres Straits; from communism in Cuba to 2capitalism in Singapore; the cruelty of Robben Island’s cells and the remarkable happiness of Hebridean villagers; postcolonial tensions in Mauritius and post-war identity politics on the Falklands; religious retreats and tax havens; dumping grounds of the poor and luxurious hideaways of the rich.

         More than forty years in journalism has seen me trying to stand further and further back from the events that power daily news, seeking perspective and context. And in doing that, I have headed for the extremities, the outliers, the people and places on the edge of the scatter graph. That is where one finds clarity. Often, they are islands, physically or metaphorically, where a particular behaviour has been contained and intensified.

         It is what we saw when the enforced isolation of Covid-19 turned up the contrast on personal traits and national characteristics. The emergency brought out the best and worst in people, exceptional deeds of kindness and appalling acts of cruelty behind the door of domestic confinement. As governments sought to turn their territories into island fortresses, the restrictions magnified cultural differences in responding to moments of crisis, between societies generally motivated by the ‘common good’ and those with a liberal tradition focusing on the interests of the individual. The statistics reveal a marked contrast in the impact the virus had on populations in the east (where Confucian, Buddhist and Taoist communitarian values are prevalent) and the west (where European liberalism tends to hold sway).

         This phenomenon was particularly apparent among island 3nations. On 11 March 2022, the second anniversary of the pandemic being declared, islands which had seen the lowest death rates were predominantly in the South Pacific and the Far East, while almost all the twenty island states with the highest death rates were in the Caribbean and Europe. Proportionately, Trinidad and Tobago, the United Kingdom, the British Virgin Islands and Bermuda suffered forty times as many deaths as Taiwan, ten times as many as Japan.

         I remember being despatched to Tokyo for the BBC in the early ’90s and being quite amazed by what I encountered. As a correspondent who had reported on a decade of Thatcherism and the social strife that went with it, I thought I had a reasonable grasp of how societies function, the motivations that drive people’s behaviour. Disembarking in a country which, like Britain, was famous for its ‘island mentality’, I realised the individualism I had naively assumed was an inevitable driving force in social politics was not inevitable at all.

         If you want to get a better understanding of the human condition in all its impossible complexity, islands are good places to go. Through their stories and experiences, they help unravel what is going on and identify the underlying factors that shape the actions that hit the headlines.

         Islands have a psychological effect on those who live within the outline of their coasts, a strength and a vulnerability, a sense of exceptionalism but also of disconnection. My country, Britain, is proud of its island status. Tradition and heritage, a way of life framed and protected by white cliffs and rocky shores, are central to the character of the nation. But Britain 4is also a country that wants to reach beyond its boundaries, to be part of a bigger conversation, open to new ideas and embracing change, taking the risks that keep an island from ossifying and stagnating.

         That contradiction in the character of a country, between looking inwards and looking outwards, is the source of the storm whipped up by the recent debates over Brexit in the United Kingdom. It helps explain the furious waves that have crashed, not just on my own island’s shore, but on communities and nations around the world. It is about the contested nature of islandness, where nationalism meets globalism, local meets universal, inside meets outside.

         Wanting to test that sense of British islandness, I find a proxy for it using Hansard, the parliamentary record of every word uttered in proceedings at the Palace of Westminster. I search for the phrase ‘island nation’, from the earliest records in 1800 to the present day. It turns out the expression was not uttered by any parliamentarian in the entire nineteenth century, when Britain saw itself as builder and commander of a global empire. The first occasion was in 1904, when an MP referred to Britain as an island nation of island people, ‘lying as we do between the old world and the new’. Perhaps its use marked a moment of anxiety, a niggling worry that the tectonic plates of continental power were shifting along the mid-Atlantic ridge.

         But the phrase didn’t catch on. It cropped up fewer than fifty times in the next seventy years. There was a brief flurry in the early 1980s as MPs and peers discussed the Falklands 5War and the decline of the UK’s once dominant shipbuilding industry. But if the language of the Houses of Parliament can be used as a measure of Britain’s sense of its islandness, then it has recently reached levels never previously seen. The phrase was deployed more times in the three years after the EU referendum than in the first 180 years of Hansard’s record.

         During my coverage of the Brexit campaign for the BBC, I decided to film at Hever Castle in Kent. It is the fortress of every child’s imagining, high castellated walls above a deep moat, the only access by a drawbridge. A metaphor for the country and its relationship with the lands beyond the water, it also symbolises something else in the country’s psyche, the idea that an Englishman’s home is his castle, territory controlled by the landowner, connected to but distinct from the wider world.

         ‘Should we pull up the drawbridge?’ I asked startled visitors. It was a question about islandness, about insularity and isolation, but also about connection. People can feel safer when the drawbridge is raised, protected from external threat and alien influence. But as the occupants of Hever Castle once knew, if the drawbridge is up, it also increases other risks, the danger of being besieged, of being cut off. The castle is an island within an island.

         How people define themselves, the exclusive or inclusive nature of their identity, is a facet of islandness. We all draw lines around ourselves, deciding who we are and who we are not, concentric circles of loyalty and belonging, islands within islands. 6

         My ambition in this book is to offer a better understanding of the almost magical qualities of the encircling shoreline, both physically and psychologically.

         ‘No man is an island, entire of itself,’ John Donne famously declared. Rather, he explained, we are all a piece of the continent, a part of the main. I hesitate to challenge the great scholar, but this is to misrepresent the nature of islands. They are not closed systems, unaffected by the outside world, entire of themselves. Rather than no man is an island, I would argue we are all islands in that we are individuals, bound by the attributes of our bodies and our minds, but shaped by all that washes up on our shores, the experiences and influences that come from the outside, a product of nature and of nurture.

         The tidal zone, territory contested by earth and water, is a rich but hazardous environment. In people, it is the same. The place where personal sovereignty and privacy flirts with alliance and exposure thrills and terrifies in equal measure. Islands have a powerful hold upon us because we see in them the boundary between our own individuality and the wider world. They demand each one of us to answer the question, ‘Who am I?’

         Every island, like every person, is shaped by its separations and connections. Islands are a product of what happens at the junction between land and sea, upon the beaches and beneath the cliffs, what the tides throw up and what they take away. That interaction is unique to each island and the stories of how that process has played out allows us to examine the human condition, from the most profound personal emotions 7to the building blocks of society and the natural world. Islands are Petri dishes in which we can study how cultures bloom and colonies grow.

         Biologists refer to them as natural laboratories, not because islands are cut off from the outside world, they never are, but because their relationship with the wider world is uniquely distorted by their isolation. ‘Island syndrome’ is the term used to describe the effect of insular separation on the morphology, ecology, physiology and behaviour of species, describing how isolation magnifies certain elements and shrinks others. In the natural world one might think of odd-sized island dwellers like the giant tortoise and Komodo dragon, or the miniature Sumatran rhinoceros and diminutive Shetland pony. It is the same with human societies – islands allow the development and survival of exaggerated cultural and political systems.

         At the individual level, island thinking can amplify the good and bad, the virtues and vices of each one of us. Academics have, of course, come up with a simple acronym for it: ABC – amplification by compression. By distorting the conventional, islands help us understand how the world functions and how human beings behave.

         Over the past twenty years or so, there has been an academic movement pledged to changing the way we think about islands. There are complaints of a ‘continentalist’ view of history in a world that often regards islands as peripheral and inconsequential, side-lining their experiences and stories to the margins, considering them as subordinate and needy. 8Instead, it is argued, we should join the dots, to draw a chart revealing the cross-currents and connections, thinking with the archipelago as it is described.

         It is tempting to support the underdog in this argument, to cheer for the little islands over the big continental bullies. But that is to miss a more important point. If one looks at the world and humankind through an island prism, piecing together the experiences and stories of the shoreline, one may get a little closer to the truth.

         That is the challenge I have set myself, to chronicle the journey of physical islands and explore the psychological islands that form the great archipelago of humankind. To that end, there are two books forced together in one, a risky enterprise for which I ask your indulgence. I want us to explore the place where the random spray of subjective personal reflection crashes against the rocks of objective documented historical fact. As I have described, the shoreline is contradictory and dangerous, the place where ‘I’ meets ‘us’ and ‘us’ encounters ‘them’. And so we begin, by leaving home and heading out across the ocean, to visit the first island of all.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            CHAPTER 2

            PANGAEA

            Finding Our Island Mother

         

         
            Alfred Wegener was many things: Arctic explorer, record-breaking balloonist, astronomer, kite flyer and weather forecaster. But he was not a geologist. At least, he did not have any formal geology qualifications. What he did have was a curious and open mind.

            When a work colleague showed Alfred the atlas he had received for Christmas in 1910, the young German meteorologist noted how the pregnant bulge of South America would fit rather snugly into the welcoming curves of West Africa. It was hardly an original observation, but Alfred’s enquiring personality saw him seek out evidence that the two continents may have once been joined and somehow drifted apart.

            He discovered remarkable similarities between plant and animal fossils found in Brazil and Gabon, between marsupials in Australia and in Argentina, between layered rock formations at the edge of one continent and 10another many thousands of miles apart. Alfred began having ideas. Scientific theorising was a dangerous occupation, his father-in-law warned him, particularly for an outsider and especially someone not granted residency on the exclusive island of qualified geologists. But Alfred was not to be dissuaded.

            The symposium of the American Association of Petroleum Geologists in New York in 1926 was described as ‘spirited’, an adjective only rarely applied to gatherings within the desiccated, dusty world of geology. On the agenda was Alfred’s short paper, setting out his theory on the origin of continents and oceans.

            Many of the men in the room were advocates of permanentism, a belief in the primordial nature of land and sea. Terra firma was essentially the same now as it always had been, designed, some believed, by God. Each continent, like their thinking, was fixed. Alfred represented an impertinent challenge to their certainties. It wasn’t simply that he lacked geological training; he was also a German who had fought with some distinction in the Great War. On the other side.

            Alfred’s paper suggested that all land on the planet was once joined together in an ‘urkontinent’, a huge landmass formed some 200 to 250 million years ago. He had given his supercontinent the name Pangaea, a Latinised version of two Greek words: pan (all, entire, whole) and gaia (Mother Earth, land).

            One professor stood up to dismiss the hypothesis of 11continental drift as footloose, ‘less tied down by awkward, ugly facts’ than rival theories. ‘Facts are facts,’ another said, ‘and it is from facts that we make our generalisations, from the little to the great, and it is wrong for a stranger to the facts he handles to generalise from them.’

            Alfred would not live to experience vindication. On an Arctic expedition in 1930, he died while attempting to deliver food to his camp. His body, at the request of his widow, still lies in northern Greenland, upon territory now regarded as the earth’s largest island, but once, of course, an integral part of Pangaea.

            The theory of continental drift evolved into the now accepted science of plate tectonics, but Alfred had been a disruptor, breathing new life into fossilised thinking about the nature of the world. He was a reminder of how fresh ideas often came from outsiders and how putting up impervious walls could ossify everything within.

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Islands come, and islands go. It is reckoned that, currently, there are several million of them dotted around the planet, from the smallest uninhabited rocky protuberances that barely count, to vast landmasses like Greenland and New Guinea which flirt with being too continental to claim the honour of island status. A physical island is defined by the water that surrounds it, literally and semantically. The quality one might call islandness, therefore, must be a property of 12that junction: where land meets sea, where detached bumps into connected, where independence encounters alliance.

         As with islands, the character of a person is defined by behaviour in the space where the individual meets the wider world. I have an impression of me in my head, a sense of who I am, but such internal notions are almost meaningless unless tested externally. It is at our own personal shoreline that we find out who we are. Likewise, the character of societies is a consequence of how they interact with those beyond their borders, a relationship most obviously displayed among island peoples.

         To get a better understanding of islandness and the effect of island syndrome, one must go to islands and meet islanders. Answers will be found at the frontier. I need to walk the coastal path, become a beachcomber seeking clues among tidewrack and flotsam, paddling in the shallows, immersing myself in the surf. But where, among the countless islands, should my journey start? As a small boy, I was taken to see the film Doctor Dolittle, and I vividly remember how the title character chose to begin his quest by randomly sticking a pin in a map, ending up on the tropical Sea Star Island. I decide to adopt an only marginally more systematic approach, seeking to identify the median island as my starting point, the island that is right in the middle of all other islands.

         I take down my atlas and open it at the page marked the Mediterranean Sea, the middle sea that is home to more than 300 named islands, an alphabet of insularity from Ada Bojana in Montenegro to Zvërnec in Albania. Then I place my ruler 13carefully across the whole page, with Tangier at one end and Beirut at the other. Halfway along the ruler’s edge, bang in the middle of the middle sea with a name that sits precisely and pleasingly in the middle of the alphabet is a small archipelago of eight islands. My journey will begin in Malta. Right in the middle.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            The story of all the islands we know could be said to begin with rumbling birth spasms on the supercontinent of Pangaea some 200 million years ago. Tremors and tsunamis, earthquakes and volcanic ruptures provided the violent soundtrack as landmasses tore apart and drifted on their way.

            North America, Europe and Africa sought personal space as the Indian subcontinent divorced itself from Antarctica, headed north by north-west and smashed into Asia, throwing up Himalayan peaks. As this slow seismic salsa played out across the expanse of aeons, a vast constellation of islands was formed, some only to be consumed again by continents or drowned by oceans, others to secure permanent isolation.

            Fifty million years ago, the islands of Madagascar and Mauritius had already escaped from their continental parent. Colliding plates along the Pacific rim of fire had given birth to the Philippines. Greenland and a vast colony of islands in the Canadian arctic had achieved 14autonomy. New Zealand had broken free from Australian shackles and headed for a remote corner.

            As the great geological clock ticked on, coral atolls and microcontinental archipelagos, skerries and stacks, sandbanks and volcanic domes, islands of all shapes and sizes dotted the globe. Some were fragments of the mainland, ripped from their mother with DNA intact. Most were born barren, isolated and alone.

            But nature quickly located her lost children and planted seeds on their vacant coasts, little pods of life that could hitch a ride on the ocean currents and trade winds. Creatures of the sea and the air found their way across the shoreline to multiply upon virgin territory. Giant storms and waves occasionally threw bewildered land animals onto these strange new states, each arrival contributing to an independent habitat with a unique character and personality.
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         After a dusty bus ride from the airport to the centre of Valletta, I walk to Malta’s National Museum of Archaeology, an elaborate baroque building in Republic Street. It tells the stories of the Maltese Islands’ various settlers and invaders in a series of coloured rooms: the Bronze Age room full of daggers and ancient fragments is decorated in a rusty brown; the hall dedicated to the seafaring Phoenicians is painted in Tyrian purple, the colour of the dye they first produced from the secretions of 15predatory sea snails (Bolinus brandaris); there is a room dedicated to coins, from early Carthaginian currency to a sparkling set of £5 golden coins of British origin. I wander through the exhibition, piecing together the timeline of the island, until I reach the room dedicated to its first settlers, the walls coloured in the creamy yellow of Malta’s limestone. Large lumps of this rock, rescued from Neolithic sites, have been placed on low plinths and it is possible to run your fingers along the remarkable spiral and geometric decorations carved upon them by artists from the Stone Age.

         In the last room, however, I encounter an exhibit that stops me short. In a glass case, given pride of place, is a statuette labelled the Sleeping Lady. Crafted out of clay around 5,000 years ago, it is a breathtakingly beautiful depiction of an amply proportioned woman asleep on a low sagging couch. The sensitivity and compassion of the Neolithic artist who sculpted her has spilled down the millennia intact.

         I am transfixed by this gift from the Stone Age and feel almost as though I have been deliberately led to this small artefact, an object which might somehow provide inspiration in understanding the nature of our islandness. I buy a replica in the souvenir shop and pop it in my bag, resolving to awaken the sleeping lady. Later, as I place her upon my dressing table, I give her the name Pangaea. 16

      

   


   
      
         
17
            CHAPTER 3

            SEEDS

            The First Islanders

         

         
            When the first human species evolved around 5 or 6 million years ago, islands visible from the continent’s edge must have seemed tantalising but unattainable. Changing sea levels, seismic events and glacial action tweaked coastlines but also described the limits of exploration and settlement. It had been thought that our ancient ancestors only developed the technology to cross water and occupy islands, simple dug-out canoes and rafts, around 70,000 years ago. But then, in 2014, something extraordinary turned up on the island of Luzon in the northern Philippines to make us rethink the island story.

            Laurence Wilson, a mining prospector from Nebraska, had arrived in the Philippines in 1930, where he successfully located a valuable source of chromium. But Laurence was also mesmerised by the islands, their peoples and their stories. He loved to search for clues about the tribes who had originally settled on the Philippines, 18organising fossil-hunting expeditions and writing several books on the lives and legends of the mountain Ilocano, Igorot and Aeta peoples who have retained their ancient customs and traditions in remote districts of Luzon Island to this day.

            After his death in 1961, Laurence’s papers and journals ended up in the library of the archaeological department at the University of the Philippines, where they lay pretty much untouched for fifty years until a young archaeologist from France, Thomas Ingicco, began leafing through them.

            Thomas and an international team of prehistorians were looking for evidence of early human occupation on the Philippines and hoped that a greater understanding of the animals that once existed on the islands would tell them more about where prehistoric people lived and what they ate for lunch. The word ‘rhinoceros’ leapt out from one of the pages, along with a hand-drawn map showing where Laurence claimed to have seen teeth and bones of a species that was assumed to have died out long before humans arrived.

            Thomas and his team headed for the site close to the town of Rizal in the Cagayan Valley and within a week of digging in the thick mud, sure enough, they unearthed a fossilised rhinoceros tooth. The excited archaeologists excavated further and encountered a leg bone and other fragments. Thomas realised that Laurence had led them to a complete prehistoric rhinoceros skeleton. Carefully 19removing the soil, they looked at a rib still resting in the clay… and their world stood still. Upon the rib were the unmistakeable marks of butchery.

            In that moment, everything we thought we knew about when our ancestors first settled on islands was called into question. The bones were tested using uranium-series dating and electron-spin resonance which concluded the rhinoceros was roaming the island between 631,000 and 777,000 years ago. The cuts and bashes to its rib bone, signs of having been stripped of its meat and its marrow extracted, could only have been done by people. Yet Luzon had been an island long before the first apes began walking on two legs.

            The evidence from the muddy pit in the Cagayan Valley was that hominids didn’t complete the first perilous journey across the ocean 70,000 years ago but 700,000 years ago.

            After publishing his findings in the scientific journal Nature in 2017, Thomas became something of an archaeological celebrity. He told Esquire magazine, ‘You have mysteries, then you have theories. Even if you find the answer, more mysteries will come out. How did they arrive? That’s the new mystery.’

            How did they arrive, but also why did they leave? The never-ending search for food must have encouraged early humans to seek fresh pasture, but it was surely the human thirst for answers and a natural spirit of adventure that saw them develop the technology to make 20ocean boundaries permeable and islands accessible. The world beyond the horizon was a mystery that had to be solved, whatever the risk.

            In the last great Ice Age, lower sea levels meant that current islands including Borneo, Sumatra and Java were connected to the south-east Asian peninsular, part of continental Sundaland, as it would later be called. Australia bulged out to gobble up Tasmania and Papua New Guinea along with other smaller islands, a landmass named Sahul. Such land-bridges may explain how the rhinoceros arrived in Luzon. They also allowed some ancient peoples simply to walk to newly accessible areas before the oceans swept back, isolating them from their ancestral roots. The rising waters would not have washed away the primeval yearning to reconnect with a homeland still visible, and seafaring must have been the logical solution to unlocking emotional and spiritual reunion with their cultural birthplace.

            Island-hopping – that is, sailing from one visible island to the next – led early humans along archipelagos and island chains, fostering a spirit of exploration that developed into the next stage of settlement, defined as ‘island-hoping’: heading over the horizon, destination unknown. Simple rafts were improved with dug-out logs for buoyancy, evolving over time into canoes with one or two outriggers giving the vessels stability in the ocean swell. The first boats capable of long-distance deep-water travel were fashioned by intrepid and 21inventive tribespeople in the Pacific, probably around 50,000 years ago.

            These courageous seafarers would point their prow towards the skyline and set sail, voyages of discovery inspired by blind optimism. They were on a mission to seek out new life and new civilisations, to boldly go where no man had gone before. Far off islands, to early man, were the equivalent of distant galaxies to the crew of the starship Enterprise in the TV show Star Trek.

            Among the earliest of these Stone Age Captain Kirks were the remarkable Lapita people, who set sail without chart or compass from what is now Taiwan, heading south along the Philippines, then east along the coast of New Guinea, past the Solomon Islands and on out into the deep ocean waters of remote Oceania. They could not have known of the existence of the Santa Cruz archipelago, of the islands of Vanuatu, Fiji, Samoa and Tonga. But eventually they found them, pulled their sailing canoes onto the sand and sowed the seeds of a new culture, some 5,000 years ago.

            Despite the vast distances and treacherous seas, the Lapita moved their families and domesticated animals out to the new communities, travelling back and forth many times. They brought plants to cultivate and other supplies in clay pots. It must have been like building a city on the moon. The Lapita, though, were reaching for the stars.

            Linguists had long puzzled over the striking similarities between the ancient Paiwan language, still spoken 22on the southern coasts of Taiwan, and Malagasy, the language of Madagascar, 5,500 miles to the west off the coast of Africa. The word for the number one in Paiwan was ‘ita’. In Malagasy it was ‘isa’. The number nine was ‘siva’ in Paiwan and ‘sivy’ in Malagasy. Both languages were described as Austronesian, in the same linguistic family as the indigenous island tongues of Hawaii, Fiji, Tonga, the Solomon Islands and Samoa. It seemed the Lapita people headed west. A long way west.

            In large outrigger canoes, guided by ocean currents, clouds, sea birds and stars, these extraordinary sailors apparently dipped their testicles into the sea to test the temperature and help them navigate vast distances. They were single-minded in their determination to scatter their seed as widely as possible.

            Digging deep into Madagascar’s soil and history, archaeologists recently extracted charred microscopic remnants of plants to see what the earliest settlers were growing. The answer was rice and mung beans, seeds and pulses that originate in south-east Asia. In Madagascar, the first settlers were known as vahoaka ntaolo, a phrase that would have been recognisable in South Borneo and Polynesia. It meant canoe people from the beginning. To this day, the DNA of some Madagascans contains strands that lead back across the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea to the island of Borneo and on to the island of Taiwan.
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         23I take a closer look at Pangaea, asleep on the table. She is wearing a simple pleated skirt that covers the broadest of hips and thighs and is naked from the waist up. Hair falls to her shoulders from the sides of her head, the top of which appears to have been shaved. Her serene face rests upon a pillow held in place by a plump arm, her eyes gently closed.

         To the Neolithic artist who shaped her features, she was a supernatural figure of fertility and fecundity from the dawn of time. To me, Pangaea is the mother of all islands, her offspring strewn over the oceans. What might be in the pillow clutched tightly beneath her head? I picture the sack being sliced open, its contents spilling out and scattering upon the winds and the waters. It contains the seeds of life in all shapes and sizes: from microscopic spores of ferns and mosses blown on the breeze, to coconuts (Cocos nucifera) and the giant coco de mer (Lodoicea maldivica) bobbing optimistically on the waves; rice canoes embarking from their panicle ports; creamy rafts launching from the fat bellies of pumpkins; seeds of sunflower and sweet pea, cumin and fenugreek incubated in the stomachs of migrating birds; precarious craft each with a unique individual aboard, fate unknown.

         Gazing out of the bus window as it lurches its way across the Maltese countryside, I wonder at the motivation of the first settlers on this Mediterranean archipelago, the Stone Age people who determined to sail south towards the sun, away from the familiarity of their Sicilian villages, not knowing what lay beyond the horizon. These islands would have been covered with woodland, dense forests of holm oak (Quercus ilex) 24and Aleppo pine (Pinus halepensis), the floor beneath the trees a rich and fertile breeding ground for flowers and insects, birds and mammals. A giant swan (Cygnus falconeri) and the Maltese hippopotamus (Hippopotamus melitensis) used to call this home. When those Neolithic sailors arrived in Malta, it must have been like the Garden of Eden.

         We tend to think of island mentality as introverted, isolationist, insular in its most literal sense. But the character of the original islanders was the opposite. They were explorers, adventurers and trailblazers, determined to plant their swashbuckling seed far and wide. Their search for a better place beyond the horizon reflected the optimistic half of human nature, the belief that our role on the planet was a long and hazardous journey that would eventually lead us to paradise.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            In 1902, Malta’s capital Valletta was alive with the sounds of banging and hammering. The island was home to the Mediterranean fleet, the largest and most prestigious squadron in the British Navy defending the sea link between the United Kingdom and its empire to the east. The dockyards were not big enough for the ten firstclass battleships of the Royal Navy to be safely moored, so extra wharves were being constructed. Hundreds of labourers had been brought to the island to assist with the expansion, requiring new accommodation.

            In Paola, a commuter town across the harbour from 25Valletta, workers were cutting cisterns for one housing development when a hole opened up beneath them, revealing a cavernous space. The builders did what builders have always done and stood around the hole, looking into it and sucking their teeth. Their first instinct was to pretend they had never found it, to cover it up again and carry on as if nothing had happened, but word got out that something very strange had been discovered beneath Paola’s scruffy streets.

            The hole was a window into an unimagined ancient world. It had revealed a subterranean cave system older than the Pyramids, a Neolithic burial chamber full of thousands of bodies, remains and artefacts which had lain hidden for millennia. Before professional archaeologists could control the site, many of the bones were removed. Objects placed in the graves disappeared before they could be properly catalogued. Vital clues to the story of the Stone Age society which had constructed this labyrinth out of the solid rock were almost certainly lost in the time it took to put scientific systems in place. But the underground burial chamber, the Hypogeum as it was to be called, could not be silenced, and started to give up its secrets.

            News of the incredible find spread around the world and within a few years, while the excavations were still going on, visitors were being led into the caves to marvel at what had been uncovered. Forty feet below contemporary street level, the upper part consisted of many rooms, 26probably extensions to natural caves fashioned 5,000 or 6,000 years ago with crude tools: flint chisels, stone axes and antlers. Some of the rooms had been used initially as places of worship and then as burial chambers, but when those filled up, the builders burrowed down further, hauling the excavated rocks and boulders to the surface. The middle level was more ambitious, a circular main chamber sculpted from solid limestone from which led a series of rooms. Smooth walls had been richly decorated with geometrical spirals, dots and honeycomb patterns painted in red ochre. Amulets, beads, buttons, pots, little stone sculptures of animals and birds and figurines of people were found scattered here, extraordinary objects that were removed to the National Museum of Archaeology for safe keeping. Among those ancient artefacts was the statuette called the Sleeping Lady.

            The entrance to one chamber, now named the Holy of Holies, had been chiselled out to resemble a series of trilithons, two large vertical stones with a third lintel across the top, echoing the entrances to Megalithic temples found above ground in Malta. As with those temples, it seems the entrance had been placed at such an angle that it would have been illuminated at winter solstice if the rays of the setting sun could have penetrated.

            The lowest level did not contain any bones or significant artefacts and may never have been completed. No one knows why they stopped.

            The caves were an international sensation. The king 27and queen of England, princes, Presidents and Prime Ministers were given a tour. The Hypogeum appeared on a set of George VI definitive postage stamps, the Maltese 1½d available in slate black, scarlet, blue and green. Another stamp featuring the Hypogeum, issued by the Maltese Post Office in 1980, commemorated the acceptance of the Hypogeum as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

            But the caves were not able to handle celebrity status. All the tourists increased the humidity and carbon dioxide levels in the cave system, causing the growth of green mould which began to cover the surfaces and destroy the unique artwork on the walls. The caves were being eaten alive. Eventually, the Hypogeum was closed to the general public, only a handful of visitors allowed in at a time, the atmosphere constantly monitored by a microclimate controller.

            The architects of this amazing subterranean construction were the descendants of the first settlers on the islands, Neolithic hunters, and farmers from Sicily. At around the time Lapita sailors were driven by an intoxicating desire to leave their footprints upon the sand of unknown and distant islands, these European Stone Age people boarded rafts to make the relatively short crossing to Malta. Once there, they set about extracting huge limestone blocks to build rock temples, the remains of which still dot the landscape and where, it appeared, they made animal sacrifices to a fertility goddess. They had come to worship the earth mother. 28
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            CHAPTER 4

            UNDERSTANDING

            Seeking Answers at the Ends of the Earth

         

         We cherish our individuality, our unique DNA, the parts of ourselves that tell us we are special. But our identity is also about belonging, the traits we share with others. My search for an understanding of human islandness must be conducted in the place where ‘I’ becomes ‘us’, the boundary between singular and plural.

         I take a short stroll in the Mediterranean sunshine to another of Malta’s institutions that promises to tell the island story. The Postal Museum boasts that every stamp ever issued by Malta Post is on display. I feel compelled to go inside.

         My paternal grandfather John was, among other things, a philatelist. He took pleasure in collecting and studying stamps of the British Empire, an interest that led him to write a series of well-received books on postage stamp design. I have inherited his fascination with cataloguing and classification. It feels like a confession, but the complete set of Queen Victoria definitives issued by the Maltese Post Office in 1885, from the 30halfpenny green to the one-shilling violet, delivers a strange shudder of excitement.

         The little pieces of gummed paper, in their illuminated cases, are a graphic history of the islands, a record of practical connection with the outside world but also indicative of how the territory sees itself. Commemorative stamps, issued to mark important moments and events, reflect the priorities and passions of the islanders, their social and cultural disposition across time. The character of the place can be found within the perforated frames.

         I get a similar thrill from taxonomy, understanding how every organism fits inside one classification box, within another larger one and another and another until eventually you reach a box the size of a kingdom. Homo sapiens falls within the genus Homo, part of the Hominidae family, of the order Primates, of the class Mammalia in the phylum Chordata and ultimately a resident of the kingdom Animalia. There is pleasing logic and order to this identification system that helps me visualise the relationships that define the world.

         I remember as a young boy writing my address like this:

         
            Mark

            Easton

            My Bedroom

            My House

            My Street

            Bearsden

            Glasgow 31

            Scotland

            United Kingdom

            Europe

            Planet Earth

            Solar System

            Milky Way

            Universe

         

         It was a way of orienting myself, visualising my identity as concentric circles of territorial belonging, a series of islands within islands, beginning with my individual given name and ultimately floating in a sea of infinity. The further one travels, from the ‘I’ in the middle to the ‘us’ on the outside, the less one knows. It is a journey to the edge of our understanding.
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            The Skull Room was the idea of Sir William Turner, the son of a cabinetmaker who went on to become professor of anatomy at Edinburgh University. Thousands of eyeless heads stare from their display cases, accusatory in their fixed grins. Opened in the 1890s to house the medical school’s large collection of donated human remains, the elegant two-storey gallery was to become both a place of scientific study and a macabre tourist attraction.

            With its neat rows of skulls, sometimes two-deep behind the glass, extending from floor to ceiling, labelled and numbered, this was a place where the search for 32knowledge and understanding met the souls of men and women. Each exhibit once contained the memories and experiences of a living, breathing human being, many with a grim backstory.

            Edinburgh’s Anatomical Museum was the product of Victorian fascination with collecting, cataloguing and classifying. During the nineteenth century, well-educated British men took pleasure from amassing large quantities of human bones, artefacts from cultures and tribes around the world. Skulls were particularly popular.

            In 2017, the museum removed ten heads from their cases and lined them up for a photograph. The press was summoned to witness the identity parade. For the first time in many centuries, the skulls had spoken.

            Reporters were told how scientists had taken the bones from their dusty cabinet and placed them on the spotless benches of a sterile laboratory. Dressed in protective suits, gloves and masks, the research team had then delicately extracted teeth from the heads. The bones, it was explained, all belonged to Guanches, the mysterious aboriginal people of the Canary Islands, the skulls having been found in caves on Tenerife and Gran Canaria. The root tip of each tooth yielded a tiny sample of ancient DNA and, after washing, spinning, extricating, purifying and sequencing, the calcified extract gave up the secrets of the islanders’ identities.

            The Guanches’ arrival on the Canaries, a group of volcanic islands some sixty miles west of the Moroccan 33coast, had long puzzled anthropologists. It had been assumed that the first settlers had made the journey from North Africa, perhaps having spotted the smoking peak of Mount Teide, a Tenerife volcano, on the distant horizon. But the people of the mainland were Berbers, mountain farmers and herders with little or no experience of boats or seafaring, and the prospect of launching themselves into the wild Atlantic would have been utterly terrifying. Their teeth, though, confirmed that was exactly what they did. One day, roughly 2,500 years ago, a group of intrepid Berbers boarded crude rafts, pushed off from the coast and headed west across the ocean, towards the spot where the smoke rose and the sun set, towards the edge of the world.
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         According to the BBC’s Editorial Values, I must seek the truth. The corporation encourages its journalists to leave the safe and comforting island harbour of accepted wisdom, to search for answers beyond the horizon. There is jeopardy in this adventure because the truth is often uncomfortable. It may well be preferable to stay at home in ignorance than have one’s assumptions and prejudices challenged by realities beyond the garden gate.

         I must allow the winds of truth to take me where they will, gathering evidence, verifiable pieces of information that can be assessed and assembled to form coherent narratives, 34recording and explaining the events of the real world. It is binary. On one side there is fact and rationality. On the other lurks rumour, supposition, misinformation, conspiracy and downright lies. My professional mission is to explain what we know and what we don’t know, to expose obfuscation, error and untruths. Mysteries are there to be solved, myths to be exploded.

         This approach to understanding requires that every question has an answer and suggests human progress should be measured by the accumulation of knowledge, the number of the questions we are able to answer correctly. The meaning of life is a quiz.

         As a boy, I liked to read the weekly magazine Look and Learn. Each new edition was added to the stack on my bedroom floor, a mountain of facts and pictures and maps and stories that brought their subjects to life. Every copy included a general knowledge quiz, which I liked to do with my father, a bonding ritual that perhaps explains why I have tortured my own children with quizzes and puzzles at almost every opportunity.

         I also had a shelf groaning with ring-binders that came free with the first edition of various monthly publications, magazines that turned into a complete set on a particular topic: volcanoes; freshwater fish; the British Empire; postage stamps; space exploration. I can recall the almost physical pleasure I felt when the last magazine slotted into its folder, the final edition that came with an alphabetical index for the entire set.

         With Pangaea asleep on the edge of my hotel dressing table 35and the Maltese sunshine streaming in through the window, I open my laptop to examine one of the most influential documents in the history of human civilisation. Claudius Ptolemy’s map of the world was part of an atlas that came with his extraordinary work Geography, originally produced around ad 150 but, having been lost and found, was still being used, adjusted and updated more than 1,500 years later. Geography was made up of three sections containing eight books, a complete set building into an academic record of everything that had been identified about the lands and the seas, providing coordinates for all the places and geographical features of the known world. It was, perhaps, the inspiration for those part-work magazines that had so stimulated me as a boy.

         Maps are wonderful. I like to run my finger along coasts and mountain ranges, devise zig-zagging routes along roads and over bridges, across oceans and around islands, take a ruler to calculate distances between mysterious places with exotic names, speculate at the human relationships secreted among the shapes and lines and numbers. Ptolemy’s map is totally absorbing.

         I can see Malta (Melita) among dozens of recognisable islands clearly marked in a familiar-looking Mediterranean Sea. As one moves away from the Med, accuracy diminishes. The British Isles are identifiable, albeit twisted and stretched. To the east, a large island in the Indian Ocean represents an oversized Sri Lanka and continuing eastwards the waters are drawn lapping on the Asian coast as far as the South China Sea. 36

         At the westerly edge of the map is a straight line dividing the white of the earth from the blue of what is labelled Oceanus, the name given to the vast, mythical ocean-river that ancient Greeks believed encircled all the land: Panthalassa surrounding Pangaea. To Homer, it was the great sea god who girdles the world, the father of everything, the Titan who guarded the gateway between the dominions of the living and dead.

         Following the land–sea boundary south, I spot six small identical islands in a neat line, like a set of buttons on the hem of the world, nestling at the most westward point from the African coast. The map labels them Insulae Fortunatae (Fortunate Isles), later to be renamed the Canary Islands. Ptolemy joined the dots of the six little islands and proclaimed the result the prime meridian, the line of longitude defined as zero.

         The honour of marking the division between east and west remained with this remote volcanic archipelago for centuries. Gerardus Mercator’s famous globe, produced in 1541, drew the meridian precisely through Fuerteventura; in 1634, Cardinal Richelieu sliced the line through Ferro, the westernmost island of the Canaries; and sailors in the eighteenth century were still using Ptolemy’s zero to avoid getting lost.

         I place my ruler along the meridian and stand up as if to give myself a better sense of perspective. That simple line on the map, I realise, has a deep and complex symbolism. It is the boundary between east and west, between earth and ocean, between life and death, between fact and myth, between the known and the unknown. 37

         For more than two millennia in Europe, the Canary Islands marked the boundary of understanding. Beyond them to the west, there was nothing. A blank. The further you travelled from the middle of the Mediterranean, the hazier the information on the lands and the people who might live there. When you reached the volcanic outcrops of the Canaries, that was the edge. After that, knowledge just ran out.

         Shrouded in cloud and smoke, at the limits of human comprehension, the islands on the Atlantic horizon took on a mystical quality for the ancient Greeks. To Homer, they were the Isles of Bliss, the Elysian Fields where righteous mortals might spend immortality in paradise. To the poet Hesiod, they were the Fortunate Isles, where the hard reality of earth yielded to the dark fluidity of the ocean.

         Islandness is about our relationship with the unknown. Are we more content protecting the boundaries of our comprehension or striking out from the safety of a familiar port to question what we think we know? I switch on the lamp.

         Studying Ptolemy’s map, I can see he used the phrase ‘Terra Incognita’ to describe regions whose existence had been postulated but were yet to be mapped or explored. He did not mark such places ‘Hic Sunt Leones’ (‘Here Are Lions’) as would appear on later maps, or ‘Hic Sunt Dracones’ (‘Here Are Dragons’) as found on two early sixteenth-century globes. Ptolemy had no wish to emphasise the dangers of the unknown. Quite the opposite. He devised documents and charts that he hoped might aid explorers of the future, intrepid voyagers who would one day attempt to fill in the blanks. 38

         For some, the unknown was a challenge that required a response – humankind had a duty to conquer ignorance. For others, however, it was the order of things that certain matters remained shrouded in mystery. Their path to understanding was strewn with intuition and instinct, magic and wonder.

         The prevailing winds of the Mediterranean blew towards the former view since the days of the ancients. Greek thinkers sought to rationalise and explain, just as the guiding lights of the Enlightenment strove to pull away the curtain of blind faith centuries later. Elsewhere around the globe, the dominant philosophy was and is different, a belief that the limits of human capability make knowledge itself an illusion. Language simply cannot capture the ineffable mysteries of existence; truth is an unreachable land beyond our horizon. The unknown, therefore, must be accepted, respected and feared.

         Pliny the Elder, the man who wrote the first encyclopaedia, pulled together all that was known about the Canary Islands just over 2,000 years ago. He was a seeker after truth, determined to draw a clear line between fact and fiction, and the islands on the edge must have fascinated him. He wrote of how the place was home to enormous lizards (fossil records show a giant lizard, Gallotia goliath, had been a resident) and of ‘the multitude of dogs of huge size’ that gave the islands and, subsequently, a native yellow songbird (Serinus canaria), their names. It is probable that these were not dogs (Canis familiaris) but monk seals (Monachus monachus), a large colony of which once sunbathed upon the beaches of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura. 39

         Pandemics permitting, today those beaches are often packed with tourists doing the same, and while playing in the sand in 2012, a group of visitors came across pieces of an old pot and a large quantity of snail shells. It is unlikely the discovery was particularly exciting for the holidaymakers, but after archaeologists had seen the finds and dug around in that corner of the beach, the local paper reported that it had turned the history of the archipelago upside down.

         In the sands, a research team from the University of La Laguna had found evidence of a Roman kitchen: pieces of crockery, plates and cups, stoves, pots and jars, metal hooks and nails, the bones of domestic animals. The fragments of ceramic, dated to the first century bc or ad, confirming that Romans had lived on the island at least 2,000 years ago. The archaeologists also found the remains of whelks (Stramonita haemastoma). A lot of whelks. In all, they counted more than 70,000 empty shells. These explained why the owners of the kitchen had crossed a continent and risked their lives to settle on this volcanic rock in the middle of the wild ocean. The beach had been the site of a processing plant producing a commodity said to be worth more than its weight in silver, if not gold.

         The whelk in question is a carnivorous sea snail commonly known as the red-mouthed rock shell or Florida dog winkle. To the Romans, though, it was a source of Tyrian purple, the prized and highly valuable dye used for the coloured stripe on the ceremonial togas of imperial senators and other dignitaries. Pliny’s encyclopaedia Natural History contains the recipe, 40which involved a vast number of whelks, the removal of a vein from each one, a cauldron and a lot of boiling and skimming. It was filthy work. The dyers would reek of rotting fish, a stench so unpleasant that the Talmud, setting out Jewish religious law, specifically granted women the right to divorce a husband who chose the trade.

         What the find on the beach shows is that, around 2,000 years ago in Europe, the cloud of myth and mystery that had shrouded the Canaries was beginning to lift. Islands that once represented the edge of understanding were being absorbed into what the ancient Greeks called the ecumene (οἰκουμένη). They were becoming part of the known world.

         I look at Pangaea and feel moved by this magical slumbering figure. The fact she was found in an underground chamber along with the bodies of thousands of Stone Age people indicates she was afforded a supernatural importance. Her very survival across time suggests a protective reverence, that she was worshipped and loved.

         But something strange happened to the people who sculpted the Sleeping Lady. Malta’s timeline, so colourfully illustrated in the national museum, contains a small gap, just a few decades, between the Neolithic civilisation that lived on the island for thousands of years, and the arrival of an entirely new race of people in the Bronze Age.

         I take another bus ride, this time crossing the divide between the main island of Malta and its sibling Gozo to the north aboard one of the regular ferries. I watch the exhausted landscape drifting lethargically past the window as the driver 41heads towards the district of Xaghra and the extraordinary Neolithic temples at Ġgantija, a thousand years more ancient than the Pyramids or Stonehenge, built from huge blocks of local limestone before the invention of the wheel.

         We don’t know what happened to the islands’ original settlers. Having constructed such impressive monuments and dug out the remarkable underground cave system, they appear to have abandoned their homes and possessions, their jewellery, their toys, their designs, their tools, their pots, their sculptures, their icons, a treasure trove of prehistoric experiences, and simply disappeared.

         The islands’ Neolithic ancestors may have worshipped the earth mother, represented her maternal and loving form in giant statues and miniature figurines, paid homage and made sacrifice to her fertile power, but ultimately perhaps, they forgot what she represented. It may have been war or disease that did it for them. They could not isolate themselves from human frailty. Or it may have been that the food ran out and it was time to leave.

         I cup my hand around the sleeping Pangaea in my pocket. Like the islands they choose to inhabit, people may become isolated from the wider world. They look inward, not outward, and that leads to complacency and self-obsession. That is the curse of the island. That is the curse of humanity. 42
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