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Prologue



Let me begin with a brief, extraordinary story: the tale of a migrant who survived a war and a terrifying journey across the Mediterranean to start a new life in Europe. I’m temporarily withholding, for what I think are good reasons, the nationality and religion of the migrant.




AT was a well-connected man in his thirties, who found himself on the losing side of a long-running war in an Asian country. He’d been a fighter in the war himself, and knew that he would be killed by the victors who were now streaming into the city in which he lived. These victors – who spoke the same language and practised the same religion as AT – had already murdered his father-in-law, a well-known figure in the city.


AT’s own father could no longer walk and refused to leave the city, saying he would rather die at home than become a refugee. But eventually AT persuaded him to leave. AT would later describe how he carried his father out of the city on his back. Beside him, holding AT’s hand, was his young son. The three of them managed to reach relative safety in a nearby valley. AT then went back to the city on his own to look for his wife, from whom he had been separated in the chaos. He learned that she had been killed.


He returned to his father and son in the valley. With some other refugees they travelled to the Turkish coast. From there they took a boat out into the Mediterranean. There was no clear plan, except to escape the violence, and to find a place where they would be welcome. The boat stopped at several ports that were unwelcoming, including a place on the Greek mainland to which AT’s brother-in-law had fled. He learned that his brother-in-law had been killed. He prayed at his graveside and left.


The refugees continued westwards by boat. It was a harrowing journey. They had heard that the mainland of Italy would be a good place for migrants such as them, particularly the area around Rome. They landed briefly in Sicily – where AT’s father died – but then were forced to travel back across the Mediterranean to Tunisia. They were then stuck in Tunisia for a year, where AT met a woman, herself a migrant from Lebanon, who fell in love with him. He was in two minds. He thought of staying there and marrying her, but he dreamed still of going to Italy, which had become a kind of Promised Land for him. Eventually he and his son, and others from his country, managed to get on a boat for Italy, and they eventually landed near Ostia, just to the west of Rome.


At the start, it was not easy for AT, his son, and their companions. They built a temporary refugee camp near the beach where they had landed. AT’s son was accused of poaching, and the new migrants soon got caught up in local political feuds. But AT made clever alliances and became the right-hand man to a Roman dignitary. Eventually AT himself, by marrying the daughter of the dignitary, became an important figure in Rome.





AT, as some readers may have guessed, is no modern migrant. He is Aeneas of Troy, who lived in what is now Turkey. His murdered father-in-law was King Priam; his Tunisian girlfriend was Dido of Carthage. The Roman dignitary was called King Latinus, and according to Virgil, Aeneas’ descendants ruled Rome for many centuries. For me the story is a reminder of how little has changed for would-be migrants over the last three thousand years, and how migration has always been, since the very beginning, central to the human story. And remains so.
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We all need to talk about migration. Urgently and openly. And not just the insular country-by-country stuff; not only borders and passports and quotas and walls and visas. But something much deeper, more fundamental about who we are as human beings.


For everybody seems to have an opinion about migration. In fact, if you just dig a little, most people have several, sometimes contradictory, opinions. Some of us are very vocal on the subject. Others shy away from talking about migration, because the subject has become so toxic. No issue seems more emotive, more likely to create discord in a family, to set friends against each other, to divide a community or a political party. And many of us find it hard to look at the issue from the point of view of others, from the point of view of people who are not like us.


It’s my contention that migration has, in fact, become a modern proxy for a whole range of other issues that impinge on our lives and our thinking: identity, ethnicity, religion, ideas of home, patriotism, nostalgia, integration, multiculturalism, safety, terrorism, racism. And that the reason migration plays this role is because, historically and culturally, migration is such an important element of the human story. We are all, of course, descended from migrants. And it is part of the story of each of us, whether or not we have been migrants ourselves.


I will argue here that the role of migration in human history has often been underplayed or overlooked or misunderstood. There are a number of possible reasons for this. I suspect that the most important is a still-dominant narrative that sees the history of human beings as a story of continuing progress (with a few ups and downs), in which savages are transformed into citizens, and nomads become householders. The majority of us today have a home address and a nationality. Many of us own land or a home. We are sedentary. We belong to somewhere.


But all this has been true for just a tiny part of human history. Having a permanent home and a lifelong nationality are considered normal, as if they were part of the human condition. I think, in certain ways, that the opposite is true: we are almost unparalleled as a migratory species, able to thrive practically anywhere. And a wider recognition of this might encourage us to rebalance our view of the ‘normal’ world. Human history has usually been written by and for sedentary people, who claim an attachment to a particular location or country, or sometimes to justify an imperial adventure. And their accounts of their lives and of the past are more likely to have survived. And this, in my view, has gently skewed our understanding of our past.


My aim, here, is to restore migration to the heart of the human story, in a way that might also help us reset the modern discussion about migrants. This book sets out to question what might be called the ‘myth of sedentarism’, the popular modern notion that humans are naturally sedentary. And to conduct what can be seen as a series of experiments by viewing important periods in the history of humankind through the prism of migration, of people on the move, of societies in flux – rather than of stasis, of settled communities, of fixed ethnicity or nationality.


It is not essential to have been a migrant to see human history through this alternative lens, but it may help. I have been away from the country of my birth, the UK, for most of my adult years, for a range of reasons: as a spouse living in India, my wife’s country; in order to work for the BBC, and to write books; and – quite simply – because I wanted to. And so, over the last ten years, while this project has been in gestation, I have lived (for at least three months, and sometimes a lot longer) in India, Tanzania, Nigeria, Tunisia, Afghanistan, Cambodia, Ethiopia and Indonesia – with several short spells back in the UK, usually in the London house in which I was born. And I am, for now, comfortable in not having a place I call home. It is important here that I also acknowledge my good fortune. In comparison to most migrants, I have it easy. My passport, my job, my background, my colour and my gender all combine to make it uncomplicated for me to live almost anywhere I want, for long or short periods, in ways that most migrants never experience. I am definitely not a typical migrant, though most of us would be hard pressed to identify someone who is.


There is no simple, uncontentious definition of a migrant. Many of those definitions are narrow in scope and are designed only to deal with migration in modern times. They often refer to nations or borders or citizenship. I’ve chosen, quite deliberately, a broad definition, borrowed from the work of the psychologist Greg Madison, according to whom,




a migrant is someone who has moved from one culture to another, where the second [culture] is experienced as significantly different from the first, and for a sufficient duration that the person engages in daily activities and is challenged to undergo some adjustment to the new place.





I prefer this definition because there is no mention of nationality or ethnicity or frontiers. It therefore can be used to describe modern and ancient migrants, as well as those who migrate willingly and those who do not. It also emphasises the experience of the migrant, rather than the distance travelled or the border crossed. And it encompasses a broad spectrum: from those who freely choose to move to those who have it forced upon them, and everyone in between.


In practice, this means that the word ‘migrant’ clumps together people whose experience of migration is extremely diverse – slaves and spouses, refugees and retirees, nomads and expats, conquerors and job-seekers. It’s a hypernym, an umbrella term which can be used to cover those who intended to migrate, and those who moved elsewhere for a short time and then just lingered on (like me), as well as those who are forced to move: driven or carried unwillingly into exile. It might apply to someone who moves just a few miles across an international frontier, or to someone who travels huge distances within their own country.


The language surrounding migration is often loaded and confusing, and in recent times has become increasingly bound up with ideas of the nation-state and its borders, as well as with race and racism. Immigrants and emigrants, arrivers and leavers respectively, are, obviously, the same people seen from distinct viewpoints, and yet are imagined quite differently. The two words carry very different connotations. In rich countries, emigrants are typically seen as adventurous risk-takers, while immigrants are often portrayed as parasites. Attitudes towards migrants can be deeply inconsistent. They are expected to assimilate and encouraged to remain distinctive; to defend their heritage and adopt a new one. They are sub-human and super-human, romanticised and castigated, admired and abhorred.


There is great modern-day concern over migration among the settled people of many nations. It is an issue that is deeply divisive, and one that frequently cuts across traditional party-political lines. Politicians will often attempt to outdo each other in their opposition to migration, particularly when times are hard. Attitudes towards many migrants have tended to be driven by economic cycles. At times of growth, foreign workers are needed, and employers and governments go out of their way to attract migrants. When a downturn inevitably comes, they are often expected to return ‘home’. As the Swiss playwright Max Frisch once remarked, in relation to his country’s immigration policy, ‘We called for workers, and human beings came instead.’ Migrants themselves are often dehumanised and unheard, their voices silenced by the controversies and vitriol that swirl around them.


The migration challenges of the next half century may be far greater than those of the recent past. Ageing populations in rich countries mean that many more migrants are needed to overcome labour shortages. And migration and the desire to migrate are set to increase dramatically as climate change begins to turn our world upside down. Coastal communities are disappearing, and fields will turn to desert – and frozen lands, far from the tropics, will become agriculturally viable. Migration, some are now arguing, will become the most important test facing humanity. Another reason, then, why we need to reset our view of migrants, and to recognise the pivotal role that migration has always played and will continue to play in the human story.


But it is also important not to become sentimental about migration, now and in the past. It can sometimes be deeply disruptive, and often destructive. And there are many cases in which migration has been far from benign or enriching. In the Americas, early European settlers brought disease and death. While the earliest human inhabitants of places as varied as Sri Lanka, the United States, Japan, Cuba and New Zealand have been reduced to tiny minorities by migration. But it’s usually forgotten that these ‘aboriginals’ were also once migrants to a land where they were the first human settlers; migrants who often killed off previous animal migrants to the same place – and so on, in a backwards spiral, to the beginning of life on earth.
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It’s sometimes hard to know just how far back to go with migration – there is no natural starting point. I think it’s useful, briefly, to go back to the most ancient of times, not only because this is one of those occasions where, as a species, we might benefit from some humility, but also because migration is a fundamental part of the story of our planet, and not just of humans but of our pre-human ancestors and their animal cousins. And a twenty-first-century discovery has made it possible to go back a very long way indeed, into an almost absurdly distant prehistory.


In the early years of this millennium, palaeontologists exploring a disused sandstone quarry near the Canadian city of Kingston came across a series of mysterious markings or indentations in the rock. Further investigation showed these markings to be fossilised footprints, the earliest ever found. They belonged to a group of long-extinct animals, described by the scientists as a cross between a lobster and a centipede, each about eighteen inches long. There were so many footprints that the scientists couldn’t work exactly how many legs each of these animals had – but somewhere between sixteen and twenty-two – and they could tell from other fossilised markings that they dragged their tails behind them as they scuttled across the sand. These creatures had just emerged from the ocean and stepped onto land, at a time when all animals lived in the sea. Symbolically at least, these ‘lobsterpedes’ might be considered the first migrants, moving between two very different habitats about 530 million years ago.


It’s not clear why these marine creatures were on land. They may have been there to search for food, or to escape from predators, or driven there by a changing climate or by overpopulation, or maybe they simply got lost. I would like to ascribe to them a sense of adventure or curiosity, but I have no evidence for this. What makes this feat so extraordinary is that there were no other animals living on land – no dinosaurs, no ants, no rats, no cockroaches, and very little plant life. So it’s really the lobster equivalent of humans landing on the moon. Like the moon landing, and unlike most migrations, there was no one already there to take offence at the arrival of the lobsterpedes, or to fear that these newcomers might cause trouble. It was genuinely virgin territory. The newcomers themselves probably weren’t impressed; there was no food, no shelter from the sun (though it might have been raining), and they must have become dehydrated pretty quickly.


This was an almost unimaginably long time ago, long before mammals or birds existed, when our own ancestors were legless fish-like creatures swimming in the sea. We don’t know exactly what happened next, but it is possible that the lobsterpedes, like the astronauts, simply returned whence they came. Because it was at least another 150 million years before animals began to build permanent colonies on land. And among those early migrants were our own distant ancestors, who had by now evolved into small fish-lizards whose four fins had become four very short legs, and from whom every single one of us (along with all reptiles, mammals and birds) are descended. By about 250 million years ago, some of those fish-lizard ancestors had developed into animals known as cynodonts who resembled a cross between a lizard and a dog, and from whom all mammals are descended. Fossils of cynodonts have been found on every continent including Antarctica, showing just how successful they were as migrants – arguably the most successful until the arrival of modern humans.*
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Primates only emerged about eighty million years ago, and in their early days some of them were also quite impressive as migrants, but our closest simian cousins were far less adventurous. Chimpanzees, our nearest relatives (closer to us than they are to gorillas, their next nearest cousins), never left sub-Saharan Africa except when forced to do so in modern times by human beings. The evolutionary line between chimps and humans split about five million years ago, and some of the earliest human skeletons – in South Africa and in Ethiopia – have been found in places where chimpanzees never lived. Chimpanzees are the distant relatives who stayed at home, in their ancestral habitat.†


Early human history is a scholars’ battleground, particularly when it comes to migration. There is broad agreement that we are all originally from Africa – apart from a coalition of blind nationalists and evolution-deniers who consider that some groups of humans (usually their own) live where they have always lived. But as for the detail, much has changed in recent years.


Modern science – particularly the testing of modern and ancient DNA – has revolutionised the study of early human migration. And the overall picture that has emerged during the last decade is far more complex than anyone had previously anticipated. Almost all of us are more of a mixture than we thought we were. And those simple directional arrows that used to be placed on world maps to describe tens of thousands of years of history as humans settled the earth, are gross oversimplifications, and often wrong. In Europe and Asia more specifically, we now know that there were layers upon layers of overlapping, entangled movements of population – that look much more like a transport map for a megacity than a simple flowchart or a family tree.


Until recently there was a vague consensus that there were two significant human migrations out of Africa. The first of these took place more than half a million years ago, and helped explain the discovery of human-like Neanderthal skeletons in Europe and Asia. That migration was seen as a failure because the Neanderthals died out. The second migration, which began less than a hundred thousand years ago, was of what became known as ‘anatomically modern humans’ – that is, ‘people like us’. This migration was deemed a success, because these migrants gradually settled the world – and everyone outside sub-Saharan Africa is descended from them. But we now know that this older view of our evolutionary past is misleading at best and, on one key point relating to the Neanderthals, simply wrong.


It now appears from studying the genomes of ancient and modern humans that there were in fact more than two major migrations out of Africa, and at least one possible migration back to the continent. And in Europe and Asia there were many layers of multi-directional, overlapping and interconnected migrations. Unpacking the research of the geneticists, and drawing up historical timelines based on their findings, reveals a species on the move like no other species. Of course, these acts of migration happened over long periods of time, and it’s hard to know whether many individuals travelled huge distances during their lifetimes. But it is clear that, over the generations, humans gradually made their determined way – despite enormous barriers of geography and climate – to every part of the world, except Antarctica. We will never know exactly what made them do this – and there are probably a range of interconnected reasons, many of them familiar today – including getting away from other humans, climate change and the search for food. And a sense of adventure or curiosity or restlessness may be just as important. Indeed, there are scientists who have referred to the existence of what has become known as the ‘curiosity gene’, a genetic mutation found among about 20 per cent of humans.


But perhaps the most startling discovery made by the genetic scientists was about the Neanderthals, those supposedly brutish, stupid, humanoid distant cousins of ours who disappear from the archaeological record about forty thousand years ago. They did not, after all, become extinct. They are with us now, quite literally. For it turns out that the vast majority of modern humans are descended from Neanderthals.





______________


* The cynodonts’ world was very different from ours, principally because there was just one enormous landmass now known as Pangaea – allowing the easy migration of these proto-mammals to all parts of the globe. Members of the rat family might also make a claim to be the most successful of mammal migrants – though their migration routes echo those of humans and may well have been driven by the opportunities of food provided by humans. Both rats and humans are descended from cynodonts. The most recent common rat-human ancestor lived about 100 million years ago.


† Some humans, of course, also remained in that ancestral homeland. And adult chimpanzees actually perform daily micro-migrations, almost always sleeping in a different tree, and often travelling for many hours – but never venturing beyond the forests and savannahs of Central and West Africa. While all bonobos, once known as dwarf chimpanzees, live south of the Congo River, other larger chimps all live to the north. Some other primates have migrated long distances, though not necessarily by choice. There’s a mystery about how the lemurs of Madagascar first got there from Africa, because they needed to cross the 400-kilometre-wide stretch of the Indian Ocean known as the Mozambique Channel. Many scientists argue that they must have accidentally floated across on rafts of tangled vegetation.










CHAPTER ONE



Neanderthals, Sapiens and the Beagle


It’s a short downhill walk along a leafy footpath from Neanderthal railway station to the elegant, curved glass building that houses western Europe’s only museum dedicated to its aboriginal people. The museum stands near an area of well-tended young woodland that conceals the strange history of this German valley. For it all looked very different until the middle years of the nineteenth century. This part of the Neander Valley was once an enormous, dramatic limestone gorge, fifty metres high, beloved of Romantic painters and famous for its caves and waterfalls. But limestone became a valuable commodity in the construction industry – the raw material for the great municipal buildings of the nearby city of Düsseldorf. And a small army of miners flattened the gorge, destroying all its caves, transforming it into a quarry, and leaving behind a wasteland when the limestone ran out. In recent times, the valley has been landscaped, replanted with trees and developed as a well-signposted tourist destination for those who are interested in the deep history of humankind.


In the summer of 1856, two Italian migrant workers were searching for limestone deposits in the valley when they discovered the entrance to an ancient cave. And inside, as they scraped away at many centuries of hard sediment, to make sure that the floor of the cave really was made of limestone, they came across some old bones. They showed them to the landowner, who thought they were the skeletal remains of a bear. But because he wasn’t absolutely sure he decided to take them to the local teacher, who also happened to be a fossil-collector. That teacher, Dr Fuhlrott, immediately recognised the bones as human, but also noticed that they were different in a number of significant ways from those of modern humans. Over the following decade, a separate subspecies of extinct humans was identified, and was given the name Homo Neanderthalensis after the valley. The Neanderthals were reborn.*


The Neanderthal Museum is built as a single helix, spiralling slowly upwards, steplessly, through our ancient history. It is popular with parties of teenage German schoolchildren, who can play the fool with replica skulls, pretend to dig for ancient bones in an indoor sandpit, and take selfies with life-sized naked early humans. The museum is a place of teasing, flirtation and laughter. There’s even a Neanderthal man dressed in a suit and tie, leaning over some railings, waiting to be mistaken for a member of the public. And yes, looking like this, he would not draw much attention on the train back to Düsseldorf. But, gently curated, there is a more serious message here, part of an attempt to re-humanise the Neanderthals – both as Europe’s aboriginals, and as our ancestors.
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By the 1920s, the word Neanderthal had entered common parlance in several European languages.* It was used to describe oafish, dim-witted, backward-looking individuals. H. G. Wells, thanks to his 1921 short story ‘The Grisly Folk’, deserves some of the blame. He recognised Neanderthals as the original Europeans, but described them as stupid and ugly and hairy, and running around like baboons. In his story, they are defeated, killed off by ‘true men’ who are like us, who are clever and handsome and who know how to work as a team. Neanderthals soon became the archetypal club-wielding, grunting cavemen of cartoon humour – often portrayed, quite absurdly, as co-existing with dinosaurs. ‘Knuckle-dragging Neanderthals’ has become a rhetorical insult, used to describe reactionary politicians and drunken football fans.


Neanderthals didn’t drag their knuckles. They stood upright, and had fire and language and art – and larger brains than modern humans. They cared for their sick. They survived several ice ages, and they lived in a wide variety of climates – from the Atlantic to central Siberia, from the Arctic to the Middle East. Yes, their brows were thicker, and they were shorter and stronger than most anatomically modern humans. But they weren’t really very different from the new migrants from Africa who supplanted them.


The Neanderthal Museum manages, fleetingly, to conjure up some fragmentary mental images of a lost world, a world that lasted an astoundingly long time. Remember: for almost half a million years, Neanderthals were probably the only humans in Europe; nearly ten times as many years as we, modern humans, have been on the continent. And it is increasingly possible, at the intersection of genetics and palaeontology, to learn something of the lives of Neanderthals, of where they came from, of how they were related to each other, of their diseases and diets.


And yet, there is so much more, beyond the purview of science, that we will never know. As I ended my visit, having flitted through the museum gift shop (with ‘Neanderthal beer’, ‘Stone Age’ lollipops, caveman jigsaw puzzles, and real fossils for just one euro), and out into the summer sun of the Neander Valley I tried to imagine something of the lives of the men, women and children who once lived here. Did they, for instance, return to stay in the same caves each year? Did they consider the caves to be their home; and did they have a sense of home similar to the way we use that word now? And what did they make of outsiders – other groups of Neanderthals, or the new migrants from Africa?


The voices of Neanderthals, though, like those of all early humans (and of so many migrants) are irretrievable. We know nothing of what they thought, of how they saw their world, of what they cared about most – and we never will. But that shouldn’t be an absolute limit on our powers of imagination, and empathy. And novelists have tried – often more thoughtfully than H. G. Wells, who declared of the Neanderthals that we might as well try to imagine how ‘a gorilla dreams and feels’.


William Golding, for instance, fresh from the success of his first novel, Lord of the Flies, but long before his Nobel Prize, depicted the decline and death of a Neanderthal community in his second book, The Inheritors. It’s a strangely affecting novel, ahead of its time, and Golding’s own favourite. It’s also a deliberate response to Wells. A quotation from Wells is used as an epigraph – in which he refers to the ‘ugliness’ and ‘repulsive strangeness’ of Neanderthals. Golding’s Neanderthals are quite different. The world is seen through their eyes in all but the last sad chapters of the book. They are the good people of Golding’s story; thoughtful, loving, in tune with nature, gentle, innocent, living happily somewhere in northern Europe. They are seasonal migrants, forest-dwellers in the summer, who retreat to a coastal cave each winter – a life unchanging. And then, one terrible summer, the ‘new people’ turn up; Homo Sapiens, that is. They are hungry and desperate and cunning, and ready to kill. They have spears and boats, and knowledge of a wider world. And they think the Neanderthals are devils. By the end of the summer and the end of novel, the Neanderthals are wiped out, except for a baby boy carried off by the new people.*


The Neanderthals, as a separate subspecies, died out around forty thousand years ago. We don’t know why. There’s a range of possible explanations. It’s plausible, at least, that the ‘new people’ were partly responsible. They may have been more successful in competing for scarce resources; they had better weapons; and may have carried diseases for which the Neanderthals had no immunity. If so, it would not be the only time in history that migrants have wiped out an existing population: in the modern era, Europeans bearing weapons and diseases destroyed entire aboriginal communities in the Americas and Australasia, and decimated many others.


And yet it’s important to be careful with such comparisons. Neanderthals and anatomically modern humans probably coexisted in Europe for several thousand years – in which case, does it still make sense to refer to the latter group as migrants? And it seems likely that in this period – hugely long for us, tiny in prehistoric terms – Neanderthals and Sapiens were both migrating within Europe, probably quite large distances. And so the story is not as simple as Neanderthals simply being supplanted by new migrants.


In fact, both subspecies were migratory people, for whom movement – seasonal and permanent – was normal and necessary; and we can only presume that the questions ‘when and where to move?’ were major topics of discussion for all early humans. Simply put, humans did not, at this stage, build homes, and caves provided only temporary or seasonal shelter. Early humans were hunter-gatherers and scavengers. Prior to the development of agriculture, about thirty thousand years after the extinction of the Neanderthals, there was little to be gained from staying put – so long as their food was on the move, or only to be found growing over a large area of land, or in the sea.


Additionally, even the notion that the Neanderthals are extinct is a nuanced one. For the simple reason that we now know that Neanderthals and Sapiens had sex with each other, and children were born as a result. And that most human beings are descended from these children. A small part of the DNA of most modern humans – between 1 and 4 per cent – is of Neanderthal origin. We don’t yet know where and when Neanderthals and Sapiens interbred – but genetic scientists may soon be able to tell us. The mingling of these two human subspecies is a reminder of the very recent consanguinity of most of us. A reminder that peoples who are normally thought of as quite different from each other – from South Sea Islanders, through Indian farmers, Siberian nomads, Europeans of every description, to Native Americans – are inter-related not only through their Sapiens forebears but through their common Neanderthal ancestry.


The only exceptions – those among us who have no Neanderthal genes – are those with long unbroken lines of descent from sub-Saharan Africa; those, that is, who never left the continent on which humans originally emerged as a separate species. Africa – from where all humans come: Neanderthals and Sapiens, and any of those other subspecies* which have disappeared into the haze of prehistory. Everywhere else, and even in most parts of Africa, humans
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The prehistoric human journey was an extraordinary one. And those many ancient migrations to and within Europe – Neanderthal and Sapiens – were a small sideshow compared to what was happening in Asia, and then the Americas. To get to Europe, humans from Africa ‘simply’ needed to reach the Middle East and turn left, following the coastline of the Mediterranean or the Black Sea. The journey to other parts of the globe was far more complex. Some early migrants used a coastal route into Asia and beyond, island-hopping all the way to Australia. Others headed, blindly, inland to Siberia (or possibly along the coast of China), and then across the Bering Strait – and eventually down through the Americas to the southern tip of what is now Chile.


In recent years, as a by-product of the sequencing of the human genome and improved techniques of extracting DNA from old bones, we have learned a lot more about these ancient migrations. It’s not always clear-cut, and for now it’s probably wisest to let the scientists do battle (and they are in permanent mid-skirmish) over the dates and the routes by which humans peopled the world. But beyond those arcane battles it’s important to remember that there is a consensus that it all undeniably happened; that Homo Sapiens achieved this astonishing feat, for better or worse, of peopling the earth long before they had what we would consider even the most basic technology. They had fire and language, and simple tools made from stone or wood or bone, and that was all.


The more important question, for my purposes, is not when or how, but why it all happened; and what the tentative answers to that question might say about us as a species. For here we enter the murky world of paleo-psychology, which in this context is really an attempt to understand the motivation for human migration to every corner of the planet. We have no human words, no texts, of course, to help us with this question, nothing until the third millennium bce and the city-states of Mesopotamia, by which time it’s far too late and almost all of the world that is currently inhabited had been settled.* And so we have to look elsewhere for answers. There is bound to be, in most cases, a combination of possible local reasons for migrating, including climate change, scarce resources and territorial disputes. But these could apply to any species, and no other land mammal apart from, possibly, the rat has shown such a disposition to travel the globe. And therefore I’m tempted by the idea that, for some humans at least (and perhaps some rats), there is a deep-rooted, ancient, instinctive, perhaps genetic desire to be on the move.


Remember that being sedentary, having a permanent home is, in deep historical terms, a relatively modern phenomenon, and that just four hundred years ago about a third of the world’s population was nomadic. Even today, there are more than thirty million people† living a traditional nomadic lifestyle, and many millions more who might be called employee-nomads, or short-term migrant workers. And so I suggest that we may learn something about ourselves as a species if we put aside the notion that there is something innately normal or natural about staying in, or close to, the place where you were born. And remember, too, that given the timescales involved, and the absence of any prior information about the lands they were travelling to, the great prehistoric migrations probably happened in ways that were more complicated than we can now imagine. With perhaps more failures than successes, more reversals and dead ends than we will ever know about.
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The longest journey of them all was to the southernmost tip of South America, to the series of islands known as Tierra del Fuego, shared now between Argentina and Chile. There’s a scientific consensus that humans first reached there around ten thousand years ago, migrants whose ancestors had come all the way from Africa to Asia and on to Alaska, and down through the Americas, until they ended up below the 54th parallel, the closest human settlements to the South Pole. Until recently, it was thought the earliest humans in North America were hunters drawn inland by the big game that roamed the great plains. But the most popular current theory is the Kelp Highway Hypothesis, which proposes that the first Americans were not big game hunters at all but fisherfolk travelling along the coast, following vast underwater forests of seaweed that supported a very extensive marine world full of edible sea creatures – ‘a seafood buffet’, according to one description.


And so it was, probably, that many millennia ago the most travelled of all early migrants, a group now known as the Yaghan, reached the southern islands of the wind-ravaged Tierra del Fuego archipelago, close to Cape Horn. And, having nowhere further to go, they stayed. The Yaghan thrived, building up quite astonishing resistance to the cold, unparalleled among other humans – living naked in sub-polar temperatures and adapting successfully to some of the harshest conditions anywhere in the world. They continued to lead a nomadic existence, harvesting shellfish, catching fish and sea lions, mixing only with other Fuegian communities, and not moving beyond the archipelago until a new set of travellers and migrants appeared on the shores of Tierra del Fuego. And so this, perhaps the greatest migration story of them all, has a modern postscript, in which the Yaghan do not get to live happily ever after.




The Yaghan Journey
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The earliest encounters between Europeans and the Yaghan did not go well. From the sixteenth century onwards, a series of Europeans made their way to the southern seas, to sail round the world and, of course, ‘discover’ land that had been already discovered and occupied by the Yaghan and others ten thousand years earlier. Magellan of Portugal sailed straight past, but was close enough to notice the many fires that had been lit by the Yaghan (perhaps as a warning to each other of the fleet’s arrival) and gave the islands the name Tierra del Fuego or ‘Land of Fire’. The English explorer and slave trader Francis Drake led the second circumnavigation, and briefly stopped to name part of the Yaghan archipelago the Elizabethides Isles after the Queen of England. Fortunately, this almost unpronounceable name was soon forgotten.


Then, in 1624, seventeen sailors from a Dutch fleet were killed when they disembarked on a Yaghan island. Some of the bodies were mutilated, and it was thereafter believed by Europeans that the Yaghan were the worst kind of cannibals: consumers of uncooked human flesh, lower even in Western eyes than those who cooked their humans before eating them. They became archetypal savages – naked, cruel, unkempt, ugly and stupid. A contemporary engraving, widely circulated, of the killings showed the Yaghan as savages tearing a Dutch sailor limb from limb, while other dead sailors were being dragged off to makeshift huts, presumably to be eaten. In fact, there is no convincing evidence that the Yaghan ate any human flesh – cooked or raw.


The most significant visitor of the nineteenth century was a British warship, HMS Beagle, sent on a series of surveying expeditions to the southern seas. When it went to Tierra del Fuego in 1829, under the command of a well-connected young man called Robert FitzRoy,* some Fuegians stole one of the Beagle’s rowing boats. Captain FitzRoy took hostages in an attempt to get the boat back. This didn’t work, and FitzRoy sailed to Britain with four of the hostages on board, who were given the names Jemmy Button, Fuegia Basket, York Minster and Boat Memory,† presumably because the crew weren’t interested in calling them by their real names. Four descendants of that great migration to the southern tip of America were on the move again, unwillingly, roughly ten thousand years later.


On board and then back in Britain, the hostages were treated less as captives and more as scientific specimens or curiosities. They were clothed, their hair was trimmed; they were sent to boarding school, taught English, converted to Christianity, and presented to King William and Queen Adelaide. A little over a year later the three remaining captives (Boat Memory had died of smallpox soon after landing in Britain) re-boarded the Beagle, tasked with setting up a mission on Tierra del Fuego and converting the Yaghan to Christianity – and it was on board that FitzRoy drew the only surviving portraits of them.


FitzRoy also invited a twenty-two-year-old naturalist called Charles Darwin to join the return voyage of the Beagle. And so it was that Darwin befriended the teenage Jemmy Button, who laughed a lot, and showed great concern whenever the former felt seasick. Darwin later described the teenage Jemmy as ‘very fat, & so particular about his clothes, that he was always afraid of even dirtying his shoes; scarcely ever without gloves & his hair neatly cut’.
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The three hostages were dropped off in Tierra del Fuego, where Darwin was less impressed by Jemmy’s people:




These poor wretches were stunted in their growth, their hideous faces bedaubed with white paint, their skins filthy and greasy, their hair entangled, their voices discordant and their gestures violent. Viewing such men, one can hardly make oneself believe that they are fellow-creatures, and inhabitants of the same world. It is a common subject of conjecture what pleasure in life some of the lower animals can enjoy: how much more reasonably the same question may be asked with respect to these barbarians! . . .


Their country is a broken mass of wild rocks, lofty hills, and useless forests: and these are viewed through mists and endless storms. The habitable land is reduced to the stones on the beach; in search of food they are compelled unceasingly to wander from spot to spot, and so steep is the coast, that they can only move about in their wretched canoes. They cannot know the feeling of having a home, and still less that of domestic affection . . .*





This view of the Yaghan does not do Darwin much credit, though he does hint later on that he might have misjudged them. The Beagle and Darwin returned after a year to the place where they had left the three hostages, by which time Fuegia and York had run away together. There was no sign of the Christian mission, the vegetable garden for which they had brought seeds, and the Western clothes, the Bibles and the English crockery the Fuegians had worn and carried with them. And it took them some time to track down Jemmy Button.


‘We could not recognise poor Jemmy,’ wrote Darwin. ‘It was quite painful to behold him; thin, pale, & without a remnant of clothes, excepting a bit of blanket round his waist: his hair, hanging over his shoulders.’ But Jemmy, Darwin soon realised, was quite content. He had more than enough to eat, he was not cold, he had got married and, Darwin wrote in his diary, ‘we were rather surprised to find he had not the least wish to return to England’. It was as if Darwin briefly allowed himself to consider that Jemmy might be happier as a homeless ‘barbarian’ than as an English gentleman. And that the Yaghan might be just as capable of domestic affection as anyone else in the world.


After the Beagle came the ravaging of Tierra del Fuego. Europeans brought missionaries, disease and weapons of war to the islands. Most Yaghan converted, many died of diseases introduced by Europeans, others were killed or driven off their lands. For Europeans also brought ideas of property, and soon the Yaghan discovered that their traditional lands were no longer theirs. A gold rush in the late nineteenth century meant more migrants, and was followed by a large influx of Croatians fleeing poverty and discrimination under the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The sea lion and seal population, on which the Yaghan depended for food and skins, had collapsed because of over-hunting by Europeans. The Yaghan were reduced to living off mussels. Some of them left Tierra del Fuego for elsewhere in South America, others married Europeans and identified with the dominant Spanish-speaking Christian settlers, and there was even a failed attempt to settle a group of Yaghan on the Falkland Islands. The Yaghan way of life, and ten thousand years of continuity, were coming to an end.


In February 2022, Cristina Calderón, the last native Yaghan speaker left in the world, died at the age of ninety-three. She hadn’t been able to talk to anyone who was fluent in her mother tongue since the death, in 2005, of the second-last Yaghan speaker, her sister-in-law Emelinda (though as one Yaghan-researching journalist pointed out in 2004, the two women had quarrelled and weren’t on speaking terms anyway). In recent years, Calderón had become something of a celebrity, the last ‘pure-blooded’ Yaghan, the symbol of a lost world, and of a vague regret at how self-proclaimed ‘civilised’ people treated the original human inhabitants of this region, and elsewhere. She was visited by journalists, anthropologists and cruise-ship tourists at her home on the outskirts of the world’s most southerly town, Puerto Williams, and she responded phlegmatically to their questions about being the last of the Yaghan. And they wrote articles, or dissertations, or posted selfies with her on Facebook. She was even declared a UNESCO ‘Living Human Treasure’; and pronounced a ‘national heroine’ as part of the celebrations for Chile’s bicentenary in 2010.


There is a certain sad irony to the tale of the last of the Yaghan who, as the descendants of the greatest migration of them all, had seen their way of life destroyed by nineteenth-and twentieth-century migration. But it is a pattern that is repeated again and again through history; of peoples who have disappeared – some of them leave literature, or buildings, or archaeological remains, or genetic traces; others leave nothing.


The Yaghan have left a rich archaeological record of their nomadic life: thousands of middens, as archaeologists like to describe rubbish dumps, built up of shells and bones and vegetation. They have left their language, recorded in great detail for posterity; and one tongue-twisting Yaghan word took on a new life of its own. Mamihlapinatapai, appeared in the Guinness Book of Records as the world’s ‘most succinct word’, was used as a title for a song, an exhibition and a short film, and made a memorable appearance in the 2011 cult movie, Life in a Day. The reason for such interest is that the word was said to be untranslatable, though this was usually followed by a rough translation: ‘a look shared by two people, each wishing that the other would initiate something that they both desire but which neither wants to begin’. There’s a touching, almost woeful, sensitivity to the concept of mamihlapinatapai and its anxieties that seems to appeal to millennials. It also makes Darwin’s description of the Yaghan as savages and barbarians seems more absurd than ever.


Finally, the Yaghan have also left thousands of descendants, not ‘pure-blooded’ or Yaghan-speaking, like Cristina Calderón, but children and grandchildren of mixed marriages. Many of them identify themselves, to each other, to census-takers, and to visitors as Yaghan – and so, through them, the Yaghan live on. The notion of ‘pure-bloodedness’ is a woolly one at best, and racist at worst. Especially when it refers to a small group of people who have interbred for what seems like a long period, but which is actually a very short one in terms of our history as a species.


For, in fact, the Yaghan, like me, like the European settlers of Tierra del Fuego, like most of the people who will read these words, all have a common heritage. We are descended from Neanderthals, and from modern humans who left Africa about a hundred thousand years ago. Consanguinity, it should be remembered, is far more ancient than pure-bloodedness. And it’s the loss of Yaghan culture, not the loss of Yaghan bloodlines, that should be mourned.






AN EARLY INTERMISSION



One damp October morning in 2018, I spent twenty-five minutes in my father’s old study spitting into a small plastic tube. I was briefly in London, in transit between two jobs – the old one in Cambodia, and a new one in Tunisia – and was staying with my mother in the house in which I had been born more than half a century earlier. It’s still the place I know best, the closest I have to a home – and it has a way of bringing out the child in me.


I had returned to that home briefly in March 2014 to be with my dying father, and when he died six months later, I was on the move again. I became something of a nomad, taking up a series of short-term jobs in Asia and Africa. My work – for the BBC’s international media charity – has given me a greater chance to spend time with local people than most newcomers to a country. My visas, my flights and my housing are all organised for me. And I get paid. I feel more than fortunate. Yet when I return to London, I’m made to feel odd and stubborn by the questions and assumptions of some of those who have known me for most of my life. They ask me when I will settle down, stay in one place. I have no simple answer, and become petulant. Their questions make me feel as if I have chosen a lifestyle that goes against the laws of nature. That my lack of a home makes me less than human. That I am in some way impoverished by living out of two suitcases. That I am eccentric. That I haven’t really grown up. That I don’t quite belong.


I am bad at explaining myself to my contemporaries – for the simple reason that I don’t know why I am like this and they are not. But it feels elemental, as if a desire to be on the move, to travel to new places, to be with people who are not like me is part of my being. There’s undoubtedly a fear of monotony, and an excitement at novelty – at navigating the transport system in a new city, for instance, or working out what local dishes to eat for lunch – but it also feels much deeper. As if an excess of curiosity is part of my genetic make-up.


And, indeed, there are some people who think a curiosity gene exists. They’ve identified it, a string of markers in our genome known as DRD4-7R – an ancient genetic mutation present on a significant scale in all human populations, but particularly prevalent in the first inhabitants of the Americas. And, it’s been surmised, that is part of the reason they travelled so far, that they migrated to the end of the world. It’s impossible to prove, of course – genetics cannot provide answers to questions about the motives that led the Yaghan to Tierra del Fuego.


Nevertheless, DRD4-7R has taken on a virtual life of its own. Run a Google search of this combination of symbols and you quickly enter the strange world of popular and often unreliable genetic pseudo-science. There are dozens of articles about DRD4-7R, ascribing to it an absurdly broad range of extremely loosely connected behaviours and conditions: curiosity, risk-taking, adventure, drug use, wanderlust, novelty-seeking, adolescent delinquency, promiscuity, autism and attention-deficit hyperactive disorder.


‘The “Wanderlust gene” – is it real and do you have it?’ screams the headline in the Daily Telegraph. ‘Do you Have The “Curiosity” Gene? (And Will It Make You More Successful?)’ is the question posed by the astrophysicist Mario Livio, who strays far from his normal subject of expertise on the Excited Science podcast, while the Alternative Daily, ‘a health and wellness website’, declares ‘If You Love to Travel or Take Risks, You Have THIS Gene’.


There’s even a travel blog with the catchy name DRD4-7R: Posts from a Flashpacker, which contains the ‘musings, mishaps and thoughts of a vagabond 50+ mostly solo traveler’ called Cindy Sheahan. Ms Sheahan explains her choice of blog name:




So DRD4-7R. WTF? I first heard about this concept about 6 months ago . . . here’s the premise: this is the name of the ‘restless’ gene, or the ‘wanderlust’ gene . . . Now, I’m no scientist, but I am a bit of a romantic and I’m gonna embrace this theory and claim that I do have and may suffer from the effects of DRD4-7R.





The science is still uncertain. But there is, for instance, growing evidence of a correlation between some genetic markers including DRD4-7R, and how far particular groups travelled from Africa in prehistoric migration. This falls well short of providing an explanation for long-distance migration. And it certainly couldn’t explain on its own why some individuals have the travel bug and others don’t.


These caveats didn’t stop me from being intrigued; curious, even. And so it was after reading several of these articles that I, in a whimsical moment, decided to test my DNA – which explains why I was spitting into that test tube on that October morning. And it wasn’t just about the curiosity gene. I know quite a lot about my family, or I think I do. That my biological father was not who everyone thought he was; he was not the man who brought me up, the man whose surname I bear. And that he was half French. I was intrigued to see whether this would show up in my DNA. And I also wanted to know whether the genes of my maternal grandmother, descended from Jews who’d lived in Britain since the eighteenth century, would also make their distinctive appearance in my saliva. And would there be traces of other migrations? Best of all, I hoped, for largely sentimental reasons, to find out how closely related I was to the Neanderthals.


And so I sealed the tube of saliva and placed it in a well-padded box supplied by the testing company. Soon my DNA was on its meandering way, via a west London post office and a Dutch distribution centre, to a laboratory in North Carolina with the promise that in five weeks’ time I would know a lot more – possibly too much – about my ancestry.





______________


* Neanderthal bones had been found earlier than 1856, but not recognised as a different species or subspecies. I’ve opted for subspecies here because it makes it clearer that they are close enough biologically to interbreed. Homo Stupidus was originally considered as the name for the new subspecies, in obvious contrast to Sapiens, which means ‘wise’. The discoveries in the Neander Valley took place three years before the publication of The Origin of Species and helped create a scientific climate in which evolution very gradually became accepted. There were lots of arguments among German scientists, one of whom, Professor August Mayer, said the ‘malformed’ bones found in the Neander Valley were those of a wounded horse-riding Cossack suffering from rickets who had climbed into the cave during the Napoleonic Wars. When the similarities were noticed to a Neanderthal skeleton found in Gibraltar, the British palaeontologist George Busk declared ‘even Professor Mayer will hardly suppose that a rickety Cossack engaged in the campaign of 1814 had crept into a sealed fissure in the Rock of Gibraltar’.


* Neanderthal means Neander Valley in German. The word ‘Neander’ is taken from the Greek, meaning rather wonderfully in this context, but entirely coincidentally, ‘new man’. The valley was named after a seventeenth-century German theologian called Joachim Neander, whose grandfather, following the intellectual fashion of the times, had translated his surname, Neumann, into ancient Greek.


* The most commercially successful example of Neanderthal fiction is Jean M. Auel’s best-selling The Clan of the Cave Bear. There the Golding ending is reversed, and a young Homo Sapiens girl gets separated from her family and is adopted by a group of Neanderthals. The Neanderthals are portrayed as being barely able to speak; and unable to cry or laugh. Beyond this, the Neanderthals are not demonised, and Auel has positive and negative characters who belong to both subspecies.


* A number of other hominids have been identified, including Homo Erectus – often described as the ancestor of both Neanderthals and Sapiens. In 2010, the DNA of another subspecies, named the Denisovans, was identified from a finger bone excavated in a Siberian cave. Subsequent analysis showed that small amounts of Denisovan DNA were widespread among Asians. Other subspecies, Homo Floresiensis and Homo Luzonensis, have been identified from old bones found on islands in South-East Asia. are relative newcomers – migrants and the descendants of migrants.


* Among the few places that had not been settled by humans at this time were a number of outlying islands including New Zealand, Iceland and Madagascar.


† Historical context is important here. That figure of thirty million modern nomads represents less than 0.5 per cent of the world’s current population, but is far greater than the global population ten thousand years ago, when almost every human being was a nomad.


* FitzRoy was of royal blood, just twenty-three, and was appointed because the previous captain had become depressed and killed himself. FitzRoy would later become an MP and then Governor of New Zealand, the founder of what became the Meteorological Office, as well as an outspoken opponent of Darwin’s views on evolution.


† Button was bought in exchange for a mother-of-pearl button, while Fuegia Basket, who was thought to be nine at the time of her kidnapping, was given her name because she came over to the ship in a basket boat. Minster was kidnapped near a rock that the sailors thought looked like York Minster. Boat Memory was named in memory of the lost rowing boat. Their real names were O’run-del’lico (Jemmy Button), Yok’cushly (Fuegia Basket) and El’leparu (York Minster); Boat Memory’s real name was unrecorded. Only Jemmy Button considered himself a full Yaghan, while Fuegia Basket was half-Yaghan. The other two were members of a group known as the Alakaluf.


* Darwin’s low opinion of the Yaghan was partly derived from the fact that he believed, incorrectly, that they were cannibals, who when faced with starvation in winter they would kill and eat the oldest women of the community.










CHAPTER TWO



Babylon, the Bible and Blazing Saddles


In the early 1970s, as a London schoolboy, I learned to twist my lisping tongue around a new placename: Mesopotamia. We were being taught history, in sequence, from the beginning. Everything that came earlier than Mesopotamia was dismissed as fossils and guesswork. The Neanderthals and the first great migrations were unmentioned.


Mesopotamia, we were solemnly informed, in the first of a series of childbirth metaphors, was the ‘cradle of civilisation’. It was, we learned, the ‘birthplace’ of agriculture and irrigation, property and cities, palaces and temples, writing and rulers, frontiers and laws, taxes and armies. The future of the human race ‘in embryo’. And all because of an almost-miraculous technological breakthrough: humans somehow had managed to domesticate both wild plants and wild animals, and now all was possible.


Most historians would argue that this traditional narrative is incomplete, simplistic and inaccurate. I also think it underplays the most important part of this particular story. Namely, that, at the same time, humans began to domesticate themselves by spreading the idea that each of us has a place to which we belong. In practice, this meant that some of our ancestors became tied to a single location – a small tract of land on the globe – in a way that would later come to define us, to provide us with a central part of our identity. And by doing so we began to create a world in which it would one day no longer seem normal to be a migrant.


About twelve thousand years ago, before Mesopotamia, we were all migrants – every one of us, in the sense that no one seems to have had a permanent home.* But at about this time, a tiny percentage of the world’s human population, first in the Middle East and then in several other parts of the globe, stopped moving. They became sedentary – the first non-migrants in human history. It’s not entirely clear why these few humans stopped migrating. Historians once argued that early humans settled down and started living in villages because of scarcity of food, and that agriculture provided a solution to that scarcity. The opposite is now thought more likely. It’s been shown that most of these first non-migrants lived in places of abundance – wetlands, for instance, or locations on the border of two climatic zones, where there was enough food naturally available nearby to sustain a fixed population of humans. And few of them found the time and the opportunity to cultivate wild grains – sowing the seeds, quite literally, of the agricultural revolution.


This tiny minority of the world’s human population lived in little villages where they built themselves homes, out of wood or mud or stone, in which they lived all year round. For the first time, humans could possess more than they could carry. They had somewhere where they could keep their belongings. And these sedentary humans had domesticated themselves in the literal sense of the word, by attaching themselves to a permanent location: a house, a domus, a home. And – over the millennia – those experiments with agriculture continued as they domesticated plants, and then wild animals, in ways that would make it possible for still larger numbers of humans to become sedentary.


As agriculture spread through Mesopotamia, and newly settled farmers cleared land to build homes and to plant their crops, some of them claimed a special relationship with the land they had worked, and which they now occupied. The crops were theirs, as were those houses – and so, by the logic of occupation, was the land on which their crops grew and their houses were built. It was probably a gentle glide from possession to ownership. The parcelling-up of the world into units of property had begun – a process that, by its nature, excluded those who were on the move.*


Those first homes in the first villages were single-room circular huts. These would later be replaced, mainly, by rectangular buildings, some of which had several rooms used for different purposes. And ruins of these, uncovered by archaeologists, have provided us with the earliest significant evidence of human inequality, in the form of the large, multi-roomed homes of the rich, and the smaller, simpler homes of the poor. In this context, it’s possible to argue that the creation of immovable property was the greatest of all the changes brought about by these early sedentary people. For they introduced two great divides into human society, which overlap and which persist to this day: between those who own land and those who don’t, and those who are settled and those who are not.


A few of the villages of Mesopotamia became towns, drawing in migrants from the countryside as the land available to hunter-gatherers shrank. Many continued to farm their fields, but others developed new skills including pottery, weaving and metalworking, and bartered their skills and products for food. These towns often had what we would think of as a municipal or religious building; some town-dwellers might become priests or rulers, or both. Property and status could be inherited, and a few individuals assumed the power of making laws and raising taxes. And some of these towns grew larger and richer and more powerful – and the first city-states emerged about five thousand years ago. They and their accumulated wealth needed to be defended, as did the farmland that provided them with food and with taxes. Walls were built, frontiers were marked and guarded, soldiers were trained. They feared attacks from other city-states, but even more they feared raiders – nomads who were often now landless, and were sometimes depicted by the city-dwellers as lawless savages.


Mesopotamia matters to this story in several ways. Not just because it was the first place where humans became permanently sedentary – as hunter-gatherers, and then farmers, and then city-dwellers – and not just because the notion of personal property in land seems to have been invented here. But also because it is at this time we see the emergence of several new categories of migrant. And, more important still to this narrative, we have the earliest surviving written accounts of human attitudes towards migration and migrants.


Prior to the 1850s we knew of Mesopotamia largely through semi-mythological accounts in ancient Greek sources and, even more so, from the Bible. Places and names like Babylon and Nineveh and Ur and Nebuchadnezzar would have been known to my Christian and Jewish ancestors, but they belonged more to a world of ritualised imagination than to human history. There was, then, not much evidence that they really existed. But since the 1850s, despite the disruptions of many wars and revolutions, archaeologists have been digging up the ancient cities of Mesopotamia – in Iraq, Syria, Turkey and Iran. They have found remarkable treasures including, most valuable of all, many hundreds of thousands of clay tablets, marked with the distinctive wedge-shaped lines of cuneiform script. A huge range of texts have now been translated: inventories, account books, prayers, hymns, schoolbooks, histories, letters and myths. And these writings, the earliest to survive from anywhere on the globe, and breathtaking in their range and detail, have made it possible to recreate large parts of a lost world.


The writings of Mesopotamia provide a partial view, of course: a world seen through the eyes of the rich and the powerful who live in cities – and their scribes. But it is still possible to catch, like a glance in a mirror, something of the lives of others, of those who weren’t city-dwellers and of those who were new to the city. For in these clay-tablet records we can trace the emergence of an impressive cast of usually silent extras who are all migrants – forced and free, and everything in between. These included invaders from the mountains, slaves captured in warfare, traders bringing lapis lazuli from Afghanistan or carnelian beads from the Indus Valley, communities deported en masse to a distant land, and royal daughters traded in marriage as part of a new alliance with a distant kingdom. But the largest contingent of wandering people were no longer hunter-gatherers but nomadic pastoralists, mainly shepherds and goatherds, who drove their herds of domesticated animals between summer pastures in the hills and winter pastures in the plains.


There is little evidence of what we would now refer to as racism in the writings of Mesopotamia – that came much later in human history. There is, though, a clear hierarchy of status, and a strong prejudice against those who were not settled: a general presupposition that city life is superior to farming, and that being a farmer is superior to being a nomad. Gods are often closely identified with individual cities, and the opening lines of the story of the water god, Enki, and the mother goddess, Ninhursaga, suggest that urban sedentariness is next to godliness: ‘Pure are the cities – and you are the ones to whom they are allotted.’


These godly tales, though, are often rich with nuance and drama – and open to a variety of interpretations. Take, for instance, the Marriage of Martu, which has sometimes been portrayed simply as a dismissive sideswipe at the lifestyle of nomads, in this case one who migrates to the city in search of a bride.* Towards the end of the tale, a city woman talks with contempt of the would-be bridegroom, Martu, and his people:




their features are those of monkeys; they never stop roaming about . . . He is clothed in sack-leather . . . lives in a tent, exposed to wind and rain, and cannot properly recite prayers. He lives in the mountains and ignores the places of gods, digs up truffles in the foothills, does not know how to bend the knee, and eats raw flesh. He has no house during his life, and when he dies he will not be carried to a burial-place.





This city woman is trying to dissuade her best friend from becoming Martu’s wife, and concludes this spiteful little speech with a question that is meant to be rhetorical: ‘My girlfriend, why would you marry Martu?’ If the story ended there, or if the cuneiform tablet had been broken (like so many of them), we might believe that Mesopotamian city-dwellers considered nomads to be subhuman. But there’s a kick to this story, a final line, uttered by the would-be bride, who says just four words, three in ancient Sumerian: ‘I will marry Martu.’ And that is that – though we don’t get to know if they lived happily ever after.


And so this story can be read quite differently, as preaching both the fundamental unity of humans and an early version of miscegenation. Nomads may have very dissimilar lives, but they are not a lost cause, not a race apart. There’s a sense in this story both that nomads are quite different from city folk and that they can become ‘civilised’ and settle down to city life – and even marry a city girl. It’s still patronising towards nomads (though Martu is portrayed as strong, generous and determined), but it also reflects what we would nowadays see as a multicultural inclusiveness in many Mesopotamian city-states. And there was, in some of these tales, and in other tales of the ancients, a shadowy recognition that once upon a time we were all nomads.


The wild man from the hills who becomes civilised in the city appears to be a trope of Mesopotamian writing. For there’s a similar dynamic in the Epic of Gilgamesh, nowadays widely seen, for good reason, as the world’s first great work of literature but still, sadly, more praised than read. It’s a story with many themes – power, despotism, wisdom, mortality, sexuality – which speaks as strongly to modern audiences as any work of ancient times. But at the heart of the story is the tale of two men who are, at first glance, total opposites: Gilgamesh, the sophisticated and tyrannical ruler of the city of Uruk, and Enkidu, a naked, hairy savage born in the wild uplands and raised by gazelles.


Near the start of the story, Enkidu is transformed, domesticated even, by an encounter with a woman with whom he has almost a full week of continuous sex (‘for six days and seven nights / Enkidu was erect as he coupled with Shamhat’). She then covers him up with part of her own clothing and leads him like a tame beast to Uruk. There, Enkidu and Gilgamesh meet, and all are struck by their physical similarity. They become friends and lovers, and together they share great adventures. It is almost as if they have become one person, two sides of the same coin – in a way that leaves us, the readers, with the thought that we, and all human beings, might each be part Enkidu and part Gilgamesh. And then when Enkidu dies, the grief-stricken Gilgamesh seems to become an amalgam of the two of them, and wanders to the edge of the world in a futile search for immortality.


The Epic of Gilgamesh can be seen as a migration story – but one with a difference. It does not, like many such tales, seek to tell the story of the origins of a group or a community, or say that migration is a good or bad thing. Instead, it reaches deep down into the psychology of the human condition by examining why it is that we might not want to remain where we are; or why, more precisely, we might want to leave home. Migration for Enkidu and Gilgamesh is not driven by necessity; it is a life choice. Put simply, Enkidu migrates to become someone else, Gilgamesh to find out who he really is. Happily living in peace with nature, Enkidu was seduced by sex and friendship into another world – the teeming city of Uruk – in which he could assume a new identity. Gilgamesh, meanwhile, is desperate to leave Uruk in search of adventure and glory, and persuades an unwilling Enkidu to travel back through the wilderness in search of a mountain monster they could kill. So when Enkidu dies, Gilgamesh says he will let his hair become matted and wander in the wilderness – that is, he will become what Enkidu once was. And when he discovers that he cannot be immortal, that he cannot be both a god and a human, he breaks down in tears, and then returns to the city he rules as a wiser king, we are led to believe.


[image: Illustration]


It is possible to find migrants in most ancient texts – from China, India and Egypt for instance – but they are usually transient half-drawn characters: slaves and prisoners; mysterious or untrustworthy people from beyond the frontiers; passing nomads portrayed as savages; or characters from prehistoric legend. Often they are no more than voiceless shadows. But there is one ancient text in which we hear the voices of migrants themselves, rejoicing at the walls of Jericho, weeping beside the rivers of Babylon.


One does not need to read between the lines to find migration stories in the Bible. Migrants are everywhere – driven out of Eden, repopulating the earth after the Flood, fleeing across the Red Sea, exiled to Mesopotamia. The Bible can be read as a migration handbook. And unlike most migration-related texts, ancient and modern, it was written by and for migrants. Even if many of the stories have little relationship to real historical events, they tell us a great deal about attitudes towards migration at the time the Old Testament was first written down about two and half thousand years ago.


The Bible begins with migration as both a fact of life – and, less promisingly, as a punishment from God. The first three human beings are all cast into exile. Because of their serpent-inspired disobedience, Adam and Eve are expelled from the luxurious abundance of the Garden of Eden and condemned to a life of toil. Then their murderous first-born, Cain, a sedentary farmer, is sentenced to wandering the world as a ‘fugitive and a vagabond’ for killing his brother. And that’s just the first four chapters of the opening book of the Bible.


Then comes a major climate change event – always a primary cause of migration – in the form of the Great Flood, survived by just eight human beings, who had clambered, with a much larger number of animals, into a homemade wooden boat and spent six desperate months floating aimlessly in the water until they ran aground on Mount Ararat, in what is now eastern Turkey. We don’t know how far this was from where Noah was supposed to have lived before the Flood, but his old home was certainly not on a mountaintop. And then God commands Noah and his three sons, Shem, Ham and Japheth, and their unnamed wives to leave their boat, and ‘be fruitful, multiply and replenish the earth’.* It’s a direct order from above to migrate, to repopulate the world.


The subsequent chapter of Genesis is now often referred to as the Table of Nations and amounts to a lightly disguised description of the post-Flood migration. It lists seventy descendants of Noah, most of whom are the founders of a particular community or ‘nation’ in what we would now call the Middle East and beyond. The names of most of these founders also become the source of a similarly named ‘nation’: Noah’s grandson Canaan for the Canaanites; a second grandson, Ashur, is the founder of the Assyrians; and a third called Yavan is the first Ionian (or Greek). A great-great-grandson called Eber appears as the ancestor of the Hebrews.


It’s a slightly confusing list, with some names repeated – and one which has been subject to controversial and often racist re-interpretation by more modern believers. And it is easy to see why the Table of Nations might become a tool for those who seek to discriminate between people of different races. However, its starting point is that we are all related; that we are all descended from Noah (and Mrs Noah), and all descended from migrants.




The Middle East in Ancient Times
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By the end of the following chapter of Genesis, attention has turned to the Hebrews and more specifically Abraham, the five-times-great-grandson of Eber, their legendary founder. Abraham is living at home in Harran, in northern Mesopotamia, when God appears to him and, apropos of nothing in particular, orders Abraham to migrate. ‘Get thee out of thy country’ is his bald command, at least in the King James Version of the Bible. No explanation is given for why he should leave Mesopotamia, and we are left assuming that Abraham had been perfectly happy there but has no choice other than to obey the word of God. Though God does help to make it easier, enticing him to migrate with the promise of land: ‘I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great.’ And so Abraham leaves Harran and heads to Canaan, the Promised Land, to territory already occupied by other descendants of Noah, and that has been disputed ever since.


When Abraham gets to Canaan, he builds an altar and prays to God – then leaves almost immediately, clearly disappointed with the Promised Land. For there’s a famine in Canaan, and so Abraham and his small entourage just keep on travelling until they reach Egypt. That brief visit is just the first of many abortive attempts by Abraham and his descendants to settle permanently in the Promised Land. Abraham does eventually make it back to Canaan, having made a fortune in Egypt as a migrant worker. And he settles there, battling against and allying with local chieftains.


The rest of Genesis is taken up with the story of Abraham and his family, who have an increasingly complex relationship with the Promised Land. And in the final chapters they leave again for Egypt – driven out once more by famine. It’s a familiar tale, of course, and this new migration would provide, pretty precisely, the storyline for the 1970s hit musical Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. One of Abraham’s great-grandsons, Joseph, went first to Egypt, under duress, having been sold into slavery by his jealous brothers. Joseph rises to become the Pharaoh’s right-hand man while his brothers flee from Canaan during the famine. Eventually, the brothers are reunited and all is forgiven.


The Age of the Patriarchs is over, and the Israelites, as the Bible now refers to them, are no closer to living in the Promised Land. Instead, Joseph and his family and their followers flourish, having been granted fertile lands near the Nile by the friendly Pharaoh. And it’s usually forgotten – because of what happens next – that the Book of Genesis ends with the descendants of Abraham happily settled in Egypt.
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Two great migration set pieces dominate much of the rest of the Old Testament: the Exodus from Egypt and the Babylonian Captivity. These are touchstone stories; epics that have reached far beyond their Middle Eastern origins; painted, filmed, set to music and retold in myriad ways. As biblical narratives, they each involve great hardship and sadness and uncertainty and homesickness for the Israelites as the migrant community – and they each also involve ill-treatment by a host community. But in other ways they are opposites. In Exodus, the Israelites, led by Moses, are on the run, fleeing from persecution; in the Babylonian Captivity they are forced to move, carried away to a strange land.


The Egypt into which Moses was born was very different from the Egypt to which Joseph and his brothers had migrated four generations earlier. A new Pharaoh saw the Israelites as a threat, in ways that would come to encapsulate the paranoid majoritarian response to successful small-scale migration. He described them, absurdly, as ‘more and mightier than we’, and believed them to be in league with his enemies. Their right to work freely was taken away, and they became conscript labourers, building great cities for the Pharaoh. Still he feared the Israelites and ordered the killing of all their male children. It was time to leave.


Moses himself was a serial migrant. When he was just three months old, he went on his first solo trip, floating down the Nile in a basket, and was then brought up as an Egyptian not an Israelite, living in a palace with his royal foster mother. As a young man he fled a murder scene and escaped to Midian, in what is now Saudi Arabia. He lived there contentedly for many years, working as a shepherd for a local priest, whose daughter he married. Being an outsider is central to Moses’ identity, and he proudly declared himself to be a migrant, a foreigner, ‘a stranger in a strange land’.* Then one day, when he was wandering in the desert with his flocks, he saw a burning bush, from which he heard a godlike voice calling to him, persuading the unwilling, introverted, solitary Moses to return to Egypt and lead the Israelites to the Promised Land.


Back in Egypt, Moses had a double mission: first, to persuade the Pharaoh to let the Israelites leave; and second, to persuade the hesitant, beleaguered Israelites to migrate to Canaan, to the Promised Land, which he told them, repeatedly and misleadingly, flows with milk and honey. Ten plagues later, six hundred thousand Israelites and their herds of cattle and sheep were on the move eastwards. Canaan is only four hundred kilometres away, but it took them forty years. That’s an average speed of just over one metre per hour, one of history’s slowest and most determined migrations.


The books of the Bible that deal with the journey from Egypt to Canaan are rich in detail and hardship – and migration-related nuance. The Israelites were hungry, anxious and divided. They couldn’t stop quarrelling. Some of them wanted to return to Egypt. Their leader kept wandering off without telling anyone, and at one point Moses’ own siblings turned on him for having married a non-Israelite. Food, understandably, became an obsession. They all spent long periods in the wilderness living off desert herbs and nostalgically remembering how well they ate in Egypt. They’d list the food they missed most: meat, fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. And in these early years of their migration it is hard not to feel sympathy for the Israelites, fleeing tyranny for a dream, like so many in more recent times.


By about halfway through their journey to the Promised Land, the Israelites had been transformed by desperation and self-righteousness into fratricidal vagabonds more than happy to break that newly minted Sixth Commandment – ‘Thou shalt not kill’ – for the most minor of reasons. Moses himself turned on his former protectors, the Midianites, and had all the adults slaughtered, except the female virgins, whom he directed his people to ‘keep alive for yourselves’. At the end of their journey – with only three of the adult male migrants who fled Egypt forty years earlier still alive – the Israelites had become a brutal invading army. The conquest of Jericho and most of the rest of Canaan was accompanied by slaughter. In Jericho itself every living being – including children and farm animals – was put to the sword; except for one woman and her family, who had spied for the Israelites. The city was burnt to the ground.


The dominant narrative of these early books of the Bible – from Exodus to Joshua – is a triumphalist one. The browbeaten, hesitant migrants who left Egypt became, more than four decades later, the proud, unbending masters of their Promised Land. But there is another less chilling, more conciliatory subtext, half-concealed, often unnoticed these days, for it is largely to be found amid long lists of laws and commandments about diet and rituals seen as so obscure that they are typeset in a smaller font in many modern Bibles. Moses ordains that migrants should not be oppressed, and the same laws should apply to everyone, including migrants. And, on several occasions, Moses reminds the Israelites that they have a special reason for treating migrants humanely, for ‘ye were strangers in the land of Egypt’.


Not only is migration the subject of large parts of the Bible, but it is also its immediate historical context. Much of the Old Testament was written down and compiled during or soon after the Babylonian Captivity, an act of mass deportation, of forced migration – and a time of great sadness and reflection for the Jews. There is less of the narrative storytelling detail that accompanies the description of the Exodus; no in-depth description, for instance, of the miserable journey to Babylon, or the happy journey back two generations later.


Instead, we learn about the Babylonian Captivity episodically, as part of other stories, or through poems of lamentation – perhaps because it was all too recent to be told as mythology. The most famous of all the poems, largely because of the modern musical versions by the Melodians and Boney M, is Psalm 137, which begins:




By the rivers of Babylon


There we sat down, yea, we wept


When we remembered Zion


We hanged our harps


Upon the willows on the midst thereof.


For there, they that carried us away captive required of us a song


And they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying


Sing us one of the songs of Zion.


How shall we sing the Lord’s song


In a strange land?





It’s a poem that catches a mood of humiliation as well as of sadness and despair. They are forced migrants compelled to sing and play music in front of their captors, and, even worse, they have to pretend that they are enjoying themselves.


There were in fact several mass deportations to Babylon – each of them a ratcheting-up of the penalty for disobedience. And unlike the migration from Egypt, there are a range of non-biblical references and archaeological finds that relate to the Babylonian Captivity: even a ration book in the form of a tablet for the exiled Jewish king, Jeconiah. And we know, for instance, of other communities of migrants in Babylon – Egyptians, Phoenicians, Persians. Some of them, like the Jews, had been forced to migrate, others seem to have come there in search of opportunity, or fleeing a different enemy, or their own rulers. Babylon was probably the first great melting pot: a large multi-ethnic urban area where many languages would be heard on the streets and almost certainly the most populous city in the world. It’s clear that there were restrictions on the movement of some migrants, such as the Jews, beyond Babylon, but we know from contemporary records that many of them were able to own property, sign contracts and employ staff; one Egyptian migrant even became a judge.


There was also a lot of intermarriage, which the Babylonians did little to discourage. But some Jews were very unhappy about this, for it was in exile that racial purity appears to have become a major issue. This became even more pressing when, about fifty years after the first deportation, the Jews were allowed to return home.* Among them was the priest Ezra, who on reaching Jerusalem became furious when he discovered that so many Jewish men had married foreigners. According to the biblical book that bears his name, he tore his clothes, and pulled the hairs from his head and plucked the beard from his chin, declaring the mingling of ‘the holy seed’ to be an abomination. The Jews then agreed to ‘put away’ or expel all the foreign wives, and the children they had with those foreign wives. These women and children were now homeless migrants themselves, and the Bible tells us no more about them.
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There’s a short sequence in the 1974 spoof Western Blazing Saddles in which a tribe of ‘Red Indians’ appear on horseback, whooping and waving their tomahawks – a typical scene in many dozens of cowboy-and-Indian films. But then the chief, played by the director Mel Brooks, wearing a ridiculously large feathered headdress, opens his mouth and starts talking to his underlings in broken Yiddish. It’s an absurd moment in a film that delights in farce and in anachronism. But it’s somehow made even more absurd when one realises how much effort has been wasted over the centuries attempting to identify Hebrew words in the native languages of America. Because there are many who once believed, and a few who still believe, that some or all Native Americans are descended from the Lost Tribes of Israel.
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For there was one other major forced migration in the Bible – and it took place prior to the Babylonian Captivity. It was an event that, two thousand years later, provided the raw material for one of the greatest of all migration stories; a legend that continues to capture the imagination. One that has been used as a foundation myth for a preposterously varied collection of communities: from the British to the Maori, from African Americans to the Japanese. In fact, the original event figures only briefly in a few chapters of the Bible, and plays a relatively minor role in the storytelling and the poetry of the Old Testament. Like the Babylonian Captivity, it was a mass deportation from what is now Israel to, once again, Mesopotamia.*


Despite (and perhaps because of) the underwhelming coverage this event receives in the Bible – the Assyrian Captivity has arguably played a larger role in the development of Judaism and Christianity over the last five hundred years than either the Exodus from Egypt or the Babylonian Captivity. And the reason for this is the myth known as the Lost Tribes of Israel – lost because the Assyrian captives, unlike those who were taken to Babylon, were not allowed back. There were ten of these lost tribes, out of twelve tribes altogether, each of them named after a brother or son of Joseph, each of which had made its home, temporarily, in part of the Promised Land.


There are still people searching for, or who claim to have found, the descendants of these lost tribes. And the lack of biblical or historical detail about their fate has meant that the story can easily be appropriated by or for anyone. Like the story of Troy, the tale of the Lost Tribes provides malleable raw material for anyone trying to create a foundation myth out of an ancient migration.


It was the ‘discovery’ of the Americas by European explorers that marked the start of the post-medieval obsession with the Lost Tribes of Israel, for it provoked a crisis among those who believed that the text of the Bible should be interpreted as the literal word of God. After all, the Americas are unmentioned in the Bible. But how could an all-knowing God apparently be unaware of the existence of an entire continent, teeming with human beings? And how, more specifically, did the people of this continent fit into the Table of Nations? How were the Inca and the Aztec, for example, descended from Noah? Some went so far as to suggest that there was a second ark that must have drifted westwards, and whose fate until now had been unknown. Others scoured the Bible for alternative explanations, often twisting the meanings of obscure passages so that they could just possibly hint at the existence of the Americas. But the mystery of the Lost Tribes provided, on one level, a simpler solution.


It’s not clear who was the first to suggest that Native Americans were in fact descendants of the Lost Tribes. One influential early Spanish colonist, the priest Bartolomé de Las Casas, who moved to Hispaniola in 1502 and who will reappear in this story, asserted that the island’s inhabitants were of Jewish descent and spoke a corrupt form of Hebrew. ‘Cuba’, another traveller pointed out, meant ‘helmet’ in Hebrew, and therefore the earliest ruler of the island must have been an Israelite chief with particularly magnificent headgear. In the same spirit, the seventeenth-century Spanish historian Juan de Torquemada decided that the Haitian river Yunah had obviously been named after Jonah, and the river Yaqui after Jacob. Travellers to the New World collected huge quantities of such dubious evidence: tribes that practised male circumcision, or didn’t eat pork, or chanted words that sounded like Hallelujah, or who, most frequently, seemed to fit in with antisemitic tropes about Jews having big noses and being miserly. Proof, they decided, that they’d found the Lost Tribes.


It was a myth that persisted, and then spread to the North American mainland. The early colonist William Penn described Native Americans in the state that would be named after him. ‘Their eye is little and black, not unlike a straight-looked Jew,’ he wrote, while




their language is lofty, yet narrow, but like the Hebrew in signification; like short hand in writing, one word serveth in the place of three . . . For their original I am ready to believe them of the Jewish Race; I mean of the stock of the Ten Tribes.





Others identified Hebrew words in a range of Native American languages including Cherokee, Creek and Mohican. And then came a series of nineteenth-century hoaxes – coins and other artefacts bearing Hebrew inscriptions supposedly dug out of American soil. In particular, there were the Newark Holy Stones, which included a piece of black limestone inscribed with a condensed Hebrew version of the Ten Commandments. A local dentist may have been responsible – probably a well-intentioned attempt to prove to white racists that all humans were of common descent, and that the Native Americans, whom the racists so disparaged, were human beings just like them, and indeed were descended from people of consequence.


It’s easy to laugh at those who confidently declared that the Lost Tribes of Israel were to be found in the Americas. But beliefs of this kind were incredibly popular – and reassuring. It helped make sense of a changing world, and it connected the present with an imagined past. And it wasn’t only ‘newly discovered’ peoples who were the subject of these claims. Until about a hundred years ago, there was a widespread belief that the British were also a Lost Tribe. And that the very word ‘British’ was derived from Hebrew, meaning ‘People [ish] of the Covenant [brit]’.


The British Israelite movement, according to Tudor Parfitt, the doyen of modern scholars of the Lost Tribes, had about two million members in 1900. In some ways, British Israelism was both an offshoot of romantic nationalism and an exercise in nation-building. It helped to provide a previously inconsequential island off the north-west coast of Europe with an ancient identity, and a sense of self-importance and imperial destiny, based on a mythical act of migration by the Tribe of Dan. The journey of the tribe to Britain could be traced, according to the British Israelites, through places that had ‘Dan’ or almost-Dan in their name: the Dardanelles, Macedonia, the Danube, Denmark, Dunkirk, Doncaster, Dunbar and Dundee. Even London and Edinburgh. There was little attempt at rigorous argument.
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‘Timely and empathetic: a rare combination on this
most controversial issue’ Remi Adekoya, author of’
Biracial Britain: What It Means To Be Mixed Race
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