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For Sylvie, flâneuse, who knows that not all those who wander are lost.









History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.


James Baldwin, ‘The White Man’s Guilt’, Ebony, August 1965 


Nomads: a subject that appeals to irrational instincts.


Bruce Chatwin to Tom Maschler, 24 February 1969
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In the Zagros Mountains, Iran


A young man walks towards me with a stick slung across his shoulders and a flock at his feet. The sheep, in front, beside and behind him, are as chaotic as meltwater in the nearby stream and they carry him down the path like a crowd of rowdy children. An older man follows, weatherworn but still strong, a rifle over his left shoulder. He clicks his tongue to encourage them forward. Behind him are two women on donkeys, one older than the other, and I guess they are his wife and daughter. They look strong women, but then it is a tough life beneath the shard peaks of the Zagros Mountains. Other donkeys carry their belongings, bundled inside heavy rust-and-brown cloth that the women have woven and will soon repurpose as door-flaps when the tents are set up. 


There are few trees at this altitude, but the snow has melted and there is intense beauty and excellent grazing in the valley blanketed with irises, dwarf tulips and other spring flowers. The family are smiling as they lead their sheep and grey-and-white goats along the rock-strewn track towards me, the bucks sporting majestic swept-back horns. And I am smiling with them, swept up by the excitement of the Bakhtiari tribe’s annual migration from the plains into the mountains in search of summer pasture.


I had already spent several days in the care of some other migrants. Siyavash and his family had pitched their black goat-hair tents on the slope of the valley, building an enclosure for their sheep and preparing a large open-sided tent to welcome neighbours and guests. My tent was across a stream flush with meltwater and from it I had a big view of the jagged snow-covered peaks and wildflower valley. A length of fat flattened oil-pipe served as a bridge between myself and the nomads and also as a reminder that the Middle East’s first oil strike, Well No. One, had been made in nearby Bakhtiari territory in 1908. 


Everywhere there was beauty. If I were a photographer, I would have captured the shifting shadows and slanting sunbeams of afternoon as they tinted the snow mountains pink and cast gold across the surface of the stream. If I were a composer, I would have harmonised the rumble of water with the clunk of stones shifting across the riverbed, the buzzing of bees, the clanking of bells and the whistling and whooping of men bringing the flocks in for the night. There was beauty in all. But I am a writer and, barefoot and slightly sun-struck, I pulled out a pencil to note the pure quality of light in the blue sky, the way that colours, especially yellows, popped in the green valley and the sudden chill that descended as soon as the sun dropped behind the crest. Late that night, the nomads’ tents glowed like embers across the river, the moon shone full above the mountain ridge and I fell asleep wondering how Byron had known that ‘Not vainly did the early Persian make/ His altar the high places and the peak … there to seek the Spirit …’ My spirits were soaring in that high place and I felt a deep welling of joy. 


Over the next couple of days, Siyavash and his family introduced me to their valley and their people. They also fed me, and as we ate they talked about their lives, the land they knew, their journeys across it, the animals they raised, the children they worried about – should they send them to a state boarding school for their education? – and the many other challenges of being a herder in the Zagros Mountains in the twenty-first century. They told me about plants in the valley, the animals that passed wild above our heads and others that lived on the higher slopes. They knew all that could grow there, what to encourage, what to fear. They talked about the journey they had made from the hot lowlands into the mountains and how they would walk back again when the earth began to freeze beneath their feet, a journey their ancestors had made long before anyone began keeping records. I have heard similar stories from Bedouin and Berbers in North Africa and the Middle East, where I have spent much of my adult life, from Tuareg and Wodaabe beyond the mudhouses and libraries of Timbuktu, from swift young Maasai, flashes of orange across the red East African bush, from nomads on the edge of the Thar Desert in India, on boats in the Andaman Sea, in the uplands of Kyrgyzstan and elsewhere in Asia. Whether with Berber or Bedouin, gaucho or Moken, conversation always seemed to settle on the same issues, on continuity, on pride in belonging, on being in harmony with their surroundings, respecting all that nature offers and on the difficulties of living a nomadic life when governments wanted them to settle.


These people all reminded me of a sublime harmony that exists with the natural world. They knew their environment in a way that can only be acquired through living on equal footing with everything in that world, not in domination, through a recognition that we humans are dependent on our surroundings, something those of us who live in towns and cities too easily forget. The Bakhtiari know the significance of each tone of their herds’ bleating, when they are content, or hungry, or threatened, whether a birth or death is near, just as they know how to read the clouds, and the scents carried on the winds. The more I watched and listened, the more I was reminded that we had all lived this way once – and not so very long ago, in the greater scheme of human things.


The sight of a family on the move with their animals and all their belongings excites some of us, but it fills others with terror or disgust or disdain. 


Where have they come from? 


Why have they come here? 


When are they going? 


How do they survive? 


Who are they? 


Nomad. The word’s roots run through the human story from our own time back to an extremely early Indo-European word, nomos. This has multiple meanings and can be translated as ‘a fixed or bounded area’ but also as ‘pasture’. Out of this root-word grows nomas, meaning ‘a member of a wandering pastoral tribe’ and implying ‘someone looking for pasture …’ but also ‘for a place where they have legal right to graze their herds’, and these were both nomadic and settled, the moving settled. Later the root splits, and after towns and cities are built and more people settle, the word nomad comes to describe people who live without walls and beyond boundaries. Nomad is now used by settled people in two very different ways. For some of us the word is imbued with a sense of romantic wanderful nostalgia. But very often, it carries an implicit judgement that such people are drifters, migrants, vagrants, people on the go, on the run, of no fixed abode. They are people who are not known.


An age when ever more people travel, when so many of us are ‘not known’, calls for a more generous interpretation, especially as much of what we say, so many of our ideas, and such a wide range of gadgets and goods now relate to mobility and movement. Because of this, the way I use nomad shifts as the book progresses. At the outset of the journey, I use it to refer to hunter-gatherers and soon also to those who herd in search of pasture. By the end of the book, it includes all those who wander. Not just people who live lightly because they are obliged to, like nomads, but also those who choose to do so, the increasing numbers who describe themselves not as ‘homeless’ but as ‘houseless’, the many modern nomads who live in what some call ‘wheel estate’.fn1 An earlier version of this way of living is captured by the writer Bruce Chatwin, who described in his seminal work The Songlines how a British salesman spent his life flying around Africa, carrying only a suitcase. The fixed point of the salesman’s life, the place that represented home for him, was a lock-up in London. In the lock-up there was a cardboard box filled with photographs and other mementoes from his family and his past. If he wanted to add some new treasure, he needed to make space by discarding an old one. For Chatwin as for me, the travelling salesman’s way of life suggested a very modern form of nomadism.


It would be easy to dismiss the salesman by pointing out that he has added nothing to the world, just as he has added nothing to his box. This has been the justification for dismissing and discarding the history of most nomadic peoples – because people who live with walls and monuments, and who have written most of history, have failed to find meaning in or to recognise the value of the lighter, more mobile, less cluttered lives of those who live beyond borders. But we are living at a time when the world – our world – shaped by the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, powered by industrial and technological revolutions, is faltering. Social contracts are fraying and communities are breaking down. The raw materials and natural resources on which our world relies are becoming scarce, and the consequences of our actions on the planet are written large across landscapes, the climate and the fabric of our lives. Alongside new ways to recycle water and generate power, there is an urgent need for new thinking about how we live and what it means to be human. Change is needed. We need to tread with a lighter footprint, and those of us who live in cities need to find a better way of relating to the world beyond the city limits. But before we can understand who we are and what we might become, we need to know who we have been. Black Lives Matter, #MeToo and other movements are suggesting ways of looking over the walls and beyond old entrenched assumptions, constructs and prejudices to tell the histories not only of white men, but also of women and BAME and indigenous people. We also need to know the histories of those who have lived on the move, because without that, we cannot understand how human wandering has shaped who we are now.


This book traces the shifting relationships between people who move and those who are settled. I have linked some of their diverse and remarkable stories, set in some of the world’s most extreme landscapes, along a chronological line that spans 12,000 years. That line starts with what we now believe was the beginning of monumental architecture, around 9500 BCE, and ends in our own time. There are other ways to make sense of the stories and there are certainly many other paths across the terrain, but this is the one I have chosen to follow and it leads from Cain and Abel to you and me. At the beginning of the narrative, all humankind lived on the move across a world in which the only barriers were the natural ones of forest, river, mountain and desert, and the ones that humans made from branches and thorns. By the end of the book, wanderers must pick their way across a world divided by borders, highways and walls, and by international agreements made by nation states.


This excavation of the wandering life is arranged into three acts. The first returns us to early history, a time when the settled and the nomadic mostly cohabit and collaborate as they shift from hunter-gathering to farming and herding. It describes the surprising – and surprisingly early – creation of the first monuments, before following the rise of extraordinary city-states and empires along the great rivers of Mesopotamia, along the Nile and the Indus, to question why early settled people felt so threatened by the mobile world beyond their borders – a world that had once been theirs.


The second, imperial act jumps forward to a more complex form of nomadism and tracks the cyclical rise and fall of some of the great empires created by people who still lived mobile lives. In the West this period begins with the fall of the Roman Empire and has often been labelled the Dark Ages. But for Huns and Arabs, Mongols, Yuan Chinese and many other nomadic peoples, this was a time of brilliance and spectacular achievements, both in the Near East and across the immense swathe of steppeland that stretches from what is now the Great Wall in China to Hungary. Through the records and the writings of the fourteenth-century Arab historian and philosopher Ibn Khaldun and many others, we can see how much nomads contributed to the European Renaissance and how great their influence has been on our modern world.


The third act opens with the birth of the modern age, with Western scholars insisting that white men must dominate the natural world just as they were striving to dominate the human world. In this time of competition and rivalry, nomads disappear so completely from the European view, and from relevance, that the word nomad is not sufficiently current to be included in the English dictionary. But this is also the moment when some people sense that something significant is being lost and begin an act of recovery. Here as elsewhere in the book, the lack of nomad records forces us to look through the eyes of the settled and because of this much of the final part of the book traces the way that settled people have responded to nomads. Crucially it follows the growing recognition that there is more value in cooperation than in competition, that nomads are important to the way we settled people live, just as they are crucial to the way we understand ourselves.


These stories are informed by many years of research and discussion, but although this is an historical narrative it is not a scholarly volume and nor is it a definitive history of nomads. I suspect there never can be a definitive history, as we in the West understand it, of people who have lived so lightly and who have mostly only preserved their stories in oral traditions. Instead, I hope to show how nomads have long been confined to the anecdotes and afterthoughts of our writers and histories, confirming the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze’s observation that ‘nomads have no history; they only have a geography’.1 This phrase seems too neat – nomads do have histories – but when I first read it, it provided an explanation for the many unanswered questions I had as to why nomads were rarely to be found in our histories. This omission is misguided and also means that we are missing their very proud and valuable history. One thing I hope this book will achieve is to foster an understanding that it is not a question of either/or, settled or nomad, because whether we have acknowledged it or not, whether we like it or not, nomads have always been at least half of the human story and have made essential contributions to the march of what many historians have traditionally called civilisation. 


Although theirs seems to be the shadow side of our story, the nomad story is neither less wonderful nor less significant than ours. In the second century BCE, for instance, after the Roman Republic defeated Carthage and became masters of the Mediterranean, when China flourished under the Han emperor Wu and trade inched its way along the nascent Silk Roads between the Yellow river and Europe, Xiongnu nomad power stretched from Manchuria to Kazakhstan and included parts of Siberia, Mongolia and what is now China’s Xinjiang province. At the same time, Scythian nomads and their allies controlled much of the land between the Black Sea and the Altai Mountains in Kazakhstan. Put together, these nomad territories were larger and more powerful than either the Roman or Han empires. And in contrast to the familiar claim that these mobile people were primitive and isolated, we know from burials that their leaders dressed in Chinese silk robes trimmed with cheetah fur, sat on Persian carpets, used Roman glass and had a taste for Greek gold and silver jewellery. All this raises the possibility that these nomads were the masters of a linked-up trading world that stretched from the East China Sea to the Atlantic Ocean. 


This has not been the traditional Western view of what is usually referred to as the Roman or the Han world, in the same way that Western histories have tended to focus on the number of people Mongol khans killed, not the advances and advantages that came from the pax Mongoliana.


Another overlooked aspect of the nomad story is found in the shifting relationship between humankind and the natural world. The terms of those relations were transformed by the development of cities, the growth in agriculture and more recently by industrialisation and advances in technology. These changes have left many settled people increasingly detached from their surroundings, while nomads have continued to nurture their relationship with the natural world. They have done so – they have had to do so – because they have recognised that everything is interconnected and interdependent. They know it is in their interests to care for their surroundings.


It is an irony that because nomads have kept very few records, raised very few monuments or dedicatory stones and left scarce evidence of their passage through the world, much of the material I have relied on to tell these stories was written by people who are not nomadic. This poses problems because while authors from Herodotus and Sima Qian to William of Rubruck and Henry David Thoreau may have valued keeping historical records, they were not always impartial or objective. Intentionally or not, many of their observations are slanted. The nomads who feature in Western histories – the Hun leader Attila, the Mongol emperors Genghis Khan and Timur, the wave of ancient Scythians moving out of reach of rampaging Persians, and modern Syrians escaping civil war – are most often presented as barbarians living in opposition to all that civilised city-dwellers value. These prejudices run deep, as a Sumerian princess discovered some 3,500 years ago when she was considering marrying a nomad. ‘Their hands are destructive,’ her friends tell her. ‘They never stop roaming about … Their ideas are confused; they cause only disturbance.’ And then becoming personal, those same friends warn the princess that ‘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.’2 But one thing that becomes clear as my story progresses is that ‘barbarian’ has regularly been used as a way to dismiss someone with different habits, customs or beliefs. It is a term that reveals a competitive view of humankind’s development, a superiority in the observer, and it is most often used to describe a neighbour. 


The vast majority of records on nomads, from ancient China and Rome to early modern Europe and nineteenth-century North America, present problems for anyone wanting to create a fuller picture, and that has had an impact on the telling of this story. The first is a lack of detail about the role that women played in nomad culture. We know, for instance, that Scythian women had great influence – much greater than their contemporaries in the Roman and Chinese empires. This is clear from the fact that there was a Scythian queen, the grandeur with which Scythians buried some of their women, the central role the wife of Genghis Khan played in building and running the Mongol Empire, and by the way the Mughal emperor Babur relied on his grandmother’s brilliance as a strategist and wise counsel. But few of their voices reach us today and that is very much our loss. The other issue to note is that most reports and descriptions of nomads relate to tension and conflict. It is as if war was the only time that settled chroniclers thought it worth mentioning these ‘other’ people. 
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These misrepresentations reflect neither the reality of nomad life nor the totality of the relationship between nomads and those who were settled, which has been both complementary and interdependent for most of the past ten thousand years.


Re-evaluating our wandering ‘other half’, hearing their stories, discovering the role they have played in ours, all this allows us to see what we settled people have learned from people who move. It shows how much we have gained from cooperation. It also lets us glimpse – in the way they live lightly, more freely, in the way they have learned to adapt and to be nimble and flexible in their thoughts and actions, and in the balance they have maintained with the natural world – another way of living, the way that the ‘other’ branch of humankind has chosen to go since the days when we all hunted as a single pack in the generous gardens of the deep past. 














PART I


The Balancing Act


It will not last. All is change, all is ephemeral.


John Stewart
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Paradise, 10,000 BCE



Global population: perhaps 5 million1



Nomad population: most of that number 


Once upon a time we were all hunters and gatherers. The first to stop hunting and gathering did so no more than 12,000 years ago, which is but a dot on the human timeline. This was when food was abundant and there were few of us to eat it. The Bible’s Old Testament and the Quran’s Sura 2, al-Baqarah, the Cow, present this as time spent in a garden, a time of great happiness and perfect innocence in the Garden of Eden. 


There are many translations of the word Eden, but all of them point in the same direction, from the Sumerian edin, meaning a plain or steppe, to the Aramaic word for well-watered and the Hebrew for pleasure. Taken together, they suggest that Eden was a well-watered steppe where food was plentiful, threats were few and humans did not need to labour. A place of pleasure. But the location of this pleasure garden remains disputed. Genesis places it ‘eastward, in Eden’. In it was ‘every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’.2 The water that irrigates the garden was ‘divided to make four streams’ or rivers. The Genesis narrator names two of these streams as the Tigris and the Euphrates, so the garden of Eden might have been somewhere on the Mesopotamian plain, now southern Iraq. The Roman historian Josephus decided that the other two rivers were the Ganges and the Nile, which expanded the range of geographical possibility. Perhaps Eden was up into the Armenian highlands, on the Iranian plateau or in the Shangri-La uplands of Pakistan. 


The idea that we have lost a garden that we must strive to recover speaks to our own time of vanishing flora and fauna, climate emergency and ecological disaster. But it is an age-old anxiety and echoes of it can be heard around the world and across the ages, from the mythical Hindu garden of Nandankanan to the ancient Greek Garden of the Hesperides and the Persian pairi-daeza. This Persian word has a literal translation of ‘around wall or brick’, by which is meant a walled garden, an enclosed park, and from that comes the Greek paradeisos, and our paradise, another garden we long for. No doubt there is an even more ancient version. But whatever the origins of the word – and irrespective of whether any of us ever tasted forbidden fruit in a garden called Eden – this ancient story tells us that at some point we were surrounded by ‘every tree that is good for food’, that we were hunters or gatherers who lived off the bounty of nature, which provided all we needed to survive. The idea of Eden and paradise is seductive because it promises ease, innocence and abundance, and perhaps the earthly version was not so terrible.


Some anthropologists have called early hunter-gatherers ‘the original affluent society’. The facts are still much disputed, but do seem compelling. American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins calculated that most hunter-gatherers devoted around twenty hours a week to feeding themselves, which meant that for ‘half the time the people seem not to know what to do with themselves’. Perhaps they used this time to laugh, love, sing and dance. Critics have pointed to the drawbacks of seasonal food shortages, disease and conflict. But even allowing for these, and for time to prepare and cook food, even to clean up afterwards, the average hunter-gatherer spent and spends significantly less time providing for their bed and board than the average twenty-first-century urban worker. What’s more, unlike those who survive the urban rush-hour, the air-conditioned work environment and 24/7 hypermarkets, hunter-gatherers get to live and work on land they understand, which they find rich in memories, spirit and meaning.


However pleasing life had been in the early hunter-gatherer ‘Eden’, it was hit by a perfect storm of circumstances that were made more dramatic by human curiosity and temptation. In the Genesis story, Adam and Eve are told to graze on whatever takes their fancy, but on no account to touch the fruit of two sacred trees, the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. When, somewhat inevitably, they give in to temptation, they are expelled, never to return. 


It is a good story, but it also happens to reflect a moment in history when populations grew, the climate might have changed, and hunter-gathering became less attractive or less viable than farming. Those are some of the elements that shaped the story of a place called Potbelly Hill. 
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Potbelly Hill


The soft contours of Potbelly Hill bulge out of the limestone hills that roll over Turkey’s southern border with Syria. It is a hard old land where farmers fight to make a living out of herds that scratch around the rocky slopes for grazing. It is also a land rich with a long and extraordinary history.


Five miles west of Potbelly Hill lies the city of Urfa. Sanliurfa, Urfa the Glorious as it has been known since 1984. Tradition links Urfa to Ur of the Chaldees and therefore to the birthplace of the patriarch Abraham, the Father of Multitudes. There may be nothing to prove the Abraham connection, but beneath Urfa’s looming Crusader citadel, there is a large pool, Balikli Gol, Abraham’s pool, where I have watched devout pilgrims and excited tourists feed carp that are said to have been divinely created. More certain are the results of a 1990s excavation in the grounds of the park, for among the pieces that were uncovered from the site was the oldest known life-size carving of a human. The freestanding figure is carved out of white limestone with black obsidian eyes, a necklace carved around his neck and his hands holding his erect penis. Someone carved this statue around 10,000 BCE. If Urfa Man had been found somewhere other than in the centre of what some claim as Abraham’s birthplace, a large-scale excavation would have followed, but it received surprisingly little attention for a discovery of such significance. The archaeological focus moved to a tributary of the Euphrates river where the Turkish government was building a dam that would leave Nevali Cori, a Neolithic settlement from the 8000s BCE, underwater. Among the team of German archaeologists who arrived to salvage what they could before the flood, was Klaus Schmidt, then in his early thirties and having just completed a doctorate in early stone tools. The Germans found houses and a cult centre, votive figures and some of the earliest traces of domesticated wheat. When the dam began operating in 1991, the site disappeared beneath the water and the archaeological team disbanded. But Schmidt stayed on. 


There are countless stories of great archaeological discoveries being made by animals falling down holes or running into a cave. The Roman-era catacombs of Alexandria were said to have been uncovered in the nineteenth century when a donkey suddenly disappeared down a large pothole. The Chauvet Caves in France were discovered when teenagers went in after their errant dog. According to one British newspaper, a similar story played out in this part of Turkey when an ‘old Kurdish shepherd … following his flock over the arid hillsides’3 noticed some big stone slabs. The truth, as so often happens, was a little more complicated, but no less wonderful. 


Göbekli Tepe, as Potbelly Hill is called in Turkish, sits at the head of a gully and was an ideal vantage point for picking off trapped prey. In an area of softly rolling hills, it has a double cone tip, which was covered with grasses and early summer flowers when I first visited. One of these cones was topped by a single mulberry tree and beneath it two stone-covered graves. Not such a bad place to be buried, but our distant ancestors saw something else here. Exactly what they saw we cannot know, but it may have been some actual or imagined ley line, something that united the visible cosmos with the essences of life, its primal forces with the unknowable mysteries of death. Because of that perception, it was here that some early people made their mark and here that Schmidt came to look.


Archaeologists from the University of Chicago had visited the site in 1963 and they had recognised it as Neolithic,fn1 with Byzantine or later Islamic burials. But they saw no reason for further research and the hill remained the domain of Ibrahim Yildiz and his son Mehmet, Kurdish shepherds whose flocks grazed while they sat beneath the mulberry tree to escape the sun. In 1994, Klaus Schmidt met an old man in one of the nearby villages who told him he had seen flints at Göbekli Tepe. But Schmidt knew that the geology here was limestone and basalt.


What Schmidt recognised, which earlier visitors had not, was that the twin cones of Potbelly Hill had been created by humans. He knew from his doctorate and fieldwork that the flints, which others had dismissed as rubble, were tools which had been used by very ancient hands to shape the softer bedrock stone. Perhaps they had been used to work the massive blocks that he now saw underfoot. At this point Schmidt knew he had two choices: ‘Go away and tell nobody. Or spend the rest of my life working here.’ He went back to Urfa, bought an old house and applied for permits and funds. 


Göbekli Tepe is now one of the world’s most important and exciting archaeological sites and it is not a household name only because no golden treasure has been found. But the discoveries made by Schmidt and his colleagues are more valuable than bling. The slabs of stone that he had seen on the surface of the cone turned out to be the tops of T-shaped pillars. These pillars are finely cut, beautifully decorated and arranged in circles of a dozen or so, with two taller pillars in the centre of the circles. The larger blocks weigh sixteen tons and some are 5.5 metres high. Many pillars are decorated with humans and animals. Unlike the herds of bovines or deer that roam across many early cave paintings and rock carvings, these are fully represented images of recognisable and threatening boar, foxes, scorpions, jackal and other creatures. Many of them, like the humans and like Urfa Man, are shown with erect penises. This may be one of the first places on earth, it may even be the first place where our ancestors set out to reshape the landscape to represent something out of their imagination. As we alter vast areas of our planet, we now take this for granted. But 12,000 years ago this was a revolutionary act. It is the beginning of monumental architecture, the beginning of constructed art, and it marks the beginning of the current, human phase of our history.


Schmidt and I discussed his work in June 2014 when he came to London to raise sponsorship for his digs in Turkey. He was mild-mannered and round-faced. Balding with a bushy fringe around the temples, metal-rimmed glasses, an arrowhead nose and brown beard flecked with grey, he was the very image of the quiet academic, and although he was wearing a jacket for the occasion he looked unkempt in that London drawing room and in the company of what he hoped would be his backers, city traders and businessmen in suits and ties. But when he spoke, the setting, his manner and everything else became irrelevant. 


Göbekli Tepe, he assured us, was a sacred site, a religious compound. As he and the team dug deeper into the hillside, they uncovered more carved pillars and stone circles beside the first, and he was confident there would be many more. Schmidt believed that whoever occupied the hill had also known how to ferment grain – ‘They made something like beer,’ he said with a smile, as part of some sacred act. But now came the main surprises.


The first was the age. ‘We have definitively dated Göbekli Tepe to the tenth millennium BC.’ By around 9500 BCE, therefore, humans were quarrying large blocks of stone, moving and shaping them and using them to create sacred compounds. This was 7,000 years before the ‘monumental age’ of pyramids and Stonehenge. There is no understanding of who these people were, how they did this, where they came from nor what happened to them. But the professor was adamant that the dating would stand and so far it has.


The second surprise that sunny lunchtime was more significant. Schmidt had found no evidence to suggest that the people who built Göbekli Tepe had lived there. Later excavation may prove otherwise, but these earliest phases of occupation show no houses, no roofs or hearths, none of the detritus one would expect to find in a place of continual habitation. What they had found, and this was equally revealing, was a variety of animal bones – leopards, wild boar, Mesopotamian fallow deer, cranes, vultures and aurochs, the huge, now extinct predecessor of our domestic cattle. All this suggests that the people who built here, at least in the initial stages, were roaming hunters, people who stopped long enough to brew and to prepare meat. ‘They had big feasts,’ Schmidt said, smiling again, ‘with grilled meat and maybe something like beer. But they didn’t live there.’ This is why one professor at Stanford University said that Schmidt’s findings at Göbekli Tepe ‘change everything’ – because the people who built at least the first stratum of the sacred site were not settled. They were hunters and gatherers, wanderers, unsettled, and this has important implications. 


Work at Göbekli Tepe has continued since Schmidt’s untimely death, just a few weeks after our talk in 2014, and new discoveries and interpretations have raised questions about some of his theories. Ground-penetrating radar has shown that there are around one hundred and seventy stone pillars at the site. It is also now probable that the site was in use for several hundred years, and then it was abandoned. The monuments survived for several reasons, among them the fact that the pillars were buried by waste and debris thrown up by continual use and development at the site. Their survival was also helped by the lack of any other significant later settlements in the area, so there was no one who might have wanted to quarry and reuse the cut pillars. 


The mystery of who built the site, and why they built it is still being pieced together, but the essential elements of their story remain as Schmidt understood them. Construction at Göbekli Tepe was begun by people who moved in small groups, families or a tribe who quarried the stone nearby and moved it at most 500 metres. This might not seem very far, but the blocks weigh many tons and it would have taken hundreds of people to move each one of them. That required both a large, willing workforce and a huge amount of organisation. It is impossible to know who had the idea to do such a thing, but we know that this is the beginning of architecture and of cultivation, and it is connected to some spiritual or cult practice. 


There is nothing revolutionary in the fact that there is art on the columns at Göbekli Tepe. Homo erectus was creating zigzag patterns on shells in what is now Indonesia 500,000 years ago. Recent finds in Blombos Cave, South Africa, show that Homo sapiens was doing similar work with red ochre 100,000 years ago. Neanderthals were blowing red ochre out of their mouths and onto their hands, outstretched over the wall of Maltravieso Cave, Spain, more than 66,000 years ago. There is not even anything revolutionary in the technique of Göbekli Tepe’s art, in the figures of men, of the birds that flew in their skies and the animals that inhabited their world and prowled through their dreams. 


What is revolutionary is the scale of the place, the effort required to achieve it and above all the fact that bands of hunter-gatherers would have needed to cooperate with each other to create, move and decorate the pillars. Some would have worked in the quarries, cutting stone with flints, shaping and incising the rock. Others would prepare the site for installation. And yet more would provide food for them all – this would explain the wild animal remains excavated from the hill’s lowest levels. This effort was sustained over many years, probably centuries, and it resulted in an accumulation of pillars arranged in circles. Some of them have been buried – and in that way creating the conical hillscape – while others were still being built. More extraordinary than the monumentality of what might have been the first ever large-scale human construction is what the site tells us about how we came to settle. 


At the time when Göbekli Tepe was being built, the landscape around it, east of the river out of Eden, was more generous than it is now. Imagine it as a steppeland of wild grasses, wheat and barley, punctuated by copses of oak, almond and pistachio trees; the latter two are now intensely farmed in the area. The steppe was home to gazelle and aurochs, to migrating geese, to many other birds and animals that could be eaten and to a few that threatened humans, as bone deposits uncovered at the site have shown. An abundant land, it was, as Professor Schmidt said more than once, ‘like a paradise’. This abundance made it unnecessary for humans to wander far to feed themselves. Without the need to roam, they could settle while they developed this sacred site. Göbekli Tepe was where they lived and died. Settlement brought a whole new way of being. 


While they lived, they watched the sun rise and set, the moon wax and wane, stars drift across the night sky, seasons shift, animals migrate, birds flock and murmurate and, as humans had already been doing for millennia, they spent time around their fires wondering about their place in the greater scheme. How did they relate to the stars? How and why did birds move between the earth and sky? Where did heat and light come from? And thunder and rain? They will have wondered about the meaning of death too – and that great unknown of what happens to us after death provides the most likely explanation for the monuments. In constructing Göbekli Tepe, these hunter-gatherers were expressing what they understood of their relationship with the seen and unseen forces that they knew surrounded them yet could not be controlled, the forces that controlled the mysteries of life and death. This relationship is most graphically illustrated on a carved pillar where a vulture is shown carrying away a human head. 


Göbekli Tepe’s stone-built circles were the centre of a cult, perhaps the hunter-gatherer cult, a site of such immense significance that it justified the effort required to build it. ‘They came to feast, perhaps to drink, for a ritual or shamanic purpose, and then they went.’ Klaus Schmidt thought he would find human remains beneath the limestone floors of the pillared circles, but did not live long enough to find out and none have been uncovered since his passing. Instead, elsewhere at the site, human skulls have been found, some inscribed with patterns, others scraped clean.


Whatever happened at Göbekli Tepe – and it will be years before an explanation for the skulls and other mysteries is found – it marks a pivotal moment in human development. It may also provide evidence to prove that what has been called the Neolithic Revolution was more of an evolutionary process and for this reason: the hunter-gatherers at Göbekli Tepe needed to support themselves while they were building their cult centre, and although most of the remains found on the hill came from wild animals, there is evidence from neighbouring sites that corn, cattle, sheep and pigs were domesticated around here. Perhaps over time they exhausted all that could be hunted and gathered, or perhaps the climate changed, or there was a blight of some sort. Whatever happened, it left them with no choice but to domesticate and cultivate. Perhaps the cult became all about cultivating food. Whatever the full story, it is clear that both the evolution of agriculture and a revolution of culture took place at Göbekli Tepe some 11,000 or 12,000 years ago and the agents of change were people who lived on the move.
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The Highway of History


There is a consequence to this discovery and it relates to an idea best expressed by the historian Felipe Fernández-Armesto. History, he has stated on several occasions, is ‘a path picked among ruins’.4 


This is a slick image and its combination of paths and ruins conjures up something like a highway. Step right this way, ladies and gentlemen, please just follow the line and you will be transported gloriously, reassuringly and seamlessly from the pyramids and tombs of ancient Egypt to the temples and theatres of Greece, from the glory of imperial Rome, to Byzantium, towards the consummate beauty of the Renaissance and onwards to today. As the centuries have rolled by, side-trips have been allowed off the highway to Xian, Angkor Wat, Machu Picchu, Chichén Itzá and many other places. But please stick to the main path and you will find, somewhat inevitably, that it will lead you to the triumph of the Christian West. Most of the great Western museums were originally designed to follow this historical highway. Many of them are still laid out in a way that encourages us to leave their buildings with a sense that the cities we are stepping into – Paris, London, New York, Berlin and the rest – are an expression of all that is best about the great cultures of the past. If these happen to be the cities we live in, so much the better because we can step out into the streets, our streets, with a sense of our significance in the world. 


But this view of history, however seductive, however flattering to those who live in the West, is a hangover from colonialism and it continues to favour people who built monuments and especially those who built and left written records. ‘Highway history’ rests on the assumption that architecture – the measure by which so many civilisations have been judged – was only imagined when humans settled. The Sumerians settled and built ziggurats. Egyptians settled and built pyramids, and so on down to the glories of Renaissance Europe, the grandeur of neoclassicism and the architectural marvels of our own time. Göbekli Tepe turns this on its head. The earliest hauntingly beautiful stone structures on earth (no doubt others, even earlier, will eventually be found) were created by people who did not live around them, or even perhaps in any one place, by people whose lives were nomadic.fn2 


If ‘highway history’ celebrates the achievements of those who built monuments and settled in capital cities from Memphis to Babylon, from Athens to Rome, Berlin to New York, London, Tokyo and Beijing, it also discriminates against those who have trodden lightly in the world, who have left few records or ruins. Such people, many of them nomadic, are unlikely to be valued by the highway history crowd. They may even be completely overlooked if ‘all’ they have left us in a physical way is a cairn or a painted image in a cave, a garden, a grove or a forest that they helped preserve intact for a few thousand years. There are of course reasons for the omission, not least being the challenge of writing the history of people who have not left monuments or manuscripts. But many nomads have at least left, or preserved, their own stories. Some of their stories relate to events that happened, others are complete fantasies, while many sit somewhere between the two. As all humans did before the invention of writing, nomads tell stories to keep alive their histories, myths and their sense of self. These stories try to make sense of the world and their place in it, perhaps while sitting around a fire, as the night fills with the sounds of wild animals and the sky sugars with stars. 


The obvious risk to an oral tradition is that when cultures vanish, their stories might go with them and this seems to have happened at Göbekli Tepe. We know so much about the settled ancient Egyptians because they built monuments and kept records to commemorate – literally to remember together – everything from the height of the annual Nile flood, the glorious achievements of pharaohs and the petty thefts of tomb robbers. But Persia’s wandering sixth-century BCE Achaemenid kings committed very little either to tablet or parchment concerning an empire that was the largest the world had known. This lack of written record has often seemed negligent to literate people, which is one reason why we tend to ‘rate’ ancient Egypt as more interesting and significant than ancient Persia. Taken to its extreme, as it was by some nineteenth-century European colonisers, it became possible to claim that people in sub-Saharan Africa had no history and achieved nothing worth noting because they had built nothing that could compare to the Pyramids or the Parthenon. That, in turn, encouraged a false sense of superiority in the north and especially in the West, superiority that was a key driver towards colonialism. It ignored the fact that for most of the time Homo sapiens has been around, most of us were unable to read or write, but we were able to commit to memory long poems, huge amounts of information and extensive, multi-layered narratives. Even the lodestones of Western literature such as the Iliad and the Odyssey were consigned to memory centuries before they were written down, just as the Quran was said to have been memorised by the Prophet Muhammad, then an illiterate Arab merchant sitting in a cave, and only written down after his death …


So if we are to escape from seeing history as a path through ruins, we must follow a string of stories, we must be prepared to shift from myth to legend to verifiable facts, and we must travel from deepest history into our own time. We must make a journey. We know about the necessity of making journeys because each of us begins life by making the small and extremely dangerous journey from the womb to the light and ends by shifting from this world of light into eternal dark. Between those moments, we move in sun- and moonlight across a planet that is itself constantly in motion. 


Out of this background of movement, it seems fitting that our foundation stories relate the experiences of people who have wandered and engaged with the natural world, as Gilgamesh did when he travelled to the Cedar Forest and then to the underworld and back, and Noah as he set sail across the floods in the hope of finding dry land, or Odysseus crisscrossing the Mediterranean on his long journey home from the Trojan War. The Buddha spent the last forty-five years of his life travelling and teaching, Moses and the Israelites trekked across the desert for forty years to reach their promised land, the Prophet Muhammad travelled to Jerusalem on a magical horse, Aborigines walk and sing up their songlines, Rama and his companions journey through Hindu myths, while Thor drives his goat-drawn chariot to Jotunheim to find the giant. Gudrid Thorbjarnardóttir, Gudrid the Far-Travelled, sailed to America in the tenth century. Four hundred years later, Chaucer’s nine and twenty spring pilgrims made their way on foot and horseback to seek blessing from the blissful martyr of Canterbury, and William Langland, writing in England while Timur was moving across Eurasia, opened his most famous story Piers Plowman with the farmer dressing as a shepherd to go ‘wide in the world’ because it is out there and not at home on the farm that there are ‘wonders to hear’.5 The American Arapaho people’s legend of the lame warrior begins in the days before horses, with young men walking into the western mountains to hunt wild animals. Many Cherokee stories open with the hero setting out on a journey. The lovesick poet Majnun goes into the desert of Arabia to recite verses about his forbidden love for Laila. Tolkien’s hobbit Bilbo Baggins rushes out on his long and unusual journey ‘without anything that he usually took when he went out’.6 The journey is the rule not the exception. As you will know if you have ever travelled with someone close, a friend or a relative, we all respond differently to travel, even to sharing the same moments in travel. That difference has a bearing on nomads.
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DRD4-7R


In June 2008, a group of geneticists and other academics from Northwestern University in the United States published a study that has wide-ranging implications for each of us and may also have a bearing on the way we react to wandering. The study looked at members of a nomadic tribe in Kenya. The best that can usually be hoped for this kind of specialised paper is a ripple in the great pond of academia. Their findings are not usually written up in popular magazines and newspapers around the world. But this one was. 


The Ariaal live in northern Kenya and are descended from two larger tribes, the Rendille and Samburu. These two tribes speak different languages and are equally divided in their livelihood. Some of them live on the move in the lowlands, where they graze camel, goats and sheep. Others have settled in the highlands where they can grow crops and send their children to school.


When the Northwestern researchers looked at the genetic make-up of these groups of settled and nomads, they discovered a pattern. Roughly a fifth of the Ariaal men in each group possessed a variant gene, the DRD4-7R. Among the Ariaal living as nomads, those who carried the 7R genetic variant tended to be better fed and stronger than tribesmen who did not have it. They are the alpha nomads. But among settled Ariaal, the 7R carriers were less well-nourished and less dominant than their fellow tribespeople. 


‘Some of the variety of personalities we see in people’, anthropologist Dan Eisenberg, one of the lead researchers of the study, explained, ‘is evolutionarily helpful or detrimental, depending on the context.’7 So where the 7R variant might help nomads towards better health and happiness in one set of circumstances, it can lead towards malnourishment and misery in others. What is happening here?


DRD4 controls the release of dopamine, a chemical that our brains produce to encourage us to learn by rewarding us with a sense of pleasure. Because of this feel-good factor, dopamine has played a crucial role in evolution by driving us to seek benefits and rewards. When we exercise or eat something delicious, when we are moved by our surroundings, take the scariest fairground ride, indulge in social interactions or a sex fest, our brains release dopamine. This in turn affects everything from our heart rate and kidney function to the way we process pain and our ability to sleep. Because dopamine helps us feel good about what we have done, our dopamine highs encourage us to repeat the experience to release more dopamine and maintain that high. The word ‘addict’ is often applied here, but all the drug does is to drive the receptors that make us want more. We can resist; it is up to us. That, in part, explains why some of us love to love, or are overwhelmed with lust, why others (or sometimes the same characters) become obsessive about exercise and play and taking risks. Dopamine can also help us become alpha nomads. But even if that is not on your wish list, there are good reasons why you should be interested because the same variant gene that helps nomadic Ariaal become the best-fed, most powerful members of their tribe also has an impact on our ability to learn.


One in twenty of us, and one in five of our children, are said to suffer from attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).8 ADHD makes it hard for us to focus, to pay attention and control behaviour, especially to control hyperactivity. For schoolchildren, this can be a huge problem because schools need order and most respond badly when children wander off because they feel like it, or speak out of turn, or sing because the mood takes them while a teacher is talking. This is part of the reason why ADHD is seen as a disorder. But Dr Eisenberg has another way of looking at it. For him, it is not a disease. It is ‘something with adaptive components’. In a nomadic setting, someone with this variant of the gene may be better at protecting herds against rustlers or finding food and water. ‘The same tendencies might not be as beneficial in settled pursuits such as focusing in school, farming or selling goods.’9 Which is to say that the 7R variant is more likely to be helpful to Ariaal boys than to American schoolchildren, more likely to help those who move and to be more of a problem for those who live a settled life.


For this reason, DRD4-7R has been called the ‘nomadic gene’ and although Dr Eisenberg finds the label unhelpful and unscientific, it does explain why some Ariaal are well-fed, successful nomads and some are not. It might also explain why so many rock and pop stars have had a difficult time at school, why their minds wandered away from their studies: as David Bowie acknowledged, ‘I was a person with a very short attention span, would move from one thing to another, quite rapidly …’10 The nomadic gene might also provide an explanation for some behaviour in older people, why some of us find it hard to sit still and stay happy within four walls. If that is you, it may be something you can explain in relation to genetics. It is also something you can blame on evolution because 12,000 years ago, before a group of us got together and started constructing monuments at Göbekli Tepe, we all lived a wandering life where this genetic variant, and the diverse set of thoughts and responses it seems to encourage, was useful, perhaps even essential for survival. 


Most of us have settled since then and in the past century most of us have done so in towns and cities. This dramatic shift in lifestyle out of the natural world and inside walls has turned some of us into miscreant kids, unreliable partners, drug addicts, thrill seekers, gamblers and risk takers, and it has left others struggling to resist the lure of wandering through nomadland, longing for the open road, the promise of a new city, a fresh landscape or the next partner. 


If, as Dr Eisenberg’s study has shown, the nomadic urge is part of our genetic legacy, if as many as 390 million of us might carry the variant nomadic gene, then this has consequences for the way we act now, for the way we look at the past and at the role that nomads play in the stories that follow.
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An Evolutionary Tale


In the years before civil war reduced much of it to rubble, the Syrian city of Aleppo vied with its southern rival Damascus for the title of the world’s oldest continuously inhabited city. Much as I enjoyed the sophistication of the northerners, their beautiful souk, relaxed pleasures, the looming citadel and the many layers that spoke of the city’s age, I always thought Damascus was the more likely challenger. For one thing it sits beneath a mountain and beside a river, both essential for early settlers. For another, it has a compelling story which, though not exactly a foundation myth, does relate back to the earliest of times and, like the foundation myth of Rome and many other places, it involves two brothers. One of these brothers was a nomad. 


Damascus is one of few cities where the highest quarters are the cheapest. Turn your back on the ancient stone walls, cross the Barada river and pass the area known as al-Salihiya, where the elegant tomb of the twelfth-century Sufi master Ibn Arabi lies beyond a lively fresh-food market. Continue past imposing townhouses and twentieth-century apartment buildings, continue until the cityscape closes down and roads become so narrow that only the slimmest vans can pass between the housing blocks, and so steep that most people still prefer to ride than walk. Continue beyond the end of the road and the last houses, the newest and poorest in the city. Beyond them the red earth of the Jebel al-Arbaïn, the Hill of the Forty, is dotted with white rocks and an occasional patch of scrub. A path of steps cut into the steep slope leads to a small compound of whitewashed buildings – you can’t miss it, it’s the only one here and you might not be alone on the path. When you reach the gate, you will be invited to enter the courtyard and from there you enter the mouth of a cave, the Cave of Blood. 


The tradition for this place probably goes back millennia. The fourteenth-century Moroccan traveller Ibn Battuta tells us that Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Job and Lot all prayed in the cave. Why here? Because this is where tradition places the world’s first fratricide, where Cain killed Abel. Enter the cave and look up and you will see, as Ibn Battuta saw almost eight hundred years ago, ‘the blood of Abel, the son of Adam (on him be peace), God having caused a red trace of it to remain on the stones. This is the place in which his brother killed him, and dragged his body to the cave.’11


In case you are not familiar with the story – and even if you are – the bearded guardian will relate it to you, adding specific details to suit the location and his mood, and perhaps also what he perceives of your mood and your generosity. ‘And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.’ After he has finished, he will invite you to pray for the soul of the murdered nomadic brother, there, in the cave still stained with his red blood, and after that you may be invited to assist in the financial salvation of the guardian himself. Mashallah!


Let us call it the Neolithic Evolution, for revolutions are by nature quick and we know that agriculture was a slow development. When construction began at Göbekli Tepe, in the mid-9000s BCE, the people who worked on it were hunters and gatherers who had time to cut, move and raise huge slabs of stone. It may be that as the project developed, some people devoted themselves to hunting, others to gathering, to food production, quarrying, decorating stone and so on. Eventually some of them settled and cultivated crops and raised animals. Then, around 8000 BCE the sacred hill was abandoned. It is impossible at present to say why, but it must have been something significant, either a sign – perhaps a comet or some other celestial apparition – or a fact that could not be ignored, a lack of food or water or an abundance of illness. For whatever reason, the place that had consumed so much time and energy, that had required such ingenuity and had changed the range of human experience, suddenly lost its attraction and the people moved on. 


When it was abandoned, Göbekli Tepe had been in use for at least 1,500 years, which is the same span of time as from you and me back to the abdication of the last Roman emperor. In that time, the Neolithic or Agricultural Evolution had changed the way humans lived. Perhaps evolution had something to do with why it was abandoned. The Göbekli Tepe rites were probably only celebrated once or twice a year at the outset. But in its later stages it was permanently occupied and sufficiently sophisticated for 150-litre vats of beer to be brewed for large-scale feasts. But the biggest change that the Göbekli Tepe period witnessed was the beginning of farming. 


The first strain of Einkorn wheat was domesticated on the Black Mountain, which you can see, on a clear day, from the mulberry tree at the top of Göbekli Tepe. Wheat was followed by peas and olives, and sheep and goats, all domesticated in this area and all while the sacred site was still attended. In the thousand years after its abandonment, people in China domesticated rice and millet, pigs and silkworms, while in the Indus Valley they began to farm sesame and eggplant, and domesticated the camel. By 6000 BCE farmers in the Nile Valley learned how to nurture the sycamore fig and chufa, and to tame the donkey and the cat.


The spread of agriculture was driven by a number of factors that included a change in climate, a warming that made gathering wild foods more difficult. There was also less food to be gathered. The fat years of hunter-gathering, which led to the creation of Göbekli Tepe and other Neolithic centres, saw a rise in the number of people. More people required more food and this led to more hunting and, inevitably, to a collapse in the supply of animals to hunt. The same cycle had already decimated wild animal populations on the American continents and in Australia, among other places. We think of species extinction as an issue we have created in our own time, but big sabre-toothed cats and massive ground sloths, which had accounted for as many as half of the world’s large beasts, had already been hunted to extinction by the time Göbekli Tepe’s animal-decorated pillars were raised. Perhaps the sacred site was a statement of contrition carved in stone. 


Seen in this light, agriculture might not have been a giant step for mankind. Instead it might have been desperate crisis management, the only option for hunter-gatherers whose success had decimated their food supply. And if that was the case, Göbekli Tepe may have been abandoned because there was no longer sufficient food to sustain the community who were needed to maintain the site. Schmidt had talked of the people on the hillside and the surrounding area living in a kind of paradise. That was in the beginning. By around 8000 BCE, they may have stripped that paradise clean, and if that is what happened, then their departure was another version of the Fall, a repeat of the expulsion from the pairi-daeza of Eden, the start of another long journey.


Refugees from Göbekli Tepe faced the same challenge as the children of Adam and Eve and subsequently people in all parts of the world: what sort of agriculture could they engage in? Trial and error, good crops and bad, showed them what would grow in the soil and with the available rains or irrigation water. Farmers made the most of their resources and kept back as much of their harvests as they could, holding grain and seed as stock or capital, which was when the trouble started. ‘In process of time’, it is recorded in the Book of Genesis (4:3–5), ‘it came to pass, that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the Lord.’ That would have been fine, but ‘Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the Lord had respect unto Abel and to his offering: But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect.’


I have always found this judgement harsh. Why was Cain’s offering not accepted? Why stoke the rivalry between the brothers? There are many interpretations, one of which points to Cain’s religious and moral doubts. But the judgement could also be an example of the God of the wandering tribe showing preference for nomadic pastoralists over tillers of the soil. Whatever the reasoning behind the preference for Abel’s offering, the Genesis author is clear that Cain killed Abel, a murder that highlights one of the consequences of the Neolithic Evolution, the conflicting interests of herders and tillers, of nomads and the settled. What comes out of this, to return to Genesis, is that God tells Cain the earth will not easily or willingly give up ‘her strength’ to him and he becomes an outcast, travelling east of Eden, where he founds the first city and names it after his son Enoch. 


‘Everyone believes his own customs to be far and away the best,’ observed the fifth-century BCE Greek historian Herodotus.12 Until the Neolithic Evolution, until humans had to leave the garden and start farming, until Cain and Abel and a judgement on whether the fruit of the ground or the fat firstlings of a flock was a more suitable offering, there was only one set of customs, one way to survive and that was by hunting and gathering. 


It is easy to imagine that all of a sudden, from one season to the next, the people of Göbekli Tepe and hunter-gatherers around the world, hundreds of thousands of them in the Near East, chose to stop moving and stay at home to till the land, but this was not what happened. The old ways did not stop with the domestication of wheat. For one thing, long before the construction of Göbekli Tepe, some communities were already partly settled, living out of caves and basic shelters, roaming in search of meat. On the other hand, long after the domestication of wheat and goats, hunter-gatherers still roamed across what is now Anatolia, the Nile Valley and elsewhere. But agriculture, the settled life that it required and the surplus of food that it made possible, brought about a radical change in the way humans lived. 


Life for hunter-gatherers was what we would regard as remote. There were rarely more than ten people per square mile because there was rarely enough food to feed more. In a dense modern city such as Manila in the Philippines, as many as 200,000 people are now living in that same space. What stops them from starving or having to fight their neighbours for food is the ability to produce an excess which can be stored and kept until it is needed. This is one of humanity’s great achievements, one of our main claims to progress. Making sure that people can eat is not just a duty for politicians, it remains essential to their survival. Failure to provide has led to the downfall of rulers and regimes from ancient Rome to the Ancien Régime in France. In our own time, the most obvious way to gauge the health of the economy is the ease with which we can put food on our tables. The so-called Arab Spring of 2011, which brought down several long-entrenched regimes, was sparked by a sudden rise in food prices and the suicide of Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian fruit and vegetable trader. But while surplus levels might have remained volatile, they made settled communal living possible.
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Çatalhöyük


The author of Genesis described what happened between the loss of Eden and the founding of the first city in four hundred words, but the process was long and complicated as is clear from Çatalhöyük. Chatal-Hoyuk, as it is pronounced, was not a city in the way we understand the word now. It was a proto-city, a development positioned somewhere between Göbekli Tepe, with its sole cultural and sacred use, and Cain’s city of Enoch. 


About five hundred years after Göbekli Tepe was abandoned, around 7500 BCE, settlers made a home on a mound above the Anatolian plain, close to the Çarşamba river and about a hundred miles from the Mediterranean. The mud-brick houses they built had no entrances at ground level and no streets or passages between them. They formed a huddle of mud boxes whose flat roofs served as paths and where roof flaps allowed entry to the homes below. 


Climb down the ladder and you step into a large open space divided by platforms of varying heights. Immediately under the ladder there is an oven, like a tandoor or pizza oven, for cooking and heating. The mud walls and floors are plastered and whitewashed. In some places, bulls’ horns have been set into the walls, part of a ceremony whose meaning is lost but whose significance will have related to the power of the natural world and the need these people felt to atone for the shedding of an animal’s blood, a reminder that they recognised their place in the delicate balance of the natural and spirit worlds.


In some houses, walls are painted in shades of ochre with scenes of humans, animals and landscapes. Looking across a gulf of 10,000 years, we may never be able to see the house as it appeared to the family who lived there, but it was obviously more than just a place to shelter from the weather and be safe from animals, although that was important. Restored and rebuilt over the centuries, with ancestors buried beneath the earth floor and neighbours on hand to share food, labour and perhaps trade, this was a home, or homes, for up to 8,000 people. But as with Göbekli Tepe, one day (in this case around 7000 BCE) the people of Çatalhöyük packed up and moved on. 


Why was the proto-city abandoned? Perhaps the Çarşamba river shifted its course, making the settlement unviable. Perhaps the growing population put pressure on the site and its surroundings – how far did they now have to travel to hunt game, gather wild fruits and nuts, or even find wood to keep their home fires burning? Maybe there was a pandemic, or a warming or cooling of the climate. We look for a reason that makes sense to us, but maybe the people left because the distant volcano rumbled, the sun was eclipsed, the moon burned red or migrating birds did not return, because there was a warning sign or symbol that convinced those thousands of people that they needed to leave their homes and abandon the bones of their ancestors and thousands of female, male and animal votive figures. 


Whatever the reason for their departure, they moved off into a very different world from the one that existed when Çatalhöyük was founded. The evolution set in motion by the warming climate, which had led to the creation of Göbekli Tepe and the subsequent domestication of crops and animals, changed the region as it would eventually reconfigure the world. It changed humans as well. After Eden, alongside hunters and gatherers, latter-day Cains tilled fields of wheat and corn, peas and beans, while Abels herded sheep and goats, the patriarch Abraham among them, pushing his flock along the fertile corridor between Urfa and what would become the Holy Land in the same way that the Bakhtiari family I had seen move their animals up the Zagros Mountains, travelling light, with only what was necessary for survival. 


Çatalhöyük’s refugees are likely to have loaded significantly more than survival packs as they moved to another site where they could settle and put down roots, where their gods could be worshipped and appeased, their families flourish. One of those places is mentioned in Genesis as the city Cain created, Enoch. Here too there was a development; the new city had strong walls.
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The Walls of Uruk


Ancient Greeks called it Μεσοποταμία, Mesopotamia, the land between two rivers, a name that recurs in Aramaic, Hebrew, Syrian, Farsi and Arabic. The rivers are two of the ‘streams’ out of Eden, the Tigris and Euphrates, their valleys and floodplains stretching from southern Turkey to Kuwait and to the Bakhtiari winter grazing lands in south-west Iran. Mountainous in the north, marsh in the south, Mesopotamia is immensely fertile between the rivers and increasingly desertified east and west of them. Settlers were attracted to the river, and nomads to the desert fringes. This is where early agriculture flourished and, not unconnected, where the city and most of its early characteristics were set. This is also where the deep past and recorded history meet, where myths and legends match fact and physical evidence, and where the world’s first cities, the fixed counterpoints to nomadism, were built. 


The first city was probably a place called Eridu, which, according to early sources, was founded by a king called Alulim, who ruled for 28,800 years. His son and successor, Alaingar, ruled for not less than 36,000 years, but eventually ‘Eridu fell’.13 While Eridu’s whereabouts remains a matter of conjecture, the remains of Urukfn3 have been found on the banks of the Euphrates, halfway between Baghdad and the Persian Gulf. It was there that the city as we understand it took shape during the 4000s BCE and lives that we would recognise as being city-led were first lived. 


Like Göbekli Tepe 5,000 years earlier, Uruk began as a shrine where hunters and herders came to worship two deities – the god Anu, whose titles included Sky Father, Lord of the Constellations and He ‘who contains the entire universe’, and Anu’s granddaughter, the goddess Inanna. Like Anu, Inanna had many titles and many aspects, but her origins are connected to fertility, to the rising of rivers and the sap, to the riches of the harvest and the fat of the flock. Married to the shepherd god Tammiz, she remained individual, independent, dominant. Associated with the Venus star and the lion, known as the Queen of Heaven, Inanna embodied primal female power. She was beautiful, fertile and predatory, with a voracious sexual appetite. ‘You loved the shepherd, the grazier, the herdsman,’ a Sumerian poet wrote, ‘and turned him into a wolf.’14


At some point someone built a house near the shrines, perhaps for a priest, and then settlement followed, which grew, expanded and overlapped until there was a mass of houses, a temple complex and a palace compound, and the whole place was separated from the rest of the world by high walls. 


Life inside walls was very different from life tilling the fields or herding in the hills. When people lived close together behind walls, their habits, rituals and outlook changed. No more nomadic camp life, nor the animistic urges of those who remained at large in the wide open world and therefore also at the mercy of the forces of nature. More significant, and of central importance to our story, there was a change in activity, in what the people of the city did with their time. Hunter-gatherers and herders lived in a world whose constant changes and evolving situations required them to be able to perform multiple tasks and to be flexible in their decision-making. The city scorned these jacks of all trades. Instead it needed and encouraged its inhabitants to become static and to be predictable in their behaviour. The city encouraged specialisation and citizens became butchers, potters, soldiers, priests and priestesses or a king. Each role had its own specific status in an ever-more-rigid hierarchy. As the occupations of the majority of inhabitants became more specialised, they also began to be only of use in the urban world, for what would a bureaucrat, a financial manager, an accountant, a roofer or plasterer do in the natural world? And so it has been ever since. 


Other divisions appeared as Uruk developed, the most pernicious being between those who had enough and those who had more. Mud-brick houses within the walls of Uruk all had shrines dedicated to their household gods and storage spaces for grain, oil and other non-perishable commodities. Some people turned out to have more skill or luck than others. They reaped better harvests, drove harder bargains, were sharper in trade, and one way or another, by fair means or foul, they ended up with surplus food, clothing, jewellery or other possessions. Wealth and stock differences had existed in mobile communities, but they were less significant and less divisive: there could be no hoarding when everyone needed to pack and transport their belongings. But staying put encourages accumulation, as anyone with an attic or basement will know, and no one accumulated more than the king. As we often do with our own rulers, the people of Uruk wondered at the wealth and power their ruler had accumulated, at the privileges he took for himself and at the abuses that followed. Then their wonder turned to despair and they looked to the gods and to nomads for a solution. 


We know this because one of the oldest complete narratives from the distant past describes the king of Uruk as ‘a wild bull lording it, head held aloft’.15 The young men of Uruk were harried, the young women unable to return home without the king claiming droit du seigneur. ‘By day and night,’ the old story-tellers relate in this first tale of inner-city problems, ‘his tyranny grows harsher.’ 
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Offspring of Silence


The story of the King of Uruk was known in the city of Nineveh near modern Baghdad, along the Mediterranean coast and even up the Nile. But with the passing of the ancient world and the ability to read cuneiform, the story was lost. The clay tablets on which it had been recorded lay hidden beneath the Mesopotamian soil until 1840, when Nineveh was excavated. The fragments were sent to the British Museum in London, but they were not translated until November 1872 when George Smith, a thirty-two-year-old London printer and cuneiform expert, came upon them. According to one of the museum’s staff, when Smith translated a section of the story, he suddenly ‘jumped up and rushed about the room in a great state of excitement, and, to the astonishment of those present, began to undress himself’. When he was calm enough to speak, Smith said, ‘I am the first man to read that after two thousand years of oblivion.’ ‘That’ was a tablet with lines from the story of the King of Uruk, of Gilgamesh. 


In the Nineveh text, the seat of Gilgamesh’s power is called ‘Uruk-the-Sheepfold’, which harked back to a time when people built corrals, stockades, bomas, thornbush barriers, ditches and heaped stones to protect themselves and their stock from predatory animals and unwelcome humans. But by the time the epic story was written down, the epithet no longer fitted for the city had replaced its wooden sheep fences with brick walls: ‘Climb Uruk’s wall,’ Gilgamesh urges the boatman who brings him home from his journey to the underworld. 


Walk back and forth! Survey its foundations, examine its brickwork! Were its bricks not fired in an oven? Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations? A square mile is city, a square mile date-grove, a square mile is clay-pit, half a square mile the temple of Ishtar: three square miles and a half is Uruk’s expanse!fn4 16


This mighty wall, the scribes tell us, was ‘like a strand of wool’, rimmed with copper. 


The great wall of Uruk changed everything. It did more than keep out people from the rival cities of Ur, Nippur and Nineveh, perhaps even the Egyptians. It separated people in the city – and at its height there were some 80,000 of them – from the ‘others’. It separated the regulated, man-made, urban environment from the unbridled forces of nature. It also kept the fast-evolving community of forward-thinking, specialised, sedentary people away from the old primal world of diverse-thinking, animistic hunter-gatherers and nomads. Uruk’s walls were a physical manifestation of anti-nomadism.


The walls also served to keep people inside the city, where they suffered at the hands of their overbearing king. He is described as:


Surpassing all other kings, heroic in stature, 


brave scion of Uruk, wild bull on the rampage!


Going at the fore he was the vanguard, 


going at the rear, one his comrades could trust!


And yet they could not trust him because he was also ‘a violent flood-wave’, his passions unleashed and unchecked. He raped daughters, bullied men, insulted elders and became so cruel that the good people of Uruk prayed in despair to their gods. Save us from our king. The gods responded by creating a foil, a wildling who would stand up to the dictator. 


Enkidu is described as an ‘offspring of silence’. Fashioned from clay by the goddess Aruru, he embodied the primal force of the natural world. He was also everything the wall was designed to exclude: 


All his body is matted with hair,


he bears long tresses like those of a woman:


the hair on his head grows thickly as barley,


he knows not a people, not even a country.


Coated in hair like the god of the animals, 


with the gazelles he grazes on grasses, 


joining the throng with the game at the water-hole,


his heart delighting with the beasts in the water.17


Gilgamesh chooses not to confront this force of nature himself. Instead, he sends a woman, Shamhat, who is described by the tablets as a ‘harlot’ although she may also have been a priestess of Inanna/Ishtar. Whatever her role or experience, nothing would have prepared her for what was to come. After waiting two days by the watering hole, Shamhat saw the herd come to drink and with it came Enkidu:


Shamhat unfastened the cloth of her loins, 


she bared her sex and he took in her charms.


She did not recoil, she took in his scent:


she spread her clothing and he lay upon her.18


Enkidu’s initiation into knowledge has parallels with Adam and Eve’s story, but is more explicit. ‘For six days and seven nights,’ the ancient tablets tell us, ‘Enkidu was erect, as he coupled with Shamhat.’ But he had to pay a price for tasting this forbidden fruit and when ‘the gazelles saw Enkidu, they started to run, the beasts of the field shied away from his presence’. The wild man tried to run after them, but he had become weak. Like Adam and Eve, he was now an exile from the natural world. 


When Shamhat directs him towards the city, flattering him that one so handsome should surely be living in the sacred enclosure, Enkidu expresses neither doubt nor regret about leaving the primeval forest. Instead he looks ahead to the high walls and the raving king of the unseen city. ‘I will vaunt myself in Uruk,’ he tells the beautiful prostitute/priestess. 


First Shamhat takes him to a shepherds’ camp, a halfway house where he samples the two most popular and enduring products of farming, bread and beer. After seven goblets of beer, Enkidu is happy, singing and sufficiently malleable for the shepherds to prepare him for Uruk-the-Sheepfold; they shear him. ‘The barber groomed his body so hairy,’ the story goes, ‘anointed with oil he turned into a man.’ 


As a man, he needed to dress. 


Once dressed, he ‘became like a warrior’.19 


A warrior needs a weapon.


The transformation, the domestication of Enkidu from a wild one as mighty ‘as a rock from the sky’ to a man too slow to run with wild animals, was complete and he was ready for the city.


It is a wedding day when Enkidu arrives beneath the high walls of Uruk and people have gathered in the square for the festivities, some of them to see Gilgamesh claim his self-given privilege of bedding the bride before the groom. But when the king goes towards the wedding house, Enkidu is there, blocking the door with his foot. Neither of them backs down and a fight ensues. 


They seized each other at the door of the wedding house, 


In the street they joined combat, in the Square of the Land.


The door-jambs shook, the wall did shudder.20


The vivid familiarity of this encounter carved on a clay tablet thousands of years ago is remarkable, but so too is what happens next. Gilgamesh kneels, recognising that he has met his match. As anger drains away, Enkidu asks why, with all his powers and privileges, he would rob these ordinary people of the great pleasure of their wedding night? The king’s reply is not recorded. Instead, ‘They kissed each other and formed a friendship.’


Later, Gilgamesh suggests that the two friends go on an adventure to cut down the forest of cedars and to kill the bull of heaven. Enkidu warns him that ‘This is a journey which must not be made’ but it is made. The sacred cedars are cut down (they were essential for temple doors), the bull of heaven is killed and, to make matters worse, Gilgamesh then rejects the amorous advances of the goddess Ishtar. She and other gods demand vengeance for the king’s pride and the price they exact is the life of Enkidu. When his companion dies, Gilgamesh is distraught and refuses to allow him to be buried ‘until a maggot dropped from his nostril’. 


The epic projects two archetypes: Enkidu who runs with the animals and belongs to the mobile natural world and Gilgamesh the settler king of the city-state. Like so many foundational myths, it is Cain and Abel revisited, but also revised. The taming of the wild one will have cheered the long-ago listeners, many of whom would have been settled, but they might also have grieved at the triumph of Uruk.


Uruk – a real, historical city that is now reduced to a mound of mud – gave us much of importance beyond the story of its early king. This was where writing was invented, where the first mountain-like ziggurat was built, where the cylinder seal was first used, where the sexagesimal numeric system was created that we continue to use to measure time (seconds and minutes), angles and geographical coordinates. There seems also to have been an historical king called Gilgamesh who ruled Uruk before 2500 BCE at a time when the natural world was being subdued, the rivers controlled so that the land could be cultivated, where forests were cut down and wild animals and wild people were either tamed, killed or banished. Part of his grief would have stemmed from a realisation that he and his people were changing the world, that nothing would ever be the same. Gilgamesh the king, and those who listened to the story, would have understood the immense difficulty, even then, of reconciling the urge towards cities and settlement with the loss of contact with the natural world. They would have recognised that the city’s success at taming their world would bring about environmental breakdown. But there was one change humans brought about that seemed to have only positive outcomes and it involved horses. 
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Horses


‘Geography lies at the basis of history,’ as the eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant recognised and, in doing so, anticipated by a couple of centuries Gilles Deleuze’s observation that nomads only have a geography, not history. Kant’s comment was refined by Johann Herder, one of his contemporaries, into ‘history is geography set in motion’. This is a neat summary of the inextricable link between the two and it points to why the steppes feature large and often in this story: the nomads who came off them, who had been shaped by them, went on to shape our world in more profound ways than nomads elsewhere. 


Landscape and climate influence who we are and how we act and for that reason you cannot comprehend the United States and Canada without knowing about the Great Plains, the vast grassy flatlands between the Mississippi river and the Rocky Mountains, and that they were once grazed by fat herds of buffalo and bison, which were hunted by Sioux, Cheyenne, Comanche and other native, nomadic tribes. Similarly, in South America, pumas once hunted Pampas deer and bighorn sheep across the lowland Pampas that stretch from Brazil through Uruguay and down to southern Argentina, where gauchos later herded cattle. China’s great North Plain runs from the Yan Mountains to the Tongbai and Dabie mountains and has been the centre of Han culture since the earliest days. But most significant for my story of nomads is the Great Eurasian Steppe.
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