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			For Willem Deen III. My father.

			The man at the wheel.

			(1927–2010)

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“This is the E8. It runs from London to Moscow.”

			Willem Deen III, on the way from Boekelo to Leersum

			 

			 

			 

			“Nice wide roads.”

			Willem Deen II, on any random motorway
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			THE FANTASY

			Boekelo–Leersum (1968)

			 

			 

			 

			“This is the E8,” my father said. “It runs from London to Moscow.”

			We were approaching an exit. There was an arrow painted on the tarmac, and before it, E8. I could see it from the back seat. We were en route from our home in Twente to the forested area in the province of Utrecht, where my grandparents lived. A distance of just over a hundred kilometres. But that one remark by my father made our trip part of something much bigger. We were, in fact, covering a single leg of a long, cross-­border journey between names I knew from the atlas, from the eight o’clock news, from the newspaper headlines my father often hid behind.

			 

			The road meandered, branching off past countless exits. It looked deceptively ordinary: an intersection, a bridge, a ribbon of tarmac, brick paving. But the arrows and signposting were clear. This was the E8, the road from London to Moscow.

			My grandparents still lived in the head gardener’s cottage at the Broekhuizen estate, an eighteenth-­century manor surrounded by woods and ponds.

			

			But the chatelaine was dead and the castle was deserted. My grandfather – once the head gardener – had stopped working. The gardens had gone to seed, the greenhouses had caved in, the gravel was covered in moss, the windows of the castle were boarded shut and the grass on the immense front lawn was totally overgrown.

			My grandma stoked a wood stove to keep the dining room warm, gave me rusks with sugar, homemade blackberry syrup drizzled over homemade custard, and a rake to scrape endlessly over the gravel. Grass snakes darted along the moat’s edge; owls screeched at night. I was happy there, and always yearned to go back.

			I couldn’t have been much older than eight when, back at home and sent off to bed, I lay wide awake in the dark, fantasising about being able to drive a car and navigating there myself. I knew the way, didn’t I? Sitting on the back seat, wedged between my two older brothers, I would look through the windscreen and silently dictate the route: turn right here, left there. I recognised all the roads, junctions and exits.

			This is what I fantasised about in bed: the entire route, with all the exits, crossroads and curvy, wooded stretches, the endless sequence of white stripes on the tree trunks to mark the verge. I pictured myself driving, alone, independently, to Grandpa and Grandma.

			 

			Down our street, turn right, then left, through the village and out the other side, along a tree-­lined brick road, past the Catholic enclave on the other side of the stream (which made it feel like a separate village, although officially it wasn’t), then the pockmarked football field of Boekelo Sports Club, the locker rooms, the woods at the back, now on the open road. I concentrated on remembering the route, the bends, the crossroads, Beckum, Delden, the canal . . . and I soon started to lose track. Was I on the right road? Where did it lead to? Images would start popping up of other roads, other crossroads, unrelated moments in the car: an ascent in the mountains, the motorway where my father impressively sped along at 120 kilometres per hour, keeping up with the train alongside us, or the spot where, one hot summer’s day, on the way to my grandparents’, we stopped at a junction and Grimbold, our headstrong boxer, climbed from the luggage space onto the back seat, leaped through the open window and ran into the woods. And my father got out, called the dog, clipped on the lead and pulled him back to the car.

			

			I would get caught up in all sorts of memories and scenarios where the various images of the trip to Grandma and Grandpa floated around like loose pieces of a jigsaw puzzle without fitting together into a coherent route I could follow in my mind. I floundered, and my inability to lay out a path I could follow upset me. And then there was the recurring illusion of the Straight Line, a route that took us, without curves or intersections, directly to Grandma and Grandpa’s woods, the rest of the world on either side as we went straight to that one happy place.

			And I imagined clear days when, after school, I could ride my mountain bike a little way along that route and if I stood up on the pedals, I could see my grandparents’ woods off in the distance.

			 

			This was how I went about accessing the world outside my village: by picturing roads that I could follow in my mind’s eye to reach that idyll in the Utrecht woods. It was my first exercise in finding my way in the world, my first fantasy of independence. And even though it failed, to this day I still recall that yearning. And I’m inclined to indulge that little boy.

			

			But by the time I had got my driver’s licence, my grandparents had been chucked out of that house in the woods and bundled off to a retirement home in the nearby town of Leersum.

			Where people go to die.

			My father is gone now, too. No-­one any longer takes that road trip that had once held so much promise and purpose. And when I close my eyes, forty-­five years after those sleepless nights, and try to retrace the route from the village of my youth to that secluded house in the woods, I realise the memory of the meandering E8 has also dissolved over time.

			In the 1970s they built a motorway a few kilometres north of the old E8, not in a straight line from Twente to the house in the woods, but nevertheless a road that was hard to lose your way on. It also considerably shortened the travel time, not just between Twente and the Utrecht woods, but between London and Moscow. The name E8 was scrubbed off the tarmac of what, thanks to the new motorway, had become demoted to a sort of service road, and the new motorway was renamed – compliments of the E-­road head office in Geneva – the E30.

			But it never caught on. The Dutch national numbering system calls it the A1. With the demise of the E8, the European road was wiped from our national consciousness.

			 

			And in fact, the E30 no longer runs from London to Moscow. Just as the road to my grandparents’ house was just one segment of the larger E8, now the old E8 is just part of the E30, which runs more than six thousand kilometres from Cork to Omsk. I know that I could never have got my head around this as a child. And that my father would never have brought it up. Because, after all, what’s a road that goes from Cork to Omsk?

			

			In Omsk, the E30 connects to the M51, a road that heads eastwards and becomes the M53 and then the M55, and eventually reaches Vladivostok. So the E30 comprises half of a transcontinental highway linking the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans. The road from one end of the world to the other.

			No-­one’s road.

		

	
		
			

			THE VISION

			Geneva, Head Office (2015)

			E8 London–Colchester–Harwich–Hook of Holland–The Hague–Gouda–Utrecht–Amersfoort–Oldenzaal–Osnabrück–Oeynhausen–Hanover–Magdeburg–Berlin–Poznan–Krosniewice–Lowicz–Warsaw–(USSR)

			from: Declaration on the Construction of Main International Traffic Arteries, UN Geneva 1950

			 

			 

			 

			That there is a centrally regulated, integrated network of European roads spanning the whole of the European continent and deep into Asia, connecting the territories of neighbouring clans, trading partners, sometime-­friends, sworn enemies and related language groups is not the result of some shared European consciousness. Few are aware of how this network came about. Those with a midlife urge to embark on long solo trips are more likely to head to America, with its Route 66 or Pan-­American Highway. You won’t find too many people burning to follow the E30 as a form of spiritual cleansing or self-­discovery. European roads play no role in a collective narrative the way they do in America. No Grapes of Wrath here, no nation-­building along routes that have thrown open a continent, no conquering of the landscape along the backbone of through-­roads.

			

			There are plenty of explanations. Europe’s routes, in existence for millennia, were forged by migration, trade and conquest. They belong to no-­one in particular. They crisscross a disjointed continent traditionally inhabited by clans usually at each other’s throats; roads cut across a neighbour’s property, whether or not they welcomed the intrusion. The visionaries who set out to put their mark on roads spanning frontiers (the Romans, Napoleon, Hitler) did so to subjugate those regions, to transport troops and to replenish supplies. Where there were roads, armies soon followed. Rarely has any good come from cross-­border thorough­fares.

			No sooner had humans settled in Europe than they started bashing each other’s brains in. Peace-­loving archaeologists are regularly confronted with evidence of extreme brutality, such as smashed skulls and cleanly picked bones. “WAR IS AS OLD AS MANKIND,” reads one newspaper headline, or “HUNTER-­GATHERERS WENT TO BATTLE TOO.” These finds put paid to the theory that war was only invented once people settled in a place they called their own, and had something – territory – to lose. “The degree of violence is striking,” archaeologists are often quoted in the papers as saying, pointing to intentionally broken or crushed bones they have dug up.

			So from the moment it was settled by humans, Europe was a continent of disharmony, and for nomadic hunting folk it was hard to keep out of each other’s way. The continent is a peninsula crisscrossed by paths that eventually come to a dead end at the sea, rivers or mountains. Hunting clans isolated for one reason or another migrated in circles, like slow-­motion cyclones. From the lowlands of the North, the world to the East appeared to be endless, were it not for the northward-­flowing rivers that blocked their passage.

			

			When Europeans did come into contact with one another, things quickly turned ugly. You’ve got mass graves of Stone Age victims of horrific violence, entire Germanic tribes wiped out by Caesar, farm boys plucked from their homesteads by Napoleon and forced to trudge down snow-­covered roads. So it’s an almost touching thought that conflict in Europe could be minimised or even eradicated through well-­maintained roadways connecting all the various regions. 

			*

			And yet that is exactly what they set out to do in 1947, shortly after the most widespread bloodletting ever on European soil. Representatives from the various European clans came together to devise a network of roads that would connect the territories of former enemies. The plan was hatched at the Palais des Nations in Geneva, the European headquarters of the brand-­new United Nations – a stone’s throw from the city where, in 58 bc, Caesar happened upon a bridge over the Rhône which the then-­inhabitants, the Allobroges, defended with all their might against neighbouring tribes seeking to make use of it.

			 

			Between 1947 and 1950, maps were rolled out across various conference tables at the UNECE, the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, in Geneva. The participants gathered around those tables – diplomats, engineers, civil servants – looking down on familiar coastlines, river courses, mountain ranges and national borders, agreed that there was only one way to move forward from the catastrophe of the war towards a flourishing future: mobility and accessibility. They attempted to find some pattern in the tangle of national roadways, a way to connect them into a network embracing the entire continent.

			

			You have to start somewhere. But these things are never arbitrary. The intention was to be neutral, but the first projected European roadway, the E1 (drawn partly across water from Southampton to Le Havre) was inevitably going to connect the two Allied capitals of London and Paris. And with an eye to European history, the men at their drawing boards did not leave it at that, but extended the route to the historical starting and ending point of all European roads: Rome. Propelled by the planners’ sweeping vision, the road continued onwards through Rome and kept going until it reached Europe’s natural boundary: the Mediterranean. The choice for the road’s final destination fell on Palermo, Sicily, perhaps because of the islanders’ active role in aiding the Allied forces. The more obvious choice of Brindisi, for two thousand years the final stop on the Via Appia, was the endpoint of the E2, which also started in London but splits off to the west after Turin.

			The first routes looked, on paper at least, logical and visionary. Nearly all of them followed the old Roman roads. Under every footstep on European soil lay a previous one. Under every road lay a path, a trail blazed by forebears, merchants or conquerors.

			*

			The initiative to rebuild did not, of course, simply materialise out of thin air. Frank Schippers’ book Driving Europe clearly shows that even in the thick of the Second World War, forward-­thinking civil servants were cautiously taking stock of the continent’s infrastructure. By then, much of Europe had been ravaged by the conflict. Once peace came, it couldn’t just be left in ruins. So back on the home fronts, the Allied governments were busy working out how to tidy up what their armies were at that very moment blasting to smithereens.

			

			Following the capitulation of Germany, that task was taken over by the European Central Inland Transport Organization (ECITO), and when the United Nations and, soon thereafter, the regional Commission for Europe, came into being, the vision was given its stately residence in Geneva.

			The notion that former enemies had to move forward together – not only by rebuilding what had been destroyed but also in welcoming cross-­border traffic – took some getting used to. And yet, the first proposed post-­war European roads were routes that would connect these arch-­enemies. The E1 and E2 from England and France would pass through Italy; the E3 (Lisbon–Paris–Stockholm) would cross through the heart of ravaged Germany. If you followed the route of the E3 in 1947, the section traversing the Ruhr valley, Hanover and Hamburg would have been hard going, although bits near Oberhausen and Hamburg would be manageable because Hitler had already made a start on road construction there.

			The plan was completed in 1950 and officially drawn up as the “Declaration on the Construction of Main International Traffic Arteries”. It was a proposal for twenty-­six major cross-­border motorways linked by another set of secondary roads, spread across the European continent.

			The proposed network stretched from the northernmost reaches of Sweden to the Mediterranean Sea, and from Brest to Lviv. The Declaration’s text stated, in a rather businesslike manner, that: “it is essential, in order to establish closer relations between European countries, to lay down a co-­ordinated plan for the construction or reconstruction of roads suitable for international traffic.”

			

			Not everyone signed at once, nor did all nations participate. But that was just a matter of time. It was 16 September, 1950. Europe was being reborn.

			*

			By 1975, twenty-­six countries had signed the Declaration, and since 1950 the network of European roads had – on paper at least – expanded to include Ireland and all of Turkey. By signing it, the participating countries had committed to the construction of E-­roads on their own territory, which largely meant refurbishing and expanding existing roads so that they met the standards of an E-­road. A Trans-­European Motorways Project served as an investment vehicle for road construction; the Vienna Convention on Road Signs and Signals established standardised road markings, traffic lights and signage. The World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations worked hard to bring about international standardisation of such things as the design and operation of headlights, dashboard gauges, crumple zones, seatbelts, rear-­view mirrors, light beams, hazard signs, bumpers, the positioning of foot pedals, and allowable margins for engine roar, tyre noise and exhaust fumes.

			In Geneva, these new proposals created a ballooning workload and required a slew of meetings to discuss, debate and ratify the visions and ordinances. And as if the bureaucracy involved in processing all these new decisions wasn’t enough, the 1950 plan had expanded with such enthusiasm that it threatened to collapse under its own weight. The original road numbering couldn’t keep up with the growth of the network. It had become a chaotic mess.

			

			The commission’s original plan for twenty-­six main motorways was based on the logic of the day, namely, to let existing roadways connect cities of importance, such as Lisbon–Bern–Copenhagen–Stockholm–Helsinki (the E4), or London–Vienna–Budapest–Belgrade (E5).

			But the rapid increase in the number of roads no longer relied on the shared sense of a self-­evident, pan-­European ideal, but rather on a numerical system whose logic wasn’t so much historical as practical. Like the interstate road network the Americans had created: a tidy grid of north–south and east–west highways.

			So in 1975 it was back to the drawing board for the entire European road system. A rational, logical and expandable system was implemented. Parallel main arteries, known as “reference roads”, were numbered consecutively from east to west and from north to south.

			The north–south reference road numbers ended in a 5 and the east–west roads were numbered in 10s. So on the western edge of Europe, the new E5 ran from the Scottish harbour town of Greenock to Algeciras, near Gibraltar; and the E125, way off in the east, ran from Ishim in Siberia to the Torugart Pass on the border between Kyrgyzstan and China.

			The northernmost west–east highway, the E10, connected the fishing village Å at the tip of the Norwegian archipelago of Lofoten to Luleå on the Bay of Bothnia (Sweden). The southernmost, the E90, started in Lisbon and, after no fewer than four sea crossings, ended at a barrier arm on the Turkish–Iraqi border. 

			This grid was also criss-­crossed by countless parallel and connecting roads, whose numbering loosely corresponded to the major nearby motorways.

			

			The system, in its new guise, became detached from reality. While in 1950 the E1 was still anchored in European history (London to Paris to Rome), the new (from 1975 onwards), abstracted E1 was an imagined “main route” from Larne in Northern Ireland to Seville, Spain. The fact that most of this route runs along the bottom of the Bay of Biscay might not detract from its rationale, but it does make it hard to identify with, to say nothing of it being impractical. An invisible, theoretical road doesn’t exactly excite the average European. Likewise, the easternmost European road, the E127 from Omsk to the Kazakh border town of Maykapshagay, lies far outside ordinary people’s scope.

			The twenty-­six participating nations decided to put off implementing the new network of European roads until 1983 – Europe, Russia and Central Asia reckoned on needing eight years to replace the road signs and get used to the idea. As of 2018, meanwhile, it still hasn’t happened.

			*

			In 2015 I visited the administrative heart of the E-­road network in Geneva, where an acquaintance of mine at the UN managed to finagle me a meeting with the director of the Transport Division of the Economic Commission for Europe, which oversees the E roads.

			“The appointment’s tomorrow,” my friend said, “but maybe you’d like to have a look around the Palais des Nations beforehand.” He gave me a pass stating I was here for several days and had business at the United Nations. It was attached to a lanyard so as to dangle visibly on my chest.

			I spent the rest of the day wandering down kilometres of silent, marble corridors in the vast Palais des Nations. And because all those corridors look alike, I got horribly lost. Floors and ceilings in perfect symmetry taper into vanishing points where heaven and earth approach each other, but never meet. Doors, spaced with precision on either side, are shut like sarcophagi sealed by a curse. Footsteps sound hollow, but they don’t reverberate. There is no echo, no sound, everything dies out.

			

			This is repeated floor after floor, without any clear markings or orientation aides that might distinguish one corridor from another. It gives the bewildered visitor a sensation of endlessness and futility. The hallways are deserted, with the exception of the occasional mail delivery person pushing a battered wooden cart through the building a few times a day. And the cleaning staff who polish and scrub, day in, day out – year in, year out – as though they’re trying to erase the Palais from the inside out, to hollow it out like droplets do a rock.

			Somewhere in these corridors is the headquarters of the European road system.

			Early the next morning, as my friend chaperones me through the marble labyrinth, the spell is broken by a sudden kink in the corridor. And just as suddenly, there is life. Maps, full mail carts, toppled stacks of reports.

			The door to the headquarters is shut. I hesitate before knocking and wait politely, my eyes focused on the door handle. And then, from the vanishing point to my right, the click of footsteps announces the arrival of the purposeful, energetic director of ECE’s Transport Division. She approaches me, hurrying and apologetic, with an outstretched hand. “Eva Molnar,” she says. “I am late, forgive me, I am so tired. Do come in.”

			Dossiers are stacked precariously on her desk. The bookcase between the pair of tall windows is filled to overflowing. On top of it are two brightly coloured cycling helmets emblazoned with the text “Global Helmet Vaccine”.

			

			The dominant colour of the room is hard-­boiled-­egg-­yolk yellow. There’s not a single overview map of Europe’s roads on the wall, nowhere the contours of the Eurasian landmass. But behind the director’s desk is a large organisational chart that indicates, with colourful arrows and boxes, intradepartmental responsibilities and reporting guidelines. There’s a round table with four as yet unlit scented candles, a matryoshka doll and a glass vase of daffodils that look extra fragile next to all those conflicting transport interests and teetering stacks of dossiers.

			It’s still early and the normal workday in the Palais des Nations has not really begun, but Eva Molnar and her assistant are already up and running. There’s a worldwide meeting on traffic signs, symbols and signposts coming up. Some signatories of the Vienna Convention on Road Signs and Signals have gone rogue, it turns out, using their own “house style” for domestic road signage. Time for a conference, because it’s up to the UN, in this case Eva Molnar and her team, to keep an eye out for renegades and gently nudge them back to standard procedures. Signs are not supposed to differ too much from the mutually agreed-­upon basic design. It could confuse the international road user.

			Constant consultation is necessary in order to keep everyone in line. “We don’t lecture a country or publicly embarrass them,” says Eva Molnar. “We make suggestions. We reach out. We think things through together.” She says there’s a website where countries can upload their road signs; an impartial web tool then analyses them and determines whether they correspond to the convention’s rules and recommendations.

			The UN, and therefore also the agreements concerning roads, vehicles and signage, is a self-­fitted harness that can be adjusted or discarded at will. Molnar herself regards these agreements as an ideological framework intended to encourage nations to look beyond their own borders and take the bigger picture into account when planning domestic infrastructure.

			

			The image of national roads neatly carrying on across borders is in line with the ideal that Eva Molnar adheres to in her work. “Take what I’m about to say with a pinch of salt, but I like imagining as our goal a network of E-­roads covering the entire Euro-­Asian continent that allows a person to drive from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean without encountering any surprises.” She smiles at me, waiting until I, too, am seized by that vision.

			“Because it would be to everyone’s benefit and safety,” she continues, “if the transcontinental motorist could begin and end their journey on the same kind of road, without needing to reaccustom themselves to new roads, new units of measurement, new signposts and new directions every time they cross a border.”

			*

			Director Molnar isn’t unfriendly, but she is intense and hurried. She wants the hour allotted to us to achieve something concrete. Not even halfway through, she begins to tick off a list of pledges, resolutions and follow-­ups that I now know will lead to nothing, but will unite us in the illusion of bold decisiveness.

			The hour is over before we know it. She rounds it off in a businesslike way, apologises again for the gaps in her memory. “I am so tired,” she says one last time.

			Eva Molnar is at the end of her decade-­long tenure at the Transport Division and will have to pass on the unfinished mega­project of European roads to her successor. Pursuing the vision of spacious, uniform, cross-­border roads for transporting goods, ideas and noble intentions has worn her out.

			When I suggest that, historically, pan-­European road networks are often the brainchild of leaders with less than noble intentions, she hesitates before responding. “Could it be,” I ask, “that international roadways don’t figure in European visions of greatness and identity because they were usually built for the purpose of war and occupation? And that the idea of international travellers whizzing along those same cross-­border roadways evokes historical trauma?”

			

			Eva Molnar nods, but she is not about to nuance her vision. Only when I remind her that she, as a Hungarian, need look back only half a century to know that roads transported not only bell peppers but also tanks, does she lower her voice, recalling an incident during her time at the Hungarian ministry of transport. The Warsaw Pact was still firmly intact, but one day a cautious proposal from Western European countries came in, offering to help Hungary build an east–west cross-­country motorway. Hungary refused, no doubt under pressure from Moscow: an efficient artery through a satellite state, no matter how loyal, could threaten the Pact. “This was never proven,” she says, for clarity. “But I can tell you that we in the transport sector were very upset at having to refuse something we really could have bene­fitted from. It was stupid, but it was a military consideration.”

			She slides her chair back slightly, as if to get up, but then reconsiders. “Of course there’s always a military angle. For instance, if you drive from Kyiv airport to the city, you’ll notice that the road is straight and wide. Everybody says it wasn’t actually meant as a road but as a landing strip, just in case.”*

			

			Then our conversation really is over. We shake hands and I say that it’s a pity most Europeans either haven’t heard of, or don’t give a hoot about, the ideal of the European road network she’s worked so hard to realise. But she sees it differently – she’s even blithe about it. “You know, when things work, they’re taken for granted. And by and large it works.”

			Back home, I open Google Maps and zoom in on the road between Kyiv and its airport. Just as Eva Molnar said: it is eight lanes of sparsely travelled tarmac. The highway, incidentally, also has a number. It’s part of the E40, the road from Calais to Ridder, 8,413 kilometres to the east, in Kazakhstan, just short of the mountains of Mongolia.

			

			
				
						* How prophetic these words turned out to be became clear at the end of February 2022 when, during Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the E40 played a crucial role in the Battle of Hostomel, following the capture of the airport. For more than a month, the E40 formed the frontline.


				

			

		

	
		
			

			THE TRAILBLAZER

			The first European

			Dmanisi–Atapuerca–Happisburgh (800,000 bc)

			As far as the eye could reach a spread of

			Wind-­weary grass, roofed by a wind-­blown

			Sky, an eagle poised far off, a dot in the upper air

			Nothing more.

			H. Hesketh Prichard, 1902

			 

			 

			 

			Everything you can think of has happened before.

			Folk had washed up on its shores long before the first travellers entered Europe: hunters who lived on the north coast of Africa. And there was, no doubt, the occasional Homo erectus who accidentally slid off a rock into the sea while fishing or, after a meagre winter, gaze fixed on the other side, waded into the waters of the Strait of Gibraltar, pushing a tree trunk out in front of him. The current swept that unfortunate fisherman or that tree-­trunk-­straddling hunter inexorably away from shore, out to sea. The cold of the water embraced him, sucked the life out of his arms and legs, then his lungs, his brain, his heart. And what started as shock and fear gave way to resignation, like a wounded animal no longer resisting its end. The cold overwhelmed him like a vision, a vivid memory of warmth, of light that, little by little, faded into a painless death.

			

			The current carried their bodies like clumps of drifting seaweed out to the ocean, past the drizzly west coast of Europe, northwards, depositing them some days later on the gravel beach of a bay or in the sand of a river delta. Gulls and crows swooped down, and then flew back skywards. Constant drizzle washed the rotting flesh from the bones.

			Nobody found them. Europe was still animals-­only.

			Even if accidents like these only happened a couple of times every thousand years, then all those misfortunates who washed up on Europe’s shores could fill a charnel house; thousands of skulls that, provided they were lined up in the right order, would gradually look more and more, but never exactly, like ours.

			 

			The first group of travellers to reach Europe’s coast alive came not by sea, but by land. They came from the east, by foot along the coast. They were in no hurry, had no destination.

			Where bodies once washed up on the beach, these travellers walked past, warm and breathing. On clear spring days, the sun shone at their back and the world lay open to the north. They scanned the inland forests, the rock pools at their feet, the distant horizon, the empty coastline that seemed to go on for ever. Wind from the sea prickled their skin and made the hairs on their back stand up. Wind from inland brought clouds of pollen from the pine forests. They tasted it on their lips, they smelled the scent of resin, dung and drying fur. As they approached, a flock of sandpipers scattered into the air and settled back down behind them, the waves erasing their footprints from the deserted beach.

			

			They were the first, but because they did not know this, they were on their guard. They headed north.

			*

			Just outside the town of Happisburgh, on the Norfolk coast, a small side road has been closed to traffic. There’s a ROAD CLOSED sign and one of those red-­and-­white barriers. And just so you know they mean business, right behind it a waist-­high cement block prevents any vehicles from getting past.

			A hundred metres further on, it’s clear why. The road has been snapped off as if from a chocolate bar, and the broken-­off chunk has fallen down the cliff. Ten metres below, the North Sea waves now innocently lap the shore.

			On the narrow beach lie a telegraph pole, a hunk of brickwork and a broken piece of sewer pipe that had crashed down along with the road surface. There were houses here, too. Now there’s sea.

			A row of cement blocks has been placed along the high-­water mark. A wooden barrier once intended to hold back the sea is in splinters. Stormy seas wash effortlessly over obstacles and bash against the sandy cliffs which, given enough of a battering, will cave in. The receding waves drag the collapsed sediment out to sea. All the way to the horizon, the water is a dirty yellow.

			Where the cliffs once were, a firm terrace of clay strata is now exposed; it is the deep foundation on which Happisburgh sits. Pressed down by the many layers of sand deposited on top of it, the clay now resembles mudflats at low tide. And that’s exactly what it once was, in the early Stone Age, when this was the Thames delta. Where the present-­day Thames opens into the sea, some hundred kilometres to the south, a chalky land bridge extended to France.

			* 

			

			You can have this story begin in May 2013, when a voracious flood gnawed off tons of sand from the coast and washed it out to sea. The next day, the wind let up and the sun shone. Two archaeologists, Martin Bates and Nick Ashton, walked across the freshly exposed early Palaeolithic ground in search of a spot to take samples. For them, the sea is a fickle associate: one day it aids their research into the earliest human inhabitants of England by washing away old deposits, and the next day hinders it by sending a storm to inundate their dig.

			The coasts of Norfolk and neighbouring Suffolk have provided much data over the years, immeasurably boosting the knowledge of England’s earliest settlers. On the morning in question, Nick Ashton was not having a quiet saunter – he was in a hurry to get back to London for yet another conference on the latest findings of fellow archaeologists.

			But Bates held him back. “Aren’t these footprints?” he asked.

			They noticed an irregular pattern of indentations in the clay fanning out in front of them. And indeed, if you squinted a bit, they did look like the footprints of people walking criss-­cross amongst one another. Small prints, bigger ones, all of them barefoot – a family, perhaps, unhurried, almost playful, looking for something in the mud.

			Discovery rarely comes at a convenient moment. “These are fresh,” Ashton hazarded. “Nothing special.” But he knew better.

			That those tracks might be recent was absurd. Even if every Happisburgh family with children had jumped about on the beach for an hour, they would have left only shallow dents. The clay, while not petrified, was firm enough after a million years of being pressed down, layer by layer, that only a knife or sharp stone could scratch the surface. These footprints were deep, clearly left behind when the clay was still soft, fresh mud. There was no way they could be recent. They were made in an early Stone Age riverbed, probably just before high tide had filled them with gravelly sand.

			

			That sand was covered, layer after layer, by new sand until, eight hundred thousand years later, it got washed away.

			 

			Eight hundred thousand years. The enormity of that number sank in while Ashton and Bates examined the scene at their feet. What looked so everyday, so ordinary, something anyone in a frisky mood could replicate, was in fact a window that the sea had pushed open onto a period in which archaeologists had long assumed no humans had ever set foot in England.

			Now what? These footprints might have survived for that long under the sand, but now that they were on the surface, there was no time to waste. Every high tide would wear them down just a little bit more, or cover them over again. The conference would have to wait. 

			From what was left of the little road up on the cliff, you would have looked down to the narrow beach and seen two men on their phones, pacing and gesticulating.

			*

			No matter where you travel in Europe, someone has always been there before you. Under every footstep is the previous one.

			But once, a group of people were the first to walk onto the continent; for the first time, grazing animals saw them appear on the edge of their meadow. The more perceptive of the animals observed the newcomers for a bit, sniffed their scent, recognised nothing, lost interest and carried on grazing. They did not run away. That came later.

			

			When this was, who those people were, where they came from: these are questions whose answers have constantly been examined and reassessed since the 1990s.

			In 1994, the Leiden researchers Kolfschoten and Roebroeks tried to rein in the wild scenarios making the rounds. Audacious colleagues speculated that our distant cousins were already wandering in and out of Europe nearly two million years ago. There were more modest claims of a million years. And there were some who wouldn’t go further back than half a million. Advocates of the various scenarios debated their theories passionately.

			The Leiden researchers published an article intended to put an end to the palaver. They argued that there was absolutely no hard evidence of humans having set foot in Europe earlier than 500,000 years ago. The continent was a barren hinterland, the cul-­de-­sac of prehistory, where “time leaves nothing but debris”, as Abbé Breuil, the discoverer of Lascaux, is known to have said.

			A glance at the map confirms that this is probably not far off the mark. Europe was always a remote and hard-­to-­reach peninsula that ended at coastlines on three sides. Some two million years ago, the persistently opportunistic Homo erectus had found his way from Africa to the Middle East, where he turned right, heading into Asia. Or he installed himself on the shores of a lake at the foot of the Caucasus, as in Dmanisi, Georgia. Who knows how many times he retraced his steps back and forth to Africa. Whether he had explored the shores and riverbanks of Anatolia by then was, in 1994, still anyone’s guess. Nothing had been found to suggest it.

			And Europe was even further away. The route there was blocked by the deep, cold waters of the Bosphorus Strait. Taking the long route around the north of the Black Sea meant not only crossing the wall of the Caucasus, but braving the discouragingly cold winters.

			

			What about Gibraltar, then? Finds in Algeria proved that Homo erectus had colonised the north coast of Africa early on. And he could have seen Spain across the narrow Strait of Gibraltar. But whoever attempted the crossing drowned.

			That was Europe: that land “on the other side”, close enough to make out details in its landscape but still out of reach. In lean years, when prey was scared or scarce and the North African hunters had to live off pineapples, prickly pears and wild oats, there will surely have been a few curious souls who gazed across the water, at the unreachable mountains.

			And it is tempting to wonder how they felt seeing migratory birds fly overhead in spring and autumn, to the other side or to the mountain whose peak was so often blanketed in fog. Vultures, too, flew that way, and came back well fed. They could see – as one can now – half-­open grassland; they could tell from the shadows and vegetation where rivers flowed, where you could expect to find a cave; maybe the most observant of them even saw, in the height of summer, clouds of dust kicked up by a galloping herd; they saw it all with hunters’ eyes, and they’ll have understood that it was a place much like theirs, where one could hunt and live. And they’ll have wondered what it would be like, on the other side, under the sky where the sun never went. Whether anyone lived there.

			Gods. People. Ancestors.

			 

			As scientists, Aston and Bates’ professional mission is to put paid to this kind of scenario with the simple demand for proof, for reliably datable finds of stone implements, or in the very best case a fossilised bone, a skull, a jawbone with a few teeth.

			Footprints are not on their wish list, because these are just too good to be true. Until May 2013, only two had been discovered in Europe: a long-­overlooked left footprint of a Neanderthal in a cave in Romania (62,000 years old) and one of a Heidelbergensis (300,000 years old) descending the slope of the extinct volcano Roccamonfino in Italy. That was it.

			

			The Neanderthal had a perfectly normal left foot (shoe size 37, on the wide side, perhaps, and with a gap of 1.6 centimetres between the big toe and the next one, which is not that unusual with H. sapiens). And it’s clear from the zigzagging path of the Heidelbergensis that he didn’t just go racing straight down the mountain, but changed direction and speed according to the steepness of the slope.

			What we do at least have in common with these early relatives is that we are trail-­readers. Even someone who had never seen a footprint before would know at a glance that this was a person, and he went thataway. The scientists didn’t immediately recognise the Neanderthal’s footprint as a prehistoric imprint, because it looked so normal and thus modern. It brings early humans very, very close. They could also read a trail. They were people.

			 

			It is difficult not to position ourselves as the standard when it comes to picturing early humans. What’s the deal? Did they resemble us or not?

			Could they not make it to Europe because they were not like us (the mountains were too high, the seas too deep) or couldn’t they tolerate it here because they were like us (the winters were too cold, the rains too persistent for that naked and thus vulnerable body)? And if they were unable to adapt, was that because they were unlike us (insufficiently creative and social, or incapable of planning)?

			Settling north of the Alps (is the thinking, in any case) meant being able to dress warmly, make a fire, cooperate in a social group, and plan at least a season ahead. The Homo erectus that inhabited the Middle East and Caucasus two million years ago could not do that. He was, with his 600-­cc brain capacity, simply too stupid for it. Too stupid for Europe.

			

			*

			A theory can, like a coastline, slowly erode under the waves of new insight. The archaeological mindset in 1994 – that Homo erectus evolved in Asia and the Middle East into humans with sufficient brain capacity, inventiveness and social skills to find their way to European valleys, rivers and coasts – came under scrutiny.

			New discoveries in England and elsewhere gradually pushed the half-­million-­year limit further back. Homo heidelbergensis (named after a jawbone found in 1907 in Heidelberg, on a tributary of the Rhine) was determined to have roamed some 600,000 years ago. And not only in the warmer parts of Europe – such as Cerano, Italy; Tautavel on the south coast of France; and near Burgos, Spain – but also in Boxgrove and Swancombe on the south and south-east coasts of England. They were everywhere.

			Is 1994’s conventional wisdom no longer 2013’s conventional wisdom? Was Europe not so hard to get to and get around in, after all? That the skulls of Homo heidelbergensis could contain 1200 cc of brain (only 200 cc less than our own) would mean they were sufficiently equipped to meet the challenges of Europe. So they were smart enough to have arrived here earlier than we presumed, although there’s been no evidence that they had harnessed fire yet.

			But when the remains of 700,000-­year-­old stone tools were found in Pakefield, thirty-­odd miles south of Happisburgh, the theory of an empty Europe really started to totter.

			

			Back then, the English coast – like all of northern Europe – enjoyed a considerably balmier climate than it does now. Prides of lions lurked in the shadows of the trees, lying in wait for herds of fleet-­footed grazers; hyenas and vultures fought over carcasses. Roebroeks, one of the authors of that 1994 article, described the English coast of 700,000 years ago as the “Costa del Cromer”.

			Life might have been perilous, but at least you didn’t need a thick coat to survive the climate. So while the fact that early humans had reached the North Sea coast was a welcome expansion of the knowledge of the 1990s, it didn’t mean that everything previously taken for granted had to be tossed overboard. Yes, humans had reached Europe, and yes, they had pushed further north earlier than was assumed. But these were during periods when it was nice and warm. And as soon as the climate changed, the party was over.

			This last assumption was shattered when Ashton and Bates discovered those footprints in Happisburgh belonging to people who had walked these shores 100,000 years earlier still. Because it was cold in England then – temperatures were comparable with the south of Scandinavia today. The banks of the Thames were grasslands where, in the summer, herds of winter-­hardy horses, deer and cows grazed, but where the winters were mercilessly harsh. Higher up, the grass became heather with only alder and birch trees. And beyond that, sombre, silent pine forests with just the occasional eland nibbling at the bark. In the summer, the forest floor was rich with berries. The growing season was short.

			And yet, in this hostile environment, there were apparently carefree footprints, some of which belonged to very young children. So these were not itinerant hunters who came north in the spring, and with the first autumn rains turned and headed back south, a thousand miles away, for the winter. These folk lived here, had children, and foraged together as a family.

			

			 

			The days following the discovery were cold, windy and wet. Ashton, Bates and the colleagues they’d drummed up donned their rain gear and inched along the beach with tape measures, cameras, brushes and fogged-­up glasses, to record as much of the find as they could before it got washed away. The tides were already beginning to wear away the footprints. Within a few days there would be nothing left of the oldest traces of human activity outside Africa, other than computer data and the memory of rain and cold hands.

			Archaeological dating confirmed the age of the prints and, judging from their depth and the distance between them, the researchers concluded that they must have been left by two children and three adults. The adults, with a height of about 1.73 metres and a shoe size between 37 and 43, were only a little smaller than us.

			So yet again, in a short period of time, old notions had to be scrapped and archaeologists had to shelve their assumptions about the past. All thanks to the accidentally discovered footprints of a little group that – contrary to all the theories – was foraging in the Thames delta for shellfish and crabs in the cold drizzle, without the protection of clothes or fire.

			*

			The issue of who the prehistoric inhabitants of Europe were pre-dates the people themselves, and above all has its roots elsewhere. In the end, it’s all about a journey.

			All Europeans, if you go back far enough, came from somewhere else. Not only the ones who left their footprints on the Happisburgh beach, but also Homo heidelbergensis, Neanderthals and modern humans. They ended up in Europe because their ancestors walked there.

			

			The whole thing can, in theory, be traced back to two exoduses from Africa. The more recent one, that of modern man, happened about 150,000 years ago. But the first exodus, which included the ancestors of the Happisburgh beachcombers, was over ten times further back – almost two million years ago.

			The oldest proof of human presence outside Africa was discovered in a lake deposit near the Georgian town of Dmanisi, close to the border with Armenia. There, archaeologists found remains of hominids who had settled there nearly 1.8 million years ago. They had a small cranium: 600 cc, about half that of Heidelbergensis and slightly more than one-­third of the yet later Neanderthal. But they still managed to find their way out of Africa.

			 

			Some say they ran there, because their hunting technique was to chase down wounded animals at the hottest time of day. They were descendants of savvy, naked primates who had learned to run on the savannah. At first they ran out ahead of the hyenas to reach a carcass first, but once they got better at it they started chasing live prey. Pursuing food had taught them to travel, and the fleeing prey showed them the way.

			Whoever ran the fastest had more to eat. Running fast meant sweating, which in turn meant that if your body could cool itself while running under the burning sun, you had an advantage over the panting quadrupeds, who, while good at sprinting, had to bolt from shadow to shadow so as not to overheat. Walking upright minimised direct exposure to the sun, and head hair offered protection from sunstroke.

			

			So they chased four-­legged beasts, who in the heat of the day sprinted until they collapsed like overheated engines and died under a hailstorm of stones.

			These early humans learned to replace actual, visible prey with the image of the animal by reading the tracks it left behind. They learned to interpret signs and the state of the animal they were pursuing. They learned to predict what would happen if they kept at it and followed the tracks. They learned to find a path via abstract markings. The immediacy of what they could see or smell made way for visualisation, for a yearning – and, literally, hunger – for what was out of sight.

			Subscribing to this theory means believing that by running, these humans survived, triumphed and travelled all at once. The tracks were their roads; the world was a gradually shifting horizon, behind which their prey hid. Running, they were not just on the ground, but also above it. Like demigods.

			*

			Due to the lack of older finds, there are no better candidates for the ancestors of the Happisburghers than the five Georgians of Dmanisi. With all the detours to the Far East that subsequent generations probably undertook, you could say that the journey that eventually brought humans to Happisburgh began in Dmanisi.

			And to get from there to the North Sea coast, those humans need not have run or even hurried. Even if they first went to the Yellow Sea (separating China and the Korean peninsula) or travelled back and forth from India a hundred times. If Homo erectus produced five generations per century, then between the lakeside dwellers of Dmanisi and the river foragers of Happisburgh, some 50,000 generations will have come and gone. They could travel at a snail’s pace and still manage to reach all corners of the Eurasian continent: 50,000 times 1 kilometre is still Happisburgh–Hong Kong twice, including a lap around India.

			

			Sooner or later, one way or the other, they eventually overcame the natural obstacles and arrived on the drizzly west coast of Europe. No humans had ever been there before, so there was no-­one who could tell them first hand how far the coastline continued, how far inland the rivers reached, whether there were caves, how far north the land went, how deep the forests were, who or what lived there.

			Of course, they didn’t know they were the first. The first from where, after all? When you live from day to day, in a world that reaches only as far as the eye can see, who was “first” is a moot point. When you eat what there is at hand and live wherever you sit down, you’re simply where you are, in a constant present that has no other meaning than that of experience and memory. You look around for what is familiar. What is new, you avoid. Where vultures circle or crows gather, you investigate. Where bears can be lurking in the shadows, you’re on your guard.

			They were pioneers without knowing it. They kept an eye out for what they knew: eroded riverbanks, caves where monsters might sleep, fish in the waters. They avoided the tall mountains with clouds that collected around their peaks and, after sultry days, flashed and rumbled at night. They followed tidemarks and wildlife corridors. There was no distinction between them and the world.

			Nature did not exist. Because nature was all there was.

			*

			The spoor from Dmanisi to Europe has gone cold. The white pebbles that the first travellers to Europe left behind, like in Hansel and Gretel, have been washed away, pulverised, picked up, pushed under. To spot and recognise a find, you not only have to know what to look for, but above all you have to get lucky.

			

			And a team of physical geographers had in 2007 got very lucky indeed while they were surveying the old banks of the Gediz River, a hundred kilometres east of İzmir in Turkey. The course of the Gediz has shifted southwards, but the old river deposit is a kind of natural Pompeii, because a now-­dormant volcano once deluged it with lava. Subsequent deposits form a metres-­high rock wall capped with basalt that stretches for more than two kilometres. The geographers were drilling and measuring along the rock wall in an attempt to map the ancient course of the river.

			Danielle Schreve, with a background in palaeontology and archaeology, was actually the odd one out in that company of geographers. A professor at Royal Holloway University in London, she was reconstructing the flora and fauna of the stone world her colleagues were digging through. She was also examining the creatures that populated the riverbanks, to get an idea of the river’s temperature at the time, and how wet or dry the area was. She wasn’t looking for stones, but for fossils. Of animals, not humans.

			Back in 2007, the leader of the research team was showing a new colleague around the dig area and Danielle had gone along out of courtesy. She got distracted during the walk-­through and slipped away to stroll along the river deposits in search of bones or shells. She didn’t find any, but did notice a flat, pink stone jutting up out of the clay. It was hardly bigger than a matchbox, just the right shape to skim across the water. She pulled it out, turned it over a few times in the light and concluded that this was not just a stone, but a remnant of a stone tool. Made by humans.

			When laboratory dating showed that the layer from which the stone came had been deposited around 1.2 million years ago, the stone fragment became the first hard evidence that 600,000 years after the death of the Dmanisi Homo erectus, humans had finally migrated westwards. Someone living on a riverbank not far from the Bosphorus had chiselled down a stone. He or she would not have been alone. Humans are never alone.

			

			The Gediz was nearer to the sea back then; the Bosphorus, with Europe on its far side, was a couple of weeks’ walk to the north.

			Whether this group of hunters eventually crossed the Bosphorus, or whether they saw fellow humans walking on the European side, is of course impossible to say. What is true, however, is that less than 100,000 years later, hominids show up on Europe’s west coast. In the caves of the limestone hills in the province of Burgos, Spain.

			*

			Europe was the exclusive domain of animals. They could pounce on their prey and pick carcasses clean, or wander at their leisure in the endless forests without competition from humans. They were variants or descendants of animals that had also lived in Asia or Africa and were thus somewhat familiar to the first pioneers from the East: the southern mammoth, a few species of rhino, hyenas, cave bears, lions, leopards, sabre-­toothed tigers. And the small fry that hid from their calloused feet in the tall grass or in the river also looked a bit like the small fry elsewhere. There was, for instance, a semiaquatic marten, the size of an otter, that hunted on land as well as in the water. And there were small water voles and shrews that only survived in a warm and humid climate with cooler periods. These were the first European inhabitants the humans encountered: grazing, gnawing, hunting and procreating in their own quiet corner of the world.

			When they arrived, humans were not masters, but prey. So they sought out routes with a minimum of obstacles, hazards and competition. They walked along the coast, where food was plentiful, where every inlet looked like the previous one and where they were least likely to encounter predators.

			

			Generation after generation, they expanded their habitat westwards along the Mediterranean coast. They walked down and back up the boot of Italy, heard the Cimini volcano rumble, followed the banks of the Rhône deeper inland and then back to the coast, looked out onto the Atlas Mountains, blue in the sun, from Gibraltar. Once past the strait, the sea changed character: it swelled and ebbed, left behind pools with hermit crabs, fish and anemones; food was there for the taking. Animals who did not know humans and thus did not fear them were easily hunted down and killed.

			But the wind could be cold, and it blew clouds along the mountaintops. The rain could persist for days on end. Frigid nights were always followed by warm days, though, and there was always somewhere, not too far inland, to take cover. In the limestone hills in the north of Spain, they discovered a complex of caves with huge interior spaces joined by passages, a refuge from the cold in the winter and the heat in the summer. And those who continued further up the coast to the north-east encountered high mountains, a wall of white peaks reaching to the heavens as far as the eye could see. The end of the world.

			Here they nestled, the first a good million years ago. Here they lived, hunted, had children and died. If they had been impressive enough during their life, they were laid to rest in a separate cave, together with their stone tools. Time and falling debris have preserved a few individuals’ bones, teeth and skull fragments in the sand.

			More than 600,000 years had passed since their ancestors lived on that lake near Dmanisi. Only their teeth reveal that they were related – beyond that, travel and time had made different humans of them.

			

			*

			The caves are in the neighbourhood of Burgos, Spain, along the Bureba Pass, a low-­lying natural corridor traversed by herds of animals during their migration from the dry inland regions to the wetter north coast of the Iberian peninsula. This seasonal procession of game must have been extremely attractive to human hunters. Homo heidelbergensis settled there, then Neanderthals, and yet later, Sapiens. Even when game became scarce and agriculture replaced hunting, the region remained a busy hub – no longer for herds of animals, but for travellers: Romans, traders, pilgrims on their way to Santiago. Now the E5 and the E80 meet here. The E80 starts at the Armenian border and continues through Turkey, along the Mediterranean coast of Italy and France. The E5 runs along the French coast up to the English Channel above Normandy, where in the time of the Happisburgh humans, there was still a land bridge to England. The E roads more or less follow the route of the first pioneers.

			 

			The caves were discovered in the nineteenth century during the construction of a mining-railway cutting through a limestone hill. The mines have long been abandoned, and the rails, too, are gone. But what is left, on either side of the cutting, are the caves exposed during its construction. 

			When archaeologists set to work removing the sediment from the floor of the caves, layer by layer, they first found the remains of Neanderthals, and, deeper – amongst deer, bison and martens – those of the oldest Europeans. These were incomplete puzzles, whose pieces included scattered ribs, vertebrae, teeth, finger joints, fragments of pelvises and shoulder blades.

			

			Reconstructive studies showed that the remains belonged to a group of toddlers, adolescents and young adults. The eldest teenager would eventually get a face, thanks to the preservation of a lower jaw with two teeth and a molar still intact.

			This reconstruction, exhibited at London’s National History Museum in 2013, had been given generic and thus impersonal facial features. Still, the head resting on black velvet in the soft lighting of a glass case was striking because this young person looked like us, especially in the shape of his or her face.

			It was a Homo erectus jaw structure with its large, prehistoric teeth, combined with remarkably modern facial features. A vertical forehead, someone with whom you might exchange a glance of recognition. If they’d had a complete body, you could, in a manner of speaking, shake hands. Their skull capacity of about 1,000 cc, while a good beer glass less than we have, was still considerably more than the 600 cc cranium of the Georgian Homo erectus.

			The Spanish researchers presented their findings as evidence of a new species of human. They called him Homo antecessor (Latin for “pioneer man”), after the Roman scouts who explored unknown territory. A trailblazer, in other words. Most of the bones were dated to about nine hundred thousand years ago. But dating showed that the oldest ones were at least a million years old. So they were already there.†

			

			*

			Maria Martinon-­Torres and her toddler son stand hand in hand in front of one of the caves of Atapuerca. During the week she works here as part of the archaeological research team. But now it’s Sunday and she’s here on a family outing. She’s wearing a helmet – site regulations. Her son, daughter, husband and I also all sport helmets.

			She walks past the caves, peers inside, is about to tell me something, but gets distracted by the children. One’s got an insect bite, the other’s foot gets stuck in the rocks, a helmet has slipped down over someone’s eyes. Mark Sier, her husband, is standing further along in the shadow of a rock face. He keeps watch, speaks comforting words, points to a flower, a bird, a curious-­looking stone. The children wander off from his words, propelled by an impulsiveness for which adults have lost the knack.

			Maria and Mark met years earlier while doing fieldwork in Dmanisi. He is a geologist specialising in dating layers of earth. She is actually a forensic anatomist with a speciality in the early Pleistocene. Give her half a skull, a vertebra, a few molars and a hip and she can visualise an entire individual. With a bit of luck she can also make an educated guess as to how they died, and whether their bones had been gnawed. For Maria, an archaeological dig is a crime scene.

			And in Atapuerca, there’s more than enough reason to describe it as such. From the moment the first humans arrived in Europe until the present day, there is evidence of intraspecies violence. In 2015, the team found in these caves the earliest example – 430,000 years ago – of humans wilfully bashing in each other’s skulls.

			

			Of this group of antecessors, it appears that it was mostly very young children who met an unnatural end. This must have been a blow to their parents: they had invested a lot in these youngsters, more than their distant ancestors in Georgia. A child born back then would have developed more quickly, and so was able to join the group at an earlier age, while an antecessor child was vulnerable and dependent on its parents for an impractically long time. 

			That stage of dependence and immaturity was, for these first human colonisers of Europe, an evolutionary novelty, the consequence of their increasing skull capacity.

			Since an antecessor woman could not give birth to a baby with a fully developed head, children came into the world more and more unfinished as evolution progressed. This necessitated a long period of post-­natal development and growth; even after the child was weaned it needed years of protection, care and learning, allowing it to run, play, shove its siblings about and call for its mother. For years it relied on its parents, gobbled up a protein-­rich diet of meat, meat and more meat until it was ready to join the adults in the complex activities of life: forage for food, kill an animal, make plans, remember routes, recognise and interpret the change of seasons, chase away a cave bear, smash in the skulls of fellow humans.

			Maria picks up her son, carries him to her husband, hands him over. And then, her hands finally free, she spreads her arms and says, “This is the birthplace of childhood.”

			*

			After completing her medical degree, Maria continued her studies in palaeoanthropology; her dissertation was a study of teeth from Atapuerca. She headed the team of dental anthropologists there, and when the antecessor teeth were discovered she examined them with a cool-­headed, medical eye, as if the remains were those of the victim of a suspicious death. She also interpreted the growth patterns, compared the teeth with contemporaries from Africa and Asia and with those of later humans. Results showed that they had more in common with Asian contemporaries than with African ones, and thus that the antecessors probably did not migrate directly from Africa, but from the East.

			

			Maria stands at one of the cave openings and points to where the antecessor was found. “When the first bones appeared, we knew that teeth would follow,” she says. And they did.

			The floor of the cave is covered with coded markings. There’s still decades of work to do here. Somewhere under this floor are undoubtedly the remains of more antecessors. There is no tide here like in Happisburgh to wash a site clean overnight; here, everything proceeds scrape by scrape, with trowels and brushes. Maria exudes a combination of impatience and professional stoicism.

			When studying the teeth, she discovered one fundamental difference from other million-­year-­old teeth. These were more “modern”. Not so much in their shape, but in their growth pattern.

			“From tooth growth you can extrapolate the overall growth of the individual,” she says. “And in the teeth of the antecessor we found the first evidence of a modern growth pattern, comparable to our own. That means they needed much more time to reach adulthood than their contemporaries. You certainly didn’t see this in Africa or Asia. The stages the antecessors went through were different from their contemporaries, and practically the same as ours. That’s why I called these caves the birthplace of childhood. This was the first window that opened onto modern times; you see it half a million years later with the Neanderthals, and of course with us.”

			

			 

			Maria’s story slows down the antecessors’ epic journey along Europe’s empty coastline into an extended outing, a kind of open-­ended camping trip. They were in no hurry, if only because of circumstances. These were family men who had to go off hunting to feed their whining brood; fathers who occasionally sat down to watch the children chase each other; mothers who carried an infant and who stopped to hurry along ditherers, or separate squabbling siblings. In this vision, Europe suddenly takes the back seat: not a continent to be colonised but a place to raise children. One big playground.

			Once toddlers became proper children who needed to learn and grow, the parents also had to learn to become child-­rearers. Whether or not they were good parents is something Maria would rather not go into.

			But closer study of the finds at Atapuerca quickly put an end to the notion of Europe as one huge, happy playground with frolicking children. Because most of the remains found at the site were of children, nine of them. And the bones reveal convincing evidence that they suffered a violent death and were subsequently eaten.

			“Not by wild animals,” Maria says, “but by people.”

			*

			Maria’s own children are getting antsy. An archaeological site is not much of a recreation area. Her daughter comes over, tugs on her cardigan, wants to know when they’re leaving. But she’s going to have to wait. “Go to Papa,” Maria says. “Mama’s busy.” She waits until her daughter is out of earshot and then launches into a blood-­curdling forensic report.

			

			“This was no hack job,” she says. “The bones show signs that the limbs were chopped off precisely at the joints, by blows with a sharp stone. Exactly the same way antecessors slaughtered and dismembered their prey – the horses and the deer and the bison.”

			Maria is not an unemotional police pathologist. You can tell she’s fascinated by what happened. When her son trips and falls, she glances over to see whether her husband has things under control. He does. “They didn’t only get the meat off the bones, but the membrane around them too,” she says. “You can tell they knew what was nutritious; there are clear slice marks at the base of the skull, to separate the head from the torso, just as with all the limbs. This was so they could get at the marrow easily. It’s really amazing, they used the entire body.”

			Maria walks over to where the slaughter took place. It’s fenced off. She peers in; her voice echoes in the stone chamber.

			“We also found the stone tools they used to kill the children and dismember the bodies – the murder weapons, you could say. So now we can check to see what traces which tools leave behind.” 

			It’s a bizarre thought that the antecessors would eat valuable children. “This was no isolated incident,” she says. “We’re talking about general practice. And putting all the evidence together, we believe that these were two families who got into a fight. If you wanted to inflict harm on a family, you took their children. Because by eliminating the next generation, you bring down the entire group. Statistically, it was a successful strategy.”

			There were apparently enough humans around Atapuerca 900,000 years ago that some of them could be eaten without jeopardising the entire species. Many children survived, and they will have seen how children their age were slaughtered and eaten. Maybe they were even given a finger or two to gnaw on, as nutrients for their ever-­growing brains.

			

			Maria’s theory that the antecessors were already surprisingly modern, that they were actually quite a lot like us, seems to lose traction once you realise they were cannibals. Although it’s also understandable that families who were no match for their aggressive neighbours upped and left.

			What did they take with them? Maria shrugs. “A travelling antecessor probably took a nice sharp stone with him. And his children, if there were any left.” She takes her daughter’s hand; Mark lifts their son onto his shoulders. I push the empty pram behind them. 

			Northern Europe is a mighty long walk from here.

			*

			They migrated northwards, along the rocky coast past the Pyrenees and further up the empty, endless beaches. They became accustomed to the changing daylight hours and the chilly rain. Their paths corresponded to riverbanks and the sea’s high tide mark. They’ll have followed the Loire and the Dordogne upstream or perhaps they swam across them. They rounded Brittany and, where Fécamp now is, continued along the coast as it veered north-­westwards, eventually reaching the south coast of England.

			And there, near Brighton, they’ll have climbed the limestone cliffs to pursue an inland route to the north, along streams that meandered through the woods toward the Thames, which led them to the North Sea.

			Maybe it was the gulls flying north that convinced them there was another coast, another sea up there. Or maybe a band of hunters followed a wounded horse so far that they reached the headwater of the Thames.

			

			The antecessors who had left Spain were, if nothing else, curious and adventurous. They trekked ever further northwards, to the short days of winter, where they lived on bulbs, roots, sea urchins, shellfish, seaweed and big, tasty game.

			How did they survive the cold? Perhaps with a thick layer of brown fat, an increased metabolism and a voracious appetite.

			Animals had a thick coat of fur. Who says the antecessors were hairless?

			 

			Happisburgh marks the northernmost point of the early Stone Age, and not only in Europe. Nowhere else in the world did humans migrate to such high latitudes, or, should we say, as far as palaeoarchaeologists know at present. Because it’s a turbulent profession with a continuous stream of theory-­debunking discoveries. Even the geologist Nick Ashton, whom I visited a year after the discovery of those Happisburgh footprints, is cagey when sketching the world in which the antecessors arrived nearly a million years ago. Everything he says is conjecture, it’s “possible” or “plausible”. Very little is known for sure.

			What is certain is that they were there. And that fact alone is exciting enough. They used simple stone tools, they settled along rivers in a region with cold winters, where higher elevations were covered with pine forests and offered little to hunt, but on the riverbanks large herds of prey grazed; where in the delta they could gather shells, crabs, crayfish and seaweed; where in springtime there were eggs to be had and where larger animals died and lay in the grass like bait or were hunted down by their larger competitors such as lions and hyenas. Where scavengers had plenty to fight over and hunters had plenty to kill. They survived. They were Mediterraneans in the rain. And while there weren’t many of them, there were enough.

			

			“Antecessors didn’t migrate,” Ashton says. “Migration presumes a goal, and that was absent.”

			That they went from the south to the north, probably along the coast, he doesn’t consider a journey, but rather a gradual, long-­term expansion of their territory. The link with those who stayed behind was, by necessity, maintained – without fresh blood in the gene pool, the little group of migrants would have died out within a few generations.

			If there’s nowhere else you need to be, then you stay put. But this is not to say that the antecessors did not cover any ground. It was a different, pure form of migration, without a home base and without a destination. There was no horizon to reach, no distance to cover. They were never too late and never too early. Life consisted of living where you slept, eating what you found.

			*

			Here in the far north, the antecessors and their vulnerable children would eventually die out. It’s not an uncommon fate in Europe, which is pleasant enough during warm periods, but treacherously cold in the north when the climate changes, the warm Gulf Stream stagnates and the ice arrives.

			Then Europe proves itself to be a trap, a siren who lures travellers up her coast with lush river valleys and the protection of bays and caves – until they realise the climate is too harsh and they have to make a choice: adapt or leave. For the antecessors, adaptation meant hardship and leaving meant returning to territory belonging to the neighbours.

			Nick Ashton paints an ambiguous picture of the antecessors: on the one hand, humans with a thick layer of body fat and enough hair to keep them warm, and on the other, creatures hardly less intelligent than us. They had walked into the trap of northwest Europe, understandably driven by a yearning for a world with more prey and fewer hyenas. Hunting grounds where they needn’t compete with other humans and where their children could grow to maturity.
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