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“Astonishing yet highly convincing theory on the function of the megalithic monuments of Britain by one of the world’s most unique historical writers. Graham Phillips explains how our Neolithic and Bronze Age ancestors possessed an acute knowledge of medicine and healing practices, using the stone circles to enhance the cultivation of plant life. A must-read for everyone interested in the lost technologies of our ancient past.”

ANDREW COLLINS, SCIENCE AND HISTORY WRITER AND AUTHOR OF 
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“Imagine if Egypt’s Great Pyramid stood alone in the desert without any remaining evidence of the civilization that built it. This is the enigma of the magnificent stone circles of the British Isles. These ancient wonders are found from the extreme north on Scotland’s Orkney Islands to Stonehenge in the south. Graham Phillips’s deep research for his compelling Wisdomkeepers of Stonehenge pulls together all the pieces of one of humanity’s most fascinating archaeological puzzles.”
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1

An Enigma in Stone

STONEHENGE IS ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS monuments in the world. Although it stands in isolated countryside in south-central England, miles from any major town, it is one of Britain’s most popular tourist sites, attracting more than a million visitors every year. It is also one of the most ancient. Around five thousand years old, it predates the Great Pyramids of Egypt by over four centuries. In fact, it predates even recorded history and the use of metal implements, making it both a prehistoric and a Stone Age construction. And above all, it is one of the most mysterious monuments in the world. Those who created it spent years toiling away with little more than animal horns, shaped rocks, dry bones, and their bare hands for tools. The time and effort thought necessary to have built Stonehenge is staggering. Archaeologists have estimated that the cutting, hauling, and erection of the stones for just the main part of the circle would have taken almost forty million work-hours and over ten thousand people toiling full time on the project for years on end, when the entire population of south-central England was only around thirty thousand.1 Stonehenge must have been of immense importance to those who made it, yet its purpose remains a mystery. Why did the ancient people of Britain go to such extraordinary lengths to construct this enigma in stone?

Remarkably Stonehenge was only one of thousands of stone circles erected throughout the British Isles—together with countless solitary standing stones, stone rows, huge earthen mounds, embankments, ditches, avenues, and other earthworks—that continued to be built and maintained for a period spanning over three millennia, between around 3100 BCE and the arrival of the Romans in Britain during the first century CE, and even longer in Ireland. Through this entire era the basic design of these various monuments remained consistent. This vast array of ancient constructions is just as enigmatic as Stonehenge itself. How was it possible for scattered settlements of people—who left no evidence of the infrastructure of civilization, such as buildings, roads, and cities, nor any indication of overall leadership, taskmasters, or central government—to continue to create these monuments in unison for so long? If we hope to understand Stonehenge, it is essential to solve the enigma of this unique, enduring society. The mystery of Stonehenge cannot be solved if seen in isolation. We need to appreciate this baffling network of ancient monuments in its entirety. To start with, who built them?

It’s common knowledge that the Great Wall was built by the Chinese, the Coliseum was built by the Romans, and Machu Picchu was built by the Incas. But who built Stonehenge? Ask even those who visit the site today, and most probably don’t know, the reason being that the culture that created Stonehenge, and the myriad other monuments from Britain of the period, doesn’t actually have a name. Technically speaking, the first of them were Neolithic—meaning Late Stone Age—people. But so were much of the rest of the world’s population at the time. We know what many ancient cultures were called because they still survive, left written records, or their remote descendants preserve their knowledge. But no such evidence exists from the ancient British Isles. However, the stone-circle builders are often referred to as the Megalithic culture because of the monuments they left behind. The name comes from the word megalith, meaning “large stone,” specifically artificial standing stones such as those at Stonehenge. Although this is not an archaeological term for the culture, not one you will find in the official Stonehenge guidebook, it is certainly a convenient name and one we’ll be using in this book. It should also be noted that a capital letter M is used when referring to the people who erected the monuments, as opposed to the lowercase m used when referring to the monuments themselves. Accordingly, the Megalithic people (or culture) were the main inhabitants of the British Isles around 3100 BCE, when the first stone circles were built and were those still using them when the practice ceased. The megalithic monuments, on the other hand, were the enigmatic constructions they left behind, be they made from stone, earth, or anything else. With that clarified, let’s briefly consider the most renowned megalithic monument, Stonehenge itself, and appreciate just what an amazing accomplishment it was for the Megalithic people who built it. (We shall return to examine it in more detail as our investigation proceeds.)

Stonehenge once consisted of an arrangement of well over a hundred stones, up to more than 20 feet high and weighing as much as 50 tons each. They were quarried from rocky outcrops, cut to the desired shapes, hauled to where they were erected, and then heaved into position. Its outer circle was composed of thirty standing stones, each some 13 feet high, 7 feet wide, 3.5 feet thick, and weighing around 25 tons, spaced just over 3 feet apart. On top of them were placed thirty further 6-ton blocks—10 feet long, 3 feet wide, and 2.5 feet thick—called lintels, forming a continuous ring of rectangular arches 108 feet in diameter. (The tops of the lintels stood well over 15 feet above the ground.) This outer ring is known as the Sarsen Circle, named after the sarsen stone, a type of hard sandstone from which it was made. Immediately inside the Sarsen Circle was a simpler stone circle of about thirty smaller stones, averaging about 6 feet high, 3.5 feet wide, and 2.5 feet thick, and weighing an average of around 4 tons each. Known as the Bluestone Ring—as it was constructed from a particular type of dolerite rock commonly called bluestone due to its slightly bluish tinge—it was about 80 feet in diameter. The central arrangement of monoliths—standing stones—at Stonehenge was actually created in an open oval form. Called the Bluestone Horseshoe because of this shape, it was made from around twenty bluestones about the same size as those forming the Bluestone Ring and was some 35 feet across at its widest point. Between the oval and the circle of bluestones, there stood five massive arrangements of megaliths called trilithons. Each trilithon was formed from a pair of enormous upright sarsen monoliths, over 20 feet high and weighing up to 50 tons each, with a third sarsen stone, weighing around 8 tons, placed across the tops of them as a lintel to form a rectangular arch. As these trilithons were arranged in the same shape as the inner bluestones, this structure is known as the Trilithon Horseshoe and measured about 45 feet across. Close to the center of Stonehenge there lies a large rectangular stone. Weighing around 6 tons, this 6-footlong megalith now lies flat on the ground; it has been called the Altar Stone, although the name is misleading, as archaeologists believe that it originally stood upright as a single monolith. The scale of these stones is even more impressive when we realize that the height of the standing stones just given is not their full size: to keep the stones erect, about a third of each monolith needed to be buried below the ground. So the trilithon uprights, for instance, were well over 30 feet long.

Time has taken its toll on Stonehenge. Of the outer ring, sixteen of the upright monoliths still stand, but only six of its lintel stones still form arches. All the same, this is enough to give us an impression of the original Sarsen Circle. Three of the trilithons also survive intact, plus one of the standing stones each from the other two. Of the bluestones, only seven remain standing from the ring and five from the horseshoe, while others lie littered around, together with a few of the larger, fallen sarsen stones. One of the once proud uprights from the trilithons, for example, lies broken in two across the Altar Stone. For more than four thousand years, the relentless British weather has eroded Stonehenge. The stones are no longer the smooth, neatly shaped megaliths they once were but have been pitted and worn by wind, rain, and ice.

But natural erosion is only part of the story of Stonehenge’s gradual deterioration. Some its megaliths were long ago broken apart and taken away for building material, which can still be found in nearby barns, cottages, and boundary walls. Perhaps the greatest damage to the ancient monoliths has been at the hands of tourists, who until recent years hacked off pieces of stone to take home as souvenirs. Some of the surviving bluestones have suffered particularly, having been chipped down to a fraction of their original size. In fact, it’s something of a miracle that anything has survived at all. Today Stonehenge is protected from such vandalism by English Heritage, a charitable trust that manages ancient sites and buildings. Now the stone circle is fenced off to keep visitors at a distance to prevent further damage. So be prepared: a visit to Stonehenge may be something of a disappointment. You won’t be able to touch the mighty monoliths or wander among the ancient weathered stones. But you can get close enough to appreciate the astonishing achievement.
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Fig. 1.1. The central monument at Stonehenge.

This remarkable arrangement of megaliths, however, was only the heart of a huge complex of ancient constructions surrounding Stonehenge, including a circular embankment and ditch, 360 feet in diameter, encompassing the stone circle, a parallel pair of ditches and banks leading 2 miles to a smaller stone circle, and an artificial mound over 20 feet high and 65 feet across. One of the most amazing things about the Stonehenge arrangement of monuments is that it was built by people using nothing more than flint axes, bone shovels, and antlers for picks. Imagine how long and hard a multitude of workers would have needed to toil in order to cut and shape even the smallest of the megaliths from solid bedrock with such simple tools. Imagine also the backbreaking effort needed to haul the sarsen stones from where experts have determined they were quarried, 25 miles to the north of Stonehenge, without the help of draft animals, such as oxen or horses, by a people with no knowledge of the wheel. It is even more astonishing when we realize that the bluestones were somehow transported from quarries over 130 miles away (see chapter 7). And that’s just part of the story. In some way that is not fully understood, to create the Sarsen Stone Circle the builders hauled and planted the stones into upright positions, and without cranes or machines they managed to position the 6-ton blocks on top of the 13-foot-high standing stones. And remember, the trilithons were even bigger. As an engineering project, Stonehenge was, in relative terms, for its time a much grander exercise than the Apollo program, the International Space Station, or the Large Hadron Collider. It was obviously a crucial undertaking, but what exactly was it?

Before the advent of modern archaeology, a common belief was that Stonehenge was an elaborate tomb. Throughout history, powerful individuals have built some astonishing tombs: the vast burial complex of the first Chinese emperor with its terracotta army, the Great Pyramid of the Egyptian pharaoh Khufu, and the Greek mausoleum of King Mausolus, to name but three. Although human remains have been found in and around Stonehenge, there is no evidence that the stone circle itself was ever used specifically for interment at the time it was built. In 2013 archeologists did identify around sixty burials at Stonehenge, but these seem to have dated from long before the monument we see today was built. Besides which, unlike the colossal ancient tombs erected during the lifetime of the eventual occupant, Stonehenge was created in stages over many generations.

In more recent years evidence has emerged that Stonehenge acted as an ancient astronomical observatory. When viewed from the center of the circle, various stones seem to have been placed deliberately to align with the sun and particularly bright stars at the same time each year. It is thought that such observations would allow the Stonehenge builders to determine the exact time to sow, reap, and tend to crops and also to reckon the precise time of the year to perform important ceremonies.2 The monoliths of Stonehenge certainly did align with various heavenly bodies at particular times of the year, but why make Stonehenge so big and elaborate, requiring so much effort and drain on precious resources? Although some form of ancient astronomical thinking certainly seems to have been involved in the construction of Stonehenge, there has to have been far more to its purpose than simply to act as a giant calendar. After all, you could do the same thing by simply using wooden poles.

In searching for clues as to Stonehenge’s original purpose, it would help if we had some written records. Unfortunately the peoples of Britain had no form of writing until after the Romans arrived in 55 BCE, when Julius Caesar made an attempt to conquer the country. He didn’t get far, and the following year gave up entirely and returned to continental Europe to attend to more pressing matters. Between then and the eventual conquest of Britain by Emperor Claudius in 43 CE, there was a considerable influx of goods and ideas from the Roman Empire, and foreign visitors have left us a few records of life in parts of the country at the time. The Britons themselves even began to include Latin inscriptions on items such as coins and grave markers, but most of what is known concerning the British Isles before this period comes down to archaeology. There is, however, folklore surrounding Stonehenge and other megalithic monuments that might hold some interesting clues.

In the twelfth century the Welsh cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth related in his work The History of the Kings of Britain that Stonehenge was at that time called the Giant’s Dance, as it was believed that the stones were originally erected by giants in Ireland and later magically transported to England by Merlin the magician.3 What’s interesting about this legend is that it recounts that the stones were once moved from elsewhere, far away, and indeed some of them really do appear to have been brought to Stonehenge from a great distance. The bluestones that make up the inner ring and horseshoe are of a particular type of dolerite known as plagioclase feldspar, found in the Preseli Hills of South Wales. Recently archaeology professor Timothy Darvill of Bournemouth University identified the site where the stones were quarried to have been around Carn Menyn in the Welsh county of Pembrokeshire, over 130 miles west of Stonehenge.4 It has been suggested that they originally formed a stone circle in that region and were later transported to Stonehenge (see chapter 7). Just why these stones would be so important when equally good building materials could be found much closer to home has remained a mystery. However, although it’s doubtful that Merlin (if he indeed existed) had anything to do with it, as the Arthurian story is set a couple of millennia after the completion of Stonehenge, around the year 500 CE, and Stonehenge’s construction is unlikely to have involved magic, the hauling of dozens of 4-ton stones over such a huge distance could be considered an almost miraculous achievement for the time.

Many ancient sites have legends and folklore attached to them that have been helpful in rediscovering age-old historical secrets. Near the town of Mold in North Wales, for instance, there stands an earthen mound that for centuries was said to be haunted by a figure in golden armor. When the site was eventually excavated, it was found to contain a four-thousand-year-old skeleton wearing a ceremonial chest-and-shoulder adornment made from solid gold. The figure in the “golden armor” had lain there at peace for millennia, yet knowledge of his or her burial seems to have been passed down over the centuries to eventually be remembered in the form of a ghost story.5 Another example is the Cheesewring, an unusual rock formation on Bodmin Moor in Cornwall in southwest England. Folklore related that travelers who became lost on the moors were guided to safety by an immortal Druid, an ancient Celtic priest, who dwelt in the vicinity, who would also offer them sustenance from a golden cup.6 When a nearby burial mound called Rillaton Barrow was eventually excavated, the remains of a high-status individual, thought to have been a Bronze Age priest, were discovered, along with grave goods including a pure gold cup, probably used for ceremonial purposes. The mound had remained undisturbed for over 3,500 years, so once again it seems that folk memory of the person buried there with a gold goblet was transmitted from generation to generation, by word of mouth, until it transformed into the legend of the helpful Druid.

It is possible that the legend of the Stonehenge stones being moved from far away may reflect the same kind of transmutation of historical memory into what at first appears to be a fanciful fairy tale. But the Merlin tradition is not the only such folk memory associated with Stonehenge. About 200 feet outside the main circle there is a solitary 15-foot-tall megalith known as the Heel Stone. Legend tells how it got to be there. A friar—a wandering monk—once tried to exorcise the devil, who dwelt at Stonehenge. He failed, and in retaliation the devil hurled one of the circle’s huge stones at the fleeing friar, narrowly missing him but grazing him on the heel. That, it is said, is how the Heel Stone got to be where it is and how it got its name.7 In reality, the monolith marks the spot over which the sun rises on the summer solstice (the longest day of the year), around June 21, as seen from the center of the stone circle, presumably marking an important ceremonial occasion. Significantly, in the ancient British language, and preserved in Breton, which is still spoken in part of northern France, the word for the sun is heol, which sounds remarkably like “heel.”8 In all probability, the stone was originally referred to the heol stone (the sun stone), and years later those who no longer spoke the earlier language mistook the old word for “sun” as the word heel, and the legend subsequently developed to explain the unusual name.

I draw attention to such folklore because, as we shall see, legends, traditions, and mythology can be important tools when investigating ancient historical mysteries. That doesn’t mean to say that all such folktales reveal some underlying truth, but they are certainly worth considering, especially when investigating anything from a period from when there exist no written records. The first recourse, however, is archaeology and the various modern scientific techniques, which can be employed in helping to unravel the secrets of the megalithic creations. How, for instance, do we know how old Stonehenge actually is? Well, for centuries, nobody did.

As mentioned, there is the legend that Merlin was responsible for the creation of Stonehenge. Whether or not he was based on a historical figure is immaterial so far as this perceived dating is concerned: the Arthurian tales placed Merlin’s life around the year 500 CE, which would apparently make Stonehenge around 1,500 years old, give or take a few decades. And until the 1600s this is how old the monument was generally thought to be. The first relatively modern attempt to date Stonehenge was made in the late seventeenth century by the English antiquarian John Aubrey. (An antiquarian was a person who studied and collected antiquities and ancient artifacts—a kind of early archaeologist.) In 1666 Aubrey made an important survey of Stonehenge as it was during his time, concluding that it was probably built by the Druids, the priesthood of the Celts, who were native to the British Isles before the Roman invasion of the mid-first century.9 The Celts—of whom we will be learning more in later chapters—first arrived in Britain from continental Europe around 700 BCE, and the Druids were suppressed by the Romans soon after their invasion in the first century CE. So if Aubrey was right, Stonehenge could predate the supposed Arthurian era by around a thousand years. Inspired by Aubrey, in the early 1700s another antiquarian, William Stukeley, popularized the notion that Stonehenge and the other stone circles were Druid temples.10 Stukeley was a leading Freemason, and his ideas inspired the founding of Masonic-style orders of latter-day “druids” who reinvented what they believed to be ancient Celtic ceremonies at various megalithic sites. In fact, some modern Druids still exist today and continue to perform ceremonies at Stonehenge, particularly at the summer solstice. As we shall see, the original Druids may well have performed ceremonies at Stonehenge and other stone circles, but modern archaeology has determined that the circles were built long before the Celts ever arrived in Britain (see chapter 10).

One of the most significant modern methods of determining the age of ancient remains is radiocarbon dating, and this procedure has been used to date Stonehenge. All living things, fauna or flora, absorb a type of carbon called carbon-14. Once an organism dies, the intake ceases. Thereafter, the carbon-14 decays, or transforms, into a different type of carbon; hence it decreases over time. By scientifically measuring the amount of carbon-14 still present in an organic sample, archaeologists can determine approximately how long ago the organism died. The problem is, of course, stones are not organic remains. It’s true that many rocks incorporate fossils that were once living things, but fossils are so old that they have been petrified—literally turned to stone—by geological processes and cannot be radiocarbon dated. As its name suggests, Stonehenge is a monument made of stone. So how has it been radiocarbon dated? The answer lies with organic remains found beneath the stones. The bottoms of the pits that were dug to hold the stones were lined with broken animal bones, probably to stop the stones from sinking farther into the earth, and bone is organic, so it can be radiocarbon dated. Of course, the results will relate to when the animals died, but it’s a reasonable assumption that this was roughly the same time the stones were erected. The same technique can be used to date earthworks, mounds, and pits that were dug and later filled in, using organic remains in the soil.

Then there’s geophysics: scientific equipment, such as ground-penetrating radar, is now used to produce computer-generated images of what lies buried before any invasive excavation is necessary. Using geophysics, it is possible to determine where holes were dug and later refilled, even in the remote past. (Soil strata get all jumbled up when holes are dug, and geophysics reveals where the ground has been disturbed.) Such procedures show where wooden posts for such features as buildings had been set, the location of graves, and where stones had once been erected before later being moved. Still, some features could be gleaned even before these modern methods came into use. During the seventeenth century, Aubrey noticed that a ring of depressions in the ground completely encircled the main monument at Stonehenge, and these features were named after him: the Aubrey Holes. Modern geophysics has determined that there were fifty-six Aubrey Holes, each between 3 and 4 feet wide and dug to a depth of around 3 feet, which, because of crushed rubble excavated from the bottom of the holes, obviously caused by something heavy, are thought to have been pits dug to hold monoliths. Based on the principle that about a third of a monolith needed to be implanted in the ground in order to keep it standing, it is estimated that the Aubrey Holes delineate a now vanished stone circle consisting of fifty-six stones, approximately 6 feet high, 3.5 feet wide, and 2.5 feet thick. As the size and number are approximately those of the bluestones now within the Sarsen Circle, it is generally thought that the ring of Aubrey Holes marks an original stone circle created with the bluestones brought from the Preseli Hills. It seems that they were later moved to create the Bluestone Ring and Bluestone Horseshoe in the final stage of the monument’s construction. Based on all this, archaeologists have determined that Stonehenge was originally a circle of bluestones about 280 feet in diameter, dating from around 3000 BCE. Later, around 2500 BCE, the much bigger sarsen stones, with their lintel arches, were erected in the center of this circle, and the bluestones were moved to eventually form the new ring and horseshoe in the middle of the complex.

When all the data were collated, the original Stonehenge was dated to be an astonishing five thousand years old. However, it would have been very different from the monument we see today: a large circle of 6-foot-tall, freestanding monoliths, about 13 feet apart. Remarkably, we now know that Stonehenge predates the Celts by as much as 2,500 years, the first written records from the British Isles by 3,000 years, and the legendary age of Merlin by 3,500 years, and that it existed 5,000 years before the present. So as you can imagine, solving the mysteries surrounding Stonehenge is going to be easier said than done.
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Fig. 1.2. Stonehenge, showing the original stone circle and 
other features.

Around the same time that the first bluestone circle was erected at Stonehenge, hundreds of other similar, though usually smaller, stone circles were being constructed all over the British Isles. But unlike Stonehenge, the stones they were fashioned from were usually cut from nearby outcrops of whatever rock was available. Just why the original Stonehenge stones were seemingly transplanted from so far away, and just how that might have been done, is something we shall return to later (see chapter 7). For the moment we should just be aware that the unadorned circles of standing stones, rather than the grander constructions like Stonehenge, which survives today, represent only the initial phase of stone circle building from the Megalithic era. Although Stonehenge might be the most famous megalithic monument, originally it was not the largest or most imposing; neither was it the first.

There are estimated to have been as many as 5,000 stone circles in the British Isles, of which around 1,300 still survive, both partial and almost complete.11 The first stone circles were erected around 3100 BCE, some hundred years before the bluestone circle at Stonehenge, and similar stone circles continued to be built right through the Megalithic era. However, most were smaller than Stonehenge. They average a diameter of about 45 feet and would originally have been composed of between twelve and twenty stones, sometimes with a further single monolith, now referred to as a king stone, standing outside the main circle and aligned to the midsummer sunrise or midwinter sunset as seen from the center of the ring. The Stonehenge Heel Stone is such an example. The height and shape of the stones for these circles varied, depending on the type of rock locally available, most being between 3 and 6 feet high, though some were as tall as 15 feet. These stone circles may have been of different sizes, thought to reflect the extent of the regional population and the type of rock in the area, but they were all built around the same basic principle: a circle of standing stones with monoliths aligned to various heavenly bodies, many also having a so-called king stone. In fact, some scholars have suggested that most stone circles originally had such king stones that have been removed over the centuries, taken out to clear an area for farming, broken up for building material, or dragged away by religious zealots who considered them cursed. All in all, the stone-circle-building obsession continued unabated throughout the British Isles for over three thousand years. Not only were new circles built, but existing ones also were repaired, and judging by the excavation and radiocarbon dating of ancient animal bones that were thought to be evidence of ritual feasting at such sites, they were continuously in use throughout the entire period.

But what is so extraordinary about the Megalithic culture? There are many examples of ancient civilizations building uniform monuments for centuries: the mosques of Islam, the churches of Christian Europe, the mighty temples of ancient Egypt, the colossal shrines of classical Greece, and the stepped pyramids of Mexico, to name just a few. But these monuments were built by cultures that emerged from empires and civilizations with central leadership to initiate such projects, sophisticated infrastructure for communications to organize vast numbers of workers, and armies to implement law and order and to oversee such monumental tasks. But the Megalithic culture of the British Isles appears to have had none of these. It was very different from the civilizations of Christendom, Islam, Rome, Greece, or the Mayans. In fact, the Megalithic culture cannot really be considered a civilization at all—not in the strictest sense of the word. It had no communications network, no central authority, no armed forces, and no cities; it didn’t even have large communities living and working in sizable, permanent buildings. There is no archaeological evidence of any of this in Britain until the arrival of the Romans many centuries after the last stone circles were erected. Although certain individuals appear to have enjoyed higher status than others in Megalithic society, as evidenced by their more elaborate burials, there is no indication that the culture ever had an overall king or central government of any kind. The Megalithic people lived in isolated communities, unconnected by roads, and used no horses or other animals as a form of transport. Each community kept pretty much to itself. Yet although these people lived in scattered settlements over an area of around 121,000 square miles (about the size of New Mexico), the same stone-circle-building tradition continued unabated for centuries. The Megalithic culture—and a culture it must have been, as it collectively created the same kind of monuments—was in fact an enduring, monument-building society without cities or civilization: something virtually unique in world history.

What makes the Megalithic culture all the more remarkable is that the continuation of the stone circle tradition is only part of the story. Around 2600 BCE the next phase of megalithic construction began when the largest stone circles, in the most densely inhabited areas, were spectacularly transformed. They were replaced with much larger stones, often made from a type of rock locally unavailable and required being quarried and transported from miles away (although not as far as the Stonehenge bluestones). These radical innovations were surrounded by so-called henge earthworks, after which Stonehenge gets its name: a circular bank and ditch, with the ditch often dug on the inside of the bank, the opposite way round for it to have been used for defense. The largest of these new stone circles was at Avebury, 17 miles north of Stonehenge. With a diameter of over 1,000 feet, it dwarfs Stonehenge. It originally consisted of around a hundred stones, ranging from 9 to 20 feet high, with some even larger than those at Stonehenge, weighing as much as 40 tons. It was surrounded by a ditch about 30 feet deep and 60 feet wide and an embankment 20 feet high and 40 feet thick.12 About two hundred years later new features were added to these huge stone circles: known as “avenues,” they consist of a pair of long parallel embankments, leading sometimes miles from the henge monuments to further stone circles. The avenue at Stonehenge, for example, leads 2 miles to a site called the West Amesbury Henge (see chapter 7). Then, around 2000 BCE, artificial hills started to be built close to the biggest of these circles, the largest being Silbury Hill near Avebury. Composed mainly of chalk and clay excavated from the surrounding area, the mound stands about 130 feet high and covers about 5 acres. The purpose of these mounds is a complete mystery, as excavations have revealed no signs of burials or any hidden chambers within. These huge stone circles, with their surrounding earthworks, are referred to as complexes, of which there were dozens created throughout the British Isles. Stonehenge was one such complex, but others, like Avebury, were very much bigger. However, Stonehenge was the only stone circle to have rectangular arches formed by lintel stones, which is why it is the most famous. This, along with its being in the most densely populated area of Britain at the time, implies that Stonehenge ultimately became the heart or hub of this remarkable network of prehistoric creations.
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Fig. 1.3. Sites discussed in this chapter.

As we have seen, archaeology has shown that the Megalithic people lived in separate communities with no usual infrastructure of civilization, taskmasters, or central leadership. They didn’t even have any form of writing to record and transmit their beliefs. So perhaps the most astonishing thing about these monuments, other than the incredible amount of work, time, and resources needed to build them, is that once the stone-circle-building practice had been established throughout the country, identical periodic modifications and developments happened at precisely the same time right across the British Isles. Archaeologists are mystified as to how the kind of multitribal structure that excavations reveal existed during this entire period and how the tribes could possibly have been consistently united and driven to create and sustain such gigantic projects. Yet for century after century the stone circle obsession continued unabated. The most tempting solution to the mystery of Stonehenge is that it—and the many other stone circles—was built for some religious purpose alone. But if this were true, then going by the fact that these monuments were built to a similar design and underwent synchronous development, it means that the same organized religion survived for millennia without any kind of central authority. Many cultures have built massive structures for purely religious purposes: the great cathedrals of Christendom, the mighty temples of Egypt, and the colossal shrines of ancient Greece, for example. But these cultures emerged from empires and civilizations with all the trappings that such integrated societies enjoy. Some long-lived religions have endured in fragmented societies, such as the pyramid-building cultures of Central America, Islam throughout the Middle East and Asia, and Christianity in Europe. But all were originally established by a powerful civilization, such as the ancient Mayan Empire in Mexico, the seventh-to-eighth-century Arabian caliphates of the Middle East, and the Romans, who molded the various Christian sects into the organized Catholic Church in the fourth century CE. But as we have seen, no evidence of such a civilization existed anywhere in the British Isles before or during the Megalithic era. There were almost certainly religious aspects to Megalithic society, but it seems highly improbable that some kind of single religion can account for the same stone-circle-building tradition existing among isolated tribal societies, spread over such a large area, and for so long.

So how and where did the tradition begin, and why did it spread so far and wide and last for so long? And why were stone circles built at all? The only way to crack the mystery of Stonehenge is by examining the culture that built these remarkable monuments in its entirety and by gaining an overall perspective of this extraordinary network of prehistoric constructions. In an attempt to solve the enigma we will be piecing together the very latest archaeological discoveries and drawing on crucial historical source material completely overlooked until now. By collating the evidence emerging from recent excavations and other archaeological evidence, together with writings of the Romans, who recorded the beliefs of those living in Britain during their time, and also by examining surviving mythology, legend, and folklore, we will try to finally solve the mystery of Stonehenge once and for all. But to start with let’s examine what the world was like when the Megalithic culture began and what came before.



2

The Birth of Civilization

UNTIL AROUND 5,300 YEARS AGO there were no civilizations with cities, urban development, national infrastructure, and central leadership anywhere in the world. At least none that archaeologists have discovered to the satisfaction of the mainstream academic community. The world was still in the Stone Age, the period when tools and weapons were made from simple materials such as wood, bone, and stone. Modern humans are thought to have evolved around two hundred thousand years ago, and they inherited the use of such implements, along with fire, from their evolutionary predecessors. These early humans were Homo sapiens, just as we are today. Take one as a baby and bring her up in the modern world and she could do anything we can do. However, it took millennia of trial and error, along with the remarkable human imagination, to invent and develop the skills and innovations that ultimately led to civilization. It was at the same time as civilizations began to appear around the globe that the Megalithic culture first emerged in the British Isles, but let’s start by taking a brief look at the various accomplishments and lifestyles of people around the world before this time.1

Animal hides may have been used as simple clothing from very early on in human history, but it took the invention of the bone sewing needle around 50,000 years ago for more elaborate garments and footwear to develop. The first threads would have been made from animal parts—sinew, tendons, or thin leather—or twine, formed from the fibrous strands of plants, such as reeds, cacti, and certain trees. By 40,000 years ago humans were well into art, making stone and bone carvings and painting on rock and cave walls. They probably decorated their skin, hair, and garments too. These prehistoric paints were made from various ground minerals and charcoal, mixed with fat. And 25,000 years ago we had begun using clay to make pots for cooking or vessels for storage by baking it hard.2 Yet despite such advances, for their first 190,000 years, Homo sapiens lived in small tribal or family groups and were for the most part nomadic, moving from place to place in search of fresh pastures or following herds. They were so-called hunter-gatherers, obtaining their food by foraging, stalking animals, and moving with the seasons. In certain lush or fertile areas, some did live in permanent settlements, fishing or obtaining food locally, but these settlements remained small. During this period, known as the Paleolithic era, or the Old Stone Age, dwellings would have been simple wooden frameworks (in some cases frames made from the bones of large animals such as mammoths) covered with hides or vegetation such as branches, straw, or reeds, and sealed with mud. Some people would have lived in caves, and in frozen areas, others might have lived in huts made from ice or snow, like the Inuit igloo.3 Then around 12,000 years ago, people began to settle, and that was due to the invention of farming.

The widespread initiative of deliberately growing plants and domesticating animals seems to have begun shortly after the last Ice Age, around 10,000 BCE. This was the birth of the Neolithic era, or New Stone Age, when crops such as cereals were cultivated and various animals, such as sheep and goats, were reared for food, wool, and milk. It’s not known where this significant innovation first occurred, but it was to change everything: it meant the establishment of larger and more permanent settlements. Humans were able to live together in much greater numbers, work collectively to develop initiatives, share ideas, and have a certain amount of leisure time to contemplate and invent. Life was no longer merely a perpetual toil to survive. The Neolithic period saw many groundbreaking inventions, such as the raft, which boosted migrations, while the development of better bows and arrows, rather than just spears, for hunting increased the food supply and led to a rise in populations; also, from around ten thousand years ago, the invention of the spindle meant that animal hair, such as sheep and goat wool, could be more effectively drawn out to make yarn. Wool was plucked either by hand or by using combs made from bone, while plant fibers were woven employing crude wooden frames, and cloth began to be made. No longer did people need to wear only animal skins to keep warm.4

It was just over five thousand years ago that the next crucial advance 
occurred: civilizations suddenly emerged separately in Egypt, India, and 
Mesopotamia. And it was all down to the invention of bronze. People in various 
locations had known about metals for centuries, probably as a by-product of 
firing ceramics. When the temperature of clay reaches 350 degrees Celsius (662 
degrees Fahrenheit), chemically bonded water begins to dry off, and at 500 
degrees Celsius (932 degrees Fahrenheit), it is fully dehydrated to form 
permanently changed, hard, solid pottery. In their natural state metals are 
contained in silicate rocks known as ores. To extract them, you need to heat the 
rocks to the specific temperatures at which the metals melt. They can then pour 
out of the rock, which remains solid: silicon, the main constituent of stone, 
doesn’t melt until it reaches around 1,400 degrees Celsius (2,552 degrees 
Fahrenheit), whereas many metals melt at lower temperatures. Early in their 
history, modern humans had the knowledge to create fire by sparking hard rocks 
or by friction with sticks. It was a turning point for our ancestors, providing 
a source of warmth, light, and protection, and a way of preparing food that 
would otherwise have been inedible. Right from the start people would have 
noticed that mud surrounding a fire would bake hard, and by twenty-five thousand 
years ago, they had begun to deliberately shape mud and then bake it to make 
solid earthenware pots. Sustained temperatures of over 500 degrees Celsius were 
needed to create permanent, more durable ceramics, and this could have been 
achieved in the so-called firing pits common throughout the world by around twelve thousand years ago. These were simple trenches into which the molded clay items were placed, then surrounded with combustible material such as peat, straw, and wood, which was kept burning for many days. Such pits were ringed by an arrangement of stones to contain the fire, and when these stones were made from metal-bearing rock, our ancestors could not have helped but notice that certain metals would melt out, to be left as a residue of small, shiny, solid chunks when the firing was done.5

The first metal to be discovered in this way was probably tin, as it melts at the relatively low temperature of around 232 degrees Celsius (450 degrees Fahrenheit). However, no one seems to have done much with it, as only a few isolated examples of simple tin artifacts, such as awls (small, pointed spikes for piercing leather), are known from before around 5,300 years ago. Metals such as gold, silver, and copper melt around 1,000 degrees Celsius (1,832 degrees Fahrenheit), and it was not until the invention of the kiln, basically a brick or stone oven heated from below, for the more efficient firing of clay, that the control of such temperatures was achieved. No one knows precisely where and when these kilns were first invented, but they became widely used in various parts of the world by around 5,500 years ago. There are a few isolated examples of gold, silver, and copper artifacts, such as simple jewelry, found earlier than this time, but the large-scale, deliberate making of items from these metals could not occur before the invention of the kiln. But it was the chance realization that melting copper and tin together formed a much harder and altogether more useful metal—the alloy bronze—around 5,300 years ago that kick-started what we would now call civilization. (Tin must be smelted separately and then added to molten copper to produce bronze.) Although there are a few instances of pieces of bronze being made earlier, elsewhere in the world, it was its industrial production in the ancient Near East that began the Bronze Age. It started in Mesopotamia, a fertile region around the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers system, centered on what is now Iraq, and shortly after in Egypt, and then in northwest India.6

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1. The first civilizations.

The invention of bronze meant that useful, sturdy metal tools could be fashioned, and that dramatically changed everything. The metal plow replaced the stone ard (plough) for tilling the land, which led, in turn, to the use of beasts of burden. The invention of the harness meant that domesticated creatures could be used as draft animals to pull sledges or drag loads on wooden frames, which soon led, in turn, to the invention of the wheel and consequently carts. A variety of animals were domesticated for various tasks, including oxen, horses, goats, yaks, and donkeys. (Dogs had already been domesticated as hunting companions, even before Neolithic times.) A whole variety of bronze implements made agriculture immensely more efficient. Farmers no longer needed to laboriously cut cereal crops with crude flint blades but could now cut faster and easier with metal sickles. Bronze axe heads replaced stone ones, bronze spades replaced bone shovels, and knives were now made of metal rather than flint. All these innovations meant faster and vastly greater food production and accordingly a further surge in population. And with this came large urban settlements and cities.7

The use of animals as a form of transport led to the building of roads, which were paved in cities but were cleared, flattened, and maintained dirt tracks in the countryside. The building of roads and the use of animals as a form of transport brought about kingdoms and empires. Bronze also meant the invention of the sword, metal arrowheads, and spear tips, and so appeared the world’s first armies. Warriors could travel faster and more effectively along the newly created road networks, taking with them food and supplies carried in horse-drawn carts. This meant that tribal leaders could extend and maintain their influence over large areas. Trade and communications were also made easier by the development of boats, no longer dugout canoes or simple rafts, but vessels made from wooden planks, impossible before the invention of metal fasteners, such as the nail. The nail meant that timber frameworks could be made very much larger than those tied with rope, so buildings became bigger and more impressive. Simple bricks, made from mud dried in the sun, had been in use in certain parts of the world from early Neolithic times, but harder ceramic, or fired, bricks were developed with the first cities just over five thousand years ago. And this led to the creation of elaborate temples, palaces, and public buildings and highly effective city walls. Although rope, as well as string, had been used since the beginning of Neolithic times, it was made by twisting and braiding strands of plant fiber by hand, limiting its production. With the birth of civilization came the development of special tools for making rope, and the large-scale manufacture of rope made it possible to build remarkable structures, where the effort of hundreds or thousands of workers could be synchronized to haul heavy objects such as stones.8

A civilization, in the anthropological definition, is a complex society characterized by urban centers or cities, an intricate social hierarchy, peacekeeping forces or armies, an elaborate communication structure, typified by roads, and writing or some symbolic transmission of information. The birth of such urbanized civilizations seems to have begun in the land of Sumer around 5,300 years ago, in what is now southern Iraq. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers made the area particularly fertile and allowed the growth of an abundance of grain and various crops. It was probably there that bronze was first made in any meaningful amount, and within a century or so civilization was established there, with all its trappings. Metal molding saw the development of all manner of new tools, made for a whole variety of purposes: for example, finer needles for sewing, devices for the weaving of superior clothing, chisels for carving elaborate ornamentation and statues for temples, palaces, and tombs, and the stylus for forming designs in clay. The development of the metal stylus, a small tool for intricate marking and shaping, led to the invention of writing by imprinting soft clay with symbols denoting objects, items, complex ideas, and verbal sounds. The birth of writing meant that communications were vastly superior. Orders, proclamations, and ideas could be disseminated on clay tablets, easily made and transported, and monuments could be inscribed with records of religious observances, national accomplishments, and the exploits of leaders and the ruling class. Sumer was the first place on Earth to emerge from prehistory into “history”—the era from which written, historical records survive.9

Citizens of Sumer’s cities, such as its capital of Urak in the modern Iraqi province of Al Muthanna, enjoyed many accoutrements previously undreamed of. Early pots had been made by coiling and rolling clay into long threads and pinching them together to form vessels, but the invention of the potter’s wheel, turned by hand or foot, made pottery making faster and more efficient, enabling the industrial production of ceramic ware. So as well as having large and comfortable homes and officials to keep law and order in the streets outside, city dwellers not only had decent furniture, thanks to the advances in carpentry using metal tools, they also had the kind of domestic crockery—pots, plates, cups, and storage vessels—we take for granted today. And they had metal cutlery too. Knives and spoons meant they no longer needed to eat with their hands10 (although, strangely, no one seems to have gotten around to inventing the simple table fork for another four thousand years). And your status in society could be expressed through various ornamentations unheard of elsewhere in the world. Adornments made from shells, bones, and stones were commonly worn throughout the Neolithic period and earlier, but metalworking took personal decorations to another level entirely. Along with the manufacture of bronze, gold and silver were also smelted to produce sophisticated ornaments, such as bracelets, necklaces, and rings, together with household items such as platters, drinking vessels, and statuettes. Also, the cutting, shaping, and polishing of precious stones developed on a more commercial scale, meaning that many people could wear at least some kind of jewelry.

Sumer consisted of a number of cities about 250 acres in size, each with populations of approximately ten thousand people. Urak itself was much bigger, almost 1,000 acres in size with more than fifty thousand inhabitants. These cities were linked not only by waterways but also by an extensive network of roads, while the fields surrounding them were fed by an ingenious system of artificial irrigation channels. Each city had temples for the priesthood, palaces for the local rulers, and public buildings for centralized administration. Workers were divided into specialized groups, such as carpenters, masons, and artisans, and slave laborers were captured from the surrounding hill country. The overall leaders seem to have been a succession of priestly rulers—both men and women—advised by a council of elders.11Modern archaeology has determined that early Sumer was not the kind of misogynistic society it was once thought to have been. It had a pantheon of deities, but the chief among them seem to have been a male and a female of equal status: Nin, the supreme goddess, and En, the supreme god. Whoever ruled was thought to govern with the power of the deity that represented his or her gender. Just how the leader was chosen is unknown, but it may have been by some form of election, much the way the Catholic Church now chooses a new pope. It was not until around four centuries after the start of Sumerian civilization that a dynastic era of male kings emerged and the god En became known as Enlil, the chief divinity, while Nin was demoted to his consort, Ninlil.12 It is possible that it was from Sumer that the biblical tale of the Garden of Eden originated. Genesis 2:14 refers to Eden being fed by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, and in Sumerian mythology Nin and En, like Adam and Eve, are said to have once dwelt as immortals in a heavenly paradise at the beginning of time.
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