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Chapter 1

Rethinking Atlantis
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✦

Pull a fish from the North Sea and you’ve got dinner. Pull up a spearpoint, and you’ve got a ghost.

On a raw September morning in 1931, the trawler Colinda was working the Leman and Ower banks off the coast of Norfolk when her nets came up heavy with something that wasn’t fish — a black slab of peat the crews called moorlog, the crushed floor of an ancient forest hauled up from the bottom of the sea. The skipper cracked it open on the deck. Inside lay a harpoon of red-deer antler, barbed along one edge, shaped by a human hand somewhere between ten and fourteen thousand years ago (Coles, 1998).

A man knelt on dry ground and cut that antler by firelight. He hunted with it. He carried it home across open country — hills, rivers, hunting grounds — that today lies drowned under fifty feet of cold gray water.

We have a name for that lost country now: Doggerland. And here is the first thing the schoolbooks never bothered to tell you. Doggerland was no thin land-bridge, no muddy causeway a few stragglers scurried across on their way to Britain. It was a heartland — a broad, teeming world of marsh and woodland and river, larger than many a nation that flies a flag today, and for thousands of years it was home (Gaffney, Fitch, & Smith, 2009). Then the sea took it. All of it.

We’ve been trained to go looking for our lost worlds in warm water. Say the word Atlantis and you picture blue Mediterranean shallows, a sunken paradise off the coast of Spain. Forget it. The one place on this earth where a great inhabited land was truly and finally swallowed by the ocean — inside the memory of the people who watched it go — is not in the south at all. It is here, in the gray north, beneath the very water the Colinda was dragging her nets through.

That is the wager of this book: we have been searching the wrong sea.

Let me be straight with you, though — I’d rather say it myself than let a reviewer say it for me. Atlantis, as Plato tells it in the Timaeus and the Critias, is almost certainly not a literal travel report (Johansen, 2004). Aristotle thought his teacher invented the whole thing, and most classicists have nodded along ever since. I’m not going to sail you past Gibraltar hunting for temples plated in orichalcum. Anyone who’s read Graham Hancock knows both the pull of the drowned-city story and how fast it can jump the rails (Hancock, 2002) — I mean to keep this ship on course.

But calling Atlantis “just a myth” answers the small question and dodges the large one. Because the thing at the heart of the tale — a proud, sea-girt homeland, thriving, and then gone under the waves in a single ruinous stroke — is not Plato’s private invention. It surfaces everywhere in the North: in the drowned kingdoms of the Celts, the flood-haunted verses of the Norse, the swallowed islands of Baltic and Slavic song. A story that stubborn, carried by that many peoples, is not nothing. It’s a fingerprint.

Run your finger down the coast and count them. Off the tip of Cornwall, the drowned land of Lyonesse, whose church bells are still said to toll from under the waves. In Welsh tradition, Cantre’r Gwaelod — the Lowland Hundred — a rich country lost in a night when a watchman left the sea-gates open. Off the coast of Brittany, the golden city of Ys, swallowed for its sins. In the Norse imagination the very end of the world arrives as a flood, the earth sinking back beneath the sea before it rises again, green and new, from the water (Larrington, 2014). The Lithuanians remember castles beneath their lakes; the Irish, whole kingdoms drowned under their loughs. Every last one of these peoples lives on the northern and western rim of Europe. Every last one of them tells you, in its own tongue, the same thing: the good land is under the water now. Coincidence is a lazy man’s answer. I think they are all circling the memory of a single catastrophe.

And the North is the one place on earth where we can match that memory to the hand that left it — because here, the drowning actually happened, and we can put a date on it.

The date is roughly 8,150 years ago. The place is a scar on the seabed off the coast of Norway that geologists call the Storegga Slide — the “great edge.” I’ll take you down into it in Chapter 3, into the wall of water it threw across the northern world in a single afternoon. For now, hold onto the simple, staggering fact of it: within the lifespan of a living culture, a broad and settled northern land went under the sea, some of it in a night, the rest across generations of slow retreat before a rising ocean. That is not a bard’s invention. That is geology (Weninger et al., 2008). It happened, and there were people there to remember it.

Now — the idea that Europe’s oldest myths remember a northern homeland instead of a southern one is not mine, and it is not new. Part of my job in this book is to sort the gold from the garbage, because this particular idea has kept bad company. In 1679 a Swedish scholar named Olof Rudbeck published a doorstop of a book arguing, with mountains of learning and not one ounce of restraint, that Atlantis had stood in Sweden and that his own countrymen were the wellspring of all civilization (Rudbeck, 1679–1702). It was flattery dressed as scholarship, and it should stand as a permanent warning sign: the northern-origins story tempts its tellers toward vanity, and — as we’ll see in the closing chapters — toward far uglier things than vanity. I want that danger on the table from page one, because this book stands against it. The world I’m chasing was never the property of one people or one bloodline. It was a shared inheritance, and the moment anyone tries to make it a trophy, they’ve left the evidence behind.

There is a saner version of the northern idea, and it deserves a hearing. The Italian researcher Felice Vinci spent years arguing that the geography of Homer — the fog, the long cold summers, the “wide” sea-crossings that make no sense in the sunlit Aegean — fits the Baltic and the North Atlantic far better than the Mediterranean, and that a cooling climate drove those northern seafarers south, where they rebuilt the map of their drowned world on Greek shores and carried its stories with them (Vinci, 2006). Vinci points, among much else, to the riddle of Baltic amber glittering in the oldest tombs of Mycenae — a northern treasure in southern graves. The classicists have met his thesis with folded arms, and I won’t pretend otherwise. But strip away the specifics and the instinct underneath it is the one that drives this book: that the deep memory of the civilized south was carried down, on the tide of a migrating people, from the north.

So, the wager, stated plainly: I am not claiming that Doggerland was Atlantis, that Plato drew a true map, or that a diver will one day swim through drowned colonnades in the North Sea. I’m claiming something bigger and, I think, far harder to dismiss. Across the northern seas — from the drowned plains of Doggerland to the amber coasts of the Baltic, from the megalith-builders of the Atlantic edge to the ship-carvers of Bronze Age Scandinavia — there lived, across the long span of the Neolithic and the Bronze Age, a genuinely connected maritime world. Not an empire. Not a master race. A web of peoples, bound together by the sea, by trade in flint and amber and metal, and by a shared body of myth. And the memory of that world’s greatest wound — the drowning of the northern homeland — survived in the flood-and-lost-land stories of the peoples who came after, until it surfaced at last, battered and relocated, in the Mediterranean, as the tale of Atlantis. “Northern Atlantis” is not a dot on a map. It is a lost world. And we can finally begin to raise it.

Don’t let the modern map fool you into picturing the ancient North as a frozen dead end, either. For thousands of years after the ice withdrew — through the very span this book is about — the northern latitudes were markedly warmer than they are today. Climatologists call it the Holocene Thermal Maximum: hazel and oak marched far north of their present limits, the growing seasons ran long, and the coasts and river-mouths teemed. A flourishing, densely peopled maritime world in the North is not some fantasy that runs against the grain of the science. It is exactly what the climate of that age would lead you to expect. The strangeness is not that such a world existed. The strangeness is that we forgot it.

Why finally? Because three sciences that spent the last century looking in different directions have, in the last twenty years, turned to face the same drowned country at once. The undersea archaeology of the North Sea — led by Vincent Gaffney and the Europe’s Lost Frontiers project — has mapped Doggerland’s buried rivers and coastlines in detail no earlier generation could have dreamed of (Gaffney et al., 2009). The study of Bronze Age rock art has revealed a seafaring culture thousands of years older than the Vikings. And archaeogenetics — the reading of DNA straight from ancient bone — has rewritten, almost yearly, our whole picture of who these northern peoples were and how they moved (Reich, 2018). A tooth pulled from a five-thousand-year-old grave can now tell us where its owner was born, the color of their eyes, and which faraway peoples they called kin. For the first time in human history, we are reading the census of the dead. Put the three together — the drowned maps, the carved ships, the census of the dead — and a world swims back into focus that our grandparents were flatly told had never existed.

The Colinda harpoon sits today in a museum case in Norwich — a small worked point of antler that a fisherman dredged from the floor of a country that is gone. It’s a humble thing to hang a lost world on. But it is also a message in a bottle, ten thousand years afloat, and the message is simple: where you see only gray water, there were once forests, and hunters, and a home. The sea remembers what the land forgets. The rest of this book is an attempt to listen.

We begin where the water begins — with the drowned country itself.
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The Drowned Homeland
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✦

Walk the tideline of the Dutch coast at Monster or Katwijk on the right cold morning, head down, and the past will hand itself to you. A worked flint. The molar of a mammoth, black with age. A barbed point of bone. Now and then, a human tooth. The Dutch have a name for the men and women who comb these beaches — strandjutters — and over the last few decades a small army of them, along with the fishing fleets that drag the seabed, has assembled a museum’s worth of the Stone Age from a country that isn’t on any map (Gaffney et al., 2009). They are collecting the bones of Doggerland, and the sea is still coughing them up.

You have to understand, before anything else in this book will land, that Doggerland was real — not a metaphor, not a poet’s paradise, not a fringe theory whispered at conferences. It was a physical place, with weather and rivers and smoke rising from its camps, and it lay where the North Sea lies now. When the last Ice Age loosened its grip around twelve thousand years ago, so much of the planet’s water was still locked in ice that the sea stood far lower than today. Britain was not an island. You could have walked from the chalk of Yorkshire to the dunes of Holland without wetting your boots, across a plain wider than most of the countries now crowded around that sea.

And we are no longer guessing at its shape. This is the part that should stop you cold. Beginning in the early 2000s, the archaeologist Vincent Gaffney and his colleagues did something that would have sounded like sorcery to an earlier generation of scholars: they mapped a drowned country (Gaffney et al., 2009). Their raw material was an unlikely gift — vast archives of seismic survey data, shot across the North Sea floor by oil companies hunting for hydrocarbons. Read the right way, those sonar echoes preserve the buried shape of the land beneath the mud. Out of the data rose the ghost of a world: a great meandering river the team named the Shotton; a winding waterway they called the Southern River; salt marsh and freshwater lake, low ridges and coastal lagoons. They had pulled the map of a lost homeland out from under fifty meters of seawater and silt.

For years, Doggerland was a map without an address — a landscape we could chart but never stand on. That is changing fast. In 2019 a joint British and Belgian team turned their survey ships onto the Brown Bank, a long ridge running down the spine of the southern North Sea, hunting this time not for the shape of the land but for the people themselves — and brought up worked flint and the scattered debris of human presence, the first real handholds on an actual drowned settlement. The sea has been surrendering its dead for far longer than that. In 2009 a fragment of a Neanderthal skull was picked out from tons of bone and shell dredged off the Dutch coast — a face a quarter of a million years old, hauled up in a fishing net. The North Sea is not an empty grave. It is a crowded one, and we have only just learned how to knock on the lid.

It was not a poor country. The pollen trapped in seabed cores, and the bones in the beachcombers’ buckets, tell of a rich mosaic — birch and hazel woods, reedbeds loud with wildfowl, estuaries thick with fish, open plains grazed by red deer and aurochs and wild horse, and, in the older layers, by mammoth and woolly rhino. For a Mesolithic hunter, the drowned heart of the North Sea was not some bleak frontier. It may have been the single richest, most densely peopled ground in all of northwestern Europe (Coles, 1998). When we go looking for where the ancestors of the Britons, the Frisians, and the coastal Scandinavians actually lived in the long millennia after the ice, we have been staring at the wrong places all along. We’ve been looking at the coastlines. We should have been looking at the water between them.

And these were not, whatever the old textbooks implied, a few naked savages clubbing seals on an empty shore. There are hints — contested, electric hints — that the drowned world was already plugged into the wider currents of the age. In 2015 a team led by Robin Allaby reported ancient DNA recovered from a submerged site called Bouldnor Cliff, off the Isle of Wight, that appeared to include wheat — einkorn — dated to around eight thousand years ago, a full two thousand years before farming is supposed to have reached Britain (Smith et al., 2015). The claim remains disputed, as any finding that bold should be. But if it holds, it means the people of the northern coasts were trading — or at least touching hands — with the agricultural revolution rolling up from the Near East, long before the history books say the North had any business knowing about it. Isolated, these people were not. And the thing that connected them, the thing that carried the wheat and the flint and the news, was the sea.

None of this squares with the cartoon of the empty, backward Stone Age. The picture surfacing instead — from the seabed, from the DNA, from the drowned wheat — is of a northern world already laced together by water, already moving goods and people and ideas along its coasts millennia before the first city rose in the warm south. Set that down as a foundation stone, because everything else in this book is built on it: the North was not a dim edge waiting for civilization to be shipped in from Sumer or Egypt. It was a going concern in its own right — an old, connected, seafaring world with a genius of its own, and, before long, a paradise of its own to lose.

We even have a window onto how these people lived, and it is a haunting one. On the western edge of the drowned world, at a place called Star Carr in the Vale of Pickering in Yorkshire, archaeologists have opened an eleven-thousand-year-old lakeside settlement so wet and so well sealed that the wood itself survives — a timber platform that is the oldest known built structure in all of Britain. And among the finds, more than twenty headdresses fashioned from the skulls of red deer, the antlers still attached, the bone worked and pierced to be worn on a human head (Milner, Conneller, & Taylor, 2018). Picture it: a figure crowned in antler, moving by firelight at the water’s edge. Shaman, hunter, or something we have no surviving word for — this was no brute scraping a bare living. This was a person with a cosmos in their head. Star Carr stood on the shore of the Doggerland world, and it hands us the faces the North Sea otherwise keeps for itself.

Then the sea turned on them. Not all at once — that comes later, and it comes hard — but first as a slow, grinding, unstoppable rise, a meter a century and sometimes faster, as the last great ice sheets bled into the ocean. Generation after generation the water climbed the river valleys and crept across the marsh. Hills became islands. The plain became an archipelago. A family that had fished one estuary for a hundred lifetimes watched it widen into open sea. The drowning of Doggerland, across most of its length, was not a disaster you could run from. It was an exile in slow motion — a homeland dissolving under the feet of the people who loved it, over a span of time longer than everything we call recorded history.

This is where the archaeology hands off to the argument of this book, and I want to make the handoff in the open, so you can watch me do it. We like to imagine that prehistoric people lived without a past — that memory begins with writing. That is a conceit of the literate, and it is wrong. Barry Cunliffe, no wild-eyed romantic but one of the most respected prehistorians of the Atlantic world, has spent his career showing how the peoples of Europe’s sea-facing edge built their entire identity around the ocean — how the sea was their road, their marketplace, and their god (Cunliffe, 2001). A people like that, watching their world go under across two hundred generations, would remember it. They would remember it in the only library they owned: in story, in song, in the shape of the myths they carried to the surviving shores. That memory is the thread I’ll follow through this whole book.

And here is the mental flip you have to make to follow it — the hardest turn in these pages. On our maps, water divides and land connects; we picture the ancient world as a place people trudged across on foot, halting baffled at every shore. For the peoples of the northern seaboard, the truth ran exactly backward. Land — choked with forest and bog and the hunting-grounds of rival clans — was the barrier. Water was open, fast, and free. A dugout could carry a family and its goods along a coast in a single day what would have cost a week of hauling through the interior. The natural unit of a world like that is not the inland kingdom. It is the sea-lane: a strung chain of landing beaches and sheltered sounds, running along the coasts and out among the islands like beads on a wet thread. So when we start turning up, in the chapters ahead, the same pots and the same tombs and the same gods from Ireland to the Baltic, don’t reach for the tired word influence, as though ideas seeped overland like damp through a wall. Reach for the boat. Someone was always sailing.

But before we can ask what they remembered, we have to face the worst day the northern world ever knew — the afternoon the slow drowning became a wall of water. For that, we go to Norway, and to the great edge.
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