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    To Margaret Mead:
she recognized what constitutes a civilization.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Saltine crackers have 13 holes, yet people afflicted with triskaidekaphobia still eat them.

      

    


Ancient Man
by E.H. Lester
For more than a century, museums had taught the public a quiet untruth — not with lectures, not with books, but with glass boxes.
Inside those boxes stood the dioramas: frozen scenes of “ancient humans” arranged like props in a stage play. A man crouched over a fire he never lit. A woman staring blankly into the middle distance. Children posed like mannequins, neither learning nor playing. Every face slack. Every posture dull. Every gesture robbed of intention.

Visitors walked past these scenes and absorbed the message without ever hearing it spoken:

“This is what your ancestors were — dim, primitive, barely thinking.”

The tragedy is that the dioramas were not science. They were theater. You lied to the children. You planted a falsehood in them and called it knowledge. That’s not a mistake. That’s a moral failure, and it breaks the charter you swore to keep.

Artists sculpted expressions that no living human has ever worn. Curators arranged bodies in ways no real family has ever stood. Guesswork was dressed in animal skins and presented as anthropology. And because the scenes were behind glass, lit by museum lamps, stamped with institutional authority, the public believed them.

The dioramas did more than mislead. They stole something.

They stole competence. They stole intelligence. They stole emotional depth. They stole the continuity between them and us.

They turned a people who survived ice, famine, predators, childbirth, migration, and 300,000 years of shifting climate into cardboard cutouts — props in a story someone else wrote.

And the world nodded along, never realizing that the fiction was not the bones, but the poses.

Museums aren’t entirely to blame for the old errors. They were working with the same limitation we all live under: we only know what we’re taught to believe. The curators, the scholars, the visitors — none of them were trying to deceive. They were inheriting a story wrapped in authority and passing it forward with confidence. The trouble is that confidence can harden into certainty long before the truth has actually arrived. If we’re going to build fantasies, we may as well make dioramas of dogs smoking cigars and playing cards. At least everyone knows that is a joke. The old displays of “primitive man” were presented as truth. This book is the correction.

Ancient humans were not brutes stumbling through darkness. They were deliberate, disciplined, emotionally bonded, and astonishingly adaptive. They survived ice ages, predators, famine, and time itself — not for a generation or two, but for hundreds of thousands of years. No civilization in history has matched that record or even come close.

This isn’t nostalgia. This isn’t romance. This is the simple, serious fact: our ancestors were far more capable than the stories we were told about them.

And it’s time we gave them back what was taken.

The Neanderthals were named for the Neander Valley in Germany where their fossils were first discovered, and Denisovans were named for The Denisova Cave in southern Siberia where their fossils were first discovered. Even though at the time we knew that those ancient men ranged from western Europe to Japan. They were inseparably similar but were arbitrarily given sub species designations. Giving us the impression that there were many species of man. The thin disclaimer that they said sub-species not species is a whisper amid the noise of collegiate harumping. And, the average contemporary man is convinced that there were many species of the race of man. 

There were women, too, even though all the skeletons unearthed in the 1800’s and early 1900’s were labelled ‘cave men’, It must have been difficult for Lucy, the only acknowledged cave woman to keep the race alive. Frank Phenice suggested as late as the 1960’s that a pelvic examination might determine the sex of the skeleton more accurately than just looking at skulls. Skulls do have differences that make sex determination just a bit more accurate than flipping a coin. Could it be that those early anthropologists were unaware that there are difference between a man and a woman in the pelvic cradle, I find that hard to believe. Applied very late, when applied at all. Is that good enough?

A world remade in ice, water, and thunder.

For more than 300,000 years, human beings — our direct kin — endured climates that would break most modern populations. They lived through cold snaps that lasted millennia, droughts that turned grasslands to dust, and sudden warmings that shattered the ice sheets like glass. Their world was not static; it was a living, heaving thing.

When the great warming pulses came, they came fast.

Ice sheets weakened from beneath as meltwater pooled in vast inland seas.

Ice dams, some hundreds of feet thick, held back lakes the size of modern countries

When those dams failed, they didn’t simply “break” — they exploded, releasing walls of water and ice that scoured valleys to bedrock.

Sea levels rose not gently but in surges, swallowing coastlines and reshaping continents.

These were not metaphors. These were events that could be heard for days — the Earth roaring as it rearranged itself.

The flooding of the Mediterranean basin was one of the most dramatic transformations in human prehistory. As the Atlantic surged through the Strait of Gibraltar, the water didn’t trickle in. It raced, a torrent seeking the lowest basins, filling them with unimaginable force.

Gorham’s Cave Complex “narrowly escaping the flooding” is not only evocative — it’s plausible. Those caves sat high on the limestone face of Gibraltar, and as the waters thundered past, the people inside would have felt the vibration in the stone itself.

Imagine the ground trembling, a distant roar growing into a physical presence, winds pulled by the rushing water howling through and past the cave mouth.

The clan gathering in the dim firelight, knowing the world outside was being rewritten.

They weren’t helpless. They weren’t ignorant. They were witnesses to a transformation so vast that later generations would only remember it as myth.

And through it all — they endured.

My insistence that they were not “proto-humans” but people is exactly right. They adapted, innovated, and survived in landscapes that shifted beneath their feet. They watched seas rise, valleys drown, and ice walls collapse — and still they found ways to live, to teach their children, to build meaning, to explore their planet. Evidence exists everywhere that Ancient man travelled far and wide. Ancient Polynesians landed on the shores of South America in Canoes having conquered the Pacific Ocean. Mapping the ‘rivers’ (currents) in the Pacific, more modern but still ancient maps of these rivers have been found. Man does not map what he has not already discovered. Lithic technology (stone tools) that predates Clovis has been found in Chesapeake Bay and Newfoundland.  

I’m giving them back their dignity, and that’s the heart of the story.

We could take this further — describing what the clan saw from the cave mouth, how the sound of the flood shaped their mythology, or how Al interprets the event through a physicist’s eyes.

Gorham caves consisting of 4 caves, only one of which is currently under study, was the site of many recovered artifacts from the Neanderthals early existence. It has been excavated off and on since 1945, a bit more off than on, due to a lack of funds and interest. Gorham Cave shows evidence of Neanderthal occupation as early as 24-28 thousand years ago, some have estimated earlier


























































































Ancient Humanity’s Enduring Wisdom
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