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			Dedication

			For Julian, because everyone needs a lighthouse and an albatross.

		

		
			Introduction
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			As ravenous wolves come swooping down on lambs or kids to snatch them away from right amidst their flock … so the Achaeans mauled the Trojans.1

			The term predator is usually ascribed to large meat-eaters such as birds of prey, wolves and big cats, and is derived from praedator, the Latin for plunderer. Predation, a verb to describe hunting and killing for food, comes from praedari, to rob. The word ‘predator’, therefore, means a thief that steals life, and predation is the act of plundering and pillaging. These harsh definitions evoke immorality and ruthlessness and appear in ancient literature to portray violent human behaviour – a dominant force attacking and consuming the weak and vulnerable. The Roman poet Ovid describes the rape of the mythical goddess Philomela by her brother-in-law Tereus as an act of predation:

			The captive has no chance

			To escape, and the raptor sits eyeing his prey …

			She [Philomela] trembled like a quivering lamb, who,

			After it has been wounded and then spat out

			By a grey wolf, cannot yet believe it is safe;

			Or like a dove whose feathers are smeared

			With its own blood and who still shudders with fear

			Of those greedy talons that pierced her skin.2

			Writing in the pre-modern era, James Tyrrell, in his 1697 History of England, uses a word which has predation as its root – depredations – to describe an English army setting out to repel a violent Scottish invasion: ‘The Yorkshire men, being resolved to put a stop to these depredations … raised an army of about 10,000 men.’3 In modern vernacular, the term predator has been appropriated to describe someone who hunts down a victim for sex or even murder. Throughout time we have used the natural behaviour of wild creatures by analogy to impose moral judgement, and although we think of our twenty-first-century selves as enlightened, rational and scientific, the ancient idea that ruthless predators attack innocent victims still has a hold on the popular imagination.

			Contradictions swirl around predators. We may fear and often revile them, but we also admire their beauty and strength. Beguiled by their fur or their plumage, we have stripped these from their bodies and fashioned them into coverings for our own skins, often to convey status, wealth and sex appeal. For thousands of years we have folded our dreams and our flaws into predator pelts, playing with the image of ourselves. If we don’t literally inhabit their skins, we take on their image. Big cats, eagles and bears, creatures we associate with dominance and courage, commonly adorn heraldic shields and advertising billboards. Predators the world over hold our stories.

			Even the way we speak and convey ideas is bound to our concept of predators. They weave through our speech as metaphor and simile, casting light onto human nature – sly as a fox, eagle-eyed, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, political hawks and doves, brave as a lion … And yet, our primal fear of predators and the damage they can cause to both our bodies and our livelihoods can provoke such intense emotions that we drive them to extinction. They are too in-your-face, too disruptive, too damaging – simply too much like us – to be tolerated. Predators large and small are the most persecuted creatures on earth.4 They always have been, and still are, gods or vermin, heroes or villains. There is nothing straightforward about how we use the terms predator and predation; they are redolent with meaning beyond the necessity of killing to eat.

			The pure biological definition is much broader and simpler – predators kill other living creatures for all or part of their diet. This applies to vast swathes of life on earth, including some plants. Sharks, peregrines and wolves are predators, but so too are minnows, blue tits and dormice. But as the complex, emotional and cultural beings that we are, we have discarded the biological definition and formed our own human-centred categorisation, which holds on to vestiges of the past associations. In the modern mind’s eye, it is still a laden term for animals with an array of sharp beaks, claws, talons and teeth; weaponry that can damage us physically and metaphorically.

			Predators are, therefore, what we want them to be, and that is very often far beyond reality. This book focuses on British meat-eaters; the ones living alongside us now, the long-gone, extinct creatures, and the predators that may reappear in the future. It is about our relationship with them, but because of our complex perceptions, it is as much about people as it is about the animals themselves.

			It may feel as though the realm of predators and predation is remote from our modern, urban lives; that these bloody activities belong out there in the wilderness and shown in wildlife documentaries, but in reality, we are all surrounded by predators every day.

			As I sit and write on a bright spring day in Bristol, a blue tit pecks aphids off roses to feed its chicks, and overhead swifts swoop and swerve, snapping insects from the air, not unlike sharks feasting on shoals in the ocean. Over Somerset’s fields and copses, mewing buzzards soar on thermals to hunt rabbits, small birds and insects, while crows scan the landscape from their perches, searching for nests of chicks. Along the Bristol Channel, seals pursue fish, a bounty they share not only with us but with myriad screeching seabirds that plunge into the tidal race. As evening falls, the languid song of a blackbird is a wild-wood lament for a long-gone landscape of open forest. This black-coated chorister is also a prolific killer. On one birding forum an astonished gardener writes:

			Whilst digging up my very neglected garden to grow veggies I am enjoying the company of a male blackbird. He appears within minutes of me starting to dig and approaches to within a metre or so. In one ten-minute session he consumed 3 medium sized worms, 2 big ones, 5 centipedes, 1 leather jacket, 1 grub species unknown and 1 spider. He also appeared to consume 6 insects that were too small for me to see. In two more visits this afternoon he seemed to eat similar amounts. He is not taking food away and I have not seen any sign of a female so I am assuming he has not paired up yet. I am amazed at the quantity he can put away.5

			When night falls, moonlit woodlands will see tawny owls land on branches, as silent as ghosts; listening, waiting for the small and scuttling creatures to feed their owlets. Tiny bones and teeth will appear in pellets scattered among the leaves. This witching hour sees bats replace the swifts as aerial hunters, and in the milky shadows, hedgehogs devour worms and foxes feast on rabbits and voles. All over the country, day and night, in the city, out in the fields, under the water and in the air, there is an orgy of predation, an ‘odious scene of violence and tyranny’, in the words of philosopher John Stuart Mill.6

			Yet, despite the plethora of killing, blackbirds and blue tits are considered garden delights and we assign them a different category to sparrowhawks, which hunt and kill these small birds. Perhaps it is because common garden birds eat worms and insects, creatures we don’t relate to, and their act of predation doesn’t involve spilling blood, that we downgrade them to something much softer and less menacing than a full-blown, meat-eating predator. They are, though, officially in that category. So too are great tits, only slightly larger than their blue cousins. These tick-tocking, busy-body birds are opportunists that are as happy feeding off a bird table as on a carcass left by large predators. They have even been recorded eating the flesh of hanged people. Ornithologist John Barnes wrote of their ‘murderous tendency’ and described a group of pied flycatchers, ‘found dead with smashed skulls in nest-boxes taken over by great tits’.7 Their powerful bills can crack acorns and hazelnuts as well as the skulls of hibernating bats, where they splinter the bone and then eat the brains. Author Becky Crew dubbed them ‘zombie tits’.8 Even so, they are still one of the nation’s favourite birds.

			It is part of the predator paradox that we consider some creatures as predators but exclude others; and even this restricted category is filled with subtle subdivisions. There are courageous predators, such as lions and bears, on whose muscular shoulders we project our ideal of strength and dignity in battle. Aerial predators like eagles and hawks speak to our yearning for mastery of the skies and freedom from the shackles that bind us to the earth. We admire the endurance and teamwork of pack hunters like wild dogs, wolves and hyenas. Most fearsome of all are the alien, cold-blooded killers in the form of sharks and crocodiles, chilling in their seeming lack of emotion.

			These are apex predators at the top of the food chain. They eat large prey and have big territories; they are the ‘red-in-tooth-and-claw’ creatures, the ones most likely to spring to mind when the word predator is mentioned. Beneath them are the smaller and more numerous meso (middle-sized) predators, which usually have a wider diet and are often regarded as a nuisance rather than with fear. The cunning fox and the fast and furious weasel, for example, are exasperating in their ability to evade our control. There are also those predators that occupy a shifting hinterland, a permeable place, where creatures come and go depending on who is looking at them. Badgers are lovable bumblers when they eat grubs, but we are thrown into cognitive dissonance when they overturn a hedgehog and devour the soft underbelly. Hedgehogs themselves are cute when curled in a ball, but they also devour the helpless nestlings of ground-nesting birds. These are the confusing creatures, the ones that challenge our concept of ‘adorable’ and sit uneasily alongside wolves and eagles. The hunters we place on the outside of the bloodied ‘predator’ box are creatures such as songbirds, waders and small mammals because they target prey that we dislike or have no relationship with. We cannot understand our reaction to hunters without acknowledging our attitude to the hunted.

			We know this scenario. A wildlife documentary shows a lioness crouched in long grass. She is hungry and locked-on to a young antelope that has strayed from its mother. It walks with delicate poise through shimmering heat. The lioness inches forwards. Time slows down and the moments stretch. The calf is naive and unaware of its imminent, violent death, and we will it to flee. Then, without warning, a burst of energy, confusion and the sound of fear sees the calf die with its throat in the grip of canines that are ten times longer than our own. It is helpless in the face of such overpowering aggression. As life ebbs from its body we are flooded with complex emotions. Most of us will never have direct contact with antelope in the wild, yet there is an understanding of the terror and pain that is woven through this narrative; we have entered the drama.

			The word empathy combines the Greek word for feeling, patheia, with the prefix en, giving a sense of within. Enpatheia: literally, to be in-feeling with something or someone, to be inside what they are experiencing. The word empathy only appeared in common usage in the early twentieth century, but it gives additional depth to the term sympathy, which is a more surface recognition of suffering. Sympathy acknowledges distress, empathy shares it. Empathy is not abstract or conceptual, it is focused on an individual; we place ourselves in the position of the one who is suffering and imagine their pain. Empathy for prey is the other side of the fear of predation, and it is deeply human.

			As humanity evolved as hunter gatherers, first in Africa and then across the world, it was safer to live in small groups with strong social bonds. The ever-present threat of attack from other tribes or dangerous wildlife required social cohesion cemented by caring and sharing. Empathy emerged out of this sociability, the ability to connect deeply with another’s feelings. It is highly developed in human beings, but it is also found in varying degrees in primates, elephants, cetaceans and rodents. Without empathy we too easily disregard suffering, causing relationships and communities to fall apart.

			The Dutch primatologist Frans de Waal believes empathy is so important he places it at the heart of mammalian societies:

			This capacity likely evolved because it served our ancestors’ survival in two ways. First, like every mammal, we need to be sensitive to the needs of our offspring. Second, our species depends on cooperation, which means that we do better if we are surrounded by healthy, capable group mates. Taking care of them is just a matter of enlightened self-interest.9

			To reach across a boundary and vicariously feel another’s anguish, which then translates into a desire to help, is a powerful driver. Humanity can do it so well that it can spill outside the human sphere and be extended to other species; especially if those species are appealing. A mother bear protecting her young from an aggressive male, a deer being run down by wolves, baby turtles being picked off by gulls; these are the kinds of situations found in nature that stimulate our empathetic brains. We, too, feel overwhelmingly protective of our children, battle against the odds, understand the feeling of being chased. The struggles in nature reflect the struggles in our own lives. Natural history documentaries play on it and Disney films make their millions by manipulating our feelings of empathy towards other species. But it only works if we see the predator as a danger to ourselves and if we can relate to the plight of the prey.

			When a song thrush eats a snail, there are no tears for the alien-looking mollusc that would otherwise ruin our garden plants. The act of predation itself involves no obvious pain; there is no heart-racing hunt or agonising death, and it certainly helps that the thrush has a heavenly song. This act of predation seems scarcely worthy of the description. However, if a sparrowhawk swoops into the garden and grasps the thrush in its dagger-like talons, we can feel hostility towards the hawk and a desire to help the songbird.

			In personal correspondence Frans de Waal wrote, ‘we consider predators those animals which eat animals we care about. Krill doesn’t interest us, so a humpback whale is no predator, but an orca is, because it may eat the whale.’

			We humans, then, are contrary creatures. We have evolved in a dangerous world, assailed by both actual and imagined pain. Our coping mechanisms leave us scanning the skies and peering across the horizon searching for danger. We are spooked by a slight shift in the shadows; a noise in the night, a looming shape in the mist, and we turn to each other for safety. We are empathetic, we feel for our family, friends and neighbours, as well as for the wider world. Yet, we are predators too, capable of callous killing and appropriation, especially of creatures that are deemed a threat.

			Britain once had an impressive array of apex meat-eaters, but we had removed native bears and lynx by early medieval times, and wolves by the end of the sixteenth century. We had virtually exterminated birds of prey and wildcats by the time Queen Victoria had left the throne. There are many mesopredators that still live alongside us, and they continue to test the limits of our tolerance. This is where the potent battles in conservation are to be found today, in the unstable interface between people and the foxes, corvids, seals, badgers and raptors of Britain. They raise vital questions, not only for conservationists but for society as a whole. Should we control predator numbers? If not, what are the consequences? If so, how many should we kill and over what area and timescale? Who does the controlling and who pays for it? Whose opinions matter? The answers to these questions are varied and complex, and they depend as much on social factors as they do on conservation science. Logic may dictate one course of action, but there is so much more to our decision-making than what makes sense in an equation.

			Woven throughout human history are dreams and aspirations, heritage and respect for ancestral toil. Different communities imprint their mark on landscapes and those communities build strong bonds and establish cultures that deepen over time. They become part of a place and its landscape. It is impossible to look at Britain, be that countryside, village or city, and not to see the mark of generations of people and their relationships in the warp and weft of the tapestry. When face to face with a fox predating lambs or a hen harrier taking grouse chicks, our reponse may not lie in a simple assessment of a problem and its rational solution, but in the realm of fuzzy logic. This concept was invented by Berkeley mathematician, Lofti Zadeh. In summary it states that when the number of elements to be considered increases, definitive statements lose meaning and precision, and the harder it becomes to provide simple solutions. Most predator–prey issues can’t be reduced to A + B = C; they are much more complex than that.

			David Macdonald, professor of zoology and conservation at the University of Oxford, is firmly of the belief that today, conservation sits alongside social science, politics and, increasingly, ethics, when it comes to finding solutions to the problems of predators in a human-dominated world. In the twenty-first century we have reached a place where a more holistic view of the natural world and our role within it has to be considered. In an interview I did with him for this book, he said:

			‘We are no longer in the era where “the only good one is a dead one”, you can’t get away with that, or indeed “the only good one is a live one”, you can’t get away with that either. As the complexity of the problems has become clearer, and the gridlock between positions based on natural science and social science has become clearer, and the fact that there is no right answer and no silver bullet to any of these issues, I think people find themselves having to acknowledge that different views of the landscape lead people to have different conclusions. Accepting that is the case, then we have to take a philosophical position on what is the right thing to do – what should we do.’

			This view was echoed in a Scottish report on predation, ‘Understanding Predation’, published in 2017, by a partnership of organisations – the British Trust for Ornithology, University of Aberdeen, Centre for Ecology and Hydrology and the University of Stirling. Focusing mainly on birds, but with findings applicable more widely, it states:

			Predation is a natural process. Yet it often causes controversy and divides opinion, with the scientific understanding of different predator–prey interactions not being recognised by those who work on the land, whose local understanding derives from what they see on a daily basis, and vice versa. To identify better solutions to longstanding problems, it is clear that we must first bring together the differing views about predation. A polarised and adversarial approach to our understanding of predation only serves to perpetuate the problems.10

			Predation is a philosophical issue. It involves not just a practical assessment of the act itself and its consequences, but demands ethical and moral judgement. Predation is so powerful a concept that it goes to the heart of who we think we are and how we believe we should relate to each other and the natural world. It even infiltrates religion. In the West, where Christianity has held sway over cultures and ideas for 2,000 years, predators and the act of predation have played a defining role in Christian concepts of good and evil. Wolves, snakes, foxes, scorpions and lions sit alongside lambs, deer and doves as essential symbols for the presence of evil and good in the world, their traits projected onto human behaviour. But the fact that predation exists at all, the necessity of killing to eat, has proved challenging to theologians. Christianity has struggled with the biological necessity for killing to survive on a planet that has been brought into being by a good and loving god. Jefferson McMahan, professor of philosophy at Oxford University, believes that our understanding of predation has fundamentally challenged how we view the forces behind the universe; questions he explores in his essay ‘The Moral Problem of Predation’:

			Virtually everywhere that there is animal life, predators are stalking, chasing, capturing, killing, and devouring their prey. The means of killing are various: dismemberment, asphyxiation, disembowelment, poison, and so on … The unceasing, incalculable suffering of animals caused by predation is also an important though largely neglected element in the traditional theological ‘problem of evil’ – that is, the problem of reconciling the idea that there is a benevolent, omnipotent deity with the existence of suffering and other evils.11

			Writer and Christian theologian Nick Mayhew-Smith also pondered this dichotomy. In his book, The Naked Hermit,12 he explores how the founding fathers of Christianity, saints Augustine, Basil and Bede, came to terms with the existence of predation. St Augustine, writing in the fourth century CE, thought it served a useful purpose by reminding people of the terrible disharmony introduced into the world through original sin, when Adam and Eve fell from grace in the Garden of Eden. Pain and bloodshed are consequences of the havoc we have wrought upon the earth and we should view it with humility. On the other hand, St Basil, also writing in the fourth century, and St Bede in the seventh took a more positive view, focusing on the contentedness and lack of aggression in the world before the Fall, when the whole of creation was friendly and vegetarian, a state to which we will return in the fullness of time. According to this doctrine, Mayhew-Smith tells us:

			… there was such harmony in the cosmos that even lions and wolves did not hunt for prey but were originally vegetarians, something implied in Genesis 1:30. ‘Nor did the wolf search out and ambush around the sheepfold … but all things in harmony fed upon the green plants and fruits of the trees,’ writes Bede in his commentary on this happy state of affairs.13

			The desire for a world without killing is reflected in the writings of the prophet Isaiah, who lived through tumultuous times in Jerusalem in the eighth century BCE. His prophecies express a yearning for a non-violent, vegetarian state of holiness, where the world is without any form of violent death for people or animals; a return to the tranquillity of the Garden of Eden.

			The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and the little child shall lead them. And the cow and the bear shall feed; their young ones shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.14

			For Christianity, the necessity of killing to eat has become a sign of humanity’s sinfulness, and the absence of predation is a pure, God-like state. Surely, then, argues McMahan, this is something we should strive for. His essay takes the idea to its logical conclusion. If it is morally good to reduce pain and suffering on earth, then it follows that a vegan world for both people and animals is not only desirable but something we should actively promote. In this painless existence, predators and predation are eliminated; there is no more agony inflicted on suffering prey. He uses the example of the Siberian tiger, a big cat that is on the verge of extinction. If we allow it to die out, he argues, then the pain it would have caused to its future prey is also removed from the world. Allowing the extinction of predators could be seen as an act of goodness by removing the burden of future pain from the planet. Furthermore, he suggests, biological engineering could also be explored to remove an animal’s desire to kill, by manipulating its genes. The only logical conclusion to desiring a world without killing is to remove the act of predation from the workings of ecosystems:

			Ecological science, like other sciences, is not stagnant. What may now seem forever impossible may yield to the advance of science in a surprisingly short time … we will almost certainly be able eventually to eliminate predation while preserving the stability and harmony of ecosystems. It will eventually become possible to gradually convert ecosystems that are now stabilized by predation into ones resembling those island ecosystems, some quite large, that flourished for many millennia without any animals with a developed capacity for consciousness being preyed upon by others. We should therefore begin to think now about whether we ought to exercise the ability to intervene against predation in an effective and discriminating way once we have developed it. If we conclude that we should, that may give us reason now to try to hasten our acquisition of that ability.15

			McMahan is not ecologically naive; he is aware that large numbers of herbivores, unchecked by predation, can degrade a habitat so much they will die from starvation, which is also not a desirable situation. He therefore argues that allowing predators to disappear must only be considered where that scenario could be avoided, as in the case of the Siberian tiger, where its numbers are now so low through human persecution that its total disappearance will have negligible effect.

			It is an intriguing but disturbing vision of a soft-play planet, where pain and fear are eliminated. From a western Christian perspective, it will be a return to a holy state, a world without killing, where we will no longer have treacherous wolves, untrustworthy foxes, evil snakes and malevolent scorpions, those creatures that have traditionally borne the weight of our dubious behaviour; we will, though, still have a profusion of gentle lambs, pure doves and swift deer to help us express what we believe is good and pure about humanity. But a beige earth that lacks the potency of predation would surely lose an essential essence of what it is to be human and extinguish the sparks of our creativity.

			A Lion Attacking a Horse, by the eighteenth-century artist George Stubbs, shows a white horse being predated by a dark lion. The lion is already on the horse’s back, tearing into its flesh. The horse’s ears are flattened against its head and it twists around to stare at its killer, eyes wide and bulging. This overly dramatic style from the Sublime school of art strips back the veneer of sophistication to reveal our inner, primitive passions. The lion symbolises primeval ferocity, the white horse represents the finer qualities of purity and nobility. Sublimists believed that the feeling of dread experienced by contemplating paintings such as this is an acknowledgement of our atavistic appetites. Within all of us, our good natures can be overwhelmed and consumed by far baser desires. Predation and its connection to our inner nature fascinated Stubbs and he made at least twenty versions of lions attacking horses in different media, all of them designed to evoke ‘pleasurable terror’, the feelings that emerge as we face the reality of who we really are.

			In the lighter world of children’s literature and illustration, predators can be topsy-turvy, out of kilter and delightfully unpredictable. A tiger creates havoc in the home of a little girl in a delicious tale of reaching out to the wild in The Tiger Who Came to Tea by Judith Kerr. A kind-hearted black panther leads a young boy to safety and later into adulthood in the fantastical Jungle Book, by Rudyard Kipling. Honey-pot philosophy sees Pooh Bear walking hand in hand with Piglet (an image that could be used to illustrate Isaiah’s vision of holiness) as they muse on the meaning of life and friendship in Winnie the Pooh, by A.A. Milne. For young children, predators and prey are not bound by biology but can enchant a magical world where the ferocious becomes fun and friendly. Children’s literature allows us to play with danger. What we read to our children is a window onto what is truly important to us, and by that measure the metaphors provided by lions, tigers, foxes, panthers and bears are irreplaceable. From ice-age cave paintings to fine art, from fashion design to computer games, predators hold a key place in our powerful, inner stories.

			‘There is no reality without interpretation; just as there is no innocent eye, there is no innocent ear’,16 observed the art historian, Ernst Gombrich. No one sees the world dispassionately; not one of us looks at a blank canvas. Differing perceptions accumulate around us through the ages and throughout our lives. Landscapes and wildlife are infused with the hopes and dreams, the histories and cultures of people. As the years roll by, each generation adds another layer that is built on the past but refashioned by the present. This is true for garden birds and wildflowers, and is particularly so for meat-eaters. Foxes, crows, ravens, seals, badgers, birds of prey, wolves, lynx and wildcats, the cast of creatures in this book, are especially heavily burdened with perceptions, with important consequences. Predators have always lived or died depending on whichever human attitudes hold sway.

			In 2016, I walked across Ireland, Wales and England to discover more about the plight of Britain’s largest wading bird, the curlew. Along the way I discovered the range of attitudes toward predators and the deep conflicts that surround them. This book is a result of thinking about those issues and a desire to go deeper into the role of predators in Britain today. I hope my personal experiences of meeting the creatures themselves and exploring their histories will help shed some light on these conflicts, but nowhere did I find easy or obvious answers. This book is not a field guide to British predators, nor is it a biological text on the form and behaviour of different species. Rather, it is an attempt to give an overview of our varying attitudes and to find the true nature of the animals, and the humanity, in the midst of difficult situations.

			‘A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.’17 These shrewd words from Graham Greene are a reminder that it is easy to be so locked in the moment that we can forget that our particular time on earth is simply a segment of a long and ongoing saga. The human story of living with predators is already aeons old, and it is soaked in blood and passion. You and I are in the process of writing the next chapter. I hope it will be written with compassion and wisdom.

		

		
			1

			Setting the Scene
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			May 2000, Babati, northern Tanzania

			It is a warm, dry night and we are filming traditional honey gatherers preparing to search for wild bees for a BBC documentary. During the day we had hauled generators into a clearing in scrubby forest to light a set of a few logs placed around an open fire, which now spits and crackles. It is not far off midnight. Within the circle of dancing flames and glaring lamps the atmosphere is intense and upbeat. The throb of the generators is an underscore to the chatter of local women who are tending large pots of steaming stew; we will be here for hours. The stars of the scene, the honey-hunters, are crouched on the logs and deep in discussion; the crew are busy with equipment. I curse myself; I need some notes I had made earlier in the day but they are in a jeep parked a hundred metres down a rough track. Without telling anyone, I take a torch and go to get them. Within seconds it is dark. The comforting arena of light is confined to the set and the moonlight is subdued by cloud. The hubbub quickly fades. I am alone, virtually sightless and breathing fast.

			The African night is unsettling for a city-dwelling westerner and panic rises at any sound. The heat pulsates with the rasp of cicadas and the darkness beyond the trees is impenetrable. I feel vulnerable and wish someone had come with me. Even though there is no visible enemy, I am on alert, but the rough ground makes it dangerous to hurry. I don’t know if it’s my imagination, but I feel I am being watched. At the car I grab the notebook, slam the door and swing the torch round to find the track. The beam stops dead just metres away at two eyes. They are at waist height and glint in the torchlight, holding a steady gaze. Something deep and primordial wants me to run but fear keeps me rooted to the ground. For what seems like an age the world is motionless. Then, silently, the spotted hyena turns and pads away. I watch its drooping head and sloping back disappear into the bush.

			Years have passed since that encounter, but my memory of it is clear and the anxiety lingers whenever I recall that night. Large carnivores inhabit our psyche, ghost-like and prowling. Our survival instincts were honed in sub-Saharan Africa, on that uncompromising continent of opportunity and danger. Ancestral fears of being vulnerable and preyed upon still swarm in the pit of the stomach.

			The jaws of hyenas are terrifying bone crushers, ten times more powerful than our own, and our thin hide covering a puny structure makes us easy meat. Hyena attacks on humans are very rare, but that is cold comfort when face to face with one in the loneliness of the night. Bones of ancient humans from half a million years ago in Morocco show signs of hyena gnawing, and in a cave in France the teeth of a Neanderthal child have been found in an ancient den, their surface smoothed by the acid in the predator’s stomach. Wariness, though, is deservedly mutual. Many archaeological sites reveal butchering areas where the scored and scratched bones of hyenas were de-fleshed using flint knives. We killed them, and they ate us; in a way it was a raw and honest natural contract.

			Super-sized and twice as heavy as those in Africa today, hyenas were part of the wondrous, outsized fauna that roamed European landscapes for much of the Pleistocene, otherwise known as the Ice Age. For the past two and a half million years the wobbling of the earth on its axis has caused intermittent periods of cold and warm; heat and ice have toyed with each other in a climatic tug of war, with warmth winning for the present. Beating to this rhythm, tracking the air temperature, life came and went in great swathes of migrations. Alongside the hyenas, predators such as scimitar-toothed cats, the size of modern lions with sharply serrated upper canines that reached down to the bottom of the lower jaw, and cave lions, the largest lions ever to have sunk their claws into flesh, preyed on an array of giant herbivores – woolly mammoths and rhinoceros, giant elk, aurochs, bison. And when we arrived in Europe, us too.

			Modern humans – Homo sapiens – joined the shifting throngs over 40,000 years ago. We became part of the dance of the ice ages. We had lived alongside carnivores in Africa, and now we were neighbours in Britain. Archaeology has shown that we not only hunted for the same prey but also competed for the same shelter. At times we scared them away from good sites and guarded caves for ourselves, but at others we held an uneasy truce, occupying different caverns in the same system. It is hard to imagine this in Britain today, where our largest land predator is a badger.

			Our modern, man-made environments have extinguished any active memories of living among dangerous wild creatures, but we still carry them in our depths. As night falls and something moves just out of sight, primal instincts stir. But then, it isn’t really that long ago – a mere 30,000 years – since spotted hyenas were just one of a range of predators that lived alongside us in Britain. Recent research shows that our brains still prioritise the movement of people and animals, far more than man-made objects:1 ‘Better change detection for non-human animals than for vehicles reveals a monitoring system better tuned to ancestral than to modern priorities’, as the paper concludes. Even though a fast-moving car is a greater threat to most of us than a tiger, recognising it as such is not how we have evolved. The first journey I made for this book was to try to reach back through time, to reconnect with that lost world where we battled with beasts.

			On a bright winter day, I drove to the south coast of Devon, to the area known as the English Riviera, to visit Kent’s Cavern, a naturally formed limestone cave high up on a valley wall. Pastel-pink houses with white fascias line the roads to Torquay; they looked pretty against the blue sky and distant sea. The small road leading to the cave comes suddenly and it is easy to miss the fingerpost off a steep hill. Ancient hunters used this area as home: the cave would have commanded a good view of their prey funnelling along the valley floor – a conveyor belt of protein.

			When Beatrix Potter visited Kent’s Cavern in 1893, she had to walk along a muddy trail that wove its way through woodland to a wooden door flush against the rock. For a young girl with a vibrant imagination it was transformed into an enticing and magical front door to the cosy home of Mrs Tiggywinkle. Times have moved on. The track has gone, replaced by an access road and car park, and the door is enclosed by a 1930s entrance hall, café and shop.

			Two centuries of excavations at Kent’s Cavern have unearthed tens of thousands of animal bones buried in an accumulation of sediments that stretches back half a million years; a layer-cake of past life. In 1927, a small fragment of human upper jawbone came to light. It turned out to be at least 30,000 years old, the earliest remains of Homo sapiens in Britain. This tiny fragment is all that is left of a real person who lived alongside giant predators on our shores. I joined a public tour to discover more.

			We gathered in an antechamber next to the Beatrix Potter door. Brightly lit cabinets displayed the skulls, teeth and bones of all kinds of ice-age life, including ancient humans. It was my first encounter with the hunters who lived here, but I found it uncomfortable that human bones were laid out in a row, clinical and cold. At some indefinable point in history human remains become an exhibit rather than an individual deemed worthy of a burial.

			The guide led us through Mrs Tiggywinkle’s door, locked it behind us, and we found ourselves in the first of an intricate system of caves and narrow tunnels that stretch back into the hillside. Thin shafts of light from ceiling lamps created bright pools on the floor; otherwise the darkness was deep and disorientating. The drip-dripping of water as it seeped through cracks echoed around the chamber. The air was dank and stale and infused with the acrid smell of wet rock. A disembodied voice boomed out a recorded history, telling us about the long occupation of this cave system. Eerie music and the sounds of snarling beasts added drama to the story of ancient hominins, now long extinct, who made their camps here. Both Homo heidelbergensis and Neanderthals left their hand axes buried in the dirt as glimpses of their practical lives, but of their thoughts and beliefs we know very little. Eventually, modern people arrived, anatomically identical to us, as evidenced by the jaw. They would have stood on this spot where we are gathered, dressed in skins and carrying spears, living or dying by their wits. We visitors were wearing fashionable coats and clutched our mobiles, otherwise there was little difference.

			‘We’ve reached the period when modern people, or Homo sapiens, are using the caves,’ said the voice. ‘Much as their forebears, they shelter here making tools, cooking and preparing for the next day’s hunt. The cave is also home [the voice lowers and becomes more dramatic] to a pack of hyenas [sound of hyenas cackling]. Our small group of hunters are protected by the fire. However, thirty-one thousand years ago, a young member of the clan strays too far into the darkness [sound of loud snarls and yelping]. A small piece of human jawbone, found right next to where you are standing, gives us the evidence of this deadly combat.’ We all looked around on the floor, half-expecting, half-dreading to see any other remains of death by hyena – a tiny femur or small bony hand poking up through the soil – but the floor was swept clean and worn smooth by the millions of feet that have trodden this tourist trail since 1880. Who knows whether this hapless, ice-age toddler was actually killed by hyenas or was scavenged after death, but it makes a good story in this atmospheric cave, and it gives an idea of the dangers that our ancestors faced and the forces that shaped our instincts.

			In the darkness I tried to picture what it must have been like to have called this labyrinth of caves a home, to have looked out of the cave mouth to see a scimitar-toothed cat peering in, even worse a cave lion. It would have been a place where, according to Henry David Thoreau’s observations of the virgin forest in America, ‘there was clearly felt the presence of a force not bound to be kind to man.’2

			Packs of wolves would once have dragged deer and horse kills to the entrance and left the chewed bones scattered over the floor, as did hyenas, but predators were not the only danger to us. No doubt many hunters were trampled by wild horses, charged by aurochs (wild cattle) and rhinos and crushed by mammoths. And sailing in the sky, looking down on the battles below, were large birds of prey – their bones too are in the cave deposits.

			Eagle owls hunted birds and mammals and often nested in caves. Their soft, lonely hoots would have floated across the hard ground, a remarkably gentle sound for a bird whose wingspan is nearly two metres. Perhaps one of these was responsible for the bones found here of the ghost-like snowy owl, a feather-light killer with the demeanour of an angel. White-tailed and golden eagles, kites and rough-legged buzzards, as well as many smaller raptors, soared over the grasslands. Their remains are found with the bones of small birds, voles and lemmings. As unlikely as it seems, the English Riviera was once the site of so much flesh-ripping menagerie.

			Downhill from the cave, where wetlands once merged with the sea, the harsh calls of brent and white-fronted geese, white storks, Bewick’s swans, demoiselle cranes and shelduck would have filled the air. The poignant piping of many species of waders rising from the marshes added to the music of the skies. Out on the sea cliffs, vast, raucous colonies of cormorants, kittiwakes, gannets and razorbills were a seasonal bounty taken in the air or plucked from their nests. Bones of all these are found in ice-age caves. The sound of birds alone must have been overwhelming, but when mixed with the howls of wolves, the trumpeting of mammoths and the deep growls of bears, a surround-sound of fear and beauty must have suffused the daily lives of our ancestors. It is unimaginable today.

			The last cavern is a transition between dripping, dark depths and the brightly lit tearoom. It is an exhibition area telling the stories of the first explorers who crawled through mud and rock to discover ever more astonishing bones. One of these was a young Catholic priest from the west of Ireland, John MacEnery, who excavated the caves for a few years from 1825. Digging through the cave floor, he found evidence of humans, wolves, bears and mammoths in the same layer, incontrovertible proof that humans lived here in this extraordinary time. It was a flagrant challenge to the overriding theology of the first half of the nineteenth century, which dictated that humanity was a very recent and specially created addition to the earth, unconnected in any way to the mass of life that went before. We were considered to be just one step lower than the angels in the hierarchy that stretched from earthworms to God; favoured occupiers of a world made solely for our use and pleasure. It is hard for us to fathom how troubling this must have been to a young man beginning his life of holy orders. Faith and archaeology collided in MacEnery’s heart. Lacking confidence in his own reasoning, he sent the bones to William Buckland, a pre-eminent theologian and palaeontologist, who outright rejected MacEnery’s suggestion that people could have lived alongside now extinct creatures, and convinced him that the evidence before his eyes was an illusion. Buckland replied that he had been sent other examples, none of which stacked up as real proof, and he concluded:

			Many of the caverns have been inhabited by savage tribes who, for convenience of occupation, have repeatedly disturbed portions of soil in which their predecessors may have been buried. Such disturbances will explain the occasional admixture of fragments of Human skeletons and the bones of modern quadrupeds with those of extinct species, introduced at more early periods and by natural cause.3

			Despite the fact MacEnery had found flint knives, charcoal and animal bones beneath calcified layers that had not been disturbed, Buckland never accepted any evidence that humans coexisted with ‘antediluvian’ animals (those that had existed before Noah’s flood). Accounts from friends reveal how MacEnery was torn between believing his own findings and being true to his faith and to the persuasion of the most eminent academic at the time. He lost heart with archaeology, turned his mind to heaven and locked away his paper, ‘Cavern Researches’. He stopped visiting the cave; his ideas could find no audience in ‘an apathetic and unbelieving world’.4 Years later ‘Cavern Researches’ was rediscovered by accident and published in 1859, eighteen years after MacEnery’s premature death at the age of forty-four. By then the progress of science and mounting evidence was beginning to rock the philosophy of Creationism to its foundations.

			It was a thought-provoking end to my tour, a sad tale of head and heart in disarray when faced with the dizzying concept that humanity once lived with giant, extinct beasts in a world of ice. There has always been a complex interaction between what people want to believe, and our endeavours to understand the planet. Progress is strewn with casualties such as John MacEnery.

			The caves shut away behind Mrs Tiggywinkle’s door, I noticed the windows of the tea shop were adorned with cut-outs of cave-men shaking their spears at ferocious bears. Looking out onto the wooded hillside, the air still holds wisps of its ice-age past, and the spirits of these tough, sophisticated ancestors still seem to drift through the trees. If time travel were possible, I would visit them to find out about their loves and fears and listen to their songs, stories and laughter. I would learn much from their resilience in their strange, ferocious world. The local newspaper mused on their lives, too. ‘Torquay has seen some fun times, but perhaps it’s never been quite so wild as it was in the days when the locals used to chase mammoths down what is now the high street.’5 But not everything in that long-gone world would have been unfamiliar.

			When the large cats, hyenas and wolves had eaten their fill, and we humans had finished processing and cooking our own kills, the smell of the leftover blood and fat would have attracted those animals that receive far less attention in ice-age guidebooks, but whose bones are nonetheless buried alongside the charismatic giants. Keeping in the background, smaller hunters and scavengers like red foxes and badgers kept a safe distance, closely observing and judging behaviour, looking for signs that it was safe to move in and take the leftovers. They slipped in and out of the shadows, feasting on the spoils. Sometimes they miscalculated and we were waiting to capture them, because their bodies were useful to us too. The bones and skin of all creatures, large and small, hunter and hunted, were used by our ancestors for food, clothing, instruments and ornaments.

			It would be wrong, though, to assume our hunter-gatherer relationship with wildlife was purely utilitarian. In Why Look at Animals, John Berger argues it is demeaning of complex societies to assume life was simply gritty survival. ‘To suppose that animals first entered the human imagination as meat or leather or horn is to project a nineteenth-century attitude backwards across the millennia. Animals first entered the imagination as messengers and promises.’6

			Deep inside cave systems in France and Spain, these messengers are painted on the walls, in creative gestures dating back some 30,000 years. Creatures we needed and feared, admired and worshipped are captured in a few deftly administered strokes in charcoal and ochre. They reveal a profound connection to lions, hyenas, deer, horses, mammoths and bison. The hint of a curve of the haunches, a contrasting coat pattern or the angle of a head to the body instantly identifies each animal. Removed from any depiction of landscape, they float on the rock walls as the sole focus for the eye, caught in the act of running, feeding or charging. There is nothing to distract the observer from their pure essence.

			The artists worked in remote chambers away from natural light where they used the contours and irregularity of the walls to give added depth to the creatures’ bodies. When lit by flickering torchlight, perhaps to the sounds of ceremony and incantation, the powerful beasts must have appeared to breathe the ice-age air and to move. These were cave-temples to the natural world, a meditation on the intimate relationship between people and the life around them. Small sculptures, talismans and spear-throwers have also been found, exquisitely carved in horn and bone. They include half-human half-animal figures, a hint that we believed the curtain separating us was gossamer thin, that humanity and nature were one.

			The creatures on the cave walls shaped our ancestors’ instincts, language, social structures, cultural life and spirituality. Both the predators that killed us and the prey we hunted dictated so much of our thought processes; but predators in particular beguiled us. Predators are, as Harvard biologist Edward Wilson says, part of who and what we are. ‘We’re transfixed by them, prone to weave stories and fables and chatter endlessly about them, because fascination creates preparedness, and preparedness, survival.’ Even today, wildlife documentaries and magazines featuring large predators are by far the most popular. It is as though we cannot tear ourselves away from our past.

			We are all still exquisitely sensitive to the shape and movement of animals,7 to a slinking form, a combination of colours or the curve of a crouched back. We notice the distance between the eyes and extrapolate to estimate the size of the body. A flick of a tail, a slight shift on the edge of vision puts us on alert. All of these were vital signs used by ice-age hunters and they produced an immediate response. The art historian, Ernst Gombrich, wrote that it didn’t matter if we overreacted, it was better to be vigilant and
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