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Dedication

For my brother Ben who, when we were children,

always played ‘Who can see the sea?’ on family holidays.

Just so you know, I definitely saw it first and you owe me 5p.






Epigraph

‘Better drowned than duffers, if not duffers won’t drown.’

Arthur Ransome, Swallows and Amazons, 1930
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Introduction

The coast means something different to everyone. For me, it is a place where some of my strongest memories were formed. Not lurid pink ice-creams on the beach or knotted handkerchiefs, but recollections in the lower saturation of a 1970s childhood. A grey, North Yorkshire coastline littered with broken crabs, and deliciously oily chips, swimming in brown vinegar, prodded out of a polystyrene tray. Mum, eyes down, hawking the shingle for ammonites. My brother and I playing daredevil with the swell, doing a jig of delight if the waves nipped our feet. And Dad, who would have made an excellent architect, on his knees creating citadels in the sand. When our time was up, it was back to the car, where I’d tip the seawater from my wellies onto the roadside and, more often than not, fall asleep as we headed back over the North York Moors. Weeks later, in my anorak pocket, I’d often find a pebble or piece of sea glass that I’d stolen from the shoreline, hoping to bring some of the coast’s magic back inland. They were always dry and duller, however, away from the sea, their sparkle only briefly revived by a wet thumb.

We always went to the same narrow stretch of coastline around Robin Hood’s Bay and now, as an adult, I realise how different my memories would be if we’d headed just a few miles further along the coast. To the north is Whitby – its jostling fishing boats and Bram Stoker bat-up-your-nightdress appeal might as well be a different country. Equally, to the south, Scarborough’s intoxicating mix of Jane Austen refinement and jangling slot-machines is another beast entirely. Further down the east coast at Holderness, with its soft, vulnerable geology, is Europe’s fastest-eroding coastline; like a block of cheese, being grated away, this ancient stretch of British seascape – despite having some of our earliest and most precious archaeology – is disappearing by at least 2 metres a year.

In fact, every mile of British coastline has a different personality. Cornwall could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be confused with Cromer. And that is what makes our coast so captivating. This book is an exploration of the history of the British coast and focuses on different geographies; each region has its own, unique tale to tell. Most books about the coast focus on fishing or seaside holidays but, although those are both important parts of the story, the coast is so much more. It is, and always has been, our first line of defence and our springboard to other cultures. It is where things leave and arrive – both wonderful and terrifying – and has allowed our country to thrive, escape, adapt and defend itself.

The book starts at the point when Britain first became separated from the continent, when our identity as an island nation, and our relationship with the coast, began. From there, we cruise through history finding the strange and wonderful ways in which the coast has moulded our nation and we have, in turn, shaped the coast. Our beliefs, diet, health, economy, domestic life, war, crime, literature … every facet of the human experience has the coast running through it. What we see at the coast today is the result of more than 10,000 years of people living on the country’s edges. Nothing is like it is by accident.

I’ve also been keen to differentiate between the coast and the seaside. For me, the ‘seaside’ is the coast as a holiday destination, a story that only really gets going in the 18th century. The coast also isn’t just the narrow bit where the sea meets the land. In fact, trying to come up with a definition of the coast is about as easy as trying to catch a fish with blancmange. It all depends on context and who you’re asking. In a 2007 research study for the International Society for Ecological Economics (ISEE), coastal regions included everything between 220 metres out to sea and the land within 62 miles (100km) of the coastline. By that definition, almost everywhere in Britain would be counted as coastal. Indeed, the furthest you can be from the sea, at low tide, anywhere in the country is just 70 miles (110km). For the purpose of this book, however, I’ve taken the coast to include the obvious – such as ports, fishing villages, our numerous small islands and communities who live on the shoreline – but have also extended its meaning to estuaries and tidal rivers. For a long time, great swathes of Britain were also intermediate places – vast areas of low-lying land that were regularly flooded by seawater to create marshes and fens. They, too, are part of the coastal story. The coast isn’t just the border between the sea and the land; its tentacles reach far inland, influencing cities, wealth, trade and technology. The coast is a sieve through which things filter, including people, goods and ideas.

Above all, I hope you get a sense of just how remarkable the coast is. It is endlessly interesting and has some truly shocking, surprising and thrilling tales to tell. Smugglers’ underpants, sailor’s hoaxes, lawless islanders, real-life mermaids, whale vomit and pickled puffin – it all washes up on the British coast.






1 Colinda Spear c. 9800 BCE

Pilgrim Lockwood, the skipper of a night trawler, was about 25 miles off the Norfolk coast. It was early autumn, 1931, and Lockwood was scouring the seabed for his usual catch. As the nets were hauled in, even in the gloom he could see there was something large caught in them. Trawlermen were used to dredging up all kinds of flotsam from the ocean floor, such as hunks of old timber or solid masses of peat, which the men called ‘moorlog’. Lockwood knew he just had to untangle the lump, break it up and toss it back overboard. And so, shovel in hand, the skipper began thwacking the heavy, large mass only to notice something was embedded in it. As Lockwood later told a news reporter: ‘I heard the shovel strike something. I thought it was steel. I bent down and took it below. It lay in the middle of the block which was about 4 feet square and 3 feet deep. I wiped it clean and saw an object quite black.’

What Lockwood has discovered was a barbed harpoon now known as the Colinda Spear. The object was eventually handed to the British Museum, identified as red deer antler and dated to around 9800 BCE. It also changed history. Not because it was a wonderfully early find or unusually well preserved. It revolutionised our understanding of the past because of where it was found.

Two decades earlier, a gifted, self-taught geologist called Clement Reid had published a book called Submerged Forests. In it, he talked about the remains of mysterious, gnarled tree stumps that were often revealed around Britain’s coastline when the tide went out. Reid believed that at different times in the country’s long history, its climate and sea levels had varied to such a degree that there was once an entire landscape, covered in rich flora and fauna, that connected eastern England to mainland Europe as far north as Scandinavia. You could have walked, in theory, from Yorkshire to Denmark or Dover to France. Only when the Colinda Spear was discovered, however, did any kind of systematic research kick into action.

Subsequent analysis, and a flurry of other similar finds from underneath the sea, have indeed proved the existence of a drowned landscape that once connected Britain to the continent; at different times over the past million years, it has been repeatedly exposed by low sea levels or hidden under vast sheets of glacial ice. Sometimes, only a narrow stretch of land linked our nation to north-west Europe. At other times, it is believed to have covered an area of 17,000 square miles. The first human-like species to ever visit Britain around 900,000 years ago, for example, ambled across a now-submerged land-bridge that once coupled the south-east coast to Europe. The footprints of a small family of children and adults, pressed into the mud at what is now Happisburgh beach in Norfolk, are also currently the oldest found outside Africa.

When the Colinda Spear was lost, nearly 12,000 years ago, it would have been dropped by someone walking through an exceptional landscape. After thousands of years of bone-chilling temperatures, the climate started to warm up around 18000 BCE. As glaciers melted, much of the frozen tundra that linked Britain to north-west Europe began to fill with rivers, lakes and lagoons. Forests sprang up, wildlife flourished and, into this prehistoric Eden, hunter-gatherers arrived in their thousands. ‘Doggerland’ – as this area was subsequently named – is now considered to have been one of the finest hunting and fishing grounds in Europe, a seasonal salver of deer, boar, aurochs (large prehistoric cows), fish and birds, as well as nuts, berries and other delectable wild foods.

All good things, however, must come to an end. As the climate continued to warm, Doggerland found itself shrinking. Rising sea levels nibbled at its edges, flooded low-lying lands and pushed Doggerland’s inhabitants into an increasingly fragmented landscape. Disaster then struck, around 6150 BCE, when huge landslips off the coast of Norway – the Storegga Slides – triggered a tsunami in the North Sea. The event was so devastating that not only was Doggerland inundated but it also flooded what is now Britain’s coastline, reaching as far as 25 miles inland. Only Doggerbank – a raised sandbank 160 miles long, about 60 miles off the east coast – kept its head above water before, in 5500 BCE, it too slipped under the waves. The richest, most fertile landscape in north-west Europe had vanished and, with it, Britain’s physical connection to the rest of the world.
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2 Howick House c. 7850 BCE

Before Doggerland was finally severed from the rest of Europe, hunter-gatherer communities had drifted back and forth into what is now Britain. And, it seems, some liked it so much they stayed. While some families remained mobile, following seasonal resources, such as herds of deer, around the landscape, other groups found places so rich in resources that archaeologists suspect they could live on one site all year round.

One such place is Howick on the Northumberland coast. Back in 1983, amateur archaeologist John Davies noticed flint shards tumbling from an eroding cliff edge. These sharp, small flakes were in fact microliths (points used for spears and arrow heads) and indicated that something interesting might be buried close by. Subsequent archaeology revealed not only more flint tools but evidence for a truly old wooden structure.

The site of the wooden structure – which is now known as Howick House – was dated to around 7850 BCE. Experimental archaeologists, using knowledge of similar buildings, worked out that the tepee- or yurt-like home would have consisted of long wooden poles reinforced by thick wooden uprights and cross beams. They also knocked up a fantastic reconstruction and found it to be such a sturdy structure that it could take a thick turf or thatched reed roof to weatherproof its residents from battering coastal weather. At around 6 metres in diameter, Howick House – which is currently the oldest coastal residence known in Britain – is thought to have been home to between six and eight people at any one time. Other related families may have lived in similar huts in the vicinity, spaced perhaps a few hundred metres or even a few miles apart.

When they were discovered, the foundations of the hut were perilously close to the cliff edge, thanks to thousands of years of coastal erosion. When it was originally constructed, however, Howick House was a few hundred metres from the sea. It also overlooked a small estuary. From inside and around the site, archaeologists discovered numerous food remains, some of which had been cooked on an open hearth. From hazelnuts to limpets, seals to winkles, the coast and its immediate surroundings provided a wide range of edible opportunities. In fact, the more archaeologists investigated Howick as a place to settle, the more it made complete sense.

The Mesolithic period – between roughly 10000 and 4000 BCE – is characterised by families who lived lightly on the land and were often highly peripatetic, leaving virtually nothing for archaeologists to dig up. What does seem to be the case, however, is that the groups who thrived on Doggerland and then settled in Britain were particularly drawn to coastal regions. Whether that was on the fringes of a huge lake or nestled by a Northumberland shoreline, it’s perhaps more accurate to call these people not hunter-gatherers, but ‘hunter-gatherer-fisherfolk’. The families who lived in the Howick House must have also felt confident about their choice of coastal location. The archaeology revealed that the hut had been lived in by subsequent generations for around 200 years in total. It was also completely rebuilt, twice.

The coast was, and still is, an abundantly useful landscape. It is not simply the boundary where the land meets the sea, but a rich mosaic of environments, many of which allowed our ancestors to thrive. The coast is often where freshwater meets saltwater – streams, rivers, marshes and estuaries provide rich pickings alongside the bounty of the ocean. Cliff tops, such as the one at Howick, also command extensive views, both along the coastline and out to sea. Whether such communities needed to defend themselves isn’t known, but it’s interesting to put their home into context. Between 18000 and 5000 BCE, Britain experienced the most rapid and sustained rise in sea level in the last 120,000 years. Those living at Howick would have seen sea levels rise by as much as 2 centimetres a year – up to a metre in just one lifetime – an alarming rate that would have pushed disparate groups from across Doggerland to find higher ground and into an increasingly shrinking territory.

The coastline is more than just a marine food market. Pebbles, shells, flints, reeds, timber and other useful materials for tools and construction line the shore. And, in prehistoric times when inland travel was hindered by dense, impenetrable woodland, Britain’s coastlines were probably also the easiest way to travel, migrate and communicate with others. Hugging the shoreline, or hopping between islands, our Mesolithic ancestors seem to have been capable skippers. And, as we’ll see from our next object, they clearly had nerves of steel.
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3 Alta Rock Carving c. 5000–3000 BCE

Bloodstone is a very particular rock. Dark green and flecked with sanguinous red spots, in Britain it can only be found in one very specific location: a mountainside on the forbidding, craggy island of Rùm, about 15 miles from the Scottish mainland. Bloodstone is both useful and rather pretty, a combination of traits that seem to have attracted the keen interest of Mesolithic people.

An archaeological site on the island, known as Farm Fields, has yielded some of the oldest evidence of human occupation in Scotland. There, around 7700 BCE, people arrived and began to fashion bloodstone into sharp flakes and blades, implements central to the Mesolithic toolbox. Whether they lived on Rùm all year round, or simply came in seasonal working parties, isn’t known, but whoever landed on the island’s shores clearly arrived by boat. Bloodstone artefacts have also been found scattered across the rest of the Hebridean islands. Why people moved bloodstone around isn’t known – valuable objects may have been exchanged between groups as a way of cementing social relationships or demonstrating power – but whatever the reason, such a network would have needed people who could skilfully paddle around the coast.

This rather begs the question, what did these early boats look like? Thanks to the fragile nature of natural materials, such as wood or animal hide, boats have not survived well in the archaeological record. For inspiration, archaeologists often look across the North Sea to Scandinavia and the Netherlands, places thought to have early cultures comparable to the British Mesolithic. The oldest boat in the world was found there: the Pesse canoe. Dated to between 8040 and 7510 BCE, the dug-out, preserved in peat, was discovered in 1955 during the construction of a motorway just south of a Dutch village. Hollowed from a single pine log, the dug-out would have been ideal for one or two people. And across the world, similar, albeit later, examples have been found. However, the size and build of the Pesse canoe, while ideal for inland waters, lakes and calm rivers, may not have been suitable for choppier sea voyages. And so researchers look to another, incredibly revealing prehistoric site.

Around the Alta Fjord, on Norway’s northern coast, more than 3,000 images were carved into the shoreline’s rocks. The oldest scratchings are more than 7,000 years old and full of character, depicting the everyday lives of the hunter-gatherer-fisherfolk who once flourished there. Carved into the rock are also many pictures of boats, such as this one, which show what experts believe is a probably a seal- or deer-skin boat. Inside are two figures – one with a bow and arrow, and the other holding up a pair of snow shoes, possibly on their way to a reindeer hunt. Other Alta Fjord carvings show different sized versions of this vessel, some carrying up to 30 people at a time. Lightweight and easy to carry over land, this design of skin boat seems to have been so elegantly practical that a strikingly similar craft – the umiak – was, until the advent of the motorboat, used by the Inuit to navigate the Arctic coastline, hunt whales and hop from island to island.

In reality, Mesolithic paddlers probably used both canoes and skin-boats, and others, such as rafts or coracle-like basket boats, that we’re yet to discover. Evidence of diet from this time suggests these early hunter-gatherer-fisherfolk were utterly at home both by the sea and on it. Mesolithic middens – piles of bones and shells left on the seashore – reveal a diet rich in more than 80 different kinds of seafood, harvested from the coast and its shallow waters by hooks and lines, nets and spears. In fact, sometimes you didn’t have to climb aboard a boat at all.
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4 Fish Trap c. 5000 BCE

Give people materials and motive, and they’ll make things. The urge to create practical objects is one of our deepest instincts, but craft has rarely just been about function. One of the most pleasing aspects of looking at an historic or archaeological artefact is making a connection with the person who made it. The choice of materials, efficiency of design, tool marks and personal flourishes – these human touches transcend time and, with a bit of imagination, can take us back thousands of years.

One such object is this, a fishing trap found in County Meath, in Ireland. At about a metre long and half a metre wide at its mouth, the trap would have been used to catch fish or shellfish. It’s elegant in its simplicity and perfectly suited to its task. Traps like these were used across Ireland and Britain, in tidal waters, lakes, rivers and estuaries. A cone-shape funnel inside the mouth of the trap encouraged creatures to swim, float or scuttle in, only to find they struggled to get back out. The gaps between the sticks allowed water to flow through and the trap would have been pegged or weighted to stop it from being swept away.

This object is actually a reconstruction; the original was found in a peat bog, perfectly preserved but as flat as a pancake. From careful analysis, it seems the dextrous maker used thin twigs of local alder and birch, along with narrow strips from something like a wild rose or bramble, and carefully wove them together. They also crafted it way back in prehistory – radiocarbon dating put it between 5210 and 4970 BCE, a time when the earliest Irish Mesolithic settlers would have been living by hunting, gathering wild plants and fishing the region’s richly stocked rivers and coastline.

Traps like this are made using a technique called warp and weft – the vertical, straight sticks are the warp, while the flexible weft strips are threaded over and under to create the circular bands and pull the whole structure together. As with many crafts, the skills are transferable to other materials – the warp and weft method is, of course, also the basis for fabric weaving. The archaeology of weaving can trace its earliest beginnings from simple twisted cords, more than 20,000 years ago, to matting, netting, basketry and, finally, woven fleece textiles around 4000 BCE. It’s interesting to think that the urge to fish or capture shellfish undoubtedly led to developments in craft that eventually found their way to looms and woollen cloth. The coast, in a sense, clothed us.

Studies of fishing traps from this period also suggest that, along with the skills of basketmaking, hunter-gatherer-fisherfolk also knew how to coppice. We tend to think of these pre-agricultural communities as people who simply used the wild resources on offer but didn’t try to ‘farm’ them. Excavations of other European Mesolithic sites, however, strongly suggest that people were managing the resources they needed to make traps and early forms of weir. Living closely tied to their environment, crafters would know how to best use the materials at their disposal, but also when was the optimum time to harvest them. Coppicing is a skill which involves cutting back fast-growing species – such as alder and birch, but also willow, hazel, dogwood and other plants – so they put on lots of straight, thin growth the following year. These cuttings – known as ‘withies’ or ‘rods’ depending on their thickness – can be further split into slim, pliable strips, perfect for basketmaking or twisting into cords. Coppicing is also about timing and works on precise seasonal cycles. Making a fishing basket, therefore, wasn’t just about being able to weave. It also involved an intimate understanding of the natural material you were working with and the idiosyncrasies of your catch.

It’s incredibly gratifying to see continuity in craft – if a technique works perfectly, why change it? And so, we see fish traps almost identical to our 7,000-year-old object still in use across the world today. Both historic and modern examples from coastlines in places as disparate as Alaska and Malaysia, Papua New Guinea and Puglia show startling similarities. Good design is timeless.
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5 Formby Footprints c. 6500 BCE

On a beach near Formby, 12 miles north of Liverpool, are ghostly traces. There, Mesolithic men, women and children left their footprints on the mudflats as they walked, ran and played more than 8,000 years ago. Almost the moment the footprints were pressed into the sediment, they were baked hard by the coastal sun. Over time, these indentations were filled with sand and capped with more mud, keeping them perfectly preserved and hidden for thousands of years. In the past few years, however, storms and natural erosion have begun to reveal these footprints once more. They also give researchers a unique insight into the daily lives of the prehistoric families, birds and animals who lived on England’s north-west coast.

You can tell a lot from footprints. From their shape, length, and stride patterns, archaeologists can get a rough picture of a person’s height. They can also make predictions about their sex, gait and even speed as they moved along. Some of the oldest Formby impressions probably belong to a man, walking alone, who seems to have been stalking a crane. From his footsteps, we can see that he treads slowly, pauses for a moment, and then stealthily continues the hunt. Another set of footprints reveals two toddlers, with five other youngsters aged between seven and nine, gambolling alongside an adult female. Around them are the hoofprints of herds of red and roe deer, and aurochs, as they waded in the sludge. In another collection of footsteps, we see four children wandering along, unaccompanied, all between 10 and 14 years old. Scattered amongst these human prints we also find tracks left by oystercatchers, heron, wild horses and boar.

The lives of British Mesolithic people are virtually invisible in the archaeological record – and their children even more so. To find evidence of kids, being left to their own devices on a coastal mudflat, raises the question of whether they were playing or working; were children expected to fish, hunt and forage or are these footprints a moment of sunny, free-flowing recreation, captured in time? We’ll never know, but the Formby footprints do expose some extraordinary information about the apparent heights of the people who made them. The Stone Age body, just like Stone Age life, was long assumed to be brutish and short, but the Formby footprints suggest otherwise. In fact, the adult males who roamed the Merseyside mudflats seem to be between 5'5″ (165cm) and 6'2″ (188cm), with a surprising percentage around the 6-foot mark. The Formby women also ranged in stature from 4'8″ (142cm) to 5'9″ (175cm). These heights are comparable to modern-day British men and women, suggesting that the coastal zone around Formby kept them well fed. In fact, it may have even been a nutritionally supercharged environment, providing communities with game meat, birds’ eggs, shellfish, fish and wild samphire, a salt-loving coastal plant packed with vitamins and minerals.

Another set of prints, close to the human tracks, belong to a canine. Some experts believe it to be that of a wolf, stalking the coastline for prey, including any small children it might easily carry off. Other researchers, however, think it might be a domesticated dog. That would make it some of the earliest evidence for pet dogs in Britain, but not entirely without precedent. Mesolithic dog remains have been found in a number of locations, but the relationship between Stone Age people and their pooches is difficult to unpick. Dog skeletons suggest some were buried with care, but others were part of gruesome rituals or used as food. Chemical analysis, however, often shows that Mesolithic dog bones reveal a diet heavy in fish and shellfish, a trend that suggests early domesticated canines and coastal communities made a good fit.

The coastal mudflats of Formby may have been an ideal location to supply the extra food needed to keep a pet dog, but the creature probably had to earn its keep. Evidence from historical and modern small-scale coastal communities across the world show that dogs have long been employed to herd shoals of fish into nets, retrieve lost tackle or wade out and grab hooked fishes. At one Mesolithic excavation, at Asnæs Havnemark in Denmark, dog bones were even deliberately chosen to make fish-hooks, despite many other, arguably more suitable materials to choose from. A fishing tool made from a hound, the very animal who may have helped to secure the catch, certainly feels awash with symbolism.

[image: 5. Formby Footprints (c. 6500 BCE)]
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6 Oronsay Shell Beads 8500–3500 BCE

Few of us visit the coast without picking up a handful of seashells. The urge to amass, curate and decorate with these natural treasures is almost compulsive and, it turns out, ageless. These are tiny cowrie shell beads from the island of Oronsay, in the Inner Hebrides, and were found carefully placed together inside a larger shell. Each of the cowries has holes – some have one, others two – allowing them to be strung onto a thread. These beads are at least 5,500 years old and are some of the earliest examples of jewellery found anywhere in Britain.

When we think about coastal living, all those thousands of years ago, it’s easy to focus on the day-to-day grind. Part of being human, however, is the desire to express oneself through clothing and adornment. Shell beads perfectly represent this long-standing impulse and their history is astonishingly ancient. Only a few years ago, archaeologists digging in Bizmoune Cave in south-west Morocco found the oldest set of jewellery in the world – a string of shell beads, made from sea snails. Their age is thrilling at around 150,000 years old and traces of pigment on some of the shells suggest they might have once been painted red.

Closer to home, marine shell beads turn up with some regularity in prehistoric digs across western Europe and are sometimes crafted into remarkable objects. From strings of necklaces to thick bangles, fine headwear to decorated clothing, the natural gifts of the shoreline embellished our ancestors’ lives. One of the most moving items made from shells is a 10,000-year-old-baby carrier, found buried in Liguria in north-west Italy. There, dozens of shell beads were carefully sewn onto a sling that was wrapped around a six-week-old baby girl, an unimaginably tender gesture that speaks volumes about a Mesolithic community’s deep loss.

But jewellery is more than just a collection of pretty things. Archaeologists wonder whether the desire to create and wear shell jewellery might have been as much to do with non-verbal communication as it was with bling. Ornamentation says something about a person’s identity, status and even their close relationships. Shell beads, such as those found in Morocco, may have been some of our earliest attempts to show people outside of our immediate family who we were. Wearing a certain selection of marine shells, or a particular design, might signal that you were part of a certain clan, coastline or even had connections further afield. In an age when small social groups lived large distances from each other, and even had different languages or dialects, visual ornaments could be a useful and powerful way of conveying social information.

Equally, shell beads might have been used as a form of currency to count, trade and swap. Perhaps the rarest or most beautiful were deeply coveted. It’s also conceivable that they were thought of as souvenirs of an important visit to a favourite coastal place; shells don’t just turn up on shoreline settlements, but also Mesolithic sites much further inland. Seashells were the very first seaside memento.

One of the curious things about the cowrie beads from Mesolithic sites in Britain, such as Oronsay, is that they have tiny holes in them – sometimes one, sometimes two. Archaeologists often argue whether these were man-made or natural. Most experiments that try to recreate the holes find the task frustratingly tricky. Cowrie shells around our coastline only come in two species – Spotted and Arctic – both of which are rarely bigger than 10mm, making them fiddly to grasp while trying to bore a hole with a fine, stone implement. And so, there is a theory that the holes in cowrie shell beads were created by other predatory gastropods ‘drilling’ into the shells to reach the flesh inside. Shells with no holes are very common. Shells with one hole less so, and shells with two holes even rarer still. Anyone who could collect enough perforated shells to make a piece of jewellery would have been holding treasure indeed.

[image: 6. Oronsay Shell Beads (8500–3500 BCE)]
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7 Tiree Arm Bones c. 3340–3090 BCE

In 1912, the remains of a young woman were found on the Scottish island of Tiree. Uncovered by an amateur archaeologist, they were assumed to be Iron Age and eventually found their way into the Hunterian Collection at Glasgow University. There, her skeleton lay largely forgotten until 2015, when the remains were re-examined. Not only was it established that she was about 25 years old when she died, it also turned out our Tiree resident was from a much earlier time than previously thought.

Radiocarbon dating showed she had, in fact, been buried sometime between 3340 and 3090 BCE – more than 5,000 years ago. Her skeleton also revealed a shocking revelation. She was short, even for prehistoric standards. And her remains – including these two humerus arm bones – were twisted, bent and deformed in a way we are more familiar with among impoverished children from the Industrial Revolution. The Tiree woman had suffered, since childhood, from rickets. As we learned from Formby mudflats, for thousands of years fish, shellfish, sea mammals and seaweed had kept our coastal ancestors in rude health – which is why our rickety Tiree bones seems so utterly and completely baffling.

When farming communities arrived in Britain from mainland Europe, around 4000 BCE, they appear to have brought with them a shift in the way we think about food. Rather than rely on wild, seasonal resources, farming focused on staying in one place, cultivating a handful of crops and keeping domesticated animals such as cattle and sheep. With this different way of life also came a change in how people thought about the world and their place in it. We start to see large stone monuments lay claim to the landscape, new ways of burying the dead and different objects that showed off status, such as jewellery or special tools. But one of the really odd changes in the period between 4000 and 2200 BCE, which we call the British Neolithic, seems to have been the apparent decision of some farming communities to ignore the coast and its bounty. Archaeologists call it the ‘neglect of the sea’ hypothesis and many believe our taste for seafood didn’t return with gusto until the Romans arrived in the 1st century CE.

Researchers can read the diets of our ancestors from chemical traces in their skeletal remains. We are, literally, what we eat. British Neolithic diets – even of those people who lived on the coast – seem to have been dominated by cereals, dairy and terrestrial mammals, with surprisingly little protein from marine sources. This is a dietary quirk that no one can fully explain. While some experts suspect that Neolithic farmers from the continent may have lacked the traditional maritime skills to fully exploit coastal resources, others suspect fish and other sea foods may have been seen as taboo or primitive in their ‘farming-first’ belief system.

What is almost certainly not the case is that Neolithic farmers were so expert at growing crops and tending to livestock that they could afford to completely avoid wild sources of food and stay healthy. Our Tiree woman, with her debilitating rickets, probably developed the condition as a young child. Rickets is a disease with two causes: lack of sunlight or dietary malnutrition. While it is possible that, as a youngster, our Tiree sufferer was somehow confined indoors for years on end, missing out on the vitamin D benefits of outdoor life, it seems more likely that her condition was one of deprivation caused by prolonged spells of poor harvests or livestock failure. It seems horribly ironic that if she had consumed oily fish such as mackerel, which are abundant in Tiree’s waters, she may not have endured such a cripplingly uncomfortable, short life.

Not every Neolithic community, however, shunned the sea. Indeed, some settlements seemed to have been more willing to exploit the ocean’s resources than others. At Skara Brae on the island of Mainland, Orkney, for example, some members of the group (although not all) supplemented their farming diet with foraged fish and shellfish, while at the nearby Ness of Brodgar, red seaweed and sea kale were consumed and given to sheep as fodder. Across the North Sea, in Denmark and Finland, the archaeology also suggests that Neolithic new arrivals embraced a mixed diet of both marine animals and farmed food; research by York University revealed that there may have been some level of cooperation between new arrivals and local Mesolithic forager communities. It’s a stark contrast to many of the coastal farming groups of Neolithic Britain who, with
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