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To Steve, my own lifelong mate
and beloved ancestor of Jessica and James.
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And to Roxanne,
who inspires great dreams in this simple hominin.
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To the Reader

This is a book of stories about the lives of our distant human ancestors, seen through the eyes of their children.

The stories are made up, but they are based on real bones, teeth, stone tools, ashes, pollen, and Ice Age art. Dug up from cave floors, overgrown hillsides, and long-dried-up lake beds, these remnants of the past give us a jigsaw puzzle of hints about what those ancient hominins (members of the human “tribe”) looked like and how they made a living.

Emotions, relationships, and spirit do not leave material traces. Yet our kinship with past people lies as much in their sense of humor; in their interactions with heroes and rivals and loved ones; in their hopes and loves and griefs; in their curiosity; and in their moments of wonder as it does in the shape of their bones and teeth. In Children of Time I have traced that vanished aspect of our lineage through my imagination, impelled by the burning question: “What does it mean to be human?”

I have done my best to remain true to the scientific evidence about the bodies and the technology that both limited and supported the behavior of our ancestors. If you want to know more about that evidence, turn to the Science Behind the Story for each chapter. I have defined unusual words in the glossary.
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1

Bones and Stones

. . . Exploring the past on a ranch near Clovis, New Mexico

“Thirteen thousand years old!” Miguel Martinez y Aguilar whistled. He squinted at the dusty bone poking out of the packed gray sand. It looked like the jaw of a horse. Of course it must be old; it lay in the bottom of a carefully dug trench and had been buried under several feet of dirt. But 13,000 years was really old.

“It might even be even older than that,” said Saul Reynard. Saul and his wife, Marie, were archeologists. They had come here, to the Martinez-Aguilar ranch at the far eastern edge of New Mexico, to look for signs of ancient people and the animals they hunted. They had enlisted thirteen-year-old Miguel to help.

Saul used a small paintbrush to sweep away more of the sand surrounding the bone. “Horses had disappeared from North America by 12,000 years ago, and weren’t seen here again until Europeans brought them back quite recently, in the 1500s.”

Saul had an odd idea of “recently,” thought Miguel. The 1500s were five hundred years ago. In fact, Miguel thought, Saul was pretty casual about time altogether . . .

“Oh! Beautiful!” Marie, who had been working quietly a few feet away, interrupted Miguel’s thoughts with a gleeful shout. “It looks like your horse was somebody’s dinner.”

Marie moved aside so Saul and Miguel could see what she had unearthed. A sharp, pointed stone, about four inches long, lay embedded in the soil between two crumbling, narrow, curved bones that might have been ribs.

“Clovis?” Saul’s voice was taut with excitement.

“I think so,” said Marie. She gently flicked away soil from one end of the blade-shaped stone with a paintbrush. “You can see the fluting at the base.”

“Clovis?” Miguel knew Saul couldn’t be talking about the nearby town in eastern New Mexico where his family shopped for groceries and supplies. He must be referring to the people who had lived here long before cities and towns had been invented.

Miguel remembered Marie’s story about the people who had been among the earliest human inhabitants of North America. “No one knows what those early people called themselves,” Marie had explained. “So archeologists named them after the town where the first tools like this one were found.”

“Do you really think the Clovis people made that?” Miguel felt an urgent impulse to touch the dusty artifact. “May I hold it?”

“Wait until I record it,” Marie said. She picked up her camera and shot several pictures. She measured the location of the stone tool relative to the squares of string that outlined the trench, and used a protractor to determine the angle of the tool relative to the ground. She made careful notes of her measurements. Finally Marie reached down and lifted the tool from its resting place. She held out the beautifully crafted blade for Miguel and Saul to admire.

Miguel reached out to touch the tool, then jerked back his hand, remembering what Marie had said.

“Dinner? You mean the Clovis people ate horses?”

He glanced over at his horse, Prickly Pear, who was tethered close by, happily munching on a clump of grass. Marie followed Miguel’s gaze.

“The Clovis people traveled on foot and depended on wild foods—plants they gathered and animals they hunted—to feed and clothe their families. People did not learn to tame horses for riding until thousands of years after the Clovis people were gone,” Marie told him.

Somehow this explanation made it a little easier for Miguel to accept that the tool Marie was holding had been used to kill a horse for its meat.

Saul took the dusty blade from Marie. He dabbled water over it from his water bottle and held it up to the light. “Beautiful, indeed,” he whispered. Where it was wet, the stone was silky smooth and milky white, crossed diagonally with irregular stripes of pink, orange, and maroon. Sunlight glowed through to form a halo along its sides where the blade had been worked to a thin edge.

“Here.” Saul handed the tool to Miguel. Miguel held the treasure reverently. Thirteen thousand years ago, an ancient hunter had held this very tool in his hand, just as Miguel was doing now.

“It would have been hafted—attached to a wooden shaft as a spear point,” Saul said. “See how it is shaped at the bottom?”

Miguel closed his eyes. In his imagination, he became the ancient hunter who had once owned a beautiful weapon tipped with this spear point. Miguel imagined how the weight of the point would balance on the end of the long spear. He saw the spear flying true, bringing a quick death to his prey. In his mind, Miguel heard the yells of his fellow hunters, shared the dizzy joy of a successful hunt. He imagined the stories they would tell around a spruce-scented bonfire once they returned to the rest of the band with fresh meat: how they had spent many long days pursuing a herd of antelope—or even horses—staying upwind so they would not be scented; following close, but not so close they would spook their prey.

“It looks like the stone came from the Alibates quarry, about a hundred miles from here in Texas.” Saul’s voice interrupted Miguel’s daydream. “It’s beautiful stone, but tricky to work with. The person who made that tool was a skilled craftsman.”

[image: Image]

Miguel looked at the rhythmic indentations where tiny flakes had been removed on both sides of the blade. A symmetrical channel was carved out of the base of the point, which was shaped in a perfect crescent.

“The knapper who made it would have used the pointed end of an antelope horn to create that edge,” Saul explained. He took the tool from Miguel. “See here, where the very tip of the blade broke off. It must have hit a rib.” Saul wrapped the tool in a piece of paper and placed it in a labeled paper bag that lay next to his pack.

Thunder sounded in the distance. “Monsoon season makes for short days,” Marie complained. She reached for a large plastic tarp that lay at the edge of the trench where they had been digging. “Miguel, will you take one end of this?”

Raindrops were falling fast by the time Miguel had helped Saul and Marie cover the trench and pack up the trowels, buckets, brushes, and dustpans used in the excavation. Saul and Marie ran for their jeep. Miguel hurried over to Prickly Pear and pulled a rain poncho from his saddlebag. He mounted quickly and turned the horse’s head toward the ranch house.

“We’ll come by the ranch house tonight to show your parents what we found today,” Saul called from the window as they drove off.

Miguel waved and let Prickly Pear have her head on the way to shelter. In his mind’s eye, he saw a band of gaunt, fur-clad people in the distance. Several of them carried spears. Others carried babies and bundles of firewood. They faded away when the ranch house came into view.

[image: Image]

Saul and Marie arrived at the house after dinner. Ron Aguilar, Miguel’s father, greeted them at the door. “Miguel tells me you had some good luck today,” he said. “Come on in and tell us about it.”

Ron turned to Angie, Miguel’s six-year-old sister. “Angelita, go tell your mother the Reynards are here.” Angie returned in a few minutes with her mother, a dainty, smiling, dark-haired woman carrying a tray laden with a plate of biscochitos and a coffeepot.

Carmella set the tray down. She hugged Marie and shook Saul’s hand. “Miguel is very excited about the Clovis point you found today,” Carmella said. “I think you’re turning him into an archeologist! He can hardly wait to finish his chores and ride out to the site every morning.”

“We’re happy to have him.” Marie smiled at Miguel. “The digging season is so short we need all the help we can get.”

“Miguel says you found a tool that might have belonged to our great-great-great-great grandfather,” Angie said. “He told me people ate horses. I don’t think my great-great-great-great grandfather would eat a horse, though.”

“Not only horses, Angie, but camels, and mammoths, and saber-toothed cats and tapirs, and . . .,” Marie began.

“Now I know you’re kidding me,” Angie crowed. “There aren’t any saber-tooths or camels around here. Or mammoths, whatever they are.”

“Mammoths were like woolly elephants. Only gigantic,” Marie started to explain. “They became extinct a long time ago.” She stopped when she saw the disbelief on the little girl’s face.

“What’s x-stinked? Did they smell bad?”

Saul managed to keep a straight face. “Extinct means they disappeared,” he explained.

“Like dinosaurs?” asked Angie.

“Yes, but dinosaurs became extinct a really long time ago, millions and millions of years before mammoths or horses or people showed up.”

“What do you mean ‘showed up’?” Angie said. “Showed up from where?”

“From their ancestors,” Saul tried to explain.

“Ancestors means grandparents, and great-grandparents, and great-great-great . . .” Miguel said.

“OK, I get it!” Angie interrupted him.

“The ancestors of the very first horses didn’t look like your horse, Sunflower, though,” Marie went on. “They were called Hipparion, they were about the size of rabbits, and they had four toes. Later horses had three toes. They were the ancestors of the horse we found today.”

“We have great-grandparent ancestors,” said Angie. “They started our ranch, more than a hundred years ago. But they look like Mama. She has a picture of them.” Angie’s brow wrinkled. “Did the ancestors of the very first people look like us?”

“Yes and no,” Marie said.

“How many toes did they have?”

“Five,” Marie answered promptly.

“How long ago did they live?”

“More than five million years ago.”

“I have to go talk to Sunflower,” said Angie abruptly. “All these millions are too much math for me.”

“Would you like to go see some mammoth bones on Saturday?” asked Saul as Angie grabbed her jacket and headed for the door.

“OK, I guess so. Just don’t tell me how old they are.” The door slammed.

“We told Miguel we would take him to the museum and the Blackwater Draw site Saturday, with your permission,” Saul explained to Ron and Carmella. “We’d be happy to take Angie, too, if she wants to come.”

Ron looked at Carmella, shrugged, and nodded. “I don’t see why not, if they get their chores done in time.”

“We’ll come up to the house for them around eleven, then,” Saul told Ron.
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“Did the mammoths disappear because the Clovis people killed them all?” Miguel asked. He, Angie, Saul, and Marie were looking into a museum case where the model of a huge mammoth head rested. Its curling tusks towered over Angie’s head.
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“Some people think so, but nobody knows for sure,” Marie admitted. “Maybe people killed them, or maybe they couldn’t find enough to eat when the earth’s climate changed. Most mammoths lived in colder times, when much of the earth was covered in glaciers.”

“Maybe it got too hot for them,” Angie suggested.

“Maybe it did,” Marie agreed.

“Maybe it was both,” suggested Saul. “Maybe they were having a hard time because the climate changed, and maybe the humans finished them off.”

“The mammoths and horses and camels disappeared, but the people didn’t,” Miguel realized.

“No, they didn’t,” agreed Saul. “They learned how to survive the change, and they passed on what they learned to their children and their grandchildren.”

“Like the Folsom people, and the Plano people,” said Miguel. He had wandered down the hallway to look at scenes depicting humans who had lived after the Clovis people.

Angie went to stand by Miguel. She liked dioramas like this one that showed tiny people making stone tools and tanning animal hides beside campfires. But she got bored when they moved on to glass cases filled with spears and broken pots and baskets.

“I want to go to the place where all these things were found,” she told Marie.

“Well then, let’s go see it.” Marie laughed. They left the museum and loaded into the jeep for the short drive to the archeological site of Blackwater Draw.
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Angie climbed out of the jeep and looked around at familiar scrubby plains, baked dry in the sun and wind, dotted with tufty grass and yellow-flowered rabbitbrush. Angie knew the landscape was not as flat as it seemed. The harsh light bleached away the shadows of low hills and concealed the banks of deep arroyos washed out by seasonal rains. There were a couple of small buildings nearby.

“Is that where the drawings are?” Angie asked, pointing to the nearest one.

Saul looked puzzled.

“It’s called Blackwater Draw,” said Angie, rolling her eyes with impatience.

“Oh.” Saul nodded. “Well.” He thought a moment. “Blackwater Draw wasn’t drawn by people. It was drawn by nature. A draw is a line traced by the flow of water through sand or loose soil.”

Angie frowned, and kicked at the ground, raising a puff of dust with her shoe. She patiently pointed out the obvious. “There’s no water here.”

“Let’s take a walk,” Saul said, taking Angie’s hand.

Marie and Miguel followed Saul and Angie along a gravel path to
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