
Praise for Being a Human:

‘Being a Human is a work of  shaggy genius. Its subject is 
gargantuan in scale; its humour has a reckless panache; its 
argument is brilliantly original and above all it is written 
with a matchless audacity of  soul. It is one of  the most 
important books I have ever read’ Jay Griffiths, author of  
Why Rebel? and Wild: An Elemental Journey

‘I’ll read anything Charles Foster writes, and this is his most 
ambitious book yet. It is a historical investigation, a short 
story collection, a humour primer, a sheaf  of  scientific 
papers and a work of  philosophy all rolled into one, with a 
side helping of  religious ecstasy and badger shit. It will tell 
you many things you didn’t know about who you are. You 
should read it’ Paul Kingsnorth, author of  The Wake

‘Being a Human is one of  the most original inquiries into the 
who, what and why of  human existence to appear in recent 
years. Charles Foster writes with inspiring brilliance, 
originality and simplicity. I love this book. It should be 
widely read, for the benefit of  all us humans’ Larry Dossey, 
author of  One Mind: How Our Individual Mind Is Part of  a 
Greater Consciousness and Why It Matters

‘Monstrously great: book of  the year from where I’m 
sitting. But I’m not sitting, I’m up and waving my arms 
about for the sustained achievement of  this magical, 
brilliant thing. Being a Human contains a hundred things we 
desperately need to know. Hugely moving, filled with 
intelligence, it scurries between centuries with us between 
its teeth. Charles Foster has invoked a living presence in 
these pages, a contract with the uncanny. To know a thing 
about the future we need to retrace our steps into our old 
mind. We could start here’ Martin Shaw, author of  Smoke 
Hole: Looking to the Wild in the Time of  the Spyglass
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‘A fascinating book of  immense scope and proportions … 
The evolution of  the mind makes for a labyrinthine 
investigation worthy of  Sherlock Holmes’ James Crowden, 
author of  The Frozen River: Seeking Silence in the Himalaya

‘What a mad, brilliant, mind-expanding book. Being a 
Human offers a thrilling deep dive through our evolutionary 
past, and a witty and learned commentary on why we are 
the way we are – and what wisdom we’ve lost along the 
way. Foster is a true modern polymath who writes with wit, 
humour and heart: I’ll be pressing this book into other 
people’s hands’ Cal Flyn, author of  Islands of  Abandonment: 
Life in the Post-Human Landscape

‘Charles Foster has created a book of  immense, deeply felt 
intelligence. This book is a startling reset on our 
understanding of  the journey of  human thought. 
Approaching the question from a totally new perspective of  
lived experience, Foster shows us how we came to be the 
people we are, with the values we exert in the world. Not 
only are the revelations startling, but the metaphoric power 
of  Foster’s language is frequently astonishing. I wish I’d 
written this book, and that’s my highest praise’ Carl Safina, 
author of  Becoming Wild: How Animals Learn to be Animals

‘Charles Foster has written the unwritable – gifting us a 
perspective-tumbling insight into other worlds. Being a 
Human is both challenging and entertaining. By the time 
you have finished reading it you will not look in the mirror 
and see quite the same person as before’ Hugh Warwick, 
author of  Linescapes: Remapping and Reconnecting Britain’s 
Fragmented Wildlife
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‘Profound, erudite, provocative and funny, this 
outrageously brilliant and wise book is a challenge to the 
reductive materialism that dominates current 
understandings of  the human animal – and the natural 
world. Foster draws on his empathy with the animist 
Palaeolithic to argue for a return to non-dogmatic forms of  
Enlightenment values that might take seriously the affective 
dimension of  human nature and experience – to recover 
“enchantment” and express the “vertiginous wonder of  the 
world” … Wildly eccentric and ranging widely, but always 
in control’ Steve Ely, author of  Englaland

‘Few of  us have given much thought to the dazzling human 
journey from hunter–gatherer to now. In a forty-thousand-
year odyssey fizzing with masterful revelation, Professor 
Foster makes us relive our nature-centric past, shows us 
how much we have lost and makes us startlingly aware of  
who we really are’ Sir John Lister-Kaye OBE, author of  The 
Dun Cow Rib: A Very Natural Childhood

‘More turned-down page corners than any other recent 
book on my shelves. A brilliant, inventive and unsettling 
exploration of  our glorious and broken nature. Foster’s 
work shakes us out of  dozy estrangement from our own 
humanity and welcomes us into the mysteries of  belonging 
… Its richness demands careful reading’ David George 
Haskell, Pulitzer finalist author of  The Forest Unseen: A Year’s 
Watch in Nature 

‘A daredevil read. Once again, Charles Foster has journeyed 
to places most of  us wouldn’t dare; and emerged with a 
book that is passionate and kind, deeply intelligent and 
uproariously funny’ Helen Jukes, author of  A Honeybee 
Heart Has Five Openings: A Year of  Keeping Bees
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‘Only someone fairly mad – possessed of  a sensorial 
imagination verging on clairvoyance, an alarming appetite 
for physical duress and an uncanny gift for wyrding his way 
into other shapes of  sentience – would undertake such an 
impossible endeavour, dropping down and down into the 
depths within, spelunking in his soul’s bone hollows, 
stirring up old, old ghosts in order to discover how 
thoroughly haunted our present existence really is’ David 
Abram, author of  Becoming Animal: An Earthly Cosmology

‘No one else could tackle the whole of  human evolution, 
the history and implications of  our “inadequate mutations”, 
with such wit and elegance. Being a Human is both 
panoramic and intimate: an experiment in living, a 
manifesto, a brilliant synthesis, a conversation you’d have in 
a pub after hours of  walking on a wind-scoured moor. 
Brace yourselves for a thrilling encounter with the other, 
with the marvellous, terrifying spectacle of  the self. This 
book will leave you changed: both wiser and more 
bewildered. Which is to say more alive’ Helen Mort, author 
of  Division Street

‘An exhilarating book that asks all the big questions about 
our past, present and future, Being a Human contributes to 
the growing field of  literature that tasks us with thinking, 
and behaving, like Earthlings. That Foster has managed to 
produce this clarion call for “a vibrant scientific mysticism” 
whilst being funny and entertaining is little short of  a 
marvel’ Gregory Norminton, author of  The Devil’s Highway
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‘This is the most wonderful book – deftly written, highly 
imaginative and a delight to read – and its message is such 
that its importance simply cannot be overstated. It gives a 
devastatingly clear portrait of  humanity as we have 
become, and of  what we once had – and still could have 
– but instead are in the process of  throwing away, perhaps 
forever’ Iain McGilchrist, author of  The Master and His 
Emissary
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To my beloved father and mother, in the hope that 
we can find a common language in which to talk 

about the great adventure of  being human.
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I’m looking for the face I had
Before the world was made.

W. B. Yeats
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1

AuTHOr’S NOTE

Few of  us have any idea what sort of  creatures we are.
If  we don’t know what we are, how can we know how 

we should act? How can we know what will really make us 
happy; what will make us thrive? This book is my attempt to 
find out what humans are. It matters urgently to me because, 
despite what my children tell me, I am a human.

I thought that if  I knew where I came from, that might 
shed some light on what I am.

I can’t inhabit all human history. I can’t even inhabit 
my own. So I have tried to inhabit three pivotal times by 
immersing myself  in the sensations, places and ideas that 
characterised them. It’s a prolonged thought experiment and 
non-thought experiment, set in woods, waves, moorlands, 
schools, abattoirs, wattle-and-daub huts, hospitals, rivers, 
cemeteries, caves, farms, kitchens, the bodies of  crows, 
museums, beaches, laboratories, medieval dining halls, 
Basque eating-houses, fox-hunts, temples, deserted Middle 
Eastern cities and shamans’ caravans. 

The first of  those times is the early upper Palaeolithic 
(from around 35,000–40,000 years ago), when ‘behavioural 
modernity’ appeared. This is a confusing label. As we will 
see, today’s humans behave (even if  they don’t think or 
feel) in a dramatically different way from upper Palaeoli-
thic hunter–gatherers. Just what is meant by ‘behavioural 
modern ity’, and where it evolved, are bitterly contentious, 
but the arguments don’t matter for my purposes. 

Hunter–gatherers were – and the few that survive often 
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are – wanderers, intimately, reverently and often ecstatically 
connected to lots of  land and many species. They lived long 
and relatively disease-free lives, and there is little evidence 
of  human–human violence. For most, settlement wasn’t an 
option, and even if  it had been, it would have been unappeal-
ing. Why chew on rusk all your life when you can graze from 
a vast, succulent and ever-changing buffet? 

It was unusual to own much more than a flint knife or 
a caribou-scrotum pouch. If  you knew as much as humans 
then did about the transience of  things, it was ridiculous to 
assert ownership: the world isn’t the sort of  place that can be 
owned, and they (unlike us) thought that humans shouldn’t 
behave in a way inconsistent with the way the world is.

It was a time of  leisure. You can’t hunt or gather all day 
and all night. And so, I think, it was a time of  reflection, of  
story, of  trying to make sense of  things. The earliest human 
art, on the cave walls of  southern Europe, is among the best 
there has ever been. It is also the most allusive and elusive.

To those who might suggest that this is romantic noble-
savagery, for the moment I’ll just say that I don’t see that 
the allegation ‘romantic’ needs a defence. ‘romantic’ isn’t 
a term of  abuse. Quite the opposite. romantics just take 
more data into account in construing the world than do their 
opponents. 

The second period is the Neolithic, which is convention-
ally supposed to have started around 10,000–12,000 years ago, 
and lasted until the dawn of  the Bronze Age – say 5,300 years 
ago. Chronology is contentious, and the transitions between 
phases vary significantly between regions, and of  course 
there’s no clear boundary between the different eras. 

Some hunter–gatherers started to settle for some of  the 
year, while continuing to wander for the rest. No doubt 
they started to manage the land – perhaps by planting trees 
whose fruit they liked to eat – long before anything like 
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systematic farming happened. But nonetheless the division 
was eventually very real. Wanderers stopped wandering. 
Their geographical world became smaller. They no longer 
had to know and relate to a huge number of  species. They 
could get by – and eventually had to get by – by knowing 
just the cow (a subdued and truncated aurochs) in the field 
behind the hut, and one species of  specialised grass with 
big seeds. It didn’t take long – a few thousand years – before 
everything, including humans, was subdued and truncated. 
The relationship with the natural world was changed from 
one of  awe for, and dependence on, everything to control of  
a few square feet and a few species.

Although the mental attitude of  the Neolithic was hubris-
tic control, the reality was very different. Humans began to 
be controlled. They had to stay in their settlements: they had 
to get in the harvest. Settlement brought politics, hierarchy 
and man-made law. Lives shortened. Pestilence galloped. 
Bones were distorted by strenuous grinding and lifting. 
The enslavers of  pigs and reapers of  corn were themselves 
enslaved and scythed down. The cycle of  the seasons, which 
had previously propelled them, now ground them down, and 
they were tyrannised, not enriched, by the law of  supply and 
demand. Leisure vanished. Hubris gets you in the end: ask 
any Greek. The grand tales of  the upper Palaeolithic were 
codified and constricted into the priest-curated stories of  
Stonehenge. Codification and constriction strangle the mind. 
Thoughts as well as sheep were corralled. We see the marks 
of  strangulation in the art. Neolithic art is less accomplished, 
nuanced and evocative than the upper Palaeolithic art that 
preceded it. In the Neolithic we started to get boring and 
miserable.

The final period, in which, despite some spirited resis-
tance, we still are, is the ironically named Enlightenment. The 
Enlightenment continued and systematised the revolution 
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that had begun in the Neolithic. The divorce proceedings 
between humans and the natural world, filed in the Neolithic, 
were completed. The decree nisi was the corpus of  Des-
cartes’s writing; the decree absolute was signed by Kant. The 
result was the systematic desoulment of  the universe. until 
then (and, yes, even in the Abrahamic monotheisms) every-
thing had been pregnant with some sort of  soul. Aris totle 
had insisted on it, Eastern Orthodoxy never doubted it for a 
moment, St Thomas Aquinas made it canonical for Catholics, 
the kabbalists catalogued it, and the Sufis danced it.

The Enlightenment abolished souls from the non-human 
world. The universe was now a machine, governed not by 
some embodied essence, but by the laws of  nature. Laws are 
a lot less interesting than essences.

Because the Enlightenment was, at the beginning, a revo-
lution in Christian brains, humans were allowed to hang on 
to their souls for a while. But not for long: soon we were 
left as machines in a machine. The slogan ‘rage against the 
machine’ shows a very precise understanding of  what has 
happened since the seventeenth century. 

Darwin might have mitigated some of  the disaster. He 
reminded us that we’re part of  the natural world – which was 
the central insight of  the upper Palaeolithic. That, properly 
handled, could have generated a fitting humility. But, by and 
large, this part of  Darwin’s message was transmuted into a 
cynical and dangerous ‘nothing-buttery’. He was (wrongly) 
heard to say that humans are nothing but ‘cogs in the 
machine’: that there is nothing but matter, and so nothing 
matters. It was a recipe for low self-esteem and wanton envir-
onmental destruction. It might be wrong to kill something 
that has a soul: there’s nothing obviously immoral about 
smashing up a machine.

It was now logical enough (and chimed well with Darwin-
ism’s identification of  competition as the fuel that powered 
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the world’s engine) to see humans as Homo economicus. They 
had long been, in various iterations, Homo deus. One of  the 
clearest indicators of  behaviourally modern humans in the 
archaeological record (and certainly the most repercussive 
and defining of  indicators) is religion. If  there is clear evi-
dence of  religious practice in your excavation, you’re dealing 
with behaviourally modern humans. 

Now God was gone. There was only matter, and we were 
only matter. Nature was, like us, red in tooth and claw but 
could, like a circus lion, be very valuable if  treated firmly. The 
only metric of  value in this world was economic. There were 
no longer intricate, ancient and heart-breakingly beautiful 
natural communities: there were, instead, natural resources. 
The idea is so ingrained now, even in the discourse of  conser-
vationists, that it doesn’t grate on us. Why should an ancient 
grassland be preserved? The answer we hear is that it has a 
value in dollars.

The best hope for us, since Enlightenment reductionism 
has metastasised so far through our culture’s vital organs, 
is probably the Enlightenment itself. Scepticism and rigor-
ous empiricism were central to the original Enlightenment 
manifesto. We see neither in the citadels of  the modern 
Enlightenment – such as actuaries’ offices and most bio-
logical research labs. But scepticism and empiricism can and 
must help us to recover enchantment. If  we’re sufficiently 
sceptical and empirical about anything (whether a star or a 
baby or a plastic cup), we’ll see that it’s baffling, mysterious, 
thrillingly weird and defies all our categories – requiring a 
poetical and a mathematical and an emotional and a physic al 
response. Scepticism and empiricism, properly deployed, 
expose the vertiginous wonder of  the world – a wonder that 
demands all our resources, in all our intellectual and sensory 
and, yes, spiritual modalities, for its exploration.

So this is no anti-Enlightenment tract. Far from it. It’s a 
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plea for the Enlightenment to do thoroughly and honestly 
the task it set itself  in the eighteenth century. It’s an attempt 
to prise the Enlightenment out of  the clutches of  its self-
appointed High Priests – the scientific fundamentalists – and 
to get it to look fearlessly and without bias at the natural 
and human worlds. If  it does, it will join Niels Bohr (who 
demonstrated that uncertainty wasn’t a failure of  science but 
part of  the very weave of  the universe), Werner Heisenberg 
(who knew that scientific objectivity was impossible because 
all observation is coloured by the relationship between the 
observer and the observed) and the shamanic painters of  
the upper Palaeolithic (who knew, just like Darwin, that the 
boundary between humans and non-humans was fluid) in a 
vibrant scientific mysticism. If  science addresses itself  prop-
erly to its subject of  real existence rather than to neurotic 
affirmation of  its own presumptions, it will be an epic and 
mystical calling, for existence is epic and reality is mysterious.

We are materially richer than ever before. We have abol-
ished many material ills. And yet we are ontologically queasy. 
We feel that we’re significant creatures, but have no way 
of  describing that significance. Most of  us abjure the crass 
fundamentalisms – both religious and secular – that give us 
cheap and easy answers to the question ‘Why am I alive?’ 
No upper Palaeolithic hunter, looking up at the sky, would 
demean the gods by thinking that they could be constrained 
within the terse formulae of  conservative Protestantism. 

We are laughably maladapted to our current lives. We 
eat in a single breakfast the sugar that an upper Palaeolithic 
man might eat in a year, and wonder why we’re diabetic, 
why our coronary arteries sludge up and why we’re tense 
with unexpended energy. We walk in a year what an upper 
Palaeo lithic hunter would walk in a day, and wonder why our 
bodies are like putty. We devote to TV brains designed for 
constant alertness against wolves, and wonder why there’s 
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a nagging sense of  dissatisfaction. We agree to be led by 
self-serving sociopaths who wouldn’t survive a day in the 
forest, and wonder why our societies are wretched and our 
self-esteem low. We, who work best in families and com-
munities of  up to 150, elect to live in vast conglomer ations, 
and wonder why we feel alienated. We have guts built for 
organic berries, organic elk and organic mushrooms, and we 
wonder why those guts rebel at organophosphates and her-
bicides. We’re homeotherms, and wonder why our whole 
metabolism goes haywire when we delegate our thermo-
regulation to buildings. We’re wild creatures, designed for 
constant ecstatic contact with earth, heaven, trees and gods, 
and wonder why lives built on the premise that we are mere 
machines, and spent in centrally heated, electronically lit 
greenhouses, seem sub-optimal. We have brains shaped and 
expanded, very expensively, for relationality, and wonder 
why we’re unhappy in an economic structure built on the 
assumption that we’re walled islands who do not and should 
not bleed into one another. We are people who need stories 
as we need air, and whose only available story is the dreary, 
demeaning dialectic of  the free market.

These last observations about the state of  the world are 
trite. What is not so trite is their connection to the last 40,000 
or so years of  human history.

This is a travel book. The travel is into the past, in an 
attempt to discover what humans are: what the self  is; how 
the past is connected to what we are now. It’s an attempt by 
one man to feel that connection: the story of  how I tried to 
turn myself  into a hunter–gatherer, a farmer and an Enlight-
enment reductionist – all in a desperate search to know what 
I am, how I should live and what shape consciousness adopts 
when it is folded into a human body. 

I think it was worthwhile. It was certainly fun.
Scholarly books about the past start with facts: I start with 
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my feelings – feelings that occur when I’ve immersed myself  
as best I can in an era, or a wood, or an idea, or a river.

After all, they felt things in prehistory and the Enlighten-
ment, and we’ll be better scholars of  those ages if  we have a 
better idea of  what those feelings were.

Nothing is ever of  merely historical interest, and the study 
of  our formative years certainly isn’t. These ages haven’t 
passed: they still rule us. I tend to get on best with my 
explicitly upper Palaeolithic friends – the ones who don’t 
know where they end and the garden begins – but most of  
us, at least in the early hours of  the morning, have upper 
Palaeolithic reflexes. Our tameness and our lust for com-
partmentalisation, dominion and control are Neolithic, and 
blight us and everything we touch. But the Neolithic parts 
of  us aren’t all bad. From the Neolithic comes our desire to 
cosset and nurture the earth. Only Neolithic people buy bird-
baths and dogs.

The book isn’t a manual. You will find no recipes for 
reindeer fricassee, patterns for goose-skin leggings or instruc-
tions about how to carry fire in balls of  fungus, bind a flint 
axe-head to a shaft or raise a standing stone. Nor is it a record 
of  a systematic attempt to re-enact life in other ages. There 
are plenty of  books and web sites that do those things.

I am not an archaeologist or anthropologist, but I have 
tried to get the facts right (or at least not to get them wrong) 
and not to misrepresent scholarly consensus where it exists. 
Some of  the leading figures in prehistoric archaeology and 
in anthropology generously and patiently sat me down and 
answered my questions and tried to put me right. They are 
listed and thanked in the Acknowledgements. If  they failed 
to put me right, where that was possible, that’s entirely my 
fault. It needs to be understood, though, that very often 
there are no ‘right’ answers in questions relating to human 
prehistory. There is enormous room for opinion, and very 
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often, I’ve found, opinions are dictated just as much by the 
temperament or personal history of  the protagonist as they 
are by what has been dug up. It’s the same in most regions 
of  academia, of  course, but perhaps it’s more visible in pre-
historic archaeology.

The conversations in the Enlightenment section are culled 
from many I’ve had with many people over many years. You 
will search the Oxford cloisters in vain for the Professor, 
the Shakespearean and the Physiologist. Or rather, they are 
everywhere. Nowhere and everywhere, too, are Steve the 
Peedo and his fellow slaughterers, Giles the neo-Neolithic 
Christian farmer and the capitalistic Master of  Foxhounds.

At various points throughout the book we will meet two 
characters from the upper Palaeolithic: a man whom I call 
X, and his son. I have been asked if  they are real: if  I really 
met them in the wood, and if  they really reappeared sub-
sequently, commenting wryly but silently, representing the 
voice of  normative, pristine, newly hatched humans, unsul-
lied by the compromises of  40,000 years, or whether they are 
just a device. To which I reply: first, that I’m not sure. And, 
second: a plague on your dichotomies.

The upper Palaeolithic section of  the book is very much 
longer than the Neolithic section, which in turn is very much 
longer than the Enlightenment part. The discrepancies are 
entirely deliberate. Humans spent far longer being upper 
Palaeolithic than they spent being Neolithic, and far longer 
being Neolithic than they spent being Enlightenment people, 
and (I argue) the respective contribution of  those eras to the 
kind of  animal that we now are is roughly in proportion 
to the amount of  time spent in each phase. Judged by the 
length of  each phase, the Neolithic section is far longer than 
it should be, and the Enlightenment section is far, far, far too 
long. If  the upper Palaeolithic started 40,000 years ago (and 
if  we lump the Mesolithic in with it, which seems reasonable 
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for these purposes), and if  the Neolithic started 10,000 years 
ago, and lasted until 5,300 years ago, and the Enlightenment 
started 300 years ago and continues to today, the upper 
Palaeolithic section should be 86 per cent of  the book, the 
Neolithic section around 13 per cent and the Enlightenment 
section 0.86 per cent. If  the Enlightenment section seems like 
a mere coda, that’s because it is. I didn’t want to indulge the 
Enlightenment’s fantasy that it is the main theme.

There are historical ages other than these three. Some of  
them are really quite important. But I deal with 35,000 out 
of  40,000 years – missing out only 5,000 years, or around 13 
per cent of  the time that humans have been behaviourally 
modern. For entirely personal reasons I would love to have 
dealt with that extraordinary time around the fifth century 
BCE which saw the birth of  the great mono theisms, the 
articulation of  most of  the perennial problems of  philoso-
phy and the constructions of  the foundations of  science. But, 
awestruck though I am by the achievements of  that time, I 
cannot convince myself  that it was as formative as the three 
ages I have chosen. It changed the way we describe ourselves: 
it didn’t change our substance.

The upper Palaeolithic and Neolithic sections are divided 
according to the seasons of  the year. The Enlightenment 
section is not. The Enlightenment has no seasons. Seasons 
happen in the natural world.

I’m aware of  the irony of  writing a book, in human lan-
guage, that questions the value of  anything said or written in 
human language. I don’t know what to do about that, except 
to admit that I’m embarrassed. 

I speak often about the presence of  the dead. Do not hear 
that as an encouragement to seek to contact the dead. Do not: 
it is desperately dangerous.

I’m often bitterly critical in this book about the way that 
humans have behaved, but that’s because I think they’re 
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glorious. All of  them. Our behaviour is often shameful pre-
cisely because our real nature is glorious. We fall dreadfully 
because we have such a long way to fall. Each life is immensely 
significant, and we let ourselves down. We literally de-mean 
ourselves. I hope that when I criticise I’m doing no more 
than recording and lamenting the de-meaning. I hope I don’t 
come across as angry. I am far more sad than angry – sad at 
what might have been. But I am far more excited than sad at 
what might yet be.

I don’t explore here what is to be done. I am no seer, sage, 
shrink or sociologist. But it will involve radical kindness, 
waking up, and old stories. All humans are Scheherazades: 
we die each morning if  we don’t have a good story to tell, 
and the good ones are all old.

Finally, I shudder at the hubris of  trying to say what 
humans are. But surely each of  us has to try, at least for our-
selves, to decide what we are?
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‘I’m always trying to do what dead people tell me 
[…] Who are the ghosts […] us or our dead?’ 

Sarah Moss, Ghost Wall

 ‘The greatest peril of  life lies in the fact that human food 
consists entirely of  souls. All the creatures that we have to kill 
and eat, all those that we have to strike down and destroy to 

make clothes for ourselves, have souls, souls that do not perish 
with the body and which must therefore be [pacified] lest they 
should revenge themselves on us for taking away their bodies.’ 

Igulikik Inuit hunter to Knud rasmussen

‘Reports concerning peoples from parts of  native America, 
Europe, Africa, and Asia show them to be almost unanimous 

in prohibiting the telling of  sacred stories in summer or 
in daylight, except on certain special occasions.’

Alwyn rees and Brinley rees,  
Celtic Heritage: Ancient Tradition in Ireland and Wales

I first ate a live mammal on a Scottish hill.
A couple of  days earlier I’d been standing in a Victorian 

court in central London wearing a horsehair wig, a stiff  wing 
collar, starched bands and a black gown, arguing about how 
much a damaged uterus was worth. Then I’d rattled on the 
sleeper up to Scotland, drinking Chianti, been disgorged at 
a Highland station, driven in a Land rover to a big country 
house, made to shoot at a picture of  a charging russian and 
released onto the hill in a tweed suit.
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For six hours I tramped, scanned and crept. At last I saw 
a big enough stag and said, ‘He’s mine.’ He was in a hollow 
just below the crest of  the hill, and it was the devil of  a job 
to get up to him. The wind ricocheted off  the rocks, and I 
hoped I was high enough to stop my scent bouncing down to 
him. I crawled up a burn, with water coming in at my neck 
and out at my socks, and lay behind a stone for a couple of  
hours. I couldn’t go any further, but if  the stag didn’t move 
there was no way I could get a killing shot.

A raven gave me away. It swooped, saw me and croaked. 
The stag knew something was wrong, stood up, sniffed and 
gathered his hind legs under him to take off. It was now 
or never. I raised my head, pushed off  the safety catch and 
squeezed. The bullet took him in the chest.

It was good enough. He coughed and staggered off 
towards the sea, but he wasn’t going far.

We found him jerking in the heather. His brain was elec-
trically dead, and his heart had stopped, but most of  the cells 
in his body were still alive. The stalker, Jimmy, took a knife 
from his belt, stuck it in the belly and ripped it open. The guts 
uncoiled and steamed like hot snakes. Jimmy hacked out a 
piece of  liver and handed it to me.

‘It’s grand just now,’ he said.
What was I expected to do? Jimmy cut out another piece 

and started to chew it, so I chewed on my piece too. One 
surface was elegantly domed where it had pressed against the 
diaphragm. It had been pushed down thousands of  times a 
day by a bellows full of  salt air from the Outer Isles. Now the 
whole thing moved like a slug. The end of  a tube nipped my 
tongue and squeezed blood into my mouth.

‘Good, eh?’ asked Jimmy.
‘Great,’ I said, trying not to be sick.
There was still blood on my face when I got back to the 

house. I bathed, changed and went for dinner. It was very 
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fine Burgundy that night, and a beautiful woman sang some 
Schubert lieder at the piano afterwards.

*
The following week I was back in court, wondering aloud 
about the relevance of  an eighteenth-century case to a 
twentieth- century paediatrician, deafened by the dissonance 
between the different modes of  my life, wondering what sort 
of  thing I was, where I’d come from and what the hell I was 
going to do about whatever the answers turned out to be. 

And then, of  course, I did nothing about it for years. The 
dissonance became an irritating but not particularly intrusive 
tinnitus. I got on with travelling and killing and reproducing 
and speechifying and trying to persuade, and, dangerously, 
I sometimes even persuaded myself. The whirr of  the 
busy-ness made it possible to ignore the tinnitus, except in 
the early hours of  the morning, or in the few frightening 
moments when I was alone. But then, prompted by nothing 
obvious, it swelled until it filled my head, and I knew I had to 
do something about it.

*
What I had to do was to start as near the beginning of  my 
story (and your story) as I could: to walk the step, to meet the 
family, to feel the forces that made me the shape I am. But 
there are limits. Our start was a mathematical convulsion 
that became an explosion – an explosion that never happened 
in time because time hadn’t started, and that happened 
nowhere because space hadn’t been invented. You can’t start 
there without going mad.

It would have been just silly to join our story when the 
family were sponges in the sea off  modern Madagascar, or 
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shrews scuttling between the legs of  London triceratops. But 
it wasn’t so silly to join it 40,000 years ago, when humans, 
with bodies and brains as modern as yours and mine ( just 
better), lived in caves and shelters in Derbyshire.

It was cold then. There was shrill, bleak tundra rather 
than the dense forest that came when the last ice gave up. 
The men grew beards, and their hair hung low on their 
shoulders, but their bodies were as hairless as mine, though 
harder. They wore neatly tailored hide clothes, had roasts on 
Sundays, loved their children and didn’t want to die.

There was one big difference between them and us. Their 
sense of  self  wasn’t as intrusive and tyrannous as ours. If  
they had some sort of  language (which they did – but more 
on that later), they didn’t befoul every sentence with ‘I’ and 
‘me’ and ‘mine’.

up near my friend Sarah’s Peak District farm there’s a 
wood. I think one of  these men lived there with his son, 
when there were only little, scrubby, occasional trees and 
tough grass. I daren’t call this man by a modern name. I’ll 
call him X. If  I can find him and look him in the eye, I’ll know 
what I am.

Perhaps one day I will know his name.

*
Tom and I take a train for 150 miles and 40,000 years. We 
change in Derby, where we drink tea, play cards and finish off 
a flint spearhead.

‘Very irresponsible,’ a highly scented woman had said 
the week before. ‘By all means indulge your own fetish for 
squalor, and your own perverted ideas about cavemen as 
Philosopher-Kings, but don’t force poor Tom to come along 
too.’

‘Have you seen the forecast?’ asked a man with little hot 
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eyes who believes what he reads in newspapers and plans to 
hold his wife’s wake in an airport hotel. ‘Sounds like a case 
for Social Services.’ He was serious, according to his brow 
and his CV.

Tom is thirteen, and wonders what all the fuss is about. 
We’d lived in holes before. Now we’re going to a wood we 
know well, and we’re going to make a shelter, kill things and 
stare into fires until Christmas. Then we’ll get the train back 
in time for all the usual things. 

His teachers were understanding: ‘Interesting time, the 
upper Palaeolithic. Try to keep up with your maths, won’t 
you?’ His mother wasn’t. ‘Do you know how behind he is 
already?’

We’ve heard all the jokes about mammoths ever cracked. 
Our faces are tired from forced smiles.

At a tiny country station the taxi that’s going to drive 
us up to the moor is waiting. A plastic dog wobbles on the 
dashboard.

‘Have you got a dog?’ I ask the driver.
‘No,’ he says, and that’s that.
We go a silent mile before Tom says: ‘Can we stop, 

please?’ So we do, and out Tom hops with a black bin liner, 
puts a dead fox in it just like I did at his age, gets back in and 
puts on his seat belt.

‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘And sorry.’
‘No problem,’ says the driver. ‘Just try to keep its bowel 

contents off  my carpets.’ He has the professional detach-
ment of  a priest in a confessional.

We stop twice more, but for dead rabbits. Their eyes have 
shrunk back into the sockets and have films across them, as 
if  they’re watching something inside themselves; as if  grass-
eating and mating are dull compared with what’s playing 
now.

The taxi winds up the dale past chip shops, abandoned 
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mills and standing stones. Festive lights blink around plastic 
windows. Hot air, stinking of  diesel, pumps out round our 
feet, and the fox’s musk rises and surges round the car. Cack-
ling drunks stagger out into the road. The driver swerves 
around them without comment.

The street lights surrender. The dark is bigger than them. 
We plunge on through a tunnel bored by the headlights into 
the night, and when the hill rears up we drive towards the 
sky. The road flattens onto the moor, or what they call the 
moor up here: fields of  thin grass littered with sheep bones, 
etched by drystone walls built by men buried in the field 
corners. There’s always wind here. It glances off  the walls 
like a squash ball, so it’s always coming at you from all direc-
tions at once.

The cab drops us by a gap in one of  the walls. We sling 
our rucksacks and the roadkill onto the verge.

‘Have fun, won’t you?’ says the driver as I pay him. He’s 
not smiling.

I can see Sarah’s TV flickering through the windows of  
her farm, just down the lane. Sheep freeze in the torch beam: 
clouds of  wet wool, green with algae. Our breath hangs 
round our chins.

We bang on the door and, when we get no reply, on the 
window. Sarah must be in the pub three miles off  down the 
dale. It’s curry night, and a band from Sheffield is playing 
bluegrass. On the screen a narcissistic psychopath is threaten-
ing to beat up a little country. A cookbook is open on the sofa 
by the TV, and a cat is rubbing itself  against a vat of  kombu-
cha. The oranges in the fruit basket are from Israel, and the 
light from last week’s wind. In the kitchen a grouse is rotting 
until it’s edible. We try the door, thinking that we’ll raid the 
fridge and perhaps sit by the fire. It’s locked.

We’ve heard that a big black dog of  a storm is about to 
bound in from the north, and now we scurry to get under 
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cover before he arrives. Through the gate; down the hill; 
avoid the mine shaft to the left; past the hare’s tree; remem-
ber to bend low or the thorns will get you in the eye; have 
a piss before you dive into the wood; note the pheasant 
exploding from the rowan (we’ll be back for you, my lad); 
don’t worry about your coat on the spikes, Tom; let’s just get 
our heads down. under the low long branch of  an old haw-
thorn, stretching out beside a collapsing wall. Out of  here, 
you sheep: this is our place now. Get out and take your ticks 
with you.

The storm dog comes. He doesn’t even growl first. He’s 
suddenly there under the tree, snarling and snapping; all hair 
and spittle. We’d planned to tie a tarpaulin to a tree to make 
a tent until we could make a more authentic shelter, but he’d 
rip it straight off. So we curl up on the ground as near to the 
wall as we can, wrap ourselves in the tarp and let him do his 
worst.

It’s not so bad, though it’s pointless trying to sleep while 
he’s in the wood. He roots around for a few hours, trying to 
get to us. He slaps us around with his paws for a bit and then, 
frustrated, cocks his leg over us and moves on to see what he 
can find in Nottingham.

When he leaves, the wood sighs, shakes itself  and breathes 
again. A damp owl kills. Badgers lumber through the brush, 
sucking up worms like spaghetti. A sheep coughs. There are 
no stars. Cold crawls from the earth and through our clothes. 
We think about fire and tea and wine. Sleep creeps into us 
with the cold. We are part of  the mud.

When I wake, the fox is my pillow. It is blue and white 
and shining out there, we’re in a wood on top of  the world, 
and we can begin.

*
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