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   Preface

If a lady dinosaur (anywhere from her dinosaur period 230 to 65 million years ago) were somehow resurrected, transplanted into our world, ushered into a modern maternity unit (she might need shrinking a little, depending upon her species), and able to talk to us, she would probably – once overcoming her initial surprise at all that – declare that maternity care is instinctively the same as it was in her day.

For as long as humans have evolved they have sought ways to parry death, disease and discomfort. Orang-utans wash the faces of their young at riverbanks. Howler monkeys wipe bloodied wounds with wet leaves. The most primitive animals know that rest after injury helps healing, and nurturing their young provides optimum temperature and nutrition for survival, just as a neonatal unit’s incubator supports a sick baby.

Dinosaurs were doubtless the same.

In October 1984 nine Aboriginal people were discovered in Western Australia’s vast Gibson Desert. They were naked, and had never seen a white person before. They were living a nomadic lifestyle, something humans had done for most of their history.

Ancestors we might recognize as human-like emerged 6-10 million years ago. Almost 2 million years ago they had become upright Homo erectus, making tools and fire and eventually learning to speak. Around 200,000 to 150,000 years ago they looked much like you and me, Homo sapiens. They led harsh, brief lives, but in small, roving groups they evaded the plagues of infections that thrive on population density. Food came from hunting and gathering, rather than from domesticated animals and cultivated crops, reservoirs for micro-organisms. And since wild food supplies were soon exhausted, humans seldom stayed anywhere long enough to contaminate local water sources.

October 1984 was monumentally sobering, a meeting of who we are now and who we once were. And immediately, the last nomadic people developed our diseases.

Early humans viewed death supernaturally. Disease arose by projecting morbid material into the body (as with Aboriginal bone-pointing, or a snake-bite arranged by a sorcerer) or by abstracting the soul from the body.

Folk medicine, for want of a better term, has indistinct origins. Massage was thought to dispel unwanted spirits. The notion of disease transference through touch pervades history. In later times, hangmen would receive money for allowing the sick to touch the executed. In Lancashire the cure for warts was touching a pebble. In Cumberland the remedy for whooping cough was inserting the head of freshly caught fish in the affected child’s mouth, returning it to the river to take the ‘whoop’ with it. Swimming through a hole in a popular rock in Scotland’s River Dee was thought to cure infertility.

Charms, amulets and talismans have also endured from time immemorial. Until relatively recently it was not uncommon to keep a potato in the pocket to ease arthritis. A hare’s forefoot cured many ills, as did a coffin’s nail. A bezoar hairball from a goat’s stomach warded off poisons. There was the power of ‘sympathy’, too – the hair of a dog that bit you could also be applied to cure you.

In the mid-nineteenth century, anthropologists began to look at prehistoric skulls with greater curiosity. Holes in excavated skulls were known to be commonplace, but always assumed to be a result of weaponry. Many such skulls were unearthed in France, some 5,000 years old, and in some burial chambers most skulls contained artificial holes. One turned up near the future Hammersmith Bridge in London; others near the coast in Dorset. And then a writer in The Lancet in 1888 reported that he had found evidence of the practice of cutting holes in skulls in living humans – trepanning, as it was called – still extant near the Caspian Sea. Trepanning was originally thought to remove ill-mannered loitering spirits, but was later used on head injuries. While it doubtless compounded the injury, evidence of skull healing reveals that many subjected to trepanning lived for many more years.

We could dwell endlessly on these endless practices, with prehistoric roots. But we must return to that fluid time on Earth when prehistory started to dissolve into periods we can more tangibly date.


I

The Ages of Antiquity and Darkness
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The Age of Ice and Caves
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Perhaps the most arresting object in the British Museum is a delicate carving from a mammoth tusk of two swimming reindeer, 13,000 years old. Fashioned by a sculptor who knew animal anatomy well (if humans could hunt they could survive), it also provides evidence of a human brain adapted to imagination and art. Indeed the earliest known cave art, 50,000 years old, in Arnhem Land, Australia, points to a human brain shifting from one almost exclusively engaged in survival to one developing social tendencies.

The shift from human tool-maker to artist, perhaps imperative in long, harsh winters, tells us something about the way the world was beginning to be perceived. Animal art in paintings, carvings and jewellery suggests social bonding. Against the perils of life, humans in social groups were no longer driven solely to survive, but to share their world in more eloquent ways. With this came a regard for morbidity and mortality not just for oneself, but also for others, and a desire to protect each other from threats. That, in the most rudimentary yet startlingly clear terms, is what a system of health and social welfare is all about.
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[image: image]  Figure 1.1 Swimming reindeer sculpture (around 13,000 years old), carved from mammoth tusk, found at Montastruc, central France. British Museum.
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In the winter of 1850 a storm of such fury swept through Scotland’s Orkney Islands that inhabitants of one coastal village awoke to find evidence of human life that could be traced back 5,000 years. Skara Brae, exposed when the beach’s sand was swept away, is an archaeological site older than the pyramids, remarkable not so much in its stone dwellings but in the sophisticated way its people lived. Each house has near identical fittings (suggesting egalitarianism): a central hearth and adjacent stone box beds that would have been packed with heather; a dresser with a seat; alcoves and shelves; locking doors; water tanks; and systems of plumbing and drainage to keep everyone dry. Inhabitants had jewellery and pottery, grew crops, harvested fish, and kept livestock. They liked dogs. They burned seaweed, a rather unsatisfying fuel, but one thing lacking was trees – something of enormous satisfaction to historians, for nothing would have remained of Skara Brae had it been constructed from wood.

Not that Skara Brae was instantly of interest. The site was popular with local youths for partying and pillaging, and, though less damaging archaeologically, promiscuity, but when in 1924 a storm swept part of a dwelling into the sea it was decided to preserve the site formally.

Vere Gordon Childe was not a trained archaeologist – few people were at that time – having read Classics and Philosophy in his native Australia before arriving in Oxford in 1914, largely to read and think. Childe had an inordinate preference for library studies over fieldwork, his contemplations making him an authority on the lives of prehistoric people. He was a master of ancient texts and languages, and a dab hand in many unlikely skills such as long division in Roman numerals. In 1927 he was appointed to the new post of Abercrombie Professor of Prehistoric Archaeology at the University of Edinburgh, the institution that sent its reluctant appointee to examine Skara Brae.

Childe was, by all accounts, a man with many shortcomings as well as rather odd spectacles, but when eventually prised from his library to Skara Brae he had indubitably the greatest idea in the history of archaeology. Childe conceptualized the most momentous event in human history, that threshold between ‘prehistory’ and ‘civilization’, and called it the Neolithic Revolution.

The development of communities with farming and irrigation, and all the bits of society referred to as ‘civilization’, began after the Ice Age. For most of their history, humans did very little but survive. And then something happened. Scientists cannot tell us why, only what, when and where, but perhaps pivotal was the weather. Approximately 12,000 years ago the Earth warmed, plunging back to icy times for about a thousand years, before warming rapidly again to stay that way since. All human ‘advances’ have occurred in this brief spell since. As Sir William Osler commented in his Evolution of Modern Medicine lectures at Yale in 1913, ‘Civilization is but a filmy fringe on the history of man’; historian Ronald Wright says in his A Short History of Progress, ‘The greatest wonder of the ancient world is how recent it all is. No city or monument is much more than 5000 years old. Only about seventy lifetimes, of seventy years, have been lived end to end since civilization began. Its entire run occupies a mere 0.2 percent of the two and a half million years since our first ancestor sharpened a stone.’

Notable about the Neolithic Revolution, as well as it happening at all, is that it happened independently all over the earth, albeit at different times. Unknown to one another, people did the same thing everywhere. Farming appeared in the Middle East, Africa, China, the Andes and the Amazon. Cities sprouted in Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, India and Central America, and Wright’s observation is telling: ‘When Cortes landed in Mexico he found roads, canals, cities, palaces, schools, law courts, markets, irrigation works, kings, priests, temples, peasants, artisans, armies, astronomers, merchants, sports, theatre, art, music, and books. High civilization, differing in detail but alike in essentials, had evolved independently on both sides of the earth.’

Farming started in the Levant – the intersection of western Asia, the eastern Mediterranean and northeast Africa – perhaps 10,000 years ago (8000 BC). The melted ice left lush savannah (now mostly Saharan desert) with gazelles, giraffes, zebras, elephants and wild cattle – happy hunting ground for nomads. Then around 6000 BC rains diminished, food supplies dwindled, and cows were the most facilitating animals to herd and eat. By now farming had reached the Nile valley and southern Europe. It began a little later in China and later still in the Americas, around 4000 BC.

Converting grasses into food was hard work, and unexpected (grass is not an obvious human foodstuff). Yet across the world grass came under scrutiny by humans: wheat and barley in the Middle East, millet in northern China and rice further south.

Cows were fairly agreeable animals, and seemingly in agreement with (or at least irresistant to) the arrangement to be widely herded. By 7000 BC sheep and goats were domesticated. By 5000 BC pigs were being reared. Half a millennium later horses were domesticated on Eurasian steppes, people having lived with animals for thousands of years before it occurred to anyone to try them with a plough. Dogs were domesticated as far as England, Siberia and North America. It isn’t known when we started keeping chickens.

Nothing we take for granted today – language and writing, art and architecture, towns and cities, music and literature, commerce and industry, law and government, healthcare and medicine – would be possible without agriculture. Once we farmed, we had enough food, and enough time, to do more than hunting.

[image: image] Distant history to disease

For the first few million years of their existence humans lived in scattered groups of maybe 50 to 100 individuals, such low numbers parrying the pathogens that thrive on population density.

Civilization brought food and safety, but at a price. Jaw abscesses came from teeth shattered by fragments of stone used for grinding grain. Nomads had eaten more protein and vitamins, and taken higher calorific intake, than settled people with plainer diets who succumbed to dietary insufficiencies like pellagra, marasmus and kwashiorkor. But the over-arching threat brought by agriculture and animal husbandry was infection.

Bacteria, viruses, worms and parasites, and intermediate hosts for many micro-organisms – fleas, mosquitoes, ticks and lice – began to co-exist, locked in evolutionary struggles for survival with humans. Adaptation allowed microbes to jump species and reside comfortably – if uncomfortably to their newfound hosts – in humans. Cattle spread tuberculosis and smallpox. Pigs and ducks passed on influenzas. Horses provided the common cold. And dogs gave us measles, arising from canine distemper. Cholera, polio, typhoid, hepatitis, whooping cough and diphtheria organisms found human water supplies irresistible. Bacteria, fungi, rodent excrement and insects settled nicely into granaries. Worms started to squirm and squat in humans, too: roundworms found their way from pigs to humans; the notoriously lengthy hookworms found the human gut an ideal place to regale themselves; and filarial worms brought, as well as unenviable river blindness, the alarmingly affecting and disarmingly disfiguring elephantiasis.

Between 4000 BC and 2000 BC the first urban civilizations arose in the ‘Fertile Crescent’ of Mesopotamia (now Iraq) between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, Egypt’s Nile delta, the Indus valley in Pakistan and along the Yellow and Yangtze rivers in China. These rivers ebbed and flowed seasonally, and humans built dams to store water in reservoirs and ditches to water fields in dry seasons. Wherever agriculture relied on irrigation, watery fields harboured worms that could live partly submerged and partly exploring humans after burrowing into feet (symptoms of schistosomiasis depend upon the journey the worm thereafter fancies).

Stagnant water-filled furrows also proved perfect breeding grounds for a vector whose disease has remained a globally insurmountable cause of death and disease – the female Anopheles mosquito, and her protozoan malarial parasite Plasmodium. The worst kind, Plasmodium falciparum, spends its developing life, after mosquito bite injection, in the human liver and blood, parasitizing and destroying cells and provoking the deadly black-water fever and cerebral malaria. Moving from Africa to the Middle East, India, south China and the New World via shipping, malaria continues its global advance as global warming expands mosquito breeding grounds. Darwinian adaptations have often done their bit to keep pace. The sickle cell trait in black Africans affords protection against one type of malaria, Plasmodium vivax. Unhappily some genetic mutations result in full-blown sickle cell disease, with unhappier consequences than the perils of vivax malaria. And, ironically, the trait itself would make black Africans ideal for slave plantations in the New World.

In short, disease settled happily in settled humans, and has never gone away.
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