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For Sylvie, flâneuse, who knows that not all those who wander are lost.
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History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.

James Baldwin, ‘The White Man’s Guilt’, Ebony, August 1965 

Nomads: a subject that appeals to irrational instincts.

Bruce Chatwin to Tom Maschler, 24 February 1969
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In the Zagros Mountains, Iran

A young man walks towards me with a stick slung across his shoulders and a flock at his feet. The sheep, in front, beside and behind him, are as chaotic as meltwater in the nearby stream and they carry him down the path like a crowd of rowdy children. An older man follows, weatherworn but still strong, a rifle over his left shoulder. He clicks his tongue to encourage them forward. Behind him are two women on donkeys, one older than the other, and I guess they are his wife and daughter. They look strong women, but then it is a tough life beneath the shard peaks of the Zagros Mountains. Other donkeys carry their belongings, bundled inside heavy rust-and-brown cloth that the women have woven and will soon repurpose as door-flaps when the tents are set up. 

There are few trees at this altitude, but the snow has melted and there is intense beauty and excellent grazing in the valley blanketed with irises, dwarf tulips and other spring flowers. The family are smiling as they lead their sheep and grey-and-white goats along the rock-strewn track towards me, the bucks sporting majestic swept-back horns. And I am smiling with them, swept up by the excitement of the Bakhtiari tribe’s annual migration from the plains into the mountains in search of summer pasture.

I had already spent several days in the care of some other migrants. Siyavash and his family had pitched their black goat-hair tents on the slope of the valley, building an enclosure for their sheep and preparing a large open-sided tent to welcome neighbours and guests. My tent was across a stream flush with meltwater and from it I had a big view of the jagged snow-covered peaks and wildflower valley. A length of fat flattened oil-pipe served as a bridge between myself and the nomads and also as a reminder that the Middle East’s first oil strike, Well No. One, had been made in nearby Bakhtiari territory in 1908. 

Everywhere there was beauty. If I were a photographer, I would have captured the shifting shadows and slanting sunbeams of afternoon as they tinted the snow mountains pink and cast gold across the surface of the stream. If I were a composer, I would have harmonised the rumble of water with the clunk of stones shifting across the riverbed, the buzzing of bees, the clanking of bells and the whistling and whooping of men bringing the flocks in for the night. There was beauty in all. But I am a writer and, barefoot and slightly sun-struck, I pulled out a pencil to note the pure quality of light in the blue sky, the way that colours, especially yellows, popped in the green valley and the sudden chill that descended as soon as the sun dropped behind the crest. Late that night, the nomads’ tents glowed like embers across the river, the moon shone full above the mountain ridge and I fell asleep wondering how Byron had known that ‘Not vainly did the early Persian make/ His altar the high places and the peak … there to seek the Spirit …’ My spirits were soaring in that high place and I felt a deep welling of joy. 

Over the next couple of days, Siyavash and his family introduced me to their valley and their people. They also fed me, and as we ate they talked about their lives, the land they knew, their journeys across it, the animals they raised, the children they worried about – should they send them to a state boarding school for their education? – and the many other challenges of being a herder in the Zagros Mountains in the twenty-first century. They told me about plants in the valley, the animals that passed wild above our heads and others that lived on the higher slopes. They knew all that could grow there, what to encourage, what to fear. They talked about the journey they had made from the hot lowlands into the mountains and how they would walk back again when the earth began to freeze beneath their feet, a journey their ancestors had made long before anyone began keeping records. I have heard similar stories from Bedouin and Berbers in North Africa and the Middle East, where I have spent much of my adult life, from Tuareg and Wodaabe beyond the mudhouses and libraries of Timbuktu, from swift young Maasai, flashes of orange across the red East African bush, from nomads on the edge of the Thar Desert in India, on boats in the Andaman Sea, in the uplands of Kyrgyzstan and elsewhere in Asia. Whether with Berber or Bedouin, gaucho or Moken, conversation always seemed to settle on the same issues, on continuity, on pride in belonging, on being in harmony with their surroundings, respecting all that nature offers and on the difficulties of living a nomadic life when governments wanted them to settle.

These people all reminded me of a sublime harmony that exists with the natural world. They knew their environment in a way that can only be acquired through living on equal footing with everything in that world, not in domination, through a recognition that we humans are dependent on our surroundings, something those of us who live in towns and cities too easily forget. The Bakhtiari know the significance of each tone of their herds’ bleating, when they are content, or hungry, or threatened, whether a birth or death is near, just as they know how to read the clouds, and the scents carried on the winds. The more I watched and listened, the more I was reminded that we had all lived this way once – and not so very long ago, in the greater scheme of human things.

The sight of a family on the move with their animals and all their belongings excites some of us, but it fills others with terror or disgust or disdain. 

Where have they come from? 

Why have they come here? 

When are they going? 

How do they survive? 

Who are they? 

Nomad. The word’s roots run through the human story from our own time back to an extremely early Indo-European word, nomos. This has multiple meanings and can be translated as ‘a fixed or bounded area’ but also as ‘pasture’. Out of this root-word grows nomas, meaning ‘a member of a wandering pastoral tribe’ and implying ‘someone looking for pasture …’ but also ‘for a place where they have legal right to graze their herds’, and these were both nomadic and settled, the moving settled. Later the root splits, and after towns and cities are built and more people settle, the word nomad comes to describe people who live without walls and beyond boundaries. Nomad is now used by settled people in two very different ways. For some of us the word is imbued with a sense of romantic wanderful nostalgia. But very often, it carries an implicit judgement that such people are drifters, migrants, vagrants, people on the go, on the run, of no fixed abode. They are people who are not known.

An age when ever more people travel, when so many of us are ‘not known’, calls for a more generous interpretation, especially as much of what we say, so many of our ideas, and such a wide range of gadgets and goods now relate to mobility and movement. Because of this, the way I use nomad shifts as the book progresses. At the outset of the journey, I use it to refer to hunter-gatherers and soon also to those who herd in search of pasture. By the end of the book, it includes all those who wander. Not just people who live lightly because they are obliged to, like nomads, but also those who choose to do so, the increasing numbers who describe themselves not as ‘homeless’ but as ‘houseless’, the many modern nomads who live in what some call ‘wheel estate’.fn1 An earlier version of this way of living is captured by the writer Bruce Chatwin, who described in his seminal work The Songlines how a British salesman spent his life flying around Africa, carrying only a suitcase. The fixed point of the salesman’s life, the place that represented home for him, was a lock-up in London. In the lock-up there was a cardboard box filled with photographs and other mementoes from his family and his past. If he wanted to add some new treasure, he needed to make space by discarding an old one. For Chatwin as for me, the travelling salesman’s way of life suggested a very modern form of nomadism.

It would be easy to dismiss the salesman by pointing out that he has added nothing to the world, just as he has added nothing to his box. This has been the justification for dismissing and discarding the history of most nomadic peoples – because people who live with walls and monuments, and who have written most of history, have failed to find meaning in or to recognise the value of the lighter, more mobile, less cluttered lives of those who live beyond borders. But we are living at a time when the world – our world – shaped by the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, powered by industrial and technological revolutions, is faltering. Social contracts are fraying and communities are breaking down. The raw materials and natural resources on which our world relies are becoming scarce, and the consequences of our actions on the planet are written large across landscapes, the climate and the fabric of our lives. Alongside new ways to recycle water and generate power, there is an urgent need for new thinking about how we live and what it means to be human. Change is needed. We need to tread with a lighter footprint, and those of us who live in cities need to find a better way of relating to the world beyond the city limits. But before we can understand who we are and what we might become, we need to know who we have been. Black Lives Matter, #MeToo and other movements are suggesting ways of looking over the walls and beyond old entrenched assumptions, constructs and prejudices to tell the histories not only of white men, but also of women and BAME and indigenous people. We also need to know the histories of those who have lived on the move, because without that, we cannot understand how human wandering has shaped who we are now.

This book traces the shifting relationships between people who move and those who are settled. I have linked some of their diverse and remarkable stories, set in some of the world’s most extreme landscapes, along a chronological line that spans 12,000 years. That line starts with what we now believe was the beginning of monumental architecture, around 9500 BCE, and ends in our own time. There are other ways to make sense of the stories and there are certainly many other paths across the terrain, but this is the one I have chosen to follow and it leads from Cain and Abel to you and me. At the beginning of the narrative, all humankind lived on the move across a world in which the only barriers were the natural ones of forest, river, mountain and desert, and the ones that humans made from branches and thorns. By the end of the book, wanderers must pick their way across a world divided by borders, highways and walls, and by international agreements made by nation states.

This excavation of the wandering life is arranged into three acts. The first returns us to early history, a time when the settled and the nomadic mostly cohabit and collaborate as they shift from hunter-gathering to farming and herding. It describes the surprising – and surprisingly early – creation of the first monuments, before following the rise of extraordinary city-states and empires along the great rivers of Mesopotamia, along the Nile and the Indus, to question why early settled people felt so threatened by the mobile world beyond their borders – a world that had once been theirs.

The second, imperial act jumps forward to a more complex form of nomadism and tracks the cyclical rise and fall of some of the great empires created by people who still lived mobile lives. In the West this period begins with the fall of the Roman Empire and has often been labelled the Dark Ages. But for Huns and Arabs, Mongols, Yuan Chinese and many other nomadic peoples, this was a time of brilliance and spectacular achievements, both in the Near East and across the immense swathe of steppeland that stretches from what is now the Great Wall in China to Hungary. Through the records and the writings of the fourteenth-century Arab historian and philosopher Ibn Khaldun and many others, we can see how much nomads contributed to the European Renaissance and how great their influence has been on our modern world.

The third act opens with the birth of the modern age, with Western scholars insisting that white men must dominate the natural world just as they were striving to dominate the human world. In this time of competition and rivalry, nomads disappear so completely from the European view, and from relevance, that the word nomad is not sufficiently current to be included in the English dictionary. But this is also the moment when some people sense that something significant is being lost and begin an act of recovery. Here as elsewhere in the book, the lack of nomad records forces us to look through the eyes of the settled and because of this much of the final part of the book traces the way that settled people have responded to nomads. Crucially it follows the growing recognition that there is more value in cooperation than in competition, that nomads are important to the way we settled people live, just as they are crucial to the way we understand ourselves.

These stories are informed by many years of research and discussion, but although this is an historical narrative it is not a scholarly volume and nor is it a definitive history of nomads. I suspect there never can be a definitive history, as we in the West understand it, of people who have lived so lightly and who have mostly only preserved their stories in oral traditions. Instead, I hope to show how nomads have long been confined to the anecdotes and afterthoughts of our writers and histories, confirming the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze’s observation that ‘nomads have no history; they only have a geography’.1 This phrase seems too neat – nomads do have histories – but when I first read it, it provided an explanation for the many unanswered questions I had as to why nomads were rarely to be found in our histories. This omission is misguided and also means that we are missing their very proud and valuable history. One thing I hope this book will achieve is to foster an understanding that it is not a question of either/or, settled or nomad, because whether we have acknowledged it or not, whether we like it or not, nomads have always been at least half of the human story and have made essential contributions to the march of what many historians have traditionally called civilisation. 

Although theirs seems to be the shadow side of our story, the nomad story is neither less wonderful nor less significant than ours. In the second century BCE, for instance, after the Roman Republic defeated Carthage and became masters of the Mediterranean, when China flourished under the Han emperor Wu and trade inched its way along the nascent Silk Roads between the Yellow river and Europe, Xiongnu nomad power stretched from Manchuria to Kazakhstan and included parts of Siberia, Mongolia and what is now China’s Xinjiang province. At the same time, Scythian nomads and their allies controlled much of the land between the Black Sea and the Altai Mountains in Kazakhstan. Put together, these nomad territories were larger and more powerful than either the Roman or Han empires. And in contrast to the familiar claim that these mobile people were primitive and isolated, we know from burials that their leaders dressed in Chinese silk robes trimmed with cheetah fur, sat on Persian carpets, used Roman glass and had a taste for Greek gold and silver jewellery. All this raises the possibility that these nomads were the masters of a linked-up trading world that stretched from the East China Sea to the Atlantic Ocean. 

This has not been the traditional Western view of what is usually referred to as the Roman or the Han world, in the same way that Western histories have tended to focus on the number of people Mongol khans killed, not the advances and advantages that came from the pax Mongoliana.

Another overlooked aspect of the nomad story is found in the shifting relationship between humankind and the natural world. The terms of those relations were transformed by the development of cities, the growth in agriculture and more recently by industrialisation and advances in technology. These changes have left many settled people increasingly detached from their surroundings, while nomads have continued to nurture their relationship with the natural world. They have done so – they have had to do so – because they have recognised that everything is interconnected and interdependent. They know it is in their interests to care for their surroundings.

It is an irony that because nomads have kept very few records, raised very few monuments or dedicatory stones and left scarce evidence of their passage through the world, much of the material I have relied on to tell these stories was written by people who are not nomadic. This poses problems because while authors from Herodotus and Sima Qian to William of Rubruck and Henry David Thoreau may have valued keeping historical records, they were not always impartial or objective. Intentionally or not, many of their observations are slanted. The nomads who feature in Western histories – the Hun leader Attila, the Mongol emperors Genghis Khan and Timur, the wave of ancient Scythians moving out of reach of rampaging Persians, and modern Syrians escaping civil war – are most often presented as barbarians living in opposition to all that civilised city-dwellers value. These prejudices run deep, as a Sumerian princess discovered some 3,500 years ago when she was considering marrying a nomad. ‘Their hands are destructive,’ her friends tell her. ‘They never stop roaming about … Their ideas are confused; they cause only disturbance.’ And then becoming personal, those same friends warn the princess that ‘He is clothed in sack-leather … lives in a tent, exposed to wind and rain, and cannot properly recite prayers. He lives in the mountains and ignores the places of gods, digs up truffles in the foothills, does not know how to bend the knee, and eats raw flesh. He has no house during his life, and when he dies he will not be carried to a burial-place.’2 But one thing that becomes clear as my story progresses is that ‘barbarian’ has regularly been used as a way to dismiss someone with different habits, customs or beliefs. It is a term that reveals a competitive view of humankind’s development, a superiority in the observer, and it is most often used to describe a neighbour. 

The vast majority of records on nomads, from ancient China and Rome to early modern Europe and nineteenth-century North America, present problems for anyone wanting to create a fuller picture, and that has had an impact on the telling of this story. The first is a lack of detail about the role that women played in nomad culture. We know, for instance, that Scythian women had great influence – much greater than their contemporaries in the Roman and Chinese empires. This is clear from the fact that there was a Scythian queen, the grandeur with which Scythians buried some of their women, the central role the wife of Genghis Khan played in building and running the Mongol Empire, and by the way the Mughal emperor Babur relied on his grandmother’s brilliance as a strategist and wise counsel. But few of their voices reach us today and that is very much our loss. The other issue to note is that most reports and descriptions of nomads relate to tension and conflict. It is as if war was the only time that settled chroniclers thought it worth mentioning these ‘other’ people. 
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These misrepresentations reflect neither the reality of nomad life nor the totality of the relationship between nomads and those who were settled, which has been both complementary and interdependent for most of the past ten thousand years.

Re-evaluating our wandering ‘other half’, hearing their stories, discovering the role they have played in ours, all this allows us to see what we settled people have learned from people who move. It shows how much we have gained from cooperation. It also lets us glimpse – in the way they live lightly, more freely, in the way they have learned to adapt and to be nimble and flexible in their thoughts and actions, and in the balance they have maintained with the natural world – another way of living, the way that the ‘other’ branch of humankind has chosen to go since the days when we all hunted as a single pack in the generous gardens of the deep past. 






PART I

The Balancing Act

It will not last. All is change, all is ephemeral.

John Stewart
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