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Chapter 4 – Section 2
Global Cultures


Narrator: Although agriculture arrived on the southern shores of the British Isles about 4000 B.C., in an incredibly short time it traveled to the most northerly and the most westerly parts of these islands. It moved swiftly carrying social transformation with it. One of the most northerly of the Orkney Islands is that of Papa Westray. Four miles long and a mile wide, and at the Knap of Howar on the most westerly part of the island is a truly remarkable building. Built at the same latitude as Stavanger, in Norway some 3000 years or so before the birth of Christ, that’s before Stonehenge, before the Great Pyramids of Egypt and long before the Great Wall of China.

This isn’t a palace or even a chamber tomb; it’s a farm. Now bizarre as it may seem the fact that this is a farm is a great deal more exciting to me than many of the great monuments of the Stone Age like Stonehenge. For without places like this Stonehenge cannot exist. Farming and the farming revolution were the basis of all human settlement and therefore of all human society, without the farming revolution there would’ve been no society in the way we understand it now. No settlement, no social and economic progress. 

The kind of farming they practiced at Knap of Howar was largely pastoral, pretty much the same as on Papa Westray today in fact. They had cattle and they had sheep and let’s not forget that even in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth century, men referred to animals as walking larders, once you’ve got your animals here, you didn’t need to hunt them anymore. They also grew cereals, even given that it was a couple of degrees warmer here then, than now, they can’t have grown anything much more than barley and wheat. With their animals and with their crops and with the sea behind them for fish, their food was varied and nutritious. More importantly, it was a diet, which enabled them to maintain long-term settlement.  

I find it very difficult to believe that a nineteenth or even an early twentieth century hill farmer would find this place that surprising. The stone built two section building with a house and the barn, the fields behind it guaranteed an adequate if not corpulent living for those who lived here. It was to form the basis of much upland farming for the next 5000 years.
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