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Introduction 

This essay attempts to understand aspects of the lifestyles of the Late Upper Palaeolithic (LUP) 
people who arrived for seasonal camps at Howburn Farm near Biggar, and who are assumed 
to have been following and living off the seasonal migrations of reindeer travelling from the 
region of southern Denmark and northern Germany, crossing the area now inundated as the 
North Sea and possibly reaching as far west as Ireland. The evidence for these people who 
came to Scotland between the ‘Hamburgian and Federmesser’ periods, consists exclusively of 
stone tools and the raw materials and debitage from their making, such is the scant nature of 
organic survival in Scottish acidic soils. Therefore dating is by typology of lithic comparing to 
sites in Europe, where however, other dating methods have been available. The period is around 
14,500 years ago, before the Holocene and after the last main Ice Age which demised c15500 
years ago, but prior to the so called Loch Lomond Re-Advance which ended c11,000 years 
ago, after which we enter the Mesolithic period in Scotland.  

The reader is referred to the single current book on the subject which deals with the Howburn 
site (Ballin et al 2018) where finer details of this study are given professionally, and also to 
articles written by the writer and which can be found on the BAG web site 
www.biggararchaeology.org.uk.   

The evidence in Scotland 

For many years it was tentatively assumed that a 
few stray(?) finds and a site near Oban indicated 
that such evidence did exist, but few 
archaeologists were prepared to put their heads 
above the parapet and declare it. The conclusive 
evidence comes in the form of distinctive tool 
types, most especially projectiles; probably 
arrows and known as tanged points. Scrapers, 
piercers, burins and knives make up the 
remaining principal suite of tool types, while 
other distinctive items can be recognised such as 
Zinkens, becs, combined tools, and usually, a 
large quantity of pieces showing modification 
(retouched edges) and known as ‘backed pieces’, 
many of which may have been discarded as soon 

as they were made while others may be from broken tools, finally there are the cores from 
which blades were struck and the mass of debitage resulting from the tool making process, all 
of this was found at Howburn. The writer is not competent to discuss the lithic assemblage with 
any detail and reference should be made to the publication already referred to. 
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It all began a long time ago as single tools were found; tanged points, two in Orkney and others 
in the western islands and even a scraper in the middle of the North Sea west of Shetland! the 
realisation began to emerge that pre Mesolithic people may have visited the land mass we know 
as Scotland. A site near Oban known as Kilmelfort Cave (Ballin and Saville 2009) supplied a 
suite of finds which did not concord with current thinking at the time of excavation in 1956 
and was suspected as being earlier in character to what was expected in the Mesolithic, still 
assumed by most to be the earliest human occupation of the country. Re-assessment of the finds 
by Ballin and Saville (ibid) concluded the site was indeed earlier and fitted the LUP but in the 
Federmesser period of the 12th millennia BP, and slightly later than Howburn. 

It was only when the Howburn finds were examined by the same two lithics experts that proof 
positive was declared that the Lanarkshire site was definitely Late Upper Palaeolithic, and 
furthermore belonging to the later Hamburgian period, making the location unique in Britain 
and the earliest recorded site in Scotland, the late Alan Saville declared simply “at last” and 
put an end to speculation if such a site did exist in Scotland. The period is estimated to be over 
circa 14,000 years ago. 

At the same time as the Howburn Project was under way by Biggar Archaeology Group (BAG), 
the Kilmelfort Cave site assemblage was being re-examined (Ballin & Saville 2009, ibid ) and 
in 2018 a further site has been discovered at Milltimber near Aberdeen (Headland 2019) all of 
which now adds the metaphorical flesh to the archaeological bones of Howburn {no bones 
were found there}.   

  

How it all began, walking ploughed fields, the site is in the background centre of the pic 
on the slopes of Broomy Law. 
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How it all began 2. The late Alan Saville (front) and Torben Ballin in Biggar Museum, 
examine for the first time the Howburn lithics. Puzzlement turned to the realisation that 
Scotland’s first Late Upper Palaeolithic Hamburgian site had been found. 

 

The second phase of excavations, over one hundred and fifty volunteers turn out to find 
14,000 year old tools. 
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Hamburg to Howburn, 550 miles across the North Sea area, c14000 years ago. 

 

Aspects of life 

Most of what follows is merely the notions of the writer gleaning strands of evidence together 
in an attempt to understand what the archaeology often cannot do, that is give us a better 
understanding of the people concerned when the site was in use 14 millennia ago.  
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Food 

The most important and fundamental requirements of any species is food and shelter. Working 
on the assumption that the Howburn people were reindeer hunters (or herders?), then the main 
food source would have been reindeer meat. The landscape was an arctic tundra and in such an 
environment only the hardiest of species can survive. Tundra is Finnish ‘tunturi’ which means 
completely treeless, trees begin to grow about 500 miles to the south of the Tundra which is 
permafrost with boggy ground above. 

Therefore the base of the food resource in vegetation is extremely limited to low lying plants, 
mosses, and lichens, although there is a great abundance of them, no woodlands exist, only 
dwarf species such as Dwarf Birch (Betula nana). However, the moss and lichen was available 
all year round while grass and other plants could be had in summer months, and this of course 
is the principal diet of reindeer. Humans simply had to stick with the animals to obtain an 
inexhaustible food store. The other main predators on reindeer were wolves and to a lesser 
extent bear and wolverine.  

Since there was little coastal environment at that time, marine species would not figure in the 
diet of the humans here, but they may have been able to catch river fish nearby in the Tweed 
and Clyde, perhaps spawning salmon, and seatrout?   

Herds simply follow each other forming trails which funnelled themselves through narrow gaps 
in the landscape or isthmus crossings, making their movements predictable and easier to hunt. 
They can feed in up to 0.5m of snow, but no more.  

Reindeer meat is low fat (only about 3%) compared to seals of whales which the arctic people 
did and still do hunt. However the meat is vitamin and mineral rich and has a high protein 
content (22%), it is a good source of vitamins A, B, C and E because the animals consume a 
variety of minerals during their grazing. Reindeer meat is healthy for many reasons another 
being it compares well with fish for Omega 3 & 6 and essential fatty acids. The meat can of 
course be dried (Jerky) and or smoked for preservation meaning a plentiful supply may be had 
at any time. However, sceptics will always find fault, red meat can lead to a shorter life and 
cardiovascular disease and even cancer, if reindeer liver is consumed in large quantities it is 
not good for people, but the people in the LUP understood all these things as do modern arctic 
folk, and as their very existence and survival show, they knew and still know how to control a 
diet. 

Meat is often consumed raw by northern peoples and from a fresh kill, no matter whether 
marine or terrestrial, the meat and the blood are warm. Humans are not natural carnivores, 
rather they are omnivores and their physiology in terms of their gut means that they have less 
ability to process meat than other food stuffs. Carnivorous animals on the other hand can 
process meat easily and naturally. Meat and eggs can be extremely dangerous if kept, as the 
bacteria in dead meat grows alarmingly, however if an animal is consumed when it is killed 
that bacteria has not had time to develop. No ape and few humans are strictly carnivorous, 
however by cooking food there are two advantages, the bacteria may be killed, and the food is 
more digestible and therefore more nutrients are derived from it. Eating uncooked meat 
therefore gives less nutrition. Meat can of course be dried (jerky) or smoked and thus preserved 
without the problem of too much active bacteria. But it all comes down to a balanced diet and 
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because the arctic people have survived so well, they know, perhaps instinctively how to 
control it.  

Reindeer milk is extraordinarily rich but not plentiful. 

Paradoxically, after surviving healthily for millennia, the northern arctic people are consuming 
more and more “modern” foodstuffs and reaping the results of all the modern ailments such as 
tooth decay, diabetes, and a host of modern maladies, which only a few generations ago - they 
never had.  

Shelter 

After food, shelter is perhaps the next important aspect to be considered. Obviously in hot 
countries this is less of a concern, but in arctic landscapes shelter is fundamental to survival. 

The shelter obviously has to cover the people to protect them from inclement weather, but floor 
surfaces would also require to be insulated for the purposes of sleeping and general comfort. 
Vegetation could be processed for this but unless it was carried with the people in a pre-ready 
condition, that is dry, it may have to be a seasonal covering. Perhaps hides would be used, and 
which may have also been shelter ready for use.  

Caves and rock shelters (overhanging cliffs) would undoubtedly be used if available and 
suitably placed for the hunter’s requirements, see for example Kilmelfort Cave near Oban 
(Ballin/Saville 2009 ibid).   

However, such features appear to not have been in the right place as most excavations show 
the hunter’s camp sites were in the open and must therefore have relied on shelters built by 
people. 

It is difficult to appreciate what these shelters would comprise of and also their appearance, 
given the lack of suitable materials on the landscapes to form frameworks. There were no trees 
and therefore small tent like structures seem to have been the norm. Reindeer hides would have 
been readily available at most times, but they would still have to be supported no matter how 
small or low the shelters were. Most of the aspects of the lives of these people are interrelated 
as we shall repeatedly see, if hides were used as tent coverings, then they would have to be 
available immediately on setting up a new camp site, this leads immediately to the discussion 
on transport. It seems unlikely that the family would have to wait around until the hunters had 
secured enough hides to make their shelter, and such hides would still have to be prepared to 
an extent by cleaning of flesh and stitching together. Hides would almost certainly be used for 
floor coverings to keep the occupants warm and dry when sleeping.  

Even indigenous peoples such as Eskimo would create igloos in a short space of time even 
though they were clad in reindeer skins to keep them comfortable and other arctic peoples also 
have their shelters ready and waiting when each camp site is set up, to do otherwise would be 
suicide in many cases, when appallingly freezing conditions were prevailing and could last for 
weeks at a time.  

Given the nature of reindeer clothes which easily surpass any modern materials for warmth 
retention (reindeer are the only animals to lie on snow without melting it due to heat loss). It 
may be possible for an adult to tough it out with just their clothes to protect them in inclement 
weather, but to expect women and more especially children to do the same seems unthinkable. 



 

7 
 

In Siberia mammoth bone frameworks are found, the large bones and tusks being of a size 
where a low hut or tent can be supported. But there is no evidence of mammoth in the LUP of 
western Europe, despite the fact that such animals are depicted on earlier hunter’s dwellings, 
in caves in France and Spain. Conversely, at Lascaux in France, there are no images of reindeer 
despite pictures of mammoth, horse, deer, elk and auroch being given 

What else could be used in such a windswept landscape? The tallest shrub was Dwarf Birch 
(Betula nana), but it is not a tree and reaches only to knee height in stature. It thrives on nutrient 
poor acidic soils, and regarding soils they simply do not develop in extreme cold conditions, 
meaning larger trees cannot gain a foothold because there is insufficient sustenance in the 
ground for them to survive, in fact tree cover only starts some 500 miles south of the arctic 
conditions.  

Turf, stone and ice can easily be ruled out for shelters at Howburn. Small circular tent like 
structures are suspected at the site of Stellmoor in the Ahrensburg valley in Germany, where 
circles of stones are interpreted as being to weigh down the edges of tents. Stellmoor 
incidentally provides the earliest evidence for archery with shafts surviving, but this is slightly 
later than Howburn in time. 

Open air shelters at Howburn are therefore assumed to have been hide tents. Modern hides are 
advertised as being Extra-large at 140-130cm (57”-55”) in size (presumably a bull), therefore 
at least eleven skins would be required to make a tent of 1.6m in diameter, giving a floor area 
of c7m2. Such a sized tent would hardly suffice for a family and therefore increase in size means 
many more hides. It would be difficult in a hurry to stitch hides with the fur still on, so maybe 
the skins would have been tanned and de-haired, however, the thermal properties would have 
been lost entirely and such tents would surely have been cold residences to say the least.  

Even allowing for the Howburn hunters to be arriving and living there during summer months, 
(and we do not know at what time of year they were here) the palaeolithic summers were still 
not at all warm. Stitching to make tents would not have been a problem as animal sinew, hide 
strips or laces would be used. They could even make guy ropes for tethering the shelters.  

The internal supports still present a question. Reindeer skeletal material could perhaps be used, 
large bull antlers can reach 01.25m in length (see below) and as they grow and fall off each 
year there surely would have been an ample supply. Reindeer compared to all other deer have 
the largest antlers relative to their body size, and the reindeer females also have antlers, the 
only female deer species that do, however theirs are much smaller than the males. The males 
shed their antlers in late autumn after the rut, but hunting could be a more guaranteed supply. 
Tying antlers together would not be a problem. The main debate is whether they had to procure 
antlers and hides when they reached a camp destination, or did they already have them as a 
pre-fab shelter when they arrived? If the latter were true then how were they carried? By 
themselves or by reindeer?    

Clothing 

Again, on the assumption of reindeer hunters, clothing would be almost totally derived from 
the reindeer as we can see in current ethnographic cultures in the northern hemisphere, where 
communities still live off reindeer herds for most of their requirements, although most are 
increasingly adopting more modern lifestyles with convenience food and clothing being 
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purchased as opposed to being hunted and processed. There is great concern that traditions are 
being lost in this ‘modernisation’ process. 

Since reindeer are the only animals that can lie on snow without melting it, their hides offer 
100% thermal efficiency regarding heat loss. It is little wonder that the indigenous arctic people 
make their clothes, boots, hats and gloves from reindeer hides, furthermore modern fabrics 
cannot compare for aspects such as comfort regarding body perspiration. Under garments are 
prepared by processing the leather to fine quality for the further wellbeing of the wearer. 

The skin is taken from three principal areas of the hides, that from the legs is used for human 
legs, that from the main body is used for the majority of costumes and that from the animal 
face is used for finer work. The various properties that reindeer have developed through 
evolution in different parts of their bodies and keep them secure, are therefore transferred 
directly to the human clothes. 

Thus the humans can emulate all of the conditions that reindeer can withstand, by wearing each 
aspect of the animal hide in the correct place on the body. Reindeer can withstand temperatures 
as low as – 600C because their dual coat fur has an inner layer of finer hairs to keep them warm 
and an outer layer of courser hairs to shed rain and snow. Humans can do the same, furthermore 
because the hairs are hollow this allows perspiration to escape from the human body as they 
wear the hair of the fur against the skin, which is kept within a few degrees of the internal 
temperature, exactly what is required for greatest human comfort no matter in what part of the 
world.  

Because the dual coat of hair in the animal traps air, it gives them greater buoyancy when 
swimming and if a human falls into water wearing these garments they will float! Very few 
people of the northern tribes could understandably swim. The tundra Nenet people can sleep 
on snow and walk over deep snow without sinking. Boots are waterproof and they can walk in 
wet slushy snow with impunity, the hair side of the skin is used as boot soles for grip. Over the 
millennia the reindeer hunters have learned how to copy the reindeer in every aspect in order 
to survive in sub-zero temperatures.  

The women who make the clothes have even learned that stitching clothes with round cross 
section needles causes problems with the holes not adapting to various conditions and cause 
leaks, triangular shapes needles allow the fabric to seal itself. Just one of the many intricacies 
these people have learned to allow them to live in the most inhospitable parts of the globe.   

Clothing is therefore perhaps the easiest aspect of life to understand about the reindeer hunter’s 
world, because in some places they still live the same lifestyle as they have done for thousands 
of years.   

Tools and equipment 

The most truthful part of the Howburn excavations are the consideration of tools, most 
especially stone tools which are after all the only direct evidence of these early people at 
Howburn. Taken along with continental sites where organic material has survived we get an 
excellent idea of antler and bone tools supplementing the mono assemblage at Howburn. 
However, the analyses of prehistoric stone tools is exceedingly complicated and is often 
debated, the sophistication of that analyses debars the writer from making anything but the 
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most basic remarks on the Howburn stone tools and debitage assemblage and specialist inquiry 
is directed to the professional publication of the site (Ballin et al). 

Six hundred and eighty one tools are recorded from the Howburn excavations. Although it is 
known that the camp was occupied several times and indeed over both the Hamburgian and 
Federmesser periods, the large number of tools is known to represent only a fraction of what 
must still remain in the field. The high number recovered seems to suggest one or both of two 
things; There was an extravagance of use with a high rate of discard at the site and/or, that the 
people had little regard for loss indicating they had an ample supply of raw material, mainly 
flint which they brought with them. Such large tools as double ended scrapers would surely be 
easy to find if accidentally dropped, and yet they appear to have been almost littered over the 
site. This then leads to the question of, was this camp site a long term seasonal one, as opposed 
to being a transient one?  A question which may be unanswerable in the absence of organic and 
dating materials. 

The stone artefacts from Howburn present the question of material source. There is little doubt 
that soon after arrival in this part of the world they discovered the local radiolarian chert. 
Several tools especially scrapers were fashioned from this local rock, obtainable in large 
quantities as outcrop and scree from the Southern Uplands Fault Line and close to Howburn.  
Despite its qualities for pre-historic toolmaking it is nevertheless much inferior to flint which 
is exotic to the area. It is believed that the flint at Howburn was obtained from the North Sea 
area, Dogger Bank, as they crossed the then land bridge. It was found at Howburn as several 
different types and that indicated that repeat visits to the site had been made, perhaps bringing 
slightly different flint on different occasions. 

It is known from the study of the lithics that two periods of the LUP are represented at 
Howburn: the later Hamburgian and the following Federmesser period. Perhaps it was the same 
people who were adapting to new technologies over time and therefore were at the interface of 
the two sub cultures. This has parallels on the continent for example at Slotseng in SW 
Denmark (Holm, 1991) and where both periods are similarly represented.   

The flint they did use was good quality and the total suite of tool types was manufactured from 
it, e.g. tanged points, scrapers, mostly long end scrapers often double ended, knives, burins and 
Zinken which latter were used as borers or awls.  

There is some debate as to how the tanged points were used, were they arrows or javelins? The 
easy assumption would be that they were arrows, and it is known that bows were found at 
Stellmoor (GrØnnow 1987) in northern Germany and indeed that this may the earliest evidence 
for the use of bows. Also at Stellmoor pine arrow shafts were discovered helping with the 
interpretation that the tang points were indeed arrow heads. That the tanged points were 
effective as killing projectiles is without doubt as the skeletal remains at Stellmoor show, and 
where they are found embedded in bone. But were they fired with a bow or as a spear?, most 
likely using a spear thrower.  

The power achieved with spear throwers is considerable, they can be thrown six times further 
than hand thrown spears, with projectile speeds up to 150km/h (95mph) being achieved. The 
throwing tool is sometimes referred to as an atlatl which comes from the Aztec language, they 
were using them in the 1500’s when the Spanish arrived in America. That such tools were used 
in the Palaeolithic is shown by examples in museums, most especially The British Museum, 
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and furthermore one there is made from reindeer antler and is carved as a mammoth, it was 
found in France. Ambush at close quarters seems to have been the favoured approach, using 
tanged points either as arrows or as javelins, firing in to the backs of animals from behind, 
possibly because they were swimming and thus making slow moving targets. 

Scrapers were the most common tool type from Howburn, mostly long scrapers and often 
double ended. Hide processing is clearly indicated by such tools and there must have been a 
lot of it at Howburn as over one hundred and sixty examples of different types of scraper were 
found from the limited excavations done there (it is known that a high percentage of LUP flint 
tools remains in the field on unexcavated ground). 

Scrapers of differing types were found indicating that some may have a specialised role in the 
business of processing hides, bone, and antler, as the technical list that follows shows: 

Blade scrapers   64of 

Blade double scrapers    6  

Short end scrapers  64 

Short double scrapers     7 

Blade double scrapers     6 

Side scrapers     6 

Side end scrapers    3 

And combined scrapers with other tool types  

Scraper / burin     5 

Scraper / Tanged point   2 

Scraper / Zinken    1 

Burins are used for scribing or scoring the antler so they can be split into flat pieces used for 
handles to haft a variety of tool types. 

Zinken are used as borers or awls or perforators. 

Unfortunately at Howburn as is the case for much of Scotland, preservation of organic materials 
is poor due mainly to acidic soils. Charcoal from fires could nevertheless have survived but 
unfortunately none was found to indicate fire sites. It is perhaps worth repeating the fact that 
dating of this site is by stone tool typology and comparing like with like on continental sites 
where dating by organics and charcoal has been accomplished. 
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The first diagnostic tool to be recognised, a tanged 
point from two conjoining parts found apart of 
the field. [No’s 765 & 1084]. 

The following lithic pics are published for the first 
time here. The numbers are from the catalogue. 
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And then there were more, tanged points and fragments. 

 

 

Above and below a selection of the scrapers showing the variety of types. 

 

Around one hundred and sixty scrapers were recovered. 
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Selected retouched blades. 

 

Selected ‘en Eperon’ pieces, showing distinctive knapping techniques. 
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Selected ‘truncated pieces’ ,  

 

Piercers, the three on the right are radiolarian chert. 
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Combined tools. 

 

Becs. 

 

Zinken. 
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Backed pieces.  

Detailed descriptions of the entire lithic assemblage are given in the Book “Reindeer hunters 
at Howburn Farm, South Lanarkshire. A Late Hamburgian settlement in southern Scotland – 
its lithic artefacts and natural environment.” Ballin et al 2018. Published 
www.archaeopress.com. [Available in hardback from the publisher or free to download from 
their web site] (see below). 
 

Fire 

As stated no charcoal was found at Howburn, but it nevertheless begs the question what could 
they have burned to obtain heat for cooking, general warmth and perhaps less importantly light. 
The tundra would provide little of combustible use unless shrubbery twigs and dried 
moss/lichen or other plant material was gathered. Dwarf birch has been quoted as a much used 
resource for all sorts of purposes in northern tundra cultures; fuel, to weave as floor mats below 
the reindeer hides, and possibly as wood friction to make fire. 

If we turn to recent and indeed current ethnographic sources in the far northern hemisphere, 
people like the Eskimo and Sami can manage quite comfortably with fat converted into oils. 
Where a sea resource of seal and whale is available the supply can be quite plentiful, and in the 
landlocked scenario animal fat could be substituted and/or also used. 

Inuits used oil lamps for heat, light and cooking which would have been easier with a marine 
environment with seal and whale capture. The fat content of reindeer is exceptionally low at 
only 2 – 4.5% (compared with beef at 9% and lamb at 17%), therefore the Howburn people 
may have had to work harder to get oil for any purpose.   
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At Howburn there could only have been a single source for such energy and that was the 
reindeer, but they may have used dried animal dung and/or body parts for fuel. 

But how did they start the fire? Again in the northern hemisphere records show that the bow 
drill was used, interestingly the anvil for the apparatus was held by the chin. Spindles and 
hearths could have been acquired from driftwood at coastal locations and maybe such items 
were prized, but of course they would quickly wear down with use and therefore spare pieces 
of timber would be necessary and to be curated. It may have been the case that trade was 
involved by people who lived beside the tree line hundreds of miles to the south of the tundra 
and could have supplied the Howburn people when they were at their home? base on the 
continent, but that like much of this paper is speculation. 

Flint and pyrite were used in prehistory but there seems little record of that in the northern 
climes. 

Fire may have been less important than one imagines as much meat in the northern peoples is 
often consumed raw (above). 

Travel 

Travel is an aspect which is perhaps easier to understand given that we know the origin of these 
early Howburn people was in the region of southern Denmark and/or northern Germany, where 
in the latter case the earliest culture of Hamburgian takes its name from the first discovery in 
the Hamburg area. Therefore distance cannot have been an impediment to the hunters and their 
families since they clearly arrived at Howburn on several occasions, and we may assume they 
travelled a bit further west. The distance as the crow flies between Hamburg and Howburn is 
about 550 miles and while reindeer can easily cover thirty miles per day while grazing at the 
same time, humans may have chosen to do shorter stints on their travels, as long as they kept 
pace with some of the herd which would have stretched for miles.  

A lot hangs on the question, did they use the reindeer as pack animals to haul their heavy 
goods? We know they brought flint with them for tool making and it would be easy for them 
to use significant quantities to make up for lost projectiles on animals which may have escaped 
but been wounded. Certainly, there was an extravagance of material use at Howburn judging 
by the large quantity of tools left behind and they were manufacturing the tools on site from 
raw material as shown by cores and debitage. 

The need for creating a suitable shelter at the end of a day’s travel must have been a priority, 
even during a Scottish summer at that time, women and children would need to be protected 
each evening from the elements, and unless they found natural shelters such as caves then some 
form of tent like structure would have to be constructed. Reindeer pelts of course would be the 
natural shelter coverings, but they would be heavy at circa 3 kgs each, and that is for one which 
has been processed and dry, several would be required to for the most basic shelter, although 
it is most difficult to understand what would have been used to support a reindeer pelt tent. 

This all leads to the question of how the camp and tool making gear could be transported and 
indeed the most vulnerable members of the families such as pregnant women and small 
children. It seems to this writer that the obvious answer would be that reindeer carried or pulled 
such goods for them, just as we know it happens in current arctic societies who cling to 
traditional life styles and also to those in the pre mechanised arctic of today.  
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If people carried all their equipment for over 1000 miles round trip by themselves, surely that 
would have been an unbearable load? Pulling loads implies a sled or trams which would require 
wood and that in turn suggests it would not happen, however a reindeer can pull a load 140Kg 
(20 stone) on a sled. Used as pack animals seems more likely because everything could be 
carried and tied down on the reindeer shoulders with relative ease.  

Reindeer can move at 70km/h, travel 25 km per day and do it consistently. Whether people in 
the past kept up such a pace is unknown, but somehow they did do the distances if not 
necessarily the speeds. 

The debate is about how the people followed the animals, and how they transported their 
essential goods. It is easy to understand with current societies, they use the semi domesticated 
reindeer as pack, and draft animals. The people even ride on the shoulders of the animals and 
therefore are relieved of any burden themselves, but did this happen in the remote past? 

Symbiotic relationships? 

Still debated is the relationship between people and animals at this remote time and although 
it will be difficult to prove such an association, common sense dictates some form of bond must 
have existed in order that the people could travel and transport essential equipment such as 
loads of rock for tool making, but most importantly in a tundra landscape where little 
construction material would be available, when arriving at a chosen camp site and setting up 
shelters. We know for instance there are no natural shelters in the Howburn area and the tight 
distribution of finds there suggests tent like structures were the norm. Even though we have 
seen that Sami people can lie down in snow and have a comfortable sleep, this would surely 
never be the chosen norm. Some sort of shelter would be necessary, and it seems unlikely that 
the people could carry everything that was required to erect one when stopping for the night or 
for more extended period camp sites. It appears that those criteria alone strongly suggest the 
animals were being used as they are in modern societies.  

The animals can live up to 18 years (although much less in captivity) and can develop 
relationships with their human controllers, possibly even trusting them. Reindeer are most 
susceptible to being comfortable in the presence of humans, there are many advantages for 
them. They are protected from other predators such as wolves and to a lesser extent bear and 
wolverine.  The reindeer in modern societies are left to roam, people never have to feed 
reindeer, but they come back to the camps in the evening attracted by the lure of salt, and they 
appear to love human urine! So they are easily managed to conform with whatever the herders 
want them to do. Moving herds is achieved by tying a prominent animal to run behind a snow 
mobile and taking off, the herds simply stop what they are doing and run after the lead animal; 
thus the herd can easily be moved to pastures anew.  

The best archaeological evidence for reindeer domestication comes from Russia and Mongolia 
but that dates only to 2-3 thousand years ago. It appears that reindeer sleds came after the use 
of dogs for that purpose, therefore there is little information in the archaeological or historical 
records to help show that a symbiotic relationship between the animals and people goes back 
to the Palaeolithic Period. 
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Health and fitness 

Before the advent of domesticated animals such as pigs, cattle, and poultry which because of 
their living proximity to humans, transmitted various viruses, such contamination would have 
been greatly decreased compared to later times. Even though the northern people were living 
in close proximity to their one and only animal best friend, the risk of cross contamination 
would be much reduced because of the arctic conditions, winter, and summer. Although virtual 
plagues of mosquitos are known during the short summer, causing natural herds to forage near 
the ice sheets to the extreme north.  

Similarly, although different groups of humans must have met up at times for inter relationships 
to develop, in general they would have been living in relative isolation for most of the time. 
Contact disease would be at an all-time minimum in prehistoric societies.  

Most ethnographic cultures earlier than so called civilised ones, and those few who still survive 
in traditional ways show they had knowledge of curative medicines derived from plants, rocks 
and animals, much of which information is now lost to us today. 

Small groups of people rely on each other for inter relationships such as marriage and gene 
pooling and seldom, again in relative terms, try to wipe each other out, as modern societies are 
hell bent on doing. Unlike modern society, prehistoric ones would be comfortable with one 
another and with themselves leading to a rich culture and probably most of the time – a happy 
one.  

Nearly all modern disease and health problems stem from self-inflicted living and 
environmental conditions, worldwide contamination is rife with food, bad hygiene, lack of 
clean water and a myriad of other maladies including overcrowding and generally poor living 
standards. Of course lack of food and decent water and too many people relative to available 
resources commonly means poverty and starvation.  

Little of that would happen in the ancient past because people had developed slowly and 
adapted to their food sources and environments and in relative isolation, unlike the last few 
centuries where enormous populations have outstripped their ability to survive, unless of course 
you are part of the so called small elite of ‘western style society’ , who selfishly use most of 
the planets resources to the detriment of the majority of the world’s population.  

Populations 

Estimates of population densities in the ancient past are fraught with problems and it seems 
they never quite come up with sensible answers. They would not have been high in this ancient 
period but nevertheless had to be sustainable. The modern Inuit of Greenland number only 
about a thousand or so people. We can imagine a small family group coming to Howburn and 
returning to their more permanent homeland where perhaps larger populations stayed allowing 
for social integration and exchange. Swapping stories of their migration adventures ? 

Social life 

We can see from various ethnographic populations around the world how in general the people 
were/are happy and content. The material wealth of ‘having’ does not exist in those societies 
compared to ours. Once food and shelter are taken care of, there is usually plenty of time for 
social interaction between families and friends. Even the process of gathering the necessities 
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of life are often communal with sharing and caring a priority compared to the selfish “me, me” 
of the modern world.  

Culture would be important especially as the winters were long continuous nights for half the 
year, so storytelling and oral traditions are known to have been to a high standard and of course 
preparing the young for future life with knowledge and respect for the environment in all its 
aspects, teaching and learning would have been a happy experience.  

Art 

 The only aspect of art from Howburn is seen in the manufacture of stone tools and although 
scrapers do have an aesthetic and uniform quality in their appearance the tanged points are 
seldom the same shape or quality. These are utilitarian tools. Therefore we have to look 
elsewhere to understand that the LUP people were artistic and for that the cave paintings in 
France and Spain speak for themselves. The art in the form of painting and drawing is of an 
extremely high standard with both lifelike and stylistic artwork being represented. These 
locations are however much earlier than the Howburn people, who may actually have 
descended from them and moved further north as the reindeer had, so we are left guessing if 
they had the same affinities and love of non-utilitarian effort as their ancestors. 

Apart from the cave paintings there is a large corpus of carved artwork, mostly made in 
mammoth tusk ivory and bone and antler, but also in stone.  

The two most appropriate items to appreciate are the exquisitely carved reindeer antler of a 
mammoth and conversely the equally fine art of two carved swimming reindeer from a 
mammoth tusk. Both objects were found in France but can now be seen in the British Museum. 
Both are reckoned to be parts of decorated spear throwers and both date to around 13,000 years 
ago, a bit later than Howburn but nevertheless made by reindeer hunters. Many of the carved 
objects made in the palaeolithic period are much earlier than the Howburn period, such as the 
numerous “Venus” figures representing women. There is a large corpus of illustrated 
publications of Ice Age Art in the form of carving, mostly of animals but even musical 
instruments such as flute have been found, the art  includes geometric design, and nearly every 
animal they knew in their lifetimes. 

  
 

Communications 

No doubt many languages would have been developed and we will never know much more 
about that, except we can see today that tribes and societies in proximity to one another can 
understand each other and communicate. Humans have the ability to learn from each other and 
that includes languages.   
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Modern ’reindeer’ societies 

Motor boats, snowmobiles and .303 rifles have substituted for Kayaks, huskie dogs and sleds 
and bows and arrows. Similarly modern foodstuffs are purchased in stores, some of the Alaskan 
natives are just as likely to be eating fresh Australian strawberries as they are reindeer meat. 
There is considerable concern among the northern natives and others that much of the cultural 
heritage of lifestyles, language and many other aspects alluded to above are being forgotten. 
Such is the cost of modernisation. The indigenous peoples are also being tempted or even 
forced off their native lands in the face of mining and oil exploration developments. Even when 
they are sticking to their traditional lifestyles as much as they can, governments bureaucracy 
wants to interfere and control them with legislation. As with many aspects of heritage, all the 
wrong people are in charge.  

Global warming and climatic change are of course going to have a huge impact on the peoples 
of the northern hemisphere, making it impossible for them to live out the lifestyles of their 
forebears, even if they wished to do so. Nothing lasts for ever but the increased rate of change 
in all its aspects means it is difficult for people to adapt quickly enough to survive without 
surrendering their lifestyles and heritage. It is however of paramount importance to humankind 
that their history around the world survives in some format or the other, all the knowledge and 
lessons from the past are what we build on for the future wellbeing of our species. If only we 
modern people could be more like our ancient ancestors in their outlook on life, perhaps the 
world would be a  better place.   

Conclusion 

Because of the scant nature of the evidence from Howburn regardless of its value in 
understanding stone tool technology, we are left to wonder about how they looked, how they 
spoke and expressed themselves, how they related to their surroundings and most especially to 
the reindeer, those walking larders and workshop supply depots, and which provided all for the 
hunters and their families who travelled with them. It is likely that they had great respect for 
the animals and for the environment which they all shared. We can imagine the sophisticated 
clothes they wore, albeit coming from a single animal species but nevertheless, like their 
modern counterparts, being beautifully decorative as well as brilliantly functional. Sadly, if 
they ever brought richly carved objects with them, unless they are made from stone, they are 
long gone like most of the evidence of the people and the animals who made the first journeys 
of exploration into the land we call Scotland.  

More sites of the period will eventually be discovered and who knows, preservation conditions 
deep within caves or coastal environments, may mean that some of the elusive organics missing 
from Howburn have survived. We can only hope so, Howburn Farm was a long time in coming 
to the archaeology of Scotland, but each decade will surely produce more, especially if people 
are looking for it. In the meantime we are left to use our imaginations and wonder what life 
was like at Howburn 14,000 years ago.  

This paper is absent of technical terms and jargon and is not an academic production for two 
reasons; one is the writer is not an academic and secondly the work is not intended for them, 
rather it is an attempt to bring some colour to the often droll archaeological report and add 
some flesh to the archaeological bones making it all more meaningful to the lay reader, 
hopefully making Howburn a little bit more interesting than it may otherwise seem.  
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Skeleton showing antler size. A Scottish reindeer. West Calder Zoo. 
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