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“fans of jean auel’s clan of the cave bear will relish moctu and the 

mammoth people...an intriguing, exciting and moving saga”
- d i a n e  d o n o v a n ,  e d i t o r ,  C a l i f o r n i a  b o o k w a t c h

“Unique, fascinating and deeply-sourced . . .”
-  m a r k  m c d o n a l d ,  f o r m e r  n e w  y o r k  t i m e s  f o r e i g n  c o r r e s p o n d e n t 

a n d  a u t h o r  o f  t h e  n o v e l  o f f  t h e  x

“an epic tale of struggle and survival, of 

passion, betrayal and vengeance.”
 -  k i e r a n  m u l v a n e y ,  a u t h o r  o f  t h e  g r e a t  w h i t e  b e a r ,  a t 

t h e  e n d s  o f  t h e  e a r t h ,  t h e  w h a l i n g  s e a s o n  a n d  w i t n e s s
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About  the  author
Neil Thomas Bockoven is an award-winning PhD geologist and 
journalist with 35 years of experience in minerals exploration.

He has been featured in: Geological Society of America Bulletin, 
Association of Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, Virginia Journal of 
Science and many other scientific publications. He has appeared 
multiple times on several popular radio talk shows to discuss a 
variety of science-based subjects and his books. Neil is a member 
of the Archaeological Institute of America, the Archaeological 
Conservancy, and is an Impact Member of the Center for Study of the 
First Americans.

Neil worked as a geologist for Exxon/ExxonMobil in Denver, Midland, 
Houston, New Orleans and Albuquerque. He coordinated dozens of joint ventures with oil and 
gas companies, including rights to the entire King Ranch in Texas. 

Neil attended The College of William and Mary, where he was a member of the state champion 
swim team, and received a Bachelor of Arts. He went on to The University of Texas at Austin, 
earning a masters and doctorate. He has published articles on topics as diverse as the geology of 
huge volcanic calderas of the Sierra Madre Occidental Mountains of Mexico to sexual dimorphism 
in Astarte clams. 
 
His current interests center on the interaction between Early Modern Humans and Neanderthals 
during the Paleolithic Age, and the amazing related discoveries being made through archaeology 
and genetics. In addition to Moctu and the Mammoth People, Neil also has published a related 
children’s book titled When We Met Neanderthals. 
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Set in Paleolithic Italy 45,000 years ago, Moctu and the Mammoth People is a compelling thriller 
about a strong, young, dark-skinned Cro-Magnon boy who must fight his rival for leadership of 
his tribe and the right to mate the beautiful and talented Nuri. 

Moctu and his people have confrontations with the “Pale Ones,” a fierce group of Neanderthals 
that some call the People Eaters. On a hunting trip, he observes them from afar and wonders 
about their nature.  Will they always be a threat to his tribe? Finding out may get Moctu killed and 
eaten.

Besides having dangerous encounters with mammoths, wolves and saber-tooth cats, Moctu has 
to deal with his older rival, Jabil, who fights and undermines him at every opportunity. After Jabil 
secretly murders several elder tribesmen who go against him, he deftly shifts blame onto the 
Pale Ones. He takes over as the tribe’s leader and proceeds to make Moctu’s life miserable. 

Meanwhile, Nuri is coming of age and finds herself challenging the strict constraints of tribal 
customs as she tries to avoid being mated to Jabil - a man she despises.

While out on his own, Moctu is captured and enslaved by the Pale Ones. During his time with 
them, he is shocked to discover that, although these primitive people know little about spear-
throwers or making clothes, they can make fire - a skill he comes to learn. He meets the blonde 
and fair-skinned Effie and, over time, comes to recognize that his hate for the Pale Ones was 
misplaced. 

Realizing that Nuri by now has been mated to Jabil, Moctu falls in love with Effie and has a child. 
But when he uncovers evidence that Jabil murdered his tribesmen, Moctu knows he must return 
home and mount a challenge. 

When Moctu returns can he overcome Jabil, and how will Nuri react? Will the interspecies conflict 
get Moctu or Effie killed?  Will Moctu rise to lead his people?

About  MOCTU



www.neilbockoven.com 4

The  Sc ience  behind  the  story

Our forefathers, Early Modern Humans 
(EMHs), probably reached southeastern 
Europe less than 45,000 years ago. 
It’s likely that we overlapped with 
Neanderthals for just a few thousand years 
before they went extinct.  

The rapid demise of the Neanderthals has 
been attributed to many possible factors, 
including genocide by EMHs, infection 
from EMH-carried disease, competition 
for food and resources, and climate 
change (although Neanderthals made it 
through numerous periods of substantial 
climate change over the previous 250,000 
years). The fossil record indicates that 
Neanderthals disappeared only after 
EMHs moved into their territory. Analysis 
of a deep scratch on a rib of Shanidar 
3, an adult male Neanderthal, who lived 

in present-day Iraq more than 50,000 years ago, suggests he was hit by a spear thrown by an EMH 
according to Duke investigators.

Based on the brief overlap in time of EMHs and Neanderthals in Europe, the fossil evidence, and the 
xenophobic nature of early (and many would say current) man, it’s a good bet that genocide played a 
key role.  However, EMH-carried disease is also a likely cause that’s consistent with the data.  In the 
early 1500s, Cortés unintentionally brought smallpox to the Aztecs and saw a die-off of between 60-
90%. Similarly, in the 1600’s, Native Americans were nearly eradicated in New England by diseases 
brought by European settlers.

A great deal of research has substantiated that EMHs and 
Neanderthals inter-bred, and the average non-African 
person of today owes 1-5% of their genetics to Neanderthals.  
Neanderthal genetics have given us some good things like an 
increased ability to fight viruses, but they also brought along 
some real negatives, including predispositions for type 2 
diabetes, lupus, biliary cirrhosis, depression, actinic keratosis, 
and Crohn’s disease.

Many researchers have concluded that something happened 
around 45,000 years ago that dramatically and beneficially 
impacted EMH development and their resultant diaspora out 
of Africa. Humans successfully made it north into Europe and 
they were off to the races, overwhelming the Neanderthals 
and other hominids and spreading to all parts of the globe. 
Certainly population blossomed, and in what Jared Diamond 

High Five
Handprints in the Cueva de las Manos, Argentina, are up to 13,000 years 
old. Similar handprints from Indonesia date to 40,000 years. Intriguingly, 
most are left hand prints and those of women (in women, the ring and index 
fingers are about the same length; in men, the index finger is shorter).

Was There Peace?
Scientists have found layers of “mixed” 
technologies that suggest that Neanderthals
may have learned some of our innovations, and we 
learned some of theirs. This mixed layer is known 
as the Châtelperronian industry and occurs at 
about the same time as our story.

Approximately 40,000 year-old jewelry, flint tools 
and bone needles from the Grotte du Renne in 

France (Caron et al. 2011- PLOS ONE)

Neil’s Notes from the Underground
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has popularized as the Great Leap Forward, technology, 
culture, art, and music expanded more in the short period 
thereafter than it had in the past million years. Even if 
some of these technological and cultural breakthroughs 
had happened earlier, the intensification of them is 
undeniable. 

What caused this explosion of creativity and success? 
Various researchers have proposed genetic changes, 
for example to the FOXP2 gene, which allowed for 
better language skills (note: genetics within the Basque 
population suggest that this oldest of Western European 
languages is probably the most similar to what Moctu and 
his brethren spoke, so a number of Basque words show 
up in the book).  Others have called on our interactions 
with the Neanderthals for better (e.g. technology transfer and modest beneficial gene flow), or for 
worse (Neanderthal predation that forced us to become the shrewd, and at times, bloodthirsty race we 
are). 

We’ll probably never know for certain the 
cause, or causes, of the transformation, but 
that hasn’t stopped us from speculating. 

A single breakthrough, such as mastery 
of fire starting, or the atlatl (spear thrower, 
which allowed for greater range and safety 
during hunting) could have played a major 
role. Studies show that a small but consistent 

advantage can make all the difference — just a one percent difference in mortality could have led to 
the extinction of Neanderthals and the supremacy of EMHs in 30 generations or about 1,000 years.

Rhinoceros Front Horn
Rhinoceros on a wall of Chauvet Cave in France from 
20,000 to 30,000 years ago. Note the two-meter (6.5’) 
front horn. 

Meet Venus of Brassempoy!
She is one of the earliest known 
realistic representations of a human 
face, carved in ivory, about 25,000 
years ago from SW France. This and 
other evidence suggest that Homo 
sapiens had wavy hair and may have 
braided it.
(Photo by Jean-Gilles Berizzi)
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Fans of Jean Auel's Clan of the Cave Bear and other stories of prehistoric peoples' lives and 
adventures will relish Moctu and the Mammoth People: An Ice Age Story of Love, Life and 

Survival, the story of a Cro-Magnon boy who not only battles a tribal rival for leadership and love, but 
also encounters and is captured by a fearsome group of Neanderthals.
 
This is no casual story. Award-winning 
geologist and author Neil Bockoven took 
two years to review all the current genetic 
and archeological research about these 
primitive peoples (our earliest ancestors), 
and this attention to detail is reflected 
in a story line that captures not only 
Moctu's experiences, but the nature of 
the physical and tribal world in which he 
operates. Solid science drives this story 
and - uniquely for a novel - it is annotated 
in an addendum to the book. Bockoven 
also has been featured in a number of 
scientific journals, and is a member of 
the Archaeological Institute of America, 
the Archaeological Conservancy, and an 
Impact Member of the Center for Study of 
the First Americans.
 
This background lends authority and authenticity to the story, elevating it above and beyond most tales 
of the times.
 
As for the tale itself, Moctu and the Mammoth People is a riveting study in contrasts as Moctu confronts 

Neil Bockoven shows us that technology has been crucial to the survival of every human 
society, beginning with revolutionary innovations like fire-starting and a mastery of the spear. 

His new novel is nearly revolutionary as well, cleverly melding anthropology with the techniques of 
historical fiction. Moctu and the Mammoth People is unique, fascinating and deeply-sourced.”
MARK MCDONALD
Former Award-Winning New York Times Foreign Correspondent
Author of the novel Off the X

literary Reviews

“

Most of us, if we think of Neanderthals and early humans at all, picture primitive, grunting 
savages. The reality, we are coming to realize, was vastly different. Neil Bockoven takes a 

scientific base and adds inspiration and imagination to create an epic tale of struggle and survival, of 
passion, betrayal and vengeance. It’s a tale that highlights our ancestors’ lives and loves, their fears 
and feelings - and, yes, their very humanity.”
KIERAN MULVANEY
Author of The Great White Bear, At the Ends of the Earth, The Whaling Season and Witness



www.neilbockoven.com 7

the cannibalistic Pale Ones (Neanderthals), rivals and murderous plotters, enslavement by primitives 
who hold the key to one skill that could propel civilization forward, and the possibility of building a 
presence and family under new conditions.
 
When he comes full circle to confront his tribe's corruption, Moctu faces further conflicts revolving 
around an interspecies confrontation and the turmoil surrounding his own heart and choices.
 
Moctu's vivid discoveries of other peoples and purposes beyond his tribe's approach to life lends 
a realistic and thought-provoking feel to a story replete with exquisite detail of the physical and 
emotional landscapes of the times: "He wedged himself in the crook of two large boulders, and with his 
sharpened stick in front of him, he stared up above, recognizing the Warrior Stars directly overhead. He 
was strangely comforted by the sight. Maybe it was a good omen. As a youth, he’d been told of them 
by Tabar, and their appearance tonight resurrected warm memories that seemed to heighten his sense 
of freedom."
 
The result is an intriguing, exciting and moving saga that takes the time to build early history and 
psychological tension alike. More than a light read about Cro-Magnon and Neanderthal confrontations, 
Moctu and the Mammoth People does an outstanding job of considering the evolutionary process of 
learning and change by focusing on a primitive soul whose very existence and entire belief system are 
challenged by outsiders and new ideas.
 
Jean Auel's fans, in particular, will find Bockoven's approach delightfully well detailed, backed by 
scientific and archaeological facts.”
DIANE DONOVAN
Editor of California Bookwatch



www.neilbockoven.com 8

What Readers  and  Reviewers  Are  Saying  About  Moctu

You really feel the adrenaline, and 
it’s very suspenseful. It’s just freaking 

breathtaking…”
KIMBERLY SHELTON
MBA, Virginia Tech University

Fascinating and dramatic; a truly moving 
story with compelling characters. And 

I learned so much, too! You can see how well 
researched and authentic the whole story is which 
is filled with so many interesting details. And the 
ending is quite satisfying. Well done!”
MARLENE ADELSTEIN
Author and Freelance Editor at Fixyourbook.com

Incredible book. You need to teach a class 
on this…”

DOUG BEVERIDGE
VP Land, King Ranch

Great book. Suspenseful and exciting 
Neanderthal thriller. Honestly, the last thing

I thought I would be engrossed in.”
T. MALONEY-RAMES
Professional Editor 

I’m loving your book! I am a big fan of 
Clan of the Cave Bear and the series 

and find your manuscript to be extremely 
interesting. You’ve done a beautiful job with 
everything! I cannot even imagine all the 
research you’ve put into it and am simply 
astounded with how in-depth it is.”
CAROL MCCROW
Professional Editor

I have really enjoyed reading your book! 
It is not my genre at all, so it’s all the more 

surprising that I found myself drawn into the story 
so much that I couldn’t wait to see how the threads 
were resolved…and you did a fantastic job of 
weaving everything together, with unexpected plot 
twists along the way. Very sensitive to women’s 
issues here too, and I know women reading it will 
appreciate that.” 
DEBBIE BURKE
Author, Glissando, A Story of Love, Lust and Jazz

The best book of this genre since 
Clan of the Cave Bear!  I enjoyed it 

thoroughly and look forward to the sequel.”  
JEFFREY C ECKERT
MS Geosciences

Overall the writing was impressive. I thought 
the characters were well developed and the 

sense of time and place vivid.”
BILL CONTARDI
Literary Agent
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Q&A  with Ne il  bockoven
You’re an award-winning geologist and journalist 
and have published many scientific articles.  
What compelled you to write Moctu as a novel? 
The inspiration for it came as I was doing research 
into why Neanderthals died off so quickly after we, 
Early Modern Humans, arrived in Europe about 
45,000 years ago (hint: our rather bloodthirsty 
species is also a prime suspect in the demise 
of three other human groups - Homo erectus, 
Denisovans, and the Hobbit people of Flores). 
I hadn’t planned to write a novel, but I realized 
that there was an incredible story to be told 
about these early humans - their interaction with 
a different human species and their struggles for 
survival in a violent, primitive world.

What was your writing process for this book?
After an enormous amount of research, some of which is represented in the 130 annotated references at the 
back of the book, I decided I should write an entertaining story that captured what I’d learned. It was an exciting 
time - I would often wake in the middle of the night and write down notes of thoughts I had. It took me nine 
months to write the book and more than two years to research it.

When you were creating your main characters, how did you get inside the head of Moctu - your young 
protagonist from 45,000 years ago?  Was that difficult?  What human traits and ambitions did you find 
yourself sharing with him?  And Nuri - the young woman in his tribe that Moctu loves.  How did you connect 
with her emotionally? 
I developed these  early human characters the same way you’d approach modern-day ones. I spent a lot of time 
thinking about who they were and what they wanted - their dreams, ambitions and fears. I built Moctu to be a 
solidly good guy with (mostly) noble intentions, although he is somewhat shy.  Nuri, likewise, has a nobility of 
character, and she’s creative, resourceful, brave, and sweet-natured - but she too is not without flaws. Both she 
and Moctu have characteristics most of us want to identify in ourselves.

There are some great action scenes in the novel. Did you plot those out in advance or did they just flow 
out of the situation your characters found themselves in?  Explain your favorite action scene and how you 
constructed it so realistically from your research? 
Starting the book, I had a basic outline in my head of the overall 
plot, but most of the action scenes flowed out of the situation 
and the characters’ personalities.
 
My favorite action scene is the genital-piercing sacrifice and 
the birthing of a breech baby. The details of the sacrifice stem 
from research I did about primitive cultures’ (especially the 
Aztec’s) fertility practices. The birth drew from memories of the 
difficult birth of one of my children. I want to mention that the 
baby is given the name Zaila, which means ‘difficult’ in Basque 
- probably the language most similar to what our people spoke 
back then. 
  
I also love the mammoth hunting scene, but the book isn’t 
mostly about hunting. I pulled from a number of references for 
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the hunting scenes - how they stalked the beast and used their primitive weapons and methods to kill it. The 
euphoria and bonding I describe that happens after the mammoth kill came largely from my father’s description 
of how close he and his men became after battles (and near death) in World War Two. 

What literary writers in general inspire you?  Are there 
any literary authors who have written about early man 
that you admire?  
I love historical fiction. In the early 1980’s I was 
enthralled with Jean Auel’s Clan of the Cave Bear that 
featured Ayla, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed Cro-Magnon 
girl who was raised by dark, brooding Neanderthals. 
Recent genetic discoveries have shown us these racial 
roles were actually reversed when we met up in Europe. 
We were the dark ones, and many of the Neanderthals 
were blonde and blue-eyed. 

Another historical fiction writer I follow is Bernard 
Cornwell, who writes fascinating, action-packed stories 
of medieval Europe. I tried to make Moctu and the 
Mammoth People equally action-packed but also 
character-driven. I wanted readers to identify deeply 
with these Early Modern Humans. They are, after all, our ancestors. We are family.

What science-oriented non-fiction writers have you read?  Who do you like and why?
A lot of them, but several of my favorites are David Reich and his book Who We Are and How We Got Here, and 
Chris Stringer with his Lone Survivors (Google Chris’ interview with Stephen Colbert about that one - very funny). 
I also enjoyed Thomas Wynn’s Think Like a Neanderthal, and Paul Ehrlich’s Human Natures. Jared Diamond has 
Guns, Germs and Steel, Danny Vendramini wrote Them + Us, and Harari’s book, Sapiens - they’re fascinating - I 
could go on and on. 

Why is Moctu’s time period (roughly 45,000 years ago) and geographic location (Southern Europe) so 
important?
In 2010, when the Neanderthal genome was first fully sequenced, we discovered that all non-Africans have 
Neanderthal genes. Since that time it’s become clear that one of the places that we met and uh, “interacted” 
with Neanderthals was southeast Europe, roughly where my story takes place. This was also a time when there 
was a dramatic increase in our usage of new technologies, and it was the beginning of an explosion in our 
population and geographic range.

What audiences would you like to reach with Moctu and the Mammoth People?
Jean Auel’s Clan of the Cave Bear and related books have sold 50 million copies to a diverse audience, both US 
and international. I expect that Moctu will appeal to a similar group.  

I’ve also published an illustrated children’s book called When We Met Neanderthals. I think it’s essential for 
young people to understand our origins as a species and how we have arrived at where we are today.

What would you most like them to learn from this story?
I hope people can leave their current world and travel back in time to feel what our ancestors experienced 
as they tried to survive, from having babies to hunting mammoths and dealing with interspecies conflict. I’ve 
worked hard to keep this novel as factually accurate as possible while being exciting and entertaining.  
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