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Introduction

From the moment that primitive man first stood on his (or her!) hind legs, human beings have demonstrated an apparently inexhaustible curiosity about the world around them, and have relentlessly pushed forward the boundaries of human experience. How? What? Why? Why not? These questions have been asked – and the answers sought – from the beginning of recorded time. And this tireless quest for knowledge and achievement has urged men and women on to accomplish amazing feats: to sail right round the world at a time when many believed the earth was flat and they would fall off the edge; to invent a printing press, creating a process which would bring books and learning to countless millions of people; to split the atom when no one thought it possible; to storm the bastions of political custom and prejudice – these achievements have revolutionized our thinking and development.

And today, as we enter the third millennium, our curiosity and ambition show no signs of abating: global communications become ever faster and more intricate; medical science achieves new breakthroughs almost daily; and our increasing leisure time offers new experiences such as interactive television and virtual reality games. All this we owe to the groundbreakers, the far-sighted men and women who devoted their lives to a purpose or risked everything on a new venture, and thus took the first steps on the path that would bring us to where we are today.

Collins Gem Firsts offers just a glance at the story of human achievements through the ages in the fields of History, Government and Society, Science and Technology, Transport, Industry and Commerce, and Arts, Entertainment and Sport. Where possible, individuals are credited with their accomplishments and related items are grouped together in chronological order. Each entry claims a ‘world first’ unless otherwise stated. Who can predict what wonders we shall see in the next 2000 years?

HISTORY, GOVERNMENT AND SOCIETY

BRITAIN BECOMES AN ISLAND, 8000 BC

Half a million years ago, Britain was joined to the European mainland by a land bridge, across which came the earliest settlers, hominids, the ancestors of modern humans. Around 70,000 years ago the last Ice Age began, slowly covering most of the country with ice, and gradually driving the settlers back across the land bridge to warmer climates. The ice started to recede some 14,000 years ago and, as the climate improved, settlers again crossed from mainland Europe and found a country now rich in animal and plant life. The melting ice caused ocean levels to rise significantly and around 10,000 years ago the last land bridge between Britain and the European mainland, at the Straits of Dover, flooded over, separating the British Isles from the Continent. The average depth of the English Channel remains shallow, around 150–400 ft (45–120 m).

ROMAN INVASION IN BRITAIN, 55 BC

The men of Julius Caesar’s first exploratory expedition to Britannia landed in Kent, and their records provide us with the first written account of British history. Caesar sent his forces to look for new conquests and to suppress the British Celts, who had been helping the Gauls, Caesar’s adversaries, on the Continent. A full-scale expedition was mounted the following year, although the Romans met considerable opposition. The south was not subdued until AD 1, when the Romans finally defeated the British chieftain, Cassivellaunus, at what is now Wheathampstead, Hertfordshire.

VIKING RAID IN BRITAIN, 789

This raid on the Wessex coast (modern West Country) was the first recorded Viking raid. These non-Christian seafarers from the Scandinavian countries continued with raids on the Hebrides in 794 and Ireland in 795. They attacked and plundered rich monasteries and the scattered raiding parties gradually became large-scale expeditions. In 850, for example, 350 Viking ships sailed up the Thames towards London. By 870, the Danes had conquered every English kingdom except Wessex.

POPE, 1ST CENTURY AD

St Peter (died c.64), as chief of the apostles, is accepted as being the original head of the Roman Catholic Church. By the end of the 1st century AD Rome, seat of the empire, was recognized as the primary centre for the Church, and popes were the bishops of Rome. ‘Pope’ is derived from the Latin papa and Greek pappas, meaning ‘father’. The Pope has full powers over the Church in the areas of faith and morals, church discipline and government. In the past, the popes took an active part in political and military matters, but today their role is mainly spiritual. Popes are elected by a meeting of the cardinals, the most senior Church officials after the Pope, in the Sistine Chapel in Rome. A plume of white smoke from the chapel chimney indicates that the choice has been made.

ENGLISH POPE, 1154

Nicholas Breakspear (c. 1100–59) was born in Abbot’s Langley, Hertfordshire, and became Pope Adrian IV from 1154 until 1159. At that time, popes played an active role in international politics and Adrian was no exception. He excommunicated (excluded from the Church) William the Bad, King of Sicily, for waging war in southern Italy. His actions provoked a bitter response and initiated a long struggle between William and Adrian’s successor.
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The martyrdom of St Peter, generally accepted as the first Pope, as shown on a relief in the Vatican, Rome

ROMAN EMPEROR (UNITED EMPIRE), 27 BC

Octavian became the Emperor Augustus on his coronation in 27 BC. He was the adopted son of Julius Caesar, the last ruler of the Roman Republic. Caesar was murdered by the senators who thought he was becoming too powerful. They subsequently invested power in Octavian, Mark Antony and Lepidus, who ruled together as the Second Triumvirate. Mark Antony travelled to the east, met Queen Cleopatra of Egypt, and quarrelled with Octavian. Antony and Cleopatra were defeated at the battle of Actium in 31 BC, after which Octavian ruled unchallenged for 45 years.

KING OF ENGLAND, 802

Egbert, from the House of Cerdic (Wessex), ruled from 802 until 839. Of the seven Anglo-Saxon kingdoms (East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Mercia, Northumbria, Sussex and Wessex), Wessex was by far the most politically powerful. Egbert was the sixteenth king of Wessex and a brilliant military tactician. In 825 he defeated Beornwulf, King of Mercia, at the battle of Ellendune (Wroughton), Wiltshire and thus destroyed Mercian ascendancy. In 838, he won an outstanding victory over the Danish at Hingston Down. Egbert subdued or conquered all the kingdoms around Wessex and was known as the first King of all the English. By the mid-10th century, the political unity of England had been achieved.

KING OF SCOTS, 843

Kenneth I (Kenneth McAlpin) was the first king of the united Scots of Dalriada and the Picts, and thus ruled all Scotland north of the Forth and Clyde valleys. Little is known of his life, although he is thought to have ruled for some 16 years and is buried on Iona. ‘Scotland’ is derived from the Scoti, an Irish tribe which emigrated to Scotland at the end of the fifth century.

KING OF IRELAND, 1002

Brian Boru (941–1014), King of Munster, was recognized as the High King of Ireland from 1002 until his death. Ireland was then organized into five areas: Ulster, Meath, Leinster, Munster and Connaught. Opposed by a powerful Viking army, led by Sigurd the Norse Earl of Orkney, supported by Leinster and the King of Dublin, Boru’s forces, led by his son Murchad, defeated them all at the battle of Clontarf in 1014. The aged Boru was resting in a tent some distance from the battle when he was hacked to death by a group of Vikings as they fled the battle. He is still regarded as one of Ireland’s greatest national heroes.

CRUSADE, 1096

 The first crusade (derived from Latin crux, meaning ‘cross’, the badge of all the crusading armies) was prompted by a plea for help from Alexius, the Emperor of Byzantium (Istanbul), whose city was under attack by Muslim Turks in 1095. Pope Urban II appealed to western Christian leaders to march to Alexius’s aid and three great armies set out the following year. The Crusaders relieved Byzantium, then marched on to Jerusalem, defeating its Muslim occupiers in 1099. The most famous British crusader was the warrior-king Richard Coeur de Lion (Lionheart) (1157–99).
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Richard the Lionheart

ENGLISH PARLIAMENT, 1200s

The Anglo-Saxon kings ruled together with the Witan or Witanagemot (wise men), a group of nobles and bishops. The Witan was replaced after the Noman Conquest of 1066 by the Great Council (Curia Regis), convened three times a year to help and advise the king. By Edward I’s time (1239–1307), the Council was known as Parliament (Old French parlement, from parler, meaning ‘to speak’). The Model Parliament of 1295 was more representative of the people and included bishops, abbots, barons, knights, citizens and burgesses (representing shires, towns and boroughs). By the 15th century, debates were divided between nobles and bishops (House of Lords) and knights and burgesses (House of Commons).

ROUND-THE-WORLD VOYAGE, 1519, from Portugal

Ferdinand Magellan was a Portuguese explorer who was commissioned by the King of Spain to try and find a western route to the Spice Islands (Moluccas). He set out in September 1519 with five small ships. Four of the ships reached the channel between mainland South America and Tierra del Fuego, now known as the Magellan Straits, in October 1519. Three ships sailed on to reach the Pacific (peaceful) Ocean, named by Magellan, in late November. However, the explorer later became involved in a quarrel in the Philippines and was murdered. One ship, the Vittoria, commanded by Sebastian del Cano, finally returned to Spain in 1522. The
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