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Introduction
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In 1963 an American archaeologist named Peter Benedict walked across a low, rounded hill in southeastern Turkey and noticed big slabs of limestone poking through the soil. He picked up more than 3,000 stone tools from its surface and dated them, correctly, to the age before pottery. The slabs he read as grave markers, a medieval cemetery perhaps, laid on top of something older. Thirty-one years later Klaus Schmidt climbed the same hill with Mahmut Yıldız, whose family owned the land, looked at the same slabs, and saw the tops of carved pillars shaped like a capital T. The hill was Göbekli Tepe. What nobody had yet was an idea in which a hill like that could be what it was.

That gap, between a thing being present and a thing being understood, is the subject of this book.

We have a habit of calling such places lost, and the habit is mostly wrong. The great vanished civilizations of the archaeological record were rarely lost in any simple sense. Some were buried: under pumice on Santorini, under the volcanic deposits that sealed a library at Herculaneum, under the forest canopy of northern Guatemala. Some were unread, like the clay tablets of Knossos, which waited half a century for someone willing to try the one language the leading authority had ruled out, or the seals of the Indus cities, which no one can read still. Some never entered the written record at all, like the bronze-casters of Sichuan, whose literate neighbors left no secure mention of them. And some were written out of history on purpose, by people who did not want to credit their builders. The earthworks of the Mississippi valley were handed to a vanished race. The stone walls of Great Zimbabwe were handed to the Queen of Sheba. In almost every case, somebody nearby knew the place was there. What was missing was the right question, or the willingness to accept the answer.

The second half of the argument concerns how these places came back. Each rediscovery in these pages came from a particular person, a particular method and, often, a particular mistake.

The person is the easiest part to see, and the most misleading. Popular history likes a lone discoverer, and the record rarely supplies one. Behind Heinrich Schliemann at Troy stood Frank Calvert, who owned half the mound and pointed him at it. Behind Arthur Evans at Knossos stood a Cretan merchant who had dug the same hill two decades earlier and been made to stop. Behind Michael Ventris stood Alice Kober, a classics teacher from Brooklyn with some 180,000 index cards, who died two years before his broadcast. The first trenches at the Indus cities were dug by two Indian officers of the Archaeological Survey; the announcement that made the civilization famous went out under a British byline. Johann Ludwig Burckhardt reached Petra in disguise, through a valley whose local guardians had never lost track of it. Who gets named as the finder is itself one of the things this book keeps asking about.

The method is less visible and matters as much. The tools change across these chapters, from the spade and the trench to the careful reading of layers, from the decipherer's grid to radiocarbon, from lasers flown over a forest to satellites in orbit, from genomes drawn out of bone to X-ray scans of scrolls that can never be opened, flattened out in software. Each let people see something their predecessors could not. Each also came with blind spots of its own. A laser can map a house mound and cannot say when anyone lived in it. A radiocarbon date depends on a calibration curve that has itself turned out to be wrong. A genome can say that a man was not a child's father and cannot say who he was.

The mistake is the part most histories of discovery leave out, and it is the part I have tried hardest to keep in. Schliemann trusted a poem, which led him to the right hill, and then dug straight through the layers he was looking for. Evans rebuilt a palace in reinforced concrete so persuasively that visitors still take his argument for evidence. Spyridon Marinatos guessed that a volcano had destroyed Minoan Crete; it had not, but the guess sent him to dig in exactly the right place on Santorini. Ventris announced his solution on the radio as a kind of confession, conceding that the tablets were Greek "after all," against his own long-held view. The Smithsonian Institution put its name, in its very first publication, behind a book that supported the myth of a vanished race of mound builders. And sometimes the mistake belongs to all of us. At Pompeii, a plaster cast long taken for a mother turned out to be a man.

Those errors are not embarrassments to be edited out of a clean story of progress. They are how the knowledge got made. Archaeology, at its best, is a long record of people being corrected by other people, with evidence, in print, where anyone can check. The corrections are often more interesting than the original claims, and they are always more honest.

* * *
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IT IS WORTH SAYING plainly what this book is not.

It is not a catalogue of every ruin on earth, or even of the most famous ones. The fifteen chapters that follow were chosen because each shows a different way a past can go missing and a different way it can return. Many celebrated sites appear only in passing, and some not at all. A reader looking for a gazetteer will be disappointed; a reader interested in how we come to know anything about the deep past will, I hope, find more here than a list of places could offer.

Nor is it a book about lost super-civilizations. There are no Atlanteans in these pages except as a subject of study, and no visitors from other worlds except as a publishing phenomenon. The book takes those ideas seriously in one sense only: as stories that sell, persistently and in very large numbers, and that deserve an explanation for why they do. Its own case runs the other way. Every civilization here was built by the people who lived in it, and where the record names those people, the book names them too. Where the record does not, as at the Indus cities and at Sanxingdui, the book says so, and leaves the silence standing rather than filling it with someone more exciting.

The book also tries to be fair in two directions. The early excavators did enormous damage, and some of them lied about what they found, but they also found real things, and they deserve credit for that alongside the charges. Modern scholars, meanwhile, disagree about dates and causes, often for good reasons. Where they do, I give the range and explain the dispute, rather than picking a winner. The Thera eruption appears as a span of decades, not a single year; a population estimate for Cahokia runs from about 6,000 to 40,000; the famous date of 1177 BCE is a convenient peg, not a claim that a world ended in one season. Dates throughout follow the current scholarly consensus, in BCE and CE, and I have tried to say clearly where the evidence stops. That happens often. The stopping points are not failures. They are where the next discoveries will come from.

* * *
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THE ARGUMENT RUNS IN four directions. It begins with the treasure-hunting excavators of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, whose trenches found cities and wrecked them, and whose reconstructions shaped what the public believed those cities had been. It moves to the decipherers and the scientists: the people who read scripts no one could read, and those who brought radiocarbon, lidar, satellite imagery, ancient DNA and virtual unwrapping to bear on questions the spade could not answer. It turns to the politics of credit, to the places where governments, institutions and ordinary prejudice decided in advance who could and could not have built a monument, and to what it took to reverse those decisions. And it ends with the business of invented lost civilizations, which still outsell the real ones, and with some plain ways to tell evidence from speculation.

Running underneath all four is a single observation. The past is rarely hidden from us by distance. It is hidden by expectation. The ruins in this book were found, in the end, by people who arrived with a different idea of what might be there, or with a new way of looking, and who were willing to be surprised by what they saw.

Benedict was not careless. He got the date right, and he wrote down what he saw. He simply could not imagine what he was standing on, because no one yet had a reason to imagine it. Most of the stories that follow turn on a moment like that one, and on the person who finally could.
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Chapter One: Before the Farmers

[image: ]


In October 1994, a German archaeologist named Klaus Schmidt walked up a low, rounded hill in southeastern Turkey with a local man named Mahmut Yıldız, whose family owned the land. The hill sat on a limestone plateau in the Germuş Mountains, roughly 770 meters above sea level and about 15 kilometers from the city of Şanlıurfa. Its name was Göbekli Tepe.

Schmidt was not there on a hunch. That year he was working through a list, visiting every Stone Age site mentioned in the published literature of the region, together with colleagues M. Akman and M. Morsch, on a survey for the German Archaeological Institute. One of the sites on that list came from a dry article published in 1980 by an American archaeologist named Peter Benedict, a report on survey work in southeastern Anatolia. Benedict had been to the hill in 1963. He had picked up flint tools there and noted big slabs of limestone poking through the soil.

Benedict had read those slabs as grave markers. A medieval cemetery, perhaps, laid on top of something older.

Schmidt saw something else. Earlier in his career he had worked at another Stone Age site in the same region, Nevalı Çori. There he had come to know a particular kind of stone: a tall limestone pillar shaped like a capital T, its crossbar the rough suggestion of a head and shoulders. The "tombstones" on the potbelly hill, he realized, were the tops of pillars just like those. He also noticed, on a neighboring rise, the scars of an ancient quarry. Years later he told the journalist Patrick Symmes, writing for Newsweek, that "in one second" it was clear to him what the place was.

What it was, as the next two decades of digging would show, was a set of great circular enclosures built of stone, ringed with T-shaped pillars, the tallest more than five meters high, many carved with foxes, boars, snakes and vultures. And it had been built by people who did not farm.

That last fact is the one that would not sit still.

* * *
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TO UNDERSTAND WHY, it helps to know the story archaeologists used to tell about how civilization began. In its simplest form, the sequence ran like this. First people learned to farm. Farming produced surpluses. Surpluses let people settle down in villages, then towns. Settled people with food to spare could afford specialists, priests and chiefs, and only then could they afford to quarry big stones and build temples. Monuments came at the end of the chain. They were the reward of agriculture, the thing a society did once it had leisure and grain in storage.

Göbekli Tepe turned the chain around. Its oldest monumental buildings, according to the German Archaeological Institute's own project summary, belong to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, a stretch of time running from roughly 9500 or 9250 BCE to around 8000 or 7750 BCE. The people who raised the first pillars made no pottery. They had not domesticated cattle or pigs. The excavators have found no evidence at the site of domesticated plants or animals at all. They hunted gazelle and wild game and gathered wild plants. And yet they carved stones several meters long out of the bedrock, moved them, stood them upright, and decorated them with the most ambitious animal art then known from anywhere on Earth.

Schmidt put his conclusion in six words. "First the temple, then the city," he told Newsweek.

He meant something specific by it. In his view, the hill was a ritual center, a mountain sanctuary that bands of hunter-gatherers visited from across the region to build, to feast and to worship. The effort of building it, of feeding the crowds who gathered to quarry and haul and carve, would have put pressure on the local food supply. That pressure, he argued, may have pushed people toward the deliberate cultivation of wild cereals that grew in the area. In his telling, religion had not been the luxury of farmers. It might have been the reason farming started.

"You don't move 10-ton stones for no reason," Schmidt said.

It was an idea that traveled fast. The same Newsweek article quoted Ian Hodder, the Stanford archaeologist famous for his work at Çatalhöyük, a younger Neolithic town in central Turkey, with a line that has been repeated ever since: "All our theories were wrong." In 2018, UNESCO inscribed Göbekli Tepe on its World Heritage List, describing it as "one of the first manifestations of human-made monumental architecture."

But Schmidt's reading rested on two claims, not one. The first was that the builders were hunter-gatherers. The second was that nobody lived on the hill, that it was a place you visited and then left. "There are no traces of daily life," Schmidt explained to Newsweek. "No fire pits. No trash heaps. There is no water here."

The first claim has held. The second has not.

* * *
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BEFORE FOLLOWING THAT unraveling, it is worth standing for a moment in the place itself, as the excavators have described it.

Four large enclosures, labeled A through D, were exposed in the main excavation area during Schmidt's years. They are round or oval, between about 10 and 30 meters across. Thick stone walls, with stone benches along their inner faces, link a ring of T-shaped pillars. In the middle of each enclosure stand two taller pillars, facing each other. The German Archaeological Institute gives the heights of the pillars at the site as between 3 and 5.5 meters.

The T shape is not a decorative accident. On the two central pillars of Enclosure D, the most fully studied of the four, carvers added arms in low relief, bent at the elbow so that long-fingered hands meet above the waist. Below the hands runs a belt, and from the belt hangs what looks like a cloth or animal pelt covering the groin. Schmidt suggested the pair represented two men, or two human-like beings. The crossbar of the T is a head seen from the side; the shaft is a body. The pillars are people, or something people imagined.

The animals are everywhere else. The most common, in Schmidt's own catalog of the carvings, are snakes, foxes, wild boars and vultures, with gazelles, wild asses and ducks also present. The best known single stone, Pillar 43 in Enclosure D, has come to be called the Vulture Stone, for the bird that dominates it; among its carvings is a small headless human figure. Nobody knows what the scene meant to the people who carved it. That has not stopped people from trying, and a later chapter on invented lost civilizations has plenty to say about the more imaginative attempts. Here it is enough to say that the excavation team has largely rejected claims that the site was an astronomical observatory.

How hard was all this to build? Schmidt assumed it took a lot of people. The quarries, cut into the limestone bedrock about 100 meters from the hilltop, show that the pillars were shaped where they lay using flint tools, then detached and moved. Others have questioned the scale. The archaeologist E. B. Banning, in a widely cited 2011 critique, estimated that between 7 and 14 people using ropes and water could have moved the pillars. More recently, the architectural researcher Moritz Kinzel and the archaeologist Lee Clare, both of the German Archaeological Institute team, published estimates in 2020 suggesting that a group of 12 to 24 people could have built all the exposed structures of the later building phase in under four months.

That difference matters. If raising the enclosures demanded hundreds of workers drawn from a wide region, the site looks like a pilgrimage center. If a few dozen local people could do it in a season, the site starts to look like something a resident community built for itself.

* * *
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THE CRACKS IN THE PILGRIMAGE picture opened slowly, and several of them came from the numbers.

Early radiocarbon dates from the soil and rubble filling the enclosures came back 500 to 1,000 years younger than the team expected. Schmidt's group explained this by arguing that the enclosures had been deliberately buried by their builders, packed full of debris carried in from elsewhere, so that the dates from the fill reflected that later material, not the original buildings. Deliberate burial had a ritual logic to it. It fit a sanctuary. Dates taken directly from plaster on the walls had their own problem, known as the old-wood effect: if the lime for the plaster was burned using wood that was already centuries old, the charcoal in it will date older than the wall.

After Schmidt's death in 2014, the backfilling hypothesis fell out of favor. Work led by Clare and his colleagues, including a 2019 study by Schönicke, argued instead that the enclosures, which lie more than 10 meters below the highest parts of the settlement mound, had been buried by a series of landslides. Near the end of one building phase, a slide of debris filled Enclosure D. A second, later slide likely led to its final abandonment, sometime in the late ninth millennium BCE. On this reading the fill was no ritual act, just a hillside sliding into a hole.

The old three-layer sequence Schmidt had used, which placed the great circular enclosures in the tenth millennium BCE and the smaller rectangular buildings later, was replaced. Kinzel and Clare now describe at least eight building phases spanning at least 1,500 years. Some of the most dramatic architecture, including Enclosure D in its final form, belongs not to a single founding moment but to a long, layered history of building, rebuilding and repair.

And then the evidence of daily life began to accumulate.

Laura Dietrich, another archaeologist at the German Archaeological Institute, began in 2016 to work through the thousands of stone grinding tools that had been excavated at Göbekli Tepe over nearly two decades and largely set aside. By the time she and her colleagues published their findings in 2019, the count had passed 7,000 grinding stones from across the life of the site. Microscopic plant traces called phytoliths pointed to the processing of cereals, on a large scale. The excavators also found domestic structures, tools of everyday work, and evidence of a water supply.

Schmidt had said there was no water on the hill.

There was. Beneath the site, cut into the bedrock, are cisterns fed by carved channels that gathered rainwater as it ran off the limestone. According to Dietrich's team, they could hold at least 150 cubic meters of water, which by my arithmetic is about 150,000 liters, enough to fill a small backyard swimming pool several times over. The hilltop was not dry. It had been engineered to collect what fell on it.

The German Archaeological Institute's own project description now states the revised view in plain terms. For the first 20 years of research, it says, the site was interpreted mainly as a ritual site, even as a mountain shrine. Newer excavations have produced clear evidence of domestic activity and signs of a permanent settlement. Göbekli Tepe, it concludes, should be seen as a settlement with a pronounced ritual component.

There is a further detail, found in 2017, that complicates any tidy split between sacred and ordinary. Fragments of human skulls recovered at the site, studied by the anthropologist Julia Gresky with Clare and colleagues, carry deliberate grooves cut into the bone. The team interpreted them as part of a skull cult known from other Neolithic sites in the region, in which the heads of the dead were kept, worked and perhaps displayed. People lived here. They also kept their dead close, in ways we do not fully understand.

* * *
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IT WOULD BE EASY TO tell this as a story of a great man proved wrong. That would be unfair, and it would miss what actually happened.

Schmidt's first claim, the one that made the site famous, stands. The builders of the enclosures were hunter-gatherers. Göbekli Tepe has produced no evidence of domesticated plants or animals. Monumental architecture, the carving and raising of multi-ton stones by organized groups, appeared in this region before farming did. The revision is about who those hunter-gatherers were and how they lived. They were not, it seems, wandering bands who met at a mountain shrine and then dispersed. They were people who had begun to settle down while still hunting and gathering, harvesting wild cereals on such a scale that they needed thousands of grinding stones and a system of cisterns to support life on a hilltop.

Settlement, it now appears, did not wait for farming either. People in this part of the world built villages, monuments and water systems while their wheat was still wild.

The skeptics deserve their due here too. A strong objection to the old framing is that the line between "temple" and "house" may be a modern one, and that Neolithic people need not have separated the sacred from the domestic the way later societies did. A building with carved pillars could be both a home and a holy place. Recent scholarship, as summarized in the research literature, increasingly sees ritual and domestic functions coexisting at Göbekli Tepe, as they do at other large sites of the same period. Clare himself describes the big enclosures as "special buildings," used for rituals, for community gatherings, and for other purposes besides.

What the revision does not establish is equally important. It does not tell us that Göbekli Tepe was a city. It was not; it was a large Stone Age settlement on a hill. It does not tell us whether the people who carved the Vulture Stone were the direct ancestors of the first farmers in the region, though the timing makes some connection likely: by the account Newsweek gave, wheat was domesticated within a few centuries of the site's founding. And it does not tell us what the carvings meant. The pillars still keep their own counsel.

There is also the plain fact that most of the site has never been dug. As of 2021, only about 10 percent had been excavated. Geophysical surveys conducted under Schmidt indicated at least 20 large enclosures; on that basis, researchers have estimated nearly 200 pillars may lie under the soil. The story of the hill, in other words, is being told from a tenth of the evidence.

* * *
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WHY DID THE 1963 SURVEY miss it?

The answer is less a story of carelessness than of expectation. The survey was a joint project of Istanbul University and the University of Chicago, directed by the Turkish archaeologist Halet Çambel and the American Robert John Braidwood, one of the leading figures in the study of early farming. Benedict, working with them, was not blind. He collected more than 3,000 stone tools from the surface of the hill, and he correctly identified them as belonging to the Aceramic Neolithic, the period before pottery. He got the date right.

What he could not do was imagine that people of that period had raised stone pillars five meters tall. Nobody yet had a reason to imagine it. So the limestone slabs poking through the soil were read through the template available, in which flat worked stones on a hilltop meant graves, and graves meant something much more recent. Benedict suggested that Neolithic layers lay underneath, topped by a later cemetery. He wrote it up, eventually, in a report that few people read.

There is a lesson here that the rest of this book returns to again and again. Ruins are rarely lost in the sense of being hidden. Göbekli Tepe was in plain sight. A local family owned it. Archaeologists had walked across it, picked up its tools and published its location. What was missing was a category of thought in which a hill like this could be what it was. What Schmidt brought to the hill was the idea that let him see it, and he had picked up that idea in the trenches of another site.

* * *
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IF GÖBEKLI TEPE HAD remained alone, it might still be possible to treat it as a freak, a one-time project by a single unusually ambitious community. The archaeologist Glenn Schwartz of Johns Hopkins University put the worry neatly in Newsweek: "The problem with this discovery is that it is unique."

It is not unique anymore.

Across the plateau and hills around Şanlıurfa, other sites with the same characteristic T-shaped pillars have been identified, and in 2021 Turkey's Ministry of Culture and Tourism launched a coordinated research program to study them together. It is called Taş Tepeler, the Stone Hills. Excavation is now under way at multiple sites at once; one report from April 2026 put the count at ten active excavation points. The project's work at Göbekli Tepe itself is directed by Necmi Karul of Istanbul University, in partnership with the German Archaeological Institute.

The most dramatic of the sister sites is Karahan Tepe, also in Şanlıurfa province. It had been noted by archaeologists in the 1990s but went unexcavated until 2019, when Karul's team began work. In its first few seasons the dig exposed a structure the excavators call AB, a rounded chamber cut down into the living bedrock. Out of its western wall, carved from the same rock, projects a human head. Around the chamber, also left standing out of the bedrock as the floor was cut away, are pillars, and the excavators believe people may have moved through the space in procession past that face in the wall.

The numbers at Karahan Tepe are already larger than those of Schmidt's early years at Göbekli Tepe. A report from Arkeonews in April 2026 said that more than 250 T-shaped pillars had been identified at Karahan Tepe over seven years of excavation. The finds include human figures carved in high relief, some close to life-size, and animal figures embedded in the walls. Accounts of the site's total extent vary, with figures of 12 and 14 hectares appearing in different reports, so the honest answer is that the boundaries are still being worked out.

Two findings from 2025 bear directly on the question Schmidt's hill raised. The first is a face. That season, the team found a human face carved near the top of a T-shaped pillar at Karahan Tepe. Karul told reporters that the find supports the view that the pillars symbolized human beings, the interpretation Schmidt had drawn from the arms and belts on the central pillars of Enclosure D. Archaeology magazine named the Karahan Tepe pillar finds among its top 10 discoveries of 2025.

The second finding is a neighborhood. In October 2025, Karul's team announced that they had found more than 30 dwellings at Karahan Tepe, partly sunk into the bedrock and packed close together. In the earliest phases of the site, Karul explained, public buildings were surrounded by houses. Studies of animal bones and plant remains pointed to a diet heavy in gazelle meat, with legumes playing a larger part than researchers had expected. The people of Karahan Tepe, in other words, were not a congregation that arrived for festivals. They were residents, living next door to their monuments and eating from the wild country around them.

Göbekli Tepe itself has kept producing surprises. In 2025, Turkey's culture minister announced that the excavators had found a human statue set horizontally into a wall between Enclosures B and D, which officials interpreted as a likely offering. Similar pieces had already been known from Karahan Tepe. It is one more sign that the two sites belonged to a shared world of ideas, and that ritual and building and daily life were braided together in it.

* * *
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PULL FAR BACK AND THE meaning of all this comes into focus.

For most of the twentieth century, people who thought about the origins of civilization pictured a sequence driven by food. Farming came first, and everything else followed: villages, towns, temples, kings, writing. That picture was not foolish. In many parts of the world, something like it holds. But in the hills of southeastern Turkey, around 11,500 years ago, people who had not yet domesticated a single plant or animal were already settling into permanent villages, cutting cisterns into rock, processing wild grain by the ton, and raising carved pillars that showed human beings as the central figures of their world.

What the Stone Hills suggest is that the desire to build together, to gather, to mark a place as special and to carve your idea of yourself into stone, did not wait for a surplus. If anything, it may have helped create one. Schmidt's slogan, "first the temple, then the city," was too simple, and the people who have continued his work have said so. But the deeper point he was reaching for has survived his own revisions. Monuments came before farming. Ideas, or at least communities organized around shared ideas, came before the grain.

And there is a sobering footnote about stewardship. In 2018, the archaeologist Çiğdem Köksal Schmidt said that concrete and heavy machinery used to build walkways had damaged the site; Turkey's Ministry of Culture and Tourism denied it. The dispute is a reminder that rediscovery creates its own pressures. A hill that lay unrecognized for more than eleven thousand years became, within a generation of its recognition, a World Heritage Site with roofs, platforms and visitors. Conservation work continues, and new walkways have been built at both Göbekli Tepe and Karahan Tepe to keep visitors off the most fragile surfaces.

* * *
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IT IS WORTH RETURNING, at the end, to the man on the hill.

Klaus Schmidt died in 2014, two decades after that October walk with Mahmut Yıldız. He did not live to see the cisterns published, or the grinding stones counted, or the houses of Karahan Tepe uncovered. He did not see his landslides replace his backfill, or his three layers become eight phases. Some of what he believed about the place has been quietly set aside by his own colleagues. Some of it, the most important part, has been confirmed many times over by sites he never excavated.

He had, by his own account, recognized the hill in a second. It took everyone else thirty years, and counting, to understand what he had seen. At the current pace, with a tenth of the site exposed, there are estimates that a full excavation of Göbekli Tepe could take another century and a half.

Somewhere under that soil, if the geophysical estimate is right and by my rough arithmetic from it, are well over a hundred more pillars, most of them still standing where their builders left them, each one a stylized human figure with folded hands, waiting in the dark for someone with the right idea to recognize what it is.
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Chapter Two: The Merchant Who Dug Up Troy
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The report is dated "Troy, June 17th, 1873," and its author wanted the world to know that he had found the gold of a Homeric king.

Heinrich Schliemann was a wealthy German businessman who had turned his money toward a single obsession: proving that the city of Homer's Iliad had been real. For three seasons he had been tearing into a mound called Hisarlik, in northwestern Anatolia, in what was then the Ottoman Empire. Now, in the last days of what he intended to be his final season, he wrote up the moment that would make him famous.

He had been digging, he said, along the city wall beside what he called the palace of King Priam, on the northwest side of the hill, deep in one of his cuttings. Above him lay a layer of red, burned ruin about five feet thick, "as hard as stone," and above that a later fortification wall. Then, he wrote, "I came upon a large copper article of the most remarkable form." He thought he could see gold behind it.

What he did next is the part of the story everyone remembers. To keep the find from his workmen, he wrote, he called a break, the "païdos," so that they would leave to eat and rest. Alone, with a large knife, he cut the objects out of the earth while, by his account, "the great fortification-wall, beneath which I had to dig, threatened every moment to fall down upon me." His wife, Sophia, stood ready beside him, he said, wrapping each piece in her shawl and carrying it away.

The list he published runs on and on. A copper shield. A great copper caldron. Gold bottles and cups, a two-handled gold cup, a cup of electrum, silver vases and silver blades, copper lances, battle-axes and daggers, a copper key, two gold diadems and thousands of tiny gold ornaments. They had been packed, he believed, in a wooden chest like the ones Homer placed in Priam's palace. He imagined the scene: that "some member of the family of King Priam hurriedly packed the Treasure into the chest" as the city fell, and fled, leaving it to be buried under ashes and fallen stone.

He named it Priam's Treasure. Then he closed his excavations, he wrote, "for ever." In the same pages he thanked God that in three years of digging, through what he described as continual hurricanes, none of his workmen had been killed or seriously hurt. By his own telling the mound had nearly fallen on him that very day. He seems to have treated that as part of the price.

Almost every vivid detail in that account turned out to be wrong, and some of it he knew was wrong when he wrote it. Sophia was not there. And the gold was not Priam's. It was older than any Priam could have been by something like a thousand years.

* * *
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START WITH THE SHAWL. The story of Sophia carrying the treasure away was untrue, and Schliemann later admitted that he had made it up. She was in Athens at the time, with her family, after her father's death. Susan Heuck Allen, who rebuilt much of the record of those years from letters and diaries, has written that Schliemann falsified the account of the find and exaggerated Sophia's role in it.

Even the date is soft. The published report is dated June 17, but Schliemann placed the discovery itself in late May, and the exact day is not secure. The scholar David Traill, one of Schliemann's sharpest modern critics, argued in 2000 that the "treasure" was probably not a single hoard at all, but a composite of objects found at different times and places on the mound and gathered together into one spectacular story. What nobody now defends is the narrative Schliemann wrapped around it.

Then there is the problem of the layer. Hisarlik is not one city but many, built one on top of another over thousands of years, each rebuilding raising the mound a little higher. Archaeologists number them from the bottom: Troy I, Troy II, and so on up to Troy IX, the Roman city. Schliemann's treasure came from Troy II, a settlement now dated to roughly 2500 to 2300 BCE. If a war like the one in the Iliad happened at all, it would belong to the end of the Late Bronze Age, the time of Troy VI or Troy VIIa, more than a thousand years later. Schliemann had dug straight through the city he was looking for, and found the treasure of people who had been dead for centuries before Homer's heroes were born.

How did a man so determined to find Homer's Troy miss it by a millennium?

Part of the answer lies in what he did to the mound to get down to it.

* * *
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WHEN SCHLIEMANN BEGAN, in April 1870, he cut a trench across Hisarlik, and in the seasons of 1871, 1872 and 1873 he enlarged his work into a vast cutting through the heart of the hill. He was looking for the oldest and deepest city, on the assumption that Homer's Troy must lie at the bottom. Everything above it was in the way.

He was candid about what that meant. In the same report that announced the treasure, he acknowledged that in 1871 and 1872 he had "destroyed a large portion of the city," breaking down the walls of houses in the higher layers that blocked his path. He described pulling down one of his own wooden houses, bridging over the gate he called the Scaean Gate to carry off debris, and cutting away part of a wall that rested on it. He also admitted that if he had simply kept going with his first cutting of April 1870, he would have reached the main buildings sooner, and that abandoning it had forced him into much larger excavations.

Archaeology in the 1870s had few rules, and Schliemann did not invent the habit of digging fast. But the trench he left behind was a great gash
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