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To the Reader




This book tells how ancient wandering peoples settled down, and how they founded cities, conquered neighbors, formed religions, found out who they were and where among the stars they lived, did some good and many wrongs, thrived, and journeyed into space.

I never told a soul that I was writing a book about the human past without his asking, “What’s your slant, your point of view?” If I have one it is this: In spite of all we hear and say, the world has been improving for a good long time.

My hardest task was leaving out. Writing the human story is like packing a suitcase; you can’t find space for everything. I regret that this book seldom mentions the deeds of women. The human past was often like a play produced in Shakespeare’s time; men took all the roles. Inescapably the book has much to say in the final chapters about the United States, while it never mentions many of the nearly 200 nations in the world. Since so many nations have often behaved badly, not being mentioned here probably reflects well on them.

I welcome your comments and suggestions.



For their generosity and help, let me warmly thank these friends and fellow students of the past. Most of them are former colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania. Strange as it may seem, some of them wouldn’t know me if they saw me. But all of them were kind enough to lend a hand.

My thanks to Wendy Ashmore, Tom Austin, James Baker, Richard Balkin, Richard Beeman, Tom Boyd, Lee Cassanelli, David Chaplin-Loebell, Thomas Childers, Frank Conaway, Hilary Conroy, five Davises (Daniel, David, Elda, Susan, and William, the last of whom greatly improved the whole manuscript), Richard Dunn, Ann Farnsworth-Alvear, Jeffrey Fear, Robert Forster, Louis Girifalco, Avery Goldstein, Ward Goodenough, Samuel Humes, Jeremy Jackson, Margaret Jacob, Christopher Jones, Robert Kraft, Bruce Kuklick, John and Miriam Lally, Lynn Lees, Walter Levy, and Paul Liebman.

Also: Mia Macintosh, Victor Mair, Alan Mann, Joyce Martin, Walter McDougall, Cynthia Merman, Allyn Miner, Sue Naquin, Benjamin Nathans, Martin Ostwald, Robert Palmer, Ivo Panjek, Edward Peters, Sumathi Ramaswamy, Robert Regan, Frankie Rubinstein, Jerry Ruderman (who improved the entire manuscript), Madeline Sauvion, Selig and Jacqueline Savits, Barbara von Schlegell, Gino Segré, Benjamin Shen, David Silverman, Nathan Sivin, Ake Sjoberg, Bernard Steinberg, Nancy Steinhardt, Yvonne Surh, Emidio Sussi, Henry Teune, Jeffrey Tigay, Robert Turner, Étienne Van de Walle, Hugh Van Dusen, Susan Watkins, Martin and Dotty Wolfe, Charles Wright, Vikash Yadav, Sally Zigmond, and an expert copyeditor who chooses to remain anonymous.









      

Chapter 1

We fill the earth.




OUR TALE BEGINS when humans much like us evolved and filled the earth.

Before that happened other humans had already come and gone. The most important of our forebears was Homo erectus, or Upright Men, so named because they stood on their two feet. They evolved in Africa about two million years ago and wandered into Asia. They sometimes lived in caves and sometimes in the open, and they chipped their simple tools from stone and learned the use of fire. Erectus had heavy brows and flatter skulls than we do, and if one were to enter a bus today the other riders probably would stealthily slip out.

Before erectus vanished perhaps 300,000 years ago, they begat the species we belong to. We of course are Homo sapiens, or Wise Men. Immodestly we gave ourselves that name because we have larger brains, encased in higher skulls, than erectus. In spite of having larger brains, the early sapiens humans may not have had the gift of language.
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THEY CHANGE their minds every time they find an ancient skull, but anthropologists are fairly sure that our own subspecies evolved from sapiens about 160,000 years ago. We probably evolved in Africa, below the Sahara Desert. To indicate that we are a subspecies of sapiens, we call ourselves Homo sapiens sapiens, or Wise Wise Men. We are now the only variety of humans on earth.

We evolved in different ways. Some of those in Africa developed tall, thin bodies that exposed a lot of skin and that air could therefore cool more easily. Dark pigment in their skin protected them from the tropical sun’s ultraviolet rays, and their tight-curled hair protected their heads from the heat. But humans who lived in Europe and Asia, coping with the long, dark winters, had other needs. To keep their bones from weakening, they needed sunlight to stimulate vitamin D production. Dark skin would have blocked out too much sun, so they developed pink or sallow skin with little pigment.

Prehistorians have learned a lot about the life of our sapiens sapiens ancestors, especially those who lived in southwest Europe about thirty thousand years ago. For example, individuals took as much pleasure in looking different from each other as modern humans do. In a cave in the Pyrenees Mountains between France and Spain, an artist scratched on the walls more than a hundred sketches of what appear to be real people. Some of them wore their hair long, and others short; some had it in braids, others in buns. Some men had beards and mustaches, while others were clean-shaven.

At some point, but the time is much debated, humans learned to speak to one another. They may have done this because they were developing a richer culture that depended on communication. They must have often hunted and collected food in groups, and they probably worked together when they fashioned fishing boats and sheltered entrances to caves.

They had clever hands. They could light a fire by striking sparks from lumps of iron ore, and they carved their sewing needles out of bones, each one with a tiny hole through which a thread could pass. With these they sewed their clothes, using skins of animals. They made tiny cutting tools, half as long as a paper match, from flint, and glued them with resin into holes in handles made from wood or antlers.

They invented the spear thrower, which is a short shaft with a hook at one end that fits into the back end of a spear. It enables a hunter to throw a spear very hard. Some ancient artist carved the end of a spear thrower that was found in the Pyrenees Mountains in the shape of a fawn. Its head is facing backward, and it is looking at a little bird that is perched atop a lump of feces emerging from the fawn.

When someone died the early humans often left his necklaces of teeth and shells on his body, and food and tools beside it. They made a powder from the soft red stone called ocher, and sprinkled it on his body. So they clearly thought of death as meaningful and solemn. Perhaps they thought the one who died would have an afterlife where he or she would once again need tools and food, in a place where beauty mattered.



NOTHING THAT WE KNOW about the early humans is as awesome as what they painted in the depths of caves. Prehistorians first learned about these paintings in 1875, when an amateur archaeologist was hunting bones and tools in a cave at Altamira near the northern coast of Spain. His little daughter, whom he’d brought along for company, wandered into a nearby chamber. Holding up her candle, she saw paintings on the ceiling of two dozen nearly life-size bison, drawn in yellow, red, brown, and black. The paintings are so masterful that experts quickly—wrongly—called them modern fakes.

The greatest find of prehistoric paintings took place at Lascaux in southwest France soon after the start of World War II. Four teenaged boys were rambling on a hillside. In a place where a storm had uprooted a tree, the boys discovered that where the roots had been there was now a deep hole in the ground. A few days later they returned with a kerosene lamp, and one of them climbed down inside the hole. In the scanty light he clambered down a rocky slope and found that he was in a cavern.


The boy was stunned by what he saw. On the cavern walls were mural paintings of short and shaggy horses, bison, oxen, deer with spreading antlers, and that mythic beast the unicorn. Some of the animals were merely staring; others running for their lives. In a sloping gallery near the main one, other searchers later came on sketches of a stag swimming across a river. In another cave they found a drawing of a man with a horned head and an erect penis. He seems to be pursuing a reindeer and an animal that is part deer, part bison.

Since the Lascaux find, explorers in caves in southern France and northern Spain have discovered thousands of paintings and drawings. These were not just casual doodles; painting them required a lot of trouble. To prepare, the artist and his helpers would have gathered minerals and clays of different colors and prepared the paints. Then they would have carried the equipment down inside the caves, and someone would have built a scaffold to support the painter. Finally, with others lighting up the cave with torches, he would have set to work.

Painters often worked in chambers that are hard to get to. One such chamber can be reached only by wriggling through a narrow 200-foot-long tunnel. A portly priest who was an expert on these paintings once got stuck inside this tunnel. Others had to pull him out.

Some of these deep and scary chambers may have been the scenes of solemn rites. One can picture adults, holding flaming torches, leading children through the narrow tunnels and then, as torchlight flickered on the paintings, explaining what they meant. The caves hold proof that children then were much like children now. Deep inside them modern-day explorers sometimes come on footprints left by children running barefoot who made a point of splashing through the puddles.

Explorers found some stunning sculptures in the Pyrenees. Moving first by boat you enter a cave where a river flows out of a mountain. Then you walk for a mile through narrow passages, then through a kind of hall with long and twisted stalactites, then through other bending tunnels, till at last you reach a chamber where you have to stoop. Lying in the middle of it are two bison, two feet long, which someone sculpted out of yellow clay fifteen-thousand years ago.

No one can be certain what their art reveals about the culture of these ancient folk. The animals no doubt reflect a great concern with hunting, and perhaps with magic. By painting mammoths and bison, they may have hoped to master these fierce beasts and raise the odds of killing them. Some animals are pierced with spears, and one painting shows a mammoth trammeled in a pitfall.

These early men (and maybe women) were skillful hunters. They discovered when to wait at places where the big game passed on their migrations—for example, where reindeer always forded rivers. Or they camped beside the open ends of narrow valleys where cliffs closed off the sides and the farther end. These were natural traps where they could drive an animal or herd and kill it then or later when they needed meat.

Prehistorians in France have found the bones of between 10,000 and 100,000 horses in a giant heap at the bottom of a cliff. Over many years, no doubt, ancient hunters stampeded horses over the cliff or ambushed them in the narrow pass below. At a village in the Czech Republic prehistorians found a pile of bones of more than a hundred mammoths, and on a site in Russia searchers found remains of more than two hundred of them.



BY FIFTY THOUSAND YEARS AGO, we had spread through Africa, Asia, and Europe. Now we would spread into three other continents where no humans had set foot.

The most mystifying of these migrations is the one from Southeast Asia to Australia. It’s hard to see how humans did it. Getting as far as the Indonesian islands wouldn’t have been hard if they did it at a time when a “land bridge” connected the Asian mainland to Indonesia. (A land bridge is a crest of land that appears in a shallow sea during an ice age, when much of the earth’s water freezes into glaciers, lowering the level of the sea.) From Indonesia they might have moved to the nearby island of New Guinea in boats made with skins, or rafts of bundled reeds.


Filling the Earth
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We evolved in Africa; roamed on foot to Asia, Europe, and the Americas; and reached Australia and the Pacific islands in boats.


To move from New Guinea to Australia, however, they would have had to sail or paddle over roughly sixty miles of open sea. It’s hard to see why would they have done such a dangerous thing, since they had no way of knowing they would ever come to land. Most likely they made the crossing without meaning to, blown there during storms. These were the people whose descendants now are called the “Aborigines,” although they were not in Australia “from the beginning,” which is what aborigine means.

From the Australian mainland, some of these pioneers must have wandered down into Tasmania, which then was a peninsula jutting south from the continent. What happened to them in this place is interesting and revealing. Like the other Australian Aborigines, these people lived in Tasmania as simple hunters and gatherers. Then, more than ten thousand years ago, the oceans slowly rose, and stormy waters drowned the link to the mainland. Tasmania became an island.

Its people, who were isolated now from other Aborigines, clung to ancient ways for ten millennia. When the first Europeans came upon them two centuries ago, they were living specimens of life in the remote past. They had a rich social and ritual life, but they still used crude stone tools. In the early 1800s, British settlers nearly exterminated the Tasmanians in what was called “the Black War.” They hunted them down with dogs, and moved the remnant to an offshore island, where they died of disease and civilization.

While the Tasmanians were changing not at all during 10,000 years, the Aborigines on the mainland evolved a somewhat more complex culture. They learned to tie stone points to wooden shafts, and they used spear throwers. Even today some Aborigines using spear throwers can hit a kangaroo three out of four times from more than a hundred feet, and kill it in one throw from thirty to fifty feet. And of course the Aborigines learned to make the boomerang, the well-known throwing stick.
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OTHERS OF OUR subspecies moved to North and South America, two other continents where humans had never been. Prehistorians of today disagree about who made this move, and how and when.

The long-accepted story of the settlement of North America went like this. Humans lived in the extreme northeastern tip of Siberia, at the Arctic Circle, which reaches far to the east. Today, fifty-three miles of rough and icy water separate this tip of Asia from North America, but at the time in question the seas were low. So a wide land bridge of tundra and marshes connected Asia and North America. Bands of Siberian hunters moved back and forth along this land bridge (from continent to continent, but that they didn’t know) following mammoths and wild horses.

Then some of them—from this point on we will refer to them as Indians—wandered away from the eastern (North American) end of the land bridge. From there the Indians probably followed game to the south and east. Since this was during one of earth’s cold periods, glaciers covered two-thirds of North America, but these pioneers could have walked south along the ice-free Alaskan coast. Or they could have trod a narrow ice-free corridor that we know led south between the glaciers. As they trudged along this corridor mile-high walls of ice would have flanked them on both sides. When at last they were south of the ice, they would have found themselves in the northwest of what is now the United States.

That is the old story of the arrival of humans in the Americas. The newer variations on it are so many that we can only briefly list them. The Indians may have come at different times. They may have come from South Asia, Japan, even Australia. And they may have come by water, not by land, perhaps hugging the shore all the way from Asia, along the Bering land bridge, and down the western coasts of the Americas.

After scattering through North America, the Indians made their way to the other continent that lies to the south. We don’t know when, but after decades, or centuries, or perhaps thousands of years they wandered down the isthmus between the continents, and then on through the jungles, mountains, and grasslands, all the way to the windy southern tip of South America.

By luck, we know just a little about the life of the Indians who lived on a site near the southern tip of South America nearly eleven thousand years ago. After the Indians abandoned it, a peat bog covered their village, and the acids in the partially decomposed plants preserved what would otherwise have rotted. Not only bones survived here, but also garbage, wood, and even the chewed leaves of a shrub that the villagers used as a drug. Surprisingly, these early Indians lived in parallel rows of huts, each hut covered with skins and floored with logs or planks.

Both of the newfound continents were full of game, a hunter’s paradise. The archaeologists who found the evidence tell about an event that happened one day ten thousand years ago on the plains east of the central Rocky Mountains. Using some imagination, we believe it may have gone like this. A band of Indians saw a herd of bison. Approaching from the downwind side, so that the bison couldn’t smell them, the hunters crept up close. Suddenly they shouted, and they threw their spears so as to panic the bison and drive them into a deep gully. The animals stampeded. They tried to jump the gully, but many fell short and landed at the bottom. In no time, writhing, bellowing animals filled the gully.

The hunters moved in and killed the bison that had not been crushed to death. When they had finished, 190 animals lay dead. Then the hunters butchered them. They had tons and tons of meat, enough for feasting and plenty to dry and eat later—probably much more meat than they could use.



HUMANS ALSO REACHED the islands of the Pacific Ocean. The earliest settlers in Oceania almost surely were seagoing farmers and traders from the islands off southeastern Asia. These people were used to moving in simple canoes or rafts from one inhabited island to another and trading pigs, pots, and yams. Then they moved to far-off, unpopulated islands, far to the east of the islands that they knew. First they went to Melanesia, the “Black Islands” northeast of Australia, and later to Micronesia, the “Little Islands” north of Melanesia. Much later still they showed up in the “Many Islands” of distant Polynesia, which are scattered in the mid-Pacific.

No one knows just why these islanders left their homes and sailed across the ocean to such far-off places. (New Zealand, Easter Island, and the Hawaiian Islands are 1,000 to 1,800 miles from the nearest inhabited land.) Some have guessed that they were fleeing from their home islands, where people were dying of hunger, or slaughtering each other in their wars. Some experts tell us these were skillful seamen, who could sail for hundreds of miles, guided only by the sun, the stars, and the trend of the ocean swells until they reached a coral or lava island they had somehow heard of.

In fact, however, there is a simpler but likely explanation for the voyages. It appears again and again in the writings of European travelers who visited Pacific islands in modern times. These travelers often heard of islanders who had been sailing in familiar waters when storms arose and blew their sailing canoes far out to sea. Ocean currents then carried them for hundreds of miles to another island. In 1696, for example, families sailing between two islands in the north Pacific were blown away by a storm. After seventy days they reached the Philippines, 1,000 miles away. Most likely many islands were occupied by people blown out to sea by storms, and lucky enough to land on far-off islands.

Seven men and women on a raft were blown away from the island of Mangareva in southern Polynesia. With great good luck, they landed on the lonely isle of Rapa, 600 miles to the southwest. The Rapans urged them to stay, but the Mangarevans decided to return home. They believed incorrectly that their island lay to the southeast, so they waited for a wind from the northwest, and then pushed off. What a terrible mistake! South of Rapa lies nothing but Antarctica.



WHEN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS had been reached, human beings had filled the earth.







    

Chapter 2

We gather by the rivers.




LONG AFTER WE had spread around the earth, humans still survived by hunting and by eating seeds and berries, insects, seaweed, lizards, eggs, and roots.

But about ten thousand years ago we began to make a basic change in the human way of life.

Imagine that a band of humans comes upon a flock of wild sheep. They kill and eat a sheep or two, but the animals are more than they can eat so they stalk the flock for weeks. From time to time they kill whatever sheep they need for food, mostly those that can’t keep up.

One day the hunters find a valley, open only at one end, where they can hold the sheep. To take this step means settling down, for a while at least. Along the valley’s open end they raise their tents or build some huts. Now the hunters are turning into herders. They can treat the sheep as their reserve, something to fall back on when they can’t find other game. They train their dogs to herd the sheep.

As they cull and eat unwanted sheep, they slowly breed a species with more useful traits. The one-time skinny beasts evolve until they’re fat, with thicker coats of wool. As the herders catch and pen other beasts, these too evolve in useful ways. Cows, which had been dangerous when living in the wild, grow docile, and they keep on giving milk even when their calves are weaned. Lean and agile boars turn into fat, nutritious pigs.

Of course, the herders we’re discussing don’t subsist on meat alone. All of them, but especially the women, gather other kinds of food. Most important are the grains—the barley, maize (or corn), and rice, and wheat—that grow untended on the plains and in the swamps around them. Harvesting these grains is easy: if you tap the stems the seeds will tumble in your basket.

They (probably the women) realize that the grains are seeds. So in a year when food is hard to find they scratch the soil and scatter seeds upon it, hoping they will have more cereal grasses. It’s true that digging up the earth with sticks and planting seeds is much more work than simply gathering the foods that nature offers. But when they reap a harvest they have more grain to eat or to save for winter.

Now that they are planting crops, they have another reason (in addition to their herds) to stay in place. After all, it makes no sense to clear the fields and use them for only a year. So they build themselves some bigger huts, with space to store their tools and seeds. Around the huts they build a fence and then a wall to keep the cattle in and bandits out.

And that is roughly how farming and village life began. It didn’t happen that a solitary genius thought up farming, and that news about this great invention raced around the earth. Humans must have made the shift to farming in something like the manner we described above. Little groups of people, bit by bit, scarcely thinking what they did, changed the way they dealt with animals and plants. (Incidentally, this change coincides with the beginning of what is called the “New Stone Age,” when humans made finer tools from stones by polishing or grinding them.)

Farming took the place of food gathering, almost everywhere on earth, in a mere ten thousand years. That rapid widespread change almost demands a one-size-fits-all global explanation. Here is one: Perhaps at a certain moment humans faced a problem of supply. A worldwide drought might have forced people everywhere to seek new ways to get more food. Such an explanation is appealing, but historians have found no proof of such a drought.

All right, perhaps the cause of change was not inadequate supply but rising demand: a sudden, global population increase, with so many mouths to feed that people everywhere were forced to drop the easy life of gathering food and learn to do the harder, more productive, work of farmers. This may have taken place, but evidence of such a population rise is hard—and probably impossible—to find.

In short, why farming appeared at almost the same time throughout much of the world remains a mystery.

Archaeologists have uncovered places where one can follow the transition from food gathering to farming. One such place is Jericho, an oasis near Jerusalem that lies more than 800 feet below the level of the sea. From the beginning, each generation in Jericho left behind a layer of earth and trash. Eventually the layers formed a mound that rises seventy feet above the plain. The lowest layers show that in the beginning wandering hunters used to camp at Jericho beside a spring. They hunted gazelles and camped in flimsy huts or tents and put up a shrine, perhaps devoted to the spring.

Later people slowly settled down and started farming. The early farmers raised wheat and barley and probably kept goats; later ones had dogs to help them tend their flocks. They took about a thousand years to carry through their farming revolution. By that time two or three thousand people lived here in a crowded village. They dwelt in small round mud-brick huts, but they built a massive wall around their village and a tower ten yards high. They were prosperous enough to have to fear the hunter-bandits in the nearby hills and desert.



THE INTRIGUING ICEMAN lived amid the snowy Alps in Europe, far from sun-baked Jericho. But like those people by the desert spring, he too was a creature of that moment when we humans turned from gathering to farming. He reappeared a dozen years ago when tourists walking in a mountain pass in Italy found his body, which a glacier had covered until then. His body was intact, and partly mummified by dehydration.

We will never know the reason he was in that mountain pass. He may have been hunting or tending sheep or, as we’ll see, he may have climbed up there to fight. He was in his middle forties—pretty old for those hard times—but trim and fit except for some arthritis and worms in his intestines. He wore a coat of skins and on top of that a cape of woven grass. On his head he wore a fur cap, and on his feet leather shoes that he had stuffed with grass for warmth. Someone had cut his hair evenly to a length of three and a half inches. He carried all kinds of things—too many to list here—but among them were a rucksack, an axe with a copper blade, a bow and arrows, a flint dagger, two mushrooms, a sloe berry, and a tassel with a marble bead.

The Iceman lived when humans where he lived were settling down, beginning to farm, and learning the use of metals. In his stomach were bits of goat meat and cultivated wheat, the kind that farmers sow and later harvest. So apparently he lived where people farmed. If we consider when he lived, his axe’s copper blade was a triumph of technology. Only recently had humans mastered the tricky task of roasting copper ore over a fire, and pouring molten metal in a mold.

On his body were charcoal tattoos that someone had pricked in his skin in places he could not have reached. He had lines on his lower spine, a cross behind his left knee, and stripes on his right ankle. Perhaps they tell us that the Iceman was a chief or wise man. But they may have been a therapy for pain, a kind of acupuncture.

If we don’t know why the Iceman went where he was found, we do know how he died. The berry in his pack informs us that the month was August or September. He ate a meal, the last he ever had. Then someone shot an arrow into his left shoulder. He crawled into a natural basin in the rocks that was twice as deep as he was tall, and there he bled to death. His body froze. Snow covered his corpse before an animal could find it, and a glacier inched across the basin that he lay in. For more than fifty centuries he lay in peace in his frigid refuge underneath the glacier.


Two tourists found the Iceman when the glacier had melted just enough to expose his head and shoulders. Immediately, he became an international sensation. Scientists refroze his partially thawed body, and began to study it. Several women volunteered to bear his child, but that is still beyond the reach of science.



AND NOW, WITH trumpets fanfarading and a roll of drums, we turn to when we humans started to collect in “civilizations.” By the word civilization we mean a place where people live in villages and towns, work at many trades, obey a government, worship a god or gods, and read and write. Of course humans didn’t become “civilized” at some specific moment.

However, the place where this happened first was probably the south of what is now Iraq. The reader needs to visualize this place. In western Asia the Tigris and Euphrates rivers flow side by side for 750 miles from Turkey’s lower edge through Iraq to the Persian Gulf. (See the map on p. 16.) The region’s older name is Mesopotamia, which in Greek means “Land Between the Rivers.” In their lower courses the rivers flow through level farmland, deserts, swamps, and marshes to the Gulf. The country is so flat that, as they say, if you step on a phone book you get a view.

Between 4500 and 4000 B.C., a farming people living in this lower part of Mesopotamia stood upon the brink of civilization. They drained some marshes so that they could farm them, and they dressed in woolen cloth and leather, made their pots from clay, and built their huts with bricks they made from mud.

After a millennium had passed another people came and occupied this place, probably absorbing the natives. Their skeletons and later paintings show that they were short with sturdy bones. Their neighbors farther up the rivers later called them the “Sumerians” and their region Sumer, but they called themselves “the dark-headed” and they knew their country as “the Land.”

Water, precious water, shaped their lives. At first they may have lived among the marshes. A Sumerian myth relates that in primeval times a god laid reeds on the face of the waters and, by pouring mud on the reeds, made the floor of a hut. To this day the people who live here in the swamps dwell in huts of reeds whose floors of reeds ooze mud at every step. Most of the Sumerians we’re concerned with didn’t live in marshes, but they did reside along the rivers.


Two Early Civilizations

[image: ]

Sumer lay in lower Mesopotamia, between two rivers. Egypt (then as now) stretched along the Nile.


The early farmers learned to dig canals so that when the rivers flooded they could first divert the water to the fields and later drain it off (so as to prevent salt from accumulating in the soil). Slowly they enlarged the network of canals in order to bring water to farmland farther from the rivers. Villages grew up and then developed into towns.

The soil was fertile, and with irrigation yielded barley, wheat, sesame, and dates. Farmers who had surpluses to sell might buy their neighbors’ plots and thus become rich landlords. Meanwhile other Sumerians became merchants. Using donkey carts they carried barley, oil of sesame, dried fish, and cloth to the people in the mountains east of Sumer. They returned with things that Sumer lacked: precious metals, copper, cedar boards, and building stone for temples. Merchants sailed to other towns along the rivers using boats they made from reeds and skins. In this way, the growing towns became acquainted, and they built a common civilization.

Solitary peasants couldn’t plan canals and dig them and keep them clear of silt. They needed chiefs to run the digging and to drive away the bandits from the desert. So in all the larger towns a chief emerged. He was called a “big man,” and he had tax collectors, judges, and supervisors of canals. The merchants and the well-off landlords sometimes gave the big man their advice, but peasants, laborers, and slaves hadn’t any say at all. According to a Sumerian maxim, “The poor do not have power.”

Women, on the other hand, didn’t fare so badly in this early civilization. Legally, they had more rights than women had in many other places for at least five thousand years. They could own a house or land, take part in businesses, and testify in trials.

However, women mostly did what women usually have done. One task of course was having babies. If a married woman failed to have them then her husband was entitled, under law, to take a second wife. The other “woman’s work” was weaving, gardening, and cooking. In a Sumerian myth, the creator god Enki puts gods, that is, males, in charge of fishing, plowing, digging canals, making bricks, and building. But he puts goddesses in charge of reaping grain and vegetables and weaving cloth, which the teller of the myth calls “woman’s work.” This is not to say that all the women did all they should. In a Sumerian joke a husband says, “My wife is at the shrine, my mother is down by the river, and here I am dying of hunger!”

Gods and goddesses helped to shape the look of Sumer’s towns. Sumerians worshipped hundreds of them, and they had to please them all. In every town the “big man” was also the religious leader, and he and his priests would invariably build a tower on a lofty terrace. The bigger towers, known as ziggurats, looked like pyramids of boxes, each box being smaller than the one below it. Atop the highest was a shrine. On the level plains of Sumer one could see a ziggurat shimmering in the heat from miles away. A ziggurat figures in the Bible as the tower “with its top in the heavens” that the presumptuous Babylonians (not far from Sumer) tried to build until God took offense.

As the years went by the merchants and the bureaucrats discovered that they had to deal with ever-growing quantities of stuff: bricks for ziggurats, salaries for copper workers, dates and barley to be fed to slaves. They couldn’t store such quantities of data in their heads. In about 3200 B.C., their scribes (or secretaries) solved this problem. With their hands they patted tablets out of what lay all around them, sodden clay, and in the clay they scratched their records of their bosses’ dealings. They invented symbols representing donkeys, chisels, male or female slaves, jugs of beer, and so on.

Then the scribes found ways to write new words by joining symbols. In the diagram opposite, an upside-down triangle with a short line from the center to the bottom represents a vulva. It signified a woman. Three semicircles, two below and one above, meant “mountain.” Sumer got its slave women from the mountains to the east, so if a scribe combined these symbols, the triangle and the semicircles, the result meant “slave woman.”
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How writing arose in Sumer

The scribes incised the symbols using what was just about as common as the clay they wrote on: the reeds that grew in marshes. If you cut a reed not straight but at an angle and push it into clay, it makes a wedge-shaped mark, a slender triangle. After a while the scribes reduced the symbols, which had been recognizable sketches of things, to abstract sets of wedge shapes that the scribes could write faster but looked nothing like the things they stood for. (The diagram above shows how this happened.) Now the scribes could write with dazzling speed. A saying ran, “A scribe whose hand moves as fast as his mouth, that’s a scribe for you.”

The scribes became aware that many words had different meanings but sounded the same. Because of this they could often use one group of wedge shapes to represent two things. For example, ha meant “fish” and also “may.” So they could use the same wedge shapes that meant “fish” to express “may.” Sumerian writing now became a mixture of sets of shapes that stood for things and sets of shapes that stood for sounds.

At first, the scribes spent all their time recording business deals and inventories. But then Sumerians discovered other things that one could do with written words. A “big man” had his scribes record his boasts about his victories in war on his buildings. Priests had scribes write down hymns. Wealthy fathers dictated letters telling sons to mind their manners. Scholar-scribes recorded ancient myths that up to then had passed only from memory to memory, as well as brand-new poems of love and death and victory in war. Sumerians had learned to multiply their memories and magnify their minds.

The Sumerians now were civilized, and they knew it. But in the wilderness around them there were rougher people—so they saw them—who had not progressed as far. This is how they described such nomads: “The MAR.TU who know no grain…. The MAR.TU who know no house nor town, the boors of the mountains…. The MAR.TU…who do not bend their knees [to farm], who eat raw meat, who have no houses during their lifetime, who are not buried after their deaths.”

Some towns grew to little cities whose people numbered as many as 35,000. These included Nippur, Uruk, Kish, and Ur. Since all of them depended on the rivers, they were fairly close together; Ur was visible from Eridu. As time went by, the larger cities conquered smaller ones so that they were no longer merely cities but city-states. Along their borders they dug ditches and planted markers.

Bigger states and warfare called for tougher rulers, so the “big men” gave way to iron-fisted warrior-kings who claimed that they had been chosen by the gods. The warrior-kings fought their neighbors over water rights and land, and if they beat them they removed the border markers. (A proverb ran: “You go and carry off the enemy’s land; the enemy comes and carries off your land.”)

The kings had courtiers, wives and concubines, many scribes, hordes of servants, companies of infantry, and troops of lancers who rode to battle in chariots, hurling spears. In Ur at least, when rulers died their subjects buried them in outsized graves. Then their court musicians, bodyguards, and concubines (in costly dresses) drank a painless poison and, their goblets still in hand, lay down to die beside their lords.

One such king was Gilgamesh, the ruler of Uruk. (Now we reach the point in history where we know some names of people, mostly kings.) We don’t know much about his life, but Sumerians wrote poems and tales about him and transformed him from a kinglet to a godlike hero. In the stories Gilgamesh is a complicated man; not only does he do great deeds but he also asks big questions about life and death. In the first poem, Gilgamesh saves Uruk from devastation by the king of Kish. But when he sees men perish and he gazes on “dead bodies floating in the river’s waters” he becomes aware with sorrow that he too will one day die.

He decides that he must make his name before he meets his fate, and he and his companion, Enkidu, leave home and have adventures. After one of these, Enkidu bravely descends to the world of the dead to recover a drum and drumstick that a goddess gave to Gilgamesh. But then, because he broke the netherworld’s taboos, Enkidu can’t return. Gilgamesh begs the god of wisdom to help him, and finally the spirit of Enkidu rises to the surface of the earth. The two embrace, and Enkidu tells Gilgamesh how dismal existence after death is. In the final poem, Gilgamesh dies.

About five centuries after the Sumerians had founded them, the age of independent city-states was near its end. The first Sumerian to govern more than several of them may have been King Etana of Kish. In about 2800 B.C. he “stabilized all the lands.” Several centuries later a people from what is now Iran conquered all of Sumer and ruled it for about a century. Later, in about 2350 B.C., another Sumerian, King Lugalzaggesi of Umma, ruled all Sumer. He claimed that under his wise rule everybody “from the rising to the setting of the sun” lived in peace like cattle in a meadow.

But during Lugalzaggesi’s reign another foreign conqueror appeared. Up the rivers from Sumer, near the site of modern Baghdad, was the kingdom of Akkad. King Sargon of Akkad stormed Lugalzaggesi’s capital city, conquered it, and razed its walls. He clamped Lugalzaggesi’s neck in stocks by a city gate where everyone could spit on him.

Sargon, “King of Battle,” conquered all of Sumer, to his south, and Assyria, to his north, and more besides. “Now,” he said, “[let’s see] any king who wants to call himself my equal go wherever I went.” His empire stretched from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean. For several generations, Sumer was merely a province.

Sumer wasn’t finished yet, however, as a kingdom or as a cultural innovator. The Sumerians won their independence back, and King Ur-Nammu united the country. Among his other deeds, Ur-Nammu wrote a code of laws, probably the very first. No doubt he had the words inscribed on large stone tablets for everyone to see, but a damaged clay copy is all that now survives of them. In an introduction to the code, Ur-Nammu boasts that he has brought his people justice. He has rid them of the men who grabbed their oxen, sheep, and donkeys, and has seen to it that “the widow did not fall prey to the powerful” and “the man of one shekel did not fall prey to the man of [sixty shekels].”

Ur-Nammu’s laws set money fines to compensate for damage. For example: “If a man has cut off…the nose of another man, he shall pay two-thirds of a mina of silver.” And: “If a man violates a virgin slave girl without the owner’s consent, that man shall pay five shekels of silver.” He paid them to the owner, of course, not the slave. Ur-Nammu died in battle with invaders from the mountains to the east. According to a poem he was “abandoned on the field of battle like a broken pot.”

Sumer now was all but finished. In about 1750 the kingdom of Babylon, farther up the Euphrates, conquered all of Mesopotamia. Henceforth Sumer would be merely an unimportant province of Babylon and later conquerors. The Sumerians abandoned the cities where they had invented civilization, and were absorbed by other peoples. The canals choked up with silt, and the cities crumbled until nothing was left of them but awesome hills of rubble, big bumps in the flat desert. Until the early 1900s, when archaeologists uncovered it, humankind forgot the place where civilization began.

Sumer lived on, however, in what it had taught the nearby peoples and what others learned from them. The most important thing that others learned from Sumer was how to read and write, but Sumer also taught its neighbors how to live in cities, how to shape their pots on wheels, how to make an inventory, how to put their vehicles on wheels, how to fight with chariots and axes, how to measure fields, and how to figure square and cube roots. Even peoples outside of Mesopotamia, especially the Hebrews, borrowed Sumer’s myths and laws and made them their own.



ANCIENT EGYPT LAY a thousand miles southwest of Sumer, but these two civilizations were, in a way, sisters. Both arose at about the same time along the banks of rivers, and both showed humans who live in clusters how to organize themselves.

Although people who live beside the Amazon River in Brazil deny it, the Nile is probably the longest river on earth. It begins at Lake Victoria, deep in East Africa, and from there it flows north through other lakes, threads its way through highlands, deserts, and a vast papyrus swamp, and picks up the Blue Nile and other rivers. Only then does it enter what in ancient times was Egypt. At this point it is still 750 miles from the Mediterranean Sea. From here on, the river promenades along a course (see the map, p. 16) shaped like one of its own water lilies. It curves to the right, it curves to the left, and when it reaches Cairo it divides into several streams (forming the lily blossom) and empties into the Mediterranean.

Every year, heavy rains in the forests and hills far to the south swell the Nile. Until recent times the river flooded in late summer, and when it receded it left a coat of fertile mud along its banks. (Today a dam across the Nile prevents the floods.) In very ancient times, the narrow strips of fertile land on either side of the river held swamps and slender forests. Just beyond them was the barren desert. The contrast was astounding; one could stand with one foot on fertile soil and the other on gleaming sand.

Many thousands of years ago, hunters and gatherers lived along the Nile. They reaped wild grains, fished in swamps for perch and catfish, and hunted crocodiles and hippopotami. Then they made the shift to farming that we pictured in a general way at the start of this chapter. They began to keep goats, sheep, cattle, and pigs, and they planted wheat and barley. After centuries had passed, thousands of villages lined the Nile. Each year, just after the Nile had flooded and receded, the peasants would sow their seeds in the mud and later they would reap the grain.

Not long before 3000 B.C., a conqueror united Egypt. What we know about him isn’t clear. Archaeologists have found a victory monument that seems to say that the man who united Egypt was a warrior with a chilling name: Scorpion. On the other hand, several ancient lists of Egypt’s rulers start out with a man named Menes. Perhaps Scorpion and Menes were the same person. Menes is said to have made the northern town of Memphis his capital. He reigned for sixty-two years and was killed by a hippopotamus.

Not long before the time of Menes, the Egyptians invented a writing system. They may have borrowed the idea of writing from the Sumerians (with whom they traded), but recently archaeologists found pots and labels in an ancient Egyptian cemetery with inscriptions that seem to be older than the earliest Sumerian writing. At first the Egyptians painted pictures on wood or clay, and these are known today as hieroglyphs, a word derived from the Egyptian name for them, “the god’s words.” We see some hieroglyphs in this drawing of a tablet that records a victory of an early king. Experts disagree about this, but early Egyptians may have read the hieroglyphs just to the right of the king’s head as, “the falcon-god Horus [i.e., the king himself] has defeated the people of the papyrus country [i.e., “lower,” or northern Egypt].”
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King Narmer’s victory tablet


Already in this victory tablet the Egyptians were using pictures to represent things that cannot be drawn, such as names. Often, though, the pictures stood for sounds, which could be combined to form words. Later the Egyptians took the next step, which advanced writing beyond what the Sumerians had done. They made up twenty-four symbols to represent the sounds of consonants. They did not make symbols for vowels, and got by without them. But the Egyptians did invent the principle of the alphabet, with symbols for the individual sounds our voices make.

Th nly trbl s tht th lck f vwls mks t hrd t knw hw thy prnncd sm wrds, r vn wht th wrds wr. (“Wr” cd mn war, whore, where, ware, nd s n.)

The surviving Egyptian hieroglyphs are hard to understand, and most of them do not tell us the things we really want to know. As a result, figuring out the history of Egypt during most of its three thousand years is like boating down the Nile on a moonless night, with no hint of the life on either bank except rare, mysterious glows of light from dimmed lanterns.

Egypt’s unifying vision through three millennia was the pharaoh. What, you say, not the gods? But Egyptians believed the pharaoh was a god, a living god. This is why the king is shown on his victory tablet (opposite) as Horus, the ancient sky and falcon god. Pharaohs stood for power and for everlasting order and justice. In their statues and in paintings they are nearly always shown as strong and calm.

Some of the earliest pharaohs built the pyramids, which were really giant tombs. Since the ruler was a god he lived on after death, and his pyramid would be his house and tomb forever. In about 2680B.C., Pharaoh Djoser set the example by building himself a step pyramid, which looks something like a Sumerian ziggurat. His successors in the centuries that followed had their architects design smooth-sided pyramids that were triumphs of geometry and art.


Historians know fairly well how the Egyptians built these tombs. Each year in the time of floods, when farming halted, the pharaoh’s builders took on many thousand peasant-workers. Gangs of workers hacked great blocks of stone in quarries hundreds of miles away and then rafted them to the building site. Skillful workmen dressed the stones, and then more gangs of peasants dragged them up long earthen ramps and shoved them into place. What a feat! Pharaoh Khufu’s pyramid at Giza measures 451 feet high. The men who built it had to move two million blocks of stone, and some of these weigh more than one large car. It took them twenty years to build it.

The pharaohs may have had some earthly motivations to construct these massive tombs. For one thing, since the pyramids were visible from far along the Nile, they reminded those who saw them of the ruler’s might. What’s more, building them must have pleased the ruling class and bonded them to the pharaoh. It gave the royal bureaucrats a goal that they believed in, since their own lives after death depended on the pharaoh’s. They would have their own tombs near the ruler’s great one, with their bodies mummified like his so that they as well as he would have an afterlife. So building his colossal pyramid may have helped to make them loyal to him.

As for all the peasant-workers, they depended on the government for what they ate throughout a quarter of the year. So being paid to work may have fostered loyalty. And working next to peasants who had come from other places may have made them all feel that they were a single people.

A single people yes, but of what race or color? Today (in the early 2000s) this question interests many people, black and white, who want to claim these gifted people as their own. The artists who painted scenes of daily life on the walls of tombs showed most of the men as having reddish skin, and the women yellow. However, the bodies of some people in these paintings, especially the slaves or servants, are black. Furthermore, to judge by the faces carved on their statues, a few of the pharaohs and queens and high officials were black Africans. Archaeologists have x-rayed the carefully preserved bodies of both royal and nonroyal Egyptians that are found in tombs. They reached the same conclusion that the paintings and sculpture point to: The ancient Egyptians were a multiracial people.

In about 2100 B.C., after it had thrived a thousand years, Egypt fell apart. Rival factions fought for power, and the country suffered turmoil for a century and a half. Then able rulers from southern Egypt gained control, and they moved the capital to Thebes, far south of Memphis. They gave the country two centuries of order.

During these two hundred years the pharaohs, so it seems, held themselves less distant from their people than the earlier pharaohs had. Their tomb inscriptions picture them as shepherds of their flocks. Their statues show them old and worn, nothing like the strong, sure rulers in both earlier and later Egyptian art. Perhaps the sculptors wanted to convey how much the pharaohs cared about the ordinary people.

Then an Asiatic people, riding horse-drawn chariots of war and wielding battle-axes, conquered Egypt. The Egyptians called them “Hyksos,” which apparently means “rulers of foreign lands.” They learned the Hyksos’s ways of waging war, and a century later the Egyptians drove the Hyksos from the country. The leader of the victors boasted, “When the earth became light, I was upon him like a hawk…. I overthrew him, I razed his wall, I slew his people, and I caused his wife to go down to the riverbank. My soldiers were like lions with their prey, with serfs, cattle, milk, fat, and honey, dividing up their possessions.”

In the next five hundred years, the pharaohs often went to war to expand their country and create an empire. We can guess why they were free to do this. The rulers no longer needed to employ their armies to keep peace at home, so they used them to extend their power. At times they ruled the little countries on the Mediterranean’s eastern shore, Palestine and Syria, and they also drove far south along the Nile and conquered gold-rich Kush.

In about 1350 B.C., Pharaoh Amenhotep IV broke shockingly with beliefs that the Egyptians had held for two thousand years. Early in his reign he told his people to abandon all the old gods and to worship only Aten, a god of the sun. He pictured Aten as a loving world creator, whose brilliant rays brought life to humankind. The king originally had borne the name of an old god—Amenhotep means “Amen is content”—but now he changed it to Akhenaten (“One Useful to Aten”) to demonstrate his love of the one true god. All through Egypt Akhenaten’s allies hacked the name of Amen off inscriptions.

The pharaoh may have had to struggle with his priests and nobles as he rammed his reform through, but for about a decade Akhenaten had his way. Then he ran into trouble. Busy with reform, he had neglected his governors and his army. Enemies attacked, and Egypt lost a good part of its empire. Apparently he then recanted his beliefs and started to restore the old Egyptian gods.

After Akhenaten’s death first one and then another of his daughters’ husbands took his place. The second was a teenaged prince named Tutankhaten, who changed his name to Tutankhamen, thus honoring the god his father-in-law had deposed. He issued a decree admitting Akhenaten’s errors and restored the old religion, and then he died when he was about eighteen.

Rightly or wrongly, later pharaohs deemed that Akhenaten and the first three pharaohs who succeeded him were all tainted by the same offenses to the gods. So they struck their names from the official list of kings. One result was that Egyptians forgot young Tutankhamen and, what’s more, the location of his tomb. Because of that, and since officials had concealed his tomb so well, grave robbers didn’t find it. But three millennia later, in 1922, English archaeologists uncovered Tutankhamen’s tomb. As Howard Carter shone a flashlight through a hole they had pierced in the tomb, his colleague Lord Carnarvon hoarsely asked him, “What do you see?” Carter whispered, “Wonderful things!”

Wonderful indeed. Robbers long ago had looted almost all the tombs of Egypt’s pharaohs; and the treasures that were in them are forever gone. But when Carter and Carnarvon found it, Tutankhamen’s mummy, or embalmed cadaver, lay inside a set of “Chinese boxes”: first two gold-and-wooden coffins, then another coffin made of solid gold. On his head he wore a golden portrait mask. In other chambers funerary beds and chests, statues, thrones, and chariots gleamed with gold. And this was the tomb of a minor pharaoh!

Pharaohs liked to claim (in inscriptions on the walls of tombs) that they gave their people justice. Egypt did have an effective legal system, and the proof of this survives in letters, wills, and wall inscriptions. On a wall in the tomb of a scribe archaeologists discovered the revealing story of a trial.

This is what had happened. Long before, a pharaoh had given fourteen acres of land to a navy captain to reward him for his service. Three centuries later, the captain’s female descendants quarreled in court about who was the rightful owner of this land. Then, for a while, a male member of the family named Huy farmed it. After his death, his widow, Nubnofre, was driven off the land by a relative of her husband named Khay. She took the matter to court, but the judge decided against her.

Later Mose, the son of Huy and Nubnofre, appealed this verdict. When another judge examined the title deeds he realized that one of them must be forged, so he sent a court official with Khay to consult official records. Khay and the official schemed together, and returned with papers that appeared to show that Huy, Mose’s father, had never had any right to the land. So the judge decided in favor of Khay.

Mose then gathered witnesses who swore that Mose’s father Huy had farmed the land for years and paid the taxes on it. The end of the inscription is missing, but it seems likely that the final verdict was in Mose’s favor. The tangled story suggests that courts worked carefully to provide justice.

Egypt was a power in the ancient world until about 1100 B.C., and even after that it sometimes showed its former strength. Later, one after another of the great empires of antiquity conquered it. But, as they did with Sumer, others would absorb Egyptian lore and learning. Egypt stands as the great example of a civilization that remained true to itself for thousands of years, almost as unchanging as her great river, which still


flows through old hushed Egypt and its sands,

Like some grave mighty thought threading a dream,

And times and things, as in that vision, seem

Keeping along it their eternal stands.1







1 Leigh Hunt, A Thought of the Nile.






    

Chapter 3

The wanderers settle down.




ABOUT FOUR THOUSAND YEARS ago a group of Hebrews left their home in Sumer and wandered north along the Euphrates River. Wandering was nothing new for them, since they were seminomads whose name, Hapiru, means “wanderer.” They led their flocks from pastureland to pastureland. Possibly they were like those desert nomads whom (you may recall) Sumerians looked down on as a people “who do not bend their knees [to farm],…who have no houses during their lifetime, who are not buried after their deaths….” When these Hebrews reached Harran, just inside the southern edge of modern Turkey, they settled down awhile and then moved on again.

We know what happened to them next because the Jews, a thousand years later, wrote about the Hebrews in their book of history, myths, and laws called the Bible. We now have crossed a border in this story of mankind. Modern scholars wrenched the history that you have read so far out of stones and bones in digs, or scraps of writing left by folk who didn’t care about their past. But now we meet a people whose history enthralled them. They told it and retold it, no doubt making many changes, and then they wrote it down.


Perhaps you wonder why a tale of errant shepherds should deserve a chapter in this book. Well, for reason one, their story illustrates how other wandering peoples on the borders of the settled places such as Sumer, Egypt, ancient China, and the Indus valley settled down. The Hebrews’ story illustrates this civilizing process. What is equally important (reason two), the religion of this group of seminomads, after they had settled down, later influenced the creeds of several billion people.


ONE DAY, SAYS the Bible, God appeared in Harran to a Hebrew named Abram and gave him both an order and a promise. According to the Bible, “The Lord said to Abram, go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great.” So Abram and his kindred and their flocks and herds moved west, then south, skirting the Syrian desert, into Canaan.

The little city-states of Canaan took up much of Palestine, the strip of land along the Mediterranean’s eastern shore. (See the map on p. 16.) They therefore lay astride the route from Egypt to Mesopotamia. Compared to the Hebrews, at least, the Canaanites were more civilized. Some were farmer-herders; others lived in market towns in houses built of sun-dried bricks. They wove and sold rich crimson/purple cloth of great prestige.

Once arrived in Canaan, the Hebrews who had come with Abram didn’t settle down. Unlike the Canaanites, the newcomers were always on the move to fresher pasture for their flocks. For generations they would wander over Canaan’s semiarid hills, the adults walking, the donkeys bearing tents and children, and the sheep and cattle grazing. From time to time, they parleyed with each other over grazing rights. At one point, for example, Abram and his nephew Lot agreed that Abram and his kin would pasture in the hilly country westward from the Jordan River, while Lot would graze his flocks along the river.


The Hebrews traded animals and cheese and wool for goods the Canaanites produced, goods the Hebrews hadn’t learned to make. They learned and used the language of the Canaanites.

When Abram was ninety-nine years old (according to the Bible), God appeared again and made a pact with him. He promised Abram, “I will give to you, and to your descendants…all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.” But Abram and his people had a duty in return. “This is my covenant…between me and you and your descendants after you: every male among you shall be circumcised. You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.” On that same day Abram, whom God now renamed Abraham, had himself, his son, his slaves, and no doubt all his tribesmen circumcised.

That is how the Bible explains why the Hebrews became a people with one god. Nowhere else, so far as we can tell, were there any other monotheists. In Mesopotamia, from which Abraham had come, the Sumerians and Babylonians and Assyrians worshipped many gods. So did the Egyptians. Even Pharaoh Akhenaten, when he ordered worship of the sun and scrapped the other gods, required that he be worshipped also, as a pharaoh-god.

Only Hebrews worshipped just one god. Even after they had made their pact, the Hebrews may have still believed that other gods existed. In his covenant with Abraham, God had not forbidden such belief. But whatever they believed regarding other gods, the Hebrews made a pact of loyalty to only one.

On one occasion, so the Bible tells us, God tested Abraham’s commitment to him. He ordered Abraham to take his only son, whose name was Isaac, to a distant mountain and to offer him as a sacrifice, on a fire, to God. When they reached the mountain, Abraham put up an altar made of stones, prepared some sticks to make a fire, tied up Isaac, and laid him on the wood. But as he raised his knife to slay his son, the “angel of the Lord” stopped him, saying “now I know that you fear God.” He told him that God promised that he would multiply Abraham’s descendants “as the stars of heaven and the sand upon the seashore.”


After Abraham, Isaac became the Hebrews’ leader. God renewed to him the promise he had made his father: “Fear not, for I am with you and will bless you and your descendants for the sake of Abraham, my servant.” A generation later Jacob, son of Isaac, took his father’s place, and God renewed
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