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Foreword


My intention in this book is to provide an outline of the history lying behind Europe. My starting-point was what I said about Europe several years ago in my History of the World, and the structure of this book reflects that. Sometimes I have repeated here things I said in that earlier book; when I have not changed my mind about a particular topic and have felt no need to give it more or less attention, I have not hesitated to repeat myself. When my words still strike me as the right ones there seems to be no point in striving for elegant variation. But anyone who has read that book will find in this one much that is new and a different perspective.

My wish has been to write a serviceable guide. ‘Europe’ is nowadays a very political word, and I did not wish to usurp the role of the politician. Nothing which follows is intended to promote any particular response to the word except one: caution about its meaning. We still do not easily agree even on who are Europeans or (if we think we can answer that question) what it is that they share. The answer must always be ‘different things at different times’ and such questions demand historical answers. History settled much of the way most Europeans see themselves (though they may not know it), and it is worthwhile to try to discern what it was that left many of them with a sense of shared experience.

It may now be more than ever desirable to try to make sense of the past and measure its present weight. Recent events have shown how we are only too often taken aback by the history erupting (or re-erupting) around us. The past is always lying in ambush as Ireland shows only too well. It should not be necessary to point that out, but history now gets less attention in the family and at school than was once the case, and that makes us more vulnerable than in the past. Only a few months ago I read in my newspaper that there are now officers of the Royal Air Force who do not know what the Battle of Britain was. More tragically and bloodily, forgotten history has just helped to give Bosnia five years of misery.

My immediate stimulus to write was an invitation from my publisher, David Attwooll. He must not be thought responsible except in the most formal sense for the selective and personal view set out here, but I am grateful for the opportunity he gave me. Some may think what follows a demonstration of the obstacles to understanding the past implicit in any attempt to tell a story. To describe the past is always to oversimplify it and general history above all is open to adverse criticism on this count. That this is very much a general history will be obvious. Even the last two of the six highly condensed ‘Books’ which are the sub-divisions of my text, and which move at a slightly more leisurely pace than their predecessors, have each to cover half a century or so. Some readers are bound to be disappointed when they find important topics have been excluded. In three hundred thousand words there is not room for very much of a continent's history.

Sometimes I have tried to condense information in numbers, but I do not want to claim too much for them. Except in very specific instances, historical statistics should be illustrative and indicative rather than grounds for nice calculation. They should not be given too much credence. Even the best are often only close approximations, whose usefulness varies with the uses to which they are put. I have tried to follow trustworthy authorities, but even they have often had to work with imperfect data. Scientists ten years after the event still dispute the number of deaths attributable to the Chernobyl disaster. At a very different level, for all the richness of the statistical material provided so generously by all sorts of ‘authorities’ (the CIA felt able to say that in July 1991 the population of India was not 850 or even 866 million but exactly 866,351,738!) we would be unwise to reckon that we know within 50 million or so how many human beings are at present alive on earth. The further we go back, too, the shakier, usually, are the sources. The best I can hope to have done is to have used considered estimates to indicate meaningful orders of magnitude and relevant comparisons.

Mrs Julie Gerhardi typed several drafts of this book under fierce pressure and without complaint to me (though what her family may have heard about it, I do not know) and I offer her my most sincere thanks. Anne-Lucie Norton, my editor, endured slings, arrows, vicissitudes and much else, but once again showed me great kindness, consideration and helpfulness in her management of publication; I never take it for granted and thank her warmly for it. I must thank her Helicon colleagues, too, for their more specialized assistance. Above all, I am as grateful as ever for the tolerance and patience shown to me by my family in accepting the imposition of timetables they must often have wished to be very different. Had this book a formal dedication it would have been to a friend who died too soon some years ago: Noel Salter. Even fifty years ago he was a fervent Europhile. He would doubtless have disapproved of much in these pages (and would not have hesitated to say so, for he was never reticent in candid criticism of his friends' views) but I think he would not have been sorry that this book should have been attempted. That makes it a good place to record the affection with which I still remember him more than half a century after we met as schoolboys.

July 1996

J.M.R.


BOOK ONE

HERITAGES


Human beings make history and sometimes do so consciously. They can only do so, nevertheless, with materials they find to hand, the ideas they and others have confidence in, their notions of what is possible, and what impossible – in short, within conditions set by circumstance and the past. The past which shapes what they do can be very old indeed. In the case of modern Europeans, it can be traced back into the vast stretches of geological time which laid down certain physical shapes, particular rocks and soils, special mineral resources (as the discovery of North Sea oil fields within the last thirty years should remind us, a lot can turn on what is under the ground we sit on, or the seabed we sit beside). European history took its own direction because the continent occupied a position and had a particular configuration which were to offer some possibilities and tell against others. To identify Europe as a human fact we have to begin with geography.



If physical structure sets some of the context in which human beings make their history, it is shaped also by past human beings. The most noticeable memorials of human effort and ingenuity are not always among the most influential; for the last two thousand years or so Stonehenge is irrelevant except as a focus of scholarship, wonder and curiosity. In those same years other human creations, though, were of overwhelming importance in shaping the future. They acted (as some do even today) upon the minds of generations, sometimes directing, sometimes inspiring, sometimes confining them, always leaving ineradicable signs of their influence on the history of Europeans and of Europe. They are very hard to describe truthfully, and impossible to summarize; the best that can be attempted here is a sketch which may give an approximate impression of their weight and influence. The most important of them are to be found in ancient Greece, the world the Romans made, early Christianity, and the barbarian incursions into western Europe in the closing centuries of antiquity. Between them, they constituted the foundations of a future Europe.


1 
Bedrock


GEOGRAPHY

Our maps lead us to take certain geographical facts for granted, even if some have not been there very long. Among them is a set of shapes. We can begin to look for Europe when the subcontinent at the western end of the Eurasian landmass had acquired more or less the physical form it has today, about 10,000 years ago. Then, much was already in place which was going to settle a lot of later history and shape millions of lives for thousands of years. The much more remote past of prehistory had left behind a big promontory or peninsula jutting out to the west from Asia, rather as India juts out from it to the south. Except in the east, even its most inland areas were and are not very far from the sea. There are some biggish offshore islands to the north and west (the British Isles) and to the south (Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Crete); around them and along the mainland's coasts are dotted hundreds of others which are much smaller. Along those coasts also lie subsidiary, but still large, peninsulas of which the most important are those of Scandinavia, Brittany, Iberia, Italy and Greece. Almost everywhere, too, the shoreline is indented with a multitude of inlets, gulfs and bays, some of them fed by rivers winding hundreds of miles inland.

Geography is very important, but it has been remarked that history is made by the men who control and discover geographical facts. The sea was to be one of the major determinants of a changing Europe and of the lives of those who lived there. The first of them could never have dreamed how important the opportunities offered by access to salt water were to be to those who came after them, thousands of years later. To the south they faced two big and almost enclosed tracts of water, the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. In the north, the Baltic is another huge lake. The Atlantic and the North Sea, on the other hand, open on the world. When humans finally learnt how to manage long-distance travel at sea, Europeans would find themselves very favourably placed at the edge of major wind systems and currents which offered good opportunities for getting about the world. Another important oceanic fact was the Gulf Stream, and the warmth it brought to north-western Europe. But the most usual determinant of temperature is latitude – position in relation to the sun – and Europe's latitude,







together with plentiful Atlantic rain, meant that most of it has been well-watered and has enjoyed mild weather without major upheaval or change since the retreat of the ice-fields from southern Scandinavia in about 7000 BC.

The northern limit to this moderate climatic zone runs across Scandinavia, whose northern half tails off into a terrain and flora shared with much of the north of what we now call Russia, and distinguished by tundra, forest and, finally, Arctic ice and snow. But most of the rest of Russia, like much of central and eastern Europe, enjoys what is called a ‘continental’ climate and here, for the first time, we face one of those major, sometimes defining, facts differentiating western and eastern Europe. In Russia, summer and winter temperatures can run to extremes. The other distinctive climatic zone which has had a conditioning influence on Europe's destinies lies to the south. All round the coasts of the Mediterranean basin today's climate is probably less uniform that was once the case. Southern Europe's shores were once much greener than they are today, and so (even more strikingly if we could see them) were those of North Africa, the Levant and the Near East. The biblical cedars of Lebanon came from a country more densely wooded than the modern traveller sees, and North Africa was once a great corn-growing region. Well into historical times, though, the Mediterranean coasts, north and south, were better-watered and more fertile than today. Desiccation has gone far to strip the shores of North Africa and the Levant, and the deserts behind them are now much nearer the sea than in ancient times. To the north, the inland margins of what we might call Mediterranean Europe are not so conveniently defined as its shorelines, but one long-significant marker is the northern limit of olive cultivation. The first olive tree on the way south marks the beginning of the Mediterranean region remarks one scholar.1 Drawn by climate and contour (in Italy it runs along both sides of the central mountain spine, not far from the sea), it has hardly moved in 2,000 years. Europe's first cities all appeared south of it.

Contours and topography have been more stable than climate. The English Channel came and went more than once in prehistoric times, but last appeared again about 8,000 years ago (though only in about 4000 BC did the seas reach their present level). Since then, of course, local topography has often been deliberately changed by humans as more effective technologies became available, and precise coastlines have fluctuated a lot in some places. In particular, the draining of marshlands was to make human settlement possible even in early times, and therefore a human impact on landscape, near the mouths of rivers. Yet the basic physical structure of the continent has altered hardly at all since pre-civilized times.

Internally, its most obvious features are a few spectacular clusters of mountains and numerous river valleys. The Cantabrian massif, the Pyrenees, Alps and Carpathians all rise from land which, over most of Europe except Iberia, tends to slant gently downhill from south to north. Draw a line from, say, Bayonne to Moscow and there is not much very high ground to be found north of it, except in Scandinavia. Then there are the major river valleys, some making their way over long distances to the Atlantic, North Sea and the Baltic. Especially near their mouths, these have often been so much shaped by human effort that they can no longer be regarded as wholly ‘natural’ facts. Among those of Iberia, the Douro, Tagus and Guadiana quickly become unsuitable for navigation not far from their mouths and wind through narrow valleys and high ground to the central plateaux; the Guadalquivir was in Roman times mainly marsh; drainage and deepening for a time allowed Seville to be a great port, but it is now silted up close to the sea, and only the Ebro, Spain's river outlet to the Mediterranean, but rising near the Atlantic coast, provides a broad valley into the interior.

None of these rivers has had the historic importance of the Rhône, Rhine, Po and (longest of them) Danube, all of which rise close to one another, collecting their headwaters from the Alps. To the east, the Elbe, Oder and Vistula all rise within 100 miles of Vienna, itself on the Danube. Finally, in Russia can be found some of the longest rivers of the continent: into the Black Sea flow the Dniester and the Dnieper, and into the Caspian the Volga.

For the most part the European coasts of the Mediterranean have narrow plains behind them, and then steeply rising mountains. These long offered few easy routes inland. The most obvious were the gaps provided by the upper reaches of the Garonne and Aude in south-western France, by the Rhône valley, and by the Vardar valley in Greece. It would be a long time before the passes of the Alps (the lowest, the Brenner, is just over 4,500 feet) or their slightly easier neighbours at the head of the Adriatic and in the Balkans could be exploited. The Danube valley, and those of the Save and Drave which opened routes both to northern Italy and round the northern side of the Alps, were easier but longer. Europe was harder to get into from the south than from the north and east; Mediterranean coast-dwellers tended to look sideways along their coasts, rather than over their shoulders at the mountains behind them. But their position, together with a shared climate, would make contact with others around the sea natural and likely (though it was to be a long time before voyages could be made that were other than coastal or not dominated by seasonal winds).

Its river valleys gave Europe (to some extent, even in prehistoric times), some of its major north – south routes of internal communication. East – west movement was to be eased in due course by other geographical features, but this was only to become clear much later. The melting ice had left behind fertile soil for trees. In the so-called ‘Boreal’ climatic phase which followed the retreat of the glaciers, Europe must quickly (in terms of prehistoric timescales) have been covered by dense forest, difficult to penetrate or cross. In glades and, later, clearings, small groups of human beings could long live in virtual isolation. Clearing these vast woodlands was to take the efforts of many generations. The Romans began to drive roads through them, but major clearances only came slowly and well into the Christian era. In a sense they have never stopped, though in modern times some Europeans have started to plant trees again (Great Britain now has twice as much woodland as at the beginning of this century). Conscious, though piecemeal and gradual, deforestation was the first systematic application of human effort to overcoming the determinism of the European environment. Once the green blanket was thinned, another of the continent's dominating topographical features could then appear: the great northern plain which stretches across it, broadening out from relatively narrow beginnings in France and the Low Countries to spread fanlike across Germany, Poland, the Baltic lands and Russia, petering out at last in the foothills of the Urals and the Caucasus. It was to prove a great two-way corridor. Migrants would come along it westwards under the influence of mysterious pressures (desiccation and over-population are among the favoured hypotheses) originating in Asia. Later, western Europeans would trek eastward across the same plains, colonizing and breaking in potential agricultural land.

Here we stumble again on a problem suggested already by climatic facts and which will in one way or another crop up through the whole of this book: where does Europe end in the east? A famous nineteenth-century statesman and Chancellor of the Habsburg empire, the Rhinelander, Count Klaus Metternich, was clear; he took the view that Asia began not far from his office windows in Vienna. There is something to be said for that, but it is a view based on history rather than topography. It is not easily defensible (or much use) until much later than prehistoric times. To decide where prehistoric Europe can be said to end, whether geographically or climatically, is in fact bound to be somewhat arbitrary (ethnically it is impossible). There is no natural line demarcating Europe from the rest of the Eurasian landmass which gives an outline so definite as that provided by its coasts further west. The physical continent will therefore be treated in these pages without more ado as including Russia west of the Urals and up to the mountains of the Caucasus.

That makes a total area of about 9,500,000 square kilometres, rather more than twice as big as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh together, and about the same size as the United States. Within it, great economic potential awaited exploitation. In aboriginal times, humans began that exploitation with scavenging, and then hunting and gathering. Since the end of the Pleistocene (the name given to the last phase of prehistory which ends with the receding of the great ice sheets) humans have been continuously, if at first only slightly, at work altering the European environment in which they lived. Only gradually, though, could they come to use fully the fundamental resource, the soil itself.

Europeans live on a large portion of that part of the world's land surface which is naturally suited to cultivation without irrigation, chemical, biological or major engineering input. Most of it is at relatively low altitudes, though the boundary of cultivatable land tends to move higher up the hillsides and mountains as one goes south. This resource was to be slowly but steadily taken in hand by clearance and better management as time went by, a major historical achievement. Later still, when Europeans had so grown in numbers that food had to be imported for them, they looked outside, to supplies from the huge natural granaries of the American prairies or the livestock ranges of the pampas and the Antipodes; in this sense, history was to increase Europe's natural resource area. But Europe had major advantages from the start. After the last Ice Age the environment was always favourable to agriculture – once that had been invented. In Europe, as elsewhere, the appearance of agriculture was crucial. Meanwhile, some Europeans were fishermen long before there were European farmers; they began the exploitation of another huge natural resource, the wealth of the fishing grounds offshore.

Humanity has followed many routes to civilization. There are no immutable courses or worldwide linear progressions in social development. Similar favourable conditions do not always throw up the same forms of society or sustain the same rapidity of cultural development. It seems likely that the collective efforts to manage effective irrigation and flood control which were needed in the great river-valleys of Mesopotamia, Egypt and north-western India stimulated rapid social and political evolution; the peoples who lived there may have had to organize themselves for large-scale works simply in order to survive. In early Europe, on the other hand, bands of a few families could get along, scratching a living from hunting, fishing and a primitive agriculture, with no need for complex governmental or social arrangements to regulate their small numbers. They hardly inhabited a rustic paradise, but they got by, even if it meant later arrival at civilization than elsewhere.




THE EARLIEST EUROPEANS

How or when human beings came to be in Europe at all has been and still is much discussed by archaeologists and prehistorians. Fortunately, the questions do not affect European history and need not detain us. We can begin as the last Ice Age drew to an end about 10,000 years ago, when humans of the species Homo sapiens sapiens had long been established there. Their ancestors 20,000 or 30,000 years earlier have been identified as already physiologically ‘modern’ human beings, modern above all in the size of their brains, and in that respect like other members of their species in other continents. In the last stage of prehistory, aboriginal Europeans shared genetically with human beings to be found all over the rest of the world an intellectual capacity which gave humans a unique, innate power to modify their environment and shape their own manner of living, and an innate psychological dualism. This distinguishes humanity and still troubles it. Whatever their physiological or other roots, the presence of both a determining and instinctual emotional legacy from the past, and the power of rational thought which can loosen and limit that legacy's grip are still with us. Europeans were not in those respects special.

Other more visibly evolved human qualities, though, had begun even 10,000 years ago to mark off the story of humanity in Europe and make it different from that story in other parts of the world. For example, well before 10000 BC it was settled that the first Europeans would not be dark-skinned. In what is called the Upper Palaeolithic, the period down to the close of the last Ice Age, humans living in Europe were already physiologically distinctive, with skin pigmentations and particular distributions of subcutaneous fat which made them look different from humans established in other parts of the world. They would have been facially different from modern Europeans, too. Centuries of dietary change and a technology which reduced the need to use teeth as tools would pass before the edge-to-edge bite would virtually disappear and there would follow consequential changes in the shape of the jaw. Speculation about other genetically transmitted characteristics and capacities is unfruitful (which is just as well, for some find it alarming) in the present stage of our knowledge.

Cultural and technological influences come second only to the genetic in making possible successful survival and a growing mastery of nature. Homo sapiens all round the world mastered and passed down from generation to generation many important skills already discovered and much refined even before the last Ice Age began. They must have made it easier to survive the challenge it presented. Human beings had long had the power of speech and the knowledge of how to make fire. When drills were first used to make it we do not know, but whenever that happened, it was probably the first application of rotary motion by humans. The same technique was later applied to make bore holes needed to fit stone axe-heads to their shafts; a bow-string drive and an abrasive were utilized to do so. In less distant times humans in Europe (and elsewhere) had added to the stone technologies available for hundreds of thousands of years skills by making tools of horn and bone, and so had a comparatively specialized tool-kit (including, for example, harpoons and needles) with which to grapple with food-gathering and cold weather. They had also produced the first man-made material by mixing clay and powdered bone.

About the mental operations of the earliest Europeans, it is easier to speculate than to speak with confidence. Almost certainly they had some mysterious beliefs about their relationship with the natural world. Some argue that these are expressed in the first surviving works of art, the great cave-paintings, little figurines, pictures etched on bone or ivory implements and geometrically decorated pebbles from many European sites. Whether and how these were shared between any of the particular small groups in which they lived, is impossible to say. Social organization is even more obscure when the curtain rises on these people than is their thinking. It appears that the survivors of the Ice Ages at first went on as before, living mainly in the caves which had been refuges from the cold, getting their living by hunting and fishing, and wearing rudimentary clothes made of animal skins sometimes decorated with beads of bone. Their societies may well have been nearly isolated from one another, for there were very few human beings about. One estimate is that as the ice melted away perhaps 250,000 of a total human population ‘approaching the 4,000,000 mark' lived in Europe in 7500 BC.2




THE NEOLITHIC AND AGRICULTURAL REVOLUTIONS

Linear developments are usually hard to trace in prehistory. Its evidence is often accumulated from scattered sites where it was left at different times and it is sometimes necessary to make jumps of some thousands of years in a chain of reasoning from it. At this point a fairly short jump will do. It is tempting to think that the last great glaciation had given such a setback to humanity in the northern lands that Europe's inhabitants fell behind culturally and that their slower cultural evolution than that of other humans – as evidenced by the fact that agriculture made its first appearances elsewhere – shows this. However this may be, it is indisputable that one very important marker of a general acceleration of cultural evolution comes with what has been called the ‘Neolithic revolution’, a term which is in some ways unsatisfactorily precise. When first used in the nineteenth century it referred only to stone tools. This was appropriate in so far as improved stone tools – skin-scrapers, chisels and ‘hand-axes’ (cutting tools without shafts) – provide most of the early evidence for this major development. At its widest, though, ‘Neolithic’ has been used to cover not only the shaping and polishing of stone implements to a high finish, but the coming of pottery, weaving, the first metal-working and, above all, agriculture. Not all of these have to be present, though, for prehistorians to use the term ‘Neolithic’. Nor do they appear in any regular chronological succession.

Agriculture – the growing of food – was what really mattered. It released the brake on population growth which had held down hunter-gatherer populations, dependent and parasitic as they were on herds of game. As food supplies became more assured, humans were liberated from the need to follow wildlife about, could live more settled lives, could locate themselves in villages of built dwellings. The storing of food, moreover, eased the way to specialization of functions. The underlying demographic growth meanwhile seems clear: by 2000 BC, there may well have been about 5,000,000 Europeans.

Agriculture is thus the pre-condition of civilization; it makes it possible to provide for people who do something other than continuously rummage for food. How it came into being is a matter of speculation. It has been suggested that it may have arisen as a positive response to population pressure (rather than coming into being ‘naturally’ and then serving as a stimulus to growth). Whatever may have happened in any particular area, it is now apparent that by about 4000 BC primitive farming was going on all over Europe, even if not continuously and contiguously. About 2,000 years later, new cereal crops appear (perhaps from the Near East) and they must have speeded up the advance towards a general participation of Europeans in the west and on the Mediterranean coasts in an agricultural way of life. What could be grown, raised or domesticated was largely a matter of local climate, indigenous vegetation and fauna, but technology helped, too. A great change in ancient agriculture came about with the introduction of iron tools, whose performance was much superior to those made of horn, bone or wood and so greatly increased the productivity of land and labour. They came later to Europe, though, than elsewhere.

Europe's earliest Neolithic sites have been found in Greece and the Balkans. By 5600 BC pottery was being made in Macedonia. Locations in the south-eastern parts of the continent were long thought to be very suggestive. Perhaps – some still think certainly – a process of learning from more advanced cultures in mainland Asia was going on around the Aegean and is the main explanation of civilization's appearance in Europe. But other views have been given much greater force by recent developments in archaeological techniques, notably that of radio-carbon dating. Argument about such matters has excited ghosts of long-past debates to walk again. It might be thought that issues of where culture ‘came from’ are beside the point here, and that exaggerated attention has been given to them in the past, but implications have been and still sometimes are drawn from them about the nature of cultural exchanges in general. Later we shall encounter in historical times undeniably external cultural influences which came to bear very powerfully on Europeans; it is probably helpful to have as realistic a view as possible of what can be said about the receptive element on which influences from the outside played, even in ancient times.

Specialists now tend no longer to accept assertions that all prehistoric cultural and technical advance must have arisen either wholly by spontaneous localized discovery or wholly by diffusion from one source. The broad tendency of the chronologies recently provided by radio-carbon dating weakens the case for what have been called ‘diffusionist’ theories that technical and cultural innovation always spread outwards from a few key zones. Perhaps such views should always have been treated as implausible; there are obvious examples of both patterns of change in different parts of the world. Agriculture may first have appeared in south-east Asia, in about 10000 BC; in Central America it clearly emerges again in a very different setting and independently 5,000 or so years later. Aurochs, the beasts from which modern cattle descend, appear to have been domesticated by 6000 BC in Crete. This was on an island and why the technique appeared there we do not know. In mainland Europe agriculture could have been the outcome of local and empirical innovation as well as learnt from outside. Conversely, this does not imply that important developments always had both origins. Certain technological skills may well have passed into Europe from Anatolia, the Levant and Near East. One inferential argument for this was a chronological sequence of Neolithic sites which seemed to match a slow advance of the relevant skills up the Danube valley, their eventual arrival in the Low Countries somewhere in the fifth millennium BC, and in Scandinavia and the British Isles during the next few centuries. This also seems to fit the pattern set by a line of the light soils (loess) which could be easily tilled with primitive tools, and sometimes with those set by other routes, too. Relative ease of access from outside was bound to be important. The earliest Neolithic settlements in France seem to have been in the south, probably established by migrants following the coasts; from them the characteristics of the development can be traced to Switzerland.

These are suggestive facts in support of hypotheses of diffusion. But many new techniques were evolving at the same time and it is not easy to say where any first appeared; what we have is the outcome. Textiles and basket-work have left remains in the Swiss sites. By about 3000 BC people in the Danube valley were building big huts which showed the effects earlier than elsewhere of local innovation; warmer and drier lands might build in mud-brick, but the ‘long houses’ of central European peoples used framing made from the timber plentifully available there. They even arrived at the pitched roof, so much better suited to northern weather than the flat roofs of the Mediterranean and Near East.

Metallurgy was important in Europe at a very early date. Copper was the first widely-used metal. Objects made of it by hammering were available in the Near East around 7000 BC, but soon after 5000 BC, it was being mined in the Balkans. This is earlier than the first evidence of its use in the Aegean. Such early dating, challenged though it can still be to within a few centuries, helps to explain why, once the discovery was made that both tin and copper could be found in Europe (both were needed to make bronze) metallurgy appears to advance more rapidly there than elsewhere. The archaeological record reveals a much more rapid evolution of tools and weapons than in the Middle East. No doubt it owed something not only to the availability of European ore, but to the presence of plentiful wood for use as fuel in smelting. It no longer seems likely, then, that Europe's prehistoric peoples made major technological advances in metallurgical skills only by borrowing from centres of civilization further east. Asia would have fundamental and indispensable contributions to make to the civilizing of Europe through its urbanism, technology, literacy, religious and scientific thought, but the older civilizations were not the source of all effective efforts to exploit the continent's potential. Nor were metals all that underlay it. There were other mineral resources whose importance would often appear only much later, well into the historical era. Not for a long time would there be the technology available to exploit, for instance, Europe's position on the northern hemisphere's long coal belt which runs from Appalachia to China, far less the other fossil fuel deposits which lay in oil and natural gas fields under its land surface and around its coasts. The continent's energy sources had to await the coming of technology to tap them; water was harnessed first as direct motive power and then much later as a means of making electricity, another and more easily distributed form of energy.




MIGRANTS AND IMMIGRANTS

By 4000 BC over most of Europe we are well into the era of Neolithic cultures. The peoples who then unwittingly occupied the European treasure-house have been identified as belonging to what were once termed ‘Caucasian' stocks which had spread into Europe and Iran from southern Russia long before the appearance of the first civilizations in Mesopotamia and Egypt. For the next few thousand years they and their successors in western and central Europe would be under continuing pressure from other newcomers further east, though it is important to remember that for most of the time this would not have been very apparent to any of them. It is very hard to visualize such pressure as a process on the ground. The numbers involved must have been small in any particular instance, and no-one was in a position to know what was going on as a whole or to make relevant comparisons. For a long time, settlement was fitful. A particular woodland clearing could not have been exploited continuously for more than a few years since primitive agriculture demanded that the land be allowed to recover after a while. That meant moving on to another easily-worked patch. Under such conditions not much of a demographic threat was likely to have been felt by those objectively ‘under pressure’ from long-term trends even if small groups occasionally came into conflict. No doubt hunter-gatherers would have found their activities restricted by changes in the distribution of fauna and flora which followed the establishment of farming cultures, but with so much land available, any consciousness of collective danger must have been tiny. Hunting cultures must long have survived alongside communities undergoing the full transformations of the Neolithic all over Europe.

The majority of newcomers (or perhaps we should say ‘latecomers’) from the east spoke languages of a family later called ‘Indo-European’,‘, a linguistic term with none of the genetic or ethnic meaning people have sometimes given it in the last couple of centuries. All but a few of the languages now spoken in Europe, as well as many spoken in Asia, the Americas, South Africa and Australasia (thanks, in the last three cases, to European migration) belong to this linguistic group. By about 2000 BC there had appeared sub-divisions among these peoples sufficiently marked in the archaeological record for some of them to stand out with a little more individuality. Among some enterprising and vigorous stocks penetrating western Europe a little later were two which have been termed, respectively, the ‘Beaker’ and ‘Battle-axe’ peoples (because of the easily recognizable special features of things they left in their graves). They are thought to have been warrior-predators, hailing from both ends of the continent, from Russia and from Iberia, to form mixed cultures which were among the first northern and central European aristocratic and warrior societies. From these were to come the ‘Celtic’ peoples who would cross the sea in the west to enter the British Isles, and (much later), in the east, move into Anatolia (boats go back some way; one dugout found in Denmark has been dated to about 7000 BC).

The Celts have long been given pride of place in accounts of ancient Europe, mainly because they were the first of the northern peoples to be written about (though only after 500 BC or so) by literate observers. They still dominated much of Europe in early classical times. Technologically advanced (they had wheeled transport and had evolved a plough of their own by the time the Romans came across them), they were also accomplished metal-workers who produced beautiful works of art, and memorably formidable warriors. With the battle-axe comes the first incontrovertible evidence of Europeans fighting one another. Early Neolithic villages show no signs of defensive building and earlier Neolithic Europe seems to have been a peaceful place, no doubt because it was still so empty.

But the Celts take us ahead of the story. To the east and north there were already in the second millennium BC other important groups of Indo-European-speaking peoples, notably the forefathers of the future Slavs, and those of the Teutonic peoples in Scandinavia and Russia. Further north still were the ancestors of the Finns, who did not speak an Indo-European tongue, while crammed into western Britain, Iberia and the Breton peninsula were remnants of the ‘first’ Europeans. Much remains to be discovered before this crude picture can be improved, but it indicates the elements of a groundplan of a future Europe.




MENTALITIES

For a long time none of these peoples mattered much to the outside world. It could not for a long time easily get at them. There is almost no written evidence (the literacy which actually shaped Europe – though possibly not literacy itself – came to it from outside, as it came much later to sub-Saharan Africa) and we can only guess at the thinking of pre-civilized Europeans from the material remains they have left behind. To more advanced peoples further east that thinking appears not to have been of much interest for a long time. European lands were of concern only as places from which commodities prized in the cities of the Levant and Aegean could be obtained – metal, amber, pretty stones. But such goods were important enough to stimulate exchange which led to trade (if that is the word) and specialized manufacturing. More was sometimes involved than simple two-way barter. Amber has been found which came originally from the Baltic, from which it was taken to Britain where it was worked into new forms and was then sent on, to end up in mainland Greece. This has been thought to have been very important in explaining Europe's development before civilization and, indeed, by some to have produced something which they are willing to describe as the first ‘European’ culture.

By 2000 BC metal-working was spread widely through Europe; mining and smelting were going on in Greece and southern Spain, as well as in the Balkans. There was a widespread use of bronze, the alloy of copper and tin which was much superior to pure copper for tools and weapons, and had come, to displace it over nearer Asia as well as Europe. Ore or smelted metal was by then being brought long distances to Europe's primitive Sheffelds and Essens, tiny as such
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places must have been. Copper and tin were already beginning to shape routes by which outsiders penetrated the subcontinent, and to influence its coastal and river navigation.

Besides a developing (and varied) skill in metal-working, another body of evidence has been claimed to show even more conclusively that a truly independent civilization existed in ancient Europe before the coming of literacy. A huge arc of thousands of stone monuments called ‘megaliths’ (a word deriving from the Greek for ‘large stone’) stretches from Malta, Sardinia and Corsica, westward around the Iberian peninsula to Brittany, the British Isles and Scandinavia. The arrangement and use of very large stones in building is not peculiar to Europe, but our present knowledge suggests that such skills were employed in Europe earlier than in any other continent. The oldest examples, dating from about 4000 BC and early in the Neolithic era, are chamber tombs in Spain and Brittany which antedate by more than 1,000 years the earliest Egyptian pyramids. The huge carved blocks of Malta's mysterious temples also seem to have been in place by 3000 BC, well before anything similar is found in the Near East. Apart from the megaliths used to roof, line or simply mark tombs, there are others on the mainland laid out in rows, sometimes running for miles across the country, or grouped in patterns, sometimes like groves of trees. The largest are very big indeed, notably the fifty-ton monster blocks which must have been brought long distances to Stonehenge, the elaborate site in southern England whose completion is now dated to about 2000 BC.

How and where the megalithic sites came to be built, why they formed the patterns they did and what were their purposes are questions which have attracted much scholarship (and perhaps even more speculation and fantasy). The presence of many of them (especially tombs) near the coasts was once thought to mean that they could be explained as examples of pure diffusion; they were seen as the work of primitive peoples acting under the guidance of itinerant master-masons and engineers from older centres of civilization where the management of large architectural and building developments was already common – rather as Spanish friars in the sixteenth century set about stimulating and organizing Mexican Indians to build churches and missions in the European style. But recent datings have undermined this once-plausible hypothesis. Stonehenge cannot be shown to depend on the Near East or the Aegean for its builders.

Some argue that some of the more elaborately laid-out megalithic sites (Stonehenge, in particular) were giant clocks, calendars or observatories, aligned to the rising and setting of the sun, moon or stars at major moments of the astronomical year. The alignment of some of them certainly makes it seem likely that careful observation of celestial objects took place before they were sited, though in the absence of written record it is hard to believe it reached the level of detail and precision achieved by the astronomers of Mesopotamia. By analogy with what we know of other cultures – in Central America, for example – it is tempting also to believe that some of the megalithic sites were connected in some way with assemblies for religious celebrations or the manipulation of supernatural powers; perhaps the builders of Stonehenge could claim to control weather and, through it, the harvest. But we do not actually know. Nor do we know whether such ideas (if they existed) were widely shared or were the preoccupation solely of a small elite which could intimidate, coerce, bribe or persuade others to work for it. What is clear is that since no wheeled carts were available (for none could have been built with axles sturdy enough to stand up to the strains of moving the huge masses required) there must have existed in northern and western Europe a social capacity to organize work in stone at least approaching in scale – even if not in the fineness of its finish – the monumental building of the Near East. Yet the builders had no means of recording why such efforts were undertaken, nor can we do more than hypothesize about the existence of social institutions which made them possible.

It is best to be cautious. The monuments do not have to form part of any unified scheme, single social process or continuous surge of activity. The Malta temples are not necessarily related to the tombs of western France and Brittany, even if they precede them in time. All the great megalithic sites may be the work of distinct and fairly isolated cultures, similar in their origins in a few relatively small and simple societies of agriculturalists, some more developed than others, with motives and occasions on which to act which were quite independent of one another. This would be compatible with, in some places, sporadic external influence and occasional imitation. What seems undeniable is that much of Europe's agriculture, engineering and architecture (if that is indeed an appropriate word) arose, like those of Central America, independently of the outside world. It provides strong evidence that there existed over much of Europe societies of some hundreds of people with social disciplines and institutions strong enough to carry through long-term schemes (they would have required too much distraction from the demands of agriculture to be completed quickly) of major technical difficulty.

Whatever the ultimate explanations, and huge as the achievements of the megalith-builders were, the potential of their societies for future development was limited. Before the Christian era, most of the energies and creativity of the northern European peoples would seem to have been taken up in getting a living and grappling with their environment. It would need for its full exploitation technological resources long to be unavailable. With the exception, perhaps, of its metallurgical potential, northern Europe at the end of prehistory looks somewhat like parts of Africa in later times, a place interesting to scholars for its own sake, but ultimately dependent on, and needing to be stimulated and changed by external forces and powers before it could advance into history. Europe was as yet only a passive contributor to world development, as a source of materials wanted elsewhere. Greed and growing knowledge were always likely to suck in interested enquirers and entrepreneurs from more advanced cultures, but it was to be a slow business learning from them. In the case of northern and western Europe, regular institutionalized contact with such outsiders began only shortly before the Christian era. If those who lived there in those days felt uneasiness, hesitation, uncertainty or simply incomprehension when confronted by the emissaries of more advanced civilizations, then that, too, suggests parallels and similarities in other parts of the world hundreds of years later. Yet ‘real’ civilization had by then taken root elsewhere in Europe, around and along its southern sea-coasts.




EARLY AEGEAN CIVILIZATION

1000 BC is an arbitrary, but easily remembered and useful date, a helpful marker; one important stage in Europe's evolution is clearly already over by then, that of effective isolation from any but occasional cultural influences from the outside. Well before the end of the second millennium BC, indeed, there had been growing and sometimes intimate intercourse between Mediterranean Europe, Asia and Egypt. It was then that the break-through towards Europe's civilized future began, south of the olive line, along the Mediterranean coasts and scattered over its islands; there, the seeds of the future were already sprouting.

A famous description of the Mediterranean calls it a ‘complex of seas’.3 One of them, the Aegean, was of particular importance as a meeting-place of cultures. Within it a multitude of islands and short sea-crossings made communication much easier than in the northern hinterlands. The Aegean was a cultural collector and distributor; influences flowing into it could quickly circulate around it. Before long they were escaping into the western Mediterranean and Black Sea, too. Only in the winter months was sea-travel very difficult. Unsurprisingly, commerce flourished and languages spread in so favourable a setting. True, virtually all the inhabited areas of the Aegean grew sufficient food for their own needs and for some centuries only specialized goods were exchanged. The same sort of basis for civilized life, indeed, tended to appear all round the Mediterranean, one based on the growing of wheat, barley, olives and wine, and crystallized in the little towns which were the first shoots of European urbanism.

Two especially important long-term influences stand out. The first was long thought to explain virtually everything that mattered which was going on: the impact of Near Eastern and Egyptian civilization, already evident early in the second millennium. Crete was the Aegean island nearest to Egypt. Already before 2000 BC it had towns built of stone and brick, where metal-workers and jewel-makers were at work for a presumably leisured elite. These differentiated and well-developed societies may well have appeared spontaneously (though they would have had to have obtained their metal ore from outside). We do not know when a foreign influence was first felt in Crete. In due course, though, a civilization (to which a British archaeologist gave the name ‘Minoan’ after a legendary king of the island) appeared there. It had the major accepted characteristics of true civilization: monumental building, complex social organization and literacy. Its influence came to be felt in the next few centuries all round the Aegean and helped to spread further the effect of skills and styles by then obviously introduced to Crete from abroad. This society survived for some 600 years, and to it we owe the earliest European writing, found on tablets used for administration or accounting. Clay-tablets had long been in use on mainland Asia for administrative archives. That is where Cretans may have got the idea, as they may have got architectural ideas from Egypt.

Economically, Minoa long prospered, rich in its agriculture; in 6000 BC or so wheat had been grown near the site of Knossos and the ancestors of modern cattle were already domesticated in the island. The European cultivation of the olive and the vine may well have begun there and came to flourish. Cretans also raised sheep which furnished wool for export. The island has even been seen early in the second millennium BC as the seat of a trading empire, engaging in complex diplomacy with foreign powers, and exercising some kind of maritime hegemony. Yet an end came to the great days of Minoan civilization, at least so far as any Aegean primacy was concerned, in about 1500 BC. It seems likely that a major earthquake and eruption at Thera, another Aegean island, then brought about the destruction of its great palace centre at Knossos. Soon after that, there is evidence of the arrival of invaders from Greece and of a remarkable new fact: the introduction of the first language from mainland Europe. This is revealed by the administrative tablets; after 1450 BC or thereabouts they began to be written in a different script, and scholarly decipherment has now revealed it as a form of Greek. The recently-arrived rulers evidently took over Minoan administrative techniques, but (as it were) wrote up their files in their own language. Such archives have also been found at mainland settlements in southern Greece, the Peloponnese, notably at a place called Mycenae. Meanwhile, the palace complexes in Crete were rebuilt and some sort of polity centred on Knossos survived. Seemingly it finally went under at the hands of other invaders from the mainland of Greece or other Aegean islands in the fourteenth century.

This indicates the second over-arching fact long shaping developments in the Aegean in the second millennium BC; while there is plentiful evidence of techniques moving north and west from the region, there was also movement, prolonged if intermittent, of iron-using peoples speaking Indo-European languages down into the Aegean from the north and north-east. One of these, the Hittites, had by 2000 BC pushed down into Thessaly, and then crossed to Anatolia to establish an empire there. Others had followed them but had gone on from Thessaly in the second millennium to Attica and the Peloponnese. Among them were the first Greek-speakers.

These warrior peoples, the Achaeans, as they came to be called, already in possession of the techniques of chariot warfare, settled in fortified strongholds on sites which were sometimes those of future Greek cities. Athens was one, but the most splendid was at Mycenae, where there remain monuments so impressive that some twentieth-century archaeologists argued that the skills which explain the western megaliths must have originated there. Mycenae seems to have begun to blossom in about 1650 BC. Its tablets of that era show the extension of record-keeping in the service of the government. The Achaeans prospered until, in their turn, they were overcome by other conquerors from the north in the closing centuries of the millennium. We might think, perhaps, in terms of tribal war chiefs sweeping aside the first tentative European essays in bureaucracy. From this turmoil there was in the end to emerge another Aegean civilization, and civilized Greece itself. In the Mycenaean colonies (which often replaced Minoan trading posts) evidence has been found of literacy, elaborate building, palatial arts such as gem-cutting, pottery made on the wheel, skills which were evidently all firmly established on the mainland. Under the stimulus of Minoan prestige or example (one can only guess at the exact relationships at work) other Achaean statelets had taken them up, as evidence from administrative tablets shows. Mycenae itself had been enough of a power to merit attention in the diplomatic records of the Hittites, far away in Anatolia. Thus by 1400 BC the basis was there for a new civilized achievement, if it could survive the fresh inflow of barbarism.

One raid which showed the vigour of the Achaeans passed into legend as the Siege of Troy, and mobilized forces from many cities and islands. It probably occurred in about 1200 BC. This seems to have been one of the last great Achaean successes. Soon after, the major Mycenaean centres were destroyed. A cultural relapse is evident. From it was eventually to emerge a new Greece, broken up into units which seem to be based on the kinship groups of the most recent arrivals, but an obscure era spoken of by scholars as the ‘Dark Ages’ first intervenes, and of that it is difficult to speak with confidence.

On the eve of those Dark Ages it is sensible to recall once more the great disparities of human development which have always been present between different societies even at close quarters with one another. Such differences have only begun to disappear in this century, and though that change can be noted worldwide, huge cultural obstacles can still survive even modern communications. The cultural variety of prehistory lingered a long time in Europe itself. It can be observed in late classical antiquity and even, in isolated places, in the Middle Ages. In the Dark Age of the Aegean, in about the year 1000 BC, nevertheless, much that was to form the Europe we know had already begun to take shape. There had spread over the region peoples distinct from one another but sharing languages of a common origin. Metallurgical and farming techniques able to maintain populations much increased
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