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To all beings – those gone, those living
and those still to come.
Our ancestors made the world what it is.
We can decide what the world will become.
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UNSTOPPABLE US:VOLUME 2

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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In the first volume of Unstoppable Us, we followed the adventures of humans from the time we were insignificant apes in the African savannah, terrified of cheetahs and hyenas, until humans became the most powerful animals on the planet, hunting down even the biggest bears and mammoths. In the second volume we explore how humans learned to control animals like dogs, chickens, and cows – and how some people also learned to control other people. Why did some humans get to be kings and queens while others had to clean their palaces and do their laundry for them? What are kings and palaces even for?

Human history is vast and fascinating. And that’s why for thousands of years people have been trying to understand where we came from. We can learn about the lives of ancient people by studying what those people left behind – the ruins of ancient palaces, a broken pot, a bone of a long-dead skeleton, and even the notebooks of schoolchildren who lived long ago.

This book covers some events for which we have a lot of evidence – yes, even ancient notebooks! It also covers events for which we have little evidence. Scientists fill in the gaps using educated guesses. There are many things we don’t know, and there are many things about which scientists disagree. This book is based on the latest findings, but our knowledge of the past is constantly evolving as we discover the remains of another ancient palace or another long-dead skeleton.

To present the latest scientific discoveries in a simple and fun way, this book sometimes uses fictional conversations between fictional characters. Obviously, these conversations never happened. But the events they describe really took place, and these events have shaped the world in which we still live today.
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IT’S NOT:FAIR!
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‘IT’S NOT FAIR!’ HOW MANY TIMES HAVE YOU HEARD THAT? Or said it yourself? Probably a lot.

Some people are incredibly rich. They live in mansions with swimming pools, fly around in private jets and never wash any dishes or clean their room – because paid help does it for them. Other people are very poor. They live in huts without toilets, wait in the rain for the bus to come and wash somebody else’s dirty dishes.

Some people are extremely powerful. They make the rules, give lots of big speeches and tell everyone what to do. Other people are far less powerful. They have to follow the rules, clap when the leader speaks and do as they’re told. Is that fair?

Kids are often asked, ‘What would you like to be when you grow up?’ But in many countries all over the world, kids don’t get to choose. You might want to be president, but if you’re born to a poor family, the closest you are likely to get to the president’s palace is if you are told to sweep the street in front of the gate.

Was it always like this? Were humans always divided into rich and poor, masters and servants?

Some people say that this is just the natural order of the world. Everywhere you look, the strong always rule, and the weak must obey. Movies and video games about the past are also full of kings and queens living in huge castles, ruling vast kingdoms and giving orders to millions of others.

But in fact, originally there were no kings or kingdoms, certainly not ones with millions of inhabitants. Until about 10,000 years ago, humans lived in small bands and tribes, numbering a few thousand individuals at most.

Back then, there was often someone around who wanted to become chief and tell everybody what to do. But even the biggest chief didn’t have much power. There just weren’t enough people yet to build huge castles and conquer vast kingdoms. And if a chief became too bossy and annoying, people could usually walk away and leave the bully behind.

Then something really strange happened 10,000 years ago, and it changed everything. Something gradually sucked power away from millions of humans and allowed a few ambitious people to rule over all the others.

What exactly happened 10,000 years ago, and how did it enable some people to control everybody else? Why did millions of people agree to obey a few leaders? And where did kings and kingdoms come from?

The answer to that is one of the strangest tales you’ll ever hear.

And it’s a true story.
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DON’T TELL ME:WHAT TO DO

OUR STORY STARTS ABOUT 10,000 YEARS AGO, IN THE Middle East. People there, like people everywhere at the time, were hunter-gatherers. They hunted wild sheep, gazelles, rabbits and ducks. They gathered wild wheat plants, onions, lentils and figs. They fished along the seacoast and in the lakes and rivers, catching fish, crabs and oysters.

Humans were already the most powerful animal around. But they didn’t try to control anybody. They gathered plants but didn’t tell them where to grow. They hunted animals but didn’t tell them where to go.

Life wasn’t always pleasant. There were still some dangerous creatures around, like snakes, and there were all kinds of disasters, from snowstorms to heat waves. Occasionally there were also brawls with the neighbours – all through history some people could have been nasty to one another.

Yet, most of the time, people had enough to eat, and a lot of free time to tell ghost stories, doze off in camp, or visit neighbours to celebrate some festival. Wars were rare. Plagues were rare. And famines were rare.

When the gazelles migrated somewhere else, or when there were no more ripe figs nearby, people just moved their camp to another place, following the gazelles and the figs.

THE PLANT THAT CHANGED:THE WORLD
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But in some special places, there was so much to eat that people rarely needed to move their camps. They could stay in the same place all year round. These special places were full of unique plants. The plants weren’t big or beautiful, but they changed the entire world. These plants were the cereals.

You probably eat cereals every day. Wheat, barley, rice, maize and millet are cereals. Bread, biscuits, cakes, pasta and noodles are made from cereals. Breakfast cereals are also made from cereals – the clue’s in the name! But until about 10,000 years ago, humans seldom ate cereals.
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Cereals weren’t very common. Wheat, for example, didn’t grow at all in America, China or Australia. Only some areas in the Middle East had wheat, and even there, we’re not talking entire wheat fields. Some wheat plants grew on one hill, and others on another hill. So even in the Middle East, most bands hardly bothered with cereals … but some did.

We don’t know exactly when or where some humans became particularly interested in cereals, but we can try to imagine it. Perhaps one day a girl from a band that roamed around looking for all kinds of plants and animals met a girl from another band that spent most of the time in just one place and gathered lots of wheat.

‘Hello there,’ said the first girl. ‘They call me Wanda ’cause I like to wander around! What’s your name?’

‘People call me Wheaty ’cause I really like wheat!’

‘Wheat? Pah … I don’t bother picking that stuff. You can spend all day gathering wheat and still not have enough. And even if you do, the wheat grains are so hard. The one time I found a lot of wheat, I broke a tooth, got a terrible headache from all the chewing and had a stomach-ache for three days!’
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‘You didn’t do it right!’ cried Wheaty. ‘You can’t just eat wheat grains like that! You have to bring them back to camp, remove the tough outer shells and grind them into tiny bits. Then you mix the grain powder with water, put it on a big flat stone by the fire – wait a little – and you get yummy bread! Plus, no broken teeth, headaches or stomach-aches!’

‘That’s so much work!’ gasped Wanda. ‘I’ll stick to figs and fish.’

‘Well, it is difficult,’ agreed Wheaty. ‘But wheat has one really big advantage over figs and fish.’

‘What’s so great about that dry little thing?’

‘The thing is that unless you dry or smoke them very carefully, juicy figs and fish rot quickly. Ever tried eating a fish that’s been lying around for three days?’
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‘Uhhh, disgusting!’

‘You see? With grains it’s a whole other story. You can store them for months, no problem! During harvest season, our band collect as much grain as we can and store it in our camp. When we’re not harvesting, we hunt and gather lots of other things like you do. We might pick figs or even manage to catch a gazelle. But sometimes there’s nothing to hunt or pick.’

‘So you move to another valley, right?’

‘No! We go back to camp, take some grain from storage, grind it and make bread or porridge! If we gather enough grain in harvest season, we can stay in our camp all year!’

FIVE HATS:FOR ONE HEAD

That’s how some bands established permanent villages in the Middle East more than 10,000 years ago. If they stored enough cereal grains, they didn’t need to move much. With time, it actually became more difficult to move because people accumulated all kinds of stuff in their villages. Most hunter-gatherers had few possessions, so if they decided to go, they just got up and walked. For the cereal people, it wasn’t so easy.

‘Tell me, Wanda, where do you sleep?’ Wheaty might ask.

‘Oh,’ explained Wanda. ‘When we set up camp, we clump together some reeds and branches, and we make a hut. It takes about an hour.’

‘Pfff … we no longer have just a camp,’ said Wheaty proudly. ‘We have a village! With houses! We gather stones, cut down tree trunks, make mud bricks and build proper houses. We stay there all year, so it’s worth the trouble. Especially during storms.’

‘Oh, I hate storms!’ said Wanda. ‘Sometimes we find a cave to hide in, but usually we have to huddle together under a tree, wet and freezing, waiting for the storm to pass.’

‘Ha! I don’t mind storms at all. I just listen to the rain tapping on the roof and the wind rattling the door, and I snuggle in my warm bed!’

‘Wow! I’d love a house like that … But what do you do when you want to move somewhere else? How do you move the house?’

‘We don’t. Why would we want to move? We work so hard building our houses. And what about our grain? If we moved, we couldn’t carry the grain stores, could we?’
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‘I guess not,’ agreed Wanda. ‘It’s hard enough carrying my little leather bag with my knives and needles.’

‘You only have knives and needles? We have so many tools. There are flint sickles to harvest the grain, pestles and mortars to grind it and even ovens to cook and bake food. If we moved, we’d have to leave most of that behind.’

‘You sure have a lot of stuff.’

‘Oh, there’s more,’ replied Wheaty. ‘So much more! We keep all kinds of other things too. Like, just yesterday, I found this nice shiny stone, so I took it home. Another day our band hunted a deer with really huge antlers, so we hung the antlers on the wall. It looks nice! And we can hang all our coats and hats on it!’

‘Hats? You mean you have more than one?’

‘Sure. I have my old fox-tooth hat, and my new wolf-tail hat, and my bear-fur hat and two nice straw hats with flowers!’

‘Why do you need so many hats? You only have one head!’

Sometimes Wheaty and her band looked at all the things they had and were very pleased with themselves. But sometimes they weren’t so sure. ‘You know what,’ the village grumbler said, ‘I don’t like this village any more. It’s too crowded and dirty. And it is so noisy! Too many people around. And I’m tired of eating bread and porridge every day! I want figs and gazelle steak. And last night somebody had diarrhoea just behind my house! Can you believe it?! Enough is enough! Let’s go somewhere else.’

‘We get what you mean.’ People nodded in agreement. ‘But what about all our stuff? And what about all the grain in the storerooms? We worked so hard to gather it! What if someday we cannot find figs or gazelles? Nah, let’s just stay here.’

A LAZY:IDEA
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Wheat grains are very small. So, every time Wheaty and other cereal people gathered wheat and carried it back to their village, some grains fell along the way and were lost. Do you get upset if you lose something like your smartphone? Probably. You might spend hours looking for it. But when our ancestors lost a few grains of wheat, they hardly noticed, and they certainly didn’t bother looking for them. They didn’t think it was important.

But actually, it was very important.

When you lose your smartphone, it doesn’t grow into a smartphone tree. But when people lost grains of wheat, the grains grew into new wheat plants. That’s why more and more wheat began growing along the paths people walked and
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A BAD:FEELING
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ONE LITTLE:PROBLEM
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DIGGING:DITCHES









CLOUD:PROBLEMS
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A HOUSE FOR:THE GODS
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THE NIGHT:WATCH
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CONTROL:FREAKS




BIG HORN AND:BA BAAA
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FIFTY BILLION:CHICKENS






GOLD MEDAL:FOR MISERY
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THE UGLY SIDE:OF MILK
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BFF
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WHO WANTS TO:BE A FARMER?





HOW AGRICULTURE:WON
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