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AUTHOR'S NOTE

I did not want to write this book.

I want to be honest with you before we go any further, because everything else in these pages depends on that honesty. I did not sit down one morning with a calm, scholarly wish to catalogue humanity's wars. I sat down because I could not stop thinking about a single number, and the number would not let me sleep.

Two hundred and sixty-eight years.

That is how much peace this world has known, cumulatively, across the last 3,400 years of recorded history. Not per country. Not per region. The whole world, all at once, entirely free of war. Two hundred and sixty-eight years out of thirty-four hundred. I did the sum on the back of an envelope on a Tuesday evening in London, checked it twice because I did not believe it, and then sat very still for a long time.

Here is exactly how it began. I was reading a news report about a conflict in a country I could not have found on a map with any confidence — one of dozens of wars I will introduce you to in these pages, most of which never once appeared on the news programmes I grew up watching. Something in that report made me open a search engine and simply ask: how much of history has been peaceful? I expected an answer somewhere in the comfortable middle. Most of the time, surely, with wars as dramatic exceptions. What I found instead was a number so small, so at odds with everything I had assumed, that I assumed I had made an error. I had not.

I am not a historian by training. I am not a general, a diplomat, or a professor of international relations. I am a person who, like you, has lived his whole life under the assumption that peace is the normal condition of the world and war is the interruption. I grew up believing that somewhere out there, mostly, things were calm — that war was a distant, occasional weather event, a storm that passed through one region while the rest of the globe carried on in sunlight. I have come to understand that this belief is almost entirely wrong. War is not the interruption. War is the baseline. Peace is the interruption — rare, fragile, usually partial, and never, not once in all of recorded history, universal.

That realisation is what drove me to write this. Not despair, though there is plenty of that in these pages if you go looking for it. Something closer to fury — a refusal to keep living comfortably on top of a false story. We tell ourselves that humanity is on an upward path, that the arc of history bends toward peace, that the worst is behind us. In 2025, the world recorded more state-based conflicts than in any year since data collection began in 1946. As of this writing there are more active wars on this Earth than at any point since the end of the Second World War. This is not ancient history. This is now, and I suspect most of you did not know it, because I did not either.

This book will take you from a riverbank in Sudan, thirteen thousand years ago, where the oldest known battlefield on Earth still holds its dead, all the way to gang-controlled streets in Port-au-Prince and disputed valleys in Nagorno-Karabakh today. It will ask you to sit with wars you have never heard of, wars killing hundreds of thousands of people while the world's attention is elsewhere. It will also, because I refuse to leave you only in the wreckage, take you to the rare rooms in history where enemies chose, against every instinct, to stop.

I wrote this for my own children, and for yours. Not to frighten them, but so that they might grow up seeing the world as it actually is, rather than as we have politely agreed to pretend it is. You cannot build peace on a lie about how much of it already exists.

Let's begin with the number. It changes everything.

— Winston Phillips, London, 2026




PART ONE — The Question Nobody Wants to Answer


Chapter 1: The Number That Changes Everything

Two hundred and sixty-eight years.

Sit with that. Do not move past it the way you moved past every other statistic you read this week. Of the last 3,400 years of recorded human history, this world has been entirely, globally, completely at peace for two hundred and sixty-eight of them. That is eight per cent. Ninety-two per cent of recorded history, somewhere on this Earth, organised groups of human beings have been killing each other on purpose.

Not "there has been tension." Not "relations were strained." War. Armies. Blades, arrows, muskets, artillery, drones. Somewhere, always, for 92 per cent of the time our species has kept written records of itself, a group of us has been trying to kill another group of us, and largely succeeding.

I want you to feel the size of this before we go any further, because numbers this large have a way of turning into fog. Three thousand four hundred years is not an abstraction. It is roughly 121 human lifetimes laid end to end, each one born into a world already midway through some war, most dying before it ended, their children inheriting it. It is more than 40 generations of mothers who kissed sons goodbye at a door and did not know, could not know, whether that door would open again.

Think of it a different way. If you lived precisely one average human life — call it 75 years — and lived it 45 times in a row, one after another, stacked like bricks, you would have lived through the entire span this book covers. Out of those 45 lifetimes, roughly 41 of them would unfold entirely without a single year of true global peace. Four of them, scattered unevenly and never consecutively, might catch a lull. You would not know, standing at the start of any one of those lives, which kind you had been born into. Almost certainly, the dice would not fall in your favour.

More than 3,000 distinct armed conflicts appear in the historical record humans have kept. Three thousand separate stories of villages burned, treaties broken, children conscripted, fields salted, cities starved into surrender. If you tried to read just one paragraph about each of those 3,000 wars — one paragraph, no more — reading for eight hours a day, it would take you the better part of a year, and you would finish that year having learned only the outline of a fraction of humanity's violence, because most wars never made it into any record at all.

Do the arithmetic another way and it gets worse, not better. Across all those centuries, humanity has started a new war on average every 13 months. Not every decade. Not every generation. Every thirteen months, somewhere, a new war has begun. Since you started reading this chapter, statistically speaking, we are already several days closer to the next one none of us has heard of yet.

I am not telling you this to numb you. I am telling you this because I think most of us are walking around with an entirely wrong picture in our heads — a picture where peace is the wallpaper of history and war is the occasional, shocking tear in it. It is the other way round. War is the wallpaper. Peace is the tear — startling, precious, and, as we will see again and again in this book, almost always partial, regional, and temporary even when it comes.

You may be thinking of exceptions already. Sweden, at peace since 1814. Switzerland, since 1815. The 80 years since 1945 in which no two major world powers have fought each other directly — the longest such stretch on record. Hold onto those. They matter, and we will return to every one of them, because they are the closest thing to hope this story has to offer. But notice something about all of them: they are pockets. Islands. One country resting while others burn, one region cooling while another catches fire. Not once — not for a single calendar year in all of recorded history — has the entire world been simultaneously free of war. Not once.

That is the sentence I want you to carry into the next seventeen chapters. Not once.

Here is the question it leaves hanging in the air, the one this book exists to answer honestly, without the comforting lies we tell children and voters and ourselves: is this simply what we are? Is organised violence not a flaw in human civilisation but one of its load-bearing walls — something we could not remove even if we wanted to, because the whole structure would come down with it? Or is there something else going on — something about scarcity, or fear, or the stories we tell about who belongs and who doesn't, that we could, in theory, change?

There is a second question hiding behind the first, and it is the more frightening one. If war truly is the baseline condition of our species — if it is not an aberration but an operating system — then every peaceful morning you have ever taken for granted, every quiet street, every unremarkable Tuesday in which nobody you love was conscripted or bombed or forced to flee, was never actually the norm. It was the exception, quietly borrowed against a debt the rest of the world was paying somewhere else, at that very moment, on your behalf. You have been living inside the eight per cent. Most of humanity, across most of history, has not been so fortunate.

I think of it sometimes like this: imagine humanity's entire story as a single day, stretched from midnight to midnight. If those thirty-four centuries are compressed into 24 hours, then the 268 years of total global peace amount to just under two hours scattered across the whole day — never appearing as one continuous stretch, but arriving as a few stolen minutes here, a lull there, gone again before you could exhale. Twenty-two hours of every single day, on this compressed clock, somewhere on Earth, someone is at war. You would not call a day like that peaceful. You would call it, honestly, a day interrupted occasionally by peace.

To answer that, we have to go back. Further than kings, further than writing, further than cities. We have to go back to the very first evidence we have that human beings turned on each other in organised, deliberate violence — and ask what it tells us about who we have always been.




Chapter 2: Where It All Began — The First Wars

On the eastern bank of the Nile, in what is now northern Sudan, there is a low rise of sand and gravel that archaeologists call Jebel Sahaba. It does not look like much. No walls, no monuments, nothing a passer-by would notice. But beneath that unremarkable ground lie the remains of at least 61 human beings, and something about the way they died has quietly unsettled every archaeologist who has studied them.

They were not killed one at a time, by accident, in the ordinary hazards of ancient life. Stone projectile points are embedded in their bones — in skulls, ribs, spines, the small bones of hands raised too late to block a blow. Men, women, children. Some show wounds from multiple weapons, suggesting they were attacked more than once, perhaps by more than one person, perhaps on more than one occasion. Radiocarbon dating places these deaths between roughly 13,400 and 18,600 years ago. Some researchers now believe the site was not a single massacre but a place where violence returned again and again over generations — a cemetery slowly filled by repeated raids.

This is, as far as we can currently tell, the oldest evidence of organised human warfare on Earth. Not a fight. Not a single act of rage. A pattern. A place where groups of people came, deliberately, to kill other groups of people, more than once, across time. Before Egypt had a single pyramid. Before anyone had invented the wheel, or writing, or the concept of a king. Before agriculture existed anywhere on the planet. Human beings were already organising themselves to kill each other in the Nile Valley more than thirteen thousand years ago.

Archaeologists have since found echoes of Jebel Sahaba scattered across the deep prehistoric record on nearly every inhabited continent, which matters enormously for what this book is trying to establish: this was not a single unfortunate anomaly in one unlucky valley. At Nataruk, in modern Kenya, researchers uncovered the remains of at least 27 individuals, dated to roughly 10,000 years ago, showing comparable evidence of violent, weapon-inflicted death — obsidian projectile points embedded in bone, skulls crushed by blunt-force trauma, hands bound before death in at least one case. In parts of prehistoric Europe, mass graves associated with early farming communities show similar patterns of organised, weapon-caused death predating any written record by thousands of years. Wherever archaeologists have looked closely enough, and been fortunate enough to find preserved remains at all, they have found the same signature: humans, organised into groups, killing other humans, deliberately, long before any of the institutions we tend to blame for war — kings, scripture, nations, money — had been invented to supposedly cause it.

This should stop you, because it undoes a comforting theory many of us were taught without ever questioning it: that war is a disease of civilisation, that it arrived with property, with kings, with the greed that supposedly comes from settled life and surplus grain. Jebel Sahaba predates all of that by thousands of years. Whatever caused those deaths, it
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