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About the Book

Black Sea is at once a homage to an ocean and its shores and an amazingly readable meditation on Eurasian history from the earliest times to the present. It evokes the culture, history and politics of the volatile region which surrounds the Black Sea.
 

Ascherson recalls the world of Herodotus and Aeschylus; Ovid’s place of exile on what is now the coast of Romania; the decline and fall of Byzantium; the mysterious fastness of the Chrisian Goths; the Tatar Khanates; the growth of Russian power across the grasslands, and the centuries of war between Ottoman and Russian Empires around the Black Sea; and in our own century the terrors of Stalinism and its fascist enemy, striving for mastery of these endlessly colourful and complex shores.



This is a story of Greeks, Scythians, Samatians, Huns, Goths, Turks, Russian and Poles. This is the sea where Europe ended. It is the place where ‘barbarism’ was born.
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FOREWORD

In the years since this book was published, the world has learned to worry about the Black Sea region. For the first decade and a half after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the new outlines remained stable. Most governments around the Sea were engaged in domestic struggles to establish their own authority and subdue economic chaos. But in the early 21st century, and almost without warning, Black Sea frontiers began to buckle as a fresh age of political earthquakes began.

There have been four spectacular uprisings around the Black Sea which seized the world’s attention, and two small wars. The 2004 ‘Rose’ revolution in Georgia and the ‘Orange’ revolution in Ukraine a year later were almost bloodless. So was the immense but vain wave of anti-government protests which shook Istanbul and other Turkish cities in 2013. But Russian armies launched a punitive attack on Georgia in 2008, and the carnage of a second Ukrainian uprising led in 2014 to Russia’s subversion and annexation of Crimea, and to Russian-supported insurrection in the cities of south-eastern Ukraine.

The first conflict with Russia began in August 2008, when President Saakashvili of Georgia impulsively attacked South Ossetia, only to be thrown back by a massive Russian counter-thrust. The tanks drove deep into Georgian territory. Thousands of Georgians fled their homes; the city of Gori (Stalin’s birthplace) was bombed. Before withdrawing, the Russians methodically destroyed all the military bases and equipment they found in western Georgia.

For a few weeks, Georgia was the centre of world attention. Almost immediately after the shooting stopped, Russia recognised the sovereign independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Although both these tiny regions had thrown off Georgian authority nearly twenty years before, the United States, NATO and the European Union now all condemned this recognition as a violation of Georgia’s ‘territorial integrity’.

The second Ukrainian revolution began in November 2013 when President Yanukovych gave way to Russian pressure and revoked a proposed association agreement with the European Union. After months-long demonstrations, centred in Kiev, murderous gunfire broke out and the President fled in February 2014. A new provisional government took power, but President Putin of Russia condemned the change as an illegal coup d’etat. Many Russian-speaking Ukrainians in eastern Ukraine shared his view and claimed that the new Kiev regime was ‘fascist’. In February 2014, after the flight of Yanukovych, armed militias prompted by President Putin and claiming to be acting in the name of the Russian majority of Crimea’s inhabitants seized control of the peninsula, which still sheltered Russia’s Black Sea naval base at Sevastopol.

A few weeks later, to the music of grand patriotic rejoicings in Moscow, Crimea was annexed (‘restored’) to the Russian Federation. Pro-Russian risings also broke out in the main cities of eastern Ukraine, leading to prolonged and bloody fighting with the forces of the new Kiev government.

The ‘West’, in contrast, recognised the Ukrainian government and in June 2014 Ukraine, Georgia and Moldava were all granted association agreements with the European Union. Thus brought to a head a long period of rising rivalry between Russia and the West in the Black Sea region, a rivalry originally – before the Georgian and Ukranian crises – driven by Russian-American competition for control of Caspian oil and gas.

The energy behind all these tensions and outbreaks of conflict comes from President Vladimir Putin’s project to revive Russia as an old-fashioned ‘Great Power’, controlling the external relationships of its neighbours and demanding fear and respect from the outside world. The West, in contrast, chose to interpret this as a programme for effectively restoring the power-geography of the old Soviet Union, and responds – through NATO and the European Union – with a persistent eastward creep of influence in and around the Black Sea. Russia’s incursion into Georgia and its blatant (but stubbornly denied) military support for the insurgents in Ukraine were both reactions to perceived extensions of that influence.

Today no European or American leader can consider the Black Sea ‘peripheral’. Politically, it has become the danger-zone in which the future relationship of Russia to the West – the European Union, NATO, the United States – is being worked out. Economically, the Sea and the South Caucasus have become the place where Russia and the West jostle to control the pipelines and tanker routes bringing oil and gas from the Caspian.

Even before the outbreak of war in Ukraine, the Black Sea had become the target of anxious conferences, ‘action plans’ and ‘neighbourhood policies’. Most of them were set up, or at least encouraged, by the European Union. The entry of Poland into the Union in 2004 meant that independent Ukraine, historically Poland’s most intimate neighbour, suddenly became a topic – almost an invisible partner – in all discussions at Brussels. And in January 2007 two Black Sea states, Romania and Bulgaria, joined Poland as full members of the EU.

Their accession brought the Union to a total of twenty-seven states. There followed a pause, while the EU, like a gorged python, tried to digest its own sudden and enormous expansion since 2004. But it has been a rueful period in several other ways. The global financial crash of 2007–8 unbalanced the flimsy, fair-weather architecture of the ‘Eurozone’, and brought some of its improvident members to the brink of ruin. Meanwhile Romania and Bulgaria revealed within a few years of their accession that they still had levels of corruption, human rights abuse and mafia influence (‘kleptocracy’) which should have been eliminated before their 2007 entry.

All this helps to explain why suggestions for further enlargement now make Europeans shudder. It is why two more Black Sea countries, Turkey and Ukraine, face indefinite delay before any final timetable for their full membership can be agreed. Another factor shackling EU policies towards Ukraine and, especially, towards Georgia, has been the Union’s indecision over Russia. The EU yearns to be loved and respected by Moscow, and to ‘re-set’ that relationship. But at the same time it imitates the United States in condemning the murky state of civil liberties in contemporary Russia, in loudly denouncing Russian intervention in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine, and in deploring ‘Russian occupation of sovereign Georgian territory’ (i.e. the recognition of Abkhazian and South Ossetian independence). This conflict of aims tends to paralyse EU ‘neighbourhood’ initiatives in the Black Sea region.

When I began to write Black Sea, eastern Europe and western Eurasia were living through apocalyptic times. The Soviet Union had come to pieces, bringing industrial and financial collapse to almost every corner of what had once been a continental planned economy. From Bulgaria round to Georgia, each Black Sea city was approached through a spectral rust-belt of abandoned factories. And at the same time the graveyards of history were opening, as suppressed nations everywhere rose from the dead to assert their identity and their right to sovereignty. Invariably, they did so by invoking the past, often by inventing it.

Today there is an erratic but impressive economic recovery. The cities are alive again with small businesses; a new rich class (which has grown much larger than a mere handful of criminal oligarchs) lives in gated and guarded housing precincts where the old factories once stood.

There is no way back to those lost heavy industries now. And neither is there a way back to those lavishly-equipped institutes of oceanographic research which once studded the Soviet shores of the Black Sea. But the Sea itself, like the economies around it, is in slow recovery. In the mid 1990s, pollution, overfishing and the attacks of new invasive species seemed about to overwhelm the ecosystem and produce the world’s first lifeless sea. But today, through a combination of international action and unpredicted natural causes, fish stocks are once more increasing and water quality is improving.

On shore, the graves are still opening. Identity politics and historical myth-making continue to seethe throughout the region. The ferment is intense in divided Ukraine, but most virulent in the northern Caucasus, within the boundaries of the Russian Federation. Here an inchoate but increasingly savage struggle mobilises local nationalists, crusaders for ethnic vengeance, the death-squads of rival crime lords and jihadist suicide bombers. Sometimes the victims are neighbouring communities; sometimes local politicians and officials. But more and more the targets are Russian. Almost every week brings news of terrorist atrocities in Russian cities, often in Moscow itself.

Competition between these tiny self-governing republics is not only violent. It is cultural, historical, often even archaeological. Each fierce little mountain people rewrites its school history book as a manifesto aimed at its neighbours: ‘We, and only we, brought literacy and culture to you in our Golden Age two thousand years ago.’ Writing such textbooks, each in the local language and each largely a work of imaginative fiction, is a growth industry for Circassian and Ossetian intellectuals. The Russian government took an enormous risk by hosting the 2014 Winter Olympics at Krasnaya Polyana, symbolic as the place where Russian armies gloated over their conquest of the Caucasus 150 years ago.

In Ukraine, still war-torn at the time of writing, there is no agreement on either the past or the future. The young marchers in the Orange Revolution used to clamour: ‘We just want to live in a normal European country.’ But Ukrainians have yet to decide, by negotiation or force of arms, whether ‘normality’ means the history-based ‘romantic’ nationalism of western Ukraine, with its stress on language and culture, or the more urban outlook of the Russian-speaking, industrialised east.

Shallow graves are heaving in Georgia too. This is not simply the question of ‘external’ conflicts with ethnic nationalist dimensions: the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. There are internal tensions too, as friction develops between the central government in Tbilisi and some ‘minority’ districts. In particular, the Armenian minority, concentrated in Javakheti region, feels that it is under cultural and economic pressure from Tbilisi; recent educational reforms, ordaining that examinations must be written and spoken in the Georgian language, have been seen as discrimination against Armenian students. They have to learn Georgian in order to have higher education or a public career, and they resent it.

This is part of a far wider cultural malaise, which is affecting not only the Caucasus but the Black Sea region as a whole, apart from the lands of the Russian Federation. The Russian language, taught in all the schools of the Soviet Union, had become a continental lingua franca binding majorities and minorities together in something like a common culture. Now, since the collapse of the USSR in 1991, Russian teaching is no longer compulsory in the post-Soviet nations and is often not on the curriculum at all. Young Armenians, Georgians or Abkhazians, only babies when the Soviet Union died, can’t communicate with their neighbours as their Russian-speaking parents could. They have only their own tongues and, perhaps, a few phrases of American English. In an age of identity politics, this loss of transcendent language is a spiritual mutilation and a bad omen.

The argument of this book is that the Black Sea – its peoples and coasts, its fish, its water and its immeasurably deep history – is a single cultural landscape. No part makes sense when separated from the others. And yet no quality is more essential to the Black Sea than continuous change in all those parts. This has never been a stable, ‘eternal’ place. Its peoples have been in movement for at least five thousand years. In the same way, the creatures in the Black Sea waters have lived in a state of ceaseless adaptation, as climate and river-flows fluctuate and as alien species invade the Sea and overthrow one ‘natural balance’ after another. In the years since I wrote this book, human migration and ecological changes have gone on happening in and around the Black Sea, in ways quite unforeseen by politicians, biologists or the writers of books.

NEAL ASCHERSON
June 2015


INTRODUCTION

I must admit, I can be perfectly happy reading … and equally happy pouring the sands through my fingers and resting with the whole of my being, while the wind pats my cheeks with its cool, damp hands. It seems to be pleased that there is not another soul on the beach, all the way to the horizon where the bluish promontories look like a company of bears lapping the sea-water.

All day long, the stiff grass rustles on the cliffs. Infinitely old, this gentle sound, heard on this shore for century after century, imparts the love of wisdom and simplicity.

Konstantin Paustovsky, Years of Hope

At this [Homeric] time, the Sea was not navigable and was called ‘Axenos’ [inhospitable] because of its wintry storms and the ferocity of the tribes that lived around it, and particularly the Scythians in that they sacrificed strangers … but later it was called ‘Euxeinos’ [friendly to strangers] when the Ionians founded cities on the seaboard.

Strabo, Geography

One day early in 1680, a young Italian named Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli stood on a boat anchored in the middle of the Bosporus, off Istanbul, and lowered a weighted line over the side.

All navigators knew and had always known that the Black Sea ran out in a torrent through the Bosporus to the west, flowing on through the Sea of Marmara and the straits of the Dardanelles to reach the Mediterranean. In the third century BC, Apollonius Rhodius had told how Jason and the Argonauts had fought their way eastwards against the torrent, rowing their vessel upstream through the Bosporus to reach the Black Sea along ‘the narrow strait of the winding passage, hemmed in on both sides by rugged cliffs, while an eddying current from below was washing against the ship as she moved on …’ The same current now tugged Marsigli’s boat towards the distant Mediterranean as she strained at her anchor.

Marsigli had tied white-painted cork markers to the line, at regular intervals. At first, as he paid out the line, he watched the markers moving aft, slowly born westwards by the current flowing from the Black Sea. But then, peering intently over the side, Marsigli saw what he had hoped to see.

The deeper markers, glimmering below him, were beginning to move in the opposite direction. Very slowly, they shifted along until they were under the bows of his boat and the weighted line took the shape of an arc, streaming out west near the surface and then, at a greater depth, curving round to point east. Now he knew. There were two currents in the Bosporus Narrows, and not one. There was an upper flow, but there was also a deeper counterflow, running below it from the Mediterranean into the Black Sea.

Marsigli was only twenty-one. He was to have a long, adventurous and useful life. He was briefly captured by Tatars near Vienna, became an officer in the Habsburg armies on the Danube, and later established Europe’s first research centre for oceanography at Cassis, in the south of France. But nothing he did later was more important than his discovery of the Bosporus undercurrent. In methodology and implications, it was a landmark in the new science of the sea. It was also the first step towards the study of the Black Sea for its own sake: not as a ring of shore inhabited by strange people, but as a body of water.

Almost all discoveries have an element of successful presentation about them. The undercurrent (Marsigli’s Corrente Sottano) was known to those who worked in the waters of the Bosporus for a living, as Marsigli handsomely admitted. In his first account of his achievement, he wrote that

my speculations had been stimulated not only by ideas formulated in my own inner cogitations but also by reports from many Turkish fishermen and above all by the urgings of Signor Cavalier Finch [Sir John Finch], Ambassador to the Porte of His Majesty the King of England and a great savant in the study of nature: to whom this notion was first disclosed by one of his ships’ captains who was not able to reach any clear conclusions by experiment, perhaps for want of time …

Marsigli’s true glory is the way in which he followed through and consolidated his initial experiment. After the sounding, he took water samples at varying depths and was able to show that the water of the undercurrent was denser and more saline than the overcurrent running out of the Black Sea. He then constructed a demonstration apparatus: a vertically divided tank filled on one side with dyed sea-water of higher salt content and on the other with less saline water. Opening a hatch in the tank’s partition, he allowed the two samples to mingle until the coloured sea-water had found its place as a visible layer at the bottom of the tank. And, without fully understanding what he had done, Marsigli had also discovered one of the basic facts of oceanography: that currents are generated not by gravity, like the flow of rivers, but by other forces which include the principles of fluid mechanics – in this case, a pressure gradient. The movement of heavier Mediterranean water into the Black Sea was impelling the lighter water in the opposite direction.

After Marsigli, other scientists, most of them Russians, began to explore the strange and stubborn nature of the Black Sea. Marsigli had shown that the Sea’s water was less salty and dense than that of the Mediterranean, and he had explained a mystery: why its shore-level did not fall in spite of its outflow through the Bosporus. But it was left to others, much later, to uncover the basic fact about the Black Sea which makes it unlike all other seas: that almost all of it is dead.

On the atlas, the Black Sea appears as a kidney-shaped pond, connected to the outer oceans by the thread-like channel of the Bosporus and the Dardanelles. And yet it is a sea, not a fresh-water lake: a salt-water mass some 630 miles across from east to west and 330 miles from north to south – except at its ‘waist’, where the projecting peninsula of Crimea reduces the north-south distance between the Crimean shore and Turkey to only 144 miles. The Black Sea is deep, reaching down to more than 2,200 metres in places. But there is a large, shallow shelf in its north-western corner, off the stretch of coast which reaches round from the Danube delta in Romania in the west to Crimea in the north. This shelf, less than 100 metres deep, has been the breeding-ground for many of the Black Sea’s fish species.

As one travels clockwise round the Sea from the Bosporus, the Bulgarian and Romanian shores are seen to be low-lying, like most of the Ukrainian coastline. Then come the towering sea-cliffs of the Crimean mountains. The eastern and southern coasts (Abkhazia, Georgia and Turkey) are mostly mountainous, sometimes fringed with a narrow coastal plain and sometimes – as in north-eastern Turkey – plunging steeply down to the Black Sea in forested ridges and gorges.

But it is the rivers which dominate the Black Sea. Only three major rivers – Rhône, Nile and Po – run into the far bigger Mediterranean. But the Black Sea receives five: the Kuban, the Don, the Dnieper, the Dniester and, above all, the Danube whose drainage basin extends across the whole of eastern and central Europe and almost to the borders of France. The Danube alone carries 203 cubic kilometres of fresh water into the Black Sea every year, more than the entire flow of river water into the North Sea.

It is these rivers, source of so much life, which over tens of thousands of years extinguished life in the Black Sea depths. The inrush of organic matter from the rivers was too much for the bacteria in sea-water which would normally decompose it. They feed by oxidising their nutrients, using the dissolved oxygen normally present in sea-water. But when the organic inflow is so great that the supply of dissolved oxygen is used up, then the bacteria turn to another biochemical process: they strip the oxygen from the sulphate ions which are a component of sea-water, creating in this process a residual gas: hydrogen sulphide, or H2S.

This is one of the deadliest substances in the natural world. A full breath of it is usually enough to kill a human being. Oil workers know and dread it; they watch for its rotten-eggs reek and at the first whiff they run. They are right to do so. Hydrogen sulphide almost instantly destroys the sense of smell, so that after the first sniff it is impossible to tell whether one is inhaling more.

The Black Sea is the world’s biggest single reservoir of hydrogen sulphide. Below a fluctuating depth of between 150 and 200 metres, there is no life. The water is anoxic, without dissolved oxygen, and impregnated with H2S; because much of the Black Sea is deep, this means that some 90 per cent of the Sea’s volume is sterile. It is not the only place in the oceans where H2S has accumulated. There are anoxic areas on the floor of the Baltic Sea, and under some Norwegian fjords where water circulation is slight. Off the Peruvian coast, hydrogen sulphide is sometimes brought welling up from the depths to the surface in the periodic catastrophes known as ‘El Niño’, where it kills the entire ecosystem, destroying the coastal fisheries and reacting with paint on ships’ bottoms to turn them black (the ‘Callao Painter’ effect). But the Black Sea deeps remain the largest mass of lifeless water in the world.

And yet, until the last hundred years, the Black Sea has seemed to human beings a place of almost monstrous abundance. The poisonous darkness lay far below, unknown to anyone. Above the 100-fathom line, the ‘haloclyne’ or ‘oxyclyne’ which marks the upper limit of anoxia, the Sea boiled with life. Salmon and huge sturgeon – the beluga can reach the length and weight of a small whale – crowded up the big rivers to spawn (caviar was so plentiful that in fourteenth-century Byzantium it was the food of the poor).fn1 Along the shores and on the shallow north-western shelf of the Black Sea, there lived spiny turbot, sprat, goby, ray, grey mullet and whiting, most of them feeding off underwater prairies of Zostera sea-grass.

On the other side of the Crimean peninsula, in the far north-eastern corner of the Black Sea, is the Sea of Azov, resembling a miniature version of the Black Sea itself with its narrow channel – the Kerch Straits – connecting it to the larger ocean. This small sea, shallow and landlocked, used to be the home of more than a hundred breeds of fish in the 130 miles between the Kerch Straits and the marshy delta of the river Don. At every spate, the Don delta would flood up over miles of reeds and brackish mud, providing spawning-grounds for fat river fish which could be caught by the cart-load. Millions of marine fish on their migrations to breeding areas pushed through the Bosporus at Istanbul, or through the Kerch Straits into the Sea of Azov. Catching them required little more effort than sticking a hand-net out of a sea-side window, and Strabo wrote that in the Golden Horn, the creek of the Bosporus which runs up under the walls of Istanbul, bonito could be pulled from the water with bare hands.

Out in the open waters, among the schools of dolphin and porpoise, two fish species performed a slow, gyratory migration around the Black Sea, their progress almost as punctual as a shipping schedule. One was the bonito (palamud), a member of the mackerel family so important to food and trade that its image appears on some Byzantine coins. The other was the hamsi, or Black Sea anchovy.

To this day, the shrunken remnant of the anchovy hordes spawn off the Bay of Odessa in July and most of August, setting off on their anticlockwise journey round the Sea between the last week of August and the first days of September. Travelling about twelve miles a day, in groups whose biomass even now weighs up to 20,000 tons each, they pass the delta of the Danube, skirt the shores of Romania and Bulgaria, and then turn east along the coast of Anatolian Turkey. By early November, the shoals are midway between Istanbul and Sinop, several hundred miles to the east. The fish have grown heavier and are travelling more slowly in tighter groups as they enter the main fishing areas off Trabzon (Trebizond). Finally, in the New Year, the anchovies reach the south-eastern corner of the Black Sea, somewhere off Batumi, and then divide: some heading north along the Georgian and Abkhazian coasts and round to their point of departure, others returning to Sinop and then cutting straight across the central Black Sea to the Bay of Odessa. One estimate of the hamsi biomass, done before genocidal overfishing collapsed the species in the 1980s, suggested that something approaching a million tons of anchovies swam in this circular pilgrimage every year.

Fish brought the Black Sea into history. There were, of course, other factors too: other prodigious sources of food and wealth. The south Russian plains for example, the so-called Pontic Steppe, formed a level expanse of prairie stretching for almost 300 miles from the Volga River to the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains in the west, a band of open country some 200 miles deep between the sea-coast and the forest country to the north. The grasslands of the Pontic Steppe could feed the horses and cattle of a whole nomad nation; later, its best soil was ploughed up and grew the finest wheat in the world before the cultivation of North America. In the mountains of the Caucasus, whose snowy summits were visible from far out at sea, there were both timber and gold. Across the river deltas wandered flocks of edible birds which darkened the sky with their migrations. But in all that apparently infinite plenty of natural life, the fish mattered most.

The voyage of the Argo is a Bronze Age legend. When Jason crossed the Black Sea, ran his boat up the river Phasis in Colchis (part of modern Georgia) and tied her fast to the trees overhanging the bank, he was after magical treasure – the Golden Fleece of Colchis. But gold is for heroes. All along the Black Sea coasts, inshore dredgers bring up from the sea-bed big stones pierced with a hole: the anchors of Mycenaean ships. These carried the real Bronze Age venturers. They brought with them from the Aegean luxurious trade goods like ornamental pottery and decorated rapiers, but they were looking for food to bring home, and what they took away seems to have been mostly fish: sun-dried, or cured with salt from the Dnieper and Danube estuaries. When the Mycenaean kingdoms passed away and were replaced by small, hungry city-states perched on Greek and Ionian headlands, the ships returned to the Black Sea on the same errand, which became steadily more desperate as the city-states grew more populous and their small arable hinterlands grew less fertile through over-cultivation. By the seventh century BC, the Ionian Greeks were establishing coastal colonies all round the Black Sea, settling into communities whose first business was the curing, packing and exporting of fish.

Satisfying this need, a very simple one, led unexpectedly into one of the formative moments of human history. The significance lay not just in the meeting of settled, literate people with pastoral nomads. That had happened before, and would happen again. It was important because the literate people brooded on this meeting, and constructed from it – the first ‘colonial’ encounter in European experience – a series of questioning discourses which still remain with us.

One discourse concerns ‘civilisation’ and ‘barbarism’. A second is about cultural identity, and about where its distinctions and limits should be drawn. A third is a deep self-criticism which imagines that technical and social sophistication entails not only gain but loss – a departure of conscious and rational behaviour from what is ‘natural’ and spontaneous.

All three themes, provoked by the encounter in the Black Sea, were debated in the classical world. They receded after the dissolution of the western Roman Empire in the sixth and seventh centuries AD. But in the early modern period they returned to European consciousness with a steadily more commanding urgency, prompted by the encounters with the Americas, Africa and Asia and, later still, by the developing ideology of nationalism. On the Black Sea itself, however, these matters were not so much debated as lived. Around the fish-drying screens and the smokehouses, typical patterns of ethnic and social mingling arose which have still not entirely passed away.

At the outset of his famous book Iranians and Greeks in South Russia, the Russian scholar Mikhail Rostovtzeff wrote:

I take as my starting-point the unity of the region which we call South Russia: the intersection of influences in that vast tract of country – Oriental and southern influences arriving by way of the Caucasus and the Black Sea, Greek influences spreading along the sea routes, and Western influences passing down the great Danubian route; and the consequent formation, from time to time, of mixed civilisations, very curious and very interesting.

But it was not only around the northern fringes of the Black Sea, and not only in the classical period, that these ‘very curious and very interesting’ communities appeared. The city of Byzantium (to become Constantinople and finally Istanbul) was such a society through the Middle Ages and up to the fall of the Ottoman Empire in the twentieth century. So was the Grand Comnenian Empire of Trebizond (on the south coast of the Sea) during the medieval period, and so was nineteenth-century Constanţa near the Danube delta, and the city of Odessa on the Ukrainian coast which was founded only in 1794. So, too, on a smaller scale, were towns like Sukhum and Poti and Batumi on the coast of what was once Colchis, which began as Greek colonies and survived until the end of the Soviet period as sites where peoples of many different languages, religions, trades and descents lived together.

They were ‘curious’ because power in those places was not concentrated. Instead it was dissolved, like oxygen in the warm upper layers of the Sea, among many communities. The title of supreme ruler might belong to a man or a woman whose family origins were among pastoral steppe nomads, Turkic or Iranian or Mongol. Local government and regulation of the economy might be left to Greek, Jewish, Italian or Armenian merchants. The soldiery, usually a hired force, could be Scythian or Sarmatian, Caucasian or Gothic, Viking or Anglo-Saxon, French or German. The craftsmen, often local people who had adopted Greek language and customs, had their own rights. Only the slaves – for most of these places kept and traded in slaves during most of their existence – were powerless.

Sudak, on the Crimean coast, was a Greek, then a Byzantine and finally a Genoese colony. Now there remains only an enclosure of medieval Italian walls and towers, perched on the slanting sea-cliff west of Cape Meganom. Here I was shown a stone tomb, dug among Byzantine foundations, which had contained the body of a Khazar noble.

The Khazars were Turkic-speaking pastoral nomads who arrived out of central Asia in the eighth and ninth centuries AD, and put together an ‘empire’ around the northern shores of the Black Sea, including Crimea. Offered conversion to Christianity by St Cyril, the Khazars preferred to adopt a form of Judaism. So it came about that this particular warrior, with his ancestry in shamanistic Asia, chose to be buried by the Jewish ritual in a city whose overlords were Greek Christians. And there was one extra touch, neither Christian nor Judaic. The funeral was completed by a human sacrifice, and the victim – brained by an axe blow – was thrown into the tomb to lie beside its Khazar occupant.

Peoples who live in communion with other peoples, for a hundred or a thousand years, do not always like them – may, in fact, have always disliked them. As individuals, ‘the others’ are not strangers but neighbours, often friends. But my sense of Black Sea life, a sad one, is that latent mistrust between different cultures is immortal. Necessity, and sometimes fear, binds such communities together. But within that binding-strap they remain a bundle of disparate groups – not a helpful model for the ‘multiethnic society’ of our hopes and dreams. It is true that communal savagery – pogroms, ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the name of some fantasy of national unity, genocide – has usually reached the Black Sea communities from elsewhere, an import from the interior. But when it arrives the apparent solidarity of centuries can dissolve within days or hours. The poison, upwelling from the depths, is absorbed by a single breath.

These lands belong to all their people, but also to none of them. Like the terminal moraine of a glacier, the Black Sea shore is a place where the detritus of human migrations and invasions has been deposited for more than four thousand years. The shore itself, worn and quiet, speaks of the patience of rock, sand and water which have received much human restlessness and will outlive it. This is the voice heard by many writers – Pushkin and Mickiewicz, Lermontov and Tolstoy, Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelstam among them – who learned to listen to the slight sounds and large silences of the Black Sea and to measure themselves against a geological expanse of time. They stepped for a moment out of the confines of their own dangerous lives and, in Konstantin Paustovsky’s words, acquired ‘the love of wisdom and simplicity’.

This book about the Black Sea begins with Crimea. There are sound reasons for this, and some more personal ones. The Crimean peninsula has functioned as a sort of theatre, an apron-stage, for events important to the whole Black Sea region and its peoples. The Greeks made Crimea the centre of their trading empire and so did the Italians a thousand years later; the Crimean War was fought here in the nineteenth century, and Crimea was the scene of some of Hitler’s and Stalin’s worst atrocities in the twentieth. In 1945, the Yalta conference held on Crimea’s southern tip became the code-name for Europe’s division during the Cold War.

But I also begin in Crimea because, by pure chance, I first saw the Black Sea there. And, finally, because any child shown a map of the Black Sea would by instinct first put its finger on that pendant, on that funny brown tag which sticks out so rudely into the smooth blue oval.

After Crimea, the book goes in many directions. It is not a guide-book, and I am not a circumnavigator. Turkey, Bulgaria and Romania all get less attention than they deserve. But the intellectual trail I was following led away from those countries on the edge of Europe in the opposite direction, towards the north and east. From Crimea, the investigation of ‘barbarism’ took me to Olbia, near the estuary of the river Dnieper, and from there – leaping over Crimea again – to the ruins of Tanais and Tana on the delta of the river Don. Soon this trail was approaching the mysteries of nationalism and identity, with all their shameless games with shadows and mirrors and their enormous creative power.

But the track divided. One branch led to the Cossack peoples of south Russia and Ukraine, to Odessa and to Poland, while another turning took me to north-eastern Turkey, where the Pontic Greeks once lived and the tiny Lazi people still does. A journey to Kerch, to explore the ‘Bosporan Kingdom’ of classical times, again forked into two investigations: of the genuine historical Sarmatians, who commanded this region for a few centuries before and after the birth of Christ, and of the re-invented, fantasy Sarmatians who rode out of the Polish national imagination and were appointed Poland’s ancestors. The newest Black Sea state of all, however, is not imaginary; I reached the end of the road in tiny Abkhazia, which broke away from Georgia only in 1992, and I tried there to measure the reality or unreality of Abkhazian independence against all that I had learned on the journey until then.

The prologue and epilogue to this journey are both at the Bosporus. In between is the Black Sea, which is not only the subject but the leading character of this book. The Black Sea has a personality which is not caught by some adjective like ‘unpredictable’ or phrase like ‘friendly to strangers’ and which – because it is not made up of traits or epithets but of the interplay of circumstances – cannot be described in detail at all. These circumstances, adding up to an identity, include fish and water, winds and grass, cliffs and forests, migrating birds and human beings. This is not just a place but a pattern of relationships which could not have been the same in any other place, and this is why Black Sea history is first of all the history of the Black Sea.

fn1 According to Professor Peter Schreiner of Cologne, an expert on Byzantine diet, an agricultural labourer on average wages needed to work for only fifteen days to earn the price of a 45-kilogram barrel of caviar. Professor Schreiner remarks that a German farm worker today would have to spend all his earnings for eighteen months in order to buy the same barrel.
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CHAPTER ONE

The death of the contemporary forms of social order ought to gladden rather than trouble the soul. But what is frightening is that the departing world leaves behind it not an heir, but a pregnant widow. Between the death of one and the birth of the other, much water will flow by, a long night of chaos and desolation will pass.

Alexander Herzen, From the Other Shore

On the Black Sea, my father saw it begin. And on the Black Sea, seventy years on, I saw the beginning of its end.

The Russian Revolution’s final victory over its enemies was the moment at Novorossisk, in March 1920, when British battleships moved out to sea carrying General Denikin’s defeated White Army on their foredecks. My father was a midshipman there, a boy of eighteen who then and for the rest of his life understood the significance of what he saw.

The Revolution ran its course, as the English and French Revolutions had done in their own centuries, and by the summer of 1991 it was an old and frail thing. Many say that the Revolution was already long dead: that it perished when Lenin substituted the Bolshevik Party for direct workers’ power, or when Stalin began his economic acceleration by terror in 1928. But it seems to me that, while Mikhail Gorbachev still sat in the Kremlin and dreamed of a clean, modern Leninism which might transform the Soviet Union into a socialist democracy, the last embers were still warm in the ashes. In the summer of 1991, suddenly and finally, these embers were kicked apart and the fire went out. The Russian Revolution – not as a project but as a phenomenon, as a shape drawn on the paper of time – was completed.

That end was signalled to me by a light in Crimean darkness, a light which I did not understand at the time and recognised only in the days and months which followed. This light glittered at me for no longer than a few seconds. I saw it through the window of a coach making its way back along the corniche highway from Sevastopol to Yalta, after a long day spent in the Greek ruins of Chersonesus. I was the only passenger still awake. Around me slept Italian, French, Catalan and American savants, rolling a little in their seats as the coach began its climb up to the road tunnel which penetrates the range of mountains above Cape Sarich. The moon had set. The Black Sea was invisible, but the white wall of the mountains still glowed above us to the left. Somewhere below us lay the little resort of Foros, where Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev and his family were taking their summer holiday in a villa kept for the sole use of the First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

At the Foros turnoff, there was a confusion of lights. An ambulance was waiting at the crossroads, its blue roof-beacon throbbing and its headlights on. But there was no accident to be seen, no broken car or victim. For an instant, as we swept by, I saw men standing about and waiting. As the darkness returned, I wondered for a moment what was going on. It was the night of 18 August 1991.

What I had seen was the conspirators’ candle, the spark carried through the night by men who supposed that they were reviving the Revolution and saving the Soviet Union. Instead, they lit a fire which destroyed everything they honoured. Five months later, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union – the ‘Party of Lenin’ – had been abolished, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had collapsed and even the continental empire of the tsars which underlay the Soviet Union had been reduced to a Russia with only little windows – a few miles of shore – opening on the Baltic and the Black Sea. At first, for a day or so after the plotters had captured Gorbachev at Foros, the flame of the conspiracy seemed to burn high and straight, and the terrified land was quiet. But then a very few men and women gathered in the streets of Moscow and Leningrad, raising their bare hands against tanks. They blew the flame back over the conspirators, until it consumed not only the plotters themselves but all the dried-out palaces and prisons and fortresses of the Revolution behind them.

In Yalta, next morning, the hotel staff and the coach driver and the Ukrainian interpreter all evaded our eyes. The television in the foyer, which had been working the day before, was now out of order.

Puzzled, we boarded the coach to visit Bakhchiserai, the old capital of the Crimean Tatars, and after a few miles on the road our guides told us. Mr Gorbachev had been taken suddenly ill. A Committee of National Salvation had been established to exercise his powers; it included Gennadi Yanayev, the vice-president, Vladimir Kryuchkov, head of the KGB, and General Dimitri Yazov, minister of defence. A proclamation had been issued, stressing certain errors and distortions in the application of perestroika. They thought that a state of emergency existed, at least in the Russian Republic if not in Ukraine (to which Crimea belonged).

Now I remembered the ambulance guarding the crossroads at Foros and the men standing about. Illness? Nobody among us believed that. But everybody in the coach, and everyone we were to meet that day, believed in the force of what had happened, and to that they knelt down in homage, whatever their private emotions might be. The interval of liberty, that faltering experiment in openness and democracy called glasnost, was over. Nobody in Crimea, neither the officials in the provincial capital of Simferopol nor the holiday crowds at Yalta setting out on their morning pilgrimage to the shingle beaches, supposed that the coup might be reversed or resisted. The Crimean newspapers contained only the rambling proclamations of the Committee, without comment. On the coach, the radio by the driver was out of order too.

I sat back and reflected. Would the airports be closed? We were delegates from the World Congress of Byzantinologists which had just taken place in Moscow, and we were near the end of a post-Congress tour of historic sites in Crimea. The biggest group on the coach was Genoese – historians, archivists and journalists. They had come with their families to see the ruins of their city’s medieval trading empire along the northern Black Sea shore. Now they grew animated, then uproarious. To live through genuine barbarian upheavals on the fringe of the known world seemed to them another way of following in their ancestors’ footsteps.

The coach ran through the little beach resort of Alushta and turned inland towards the mountain pass leading to Simferopol. I tried to imagine the panic in the world outside, the cancelled lunches and emergency conclaves at NATO in Brussels, the solemn crowds which would be gathering in the Baltic capitals to resist with songs and sticks the return of the Soviet tank armies. There might, I thought, be a few demonstrations in Russian cities; some devoted boy might try to burn himself alive in Red Square. But the putsch – as an act of force – seemed to me decisive. I had seen something like it ten years before, in 1981, when martial law was declared in Communist Poland. That blow had proved irresistible. So, I assumed, would this one.

At that moment in the summer of 1991, the Soviet Union still overshadowed the whole of northern Eurasia from the Pacific to the Baltic. The outside world still believed almost blindly in the reforming genius of Mikhail Gorbachev, and few foreigners as yet understood, or even wanted to understand, that Gorbachev’s ambitious programme of perestroika structural reform had come to nothing. They could not grasp that his personal following among the ruling oligarchy of the Soviet Union had leaked away during the previous year, nor that the Communist Party – the only effective executive instrument in the land – was now refusing to go further with the political changes which were dismantling its own monopoly of power, nor that the military and police commanders had begun to disobey their orders and act on their own initiative, nor that Gorbachev was no longer respected or even liked by the Russian people.

It was only because I had spent the previous week talking to Russian friends and foreign journalists in Moscow that I had begun to realise how serious Gorbachev’s failure was. The phase of reformed, liberalised Communism was over. And the illusion that plural democracy and free-market economy could be simply ordered into existence by the Kremlin – that had collapsed too. But at the same time I knew that this putsch in Moscow could solve nothing. The way ahead was blocked, certainly. And yet the way back offered by Gennadi Yanayev and his fellow-conspirators – a reversion to police tyranny and imperial reconquest – also led nowhere. In the longer term, the plotters had only ensured an even steeper descent into chaos and decay for the Soviet state. But in the short term, I was convinced, they had succeeded and they would be obeyed.

In the palace of the Tatar khans at Bakhchiserai – unloved and faded – I caught the glance of a Russian woman in charge of a band of girl students. It was a dark, hot glance; she halted her girls by pulling roughly on their yellow plaits, as if on a train’s alarm cord, and came over to talk. ‘This morning, I have two thoughts,’ she began. ‘The first is for my son, who is in Germany: now I shall never see him again. The second is that there is no vodka in the shops, so I have no way to forget what is happening. You are from Britain? May we please export to you some of our big surplus of fascists?’

Beside us, a fountain carved with a marble eye wept tears of cool spring-water, mourning for a slave-girl who died before she could learn to love the Tatar khan. Alexander Pushkin, touched by the legend, first floated a rose in the basin of the fountain, and they still put fresh roses there for the tourists. All about us I saw Russians uncomfortably looking away. They did not understand our words, but they recognised our tone of voice: a dangerous one. A holiday had ended that morning with the news on the radio, and the season of prudence had returned. Only the students watched us with their round blue eyes, heads cocked, indifferent as birds.

Crimea is a big brown diamond. It is connected to the mainland only by a few strings of isthmus and sand-spit, by a natural land causeway at Perekop on the west and by watery tracks across the Sivash salt-lagoons on the north and east. In history, Crimea consists of three zones: mind, body and spirit.

The zone of mind is the coast – the chain of colonial towns and portcities along the Black Sea margin. For nearly three thousand years, with interruptions of fire and darkness, people in these cities kept accounts, read and wrote books, enforced planning controls with the aid of geometry, debated literary and political gossip from some distant metropolis, locked one another up in prisons, allotted building land for the temples of mutually hostile cults, regulated advance payments on the next season’s orders for slaves.

The Ionian Greeks reached this coast some time during the eighth century BC, and under its steep, forested capes, they set up trading-posts – much like European ‘factories’ on the Guinea coast of Africa two thousand years later – which grew into towns with stone walls and then into maritime cities. The Roman and Byzantine empires inherited these coastal colonies. Then, in the Middle Ages, the Venetians and the Genoese, licensed by the later Byzantine emperors, revived the zone of the mind, enlarged the Black Sea trade and founded new cities of their own.

In the early thirteenth century, Chingiz (‘Genghis’) Khan united the Mongolian peoples of east-central Asia and led them out to conquer the surrounding world. China fell, and the Mongol cavalry rode westwards to conquer not only the Central Asian cities but the lands which are now Afghanistan, Kashmir and Iran within the next few years. But it was not until 1240–1, ten years after the death of Chingiz, that a Mongol army led by Batu reached Russia and Eastern Europe (where they were misnamed ‘Tatars’ after another tribe which had once been powerful in Central Asia but which Chingiz had exterminated). Batu’s cavalry eventually withdrew from East and Central Europe without any serious attempt to make their conquests permanent, and settled on the Volga. There the ‘Golden Horde’, as this western part of the Mongol–Tatar empire came to be known, remained for three centuries after the death of Batu in 1255. From its capital on the Volga, the Horde controlled both the steppe north of the Black Sea and the Crimean peninsula.

There were times when the Horde burned and looted cities on the Crimean coast. But the Mongol presence also brought those cities great fortune. There was now a single authority in control of the entire Eurasian plain from the Chinese border in the east to what is now Hungary in the west. With stability in the steppes, long-range trade became possible. Trade routes – the ‘Silk Routes’ – appeared, reaching from China to the Black Sea by land and from there by sea to the Mediterranean. One route led westwards across the lower Volga to terminate at the Venetian colony of Tana, on the Sea of Azov. Later, in the fifteenth century, another Silk Route opened connecting the Persian provinces of the Mongol Empire with the Black Sea at Trebizond.

An end was put to all this transcontinental commerce after 1453, when the Turks finally captured Constantinople and destroyed the remains of the Byzantine Empire around the Black Sea, which was closed to Western voyagers. The cities of the coast were mostly abandoned, and their ruins were covered by the dry red earth and the mauve herbs of the Crimean steppe. The coast of Crimea did not begin to revive until the eighteenth century, when the Russian Empire reached the Black Sea, and that revival took a new variety of urban forms. Chersonesus was rebuilt as the naval base of Sevastopol, Yalta as a seaside resort, Kaffa as the grain port of Feodosia.

The zone of the body in Crimea is the inland steppe country, behind the coastal mountains. It is not flat, but a plateau landscape of greyish-green downs, trapezoid and eroded. Its skin is a dry turf woven of sharp-smelling herbs, and if you cut the skin the earth leaks out and blows away in the east wind.

Along the coast, the wind comes off the Black Sea or, very suddenly, in harrying squalls down from the mountains. But inland, behind the mountain ranges, the wind blows steadily out of Asia, across 3,000 miles of what used to be level grassland separating Europe from the high Central Asian pastures where the nomad peoples began their journeys. The archaic Greeks crossed a watery ocean to reach Crimea, and their voyage from the Bosporus to southern Russia could take a month or more. But the nomads who came to this coast crossed an ocean of grass, sailing slowly onwards for months and years in their wagons, preceded by their herds of cattle and horses, until they came to rest up against the Crimean hills and the sea beyond them.

The Scythians were already here on the Crimean steppe and the inland plains when the Greeks first came ashore in the eighth century BC. In the centuries which followed, the period of Greek colonisation, the pressure of westward migration out of Central Asia was weak, and five hundred more years passed before the Scythians resumed their westward journey and were replaced by the Sarmatians. Then, in the first centuries of our era, the push of one nomad nation upon another became much more urgent. After the Sarmatians came the Goths, from the north, and then the all-destroying Huns, and then the Khazars who formed their briefly stable steppe empire on the Black Sea shores in the eighth century AD. Turkic-speaking nomads (called variously Kipchak, Cuman or Polovtsy) held the steppe between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, and were then overrun or driven further west by the oncoming Mongol–Tatars of the Golden Horde.

The Golden Horde’s capital was far away from the Black Sea coast, at Saray on the middle Volga. The Horde was always a loose polity which soon began to pull apart, and in the fifteenth century a southern branch of the Horde set up its own independent kingdom on the inland plains of Crimea, settling down to intensive farming and stock-breeding and gradually abandoning the old pastoral life. This was the Crimean Tatar khanate, or ‘Crim Tartary’. A few centuries of relative calm ensued in Crimea until the Ottoman Empire, after the capture of Constantinople, reached the northern shore of the Black Sea and Crimea itself. For the Crimean Tatars, who had converted to Islam in the fourteenth century, Turkish domination meant a mere change of allegiance rather than displacement, and the khanate survived until Catherine the Great conquered Crimea for the Russian Empire in 1783.

For the Crimean zones of mind and body to create wealth together, there had to be two conditions: merchants on the coast with secure access to the outside markets of the Mediterranean and beyond, and a stable political situation on the steppe. Sometimes there was turmoil on the great plains; trade routes were closed, cultivation of wheat outside town walls became dangerous, and the city-colonies were occasionally looted and burned. But for long periods, especially during the Scythian time, there was peace. The Greek colonists and the Scythian chiefs near the coast grew wheat for export. Furs, wax, honey and slaves were brought down from the northern forests to the markets in the Greek coastal
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