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CHAPTER 1

Lunchtime Europe

Shall we start with lunch? This looks a nice place. Dark wooden chairs and plain white tablecloths. ‘Modern European’, says my restaurant app.

A table by the window? Pizza Margherita and a Budweiser for you? I’ll have the veal and a glass of red wine.

Did you know that Pizza Margherita supposedly got its name from a visit the Italian Queen Margherita paid to Naples in 1889? And I hope your Budweiser is the original from České Budějovice in today’s Czech Republic, where they’ve been brewing beer for more than seven centuries. The modern American version is called Budweiser in tribute to that city’s German name, Budweis, but I think you’ll find the Czech beer is better.

Now: when I say ‘Europe’, what comes to mind? Don’t think too hard. I’m after your first spontaneous association with the word. A sunny Mediterranean beach? The outline of the continent on a map? A city such as Paris, Berlin or Rome? Your favourite football team? Or perhaps the European Union?

Everyone has their own idea of Europe. Tell me your Europe and I’ll tell you who you are.

You may think it’s quite normal that, after this good lunch, you can take a bus to the airport and then a budget flight to the other end of the continent. Whether you’re travelling from Lisbon in Portugal to Tallinn in Estonia or from Helsinki in Finland to Athens in Greece, you won’t even have to change money, since the currency will still be the euro. On all those itineraries, you’ll depart from and arrive in a liberal democratic country anchored in one big political community, the European Union. If you’re lucky enough to be a European citizen – that is, a citizen of an EU member state – you’ll even have the right to get a job and settle there for good.

That may seem normal to you, but if you look back across history, or travel around today’s world, it’s deeply abnormal. There’s never been a Europe like this before. There’s nothing like it on any other continent.

This is an achievement of which we Europeans can be proud. A couple of years ago, I helped design a global opinion poll which asked where people would most like to live if not in their own country. ‘A country within the EU’ was one of the top two favoured destinations for people in Turkey, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, South Africa and Brazil. (The other was the United States.) The Europe we have built since the end of the Second World War is, with all its many faults, one of the more attractive places on earth to visit, study, work and live.

Yet before we get too cocky, let’s remember a few things. This is not how Europeans treated each other for thousands of years. It’s certainly not how we treated our fellow human beings across the globe throughout the long history of European colonialism. Europe has been responsible for some of the best in human history, but also some of the worst, such as the Holocaust in which six million Jews were murdered during the Second World War. There’s still a whole lot wrong with the way Europe treats many people, including its own. According to official figures, one out of every four children in the EU lives at risk of poverty. What’s more, everything we’ve built since 1945 is now existentially threatened, from without and from within.

Sorry, am I depressing you? Have another drink! Or perhaps some dessert?

Mmm, I can’t resist that apple strudel. And for you, tiramisù?

I’ve spent my life studying Europe, travelling around Europe, enjoying its huge variety, participating in its debates, writing about it and worrying about it. I’ve never been more worried than I am now. That’s why I’ve tried to distil into these few pages what Europe is, how it came to be as it is today, and why its future now hangs in the balance. I hope you’ll find this little book interesting. It’s a very short introduction to the world’s smallest and largest, oldest and newest, most united and most divided continent.

Europe is so small that a geographer looking at the world today would not think of dignifying it with the name of continent. In an often-quoted quip, it is just ‘a promontory of Asia’. If we take Europe’s now conventionally accepted geographical boundaries, its total land area is about 10 million square kilometres – roughly the same size as the United States (9.8 million km2) and Canada (10.0 million km2), and smaller than the entirety of the Russian Federation (17.1 million km2). Yet it’s also the largest continent, in the sense that none has influenced all the others so much.

What’s the date today? Wherever in the world you come from, you will almost certainly use the system of twelve months in a year originally devised by Julius Caesar when he held the position known as ‘dictator’ in ancient Rome, in the first century BCE. The month of July is named after him. Over subsequent centuries, that ‘Julian’ calendar got increasingly out of sync with the movement of the seasons. To correct this growing distortion, our current calendar was introduced by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582 CE.fn1 But the Russians stuck with the old calendar until they got rid of their emperor (the tsar, a Russianised version of ‘Caesar’) in a revolution in 1917, whereupon the newly communist state leapt forward thirteen days to catch up with modernity. So, the joke goes, why are 1–13 February 1918 the happiest days in Russian history? Because they never happened!

Next to dates there are places. Why is America called America? Because in 1507 one Martin Waldseemüller, a German map maker, decided to call the mysterious territory across the Atlantic after Amerigo Vespucci, an Italian explorer who a few years earlier had landed on the coast of what is now Brazil. One reason Amerigo walked off with this ultimate name-check is the publication soon after his return of sensationalist reports of what he supposedly saw in the ‘New World’, featuring sex and cannibalism. (This is an early illustration of the sad truth that tabloid journalism pays.) Anyway, America is only America because one European decided to name it after another. According to an online gazetteer, there are nineteen Viennas in the world (including the Austrian original, where you get the best apple strudel), twenty-eight Londons, forty-eight Parises and seventy-one Berlins.

The waiter who just served us, Yahya, comes from Morocco. Today’s Europe is home to people from everywhere, and their children and grandchildren. That’s often because their places of origin in Asia, Africa or the Americas were once colonised by Europeans. As they sometimes helpfully chide resentful nativists, ‘We’re here because you were there.’

For the same reason, some 2.8 billion people around the world beyond Europe have English as one of their country’s official languages, 416 million have Spanish and 377 million have French. But why do Brazilians speak Portuguese while almost everyone else in South America speaks Spanish? Because in 1494, at a town called Tordesillas, the monarchs of Portugal and Spain drew a straight north–south line 370 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands and said ‘west of that, Spanish, east of it, Portuguese’. They didn’t agree how long a league was or know how to measure one accurately, but this sufficed to give Portugal its claim to Brazil.

Find the Cape Verde Islands on your phone map, then search for Tordesillas in Spain. Now zoom out and contemplate a familiar picture of the world: the Americas, like two giant hip-swaying dancers just touching fingertips at Panama; an enormous empty white-iced Greenland; Europe pretty much in the middle; pendulous Africa below; sprawling Asia and Oceania to the east and south-east. Why does the world look like that? Because we still use the method that another European cartographer, Gerard Mercator, invented some 500 years ago to represent the globe on a flat surface. The Mercator projection is only slightly modified in most online maps across the world today.fn2

Another reason Europe gets away with this geographical chutzpah is that it’s the oldest continent – not in the age of its geological formation but in the sense of thinking about itself as a single unit. Two thousand five hundred years ago, Herodotus, the Greek ‘father of history’, was already distinguishing ‘Europe’ from two other geographical areas, which he called ‘Asia’ and ‘Libya’ (meaning the then-known parts of Africa), and discussing where its boundaries lie.

Yet Europe is also the newest continent, in the way it organises itself politically. There’s nothing like the European Union anywhere else on the planet. There’s something called the African Union, which brings together fifty-five African countries, but its level of integration doesn’t begin to compare. There’s no such thing as an ‘African citizen’ who can travel without a passport or visa from one end of their continent to the other, as European citizens can.

Europe’s newness is not, however, all about an unprecedented unity. Half the international frontiers in Europe are more recent than those in Africa, most of which date from the period of decolonisation in the middle of the last century. Just look at the eastern half of Europe. In the 1990s, Poland acquired new neighbours on every one of its land frontiers: to its west, instead of East Germany came the united Federal Republic of Germany; to its east, instead of one Soviet Union, came the Russian Federation, Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine; to its south, in place of Czechoslovakia, the Czech Republic and Slovakia.

Thus, as well as being the smallest and largest, oldest and newest, Europe is also the most united and the most divided continent. The United States may have fifty federal states but Europe has fifty separate countries. Admittedly, that’s only if we count all the micro-states such as Andorra, Monaco, Liechtenstein, San Marino and Vatican City, as well as Kosovo, Azerbaijan and the borderline giants, Turkey and Russia. But even without them, the tally of European states recognised by the United Nations is still over forty.

In his hilariously rude travelogue ‘Among the Euro-Weenies’, the American writer P. J. O’Rourke complains:


Everything’s too small. The cars are too small. The beds are too small. The elevators are the size of broom closets. Even the languages are itty-bitty. Sometimes you need two or three just to get you through till lunch.



He’s right about the languages. If you leave the German city of Aachen after an early breakfast, make the 45-minute drive to the Dutch university town of Maastricht, have coffee with a friend there, and then take another 45-minute drive to the handsome Belgian city of Liège, you’ll arrive easily in time for lunch. In one morning, you can practise your German, Dutch and French, while falling back on English if need be. That’s four languages before lunch.

The intricacy runs through everything, like the veins in French Roquefort, Italian Gorgonzola, Danish Blue and English Stilton cheese. Many of today’s European regions think of themselves almost as countries. Several actually were separate states for long stretches of history and some, such as Scotland and Catalonia, exhibit a distinct hankering to be so again. Each old European town is an encyclopaedia. In the Italian city of Siena, for example, there are seventeen wards, called contrade, with colourful names like Civetta (Owl), Istrice (Porcupine) and Selva (Forest). Originally formed in the Middle Ages, the contrade annually race horses against each other around the main square, as they have done most years since 1656. They are still a real focus of community life.

Even an individual building can be a book in itself. Are you enjoying your stay at the luxurious Hôtel Lutetia in Paris, with its glorious Art Nouveau and Art Deco details? I don’t want to make you uncomfortable but during Nazi Germany’s Second World War occupation of France, this was the headquarters of German military intelligence. French resistance fighters were interrogated there. After the liberation of Paris in 1944, the Lutetia was requisitioned to receive survivors from the Nazi concentration camps. Photos show them sitting on elegant chairs, still in their striped camp uniforms. There are ghosts walking beside you down those plush hotel corridors.

Given this complexity, books about Europe tend to be long. One on my bookshelf has 2,396 pages. So obviously I’ve had to leave out many important things in this one.

Still time for a coffee? A cappuccino for you? Did you know cappuccino was probably named after the dark brown colour of Capuchin friars’ robes? Oh, and you must try one of these delicious Portuguese custard tarts. I’ll take a ristretto, the most intense, short form of espresso. (In a way, I suppose this whole book is a kind of ristretto.)

Ready?

Then off we go.




CHAPTER 2

Geographical Europe

Where’s the centre of Europe?

I bet the place that spontaneously comes to your mind is well to the west of the actual geographical centre of Europe. The most credible, scientifically determined claimant to that disputed title is near the village of Purnuškės, about 26 kilometres north of Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania. Some years ago, I drove there with a friend, the journalist Edward Lucas. The place wasn’t easy to find and we got lost in a snowstorm, but eventually we spied an elderly woman in headscarf and heavy felt boots.

Winding down the car window, Edward said in his best Lithuanian, ‘Excuse me, we’re looking for the centre of Europe.’

‘It’s over there,’ she replied matter-of-factly, as if we’d just asked directions to the nearest petrol station.

Through thick snow we trudged up the hill and found a large granite stone proclaiming ‘the geographical centre of Europe’ at latitude 54° 54′ North (of the equator), longitude 25° 19′ East (of the prime meridian at Greenwich). I stood triumphantly on the icy boulder – and nearly fell off.

Like that boulder, the whole concept of a centre of Europe is slippery. Everything depends on where you draw the edges. Do you include the Azores, those Portuguese islands out in the Atlantic? If yes, why not Spain’s Canary Islands, off the west coast of Africa? If Iceland, why not Greenland, which, despite US president Donald Trump’s predatory designs on it, is part of Denmark? What about EU member state Cyprus, which lies off the southern coast of Turkey? Each choice shifts the central point.

Ever since that snowy sortie, I’ve collected centres of Europe. The oldest pretender from modern times is Suchowola in north-eastern Poland, thanks to a calculation by a late eighteenth-century Polish royal geographer. At Dilove, in the beautiful Carpathian mountain region of western Ukraine, a monument declares that in 1887 geographers of the Austro-Hungarian empire ‘most diligently determined’ this to be the centre of Europe. Then there’s Krahule in Slovakia, Polatsk in Belarus and a pub called the Mittelpunkt Europas, not far from Adolf Hitler’s birthplace in the Austrian town of Braunau am Inn. A Polish film maker, Stanisław Mucha, found around forty claimants to the title and made a hilarious documentary recording his visits to some of them. In its final scene, a Swiss tourist with his own GPS device insists the Lithuanian marker is in the wrong place and marches off into the undergrowth to locate the exact spot with Swiss hyper-precision.

This is light entertainment; yet aspiring to be the ‘centre of Europe’ has more than merely touristic significance. At Purnuškės, for example, a large crowned column was erected in 2004 to celebrate Lithuania’s accession to the European Union. Things get really serious when people question whether your country is in Europe at all. The core treaty of the European Union says that ‘any European state’ may apply for membership of it. When Morocco was refused permission even to apply for membership in 1987, the responsible European commissioner in Brussels explained that Morocco was ‘not geographically part of Europe’. Yet Turkey was accepted as a candidate in 1999.

Herodotus thought the eastern boundary of Europe was either on what is now the river Rioni in Georgia (‘the Phasis in Colchis’) or on the river Don (‘the Tanaïs’). Subsequent ancient geographers settled on the Don, and that’s where most people were still drawing the line two thousand years later. But in the early eighteenth century, Tsar Peter the Great was trying to modernise his emerging Russian empire and get at least the western part of it accepted as belonging to Europe. His adviser Vasily Tatishchev suggested the mountain range of the Urals as a new dividing line between Europe and Asia, as did Johan von Strahlenberg, a Swede who spent years in Siberia as a Russian prisoner of war. It was Strahlenberg’s book, first published in 1730 and soon translated into English as An Historico-Geographical Description of the North and Eastern Parts of Europe and Asia, that spread the idea abroad. What became known as the ‘Strahlenberg line’ was widely accepted by the mid-nineteenth century. The Ural mountains are generally taken as Europe’s eastern frontier to this day.

According to traditional cartography, there’s also ‘Turkey in Europe’ and ‘Turkey in Asia’, the dividing line being the Dardanelles and the Bosphorus, the great waterways connecting the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. So if we follow that convention, half of today’s Istanbul is in Europe and the other half in Asia. Really? What on earth does that mean? If you go south from the Urals via the river Ural and Caspian Sea to the Caucasus mountains, you will include Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan.fn1 But in that case, why leave out the eastern and southern coasts of the Mediterranean, which the ancient Greeks and Romans thought self-evidently part of their world, unlike remote barbarian territories such as Britannia, Germania and Scandinavia?

So establishing the boundaries of what is innocuously called geographical Europe is in the highest degree political, involving subjective, contentious and sometimes downright prejudicial assumptions about history, culture and religion.

When I asked you to identify the centre of Europe, where did you spontaneously think of? I’ve tried this on many friends and acquaintances over the years, and the clear overall winner is Berlin. Vienna, Prague, Paris and Brussels also feature quite often. Of course my survey is ridiculously unscientific, but it does seem to me suggestive. Unlike those scientific geographers who take us to a point 26 kilometres north of Vilnius, people instinctively add historical, economic, cultural and political weights to the map, so the perceived centre slides to the west. Somewhere in those spontaneous responses, not precisely calculated but nonetheless strongly felt, is the notion of a European core, to which many layers of history have contributed.

Who is in Europe and who isn’t? Here, the answers are still more subjective. In
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