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Introduction

A book called The Story of the World in 100 Moments is likely a red rag to a bull. What to leave in? What to leave out? Some or all of everything left out will seem, to some, to have mattered more than some or all of what is here.

So let us confront the obvious trouble and hope thereby to head it off at the pass: this is my story of the world and these are my 100 moments. Any and every reader will likely question some choices, and that is as it should be. In my imagination I can hear the voices now: ‘How could he tell the story of the world and not mention …’

I say again: it’s my story of the world. The story I choose to tell. If I have an ambition for this book it is that the reading of it might inspire others to think of their moments from history – the ones seeming to tell the story that makes most sense to them. Everyone should have some idea, at least, of what’s been going on all these years, and also why.

With every day that passes I become more convinced that history is personal, and also a narrative. We tell each other stories about what happened – or rather, what we think happened – and that’s all. I love reading and learning about history, always have, but mostly because every story about someone else helps me better to understand the world of me and mine. I have been fascinated by the story of the First World War for the longest time. My doorway into all of that was knowing both my grandfathers were swept up in the storm and lived to tell the tale, wounded though they were. Had either man’s story taken a different turn between 1914 and 1918, then I might not be typing these words now. When the subject of the Great War came up at school, it mattered to me because it was family business. More than that, it showed me how close I had come to not existing at all.

I have wondered too if it might be possible to commit to memory a sequence of events that would enable me to feel, just for a little while, that I understand how we all got to where we are now. For a few moments I would like to feel as if I’m holding the whole picture intact inside my head … before it all falls apart again like a jigsaw puzzle briefly solved and then held upright.

Like aides-memoire, those events, one after another, might lead me from then to now, like stepping stones through the mire of forgetting, or rungs on a ladder towards the light. I enjoy remembering and I like reciting. I want to hold the shimmering image – mirage though it may be – and see it as one complete picture. The dream would be to stand up and tell it all, the whole story, from start to finish, like a bedtime story. In writing this book I set out to provide myself with the stones, the rungs, so that I might at least lie in bed – on one of those nights when sleep won’t come – and work my way through the story of the world, up from the past and towards the present.

In selecting my 100 moments, those that matter most to me, I had to leave out everything else. It was painful, made especially hard by my attachment to some events that felt less like steps leading forward or upwards and more like the ways on to roads less travelled but as fascinating as any other. There are moments that only flash bright and disappear, lost for ever. We cannot know what, if anything, was lost with their passing.

I can tell you now that we will be around the halfway mark in this story of the world (chronologically speaking at least, though only fourteen moments into the narrative) before there’s more than the barest mention of western Europe, of the dry land that would be Britain and Ireland; of France, Germany, Austria and Italy; of Scandinavia and more. The gigantic continent of Africa will have featured almost from the beginning, but on account of Egypt alone; the expanses to her south and west will have failed to register as the sources of any meaningful moments. By that same halfway mark the Americas, North and South, will have featured not at all.

Noting that those vast tracts are absent from the story for so long is not the same as saying nothing important happened there. What seems unarguable, though, is that the experiments with being human and alive in those parts had not, by 500 BC, offered up any contributions that affected the Middle East, the Near East, the Mediterranean coastline or India and China – the Old World – in any influential or lasting way. In due course the ways of the Old World would affect those of Europe, and of the New World, but the meaningful traffic was one-way for thousands of years, one giving and the other only receiving. Whatever moments sparked into existence elsewhere, whatever potential they might have had for shaping a narrative elsewhere, they were lost.

There was (just as a for-instance) a moment in Orkney, the archipelago in the far north of Scotland, that inspired thousands of years of effort but to no avail. The seeming significance of the shape of the circle was noted by Orcadian farmers and the weight of their realization led to a mania for making them. (To say it was noted by farmers plural is one thing. Just as likely it appeared for the first time in the mind of just one farmer. Such a moment, lost in time.) By 5,000 years ago the first circles had been chipped and pecked into the bedrock at places like Stenness and Brodgar. Those were later enhanced with circles of stones raised towards the sky. Stenness is older than any other circle in Britain, older than the pyramids of Egypt for that matter, an earlier commitment to grand schemes in search of meaning. Having occurred to someone on Orkney and been enthusiastically adopted there as a means of marking something, tracking something, predicting something, providing the stage-set for something, the idea spread the length of Britain and Ireland – thousands upon thousands of circles like a rash. Whatever notion gave relevance to that thinking and way of being, it lasted for centuries and then millennia, providing inspiration for icons like Stonehenge and Avebury in deepest England. It lasted as long as Christianity has done, but in the end it had limited reach. By the time the practice petered out and disappeared it had had no impact at all beyond its own hinterland. The reason for their creation is utterly lost. There had been a moment, a brilliant thought, and it had endured for those who chose to care. But in the story of the wider world it had not mattered enough to stay for ever.

The furthest reaches of western Europe were explored from the very beginning. Humans of one sort after another found their way to the Atlantic façade at least a million years ago and their successors kept on coming. Ice ages came and went but always the territory was recolonized by hunters when conditions allowed. After hunters, farmers came west too. There have been grounds for thinking farming began spontaneously in different places across Europe, without the need for its import from the Middle East. Vast swathes of Europe offered fertile soils, and while grains like wheat and barley were imports from the east, indigenous populations may have domesticated their own local plants without having to be taught to do so by immigrants. In time the territory was certainly colonized by outsiders as well, from the east.

The furthest west, by the sounding sea, was a bountiful source of metals and so attracted the attentions of Bronze Age civilizations of the Old World – Phoenicians and others out of the eastern Mediterranean, maybe Joseph of Arimathea, a disciple of Jesus, among them. Rich sources of copper and the richest source of tin were in the British Isles, and from the earliest days of the exploitation of the new magic of metal, prospectors found their way to Cornwall and Wales in search of wealth.

But while the civilizations of the Old World had learned to take advantage of the stuff of which the west was made, they brought home to Mesopotamia, to Egypt, to Byblos and Sidon, to Persia and to Greece nothing but mute cargo. No ideas, no ways of thinking and living made their way from west to east, by ship or overland, during those first millennia after Enheduanna dictated her hymns and Hammurabi laid down the law.

Western noses may be put out of joint by the thought of not mattering for so long. (The west would matter in the end after all, more than any other part of the world before or since.) There are explanations for the slow start. Western Europe is so richly fertile it may have worked against the cultivation of civilization. In Mesopotamia and elsewhere in the Near and Middle East, the environment and climate were less forgiving, more demanding – and especially insistent upon cooperation. While a little European family of mum, dad, grandparents and the ever-growing brood of kids might have been able to make a life for themselves on a patch of green, taking advantage of easy soils and plentiful, gentle rain, folk on the wind-blown terrain between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, at the mercy of devastating floods and enervating droughts, likely found their lot too much to tame alone. Instead of families working in isolation, thriving well enough but having no pressing need of technological or societal advances, the first cradles of civilization were those that absolutely demanded combined and coordinated effort by hundreds or even thousands of people. As they tamed their unforgiving landscape – irrigating the dusty land, or building levees and baking mud bricks to defy the floods – so they tamed themselves and each other. Having first grown food they next grew cities and kings, and their centralized surplus fed the craftsmen, bureaucrats, merchants, warriors and the rest of the specialists that husbanded civilization itself.

A spark of inspiration is only a spark and will disappear for want of kindling and coaxing. When life-enhancing, life-changing ideas occurred where they could be coddled by hundreds of people working in concert, sparks might become flames … and flames might grow into illumination that lights up the whole world.

Across the vastness of Africa beyond the Nile and Egypt, beyond the southern Mediterranean coast and its hinterland, circumstances evidently failed to conspire to give rise to civilization for the longest time as well. The Egyptians were in contact with a kingdom to their south they knew as Kush and during the first half of the first millennium BC there were Kushite pharaohs on the Egyptian throne. So much of the rest of the continent, though, was beyond the reach of written history. Archaeologists have understood climate change to be part of the explanation for the nothingness. Ancient cave art in the interior suggests that before writing was developed anywhere in the world there were grasslands and savannahs where the Sahara Desert is now. People kept horses and cattle, sheep and goats, and it seems at least possible that the seeds of civilization may have been in evidence in southern and western Africa, but that they fell upon desiccating ground and came to nought. Only Egypt, with its life-giving, god-like Nile, survived the great drying that confounded the first farmers elsewhere on the elephant’s ear of Africa.

As far as we know, only modern human beings, of the genus Homo sapiens, ever found their way into the Americas, via a land bridge across what is now the Bering Strait. Some 25,000 or so years ago there began the penetration of the nearly 9,000 miles of richly varied landscapes, environments and climates that make up North and South. By around 1000 BC there was a civilization of sorts in Mexico by a people called Olmecs. In their wake came full-blown civilizations by Aztecs, Incas and Mayans, but for all their complexity and fascination their reach and influence made no impact on the Old World until the time of contact with Spaniards in the early years of the sixteenth century. When it came, the response their centuries of effort invoked from the technologically superior incomers was outright destruction.

Viewed from high above, as a god might, the darkness of the world was pricked from time to time with single flames that burned and disappeared. For want of numbers, for want of need by enough people working together at the same time, those moments only fizzled and went out. Moments that stayed alight, that were kept alight and made the difference, continued to catch and burn elsewhere.

As time passes, as the modern era dawns, so time speeds up, or seems to. There are so many more of us now (nearly eight billion alive together, for the first time), and in any event the relative crowding filled the more recent centuries with moment – moments – as never before. As W. B. Yeats had it, we are ‘turning and turning in the widening gyre’. I do not say that things fall apart – not quite, not yet – but compared to the centuries and millennia of before we seem to be hurtling faster and faster. The future is only a rumour, not to be believed. Right now is all we have, and our understanding and appreciation of it must and shall be helped by remembering, or at least striving to remember, the lives and ways of some that went before. This is my story.




1.

Enheduanna composes a hymn

In so far as a story of the world can have a beginning, let it begin with Enheduanna, the first named poet. In the moment in question she is in the temple dedicated to Inanna, goddess of love, beauty and war, and also to Innana’s husband, Nanna, god of wisdom and the moon, in the city of Ur, in the land of Sumer, Mesopotamia. She is a woman of high status and the temple is her domain. Either she is a daughter of King Sargon the Great, founder and ruler of the Akkadian empire that has Ur as its capital, or else someone he values most highly for some other reason. There is a great deal we cannot know about High Priestess Enheduanna but what survives is still a sketch of a life.

By the time she walked the earth, 4,300 years ago, humankind had come a long way, a way so long as to be unimaginable. We are the planet’s youngest apes and that way was walked first by others, the same and not the same; other apes upright on two legs; other apes that came together as families, tribes and clans; others that walked into caves tens of thousands of years ahead of Enheduanna’s time and by the light of torches there made art so fine it would never be bettered, not by any ape – not by Leonardo, or Michelangelo, or Picasso.

By the time of Enheduanna, Ur was a grand city and home to tens of thousands. Sumer and Mesopotamia, literally ‘the land between the rivers’ (Tigris and Euphrates), was where farming was first adopted as a way of life. Tending fields – clearing, irrigating, sowing, weeding, harvesting – demanded collaboration and cooperation by the many. It was a life of repetitive toil but it promised food enough for all. Freed from the dangerous and unpredictable venture of hunting and gathering, the farmers of Mesopotamia worked together to build, of mud bricks baked hard in the sun, villages and towns and also cities like Ur. Strongmen dominated, controlling the stores of food and its distribution. Around them gathered warriors, keen to curry favour. Within the wider population specialists were free to refine and exploit their skills – making tools for work and war, weaving fabric for clothes, shaping gems for adornment – in return for food from the farmers and favour from the strongmen. In time there were more, artists, craftsmen, builders and the like, ready to glorify and aggrandize the growing settlements and their people. This was the birth of civilization, and those that learned its benefits would never look back.

Specialists of another sort told stories. Storytelling was older than farming, as old as hunting … maybe as old as speaking. Storytellers composed stories to explain what they had seen and understood of the world and about the gods and goddesses, and told them to the rest so they might know and remember. It was in such a world that Enheduanna lived and died, and her special skill was knowing the invisible, the gods, and acknowledging their power:


Rising on fearsome wings you rush to destroy our land,

Raging like thunderstorms, howling like hurricanes,

Screaming like tempests,

Thundering, raging, ranting, drumming, whiplashing whirlwinds,

Men falter at your approaching footsteps,

Tortured dirges scream at your lyre of despair …

(Enheduanna, ‘Lament to the Spirit of War’)



Mesopotamia, that land between the rivers, was always subject to the whims and ways of the waters and the weather. Floods destroyed fields and homes; droughts and storms wreaked ruin too. Those elements seemed fickle – sometimes kind and sometimes cruel. Rivers, weather and the sky – night and day – were understood as gods and goddesses and so another specialization was that of appealing to the good side of those forces, those characters that seemed to shape and control lives and deaths.

The roots of Ur are more than 5,000 years deep. Back then the Euphrates was close by the walls and the first city was apparently devastated by a flood. Earlier scholars thought the deluge must have been that described in Genesis, but that idea has been dismissed. The river has changed its course and now lies 10 miles from the site. What was once a thriving city surrounded by lush fields is now ruins in a desert.

In the time of Enheduanna and King Sargon, though, Ur was a place of great wealth and sophistication. Archaeologists working there in the 1920s and 1930s unearthed royal tombs stuffed with riches – gold and silver, gemstones. Kings of Ur had not been in the habit of going alone into the next life. Instead their courtiers and servants were put to death so they might continue to serve. All manner of equipment – weapons, tools, artworks, statues, musical instruments – went into the tombs. In those tombs and elsewhere on the site were found clay tablets bearing writing, including more than a hundred copies of Enheduanna’s hymns. There were all manner of remembered stories by then, most so unthinkably old that no one could know who first told them.

Paintings on cave walls had told stories of a sort, had fixed characters and moments in place to last for ever. Some upright apes, apes like us, had used sticks to make marks in the dust – more stories but ephemeral, subject to wind and rain. Writing had been known before Enheduanna’s time, centuries before. Someone found that when a reed was cut with a sharp knife the end of the stem had a triangular, wedge shape. This could be pressed into soft clay, and combinations of the shape were soon standardized and recognized as something like an alphabet, or at least a system. This form of writing is called cuneiform, from the Latin cuneus, meaning ‘wedge’.

Some have doubted Enheduanna was Sargon’s daughter. Others have questioned whether she composed the hymns that bear her name – so that the first poet is doubted just as Shakespeare would be forty centuries later. It is true to say the tablets are not originals, made in her presence, but copies created long after her death. Whoever she was – Sargon’s daughter or not – the woman called Enheduanna was the only writer of her time who was allowed (or who dared) to write in the first person, appearing alongside the goddess:


Great queen of queens, issue of a holy womb for righteous divine powers,

Greater than your own mother, wise and sage, lady of all the foreign lands,

Life-force of the teeming people, I will recite your holy song.

True goddess fit for divine powers, your splendid utterances are magnificent.

Deep-hearted, good woman with a radiant heart, I will enumerate your divine powers for you.

(Enheduanna, ‘The Exaltation of Inanna’)



Enheduanna was in the business not just of remembering and retelling stories from before, but also making something new. She was a poet and she wrote – or, rather, dictated to her scribe – in the hope of pleasing the all-powerful, the all-knowing.


Your divinity is resplendent in the land,

My body has experienced your great punishment,

Lament, bitterness, sleeplessness, distress, separation, mercy, compassion, care,

Lenience and homage are yours, and to cause flooding, to open hard ground and to turn,

Darkness into light.



She was surely not the first of us apes that was so moved, moved to assemble words in pleasing rhythms and to make them permanent, not by a long way, but she is the first whose name we know. Many are called, as they say, but few are chosen.

In her moment we could picture her resplendent as the goddess, dressed as befits a high priestess. Men and women of Ur wore clothes of wool first of all and then of flax, long skirts for both and with a shawl to cover all of the upper body but one arm and shoulder. As a priestess, Enheduanna may have shown her piety by favouring wool, the clothing of the elder days. Her dark hair has likely been coiffed by her personal hairdresser, who is called Ilum Palilis. Mesopotamia is a land where winds blow, rising up out of nowhere and driving dust and sand in billowing, choking clouds. Anyone wanting to maintain an elaborate hairstyle, anyone for whom appearance was key to authority, would require the constant attention of a stylist. She wears too her crown of office. Also at her side is a scribe, perhaps her favourite, named Sagadu, stylus in hand and hanging on her words. Whatever her mother called her it was not Enheduanna, for when she was made high priestess of the temple, the most important temple in Sumer, she shed her name and took on a title instead, made of three words: En for high priestess, hedu meaning ‘ornament’, and An, which is shorthand for the god she serves.

Some of what we know about her comes from an alabaster disc found at Ur in 1927 by British archaeologist Leonard Woolley. Into the front surface of the object, some 10 inches in diameter, are etched four figures; on the reverse are three inscriptions that identify the figures as Enheduanna, her hairdresser Ilum Palilis, her scribe Sagadu and her estate manager Adda.

So in this first moment of the story of the world she is composing, conjuring into being another of the forty-two hymns, the temple hymns that will be remembered ever after. Her companions know to keep quiet while she composes. She has a special interest in praising Inanna. Perhaps she hoped by aligning herself with the feminine and exaggerating her greatness that her own power would be likewise increased, her position improved. For around forty years she served the temple. At some point, after Sargon’s death and during the reign of her brother, Rimush, a rebel warlord called Lugal-Ane sought the throne of Ur and Sumer and led a coup. During that time Enheduanna was briefly driven out of her temple, out of Ur and into exile. The experience never left her, and she used it for yet more of her writing:


Me who once sat triumphant, he has driven out of the sanctuary,

Like a swallow he made me fly from the window,

My life is consumed,

He stripped me of the crown appropriate for the high priesthood.



Lugal-Ane’s hopes were dashed soon enough and Enheduanna returned to the temple.

Whether she knows it or not she is, with her writing in this moment twenty-three centuries before the birth of Jesus Christ, making forms, patterns and cadences that will shape the literature of Homer and also the psalms of the Hebrews and the hymns of Christians. In the Song of Songs – the Song of Solomon – are the clearest echoes of the artistry of Enheduanna. Again and again she exalts the goddess Inanna, begging to be destroyed by her and saved by her; to be taken by her and made one with her. By the efforts of Enheduanna, Inanna was made greater than ever before. Such was the power of the goddess, declared her high priestess, she could transform women into men, men into women (both men and women were priests in Ur and there was an apparent androgyny, a blurring in dress and manner in pursuit of getting and being closer to the goddess). When her works are brought together she will offer them up to her father the king and declare to him that such a collection is a first in all the world:


My king, something has been created that no one has created before.



By this making and keeping of her compositions, Enheduanna is a useful starting point for … for something like history. History is from the Greek historia, by which they meant ‘enquiry’. Now the word describes a record and an analysis of the past.

Perhaps the high priestess of the temple at Ur knew the Epic of Gilgamesh, the oldest story in the world. Gilgamesh was a real person, like Enheduanna. He was a king, ruling from the city of Uruk, not far from Ur, and though he did not compose the epic that bears his name, he is the first named person in history. The most complete form of the epic was not written down until some time after 700 BC but it is older than that by centuries, even by millennia. Like so many heroes who will follow in his train, Gilgamesh goes in search of the meaning of life. Part of the story concerns a terrible flood that wipes the world clean of life, except for a single family that had built an ark. Once the waters subside, this family begins again, and all are descended from them. The Epic of Gilgamesh is older than the Old Testament of the Christian Bible. It is yet another version of a story, a nightmare that occurred to humankind again and again. It makes sense most of all in Sumer, in Mesopotamia, where the farmers came together to carve a world for themselves from the watery morass; where, for all that they had made order out of chaos, the fickle gods and goddesses were in the habit of sending floods to wrest back from man what had been briefly won. The world of the epic is doom-laden, and Gilgamesh must face harsh realities. He goes in search of eternal life but finds, in the end, that the gods have kept it for themselves:


Oh, Gilgamesh, this was the meaning of your dream. You were given the kingship, such was your destiny; everlasting life was not your destiny.



The Epic of Gilgamesh and other stories were there for Enheduanna to draw upon, to inspire her own creations. Written down, put beyond the ever-rising tide of forgetting that is inevitable for humanity, the epic and other stories were made safe – like gemstones in bedrock – glimpses and traces of the world in which they were created. Enheduanna’s hymns did likewise, keeping names and moments, actions and consequences for consideration in the future. From such thin threads is history woven.

Sargon was a diplomat as well as a warlord and understood the long-term gains to be made by pleasing as many of his subjects as possible – the Akkadians who were his own sort, and the Sumerians he had come to rule. His high priestess played her part by making connections between the deities of both worlds, blurring divisions and devotions. Inanna was a local Sumerian goddess when Enheduanna set to work, but through her words she was made one with the grander Akkadian goddess Ishtar, Queen of Heaven. Inanna-Ishtar was greater even than the sum of the parts and would grow to influence the future far beyond Mesopotamia. Even Aphrodite of the Greeks retained some of her DNA, ancient and divine.

The scribes recorded too how Sargon came to be. Pressed into clay, the story became legend and was copied over and over, down through the centuries. Ashurbanipal (685–631 BC), last and greatest of the kings of Assyria, was proudest, most of all, of the library he created at Nineveh. In 1867 an English archaeologist called Henry Rawlinson excavated the ruins and found the copy kept by Ashurbanipal’s librarian. Sargon might have been unknown in the modern world, but was returned to the light when the tablet was read:


In secret my mother conceived me, giving birth to me while hiding,

Into a basket of rushes she set me and sealed the lid with tar,

Into the river she cast me but the water did not rise over me …



The Legend of Sargon, made safe and kept by writing, had long ago inspired the Hebrew story of the birth of Moses. Like Sargon, Moses was said to have been born into obscurity, set adrift by his mother, but to have risen to greatness among his people.

Here is how stories survived the forgetfulness of fallible apes like us. Enheduanna: daughter of Sargon or not, composer of hymns or not, she is the first named writer. In so far as a story of the world can have a beginning, let it start with Enheduanna.




2.

Hammurabi lays down the law

In the beginning of civilization was the written word. More was needed for a venture so grand – civilization, I mean – but writing was a crucial element. Farmers had won order from chaos, made something out of nothing. Together they had sought to control the waters that gave life and sometimes took it away. Attempts to master the rivers came before writing, before civilization. At Jericho in the Valley of Jordan there was farming, and the irrigation to make it fruitful, perhaps 10,000 years ago. There was a town there of several thousand souls, surrounded by a wall standing 12 feet high and 6 feet thick. There was a tall tower as well, raised by people who knew they had something worth defending.

All across the Near East, in one river valley after another, men and women had come together as farmers. They raised crops and dried bricks in the sun, but with the coming of writing each man and woman would be outlived by the story that made sense of it all. Remembering the nature of civilization, each generation storing it inside their rosy-pink brains like seed grain in a clay pot, was good; having it written down somewhere safe was better. Poets had woven wisdom through the songs they sang, the poems they recited, the stories they remembered and retold; writing, though, thoughts pressed into clay, fixed that wisdom for all time like veins of gold through rock. Now wisdom, once acquired, could be retained and passed on without fear of forgetting. A story of what civilized life was like, how to make it and keep it, was made as durable as the baked clay into which it was pressed, wedge by wedge and word by word.

For century after century, millennium after millennium, more of the tribes of Mesopotamia had laid the foundations of civilization, brick by brick, just as the farmers had made fertile fields out of mud and flood. Sargon’s descendants followed him on to the throne at Ur. Enheduanna’s hymns were copied and copied again and not forgotten. Other things needful and useful flowed through the kingdom like another river. The first farming tools – sickles, adzes and axes – were edged with blades of flint and obsidian, and since neither existed in Mesopotamia those glassy stones must have come from elsewhere. There was copper in the ground, for metal tools, but the tin for its transformation into the altogether better bronze had had to be sourced and imported too. Already by 2000 BC (at least) there was international trade in the world.

Enheduanna had had her temple but Sargon had his palace close by. In ancient Sumer both Church and state were already on firm footings side by side. The invisible will of the gods permeated all thinking but the king was flesh and blood, and held a power separate from and more obvious than that administered by the priesthood. Sargon’s line held Ur until the time of his great-grandson. After the rule of his Akkadians came that of a people from Iran called Gutians, then that of the native Sumerians whom both had dominated, each in their turn. The Sumerian king Ur-Nammu built the Ziggurat of Ur, greatest of many, a looming, tiered wedding cake of a structure made of mud brick and rising into the sky like a Tower of Babel.

That cradle of civilization has had many names – the Fertile Crescent, the Levant, Sumer, Mesopotamia – and whatever it was called by those ancients who knew it, its gravity drew a steady stream of new arrivals. The native Sumerians may always have been where Sargon’s Akkadians found them, in what is now the country of Iraq, but everyone else was an incomer: the Gutians (Caucasians out of the north), so too the Elamites and the Amorites. The supremacy of Ur waned and other cities came to matter more. One was Babylon, for some time the greatest city on earth, and famous among its kings was Hammurabi, the lawgiver.

Order from chaos. Once achieved, order must be maintained or it slips away like water through fingers. Left to their own devices, apes like us are a damned mess. Chaos is waiting patiently, ready to flood back and wash away all that has been made. What had been seen to work – fledgling civilization – had to be conserved, repeated and perpetuated. In a place that functioned usefully there had to be assigned roles and jobs for all – some few to set the necessary tasks and many others to carry them out, willingly or not. Each man and woman must know and accept his or her place.

Civilization was like a story with a beginning, middle and end – and also like a ziggurat that rises from a broad and load-bearing base, like the many, to a narrow top made of the few who were gifted the best view of the sky and the cosmos. It was a game in which every player had a part, and a game needs rules or it will not work. Writing made possible not just the keeping of the stories that made sense of the world but also the drafting of rules to maintain the shape of the game. If the rules could be made visible to all, there would be no hope of pleading ignorance as a defence for mistakes and wrongdoing. Writing made possible the rule of law, and King Hammurabi of Babylon set laws into stone so that everyone might see them and know them.

One day in the year 1754 BC (or as close to that year as makes no difference) he stands before a monolith of dolerite, dark and shining like bronze and engraved with the 282 laws that he alone has ordained. It stands more than 7 feet tall, a slim finger of judgement pointing at the sky. It casts its shadow on the ground just as Hammurabi casts his own upon Babylon and all about. In fact he is the first king to bring all of Mesopotamia together. On the reverse of the stele, deeply carved where the fingernail might have been, is a bas-relief Hammurabi must have approved. It shows him standing before a seated representation of the sun god Shamash, son of Nanna, the moon god, and Inanna, beloved of Enheduanna. If it is meant in part as a likeness of the man, the king, then Hammurabi is strongly made. In the manner of the people of Ur, and of Uruk, who went before, he wears a long skirt on his lower body and a shawl around his torso that reveals his right arm, muscles well defined. His beard is long, elaborately styled, like that of the seated god he stands before, and his head is covered by a helmet. Just as Moses would receive from God the law of the Hebrews, etched into stones, so Hammurabi – likely a contemporary of the biblical Abraham, who may have been from Ur – was handed his laws by another god (though his were shown as a measuring rod and tape).

In Babylonia there was belief in a pantheon of gods. It worked for Hammurabi to promote the notion that not all gods were equal. Above the rest, like the peak of a ziggurat, was Marduk. In the beginning there had been a male deity called Apsu and a female called Tiamat. Their offspring were uncontrollable, so Tiamat sought their destruction. Alone, Marduk stepped out to face her – great dragon of chaos that she was – and defeated her and cut her into pieces. From her body he made the world and the waters below, and heaven above.

Hammurabi told his people that those other deities had accepted Marduk as their superior then, with the right to rule over them. Understood by all Babylonians was the thought that chaos had always been there, since before time began. Chaos and darkness were not the work of gods – they just … were. What Marduk had brought, had achieved by his butchering of Tiamat, was order: light in that darkness, form to replace the nothingness – all that was good. Without Marduk the chaos would rise like floodwater and swallow everything once more. That primacy of Marduk’s was hardly Hammurabi’s idea, was surely older than him, but it was in his interests to promote it, and so he did.

There was a tradition of seeing the universe as something that had been made, assembled and built like a ziggurat, block upon block. That making had been the work of a paramount god who therefore ruled over all of that creation. The universe was his and so all should be grateful, on account of having been added to that creation, scattered upon it like grounds of pepper sprinkled over a finished dish.

‘Let there be light …’

Out of that thinking would come, in time, the thought of the One God – of the Hebrews and others. That God was a tamer of chaos, a creator, a builder, a watchmaker capable of work of unimaginable intricacy and perfection. That God had made men and women as well, from dust and spit and the breath of life. In time the Christian faith would continue the thought, with Jesus as the son of a carpenter, another craftsman.

Marduk was a god of thunder and lightning (clearly an idea that had legs). Where men made his likeness he was shown sometimes as a farmer, a sower of fruitful seeds, at other times as a warrior aboard a wheeled vehicle like a chariot. Later his name was changed, to Bel, or Baal, which means ‘Lord’.

Found in three pieces by Swiss Egyptologist Gustave Jéquier during the 1901 excavation of the ruins of the city of Susa, 160 miles or so east of the Tigris River in Iran, the so-called Hammurabi stele is on display now in the Louvre. It had been carried away, out of Babylon, in the twelfth century BC as spoils of war by Shutruk-Nakhunte, King of the Elamites, but through all its years and travels it has pointed the way. Hammurabi’s 282 laws, known as the Code of Hammurabi, run to almost 4,000 lines of text in cuneiform script. Surely he ran his fingertips over the shining surface of the dolerite and knew that he had done right by his gods and by his people. Men and women, free and bond, might read the law for themselves and thereby be assured of justice:


Let the oppressed man who has a cause,

Come into the presence of my statue,

And read carefully my inscribed stele.



The code specifies two sexes – male and female – and three classes – superior people (free people who owned property), commoners (free people who did not) and slaves – and makes clear the different compensations owing for harm to each. Rights and rules concerning marriage and divorce, and procedures for trade, are graven in stone alongside details of crimes and punishments. Hammurabi’s stele has on it the oldest manifestation of lex talionis, the law of retaliation, which demands the likes of an eye for an eye:


If a superior man should blind the eye of another superior man, they shall blind his eye … If he should blind the eye of a commoner … he shall weigh and deliver 60 shekels of silver. If he should blind the eye of a slave of a superior man … he shall weigh and deliver half of the slave’s value.



A doctor should charge a superior man 10 silver shekels for treating a severe injury, but only 5 to a commoner and 2 to a slave. If a superior man died under the doctor’s care, that doctor should have his hands cut off. If a commoner or slave died, the doctor should only pay a fine.

There had been legal codes before. Archaeologists have found written laws by older Sumerian kings – the Code of Ur-Nammu, builder of the greatest ziggurat, and that of Lipit-Ishtar – but the dolerite stele of Hammurabi towers over all. For a thousand years his laws were copied and taken up by other nations, testament to their authority and worth.

Hammurabi did not – and did not claim – that he himself had invented the wisdom he had ordered carved into his stele. On the contrary he had only collated and displayed, for all to see and to know, the eternal, immutable laws handed down from on high. The right way to be was pre-existing, unquestionable, as old as time. As far back as the time of the kings of Babylon 4,000 and more years ago it was being declared that the law that men and women must obey was a universal constant, pre-ordained. Humanity could not be trusted, could not trust itself, to decide how to behave; only gods had such wisdom. The path to power of those claiming they can talk to a god, intercede on behalf of their fellows, is already well worn by the time of Hammurabi.

If there ever was an age when all men and women considered themselves equal, it was past by the coming of the first civilizations of Mesopotamia. The Code of Hammurabi, which was not the first list of laws for men and women to live by, made clear there was a rigid hierarchy. Just like the ziggurat, the many at the base of civilized society would bear the weight of the superior, property-owning few at the top, the slaves carrying the heaviest burden of all. Men and women were not equal either, or not of equal value when it came to crime and punishment:


If a superior man should break the bone of another superior man, they shall break his bone.

If he should blind the eye of a commoner, or break the bone of a commoner, he shall weigh and deliver 60 shekels of silver.

If a man should strike a superior woman so that she lose her unborn child, he shall pay 10 shekels for her loss.

If that woman should die, they shall kill his daughter.



Wounded men of superior class would see their male assailant suffer the same injury as that done to themselves. The hurt would demand equal hurt in return. But where a man killed a woman, even a superior woman, he was to be left physically unharmed because the crime was deemed less serious. His daughter, also his property, would be destroyed instead.

Civilization came at a cost. The mass of men and women had accepted (or had to accept) there would be ceaseless toil in return for the benefits of permanent homes, streets to walk on, food for themselves and for their families. The gods had said that it was so, and who could argue with a god? Property was owned by the few. Those without property were beholden to landlords and so worked for them in order to pay their way. Slaves had fewer freedoms still. Each man, each woman was required to accept his or her place in the scheme, for the collective good. After all, the rules governing civilization had not been set down by men, but by invisible gods. If the gods had ordained the hierarchy, then so be it.

What was accepted then is accepted now. The civilizations that have functioned over the longest time are those in which the vast majority of individuals play the game by timeless rules they did not set for themselves but accept as ‘self-evident’. Western civilization, holding chaos at bay, is fundamentally Judeo-Christian. Even after 2,000 years the foundations are the same. Communism was meant to replace the old ways, establish new values, but lasted only a lifetime and raised the greatest ziggurat of human corpses the world has yet seen. Useful values that work as rules of a game and that improve the lot of as many people as possible are agonizingly hard to come by.

That Judeo-Christian system was founded on the rules of the Old Testament; and rules set by Moses centuries later, that are there too in Deuteronomy and then referenced by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount centuries later still, suggest those authors knew about and accepted laws set in stone by Hammurabi:


And thine eye shall not pity; but life shall go for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.

(Deuteronomy 19:21)

Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth …

(Matthew 5:38)



All of this continuity and copying and remembering connects our world of the twenty-first century to a moment in time more than thirty-seven centuries ago, when an ambitious king of Babylon stood in the shadow of a stone he had ordered to be made. No doubt he believed he might benefit personally from having as many people as possible submit to their place in the scheme of things – a scheme that had him atop the highest step of the ziggurat. But even such a man as he knew better, it seems, than to contemplate thinking up his own laws, starting from scratch. Instead he looked to what had worked in the past, what had worked before and would surely work again. Power, like the law, had not originated from within himself; rather he had acquired and turned to his advantage something that had existed before and that would pass to another after he was gone.

After thirty-seven centuries, in his book A Story Like the Wind, the South African writer and philosopher Laurens van der Post would pin down the truth of the eternal nature of the story – how the story was always there and will go on without us: ‘The story is like the wind. It comes from a far-off place and we feel it.’




3.

Rekhmire and the office job

This is not a history of the world, it is a story of the world. The history of the world interests me less. I want a story I can remember from beginning to end; a set of hand holds on a wall, or rungs on a ladder. I want to lie in bed at night with my eyes closed and imagine snaking my way up this narrative from start to finish. I want a version of events I can memorize and recite like a party trick or one of Enheduanna’s poems.

For all the poetry of Enheduanna and all the self-righteousness of Hammurabi and his laws, writing was more likely started by those inclined to be, or coerced into being, bean counters. The first marks pressed into clay were surely counts of crops and cattle, statements of accounts. It was no ancient Justinian, Wordsworth or Austen who first, as it were, put pen to paper. Rather it was someone keeping track of wealth, keeping count of what was owned and owed. We do not know who discovered the trick. Someone in Sumer, in Babylon or elsewhere in Mesopotamia found that marks made in wet clay stayed put when it dried. Rather than remember a number or a deal, it could be created in the world and so made real. A spoken agreement might be challenged or denied later on, but what had been made permanent on a hand-sized slice of clay, for all to see, was proof of the fact, admissible in court. Rather than trust a messenger to remember the details while he travelled, let him carry a note of it instead and hand that over on meeting the client. Once shown to work, writing was perfect for anyone on the make. For every Enheduanna and Hammurabi preserving profound thoughts, there must have been a thousand pen-pushers and desk jockeys keeping the books.

Rekhmire was the governor of Thebes and also vizier to Thutmose III, and then his son Amenhotep II, pharaohs of the Eighteenth Dynasty of the New Kingdom during the second half of the second millennium BC. A vizier was a pharaoh’s most senior adviser, trusted, rich and powerful in his own right. The word itself has complicated roots that twist and turn through Turkish vezir and Arabic wazir, both of which are like viceroy and describe one who bears the burden of office. Some etymologists have suggested the word follows in the train of katib, which is Arabic for a writer, so that viziers were literate first and foremost.

Katib … wazir … vezir … vizier … call him what you will, Rekhmire was employed to keep an eye, likely both eyes, on the money. Here is what truly inspired writing, the invention that changed the world and made history possible. Not a hymn praising a goddess, nor a set of laws to be obeyed, not even an epic for a hero king like Gilgamesh, just the dull necessity of keeping accounts. A pharaoh might have enjoyed reading about how great he was but it mattered more for him to know how rich.

In older days, millennia before Thutmose and Amenhotep, Egypt was two kingdoms, an Upper in the south and a Lower in the north. Around 3200 BC Menes, a great king of Upper Egypt, waged war and achieved dominance over the Lower Kingdom. From then on Egypt was one, a sinuous ribbon of a place strung out along both banks of the Nile that was its artery, and home to a civilization that would last 3,000 years. Menes and his successors were kings. Back then ‘pharaoh’ was the word to describe the location of the royal court; only in the centuries of the New Kingdom, the time of Thutmose and those who came after, did it mean the king himself. The heart was at Memphis in the north first of all, where the river became an estuary, a single artery harrowed into threads seabound, and only later sited at Thebes, in the south. The fates of all, from highest to lowest, depended on the Nile. Every Egyptian knew their king was responsible for the fertility of the land – that the rising and falling of the river was his gift to give. That belief, in that place, gave life to something that had not existed before. In Ur, in Uruk, in Babylonia and elsewhere leaders, kings, were men. Around and above them, invisible and all powerful, were gods. Gilgamesh had sought something more – eternal life – but his adventures had taught him in the end that such a prize was for gods alone. In Egypt, kings like Menes wedded themselves to the river, to life itself, until two were one. An early depiction of Menes has him digging a ditch through which life-giving water might flow.

In the moment that matters, an entrance is being blocked and concealed. It is the way into Rekhmire’s tomb in the city of the dead that is Sheikh Abd el-Qurna on the west bank of the Nile, at Thebes. Egyptologists call it a tomb but Rekhmire’s body was not interred inside. His mortal remains were stowed elsewhere, and the space borrowed from the rock at Sheikh Abd el-Qurna kept hidden something else entirely. The tomb is shaped like the letter T, with the entrance opening into the middle of the top stroke, so that a long narrow hall, or chamber, stretches beyond, straight ahead, while two sides of a vestibule are either side, left and right. The moment is the quenching of the light before the scraping of stone on stone and the beginning of the long reign of darkness. As the long, angular shadow grows it falls across and smothers, like blackest lacquer spilled, a host of characters, all the ghosts that will inhabit the space now that men are gone. The walls and ceilings are covered with brightly coloured, skilfully executed scenes and texts describing Rekhmire and his family, but most importantly his duties as vizier, the honours awarded to him and also details about what was owed and paid to the pharaoh by his own people and those of neighbouring states. There is a depiction of the ritual called Opening the Mouth, whereby a statue’s mouth was ‘opened’ to ensure Rekhmire would eat and drink in the afterlife. Nearby are scenes, snapshots, of the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, a ritual celebration of the dead involving lavishly appointed boats on the Nile and conveying hopes for the revival of the departed in the next world. It is all colour and life, in total some 300 square yards of stories in pictures and text, but destined and doomed to an eternity of darkness.

All around are illustrations of what was the pharaoh’s due, and what Rekhmire had been responsible for collecting: incense trees from the people of Punt, and also baboons, monkeys and animal skins … more baboons, dogs, giraffes, leopards and monkeys from the people of Kush, as well as gold and ivory … pots, carts and weapons from Syria, along with horses, a bear and an elephant … The demanded wealth seems endless. On other walls are scenes of tribute from Egyptians of the Lower Nile, and on the Mediterranean coast. Elsewhere the vizier oversees the preparation and offering of food for the temple complex at Karnak, or there is the work of the craftsmen who were at his command – carpenters, decorators and goldsmiths, masons and sculptors. Other scenes show fishers, hunters and winemakers.

Collectively the paintings and text are known as the Installation of the Vizier and provide the most detailed description yet discovered of the role of such a man. What was buried in that moment of the closing and sealing of Rekhmire’s ‘tomb’ (or rather fixed in place like a cuneiform mark on clay or hieroglyph etched on stone) was the inevitability of death and taxes. Everyone thinks of the pyramids and the rest of the great public works raised across the kingdom as Egypt’s greatest memorial, and so they may be. The most conspicuous, like Karnak and Cheops, were already ancient by the time of Rekhmire, and Thutmose and Amenhotep, and they were the inheritors and beneficiaries of lessons learned by others of their sort and long before. The greatest of the building projects were made possible by the mustering and organization of people and resources on a scale hitherto unprecedented. Thousands of slaves and entire regiments of soldiers were marshalled and deployed, for year after year, for the cutting and hauling of the blocks that made the Great Pyramid. They were fed with mountains of food and lakes of water and wine accounted for and efficiently distributed. It was, all of it, a feat of organization and logistics made possible only by the work of another army – an army of scribes, literate, numerate office workers and bureaucrats trained in a special school at Thebes and employed across the kingdom. Texts survive describing the qualities expected in a good scribe: shrewd and cautious judgement; self-control; conscientious study and respect for those higher in the chain of command. Demanded above all else was demonstrable regard for the absolute sanctity of weights and measures, and respect for private property and legal forms. Only with such skills, carefully applied, were pyramids raised into the sky, whole cities carved from the living rock.

Those bureaucrats, that entire bureaucracy, was what made Egypt … Egypt. As well as for the building of public works, the mass of the population had to be organized around the business of growing the food upon which the elites depended. A mostly peasant population bent its collective back throughout the year in fields growing barley, emmer (a kind of wheat) and vegetables. Egypt was made fertile by the Nile but its fields were the work of men and women; so too the canals and irrigation ditches that canalized the water. All such labour was planned and organized by scribes; so too the collection and distribution of the harvest. In the kingdom of the Nile, the king – pharaoh – was life itself. He was not subject to the gods, like kings elsewhere; rather he was god. He was raised above all men, and the structure that held him so high was made of bureaucrats.




4.

Cappadocia and the invisible magic of money

The end, at least some of the end, is in the beginning. Powerful ideas occurred to our sort early on. Even at the daybreak of civilization, when the foundations of the first cities were still to be laid, synapses crackled in ancestors’ brains and conjured into being concepts that would last for ever.

Scattered across the islands of the Yap archipelago in the western Pacific Ocean are thousands of doughnut-shaped stones. They are carved from calcite, a kind of crystallized limestone, and the Yapese call them rai. They come in all sizes. Some are small – just an inch or so in diameter – but many are huge: the biggest is more than 12 feet across and weighs as much as several parked cars. They are found all over – by trackways, in clearings, in the middle of villages. For the people of Yap, the stones have functioned as money.

No source of calcite exists on the Yap islands. A millennium and a half ago – and perhaps longer, no one knows for sure – the locals began travelling to the nearest source, on the island of Palau, nearly 300 miles away across the ocean. Maybe some Yapese fishermen were blown there during a storm long ago, and made the discovery by accident – again, no one is certain. Other sources of calcite were identified and exploited on other islands even further away, but most was obtained from Palau. After quarrying and carving, and with a hole drilled through the centre for the purpose of lifting and manoeuvring them, they were loaded on to rafts and canoes and taken back to Yap. Imagine! A stone doughnut weighing tons and suspended between enough canoes to keep it above the waves and transported 300 miles across open ocean. Once set in position, a giant rai was never moved again. There was no need.

For the everyday things of life, the Yapese used simple bartering – you give me ten chickens and I will give you this knife. For larger, more expensive transactions, the stones came into play. Let us say a young woman was to be married. If the prospective husband’s family owned a rai, he might offer it as the bride price. If the deal was acceptable, ownership of the rai transferred to the family of the father of the bride. The rai stayed where it was, where it had always been – by the track, in the clearing, wherever – but now everyone knew it had a new owner, and why. If a warrior died in battle and his family wanted to recover his body from whoever had killed him and retained it as a trophy of war, they would have to pay for it. Again, for such a significant transaction, only the exchange of a rai would do.

There was value invested in each rai in the form of its unique story. For a start there were the details of its making, followed by all the effort and danger involved in bringing it to Yap from Palau, or wherever it had been quarried and carved. Then there would be the endlessly growing story made of its owners – how and why it came to be exchanged each time. The older the stone, the longer and more interesting its story, the greater its value. If a stone had been used to facilitate a marriage that was especially happy or that produced many children, this would add to its desirability. On taking possession of a rai, the new owner would learn its story and also become part of it. Unmoving and permanent as a mountain, a giant rai was a focus for attention, a fixed point around which much else might revolve.

Archaeologists think the Yapese have been using giant, immovable stones in this way since at least AD 500. The concept involved is not just sophisticated, it is also startlingly similar to some of what gives value to the most modern form of money we have, the so-called ‘cryptocurrencies’ of the twenty-first century. A currency like bitcoin depends in part upon what is called a distributed ledger. On account of the ledger every interested party can see the valuable item, everyone can see the history of all transactions, but no one has to touch the bitcoin and it never moves in any real sense. It used to be yours, now it is mine, and everyone in the bitcoin community sees this, knows this and accepts this is true.

The investment of value in a rai is also inherent in our use of everyday bank accounts. When you are paid at the end of the month, you are not usually handed an envelope full of notes and coins any more. Instead what happens in most cases is that a number, in a computer in your bank, changes to register the fact you have been paid by your employer. When you then pay your mobile phone bill or buy some groceries, that figure changes again and a new figure is also generated in the computer in the bank of your service provider, or of the supermarket. Less for you, more for them. At no point does anyone have to see, far less touch, any real money. No one needs to.

On Yap there is an old story of a rai that was being brought to the islands in the usual way. Many miles from land there was a storm and, in order to save their lives, the men in the canoes had to cut loose the stone they were transporting. It sank to the bottom of the ocean, never to be seen again. When they reached land they told everyone what had happened. The story was accepted and the value of the rai was neither questioned nor diminished. It was on the seabed but it was still a rai and it was exchanged ever after like all the rest. As far as some were concerned, it had the best story of all and so was the most valuable.

When European colonists first encountered the native peoples of North America, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they found them using strings of polished shells for a variety of purposes. Some told stories from the tribes’ histories, some recorded treaties struck between them. Others were used as currency, for exchange. The strings of shells were called wampum, and like rai, silver and gold they were, ultimately, proof of work. Usually fashioned by women, the wampum required first of all the collection of whelk and clam shells from the seashore. These were ground down and shaped into uniform cylindrical shapes that were then pierced through with wooden drills tipped with quartz, so they could be strung together to make regular patterns of alternating light and dark beads that were polished with fine sands until they shone. In the early days of the colonies, gold was hard to come by. Either it was squirrelled away or had been sent back to the old country to pay for vital supplies. Left with no other option, the colonists had to use wampum for trade with the locals and among themselves. All worked well enough, for decades, until they imported the means to mass-produce the beads, at which point the value of wampum dropped through the floor. The beads the colonists were making stayed in circulation while the handmade originals, deemed more desirable and more valuable, were stored away. An early version of quantitative easing – like printing cheap banknotes – had prompted a loss of confidence in the currency. The new beads implied no proof of work, and so were worthless.

Our ancestors arrived at this understanding of money – of the essential, invisible value of money – a long time ago. A commodity like silver, a precious metal, was and is hard to come by. Some occurs naturally in pure nuggets, called native silver, but most appears as a constituent element of an ore, bonded with base metals like lead and zinc. Such ore must be ground down to powder and then heated to a temperature close to 1,000°C before the silver will part company with the rest. As long ago as 4000 BC some version of this process was being used in Asia Minor.

By 2000 BC, people in Cappadocia, a part of Asia Minor where silver ore was relatively plentiful, were using bars of silver as currency, as money. At the crucial moment in the story of the world, it occurs to a member of a community there that they do not, each of them, need to carry the heavy metal around on their persons. When it comes to making exchanges, trading for things they need and want, they do not need to pass the silver bars from one person to another. It need never change hands in any physical sense. All that was needed was knowledge of how much silver each man owned. Better if everyone left the silver in the same safe place. Since each knew how much silver he owned at any given moment, he did not have to see it any more, far less hold it. He could even carry, if he wanted to, a note of how much he owned on a tablet of dried clay. This realization was also a revelation that would matter, into the future, in many ways.

Silver is valuable not just because it shines and may be used for making pretty things. Silver, like gold, is valuable because it is proof of work. An ingot of silver is the product of hard work – finding the ore, mining the ore, smashing and grinding it into powder, sweating over it while the heat of a furnace coaxes the precious metal away from the base, labouring over it to shape the molten silver into bars of equal size. All of that effort is fixed there in the silver. Gold and silver are also easily stored. A herd of cattle is valuable, but think of the space required for keeping them (compared to the space needed for the quantity of silver or gold of equal value), the food they must eat and the water they must drink. Gold and silver can easily be divided into units – in the case of gold, right down to single grains. Try dividing a cow while still retaining the value of the whole, living animal and see how far you get.

Silver and gold are all of those things – proof of work, beautiful and desirable, easily and cheaply stored, easily divided. What happened in that moment in ancient Cappadocia was even more important
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