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  This book is dedicated to my beloved wife Marcella, who has travelled with me on the journeys related in this book and through life.




  

    Here is her name in Minoan Linear A script.
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  1




  AN ADVENTURE ON CRETE




  I was gazing north from the balcony of our hotel, the glowing lights of the town huddled at my feet. Far below, the Aegean stretched away through the night towards a lost

  horizon. Somewhere out there in the open sea lay the ancient, ruined island of Thera. What I did not know, as I turned and made my way back into the room, was that hidden beneath that island was a

  secret that was thousands of years old, a secret that would revolutionise my view of history. All of my ideas about history and world exploration were about to be turned upside down.




  My wife Marcella and I had been looking forward to a quiet, contemplative Christmas, shut off from the world. After researching material for a new book I was dog-tired, so we decided to take a

  short break on the island of Crete. We would travel via Athens, one of our favourite places on earth. No more mobiles or email: we’d spend Christmas by candlelight in a former Byzantine

  monastery. Or so we thought. Our cosy dream of long walks through the classical ruins, followed by a week of Spartan simplicity in the mountains of Crete, was shattered when we arrived in Athens to

  find a mini riot in progress, right outside the hotel. In front of us protesting mobs of people milled around, shouting, waving placards and overturning cars. Police – bearing guns and

  wearing riot gear – stood menacingly in front of them.




  So we took ourselves straight off to Crete, finding another spot, idyllic in its own way: a small hotel in the comfortable old Venetian port of Rethymno, in the north. Our first two days were

  marked by torrential downpours of rain. Then on Christmas Eve the rain lifted. A few rays of sun turned into a soft mellow morning that beckoned us to explore beyond the

  snow-capped mountains we could see from our balcony. What we found that day put any thoughts of quiet, and of rest, out of the question: the discovery would set me on a determined hunt for

  knowledge around the globe.




  We set out on a drive. In places, the narrow roads were more like fords, running with the past two days’ rain. As we drove rather gingerly through a muddy series of pretty villages, we

  could see that grapes still hung on the vine. The roadsides were carpeted with yellow clover and the fig trees still had their deep green leaves, even at Christmas. Crete is an incredibly fertile

  island. As we left one rickety village, we saw two men drag a pig across the road and string it up between two ladders, ready for slaughter. After a journey along winding roads, often blocked by

  herds of black and white goats, their bells tinkling to ward off snakes, we pitched up at our destination, picked that morning at random: the ancient palace of Phaestos.




  Myth has it that the city of Phaestos was founded by one of the sons of the legendary hero Hercules. It certainly looks majestic. The ruined palace complex unfolds like a great white plate on a

  deep green backcloth of pine forest to the south of the island. The ancient Greeks believed that this was one of the cities founded by the great King Minos, a mythological figure who reigned over

  Crete generations before the Trojan War. As we began to explore the ruins we quickly discovered that the symbol of Minos’ royalty was the labrys, or double axe, a formidable ceremonial

  weapon shaped like a waxing and waning moon, set back to back. The other symbol of Minos’ immense power was the terrifying image of a rampant bull.




  We stepped out on to a ruin that was staggering. Phaestos is vast: bigger than the Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne’s royal palace at Aachen, and at least three times the size of

  London’s Buckingham Palace. Its powerful but simple architecture is flawlessly constructed in elegant cut stone and it is laid out in what appears to be a harmonious plan. Wide, open

  staircases lead from the Theatre to the Bull Ring to the Royal Palace, and from there to smooth stone platforms that allow views of the ring of mountains beyond, the green plain

  sloping away to the distant sea. The overall effect was one of lightness and air. As the sun danced off the pools and courtyards, reflecting the azure sky, the whole site seemed like a mirage

  floating between heaven and earth. The serenity and scale of the place reminded us both instantly of the same thing: the monumental architecture of Egypt.




  One other fact immediately gripped us. Like Knossos, its perhaps more famous sister complex further northeast of us, the palace at Phaestos is ancient, older by far than the magnificent

  Parthenon in Athens, built c.450 BC when classical Greece was at its height – the people of Phaestos had lived in luxury and comfort more than a millennium before

  that. The palace is as venerable as the Old Kingdom of the pharaohs of Egypt and as ancient as the great pyramids of Giza. The site had been inhabited, we discovered, since 4000 BC.




  This came as a real surprise to me. How was it that I had heard so little of this extraordinary but relatively obscure palace, whose beauty rivalled that of India’s Taj Mahal? What did I

  really know about the people who had built it: the people who are known as ‘the Minoans’? As we walked across the baking hot palace court, we realised that while most Europeans were

  still living in primitive huts, the ancient Minoans were building palaces with paved streets, baths and functioning sewers. Unparalleled for its age, the Minoans’ advanced engineering

  knowledge gave them a sophisticated lifestyle that put other contemporary ‘civilisations’ in the shade: they had intricate water-piping systems, water-tight drains, advanced airflow

  management and even earthquake-resistant walls.




  We climbed a huge ceremonial stair, the steps slightly slanted to allow rainwater to run off. At the end of a narrow corridor we suddenly found ourselves in an alabaster-lined room. Here, a

  lightwell struck sunbeams off the silent walls. These rooms, once several storeys high, were known as the Queen’s apartments, we were told. Phaestos’ rulers enjoyed stunning marble

  walls in their palaces: the people lived healthy and refined lives in well-built stone houses. Secure granaries kept wheat and millet safe from rats and mice and reservoirs held

  water all year round. The inhabitants enjoyed warm baths and showers – the men and women bathed separately – while their toilets had running water. Cut stone, expertly placed, lined the

  aqueducts that brought hot and cold water from the natural warm and cold springs which surrounded the palace. Terracotta pipes, built in interlocking sections, provided a constant supply of water,

  probably pumped via a system of hydraulics. All in all, what we saw before us was a more advanced way of living than in contemporary Old Kingdom Egypt, Vedic India or Shang China.




  We duly bought Professor Stylianos Alexiou’s book, Minoan Civilization, for seven euros. As we looked through the text it became evident that in ancient times, as now, Crete was an

  island of magnetic attraction, the sort of place storytellers and poets would speak of with awe. This reverence had inspired potent legends, both about the place and the people who lived there. The

  head of the gods, Zeus, was said to have been born and died on Crete and it was here that another god, Dionysus, allegedly invented wine. In fact a large number of the ancient Greek myths I had

  learned at school had actually originated on Crete – their power so great that the tales have lasted for millennia. Epic sagas like those spun by the Greek poet Homer in the 8th century

  BC had been told at family firesides for centuries before that. In Book 19 of his Odyssey, Homer writes reverently about Knossos as a fabulous city lost in legend.

  After reading a little bit more about the Minoan civilisation, I realised that he was absolutely right.
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    Swallow


  




  This remarkable civilisation did not confine itself to Crete. Like the swallows we could see flying over our heads, the Minoans were seasoned summer travellers. In fact, the

  guide told us, Old Kingdom Egyptian frescoes showing diplomatic envoys from the Keftiu – as the ancient Egyptians called the peoples from Crete – decorate the tombs of dignitaries from

  the time of Thutmose III, in the 18th Dynasty. They were carrying ritual vases for pouring oils. That meant that from around 1425 BC there would have been

  Minoan travellers in Egypt: a pretty staggering idea. I wondered idly if these intrepid ancients had inspired some of the age-old Greek mythical epics: tales of Jason sailing the seas with the

  Argonauts, or of Odysseus’ full decade of seafaring and dodging dangers before he returned home to his loyal wife Penelope.




  I began my own Odyssey more than twenty years ago. It started with the discovery of a little-known Venetian map. Zuane Pizzigano’s carefully drawn 15th-century chart showed both Europe and

  the supposedly undiscovered islands of Puerto Rico and Guadeloupe. Medieval history had become a consuming interest for me and that chance find eventually led me to believe that the history of the

  world – specifically the history of mankind’s navigation of its seas – would have to be radically rewritten. Pizzigano’s map was drawn in 1421 – and that’s what

  I called my first book.




  I found that the Portuguese who had embarked on Europe’s restless voyages of discovery, uncovering the partly cloaked face of the globe, were themselves relying on much older maps. This

  begged an obvious enough question: who drew them? The trail of evidence led me to the other side of the world, to a people we have long admired for their ingenuity and wisdom. There was only one

  nation at the time, I realised, which had the material resources and, most crucially, the ships to embark on an adventure of such ambition: China. The Chinese had circumnavigated the globe a

  century before Magellan, I argued. They had discovered America – and had reached Australia 350 years before Britain’s Captain Cook. To a former sea captain, Pizzigano’s

  extraordinary chart held a hidden message, like a codex waiting to be uncovered. Although it was pure luck that I had found it at all, that first clue led me all over Europe and then beyond, to

  Asia, on a true voyage of discovery.
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  Here I was again, this time in Crete, fascinated by a civilisation that appeared to have such depth, that must have been so important to the world, and yet was so little

  understood. In comparison to the impressive body of knowledge the world has accumulated about the lives of the ancient Egyptians, it seemed almost as if there was a giant

  conspiracy to keep the exotic, vibrant Minoan culture secret. On one level, I had already vaguely known about the remarkable archaeology of Crete. The brightness and brilliance of the culture that

  had produced it – of that I had simply no idea. The fact was that these fun-loving ancients – who lived so well, who went diving with porpoises and whose athletic young men leapt over

  bulls’ backs – had also made some of the finest jewellery ever seen. And they had painted frescoes to rival the best the European Renaissance was to offer. All of this had completely

  escaped me. As if to rub in the irony of this yawning gap in my knowledge, I was not entirely new to Crete.




  When I joined the Navy in the 1950s, Great Britain was still a world power. So in my early life as a sailor I had travelled with great fleets to sea bases all over the world – from the

  Americas to Australasia and China. In 1958, as a junior watch-keeping officer, I was on gun patrol around Crete’s neighbour island of Cyprus; our mission was to prevent weapons being smuggled

  in by terrorists. The EOKA Greek Cypriot nationalists were fighting against British rule, and we were kept remorselessly busy. When HMS Diamond was given a week’s leave on nearby Crete

  we anchored in Souda Bay and paid our respects to the fallen, at the magnificent Second World War memorial.




  Crete, placed strategically between Europe, Africa and Asia, is a rectangular island that measures 155 miles (or 250 kilometres) from east to west and between 7 and 37 miles north to south.

  During the Second World War HMS Orion, a cruiser which my father later commanded, lost hundreds of men here to attacks from German fighter bombers. The island is a strategic prize and has

  been fought over for thousands of years. First of all the Mycenaeans, a people from what is now the Greek mainland, seem to have displaced the Minoans. Then the Greeks battled the Romans; the

  Byzantines fought the Venetians; the Venetians gave way to the Ottomans; and the Ottomans were ejected by the Cretans. Finally, the Germans and the Allies each fought desperately

  for Crete, both sides acting with exemplary courage and barbaric ferocity. Even today there is a NATO port and a joint Greek/US airbase at Souda Bay.




  We marched up a disused railway track, which in spring was a carpet of glorious wild flowers. After the incessant rain of Cyprus the countryside made a vivid impression on us: the island’s

  fertile plains are warmed by Mediterranean sunshine for nine months a year. That night fifty years ago a local farmer allowed us to camp in his field. He provided a lamb and a barrel of local

  Cretan wine; we built a fire and had a traditional sailor’s sing-song. Cook Mifsud played the hurdy-gurdy; Chief Steward Vassalo recited poetry. Later, the farmer’s charming daughter,

  Maria, took me on a walk. She wanted to show me a ruined stone city, which she said was close by. ‘It is very old,’ she told me. ‘More than 2,000 years old – the other way

  in time.’




  What she meant was that the site dated from 2,000 years before Christ.




  That seemed extraordinary to me. I dimly remembered from my schoolboy studies that the heyday of ancient Greece had been some 1,500 years later than that, at around 500 BC. Much later on in life

  I worked out that Maria and I must have walked to Archanes, a village which may have been the summer retreat for those Minoans who lived sumptuously at Knossos. But as the next two months were a

  whirl of anchoring off remote islands, swimming with the local girls and absorbing as much of the local culture and the dópio krasi, or local Marisini wine, as we could find, I had

  soon forgotten about an abstract-sounding series of ancient dates.




  Nowhere I was again, with our oak-coloured local guide insisting, as Maria had before him, that the civilisation behind his tiny island had been as important to the world as that of the

  Egyptians. What if they were both right?




  It was a local businessman and amateur archaeologist, Minos Kalokairinos, a namesake of the fabled King Minos, who discovered the first and most famous of the ancient palaces

  of Crete – Knossos – in 1878. Kalokairinos initially uncovered a large storeyard containing pithoi – huge, almost man-height vessels used to store olive

  oil. At a time when archaeology was in its infancy, Kalokairinos had brought up find after find, wonders that had been buried for centuries in the dark earth. Unfortunately for him, some local

  landowners stepped in and stopped his work. When the German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann, the excavator of Troy and Mycenae, attempted to purchase the ‘Kefala hill’ he was put off

  by what he thought was an exorbitant price. Then in 1894 the pioneering British archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans heard about what was happening and applied for a licence, investing profits from his

  family’s paper mill to win the right to excavate. The ruins Evans extracted from Crete’s baked earth were those of a palace whose magnificence could scarcely be imagined.




  Discoveries of other ancient palaces, towns and ports would follow that of Knossos over the course of the next century. Evans seemed to have uncovered an entire ancient civilisation; an

  entrancing race with an advanced and exotic culture. He dubbed them ‘the Minoans’. Why had he opted for that name? Like others before him, Evans was seduced by the power of Greek

  myth.




  Before 1900, when Evans began to uncover the spectacular palace, our only real knowledge of this ancient civilisation came from the extraordinary substratum of myth that surrounds the island, as

  well as the awed references to it by classical poets. By ancient Cretan tradition, the peak of Mount Juktas, which dominates the skyline looking south from Knossos, is said to hold the imprint of

  the upturned face of the mighty Zeus. It is as if he is buried there and supports the island with his slumbering body. Famously, the mythical home of the controlling ruler, King Minos, contained a

  vast underground labyrinth. The formidable Minos had been the patron of the great inventor, Daedalus – and, more alarmingly, according to legend, was the tyrant who exacted human tribute from

  the Athenian mainland. Within the labyrinth the King Minos of myth kept the terrifying Minotaur, a half-bull, half-man monster. Every year, Minos demanded youths from Athens as

  tribute and imprisoned them in the labyrinth for the beast to feed upon.




  As Evans was excavating at Knossos one of the workmen gave a terrified cry. The myth was surfacing from the dust. He had found a ‘black devil’, he shouted, shying away in horror from

  the object he had plucked out from the soil. In fact what he had uncovered was a remarkable, red-eyed bust of a bull’s head – a sculpture of monumental power and menace, crowned by a

  huge set of horns. The sculpture was detailed, lifelike. It is said that when they pulled it from its ancient resting place, the bull’s fierce eyes moved in their sockets. As they dug deeper,

  Evans and his team were amazed to discover that this beautiful hilltop palace did seem to have at its heart a genuine labyrinth – a maze of deep, underground tunnels – buried beneath

  it. Frescoes showing charging bulls added to the archaeologist’s growing conviction: all of the evidence suggested that the people here had worshipped a bull god.




  Thirty years earlier, Evans’ fellow archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann had shocked the world when he had dramatically declared that he had ‘gazed upon the face of Agamemnon’. He

  had been excavating at the citadel of Mycenae, while in search of the legendary heroes of the TrojanWar. The claim that the German had found the actual body of the heroic figure of legend gave

  weight to a compelling idea – that the much loved ancient texts of Virgil’s Aeneid and Homer’s Iliad, if not literally true, had a strong basis in reality. A

  romantic, Arthur Evans was convinced that he had done the same thing for ancient Greek myth that Schliemann had done for Virgil and Homer’s epics. He firmly believed that he had found the

  true home of the mythical King Minos and his evil Minotaur.




  [image: ]




  Legend may have surrounded the island, but it was a very real people that Evans had plucked from the ancient shadows; a people who at their peak of prosperity around 2160 to

  1500 BC had plainly commanded fabulous wealth and power. What was also intriguing was the society’s high level of sophistication – almost modernity. Men and women appear to have been equal. More than that, the Minoans seem to have worshipped a female goddess, as well as the bull.




  Now here I was clutching a booklet that was making the astounding claim that Phaestos was as old as the oldest Egyptian pyramids: the palace was contemporary with the time of the Egyptian Old

  Kingdom (2686–2125 BC). It had been first built in the era of the pharaohs Khufu and Khafre and the Great Pyramid at Giza.




  

    

      

        

          

            THE PALACES




            Few civilisations have been so completely lost to history as that of the Minoans. This is partly because their remarkable palaces were destroyed not once, but twice.

            The principal palace of Knossos was first destroyed by fire around 1700 BC. The new palace built after that was more like an urban complex than a single palace, with parts of it five

            storeys high. It was not only a royal residence, but the heart of religious ceremony and political life on the island. It was also a manufacturing base for exports such as swords and

            pottery. It was a busy place: there were olive and wine presses and grain mills. The need for water was dealt with by an aqueduct that carried water from springs about 6 miles (10

            kilometres) away, at Archanes.




            The magnificent buildings and terraced gardens were grouped around a vast central courtyard, which was used for sacred nocturnal festivals, bull-jumping and torch-lit ecstatic dances,

            as the islanders worshipped their deities. The whole complex stretched out for 5 acres (2 hectares). An ingenious system of bays and light-wells brought cool, dappled light into the

            magnificent, colonnaded palace. They even had window panes, made of thin sheets of translucent alabaster. The buildings’ columns were made from the trunks of

            cypress trees, which were painted red and then mounted on a plinth.




            The double-headed axe, a symbol of the minos, or king, appears on many of its walls. The Greek term for the axe is a labyros, which gives the labyrinth its name. The

            palace, which contained 1,300 rooms, was so complex – such a mass of halls, corridors and chambers with vast underground storage chambers running beneath – that some speculate

            that the dark, oppressive labyrinth of fame and legend was in fact Knossos itself. The second destruction, which was originally thought to be by earthquake, happened around 1450

            BC.




            Life doesn’t appear to have been too grim for the ordinary Minoan citizen. Heraklion Museum has a ceramic model that depicts delightful rows of cheerful houses in the town below,

            banded with bright colour. They played board games, such as a version of draughts, and barbecued food was prepared outdoors on charcoal braziers. In the countryside the better-off also

            had summer mansions.




            The major palace complexes discovered on Crete to date are at Knossos, Phaestos, Malia and Kato Zakros. Zakros is a fifth of the size of Knossos. Most of the palaces seem to be

            oriented with the landscape. The immense age of the palaces poses a problem with dating them. One dating system is based on the architectural development of the palaces, dividing the

            Minoan period into the Prepalatial, Protopalatial, Neopalatial and Postpalatial periods.


          


        


      


    


  




  There was more. Reading Professor Alexiou’s book I discovered that the remarkable Egyptian sun king Akhenaten had owned many pieces of Minoan pottery and had installed

  them at his palace at Amarna. The implications of this idea halted me in my tracks. The professor, a highly distinguished figure in his field, was saying that the Minoans had

  not only travelled to ancient Egypt: they had even traded with the pharaohs. (See first colour plate section.)




  

    

      

        Fictional representations of Cretans, the famous Keftiu as the Egyptians called them, carrying zoomorphic rhyta (ritual vases for pouring) and other works of art typical

        of the Neo-Palatial period as gifts from Crete, decorate the tombs of dignitaries of the same dynasty. Finally fragments of Post-Palatial [Cretan] pottery [1400– 1100 BC] found in the

        Palace of Amenophis IV or Akhenaten at Amarna (inhabited from 1375 BC) help to determine the beginning of the Post-Palatial era and also the date of the destruction of the palace [of

        Phaestos] since similar pottery was found on its floors.


      


    


  




  Since starting research for my first book, 1421, in 1988, nothing in those twenty years has surprised me more than Professor Alexiou’s evidence of the long-standing

  maritime trade between Crete and Egypt from 1991 BC to 1400 BC. My own thesis had been that the Chinese had been the first navigators of the world,

  in the year 1421– AD!. But evidence of international trading many centuries and more before the birth of Christ put an entirely different perspective on my proposed book about Chinese

  voyages to the Americas. According to solidly researched and established archaeological evidence, the Minoans had travelled far beyond their native shores. What’s more, said our guide

  proudly, the Minoans had achieved another significant ‘first’. They had invented writing. This struck me as unlikely. Hadn’t the Egyptians or the Sumerians got there before

  them?




  When I challenged him, the guide pointed proudly to his handheld notes, covered with slightly crumpled pictures. On his papers you could see a picture of a strange red ceramic plate, covered in

  clear, white markings. It was an enigma, like nothing else I’d ever seen. The symbols didn’t go right to left, or even left to right, like Chinese script. The path of this language, if

  that’s what it was, went round and round, in a labyrinthine circle.




  ‘It’s a mystery: it’s something we cannot understand.’ Our guide traced the symbols with his finger.




  ‘What is it called?’ I asked, truly intrigued.




  ‘The Phaestos Disc,’ he replied. He explained that these impenetrable ancient letters or words could be man’s first linear writing: perhaps they could be better described as

  the first use of printing, given the fact that the symbols were stamped into the clay surface before it was fired, around 1700 BC. Here then was a hidden language; a secret history written in

  ceramic. The disc could be the key to understanding an entire, lost civilisation. But it was totally unintelligible, he said, even to the experts. Looking closely, I could see that the circular

  plate had 241 symbols imprinted on its surface. Some of the pictograms looked just like sticks, or maybe they were a form of basic counting. Others were strange, involved and full of what looked

  like symbolic meaning; images of fish, fruit and even human heads.




  The disc was discovered in a small basement room in 1903, near the depositories of the ‘archive chamber’ in the northeast apartments of the Phaestos palace. A few inches away from it

  lay a tablet known as PH-1, which carried the first discovery of a mysterious Cretan written language. It is now known as ‘Linear A’. Like the disc, it has so far completely eluded

  translation, although the script has since been found on many other objects and artefacts at various sites in Crete. Linear A’s first known use was here at Phaestos, and some experts believe

  that Linear A and the strange pictographic language of the disc are closely related. How extraordinary: to hold the key to a lost civilisation right there in your hands, but to be unable to make

  sense of it. To view the Phaestos disc, please go to the first colour plate section.




  Another overriding thought was troubling me: if the Minoans were so advanced – as educated and artistic as the ancient Egyptians, a civilisation which had invented both writing and

  printing, as well as employing an astonishing realism in art many centuries before classical Greece – why was it that the world knew so little about them? The next, inevitable question was:

  what happened to the Minoans?




  Our guide’s dramatic response to that question was to start me on my new quest. Phaestos, its sister palace-city of Knossos and the other Minoan cities were all

  ‘destroyed in a massive earthquake’, he told us. It seems that this captivating society had abruptly disappeared from view around 1450 BC. Ever since Knossos re-emerged from the fertile

  soil of Crete people have wondered what on earth could have happened to extinguish the life force of those exotic cities of long ago, each with a palace culture so powerful that it inspired the

  enduring myths of the ancient Greeks. Now I too was fired up to find out more.




  ‘Are you sure it was an earthquake?’ we asked the guide. ‘Because it says in this book that the island of Santorini, or ancient Thera, about 90 miles away from here, was

  destroyed at the same time, by a huge volcano.’ We had to follow the trail.




  





  2




  UNDER THE VOLCANO




  Sixty-nine miles north of Crete lay an island in the Aegean Sea that might, we thought, yield the answers to the sudden disappearance of the Minoans. We were off to Santorini:

  known in ancient times as Thera.




  We arrived late at night, exhausted, delayed by strong northerly winds. The Med, usually so calm and peaceful, can catch you out: within six hours of a 30-knot wind, the waves can reach 3 metres

  (10 feet) high. The Meltemi in particular is a violent wind which whips up in summer with little warning, often creating havoc with ships and ferries alike (see map). After that journey, even a

  short taxi ride felt like an expedition. Tired as we were, Marcella and I were excited as we approached our new destination: the Apanemo Hotel, built high on a rocky promontory. Although it was

  dark and we could hardly see a thing, we were finally here, safe, on an island that the world’s first historian, Herodotus, called ‘Kalliste’ or ‘The Most Fair’.




  We awoke the next morning to a marvellous view overlooking the central lagoon, the so-called caldera or ‘cooking pot’, the volcano that had once been Santorini’s molten heart.

  It sits on top of the most active volcanic centre in what is known as the South Aegean Volcanic Arc and we could see the effects of its violent geological past from our colourful Greek-style

  bedroom. The great crater blown out from its middle is spectacular: about 7.5 by 4.3 miles (12 by 7 kilometres) long and surrounded by steep cliffs 300 metres (980 feet) high on three sides. The

  water in the centre of the lagoon is nearly 400 metres (1,300 feet) deep, making it an extraordinarily safe harbour for all kinds of shipping. The islets of the upstart volcanic

  islands, Nea Kameni and Palae Kameni, lay right in front of us, the choppy narrow channel between them churned up by the northerly winds that had plagued us the day before. Far below us, two white

  cruise liners half the size of matchsticks were entering the deep blue of the caldera.




  Today, the island’s shape resembles a giant round black fruit cake with the centre gouged out, leaving a circular rim of inky volcanic soil surrounding the central lagoon. Like the icing

  sugar on a wedding cake, white villages tumble down in terraces and then cling for dear life to the caldera’s circular rim and dramatic cliffs.




  By chance I knew Thera reasonably well but only, as it were, from underneath. In the1960s I was navigator of the submarine HMS Narwhal, attached for two months to the Greek navy, which

  had asked us to take periscope photographs in the caldera.




  A submerged submarine is the same weight as that of the volume of water it displaces. The weight of this volume of water varies with temperature and salinity – the warmer the water, the

  lighter the submarine must become. To maintain neutral buoyancy the submarine’s weight is altered by pumping out or flooding in water. Submarines are sensitive – 455 litres (100

  gallons) of water was all that was required to achieve Narwhal’s correct weight when the submarine was moving slowly. (Though Narwhal displaced 3,000 tons when dived.)




  There are to this day underground springs and volcanic fissures which spew hot water and magma into the base of Thera’s lagoon. We did not know how these would affect the temperature and

  salinity of the lagoon and hence the amount of water we would need to pump out of the submarine as we travelled at periscope depth. Neither were we sure if we had enough pumping capacity to deal

  with the caldera.




  The problem was accentuated because we would move over the hot volcanic springs as we navigated the caldera. That meant that the submarine’s buoyancy could be continuously changing. The

  entrance channel to the lagoon was narrow – wide enough for us, but tight. The narrowest part of the deep entrance to the caldera was some 183 metres (600 feet) wide

  – about the length of a ferry sideways on. However, the channel here was nearly 305 metres (1,000 feet) deep – plenty of room to get underneath passing ferries, so we were reasonably

  relaxed.




  After the reconnaissance, we set off back to Zakinthos for a rendezvous with some Greek girls on the beach at sunset. They were going to show us where turtles came ashore to mate and lay their

  eggs. Then we would dance in the moonlight. That wonderful evening, I have to say, was my most enduring memory of Thera. I’d forgotten about anything else for over forty years.




  All of this was to change. Over a breakfast of honey and rich Greek yoghurt, the hotel owner told us about the extraordinary city that lies beneath modern-day Santorini. It was discovered

  through the determination of one man, the Greek archaeologist Professor Spyridon Marinatos. The professor already knew Crete very well; so well, in fact, that in the 1930s he had made one of the

  island’s most significant finds there, at what is known as the Arkalochori cave. At that site, Marinatos found a priceless hoard of ancient bronze goods and weapons, as well as one of the

  most famous double axes ever discovered on Crete, the impressive bronze votive offering known as the Arkalochori axe. That intrigued me. Bronze weapons must have been highly valuable: why hoard

  them away?




  For years, Marinatos had entertained a hunch that there would be an ancient town on Santorini, of a similar date to those on Crete. Marinatos was an inspired archaeologist, whose long and

  exciting career eventually included excavations at world-famous sites such as Marathon and Thermopylae. He also followed Schliemann and others by undertaking research at the Bronze Age city of

  Mycenae – but discovering Thera was arguably Marinatos’ most inspired moment.




  It was a chance observation that led to Marinatos’ extraordinary discovery. Convention had it that it was an earthquake that had destroyed Crete’s palaces and towns. Yet one day,

  when the professor was excavating a villa, he realised that the entire interior of the house was filled with volcanic pumice. No earthquake could have done that. He was digging

  at Amnisos, a Minoan port town due north of Knossos, which lies due south of ancient Thera and its volcano. Looking with new eyes, Marinatos could also see that blocks of stone had been dragged

  apart, as if by a huge body of water: the pumice, meanwhile, was mixed with beach sand, as if everything had been thrown up in the air together. The prevailing earthquake theory must, he thought,

  be flawed. Looking at the crumbling archaeological material in his hands, Marinatos saw a tale of violence and destruction, but not the sort caused by an earthquake. This kind of devastation, he

  thought, must have come from the sea.




  It also seemed to him that the villa and the surrounding ancient Minoan town had both been destroyed in the course of a few minutes, suffering a sudden and catastrophic fate that was directly

  comparable with the disaster that had befallen the ancient city of Pompeii. The Roman city had been buried by Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, a volcano so powerful that when it

  erupts large areas of southern Europe are choked with suffocating layers of ash.




  Aware that there had been an almighty volcanic eruption on Santorini/Thera c.1450 BC, the archaeologist’s gut instinct told him that something significant – and something from the

  same era as Knossos – could be buried there. It took him decades, but finally he started a dig just outside the modern town of Akrotiri, where we were now staying. His patience was rewarded

  almost straight away when, helped by the advice of a local man who knew the fields, he struck archaeological gold.




  Burrowing through many feet of volcanic pumice is a tricky job – and back-breaking work. But not for Marinatos, apparently. It was as if he were a man possessed. He chose the exact right

  spot, a place where the hardened layer of volcanic pumice thinned to about 5 metres. Like Schliemann at ancient Troy, his hunch had proven itself to be 100 per cent correct. He had discovered an

  abandoned city.
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  After breakfast we sat on a sunny wall and read what the dig director, Professor Christos Doumas, had to say about the volcano and the island of Santorini.

  At one stage the island was called Strongili, ‘The Round One’, but volcanic eruptions have turned its former round, bun-like shape into a croissant. Much later in history, the

  conquering armies of ancient Sparta gave the crescent of islands the name Thera. According to Professor Doumas:




  

    

      

        . . . In the last 400,000 years there have been more than 100 eruptions on this island, each adding a new layer of earth and rock, slowly making the island bigger. The

        last of these truly catastrophic eruptions came 3,600 years ago. . . .


      


    


  




  As we read on, we realised that there was a true miracle – and that Marinatos had found an entire lost city – right beneath our feet. It dated back to at least 1450

  BC, the year it’s thought that the volcano erupted. Logically, that ancient city, now buried under mounds of volcanic ash, must have existed at roughly the same time as the palace of

  Phaestos. This was astounding: two such urbane societies no more than 120 miles (195 kilometres) from one another and thriving during an age we had regarded as plain ‘prehistoric’.




  At this stage, we were strictly tourists – I had no plan to write about Crete, or for that matter Thera; our interest was the pure enjoyment of an ancient enigma. Sadly, today’s

  crowds of eager tourists can’t visit the ruins of the underground world that Marinatos saw. Less than a third of the archaeological site has been excavated and the site is still dangerous,

  given the risk of falls. But we knew from our hotel owner that some of the frescoes unearthed so far have been restored and are in the town museum. We sauntered in the next morning to see them.

  After that moment, all research for my current book would be abandoned, as fascination with this ancient puzzle grew and gripped me.




  The frescoes that had been buried beneath the lava-drowned island of Thera are painted as if drawn from life. Brilliantly coloured, delicate and remarkably lifelike, they

  show a fertile island rich with plants and wildlife. There were people in this ancient painted paradise: beautiful people, who had lived a life of luxury. We had both assumed that 3,000 years ago

  life was a matter of pure survival, not of fun.




  When you think of the Bronze Age you tend to imagine grunting ‘prehistoric’ men and women living in caves, wearing animal skins, clubbing one another and going generally unwashed.

  Yet here, at the very centre of the Mediterranean Sea, was a glittering and highly advanced society. There was nothing cave-man-like about it, even with the idea of bull worship. In fact it looked

  wonderful. The people in the frescoes were striking, to say the least. Women had tight uplifting bodices, slit to the waist to reveal their breasts, like those on the frescoes at Knossos. The men

  were athletic, longlimbed and handsome and both men and women wore jewellery – lots of it, from earrings and armbands to necklaces. As on Crete, living standards were precocious: the Therans

  had fountains, flush toilets and bathtubs. The red, white and black stone houses stacked neatly against the ancient hillsides seemed almost better built and certainly more finely decorated than our

  flimsy modern ‘little boxes’.




  Who were these ancient Therans, we wondered? And why did their frescoes remind us so much of the murals on Crete? Noticing a huge pithos, or storage jar, that looked just like those

  we’d seen at Phaestos, I began to realise that Thera must have had a strong connection to the Minoans. Thousands of shards of fine Cretanstyle ceramics have been found here, of what experts

  call ‘the highest palatial quality’ – used, they think, in rituals.1




  Was this civilisation, too, Minoan? Even to my untutored gaze, there were strong similarities in the culture, art and architecture of Thera and Crete. Just like the Minoans on Crete, the people

  of Thera had a taste for spectacle, for music, for festivals and for fun. There were both cultural and spiritual connections. Here, too, the bull was a creature of cult worship

  and their worship of female gods was as striking as that of the Minoans. The very word ‘Crete’, etymologists say, has links to today’s Greek term, ‘strong goddess’. It

  seems that at Knossos each king, or ‘Minos’, married the moon-priestess.2 At Phaestos and Knossos, women were as athletic as men: in a famous

  painting of athletes somersaulting over a bull, two girls are holding the bull. Here, too, women were portrayed as important, possibly even ruling figures.




  We moved on to the next series of frescoes. The prehistoric paintings on walls, floors and vases were stunning: flowing, filled with colour and life. What was more, the beautifully drawn,

  lavishly coloured pictures were stylistically just like the highly realistic images we had seen on Crete: two young boys boxing; girls collecting saffron from flowers; a teenage boy carrying fish.

  The murals gave us an incredibly vivid picture of daily life: bulls chasing onlookers; swifts swooping through the sky; butterflies darting between fruit blossoms. We looked closer. There were more

  exotic images: lions leaping on deer; a herd of delicate oryx poised to flee. The wall paintings show animals foreign to Thera – African lions and monkeys, Arabian oryx. Where did these

  exotic influences come from? A tobacco beetle indigenous to America has even been found buried in pre-1450 BC volcanic ash.
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    Blue lion


  




  As we moved on through the exhibition, we saw that it wasn’t just the art on Thera that reminded us of ancient Crete. The link between the people of the two islands must

  have been remarkably close. Many of the ordinary domestic objects in the museum were exact copies of what we had found on Crete. Ah, you might say, a soup bowl is a soup bowl,

  in whatever country. Everyday objects are similar because they have the same function. But the experts specialising in both art and archaeology see a connection too: they even talk about the

  development of a ‘kitchen kit’ that became standard here – and on the other islands round about.3




  While their artistic styles seemed remarkably similar, the resemblance between the societies’ basic artefacts, such as fastenings and pins, was striking. To our eyes at least, the

  Therans’ achievements in architecture and engineering were almost carbon copies of what we’d found on the larger island. As in Crete, some of the fine, ashlarfaced houses on Thera were

  three-storey mansions. Meanwhile, the scale and sophistication of the Bronze Age metals technology on Thera was, as on Crete, astounding.




  At all three sites – Knossos, Phaestos and, as it now looked to my eyes, on ancient Thera – there had been marble-floored palaces of incredible luxury. Space, light, freedom: this

  was not what we normally regard as prehistoric living – this was hot and cold running heaven. The distinctive architectural features of ancient Crete – the light-wells, terraces,

  central courts, sunken baths and terraced and porticoed gardens – were here too. The open verandas and grand staircases must have made life on this already warm and welcoming island gracious

  and comfortable. They had fresh, running water, both hot and cold, and they even had a form of air conditioning.




  According to one expert, Malcolm H. Wiener:




  

    

      

        When all of the categories of evidence are considered together in the context of Minoan power, wealth, population, trade networks and neopalatial expansion both within

        Crete and abroad, a major presence of Minoans and descendants of Minoans on Thera seems certain. They may have begun to arrive as individuals or an enclave in the protopalatial period, their

        number growing subsequently through further immigration and intermarriage.4


      


    


  




  Still, I didn’t have time fully to take in the startling implications of this idea. Because the most amazing fresco of all lay ahead of us. As we

  entered the room devoted to theWest House, Room 5, Marcella and I could hardly believe the evidence of our eyes.
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  A fleet of ships was just returning to harbour. Preserved for thousands of years beneath mounds of volcanic tufa, the images of the homecoming flotilla were largely intact and

  the colours as warm and glowing as if they’d been painted just a few days before.




  Shouting to their friends, teenage boys rush through the town gate, along a narrow strip of land between the sea and the town walls. Women – perhaps mothers and wives, one lady with her

  young boy next to her – peek out of windows and balconies. Fishermen clamber up the slope from the beach, trying to reach the top of the hill and get the first view of the fleet already

  filling the harbour. The homecoming of the fleet is the climactic end of a story. What was the full story, I wondered? To view the magnificient Thera flotilla fresco please go to the first colour

  plate section.




  Before us was what amounted to a stolen moment in time: a snapshot of an entire Bronze Age fleet, looking just as it did when it sailed into harbour 3,500 years ago. These must be by far the

  oldest images of European ships in existence, I thought.




  Thinking about the ships took me straight back to Phaestos. Urgently, I scrabbled back through the guidebook. Minoan pottery – particularly the extraordinary black, cream and orange pots

  known as Kamares ware – has been found in various Egyptian excavation sites dated as early as Egypt’s 12th Dynasty.




  The Minoan pottery must have been transported to Egypt in ships like these, pictured right in front of us. These frescoes had been on the walls of an astonishing mansion found by Marinatos. The

  excavators thought the house had belonged to an admiral. If the Minoans had really possessed a well-developed naval command structure, to the extent of having ranks and leaders, then just how well

  travelled must they have been?




  Could a Bronze Age people of 2700 to 1400 BC really have constructed the world’s first ocean-going vessels, loaded them with precious goods and

  started plying the world’s first international trading routes? What if the centres of Knossos, Phaestos and Thera, island paradises separated only by a few short miles of sea, had been the

  central hubs of a much bigger sailing nation?




  

    

      

        

          

            THE FLEET FRESCO: POSITION OF THE SHIPS




            These beautiful paintings, known as the ‘Miniature Frescoes’, show a spectacular procession of vessels moving between two harbour towns. The ships have

            figureheads at their prows: they look as if they are carved and painted as leopards and lions, but this could be the actual animal skins. There are garlands draped around these victorious

            ships, and the townsfolk are excited and jubilant. Every detail is so real and lifelike that I began to speculate that they were real; that they were a historical record, and that

            therefore, it could be possible to find the actual harbours they depict.




            I spent 10 years as a navigator and then Captain of submarines, taking periscope photographs and making maps from them. I applied that knowledge to the area of coast west of Akrotiri

            (on Santorini).




            

              [image: ]


            




            Linking the Fresco to the coast




            The map based on Imray chart G33 has been marked, to show




            A. Red Beach.




            B. The protruding cape at the East of Red Beach.




            C. The high hill behind Red Beach.




            D. Two roads leading inland from Cape B.




            E. Three roads leading inland to the Base (now being excavated).




            F. The excavations at Akrotiri.




            The map has been ‘anchored’ on the lighthouse at 36°21’30”N and 25°21’30”E.




            

              [image: ]
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            Position of ships shown on the Fleet Fresco




            All ships are proceeding in formation astern (Form 1) on an easterly course.




            Ship 1 Shown in front of the harbour once excavated from in the cliffs at Red Beach (A).




            Ship 2 Inshore of ship 1 and opposite the protruding cape at the eastern edge of Red Beach (B).




            Ship 3 Inshore of ship 2 in the bay marked on my plan. We know the ship is in the bay because of dolphins inshore of the ship.




            Ship 4 To the east of ship 2 and further to seaward of ship 3 – in the bay (because it depicts dolphins inshore of it).




            Ship 5 East of ship 3 and in the bay (dolphins).




            Ship 6 Well to seaward. Still has sail rigging.




            Ship 7 In the bay.




            Ship 8 & 9 Just approaching Akrotiri i.e. the main base currently being excavated




            Ship 10 & 11 Berthed in harbour.




            Ship 12, 13, 14 Possibly berthed, but too indistinct on the fresco to be sure.




            The positions of ships 10 and 11 coincide with the point where deep water reaches the shore. This area has yet to be excavated. I believe when excavated it will show a

            stone-lined channel leading to a quay in the area to the west of the steps leading to the Admiral’s house.
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            Tying the ships on the fresco to the coastline




            The fresco is drawn in 3 tiers – tier 3 can be ignored as it is a river. The top tier shows the western part of the coast with ships 1–5. The middle tier

            shows ships 6–11 crossing the bay to reach harbour. The ships are numbered on the Imray chart.




            Everything now becomes clear. The fleet sighted the high hill behind Red Beach (C) 30 miles out in the Mediterranean and steered towards it. When they reached shallow

            water they turned eastwards for home. Ships 10 and 11 are shown in harbour, ships 2 to 9 en route to home.




            Note: the Anchorage signs are shown on the Imray chart. The harbour was presumably chosen (F) because deep water reaches there (7m3).
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