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      Ancient Greece: Europe in History, PART ONE, is the book I wrote to chase one question that kept bothering me: where did Europe really start to take shape? Not Europe as a modern idea, but Europe as a lived experience — a mosaic of places, practices, and habits people actually inhabited and remembered.

      The story opens before written records, threads through prehistory, and finally steps into documented history with Minoan Crete and the Mycenaeans of the Bronze Age. From the labyrinthine halls of Knossos to the fortified citadels of Mycenae, I trace the slow emergence of a civilization — its palaces and fleets, its trade routes and raids — that would leave a deep imprint on the world to come. (For context: the palatial cultures I follow flourish in the broad span of the second millennium BCE, with Linear B tablets offering some of our earliest written glimpses.)

      From there the book walks into the Greek Dark Age, that shadowed stretch after the collapse of the palatial world — roughly c. 1100–800 BCE — when cities and palace economies broke down, populations shrank, and the use of Linear B script ceased for a time. Out of that rupture came something new and slow-forming: the polis. Over the following centuries, small communities learned to govern themselves, to organize defense on a local scale, and to eke out livelihoods from limited land. In these conditions freedom, self-sufficiency, and rivalry found fertile ground. The so-called Archaic "revolution" — the political, social, and economic transformations of the Archaic period (about the 8th–6th centuries BCE) — altered everyday life, reshaped patterns of power, and sent Greek society down twin paths of intense competition and remarkable creativity.

      Athens becomes the main stage for many of these struggles. I trace the rise of the Athenian aristocracy and the crises that followed—how debt, legal chaos, and widening inequality tore at the city’s fabric. Figures like Draco and Solon step into that breach: Draco’s famously harsh laws and Solon’s later, more temperate reforms both matter; as important as what they changed is what they failed to fix. The narrative moves on through the age of Pisistratus’s tyranny, the eventual overthrow of the Peisistratid clan, and the decisive moment when Cleisthenes shattered the old order and rebuilt Athenian politics in a bold, new key.

      No Greek story stands alone, so the book turns east to Persia. I follow the rise of the Persian Empire and the first great collision between Persian expansion and the Greek world—the shocks that began with unrest in the Ionian cities and spilled into the wider Persian Wars. Those early encounters exposed just how fragile many Greek city‑states were when faced with a vast imperial power. Sparta enters the story through the figure of Lycurgus—traditionally credited with forging its austere, disciplined way of life, a portrait that carries myth as well as history. Athens answers in a different register, investing in a fleet and binding its fortunes to the sea, a strategic turn that reshapes its destiny.

      Everything comes to a head in the Second Persian invasion of Greece. Leonidas makes his stand at Thermopylae; Themistocles stakes everything on the ships at Salamis. City-states argue, hesitate, and cast votes and votes of confidence that amount to nothing less than survival or annihilation.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            WHERE EUROPE BEGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      When we talk about Europe today, we usually think of it first as a geographical entity. It occupies the western end of the vast Eurasian landmass, and the conventional line separating it from Asia is traced, from north to south, along the Ural Mountains and the Ural River, across the northern reaches of the Caspian Sea, up along the watershed of the Greater Caucasus, and then through the Black Sea into the Bosporus, across the Sea of Marmara and out the Dardanelles. (Some geographers prefer alternative delimitations — for example, the Kuma–Manych Depression is sometimes used instead of the Caucasus watershed.) To the south, Europe looks across the Mediterranean Sea toward Africa, most conspicuously at the narrow throat of the Strait of Gibraltar.

      Although the boundary follows fairly fixed features — mountains, rivers, seas — the land itself stays put while people do not. Political boundaries, cultural meanings, and psychological notions of “Europe” and “Asia” have never matched those physical lines perfectly. Take Turkey and Israel: geographically both sit in Asia, yet in many international arenas — not least in football — they’re treated as European, competing under UEFA.

      Along this geographic seam the great powers of Eurasia have risen and fallen like the tides. Look at the coasts of Anatolia and the adjoining Aegean and eastern Mediterranean — the stretch that today sits between Greece and Turkey and their nearby shores. It has been the stage for repeated contests: Greek settlers founded coastal colonies there, many of which later came under Persian rule; centuries on, Alexander of Macedon surged eastward and overturned the Persian order; after further centuries of Roman expansion, the eastern portion of that imperial world evolved into what we call the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire. These episodes — Greek colonization, Persian conquest, Alexander’s conquests, and Roman/Byzantine dominance — represent successive shifts in influence among powers often identified as “European” and their eastern rivals.

      In the later medieval period the Ottoman Turks rose to fill the vacuum. With the fall of Constantinople in 1453 and the Ottomans’ subsequent expansion, the balance of power in Anatolia and across the eastern Mediterranean was transformed, and European influence in those lands was far more constrained for many generations. Through that long, tidal sweep of history—through mass migrations, the wide circulation of knowledge, and fierce cultural collisions—Europe’s distinctive character was gradually forged.

      It was the ancient Greeks who first began to think of Europe as a distinct geographical idea. The man often credited with sketching one of the earliest surviving world maps was Anaximander of Miletus — a pre-Socratic philosopher who flourished around 610–546 BCE. His map, and the broader Greek geographical imagination of the time, helped to parcel the known world into recognizable zones.

      That said, the picture was not as neat as “Asia versus Europe” alone. Early Greek geography commonly spoke of three great regions — Europe, Asia and Libya (the Greek name for the North African lands) — even if different authors simplified or rearranged those boundaries for their own purposes. For the Greeks, “Asia” typically meant the Anatolian peninsula and the lands to its east; “Europe” generally signified the land north of the Aegean. These labels reflected a local, sea‑centered vantage point as much as any strict cartography.

      Greek presence in North Africa is part of that same story. By the classical age Greeks were well established along the African coast; in fact, Greek colonies in Cyrenaica (the region of present‑day eastern Libya) go back to the seventh–sixth centuries BCE — earlier than a simple “by the fifth century” formulation might suggest. Even so, writers and poets continued to disagree about where to place those foreign shores in the mental map of the world. The lyric poet Pindar (fifth century BCE), for example, sometimes treated Libya and other non‑Greek lands as a single, exotic “other,” blurring tidy continental lines.

      At the level of everyday thinking, though, the Greeks’ geography came down to something even simpler than labeled continents: a division between what belonged to their own world and what belonged to everyone else.

      So how were “their own” and “others” to be distinguished? For the ancient Greeks, lines on a map mattered far less than lines of language, ritual and custom: what counted was whether you belonged to the same culture. The decisive cut was between Hellenes and the barbaroi — Greeks and non‑Greeks. Herodotus, above all, measures belonging by that cultural yardstick. Thus Miletus, though set across the sea in Asia Minor and distant from his native Halicarnassus, was unquestionably part of his people. And Samos — the island where Pythagoras was born — sits close to the Anatolian coast; its position near Asia Minor made its geographic status ambiguous, but Herodotus and other Greeks ultimately gauged it by cultural affiliation rather than strict distance. The harder task was to get the idea of “our world” to line up with the name “Europe” — a fusion of identity and geography that did not happen overnight but unfolded slowly over time.

      As early as the 13th century BCE the Hittites of Asia Minor were already calling their western neighbors “Ahhiyawa,” a term most scholars link to the Mycenaean or Achaean world. The name “Europe” as a distinct label for the western lands doesn’t become clearly established until the classical period, and its origin is debated: some trace it to a Greek formation meaning “wide-faced,” while others see a Semitic root (compare Akkadian erebu, “to go down” or “west”). In short, the word’s ancestry is contested, but once the name “Europe” took hold, it helped reshape Greek self-understanding — they increasingly saw themselves not as a subordinate flank of Asia, but as something different.

      One image that helped express that difference came from the poets. Pindar, among others, tells a neat tale: Zeus wanted to discover the earth’s center, so he released an eagle from the far east and another from the far west and watched them fly toward one another. The two birds eventually met on a sacred stone at Delphi — the famous omphalos, the “navel of the world” — and from then on Delphi was celebrated as the center. Ancient Greeks treated that stone as an emblem of the world’s center; Delphi remained a place of religious reverence and still draws modern visitors who respond to its mythic power.

      But the idea of who counted as “one of us” for the Greeks wasn’t defined by mileage on a map. For a people who hopped along the Mediterranean littoral like frogs, shared speech and shared gods mattered far more than mere distance. So the word Europa — a term that may have had Semitic echoes of “the far west” — was recast as a mythic figure: a Phoenician princess who was lured to Crete by Zeus in the shape of a bull. On Crete she bore sons — among them Minos, Rhadamanthys and Sarpedon — whose lines multiplied and spread across the islands and the mainland, and Europa was transformed into a founding ancestress of the peoples of Europe.

      The myth kept its power into modern symbolism. In October 2005 the Cretan town of Agios Nikolaos presented the European Parliament with a large statue of Europa astride the bull, a gesture that underlines how the story has been claimed as a cultural emblem. As Simon Price and Peter Thonemann argue in The Penguin History of Europe: Volume One — The Birth of Classical Europe, what ultimately shaped European identity was less a set of cold, fixed borders than a “shared memory” that reached back to Europa.

      The legend of Europa — and the claim that Delphi was the “center of the world” — are myths, yet they did powerful cultural work: small pieces of story that helped forge a robust European self‑image and sustain a collective pride. Herodotus, for example, often draws a sharp contrast between Greeks and “Asians,” and at times writes disparagingly of eastern despotism and customs; it’s better to say he contributed to a Greek sense of cultural superiority than to suggest he simply “repeatedly expressed contempt” in a blunt, one‑line verdict.

      In the Greek imagination ancestry was complicated: even when mothers were portrayed as coming from the East, fathers—especially divine fathers—could “elevate” a lineage. That mythic logic helps explain why Thebes in the old stories is so ill‑fated. Kings of Thebes meet unhappy ends, and the city produced Oedipus, who kills his father and marries his mother. The mythmakers arranged these threads deliberately: after Zeus abducts Europa, her brother Cadmus, sent by their father Agenor to find her, disobeys the mission and establishes a city at Thebes. In mythic terms, that narrative separates the Theban royal line from Zeus’s bloodline—an imaginative way of marking Thebes as different, and therefore vulnerable to a special kind of doom.

      Seen from the perspective of identity rather than geography, “Europe” long ago burst its physical borders. At the height of imperial expansion, European states and empires controlled a huge portion of the globe—by the early twentieth century European powers and their colonies governed roughly four‑fifths of the world’s land surface (estimates put this in the neighborhood of 80–85%). Even now, people of European descent are spread across Australia, the Americas, Africa, and parts of Asia. With a tenacious spirit they have preserved distinct languages, recognizably European fashions, culinary habits, devout confessions, collective historical memories, and many overlapping values. From Columbus’s 1492 voyage that opened sustained contact with the Americas until the close of the First World War in 1918, Europe was the dominant actor on the global stage for a long historical span—though “dominant” does not mean uniform or uncontested.

      At the same time, the idea of a single, shared European identity was always fragile. Metternich famously quipped that if you walk out through Vienna’s eastern gate you might as well be in Asia—an aphorism that captures how quickly cultural expectations and power relations shift as one moves eastward. A conservative, nostalgia‑driven view might insist that “real” Europe is only the lands once under the Roman Empire, the Carolingian realm, the Hohenzollerns, or the Habsburgs. But the continent contains vast economic disparities, a mosaic of religions and sects, sharply divergent ideologies, and countless local customs. These differences have produced fault lines: Orthodox Christian and Muslim communities in Eastern Europe have at times been culturally marginalized and psychologically excluded. Such entrenched divisions are hard to reverse quickly.

      Voltaire’s image of “two Europes”—one familiar, one not—captures the point that Europe is internally divided. Yet even that binary undersells the reality: Europe is not just two places. It is many Europes, layered and plural, each with its own histories and contradictions.
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            FROM PREHISTORY TO HISTORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the dawn of the Age of Discovery—roughly five hundred years ago, when the great maritime voyages of Portugal and Spain set the world on a new course—Europe’s imprint has reached far beyond its shores. In matters of culture and technology, in religion and political institutions, even in patterns of population, the influence of Europe — and the very idea of “Europe” — has travelled worldwide, propelled by colonization, trade, missionary activity, and industrial expansion. Its impact has often outstripped the continent’s own borders.

      And yet, at home, Europe is anything but a single, seamless whole. The continent remains fractured and deeply heterogeneous: languages, faiths, histories and political loyalties crisscross and collide. Even the name “Europe” hides divisions. The old myth that all Europeans descend from the princess Europa — the classical tale of a Phoenician maiden taken by Zeus in the form of a bull — survives as legend and symbolism, but it is by no means a literal or universally held belief among modern Europeans.

      Because the euro circulates across much of the continent, Europe’s drive toward integration can often look as if it’s out in front of other regions. But do not be fooled by that surface unity: within Europe the variety is staggering. Nations—old rivals and intimate neighbors—still carry deep differences, stubborn divisions and local quirks. Tony Judt, author of Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945, went so far as to suggest that if a single word could capture Europe it would be “divided.” From a spatial point of view, then, the European story is extraordinarily tangled.

      Yet when you switch from space to time, the problem seems simpler. Many historians choose a moment in the second millennium BCE as the beginning of what we can call recorded European history; the editors of The Penguin History of Europe mark a similar early threshold. Their basic rationale is telling: once a culture begins to write, history ceases to be purely archaeological conjecture and becomes narrative. For Europe that decisive turn is tied to Linear B—the syllabic script of the Mycenaeans—which emerges in the Late Bronze Age (commonly dated from around 1450 BCE onward) and gives us our first sustained written traces on the continent.

      A brief explanation: Linear B is a script of the Aegean Bronze Age, found on Crete and on the Mycenaean mainland. Its name reflects the linear character of its signs, and it was preceded on Crete by an earlier system, Linear A. Linear A remains undeciphered; most scholars believe it is unlikely to represent an Indo‑European language, though that conclusion is necessarily tentative while the script remains unread.

      In 1952 the English architect and scholar Michael Ventris, working in collaboration with linguist John Chadwick, famously cracked Linear B and showed that it recorded an early form of Greek. That breakthrough made Linear B the earliest deciphered script known in Europe — and one of the earliest phonetic writing systems attested on the continent; there are older symbol systems (for example, the Vinča signs), but these are not generally accepted as true, deciphered writing.

      The two authors of the first volume of The Penguin History of Europe put their position bluntly: “We do not intend to present the complete history of the whole area now called ‘Europe.’ Our focus is on the ancient peoples of the northern Mediterranean basin—the Greeks and the Romans. For this emphasis, we make no apology.” Their reason is straightforward: they are concerned with history in the strict sense, and history, properly speaking, begins when and where writing appears. What comes before the advent of writing therefore belongs to prehistory.

      Setting the starting point of European history at 1750 BCE prompts a natural question: the earliest Linear B records date to around 1450 BCE, so why would the authors of The Penguin History of Europe push the beginning back by three centuries? The short answer is that writing itself first appears much earlier in the Near East — in Egypt and the Mesopotamian basin — and that matters for how we mark the boundary between prehistory and history in Europe.

      Think of Europe as a blank sheet of paper. That blank sheet wasn’t struck by an instant bolt of literacy; it was ignited from its southeastern corner — the Aegean and the Greek mainland — by a Near Eastern spark. The transformation did not occur overnight. The scripts and administrative habits that culminated in Linear B grew out of earlier Aegean practices (including the still-undeciphered Linear A) and centuries of contact, adaptation, and institutional change. In other words, the shift from a prehistoric world to one we call “historical” required a lengthy transitional interval. That is the rationale for setting an earlier starting date: to encompass the slow-motion process that led up to written records.

      Although this book concentrates on the age after European civilization takes written shape, we cannot understand its causes and consequences without completing the picture of Europe’s prehistoric past. What we will primarily examine here is the real condition of prehistoric civilizations across Europe — their social structures, economies, networks of contact, and the long processes that eventually produced the first written traces.

      There are no written records from the prehistoric period—only material traces left in the ground. The development of isotopic dating techniques, from radiocarbon to other radiometric methods, has given us a much richer way to read those traces, but these tools have important limits: we can't dig up every relic, and not every date or context yields a clear story. Because of that, the temptation to generalize from a handful of finds to whole cultures is a persistent and real danger.

      Consider the discovery of the Sanxingdui artifacts. Found in Sichuan and brought into public attention through major excavations in the 20th century (with watershed finds in the 1980s), those extraordinary bronzes and masks forced scholars to rethink long-held assumptions about China’s prehistoric landscape. In a single stroke, what we thought we knew about regional complexity and cultural exchange in ancient China had to be revised—some ideas overturned entirely.

      So how many more “four‑star” or “five‑star” sites lie buried, waiting to be found? Is the map of prehistory a near-complete picture with just a few blanks, or is it still mostly hidden in the unknown, yet to be discovered? For this question, there may never be a definite answer.

      Fortunately, the arrival of high‑throughput sequencing and ancient‑DNA techniques has given us an unprecedented—though not absolutely definitive—window into prehistoric human migrations.

      Earlier I mentioned the influential geneticist Spencer Wells and his book The Journey of Man: A Genetic Odyssey, as well as the work of James C. Scott — here I will draw on Scott’s arguments as laid out in Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States (or, where relevant, The Art of Not Being Governed). Next, I will synthesize relevant material from these two books to sketch for you the broad contours of European prehistory.

      Genetic sequencing shows that every human being alive today can trace their maternal line back to a single woman in Africa who lived roughly 150,000 years ago — the so‑called “Mitochondrial Eve.” That’s a powerful image, but it’s worth being precise: this doesn’t mean she was the only woman alive then, only that the unbroken maternal lines that survive in people today converge on her.

      By about 50,000 years ago a major pulse of expansion was underway. Climate swings — cooling trends and episodes of drying in parts of Africa — made some hominin homelands less hospitable, and groups began moving out of Africa in larger numbers. Broadly speaking, those dispersals took two main forms.

      One headed along the shore. Small bands could subsist on shellfish, coastal plants and fish, and follow a low, resource-rich edge of the continent. Because sea levels were lower during much of the Pleistocene, wide coastal plains and shelves were exposed and could have provided a relatively continuous corridor. Spencer Wells popularized this image, calling that flat coastal stretch a “beach highway.” But the idea remains hard to prove archaeologically: many of the most likely sites lie now beneath the sea. Sea level has changed substantially since those millennia — in some places today’s waterline sits on top of coastal landscapes that are tens of metres, and in glacial extremes up to around a hundred metres, lower than they once were — so if a true “beach highway” existed, much of it would now be submerged beneath the waves.

      Aside from the coastal, shell‑collecting route, there was a second great road — the herd-following highway that ran northward and lived by the hunt. Over generations these people learned not merely to hunt, but to become specialists in particular prey: some groups became deadly at tracking and ambushing gazelles, others honed skills for bringing down aurochs and wild cattle. That specialization should not be read as rigid dogma — bands adapted to local herds, seasons and terrain, often favoring certain animals because those animals reliably supported whole communities.

      To leave Africa they tended to move through the northeastern corridor — across the Sinai and into the Levant — continuing through regions that correspond to modern Jordan, Syria and Anatolia (Turkey), then pushing steadily north and east toward the Caucasus and beyond into Siberia as climates and herds allowed. Along this long, northward arc the archaeological trail is rich: stone tools, kill sites and camp layers mark the passage of people just as genetic signatures do.

      In fact, archaeology and genetics in many cases tell the same story. As Spencer Wells and others have argued — in works such as The Journey of Man — “the stones have sided with the DNA”: the material remains unearthed by archaeologists and the patterns read from human genomes corroborate a major dispersal out of Africa. That dispersal is generally dated to the broad window around 50,000–70,000 years ago (with earlier, more limited movements debated), and within a few tens of thousands of years humans had spread across most of the habitable continents. Evidence now places people in Australia by at least ~50,000 years ago, in Europe by around 45,000 years ago, and into the Americas much later, roughly 15,000–20,000 years ago — leaving every continent except Antarctica marked by human presence within that long, relentless sweep.

      This epic victory was not won in a single night. Long before it, our ancestors made a string of attempts that failed to leave lasting marks. As early as about 110,000 years ago, pockets of modern humans had already reached the Middle East—fossils from places like Skhul and Qafzeh suggest early incursions into that region—yet those early moves did not immediately trigger a permanent, worldwide dispersal. Yuval Harari, in Sapiens, links the later, decisive expansion to the so‑called "Cognitive Revolution," and that interpretation — while debated — is a powerful and persuasive way to explain why one of those attempts finally succeeded.

      Earlier we sketched the broad outlines of how the ancestors of the Chinese spread across Eurasia. The geography made a straight shot east from the Mesopotamian basin incredibly difficult: a succession of high ranges and plateaus — from the Zagros and Hindu Kush in the west, across the Pamirs and Tian Shan, to the Kunlun in the east — forms a daunting barrier. Because of these obstacles, the moving bands did not take a single route but split into multiple streams. One branch traveled across Central Asia and the northern steppe corridors, skirting or crossing the great mountains and moving through northern Eurasia into what is now northern China and the far north. Another followed southern paths — along or around the Indian subcontinent and along coastal and inland routes through South and Southeast Asia — and eventually entered China from the south. These were not neat, one‑time migrations but long, branching processes, with people taking different routes at different times until the continent was filled.

      Europe’s story runs parallel to China’s in one striking way: the people who would become Europeans also moved out into Eurasia through the Middle East. From that crossroads of continents, waves of modern humans fanned out along multiple corridors—some hugging the southern shores through Anatolia and the Mediterranean, others following more northerly routes through the steppes and river valleys.

      One branch pushed north and east into Central Asia and Siberia, while other groups fanned westward into the heart of Europe. Rather than a simple “went to Siberia first then returned,” the picture is one of branching and divergence across northern Eurasia: populations split and drifted apart, eventually giving rise to the distinct lineages that contributed to both northern East Asians and Europeans.

      The earliest well‑dated modern human remains in Europe come from Romania—the Peștera cu Oase jaw—now generally placed at roughly 40,000 years ago. (Note that Neanderthal fossils, a different human lineage, are much older in Europe.) This is the hard, tangible evidence that these long, branching journeys across continents left behind: a single jawbone, with echoes of a fartraveled past.

      But the case of the southern European branch deeply puzzled Spencer Wells. He pointed out that the ancestors of the southern branch of East Asians seemed to have finished an immense journey in what appeared to be a relatively short span of time — a contrast that struck him as odd. The Dardanelles, after all, narrows to roughly a kilometre in places; Lord Byron famously swam across the Hellespont in 1810, a feat that took him roughly an hour. Yet, according to the picture Wells painted, the ancestors of that southern European stream took more than ten thousand years to cross a strait only a few hundred metres wide. How could that be?

      Wells floated one explanation: perhaps Neanderthals were still occupying much of Europe, and early modern humans who attempted the crossing were driven off or slaughtered. That is a dramatic image — Neanderthals in the landscape, holding back waves of newcomers — but it remains speculative rather than proven.

      So much for Wells’s hypothesis. Let’s turn to what James C. Scott has to say.

      During the long foraging phase, human life revolved around food. Bands that specialized narrowly learned to follow a single resource — for example, reindeer — and wherever the herd went, they had to follow. Some northern groups ended up being drawn, step by step, into ever colder country by the migrations of their prey. Others, however, made a different choice: they settled. And almost without exception, the earliest permanent settlements clustered by the mouths and floodplains of great rivers. Why is that?

      This is because the terrain and landforms at river mouths are complex and richly varied—lush forests give way to broad meadows, muddy marshes, and wide wetlands. All the geographic conditions needed for people to find food were concentrated there. You didn’t have to roam endlessly to harvest a living; food was at hand.

      Groups that lived like the Arctic foragers—mobile people moving with the seasons in pursuit of game and fish—moved on faster, always following where the resources went. But those ancestors who chose to settle at the mouths of the Nile, the Tigris, and the Euphrates put down roots and stopped migrating. In other words, the presence of abundant, predictable resources at river mouths helped turn wanderers into settlers.

      That’s also why a narrow strait like the Bosporus, only a few hundred meters across at its narrowest, didn’t immediately become a permanent highway of settlement. Human movement and the spread of settled lifeways across such barriers unfolded over many centuries—indeed, over millennia—rather than in a single sudden crossing.

      The situation in China was much the same: whether north or south, the earliest settlements often clustered in the lower reaches and estuaries of major rivers, where rivers, marshes and coasts generated rich foodscapes. Archaeological sites such as Dawenkou and Liangzhu attest to this pattern, showing how Neolithic communities commonly favored river mouths, deltas, and adjacent wetlands as the foundation for settled life.

      After settling down, the development of agriculture and the domestication of animals followed as a gradual, almost inevitable chapter of their lives.

      At first, the seeds they sowed and the chickens and ducks penned in the yard were little more than extras — convenient supplements to a diet still dominated by gathering. The main fare remained the spoils of the wild: “small trees in the woods, dead deer in the fields,” and the long, water‑plants plucked from either side of the boat. But as forests were cut for houses and fuel, the land began to betray them. Topsoil washed away, riverbeds clogged with sediment, and floods grew both more frequent and more catastrophic. Faced with that harsh new reality, communities were forced to keep moving — pushing upstream and inland, seeking higher, safer ground along the rivers. By the time they reached the middle reaches of those great rivers, the once‑readily available, diverse sources of food had been thinned or wiped out.

      But by then a long-settled life had already clipped these human ancestors’ wings. Generations of sedentism left their bodies on average smaller in stature, and a dependable, starch-heavy food supply — combined with changes in child-rearing and weaning — drove higher birth rates and better child survival, producing a rapid population surge. Households filled with short, toddling children — two led by the hand, one strapped to a back, another cradled in arms — meant parents could no longer mount prolonged pursuits of wild game across wide landscapes; sustained long-distance hunting became impractical if not impossible as a primary way of life.

      As James C. Scott argues in Against the Grain, that choice to settle down had a paradoxical cost: once humans fenced themselves into villages and fields they were, in a sense, “bound in a cocoon,” confined by the very comforts that had made settlement possible. And when people moved away from the mouths and wetlands of great rivers and the diverse ecosystems they supported, they increasingly depended on cultivated crops alone — a sedentary agricultural lifeway that set off a cascade of deep, far-reaching transformations across human societies.

      First, population density shot up. In many foraging landscapes a handful of people per square mile was enough to meet needs, whereas in settled agricultural regions numbers could swell into the hundreds or even around a thousand per square mile in especially productive or urbanized zones. Those compressed numbers were not just a statistic: they created the raw conditions for division of labor, the layering of roles, and the growth of far more complex social structures.

      Second, the seasonal rhythm of harvests and year‑round consumption demanded that households put aside surplus—food to ride out lean months and seed to sow the next crop. That need for storage and the protection of stored resources fostered a pressing demand for defense and organized force. Out of those pressures arose concentrated leaderships—kings, nobles, and other rulers—who claimed authority and the means to direct and defend communities. As Max Weber famously framed it, the state came to embody a monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force; centralized power and organized violence became institutionalized features of many agrarian societies.

      Jared Diamond, author of Guns, Germs, and Steel and Collapse, went further in his critique: in a well‑known essay he called the advent of agriculture “the worst mistake in the history of the human race.” From his perspective, the shift to sedentary farming brought entrenched inequality, new disease burdens, and forms of social coercion that had far‑reaching consequences—and that, for him, is the heart of the matter.

      As populations swelled, people pushed outward in search of new arable land. But unlike nomadic foragers and hunters—who could move quickly wherever water and pasture led them—the advance of farming communities was a slow, deliberate tide. Scholars’ estimates from archaeological and population‑genetic models place the spread of early agriculture at roughly one kilometer per year, a rate that turns centuries into millennia. So it’s reasonable to suggest that the farmers who flowed westward from Anatolia and the Near East needed thousands of years to sweep into and across Europe—not because Stone Age occupants like the Neanderthals were the primary obstacle, but because this way of life simply propagated at a glacier‑slow pace.

      Foraging delivers instant reward—the fruit can be plucked and eaten on the spot—whereas farming trades that immediacy for delayed returns. The cycle of sowing in spring and reaping in autumn, of tending fields through summer and storing reserves for winter, demanded more than muscle: it required jars and granaries, planning and bookkeeping. Those practical necessities helped drive the invention of writing. Script emerged in the Near East to keep track of goods and seasons, then fanned out slowly, eventually reaching the eastern Mediterranean shores.

      When this spark of civilization set out to illuminate Europe, it did not first alight on nearby Thrace—mere steps across the Bosporus at some points—but made for Crete, the great island nearly 700 kilometres to the south.
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      When anatomically modern humans (Homo sapiens) left Africa around 50,000 years ago, they fanned out across the vast Eurasian landmass and soon divided into three broad branches:

      One branch is thought to have followed the southern foothills of the Pamir Plateau, pressing first into the Indian subcontinent and touching parts of Southeast Asia, and later making inroads into southern China.

      Another branch pushed northward into the lands around the Caucasus. There it split again: one arm swung east across the steppe, reaching into Siberia and, over time, filtering into regions of northern China; the other veered southwest into the European heartland, coming to be counted among the northern peoples of the continent. In the eyes of ancient Roman writers and chroniclers, these northern Europeans were commonly lumped together under the sweeping label “barbarians.”

      The third group first flocked to the broad, fertile edges where great rivers spilled into the sea—those easy, promise-filled river mouths and deltas. At first the lowlands seemed irresistible: abundant silt, gentle floods, quick harvests and convenient routes for trade. But time proved unkind to some of those places. Soils wore thin or became salted, channels shifted, floods turned capricious, and whole communities found the old fields no longer reliable. Pressed by decline, many pushed upriver toward the middle reaches and higher ground in search of fresher soils and steadier prospects.

      Still, the great lowland basins remained the cradle of lasting settlement. Think of the broad Nile Delta and the heart of the Fertile Crescent—the Tigris–Euphrates basin—where irrigation, dense harvests and concentrated populations bound people tightly to particular plots of land. Once communities settled into a stable agricultural rhythm, the shape of society changed dramatically. Surpluses made specialization possible; crafts and craftspeople multiplied; walls rose around towns to protect wealth and lives; and the mastery of fire and ore ushered in metal-smelting—first copper, then bronze—transforming tools, weapons and status.

      Alongside these material shifts came a new need to record, organize and sanctify. Writing emerged as an administrative and cultural tool to tally grain, record obligations, and preserve stories and laws. And religion took on a firmer, more localized face: temples and fixed places of worship became focal points of community life. Those sacred enclosures did more than house priests and rites—they consecrated particular plots of earth, turning ordinary ground into loci of obligation and loyalty. Over generations that sanctified bond hardened into communal consciousness: a shared sense of belonging, duty and identity tied as tightly to the land as to blood and story.

      Now, let us bring the scene back to Europe. At the end of the previous chapter we suggested that when the fire of civilization pushed westward from Anatolia into Europe, it did not first land on the nearer shores of Thrace — just across the straits — but instead leapt farther south to the island of Crete, several hundred kilometers away. Why would that be? What made Crete, rather than the closer mainland, the early focal point for that advancing spark?

      The invention of agriculture, according to current research, unfolded over a stretch of roughly ten thousand years. The earliest convincing traces of cultivation come from places like Jericho in the Jordan Valley—sites tied to the late Natufian and early Pre-Pottery Neolithic communities that once inhabited the region mentioned in the Bible. Archaeologists and anthropologists describe the Natufian way of life as semi‑sedentary, a pattern that can be captured by the phrase “frequent‑return.” In spring they might sow grain, then disperse to gather wild resources; come autumn they would return to the planting sites to see what the season had given them. If the wheat had ripened, they harvested; if it had failed to sprout, they did not stubbornly cling to the plot but let nature have its way and moved on. Echoes of this rhythm—cycles of shifting cultivation, periodic returns to former camps, and a fluid mix of farming and foraging—survive in parts of places like Papua New Guinea, where communities still practice various forms of swidden and intermittent settlement.
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