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Introduction


An even briefer history


The main reason we know of the first recorded instance of a man-made international border is because of its abolition.


It won’t have been the first to have existed, of course; people have been drawing lines on maps for as long as there have been maps to draw on, and even before that, our ancestors will have been keenly aware that this side of the stream is our tribe’s land, while over there, in the distance, dwell the others. But the first example of an international border we can place with any degree of certainty is that which divided the lands of the Nile during the fourth millennium BCE. To the north of this limit was Lower Egypt, which lay in the low-lying river delta. To its south was Upper Egypt, which occupied the narrower band of higher ground towards Lake Nasser. The dividing line was somewhere around the thirtieth parallel, just south of modern-day Cairo.


But then, sometime around 3100 BCE, that border ceased to exist. Menes, who may actually have been called Narmer, became the first pharaoh by uniting the two kingdoms, in the process creating the world’s first and most enduring national identity. For centuries to come, Egypt’s rulers employed regalia combining symbols representing both halves of their kingdoms, and styled themselves as ‘lord of the two lands’.


Several things are worth noting about this story. One is that borders and boundaries, the division between people like us and people like them, have been with us for the entirety of human history. Another is that, while both may sometimes have their roots in real physical geography, it’s not always clear whether the border was shaped by political identities or whether the political identities were shaped by the border. A third is that boundaries can retain resonance long after they are effectively erased.


But probably the most important thing to take from this story is that, given a distant enough perspective by time or geography, almost any boundary can become baffling to the point of meaninglessness.


*


So, here’s a game you can play at home. Stick the words ‘map of the world’ into a search engine’s image search function and see what pops up. You will almost certainly get a couple of different map projections – and possibly an upsetting array of colour schemes too. But it’s likely that all the maps on offer will otherwise be exactly the same, as the search engine assumes that, when you ask for a map of the world, what you really want is a political map of the world, which shows national boundaries and marks different countries in different colours.


This assumption is so embedded in the culture we’ve all grown up in that it might take a second to grasp it’s an assumption at all – but it is. One could, in theory, be interested in natural geographical features, like rivers and mountains, rather than national boundaries. Even if we stayed in the realm of the human, one might be more interested in the question of where people actually live – maps of cities and population density – rather than the sometimes notional political control over places where they don’t. Yet the search engine assumes that the thing we’re most keen to learn about is the manufactured entities we call nation states. And it does so because, odds are, your brain does so too.


This is not necessarily how our ancestors would have conceived of the world. For much of history, had decent cartography or internet search engines been available, a ‘map of the world’ would have looked very different. So before we dive into talking about specific boundaries and what they mean, here’s a map, as it were, of the territory ahead.


The earliest political entities recognisable to us as states – or at least, the earliest we have records of, which of course is not the same thing – emerged sometime in the fourth millennium BCE, in what is sometimes known as the ‘Fertile Crescent’, a region stretching from the Nile valley round to where the rivers Tigris and Euphrates meet the Persian Gulf. Later on, other civilisations emerged in other river valleys: the Harappan civilisation centred in Pakistan’s Indus Valley; the earliest Chinese dynasties, beside the Yellow River.


The rulers of these places almost certainly had some sense of what land was definitely theirs and what was not, but the peripheries were more likely to be fuzzy areas where their influence was limited rather than hard lines marking out the point where it suddenly stopped. What’s more, what lay beyond was less frequently a rival state than a sort of no man’s land, free of political control and home to nomads, plus, probably, an exciting array of things that might kill you. There simply weren’t enough humans in the world for all land to be claimed. It’s probably not a coincidence that the first boundary we know of is the aforementioned one between Upper and Lower Egypt, as the Nile valley was one of the few areas fertile and prosperous enough to support rival states that could bang into each other.


This situation – islands of statehood in a great ocean of land – seems to have persisted for, well, almost all human history. The great empires of the classical era preferred to rely on natural features – mountains, rivers – for boundaries where possible. Where they did create their own, man-made boundaries, like Hadrian’s Wall or the Great Wall of China, it was less about marking the boundary between states than between order and chaos, a way of giving them some form of control, even just highlighting their domination over man and nature alike. China’s Han Empire, the American historian John Mears wrote in 2001, regarded its wall ‘less as a clear, continuous line and more as a cordon sanitaire, a barrier restricting the movement of people and goods over what they regarded as the approximate boundary of their state’. Half a millennium later, on the other side of Eurasia, entire ‘nations’ could and did enter the Roman Empire, establishing themselves as foederati – client kingdoms – within its boundaries. For all the might of those empires, this is a much weaker conception of national boundaries than the one we’re all used to.


The nation state – a way of organising the world so that political and ethnic/linguistic boundaries align – arrived later than we sometimes imagine, too. We live in a world still shaped by two western European countries, England and France, which coalesced early (both are over a thousand years old). This, along with misleadingly modern-looking maps with titles like ‘Europe in 1000CE’, has sometimes led us to imagine a medieval Europe composed of a system of rival states not dissimilar to the one we have now. Until the early modern era, though, ‘nation’ was a distinctly fuzzy concept: people could move freely, provided they weren’t enserfed or enslaved, but towns and territory were constantly traded between noble families by conquest, peace treaty or marriage alliance. Even in England and France, the edges remained fuzzier a lot longer than we sometimes assume – consider the fact that Lancashire, which later produced the major English cities of Manchester and Liverpool, doesn’t feature in the Domesday Book, or that Giuseppe Garibaldi, one of the most famous Italians of all time, was born in Nizza, better known today as Nice.


But then, in a few busy centuries around 1500, a couple of related things happened that fundamentally changed how people conceived of the world. One was that, thanks to improved tools and printing, maps got a lot better. That was useful as a way to, say, announce your control of that piece of land over there that you believed your family owned; it also gave political leaders a more spatial sense of their power.


Another change was in how Europeans, at least, thought of states. It may partly have been the shift to a form of government more based on centralised administration than feudal relationships that did it; a lot of it was also the Reformation. But at some point, the notion that much of their continent was under the sway of a vague and possibly non-existent thing called ‘Christendom’ was replaced by a sense of a world made up of independent sovereign states. This shift is sometimes credited to the Peace of Westphalia of 1648 (see page 78) but this turns out to be one of those things about history that everyone ‘knows’ which might be entirely untrue: the relevant treaties have almost nothing to say about sovereignty.


At any rate, by around the year 1700, maps were starting to show national borders in heavier lines than other forms of boundary: for the first time, the most important thing to know about a piece of land was which state it belonged to. At the same time, the bigger European powers were gobbling up unincorporated borderlands. Now, states mattered most, everywhere was part of one, and they were not just political units but sources of cultural identity, too.


This, via European expansion and imperialism, soon came – in relative terms, at least – to define the entire world. By the early nineteenth century, Thomas Jefferson’s USA was setting state boundaries and parcelling out land to settlers based on little more than cartography. By the end of the century, the European powers were dividing up Africa – an entire continent – in much the same way. The words of British prime minister Lord Salisbury – which, in best British tradition, manage to be amusingly ironic about the terrible thing while also making clear he had no intention of stopping it – sum up the results best: ‘We have been engaged in drawing lines upon maps where no white man’s feet have ever trod; we have been giving away mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by the small impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains and rivers and lakes were.’ Not that long before, this sentiment would have been meaningless – how can you divide the world using nothing but a map?


Eventually, of course, the empires fell (well, most of them; China, Russia and the United States are, I believe, still standing). But many of the lines they drew on the maps survived. And so today’s maps divide the landmasses of planet Earth into roughly 193 discrete bits, most of which are fewer than two centuries old. What’s more, they strongly suggest that the boundaries between them are not only clear but the only real way of dividing up the planet.


*


It’s impossible to come up with an exact and unarguable measure for the length of a coastline; you can always zoom in further, get a more accurate measurement, include details invisible in a more distant view. By the same token, even with an infinite word count, it’d be impossible to come up with a history of a boundary that included every quirk of its past and geography. Things need to be compressed and summarised. So what you have here is not a definitive account, merely my interpretation of which parts are the most interesting, on the assumption that if I find them so, then you might, too. In the same way, I’ve had to be picky about which stories to include. This is not, despite its title, a definitive history of the world: there are entire centuries, entire civilisations I’ve been forced to leave out.


These gaps partly reflect the limitations on both time and space inherent in producing any book, and partly an urge to avoid repetition – but also, if I’m honest, my own limitations as a human being, and the fact I am, variously, English, British, European, a Westerner and white. I’ve tried to push outside my comfort zone, to acknowledge how many of the world’s problems are the work of people who look more or less like me – but this is nonetheless my history with my biases. If I’ve missed your favourite border, or your favourite civilisation, I can only apologise – and invite you to buy copies of this book for all your friends and family to increase the likelihood I can correct that error in a sequel.


I should also make clear up front that what follows isn’t a simple, linear history, stretching from past to present. It couldn’t be, without jumping from border to border in an infuriating and confusing fashion, because many of these stories play out over so long. Indeed, most of the essays in this book include both chunks of history and commentary about the world as it stands today.


All that said, part one of the book, Histories, is roughly chronological. There I run through some of the most interesting lines drawn in the past, from the ancient world to the twentieth century – some because they feel particularly key to telling the story of borders as a concept and some because of the role they played in creating the world we live in now.


In part two, Legacies, I move on to the story of those borders whose most interesting feature is how they are still affecting the world today – by providing potential military flashpoints or less frightening foreign policy dilemmas, or simply because they make for strange or confusing lines on the map.


Finally, in part three, Externalities, I look at other types of border, less concerned with carving up control of the ground beneath our feet – temporal borders, between dates and time zones; borders at sea or in the air; and, finally, borders in space. Just as the book begins in the distant past, it ends by looking to the future.


While I’m explaining what lies ahead, some quick notes about language. Firstly, there is, technically, a subtle difference between boundaries and borders. A boundary is, in the words of Philip Steinberg, director of the IBRU Centre for Borders Research at the University of Durham, a ‘line of no thickness where the territories of two states meet’, while a border is the line you pass through to cross from one state to another. The former is about division, the latter about connection. This is why you can find signs alerting you to the fact you are about to cross a border inside an airport, hundreds of miles away from any physical boundaries. This is a distinction it feels worth noting, even though in the pages to come, I’m going to largely ignore it and use the two words interchangeably.


Likewise, the phrase ‘Middle East’ is obviously a problematic one, presuming as it does a European perspective on the world, rooted in a particular time, place and attitude. It is, if you think about it for half a second, just as absurd as the fact a large chunk of the eastern half of the United States is still commonly referred to as the ‘Midwest’. There’s an added complication, too, in that much of what we now call the Middle East – the stretch of the eastern Mediterranean once occupied by the Ottomans – would once have been termed the ‘Near East’. I did consider using less loaded terms like ‘Western Asia’, ‘Southwest Asia’ or ‘SWANA’. But despite the fact that ‘Asia’ was originally the term for what is now Turkey, referring to that region as such today is likely to baffle a mainstream readership, and clarity is all. So as with the border/boundary distinction, I’m going to ignore it in favour of colloquial usage. This note is my way of saying, look, I’m not happy about it, okay?


Lastly, I should admit up front that the very title of this book is misleading. It contains 47 chapters but some are concerned with multiple borders. The lines humanity has drawn upon maps are innumerable. Apt, then, that the number of borders covered in these pages should be the same.


*


We are all familiar with the map of the world, or of our own corner of it. We are all so aware of where our bit stops and something else begins that it can be easy to imagine that the lines which carve it up are as natural a feature of geography as mountains, rivers or coasts. But they aren’t. These divisions are ideas, more than physical facts, and to an animal or an alien they’d be invisible. What’s more, what was made can be unmade. There was a time before those lines existed; there will be a time when they exist no more.


No border is inevitable or eternal. They are arbitrary and contingent and, in many cases, could have looked very different if a war or a treaty or the decisions of a handful of tired Europeans had gone a different way. Sometimes they are fleeting; sometimes they persist for centuries. Some are funny; some absurd; some brought forth a death toll that ran into the millions.


By telling the stories of these borders, we can learn a lot about human vanity and human folly, and see how what seems obvious and permanent in one century will come to seem random or ridiculous in another. These histories show us how decisions taken for reasons of short-term power politics or ego can have long-term, real-world effects for decades or centuries to come. And where better to begin than just south of Cairo 5,000 years ago, to consider what the first border in human history really meant.










PART ONE


HISTORIES


Borders are invented – empires rise and fall – nation states come into being – Europe screws up the world






The Unification of Upper and Lower Egypt


The first boundary in the world – possibly


The transition from prehistory to history is not the point at which stuff started happening, it merely marks the point at which people started writing stuff down. As a result, it’s impossible to say with any certainty where the first borders appeared, since the urge to divide ‘us’ from ‘them’ almost certainly predates the urge to chronicle it in a form that will survive to be read in the twenty-first century.


Actually, the earliest city states/tribes/other peoples with some kind of group identity (delete according to ideology and taste) may have got away without borders in the modern sense simply because the world was, by modern standards, empty. They no doubt had a notion of where the land under their control came to an end – but beyond it there was less likely to be a notional line marking the border with another tribe than a no man’s land controlled by no one. If anyone had invented maps, which they hadn’t, they would have looked less like today’s patchwork of nation states than like space or the sea: islands of order in a sea of chaos.


One of the first places where that ceased to be true was in northeastern Africa. In prehistoric times, this region had been home to nomadic hunter-gatherers, who moved from place to place in search of food, possibly with herds of cattle in tow. Sometime around the eighth millennium BCE, though, natural climate change meant the land began to dry out and, over many generations, the nomads settled down to farm the reliably fertile lands beside the river. Those lands, though, were narrow compared to the great desert beyond; the settled lifestyle meant a lot of people in a relatively small space.


So it is that, working chronologically, the first example of something resembling a modern international border you’ll come across, sometime in the fourth millennium BCE, is almost certainly the one you’ll find on the Nile. To the border’s north lay Lower Egypt, the land of the delta, a relatively wide, fertile area prone to flooding. To the south was the higher ground of Upper Egypt, the land of the valley, where the band of fertile land was narrower and all the settlements crowded hard by the river. The dividing line, if there was anything as coherent as a line, has traditionally been placed somewhere around the thirtieth parallel. These two kingdoms had different customs, dialects and probably geopolitical interests too, with the north looking to the Mediterranean and the Levant, and the south to Nubia and into Africa. There’s no reason to imagine they saw themselves as two halves of one divided whole, either. The idea of Egypt came later.


So why, at a point in history about which we know almost nothing, do we know of this border? Because, sometime around 3000BCE, some bloke abolished it. An Upper Egyptian king named Menes conquered the north and founded a new capital at Memphis from which to rule his newly unified kingdom, thus becoming the first pharaoh and creating a nation that still endures the entire length of human history later. For centuries to come, Egypt’s rulers depicted themselves with symbols representing both halves of their kingdoms, using the title ‘of the sedge and the bee’ (emblems of Upper and Lower Egypt respectively) and styling themselves as ‘uniter of the two lands’ (exact translations vary). They even wore a double crown, the pschent, combining the white crown of Upper Egypt and the red crown of Lower Egypt. Key to the most ancient of Egyptians’ sense of their nation was that they had once been two kingdoms but now, thanks to their beneficent rulers, they were one.


Of course, it’s pretty difficult to work out what was going on in a world more distant from Socrates than he is from us; we also know much less about Lower Egypt than Upper because the slightly damper soil means that stuff was simply more likely to rot. And Egyptian history goes on for ages, so long that its conquests by the Persians and Alexander the Great – events we’d confidently categorise as ‘ancient history’ – take place in what’s commonly referred to as its ‘late period’. So you’ll be unsurprised to learn there are a few question marks over this story.


In his book The Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt, Toby Wilkinson highlights recent discoveries suggesting that the last two kingdoms standing before the unification around 3100BCE were based at Tjeni and Nekhen, both well inside Upper Egypt. When Egypt was divided again during later periods of instability, he notes, that division was generally at Asyut, a sudden constriction in the Nile valley north of both those sites but a good 200 miles south of the theoretical boundary. The political geography isn’t nearly as clear cut as the traditional telling makes it sound.


It’s also – this is awkward – possible that Menes never actually existed. His name barely appears in the archaeological record and so a consensus has emerged identifying him as a Tjeni-based king named Narmer, who has the advantage of being someone who definitely did exist. (Just to make life harder, pharaohs often had more than one name.) One side of the Narmer Palette, described by one Egyptologist as the ‘first historical document in the world’, seems to show him wearing the tall white crown of Upper Egypt and doing some smiting; the other has him cheerily ruling in the level red crown of Lower Egypt. That certainly suggests that what we’re looking at is a record of conquest and unification. But even so, there’s debate over whether the palette was intended to show an actual historical event or something more akin to a mythological origin story, of the ‘raised by wolves, killed his brother then founded Rome’ variety. The archaeological evidence does suggest a kingdom in the south of Egypt gradually extended its control – first over its immediate neighbours and then into the north – but there may not have been a moment when two clearly defined kingdoms merged to become one, or a particular king who made it happen.


Why does this border even feature in the historical record at all? Because, while we may not know much about what the earliest pharaohs did, the nature of the evidence we have (tombs, monuments, king lists, etc.) means that we know a lot about how they wished to be seen. And all that insignia – the double crown, both halves of which may have actually originated in Upper Egypt; the titles like ‘lord of the two lands’ – suggest that it was important that the pharaohs position themselves as the personification of the united Egypt. At least one, Djer, is known to have conducted a sort of tour referred to as the ‘circumambulation of the two lands’, knitting his vast kingdom together using his very presence.


Five thousand years later, after Egypt has survived occupation by everyone from Persians to Brits and still come out the other side as a single entity, the idea of it breaking into pieces again may seem fanciful. In ancient times, though, it was a very real worry: during the ‘intermediate periods’, between old, middle and new kingdoms, the land did fragment again and at times more than one dynasty ruled simultaneously from different capitals. Titles like ‘uniter of the two lands’ reflected the fact that pharaoh’s prestige came, in part, from being strong enough to bind the country together.


Whether the boundary between the two Egypts had ever literally existed mattered less than the fact its ruler was strong enough to have erased it.


One last thing before we leave Ancient Egypt behind for the relatively recent events of the first millennium BCE. By the time of Djoser, the founder of the third dynasty in the twenty-seventh century BCE, Egypt was divided into provinces known as ‘nomes’. Each of these was ruled by a ‘nomarch’, who seem to have been hereditary rulers with their own pseudo-feudal power bases. At the kingdom’s height, there were forty-two of them and they persisted right down to the Muslim conquests of 640CE.


In other words, the nomes (it’s a fun word to say, try it) were local government units which persisted in some form or another for upwards of 3,200 years. Puts English counties or American states into perspective, doesn’t it?






The Great Wall of China and the Border as Unifier


Marking the limits of the Middle Kingdom since 221 BCE


You can’t say ‘the one thing everyone knows about the Great Wall of China is wrong’ any more. That’s because the one thing everyone knows about it now is ‘it’s not actually true that you can see it from space’ and that, it turns out, is correct. The wall may be very long but it’s only a few metres wide, and is, in any case, the same colour as the earth around it, which means you can’t see it even from low orbit. If you want to see the Great Wall of China, you’re still best off going to, well, China.


What is true, though, is that it is almost unimaginably vast: around 50,000km of walls, which at that latitude is enough to circle the world and go halfway round again. That it clearly does no such thing is partly because it doesn’t run in a straight line but mostly because it’s not a single wall at all: it’s a network of parallels and branches, stretching like a 2,500km web across northern China, from the Jade Gate in the far west to the borders of Korea. Not all those walls still exist: the network that remains is estimated to be closer to 21,000km in length. That is still, to be fair, a lot of wall.


To explain why the walls were necessary – and how they became a symbol of China’s unification – it helps to step back a bit and ask a big question. Why did we start having borders in the first place?


For most of the Stone Age – which, at somewhere around 2.5 million years or so, accounts for roughly 99.8 per cent of all of human history – our species was overwhelmingly composed of hunter-gatherers: small tribal bands who moved about a lot, rarely ran into outsiders and got their calories from, well, hunting animals and gathering veg. But at some point, probably around 12,000 years ago, that started to change. In an event known variously as the Neolithic or Agricultural Revolution, someone – probably many someones – invented farming.


Exactly why anybody bothered is, strangely enough, a bit of a mystery: you might assume, in a whiggish, inexorable-march-of-progress sort of a way, that this made things better, but there’s actually a fair bit of evidence that farming involved more work for fewer calories. Anthropologists have theorised all sorts of reasons why our ancestors did this ostensibly self-defeating thing, which is still, by any sensible definition, the most important thing to ever happen to our species: climate change; short-term benefits disguising long-term problems; benefits for the elite overriding problems for the masses. One possibility is simple demographics: you can support more people from a given area of land through farming than through hunter-gathering, which meant that those who farmed inevitably came to dominate. In all sorts of ways – more work, more inequality, the shift to settled existence allowing for more frequent pregnancies and thus the invention of patriarchy – life became harder. But with a rising population there was, at least, more life to go round.


At any rate, farming meant settling down, which had all sorts of implications for the relationship between humans and the physical world. For one thing, it meant more possessions: you could ‘own’ something without having to be able to carry it on your back. It also meant that control of good growing land became one of the most important factors in determining which groups of people would prosper and which did not. Where once, small groups of people moved about over vast areas, now much bigger ones were concentrated in relatively small ones.


But for one group to control a piece of land, that inevitably meant others could not. That gave the first an incentive to defend; the second, an incentive to attack.


You can probably see how this is the starter gun for, essentially, all human history.


The earliest civilisations – in Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley of Pakistan and northwest India – all began in river valleys, where land was fertile and the seasons predictable. For obvious reasons, we know relatively little about life and politics in such places: as with the story of Menes/Narmer, we are dependent on disciplines like archaeology and anthropology because nobody had been kind enough to invent written history. But so far as we can tell, at some times, some of these places resembled unified empires, whose most important boundary was the fuzzy line between civilisation and barbarism; at others, they might consist of multiple states, competing for territory and hegemony, with power frequently shifting between dynasties and cities. A period of stability and success might cause the zone of civilisation and settlement to expand, but, at some point, the good times would inevitably end and the resulting array of different cities/states/things would inevitably come into conflict.


Such seems to have been the story of ancient China. At their height, the earliest dynasties controlled territories that, while a mere fraction of the size of modern China, were still vast by the standards of their era. As in Egypt, though, those empires had a periodic tendency to splinter into smaller pieces. So it was that, with a few centuries left to run in the first millennium BCE, the Zhou, China’s third and longest-lived dynasty, still theoretically sat at the head of an empire they’d reigned over since sometime in the mid-eleventh century.1 In practice, though, as early as the eighth century, real power had already begun to drain from the centre to an assortment of smaller local powers. By the fifth century, the emperor was forced to recognise the independence of some of these smaller states; by the third, he was little more than a figurehead and his recognition no longer even mattered. To give you some flavour of what this might have meant, the fifth to third centuries BCE are known as the ‘Warring States Period’.
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The Great Wall of China, superimposed onto today’s map. Not every branch is shown.





This is the world in which the Chinese first started building their walls. As far back as the seventh century BCE, the Chu – a Zhou vassal state centred on what is now Hubei province – began constructing a permanent defensive barrier, known as the ‘Square Wall’, to protect their capital. The Qi, to their north, used a combination of river dykes, impassable mountains and brand new structures of earth and stone to protect their perimeter. The Zhongshan built walls to protect them against Zhao and Qin; the Wei built two, one to protect their capital, another to defend their realms against nomadic tribes to their west and also against the Qin, again. The Qin, presumably a bit miffed by this, built their own walls to protect themselves from yet more nomads.


And so it went on. (There are more kingdoms, and many more walls, but that seems enough to provide a flavour.) These walls were defensive, yes, but they were also a way of marking territory. The impression you get is of local dynasties wanting to literally make their mark on the land – to show that they were as powerful as the next kingdom over.


All this reached some kind of conclusion in 221BCE, when Shihuangdi, leader of the by then extremely powerful Qin dynasty, completed the annexation of Qi, unified China and announced to the world that his dynasty would last ‘10,000’ generations.2 This turned out to be a bit optimistic: in 207BCE, just four years after his death, his empire collapsed and, one quick civil war later, his dynasty was replaced by the rather more durable Han. Nonetheless, Shihuangdi has gone down in history as the first true emperor of China because of his many exciting schemes to turn the previously warring states into a single people with a single identity. His regime unified the various Chinese writing systems into a single script; standardised weights and measures; even made rules about the width of cart axles to improve communications. There is a reason the Qin – pronounced, roughly, ‘chin’ – gave its name to the state.


And yet, the first emperor is also remembered as something of a villain because among these various schemes was a back-breaking programme of public works. Using a vast army of unpaid labourers, forced to work as a sort of tax, the state built new roads, canals and fortresses. It also began to link the various historic walls into a single system intended to defend against barbarian invasions from the north, but also as a symbol of the newly unified state. The literature of the period rails against the ruinous effect this would have on young men forced to work and the families they left behind. But, for good or ill, China had its wall.


Those original structures were more like earthworks than walls in the sense we’d understand, built of compacted earth and other materials that could be gathered locally – in the words of National Geographic, ‘red palm fronds in the Gobi desert, wild poplar trunks in the Tarim Basin, reeds in Gansu’. What remains today, though, is mostly a much more recent construction. The mental image you’ve had while reading this – an edifice of brick as wide as it is tall, stretching to the horizon along the hills like a great, grey snake – is almost certainly the Ming Walls. These were a consciously defensive affair, an attempt by the dynasty which ruled China from 1368CE onwards to resurrect a system as far removed from them as the Roman Empire is from us and thus ensure that an invasion like the Mongol conquests of the previous century could never happen again. Their walls, stretching 4,500 miles from desert to sea, weren’t just walls, either. They were an entire military complex, including gates and stables, towers and fortresses, with bombastic names like The Tower for Suppressing the North or (my personal favourite) The Tower for Suppressing the Goat-Like Foreigners.


This worked but, in the grand sweep of Chinese history, not for long. As the Ming began to falter, the state could no longer properly garrison its defences or properly supply those who remained to guard them: a wall, it turned out, was only as strong as the state it protected. When the Manchu mounted an invasion in the seventeenth century, the wall wasn’t enough to stop them. That’s not to say it didn’t have its uses, however: the dynasty the Manchu established, the Qing, the last to rule imperial China, found the wall a useful bulwark against too much Chinese cultural influence finding its way back to their original non-Chinese territories in the northeast.


All of which brings us to one of the most important facts about the walls. Their purpose and meaning have changed radically over the centuries – which, given the likelihood of anything remaining the same over 2,000 years, should perhaps be no surprise. Their antecedents were a function of China’s division, the Qin walls of its unification. In some centuries, the empire withdrew behind the walls, which came to symbolise the border between Chinese civilisation and the chaotic world outside. In others, the empire stretched far beyond, rendering them less a defensive structure and more a communications artery, a way of enabling and monitoring travel and trade from heartlands to provinces. In others still they’ve been forgotten and neglected and left to crumble away.


Then there’s the inescapable role of tourism. At times when China has been more closed to the world, the walls have been the thing it hunkered down behind; when it’s been more open, though, the beauty of its historic walls has been one of the main sights it offers to visitors, a major stop on the tourist trail among Westerners as far back as the fall of the Ming. Today, busloads of domestic tourists visit the stretch nearest Beijing – where once rich young Europeans would travel Europe on a Grand Tour, today, rich young Chinese students visit their walls.


So even if the walls do still serve a purpose as a symbol of the one, unified China they were built to protect, they couldn’t hide the country from the world forever. And it wasn’t just the Mongols and Manchu that managed to breach them: when Europeans arrived in the nineteenth century, they did so by sea, bringing gunships into Chinese ports. As the Chu, Qi and the others found all those millennia ago, and as the Ming discovered in the seventeenth century: no border can keep outsiders out forever.





____________


1 They may not actually have been the third. The dynasty that traditionally appears first in the list, the Xia, left no records and so is generally considered only a little more plausible than the legendary ‘Three sovereigns and five emperors’ period that preceded them. The next in line, the Shang, who seem to have reigned in the second half of the second millennium BCE, did leave some documentary and archaeological evidence. That means that, while there is still some debate about the Shang dynasty’s starting date, finishing date and almost everything else, the consensus is that it did at least exist. In some way.


2 I did tell you they were miffed.






Why is Europe Not a Peninsula in Asia?


How the Greeks and the Church invented a continent


Different city transport systems have different levels of ambition. The New York subway stops dead at the city’s northern limits, forcing residents of suburbs in neighbouring Westchester County to find another way. The Paris metro extends a few tentacles beyond the Boulevard Périphérique, which roughly traces the path of the city’s last set of walls; the London Underground is all but inescapable in the city’s northern and western suburbs but remains strangely in denial of the existence of its southeast.


The Istanbul metro can beat all of them. Six of its eight lines are in Europe; two – still within the city limits – are in Asia. The two areas are linked by the 76.6km-long Marmaray commuter rail line, its name formed by combining that of the Sea of Marmara (which lies a little to its south) and ‘ray’, the Turkish word for ‘rail’ (which is what it is). Go to Istanbul and you can literally take a commuter train between continents.


This, though, is not as impressive as it at first sounds. In fact, you can switch continents by travelling just 3km and one stop (from Sirkeci to Üsküdar, if you have the urge), and although the Marmaray runs in tunnel for 13.5km, only around 1.8km of that is because of the Bosporus, the narrow strait dividing Europe from Asia. For most of its length, it’s underground for the same reason that the New York subway or Paris metro are: because it’d be bloody inconvenient to start demolishing bits of Istanbul so as to run trains through them. The more you look at the Bosporus, the sillier it seems to consider the land on one side to be fundamentally different to the land on the other.


There are several points on Earth where continents meet, of course, and you could make an argument that, say, the Sinai Peninsula or the Isthmus of Panama are also pretty arbitrary points to tag as crossings from one to another. Those, though, are clearly narrow patches of land dividing two massive landmasses. What makes the Europe–Asia boundary different is that it doesn’t get any less ridiculous if you zoom out. South of Istanbul the boundary runs through the Sea of Marmara and the Dardanelles, another strait which at its narrowest is just 1.2km wide. To the north, it continues via the Black Sea, the crest of the Caucasus Mountains, the Caspian Sea and the Urals – all impressive geographic features, I’m sure, but:
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The strange, meandering route of the Europe–Asia boundary. Immediately north of the Caspian Sea, its route is contested, with some sources claiming it follows the Ural River, and others the Emba.





a)   we don’t generally divide continents by mountain ranges – North America divides at neither Rockies nor Appalachians;


b)   there is, in any case, a gap between the Caspian Sea and Ural Mountains where no one seems quite sure where the boundary actually runs – the Ural and Emba rivers both come up but it’s ultimately a judgement call because


c)   look at a map of the world and it is extremely obvious that Europe and Asia, unlike North and South America, say, are one landmass with an arbitrary line drawn between them.


As arbitrary as this division is, though, it’s also extremely old. The notion that there is some fundamental difference between the lands on either side of the Aegean Sea dates to the Ancient Greeks. One of the earliest known works of geography, Hecataeus of Miletus’s Journey Round the World, which dates from the early fifth century BCE, took the form of a travelogue which worked clockwise around the Mediterranean, covering ‘Europe’ (from the Strait of Gibraltar to modern Greece) in book one and ‘Asia’ (modern Turkey to Morocco) in book two. This two-continent system later became a three-continent one with the boundary with ‘Libya’ – Africa – at the Nile.


The heartlands of the Ancient Greek world, you might notice – Attica and the Peloponnese on one side of the Aegean, and the western coast of Anatolia on the other – lay at the centre of this scheme. After all, if you were an Ancient Greek, where a place stood in relation to Greece was probably the most useful thing you could know about it. The fifth century BCE was also a time of conflict between Persia, whose empire dominated the lands to the east of the Aegean, and the Greek city states, which mostly lay to the west and whose national myth told of another epochal conflict with an eastern power named Troy. It’s at least possible that this, too, contributed to the sudden enthusiasm for dividing east from west.


Even at the time, though, there were those who thought this ridiculous: before the fifth century BCE was out, the historian and geographer Herodotus was complaining in writing that he had no idea who had been responsible for dividing the world into three bits, or giving them names, but that everyone seemed very unclear about where the boundaries were. It may not have been a coincidence that he hailed from Halicarnassus – today’s Bodrum in Turkey – a Greek city on the ‘Asian’ side of the Aegean, whose leaders had fought on the Persian side of the war.


The next thousand years or so were dominated by empires – Macedonian, Roman – that conquered parts of Europe, Asia and Africa alike. By the second century CE, a single state stretched from Carlisle to Kuwait, and while it had provinces called Africa and Asia, these covered tiny fractions of the continents to which we attach those names (a stretch of Mediterranean coast and western Anatolia respectively). There was no particular reason to expect an arbitrary system of geography, based on the Greek conception of the world sometime around 500BCE, to endure.


Quite obviously it did. Maybe this was down to Greek influence on the Roman imagination, not to mention Greek dominance of the eastern empire that survived nearly a thousand years after the western bit fell off. Or maybe it was the result of religion. In 200CE, there was no more to distinguish Greece from Syria than there was Greece from France. A few centuries later, though, the Islamic conquests happened, and the world to the east and south of Greece were very different places to the Christian lands to the northwest. Few in those lands may have thought of themselves as Europeans but they were very, very conscious of being a part of Christendom.


In the ninth century, a poet described the Emperor Charlemagne, a Frankish leader whom we’ll meet in a few chapters’ time, as pater Europae, the father of Europe, in an attempt to find a label flattering enough for a man who ruled over such a huge block of territory. As the centuries wore on, with classical knowledge all the rage, Christian forces trying to retake Spain and the Ottoman Empire edging ever closer to the heart of Europe, a view of the world that suggested a natural division between decent, European, Christian types and sinister Asiatics with their strange gods must have seemed rather appealing.


This was quite a different approach from that of the ancients. The Classical Greeks may have had political, as well as geographical, reasons for their tripartite division of the known world but they also had little enough information as to what lay in the far north that it was possible to genuinely believe there to be some fundamental physical divide between Europe and Asia. The Europeans of the Renaissance, though, knew that Europe and Asia made up a single landmass. This politically constructed and slightly false division is far from the only reason that Russia, which straddled the boundary, would spend the following centuries agonising over whether its people were proper Europeans or not, but it surely can’t have helped.


It’s not become any less absurd in the centuries since. The imperial age saw consensus over the route of the boundary through Russia shift several times – surely a sign that there was no fundamental reality to discover. By the mid-twentieth century, the theory of plate tectonics – the notion that the surface of the Earth was divided into plates, which over millions of years moved about the place banging into each other – was gaining acceptance and scientists discovered that most continents (Africa, Antarctica, Australia and both North and South America) had their own plate. Europe, however, was a mere western outpost of the Eurasian plates; if any parts of Asia deserved to be considered separate landmasses, according to this model it was the Arabian Peninsula and Indian subcontinent.


These places, though, have never been granted continent status: in a world largely built by those of European descent, the idea of Europe as a continent has survived, despite it being very obviously made up. And the Greek-speaking nation of Cyprus is still considered a European country, despite its breakaway Turkish-speaking north and the fact that it’s closer to the Asian landmass.


I said earlier that Ancient Greece straddled the boundary. What I didn’t mention was that modern Greece did, too. As late as the twentieth century, there were around 1.2 million Greek Orthodox Christians in Asia Minor, Eastern Thrace and other predominantly Islamic regions, as well as 400,000 Muslims in modern Greece. In 1923, both communities were forced to move: an act of legalised ethnic cleansing that created more than a million refugees. There had never really been a simple divide between a Christian Europe and an Islamic Asiatic world to its east – but the turmoil after the First World War provided an excuse to attempt to create one.


Istanbul, incidentally, is far from the only city to straddle the Europe–Asia border. Should you wish to take a tour, your stops will include Orenburg and Magnitogorsk in Russia, and Oral in Kazakhstan, all of which straddle the Ural River. In each of these – unlike in Istanbul – you can simply walk from Europe to Asia and back. Even when it’s not being used as an excuse for ethnic cleansing this whole thing is just silly.






The Roman Limes and the Power of the Periphery


The centrifugal empire


Severus Alexander must have felt he had a lot to live up to. Of his two names, one was drawn from his great-aunt’s husband, Septimius Severus, who had founded the dynasty which, at the turn of the third century, was in charge in Rome; the other was that of the greatest conqueror the world had ever known, the man who, half a millennium earlier, had brought lands from Greece to India under the control of tiny Macedon. Worse, he came to the imperial throne aged just thirteen – a difficult enough age for any boy, even without a fractious and tottering empire to manage – and in the full knowledge that his cousin had been murdered to clear his path.


It didn’t go brilliantly. Young Alexander was widely seen as a figurehead for the real powers in Rome, his mother and grandmother, and the Romans, not known for their feminism, thought this sort of thing unseemly.1 The city reportedly became so lawless that the Praetorian Guard, the emperor’s personal bodyguard, murdered their own leader right in front of him, while one of the consuls for 229CE, the historian Cassius Dio, spent chunks of his year in office outside the city to avoid a similar fate.


Alexander’s biggest problem, though, was foreign policy. Despite some grumbling about their boyish and unworthy emperor, the Roman army defeated a Persian invasion of Mesopotamia, sort of. (The Roman counter-offensive was a disaster, especially the bit Alexander commanded personally; still, the Persians decided it wasn’t worth the hassle and went home.) But then, almost before anyone could catch their breath, barbarian tribes began crossing the Rhine and Danube frontier. The army was depleted and the survivors exhausted, so in an effort to buy himself some time, Alexander attempted to bribe the Germans to go away again. This, for the troops, was just too much. What kind of ‘emperor’ was this, who, instead of defending the boundaries of the empire through blood and iron, attempted to buy his enemies off? And on the advice of a woman?


And so, they killed him. And then, for good measure, they killed his mother, too. In his place, they installed their own commander: Maximinus Thrax (‘The Thracian’), a former shepherd and decorated military officer, who became the first Roman emperor to come from outside the empire’s ruling class. Here, surely, was a man who could truly understand the needs of the soldiers tasked with defending Rome from its enemies. After all, he had been one of them!


Three disappointing years later, the troops killed him, too. This, it turned out, was to happen rather a lot. Over the next half-century, between the co-emperors, breakaway emperors and usurpers, the Roman Empire was to have at least twenty-six emperors2 – roughly as many as it had got through in its first 220 years, even though those centuries had included unpromising periods by the name of the Year of Four Emperors (69CE) and the Year of Five Emperors (193CE).


There are a number of reasons the empire broke down and fractured during the period we know as the Crisis of the Third Century: the resurgence of Persia; the pressure of migration, sparked by some unseen crisis in central Asia; the economic crisis and inflation that followed Septimius Severus’s debasement of the currency. A big part of it, though, was the collapse in military discipline that followed the murder of Severus Alexander, as commanders on the Rhine and Danube frontier realised that it was they who held all the cards. It was a crisis that stemmed, in part, from the empire’s need to defend its own borders.


The gradual but inexorable expansion of Roman territory had been one of the main themes of the state’s history. In its earliest centuries, the city had controlled little more than its immediate hinterland, and it was for a time dominated by the Etruscan state to its north.3 In the mid-fourth century BCE, though – roughly the time when Severus Alexander’s more impressive namesake was doing his thing in the east – the Romans had fought a series of wars, gradually defeating and absorbing much of the Italian peninsula. After that, they defeated the Carthaginians to become the dominant power in the western Mediterranean; swallowed Greece and Spain; and then expanded beyond, to Gaul, Africa, Egypt, and even to a distant, cold and generally unattractive island named Britain. For half a millennium, Rome had grown, until it encompassed much of the known world.


And then, around a century before Severus Alexander found himself in charge, it stopped. The emperor Hadrian, who came to power in 117CE, began to worry that the empire was becoming over-extended and withdrew from a few far-flung and recently conquered territories in favour of consolidating control over the land already in Roman hands. He also began moves to turn the previously shifting frontiers of the empire into something more understandable as a fixed border.4


You can probably guess at least one example of those borders because it still has the emperor’s name on it. Hadrian’s Wall stretched for seventy-three miles across northern England and divided the firmly if restlessly Roman province of Britannia in the south from the wild lands of Caledonia to the north. Like those walls which had been built at the other end of Eurasia in China a few centuries earlier, it was probably never expected to be entirely impassable to outsiders; rather, it was a sort of tripwire, something which could slow down the enemy and provide, via its network of fortresses, an early warning system. More than that, it was a declaration of Roman power in a rebellious region and may even have performed an economic function, controlling the flow of goods in and out of the empire and levying taxes on them.


The wall was one of the more dramatic markers of the limits of Roman power but it wasn’t completely unique. The empire’s longest and most heavily fortified border was the Limes Germanicus, the German frontier: a line of over 350 miles, defended by at least 60 forts and 900 watchtowers. This, too, was probably as much a way of controlling trade and monitoring the periphery as it was a clear line between us and them, or a way of blocking the German tribes from entering the empire entirely. But to bridge the gap between the two great rivers which made up the Limes, Danube in the east and Rhine in the west, there nonetheless lay 190 miles of heavily defended earthworks.


Elsewhere, the limits of Roman power faced onto other natural barriers to movement, whether rivers, seas or deserts – notably the Sahara. Beyond, lay client kingdoms, or more barbarian tribes requiring careful management, or land hostile to human existence. It was only in the far eastern province of Mesopotamia, where Roman interests directly faced onto those of Persia, that the empire butted up against anything like a comparable state.


So while the build-up of legions along these borders, especially the German one, was partly about protecting the empire against external threats, it also served another purpose: defending the people who ran it from internal ones. Centuries earlier, responsibility for ensuring troops were paid had rested with individual generals. This was all very well, in a ‘keeping costs down’ kind of way, but in the last century of the Republic it had caused chaos when a succession of politically ambitious generals (Marius, Sulla, Pompey) had realised that this effectively gave them a loyal private army. The result had been half a century of chaos, as well as one of the most famous border crossings in history when, in January 49BCE, Julius Caesar and his army crossed the Rubicon – the river that marked the northern frontier of Italy – thus precipitating yet another civil war.


When Caesar’s adopted heir Octavian – Augustus, as he became – had eventually won enough civil wars to be the last man standing and become Rome’s first emperor, he therefore set about reforming the military, ensuring troops were paid from the imperial treasury and not by their commanding officers. He also drew a distinction between the senatorial provinces of the empire’s Italian and Greek core, whose governors were appointed by the Senate and which barely needed to be guarded, and the more militarised imperial provinces of the periphery, whose governors were appointed by Augustus himself. In this way, potentially troublesome troops were kept loyal to the emperor and a very long way from Rome.


All this worked pretty well – two and a half centuries is a decent run for any political order – but it also contained the seeds of its own destruction. For one thing, it was expensive, and the cost was funded largely through conquest and plunder: Hadrian’s decision that the empire was quite big enough may have, paradoxically, made an empire that size harder to preserve. The decision to shift the army from a machine for conquest and glory to a border force made it less glamorous, too, so that service became less attractive to Romans and the army came more and more to depend on barbarians. That probably didn’t make it any less effective or less loyal, no matter what some of the snobbier Romans would later argue. But it probably did create space for the idea that the Roman Empire did not, necessarily, need to be focused on Rome.


Last but very much not least, it meant that when the empire tottered, many of the forces in a position to contest it were not at its core but on its edge, especially along the Rhine and Danube frontiers, and, since military service had fallen out of fashion in Rome, very few of them were actually Roman. The result was (this is where we came in) the decades-long Crisis of the Third Century, in which emperors were declared by their own troops after promising them the earth, and discarded and murdered as soon as they failed. Some of these ‘barracks emperors’ attempted to clear things up by setting out a formal line of succession, naming their sons as their heirs. What this generally meant was that, when the time came to murder them, their sons were slaughtered, too.


Among the shortest reigns of all belonged to co-emperors Balbinus and Pupienus, who, in the chaos of 238CE, the Year of Six Emperors, ruled for just ninety-nine days. This was an eternity compared to their predecessors, the ill-fated father/son team of Gordian I and Gordian II, who managed just twenty-two, but during those fourteen weeks, they fell to bickering, each believing the other was plotting their downfall, and were in the middle of yet another argument when the Praetorian Guard burst into the room, grabbed them and hacked them to death.


Later on, the empire began to fall apart. In around 260CE, with the crisis decades old and still no end in sight, a general named Postumus took advantage of his troops’ irritation at being ordered to give up some booty to the imperial treasury and had himself declared ruler of a new Gallic empire, consisting of Gaul, Germania and, later on, Britannia and Hispania. A decade later, at the other end of the empire, a Palmyran queen named Zenobia took control of the Syrian, Arabian and Egyptian provinces. Both of these breakaway states maintained some of the structures of the empire they were overthrowing – indeed, their revolt may have resulted as much from the desire for order that Rome could no longer provide as for independence.


There’s some debate about when, exactly, Rome fell but nobody has ever put the date as early as the third century. Returning the empire to stability, though, was a job too big for one man and it took almost as long as the breakdown had. In 274, the emperor Aurelian managed to restore a measure of order by ruling his troops with an iron fist and defeating both breakaway empires. The same reputation for ruthlessness that had earned him the title Restitutor Orbis (‘Restorer of the World’) may also have caused his death, however, as a secretary who had told him a lie decided that his best chance of survival lay in forging a document outlining the emperor’s plans to execute assorted officials. True to form, the officials got Aurelian before he could get them.5


A decade after that, the emperor Diocletian instituted yet another set of military reforms, weakening the border forces and instead backing them up with mobile forces who could be moved about as they were needed. That, and a decision to move non-Roman troops to distant provinces, was enough to weaken the frontier generals and make their troops less likely to declare them emperors. That wasn’t quite the end of the story – Diocletian’s abdication in 305 was followed by yet more civil wars, which ended only with the victory of Constantine in 324. But the fact he could retire, to die of natural causes, says something in itself about his impact.


Other boundaries, drawn up by Diocletian himself, would turn out to have a much longer legacy. One of his biggest reforms was the ‘Tetrarchy’, under which the empire was split into halves, east and west, and then the resulting halves split again. Two of these four sections would be run by senior emperors named augusti, the other two by their junior colleagues and designated successors, the caesares. These were always zones of influence with only rough boundaries rather than states in themselves, but the intention was that this would deal with the succession problem, as well as recognise the fact that the empire was clearly now too big for one man.


You can tell how well this attempt to prevent conflict between rival power bases went from the fact that the wars that inevitably followed Diocletian’s abdication were known as the Civil Wars of the Tetrarchy. But the fourfold division survived the reunification as new regional power bases, known as prefectures. More importantly, the idea of a western, Latin half of the empire and an eastern, Greek one never quite went away again; in 395, after the death of the last unifying emperor Theodosius I, the empire was permanently split.


The forces that had caused the crisis had not entirely abated. Barbarian tribes still kept trying to cross the Limes Germanicus, asking for sanctuary from the chaos outside the empire, then generally being hired to guard the border from the next lot. Until, in 476, the last western emperor, a small boy named Romulus Augustulus, after both the founder of Rome and the founder of the empire, was finally deposed by a passing German warlord in favour of the other, better emperor in the east.6 For nearly a thousand years, an empire calling itself ‘Rome’ would persist in Constantinople, the new capital Constantine had founded to be equidistant between the troublesome German and eastern frontiers, and then modestly named after himself; but it would hardly ever include the city of Rome.


Even later than that, in 1054, the church that was one of Rome’s more enduring legacies would also split in two, in the event known as the Great Schism; the resulting halves would again be a Latin-speaking Catholic west and a Greek-speaking Orthodox east, a division which persists, sort of,7 to this day. Even now, the legacy of Rome is still defined, to some extent, by its borders.





____________


1 Coins of the emperor show him with a rather wispy neck beard, suggestive of a boy who wants to look like he’s a man but unfortunately isn’t. The impression you get is of an emperor who uses a fake ID to buy beers for his mates.


2 These exact counts are contested because it’s not clear from this distance – and may not have been at the time – exactly who counts as a proper emperor. Honestly, the chaos of the Roman Empire is probably the single best argument for the hereditary principle. Okay, you sometimes end up with a dribbling idiot who, thanks to extensive inbreeding, only had five great grandparents, but at least it limits the number of claimants.


3 Today’s Tuscany.


4 Both Hadrian and his immediate predecessor Trajan were born in today’s Spain, although the former was certainly and the latter probably of Roman ancestry. It wasn’t merely the boundaries of the state that expanded but the idea of who counted as Roman, right up to the Edict of Caracalla, in 212CE, which made basically all freeborn males citizens of the empire.


5 Bonus fact about Aurelian: some coins suggest his wife Ulpia Severina may have ruled briefly in her own right after his death. If so, she was the only woman ever to rule the western empire.


6 As is so often the way of these things, this is contested: some historians prefer to count Romulus’s predecessor Julius Nepos as the true final western emperor, as he was more widely recognised, never renounced his claim and lived until 480. But the slightly sad boy emperor with the thematically resonant name is generally recognised as the last, possibly because it makes for a better story, so that’s what I’ve gone with.


7 By this I mean that the division is still there; it’s just that there are also quite a lot of other divisions there, too.






The Legacies of Charlemagne


The Treaty of Verdun, 843, and its eleven centuries of consequences


On Christmas Day in the year 800CE, Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne, king of the Franks, emperor in Rome. Since the fall of the west over three centuries earlier, chaos had reigned in the ever-shifting patchwork of states that occupied what had once been Italy and Gaul. Now, at long last, the western empire was back.


Slightly less than half a century later, Charlemagne’s descendants carved his legacy into three and then, as if this wasn’t messy enough, almost immediately started chewing one of the fragments into smaller pieces still. A thing calling itself the Roman Empire would persist in the west for nearly another 1,000 years – far longer, indeed, than the original had held sway there – but it never approached its namesake in territory or power, and it would often not involve Rome. Even so, the legacy of Charlemagne’s empire, and the way his territories were divided, would still be doing unpleasant things to Europe over a thousand years after his death. Indeed, by some reckonings, it’s still affecting the map to this day.


There are several things worth knowing about ‘the father of Europe’. Firstly, his name wasn’t actually Charlemagne – that’s a contraction of Charles-le-magne, Charles the Great, an honorific reflecting his achievements, rather than the thing Mrs Charlemagne would shout when she wanted his attention. On the lists of rulers drawn up on either side of the Rhine (we’ll be coming back to that), he also counts as Charles I. More surprising, perhaps, he had a pet elephant: Abul-Abbas, apparently a gift from the recently established Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad. Fierce academic debate has long raged regarding whether he was an Indian or African elephant.


The key thing to know about Charlemagne for our purposes, though, is that his legitimacy wasn’t all it could have been. For one thing, he may have been a bastard. For another, he actually only inherited half of Francia, a post-Roman barbarian kingdom centred on the Rhine: the core territories of most of France and southern Germany had been left to his brother, Carloman. But Carloman, rather conveniently, it must be said, died in 771, sometime before he reached the age of twenty-one.1


The biggest issue, though, was that Charlemagne was from a line of usurpers. His grandfather, Charles Martel, for whom he had been named, had been mayor of the palace, a sort of chief of staff to the Merovingian kings of Francia. Those kings, though, had been increasingly symbolic for some time and by the time Charles was winning battles against all and sundry, it was fairly clear that he was now the true power in the kingdom. When, in 751, Charles’s son – Charlemagne’s father – Pepin got himself made king, he also got himself anointed by some passing bishops, to make up for the lack of magical royal blood.


So in 768, when Charlemagne ascended to the throne, his dynasty was less than a generation old, and much of what he did seems to have been an attempt to shore it up. For one thing, there was the investment in learning and culture that’s gone down in history as the Carolingian Renaissance, which was an attempt to build something less like a tribal kingdom and more like a Christian state. (To be specific: Rome.) Then there were the endless military campaigns against the neighbours, to expand the kingdom to include Saxony, Bavaria, Lombardy, the Pyrenees. This not only spread the light of the church to new peoples, as any good Christian king surely should; it also, as a helpful side effect, provided a sense of national mission and spoils for the military, who tended to grow restive when there was no foreign treasure to plunder. ‘As long as the snowball keeps rolling, it gets larger,’ the historian Mary Garrison has said. ‘When it stops rolling it starts to melt.’ The parallels with Rome, half a millennium earlier, all but scream at you.


And then, three decades into his reign, after taking the time to protect the pope from a rampaging mob of disgruntled Romans, came the ultimate mark of Charlemagne’s legitimacy. Nearly a thousand miles away in Constantinople, there still ruled an empress: Irene, the latest in an unbroken line stretching all the way back to Augustus, before even the birth of Christ. In the west, though, there had not been an emperor since Romulus Augustulus had been kicked out back in 476. But in Charlemagne, with his domains stretching from Pyrenees to Elbe and North Sea to Adriatic, much of the west had one ruler again. It only took some muttered questions about whether you could really have an emperor who was a girl, and for Leo III to do a spot of crowning to fill the vacant western imperial throne and, hey presto, there was an emperor of Rome again. The empire was back.2


These old and new versions of empire, however, were not entirely comparable. The original Roman Empire, too, had been built on military conquests and complicated rituals involving Latin-speaking priests, yes, but it was also the work of a city, polity and culture that had grown up over centuries. Charlemagne’s version, by contrast, was really just the work of Charlemagne, and even he seems not to have expected it to survive him in one piece. The Franks, after all, didn’t practise primogeniture, the system of inheritance in which the oldest son gets the lot; instead, they divided territory between all male heirs, which is why Charlemagne had briefly ruled only half of his empire.


So, in 806, Charlemagne published a decree, the Divisio Regnorum, which outlined how his realms would be divided on his death – on the grounds, one assumes, that this would make it marginally less likely that the sad event would be followed by immediate civil war between his sons. As it happened, the Divisio was never enacted because two of the three sons who stood to benefit made the rookie error of dying before their father, thus leaving the entire empire to go to the youngest, Louis the Pious. But he too began fretting about the succession almost immediately – as early as 817, just three years after his father’s death, he published his own decree, the Ordinatio imperii, outlining a complicated plan involving appointing his eldest son co-emperor and making his younger sons kings, but making it clear that the empire was absolutely not ever, under any circumstances, ever, ever to be divided. In theory, this seemed like a pretty nifty way of matching Frankish custom with the need for imperial unity. In practice, it almost immediately led to civil war.3 Back to the drawing board.




[image: illustration]


The division of Charlemagne’s empire between his grandsons at the Treaty of Verdun, 843. Middle Francia would be contested for centuries.





That pretty much set the pattern. Eventually, Louis abandoned the Ordinatio, instead publishing his own Divisio Regnorum, but that wasn’t enough to put an end to years of intermittent war between father and sons. We don’t have space to go through all of it – though the highlight is surely the ‘field of lies’, the event in 833 at which Louis believed he was just meeting his eldest son, Lothair, to settle their differences, only to find himself faced by all three sons, their supporters, the pope and, most hurtfully of all, his childhood best friend, every one of them demanding he abdicate, which he did, briefly – but the key point is that, if no one would accept a plan for holding the empire together while Louis was alive, preventing it from falling to bits after his death was surely impossible.


And so it proved. In 840, Louis died, Lothair’s brothers declined to accept his inheritance and the result was civil war. Again.


Eventually, after three years of that, the three brothers agreed on how the empire would be divided. By the Treaty of Verdun of 843, Francia Orientalis – East Francia, the lands east of the Rhine and north of Italy – would go to the middle son, Louis, the ruler of Bavaria. Francia Occidentalis – West Francia, the lands west of the Rhône – would go to the much younger son, Charles, who already ruled Aquitaine. That left the heart of the empire, Francia Media – Italy, Burgundy, the Rhineland – for the eldest son, Lothair.


This latter creation looks rather weird to modern eyes. While East Francia and West Francia feel coherent and familiar today, Middle Francia is a faintly bizarre set of territories stretching from some damp Dutch seaside villages all the way to Rome. It was, however, considered the best, richest and most prestigious bit, containing as it did both the old imperial capital in Rome and the new one in Aachen. It should have been the heart of the Frankish lands, which is why it went to the eldest son, along with the imperial title.


Unfortunately, the weird, spread-out nature of Middle Francia left it simultaneously vulnerable to attacks from two of the age’s most enthusiastic groups of marauders: the Vikings in the north and ‘Saracens’ – the various Muslim caliphates – in the south. That made it a bugger to defend and Lothair, pushing fifty, was already looking down the barrel of his own succession crisis. So barely a year after Verdun, he made his eldest son, Louis, king of Italy and co-emperor; eleven years later, feeling increasingly unwell, he partitioned his territory into three parts again at the Treaty of Prüm, handed the imperial title to Louis, retired to a monastery and immediately died.
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