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[image: ] OFF WE GO!





  I’ve been to Greece a couple of times and jolly nice it was too. Sunny, friendly, quiet, the odd geriatric donkey being led slowly down a dusty street by a sun-shrunken

  old man, a whiskery old crone, bent double in widow’s black, carrying a fat round loaf home from the village bakery . . . Greece redefines the word ‘slow’. Nothing ever seems to

  happen there and nobody notices if it does. In fact, it’s so laid back that just talking about it is enough to send you into a long, deep sleep . . .*




  Sorry . . . How amazing, therefore, to even consider that from 800 to 300 BC the Greeks led the world in just about everything from science to music to art to architecture to

  writing to philosophy to mathematics to . . . well, everything. It was a mighty ancient civilization whose influence in all things is still with us today. How is it that such a fantastically

  go-ahead place, having reached such dizzy heights, could then disappear almost without trace? I’ll tell you.




  PS You’ll probably notice grumpy little comments (like the one below) throughout the book. Sorry, but that’s my editor, Susie; she hasn’t got much of a life,

  poor dear.




  *Wake up! Ed [image: ]




  





  
[image: ] Chapter 1





  
[image: ]GREECE GROWS UP (THE HISTORICAL BIT)





  Greece today is quite a big little country: around 50,000 square miles (Britain’s 94,000). It lies gently sunbathing by the north­eastern edge of the Mediterranean

  sea and has loads of islands (over a hundred) dotted around and about. If you’d like to know what they’re called, my editor’s simply dying to name them all for you.*




  Greece used to be quite a bit smaller than it is today, but during World War I they nicked quite a bit of Turkey (leg or breast?), which is probably why the two countries still aren’t

  speaking (actually, they hate each other’s guts).
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  *Oh no I’m not. Ed




  Hello Hellas




  The very old name for Ancient Greece was Hellas and the people that lived there called themselves, quite understandably, the Hellenes (which means . . . Greeks). Quite sensible

  really. If that isn’t good enough for you, these Hellenes probably came from one of the Pelasgian tribes who’d been settled in those pants for 40,000 years. The Hellenes were themselves

  divided into four tribes:




  

    

      [image: ] The Aeolians (north).




      [image: ] The Dorians (gathered round Mount Oeta).




      [image: ] The Achaeans (who occupied the biggest bit of the southern part – called the Peloponnese).




      [image: ] The Ionians (who had a strip along the top bit of the Peloponnese and also the area round Athens called Attica).


    


  




  Crikey, this is boring. I’ll move on.




  Creating Crete




  The first proper Greek civilization came about on the large island of Crete off the bottom of mainland Greece by 2000 BC. The Minoans, as they liked to call themselves (after

  their top god Minos), were highly organized, with a flourishing economy and trading system that involved all of the known world (I suppose it might be difficult to trade with the unknown world).

  The Minoans ended up controlling the seas. Big business in those times.




  

    

      Useless Legend No. 529




      There was this god called Zeus, who fell in love with a gorgeous princess called Europa. For some reason best known to himself, he turned into a bull and

      swam to Crete with the girl riding him (I suppose a bird on the back is worth two in . . .*). Anyway, one of their sons was called Minos and became king of Crete (actually all their kings were

      called Minos).
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  *Enough! Ed




  Plush Palaces




  The Minoans built themselves massive palaces, sometimes up to four storeys in height, with huge apartments for their kings and queens. Their style of living was quite advanced

  (running water and colour tellies in every room). They had wonderfully detailed and beautifully painted frescoes on their walls and it’s from digging these up that we’ve been able to

  learn so much about how they lived.




  Dead Nice




  It’s obvious from these frescoes that the Minoans were a very religious people, and it’s quite nice to note, for a change, that they seemed to prefer their goddesses

  to their gods. Like many primitive people, they believed in an afterlife and would therefore provide their deceased rellies with food, drink and most of their lifetime possessions when they buried

  them, so they’d be dead comfortable when dead.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 532




      Women of all classes dressed in a most unusual way. They wore these quite ordinary, down-to-the-ground frocks (with frilly layers, like Spanish dancers)

      but would have their boobs totally exposed. Funny that.


    


  




  Bang!




  Then suddenly it was all gone. In 1450 BC all the palaces disappeared due to volcanic eruptions (very popular down that way), and there might well have been the odd tidal wave

  and mass crop destruction.




  If that wasn’t bad enough, the king of the time (you’re right – Minos) was murdered by a local other king who also trashed the precious Minoan fleet.




  To cap it all, they were invaded and conquered by the Mycenaeans. It really wasn’t their year. It seems that from then on, however, the Mycenaeans simply squabbled amongst themselves and

  let all that the Minoans had achieved run down like a clockwork toy.




  The whole Minoan business was over by 1200 BC.




  

    

      Useless Legend No. 534




      Once upon a time, an Athenian prince called Theseus went on his holidays to Crete where he met, fought and slew this weird half-bull half-man (and

      half-wit?) character called the Minotaur. Mr Minotaur lived in a labyrinth (like the London Underground without signs or trains*). When he went in to find the old bull/person, his girlfriend,

      Ariadne, gave him a reel of cotton so’s he’d find his way back (no mobiles those days). It all worked fine: Theseus killed the Minotaur, found his way back to Ariadne and they lived

      happily ever after. The End.
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  Tell you what, this is going a bit slowly so we’ll make a time chart.




  



  *The London Underground doesn’t have many signs or trains either. Ed




  1600–1200 BC




  The first proper Greek civilizations were ruled over by the Mycenaeans.




  1194–1184 BC




  THE TROJAN WAR




  According to legend, this battle was all about a princess called Helen. All the local kings fancied her but she eventually married the Spartan King Menelaus, King Agamemnon of

  Mycene’s brother. To cut a long story short, the naughty girl ran off with Paris (not to Paris). Helen and the young prince went straight to Troy (cos Paris’s old man was the

  King of Troy), in what we now call Turkey. This, understandably, upset King Agamemnon (and no doubt Menelaus) so he laid siege to Troy and the Trojans for ten years – TEN YEARS! –

  before doing the old wooden horse stunt. Actually, there was a bit more to it than that.
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