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Often, the most important events in history aren’t the great battles or rise to power of a single ruler but shifts in the way that people live their lives and view the world. Advances in technology, emergence of new belief systems and major disasters can all have a large impact on people’s lives and the world around them. This book will attempt to show just some of the major changes in human history which helped to form the world we live in today. It will give you some idea of how something which may have not seemed important at the time can topple empires and change the lives of millions.
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The single most important event in the history of human civilisation, bar none, is the development of practices which allowed people to grow food for themselves rather than to hunt and forage. It is not clear where agriculture was first practised, but it is believed that the systems of crop farming we today associate with modern agriculture first appeared independently in the Near East, India, Egypt and China around ten thousand years ago. This was helped by a shift in the world’s climate following the last Ice Age, when it became much easier to grow annual grains which would die off during one season and remain dormant until conditions changed. By developing systems which let people grow food rather than be forced to spend all their time hunting for it, agriculture gave people more time to spend on other pursuits, and this combined with the need to designate tasks and oversee the harvesting of crops led to the emergence of the first civilisations.



		Birth of Agriculture
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Quite possibly the most crucial invention in human history, writing has allowed humanity to develop far more complex societies, as well as to record information to pass on for future generations. Although the kingdom of Sumer in Mesopotamia was long believed to have been the birthplace of writing and certainly it appeared there the earliest (c. 3400 - 3100 BCE), writing also appeared in China, Egypt and Central America without outside influence. While the earliest surviving examples of writing were made on clay tablets, soon other materials like papyrus, parchment, wood and carved stone began to be used, allowing societies to communicate important information in a variety of ways suited to different purposes. Many of the earliest surviving texts are government documents detailing the management of ancient kingdoms, but other early surviving texts include religious teachings, trade negotiations, private letters and even manuals teaching ancient surgeons how to treat injuries.



		Invention of Writing



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		

Between 1200 and 1150 BCE, the great civilisations of the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean were suddenly thrown into chaos. Within this period, nearly every major city in the region was abandoned or destroyed, with many never being rebuilt, while great civilisations like the Mycenaeans in Greece, the Hittites in modern-day Turkey and the Kassites in what would become the Babylonian Empire all collapsed. Other kingdoms, like the Egyptian New Kingdom and the Assyrian Empire managed to survive but were weakened. Historians still don’t know what caused this collapse. Attacks on Egypt and neighbouring countries led by a group called the Sea Peoples, iron beginning to replace bronze as the main metal used in making weapons and crop failures caused by shifts in the climate of the region have all been suggested, but the causes of this disaster have never been fully understood. However, despite this being the closest human society has come to total collapse, new civilisations would rise in their place, such as the Persian Empire and the world of Classical Greece, which would continue to bear the torch of advancement.



		Late Bronze Age Collapse
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For centuries, the Roman Empire had dominated Europe, North Africa and the Near East, but by the third century the empire’s strength was beginning to fade. In 285, Emperor Diocletian divided the empire in two halves so it would be easier to control them. Over the next century, the empire was united again, then divided not once, but twice. After the death of Emperor Theodosius in 395 the empire split into its Eastern and Western halves for good, with the Eastern side continuing for centuries longer as the Byzantine Empire. The western half, however, collapsed completely less than a century later, when in 476 the Goths sacked Rome and overthrew the emperor Romulus, installing their leader Odoacer as King of Italy. With the fall of the Western Roman Empire began a period known as the Dark Ages, which while not quite as horrific as it was once believed to be, still saw Europe without unified leadership and at the mercy of groups of conquerors, most infamously the Vikings. However, this void in leadership came to be filled by the Roman Catholic Church, which held considerable power throughout the medieval period that followed and helped to preserve many surviving traces of the civilisation the Romans had left behind.



		Fall of the Roman Empire
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The Crusades were a series of wars in the Middle Ages fought between Christians and Muslims. In 1095, Pope Urban II proclaimed the First Crusade, calling for support for Byzantine Emperor Alexius I against the Turks, as well as for Christians to retake the city of Jerusalem. This began a period of Crusades against the Muslim rulers of the Holy Land, with many rulers of Europe, including the Holy Roman Emperor and the kings of England and France, leading armies of soldiers who were promised eternal glory in Heaven for their service. For a time, these crusaders managed to hold major religious centres like Jerusalem and Bethlehem, although they were ultimately driven out and the Crusades ended with little change in who ruled the Near East. The Muslim population of the region found themselves unified into larger and more powerful nations, and the Christians were introduced to many new goods, with the Italian city-states making a fortune from trade that helped to fund the artistic achievements of the Renaissance a few centuries later. In addition, to finance the Crusades, groups such as the Knights Templar invented modern banking systems that still influence the way the economy works to this day.



		The Crusades
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Renaissance



		From the 14th till the 16th centuries, there came an incredible change in how Europeans saw their world, inspired in part by the rediscovery of ancient Greek and Roman culture. Starting in the divided city-states of Italy, this movement, known as the Renaissance (or rebirth in French), spread all across Europe. People began to see humanity as more important, placing a greater emphasis on individual people and their ability to shape their own destiny instead of it being predetermined as part of the Christian God’s grand plan, a concept now known as humanism. This shift saw massive advances in science and technology, the emergence of modern banking and trading systems and an increased realism in painting and sculpture. This gave birth to the idea of the ‘Renaissance Man’, someone who excelled in many different areas, a classic example being the famous artist and inventor Leonardo da Vinci.
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While Christopher Columbus was not the first European to set foot in the Americas, his voyage there in 1492 began a period of interaction between the continents known as the Columbian Exchange. Many foods were introduced to Europe by explorers and traders from the New World, including maize, tomatoes, vanilla, potatoes and tobacco, while Europeans brought wheat, rice, onions, citrus fruits and many other foods with them when they set out to establish colonies in the New World. Many species of animal were also introduced by Europeans, with the horse completely changing the lifestyle of many Native American tribes to a more nomadic, hunting-based existence, while other species such as the sheep caused a great deal of environmental damage. On a darker note, European diseases ravaged indigenous populations with no natural immunity, while the trade in African slaves led to millions of people being taken from their homes and shipped across the Atlantic in horrific conditions to work on plantations.



		Columbian Exchange
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Industrial
Revolution



		During the late eighteenth century, new advances in the sciences combined with emerging modern business structures to change the world forever. Considered by some historians to be the most important event since the domestication of animals, the Industrial Revolution saw businesses begin to use machinery, largely powered by burning coal to create steam, to mass produce products in large factories, instead of them being handmade by craftsmen in small workshops. Beginning in the United Kingdom, the Industrial Revolution saw thousands of working people moving to dirty and polluted cities in the north of England, where they toiled for long hours for little pay. This could include small children, who were needed for jobs working around machinery which adults could not do, and for crawling through tiny and dangerous mineshafts. But on a more positive note, the Industrial Revolution also saw the establishment of modern transport systems, with the need to transport coal and raw materials to the factories leading to the development of railway networks and steam-powered ships, making transport much faster and much cheaper and allowing people to travel the country more easily.
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At the end of the First World War, a horrific outbreak of influenza led to more fatalities than the conflict it helped to end. While its origins are largely unknown, strict wartime censorship led to newspapers focusing on the virus in the neutral country of Spain, where King Alfonso XIII himself fell sick, leading to it becoming known as the Spanish flu. Unlike many other kinds of flu virus, which tend to affect small children and the elderly, the Spanish flu impacted young adults the most, and the poor hygiene of the trenches and close contact between soldiers led to this disease spreading like wildfire on the war fronts, with troops returning home taking the flu with them.



		1918 Influenza Pandemic
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Also, many of the measures used to contain the disease’s spread, such as closing public gatherings, imposing quarantines on affected areas, practice of hygiene and social distancing, and the wearing of face masks, have been used in more recent years to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic.



		
Despite this devastation, the Spanish flu had some positive impacts, with women gaining increasing acceptance and respect in the medical industry for their work handling the pandemic, and some historians have argued that, as the losing Central Powers of Germany and Austro-Hungary were hit hard first, it may have helped to bring the war to an end.



		
It is unknown just how many people died of the Spanish flu, with estimates ranging from 50 to 100 million deaths out of a global population of around 2 billion, making it second only to the Black Death of the late medieval period in terms of impact.
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Called ‘the Cold War’ for the lack of direct fighting between the two main powers, this was a period of great tension between the Western World, led by the United States of America, and the communist nations of Eastern Europe and Asia, led by the Soviet Union (USSR). Because of the invention of the atomic bomb, both sides were unwilling to go to direct war with each other as war could easily lead to the end of life on Earth, so instead both sides stockpiled weapons and supported smaller wars to try and influence other countries, such as the Vietnam War. Despite a few near misses, most famously the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 when both sides came worryingly close to launching nuclear weapons, the war ended peacefully with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. But despite this period of great tension, the competition between the two powers led to significant advances in science and technology, including the development of modern computers, and most advances in space travel and exploration were brought about through the so-called ‘Space Race’ between the USA and USSR.



		The Cold War
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