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PREFACE

People who live on the interface of the land and the sea are usually fortunate. Not only do they have the resources of the two contrasting worlds to support them, but the sea is present in another guise, challenging and demanding engagement. Its stimulus has driven technological invention, allowing humans to harness the power of the winds and the currents, it has stimulated abstract thought about the nature of the world and of the universe, and it has given full rein to that innate human inquisitiveness that craves unfettered mobility. The sea, then, is an inspiration to humans: it cajoles and lures them into its presence and it drives them on to great feats of achievement. Yet the relationship between humans and the sea has always been ambiguous. The sea may have much to offer, but it has an animate quality, a wilfulness and an unpredictability which means that at any time it may turn against the intruder. The sea is known to be alien and dangerous, yet few can resist its challenge.

This book is about that contest between humans and the sea played out against the narrative of early European history, including, of course, prehistory. It contrasts the contained Mediterranean with the endless Atlantic, exploring the relationship between them and the different world-views that they have engendered. Archaeology is fast extending our understanding of these matters. It is enabling us to begin to glimpse the beginnings of seafaring as Palaeolithic hunters tentatively set out to explore the larger islands of the eastern Mediterranean, it is demonstrating the astonishing exploits of the Phoenicians, and it is allowing us to trace the Atlantic journeys of Byzantine traders probing new horizons as their Mediterranean world was crumbling. Meanwhile, nautical archaeology is developing apace, with major new ship discoveries like those at the port towns of Thonis-Heraklion in the Nile delta, in the Theodosian harbour of Constantinople, and in and around the early medieval town of Roskilde in Denmark. The discoveries of the last two decades have totally refocused our perceptions on the central importance of the sea in human development.

We cover a long period, from the exploits of those sea-going Palaeolithic hunters to the first decade of the sixteenth century AD, when the limits of the Atlantic were first charted. It has to be. The story of seafaring is a continuum and is best treated as such, unconstrained by conventional period divisions. It is the only way to appreciate the grandeur of the human achievement.

Finally, a word on the maps. Although it is a modern convention to present maps with north at the top, our cognitive geographies change depending on where we are. To understand the past better, therefore, we should try to visualize space as people might then have done. Concepts of space no doubt varied with time and place, but the phenomenon that would have impacted upon everyone throughout time would have been the rising and the setting of the sun. For this reason, and also to jolt us out of our comfortable geographical complacency, I have chosen to orient our maps with west at the top, giving prime place to the setting of the sun. I find this offers a more stimulating way of trying to empathize with the people of the Mediterranean, while for people living along the Atlantic façade it conforms to the natural orientation of their world. I hope it may help the reader to see things differently—to be able to take a sea-wise view of the world.

B.C.

Oxford

February 2017
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Those in Peril on the Sea

This is the story of two seas and of the humans who challenged them. The enclosed Mediterranean—the familiar Mare Nostrum of classical times—and the fearsome, unending Ocean—the Sea of Perpetual Gloom as it was known by the Arabs. Humans evolved as land-based animals and yet by the sixteenth century AD many thousands, every year, were facing the dangers of the sea: pilgrims crossing the Bay of Biscay from Bristol to Galicia to converge on the shrine of St James at Compostela, traders sailing south round Africa to the Indian Ocean and the rich markets of the east, and shiploads of excited young men crossing the Atlantic, drawn by the gold of the Aztecs and Incas to seek a new life as conquistadors, comforted by the belief that they were doing God’s work. Nor should we forget the flotillas of fishing ships leaving the ports of Iberia, Brittany, and Britain every year for the North Atlantic to reap the seas and return with their salted catch to feed the burgeoning population of Europe. For all of them the sea offered passage, and for the lucky ones it provided reward.

But the human engagement with the sea was a complex matter. By no means all felt its draw. The Breton writer P.-J. Hélias, in his widely read book Le Cheval d’orgueil, describes how, early in the twentieth century, communities living only a few kilometres from the coast shunned the sea. Much earlier, in the eighth century BC, the bucolic poet Hesiod, content in his remote farming village on the flanks of Mount Helicon in Boeotia, felt compelled to give some advice on sailing in his Works and Days, but he prefaced his remarks with ‘If now the desire to go to sea, disagreeable as it is, has got hold of you . . .’. The sea, then, drew men to itself, but that attraction came from proximity. What is it about the sea that so fascinates and entices humans into acts of irrationality?

The Sea Is Different

For land-dwelling animals like humans, the sea is other: an alien world different in every way from the land. While the land is scarred with human activity—with settlements, field boundaries, burial mounds—reflecting the deep heritage of human interaction, the sea has no history: it is timeless. On land one is constantly reminded of how the landscape we see today fossilizes past human activity. The sea is a place for forgetting. Land appears static, stable; the sea is ever in motion, varying in colour from deep greys to blues and greens, changing voice from a gentle mumble to a roar, tranquil one moment and raging the next. For those ever fascinated by the sea there is never a dull moment.

The enigma of the sea is brilliantly captured by Victor Hugo in his Toilers of the Sea:

Wind is full of this mystery. So, too, is the sea. Like wind, it is composite in nature; under the waves of water, which we can see, are waves of force, which we cannot see. Its constituents are—everything. Of all the jumbles of matter in the world the sea is the most indivisible and the most profound.

It is a place of danger. The sea gives, but the sea takes. In the words of a Breton song, ‘At sea all is anguish, all is prayer.’ Early classical literature is full of stories of the dangers of the sea, often in the guise of monsters and beasts. Odysseus was beset by fearsome forces while at sea, not least the Sirens, whose island was strewn with the bleached bones of the sailors unable to resist the lure of their song. The Phoenician explorer Himilco, venturing into the Atlantic, encountered ‘monsters of the deep and beasts [that] swim around the slow and sluggish crawling ships’. Such horrors, vividly imagined by medieval cartographers, enliven the oceans on early maps. The beasts of the deep feature large in Christian belief systems. The sea was the home of the Leviathan so vividly described in the Old Testament: ‘its snorting throws out flashes of light; its eyes are like the rays of dawn—flames stream from its mouth . . . Nothing on earth is its equal—a creature without fear’ (Job 41: 18–33); and it was from the Ocean that the Beast of the Apocalypse would come to destroy the world, fearsome with its seven heads and ten horns (Revelation 11: 7, 12: 3). Brought up to believe in such images, it is hardly surprising that the Victorian congregation would sing lustily, begging God’s protection for ‘those in peril on the sea’. There is, however, an interesting ambivalence here. All the creatures of the sea, including the Leviathan, were created by God; yet they threatened the earth, and if St John’s vision was to be believed, they would be its destruction. Perhaps, embedded here in Christian belief are deep echoes of an earlier vision of the world in which the sea is a wild, uncontrolled force, congenial at times but always poised to destroy.
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1.1 Monsters living in the ocean deep are a recurring theme in literature and art and find a place in many religious beliefs, including Christianity. Here, in the engraving taken from Gustave Doré’s famous painting The Destruction of Leviathan (1865), the monster is confronted by the powers of righteousness
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1.2 The Sirens in Homer’s great epic of Odysseus lured sailors to their destruction by the beguiling beauty of their song. In this scene Odysseus has himself tied to the mast so that he can hear the Sirens’ song while being powerless to do their bidding. The sailors have their ears blocked and so are oblivious of the Sirens’ temptations. Greek red-figure vase of the late sixth to early fifth century



The concept of the demanding sea, ready to claim its dues, pervades the myth and folklore of the Atlantic shores. The Breton legend of the lost town of Ker-Is, the Welsh story of the submergence of Cantre’r Gwaelod in the bay of Cardigan, and the Cornish belief in the flooding of the land of Lyonesse between Cornwall and the Scilly Isles, offer a consistent theme of catastrophic inundation by the Atlantic. While these stories may be rooted in Christian allegory, reflecting the fate of the sinful, it is significant that the agent of death and destruction is always the sea. The reality that inspired the stories may have included the striking remnants of fossil forests exposed around the Atlantic shores at very low tides and folk memories of violent storm surges or even tsunamis.
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1.3 Fearsome sea creatures were often used to enliven maps and charts. This hungry monster is depicted on a map of 1598 by Olaus Magnus



Belief in the demanding nature of the sea is also evident in stories told around the Atlantic coasts of Europe. In many communities there is a strong belief that a drowning man belongs to the sea and should not be saved lest the sea claims the rescuer as one of his family in recompense. One story, recorded in the twentieth century on Galway Bay, tells of a drowning man who, clinging to the side of a boat, had his fingers hammered so that he would not be able to hold on.

The presence of a powerful female spirit is a pervading theme of many myths told about the sea. Often she is in the form of a mermaid who entices a man into her realm and keeps him there. The personification of the sea as a predatory female is given full rein in Pierre Loti’s famous novel Pêcheur d’Islande. In it the fisherman hero, Yann, after a life of engagement with the ocean, is finally drowned off Iceland, embraced by the jealous, sexually demanding sea, while his wife is left waiting on the cliffs for his return, mocked by the rising and falling of the tide. It is a powerful piece of writing embodying the beliefs and superstitions pervading the world of Breton seafarers in the nineteenth century. They would all have understood that, while the sea gave them a livelihood, she inevitably demanded something in return.

The close relationship between death and the sea is a motif running through Celtic belief systems. In Irish mythology Donn, ‘the dark one’, god of the dead, lives on the rocky island called Tech Duinn (the House of Donn) off the south-west coast of Ireland. The rock has a sea-cave eroded from one side to the other and, looking towards it from the nearby land, the setting sun can be seen shining through the cave. Such a spectacular place can hardly have failed to impress. The belief was that the god, from whom all the Irish were descended, invited the dead to sail through his house to the Other World in the west. This association of the west, where the sun set, with the place where the worthy dead go to spend eternity is a theme prevalent in early Greek mythology, as we shall see (p. 14).

In early Irish law texts, the sea is used as a mediator in cases of serious crimes, committed usually by women. The guilty person is put in a boat with a single paddle and a pot of gruel and set adrift on an offshore wind. If she (or he) survives, it is assumed that God has made a judgement and they are allowed to live. Similarly, a child born of incest is put into a small leather boat and taken out to sea ‘as far as a white shield is visible’. It was left to God to decide the child’s fate. We know of these laws through their codification in Christian times, but in all probability the practice dates back to the pre-Christian era, when it was the sea itself, guided by the gods residing therein, that was the arbiter.
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1.4 The rocky island of Tech Duinn off the south-west coast of Ireland was the place where, in Celtic belief, the great god Donn resided and to which the spirits of the departed made their way. The sea-cave runs right through the island, and at certain times the setting sun shines strongly through it, indicating the way for souls to travel



The sea, then, is another world, a dangerous world, an uncertain place to venture. It is fickle, treacherous, demanding, with rules entirely of its own, only half-understood. It is other.

To enter the world of the sea requires a deliberate act—a passage from the Known, across a liminal zone, to the Unknown. That liminal zone, the narrow shoreline in the almost tideless Mediterranean and the much wider intertidal littoral of the Atlantic, was conceived of as a place of unusual power. It was a sacred space allowing contact with the gods. It was also a place of danger, where things happened of themselves or could be made to happen. The point is nicely made in the tenth-century Irish text The Colloquy of the Two Sages, which tells of the visit of a young man to the shore, to the ‘brink of the sea’, deemed by poets to be ‘a place of revelation’. Concerned to understand ‘the chant of the wailing sadness’ coming from the waves, he casts a spell on the sea so that she will reveal her meaning.

The intertidal zone featured large in the lives of many Atlantic-facing communities. In a fascinating series of personal stories collected from among the seaweed-gathering communities of Connemara and the Aran islands in the 1930s and 1940s (published as Seaweed Memories: In the Jaws of the Sea) the magic of the shore zone is palpable. Mermen and mermaids are encountered; fairies and storm witches intervene in the work of the gatherers. One young girl, caught by a freak wave and thrown up unconscious on the storm beach, describes how ‘the sea took me with her in her mouth’. For the seaweed gatherers the dangerous liminality of the shore was ever present.

Fear of the sea may well have been behind an ill-reported incident in AD 40, when the Roman emperor Gaius (Caligula, as we know him) drew up his legions facing the Channel in preparation for the invasion of Britain:

suddenly he gave the order: ‘Gather sea-shells!’ He referred to the shells as ‘plunder from the sea due to the Capitol and to the Palace’, and he made the troops fill their helmets and tunic-tops with them, commemorating this victory by the erection of a tall lighthouse . . . in which fires were to be kept going all night to guide ships.

(Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars 46)

While this incident is often presented as simply a sign of the emperor’s madness, it may relate to the army’s refusal to cross the sea. The gathering of shells from the sea-shore and the building of the lighthouse may have been the emperor’s attempt to negotiate with the gods in anticipation of another attempt. The fact that three years later the emperor Claudius faced near-rebellion when he led his troops to the Channel coast is clear indication of the emotional power which the Ocean had on the minds of the army.

Another curious tale is the famous story of King Cnut, who is said to have stood on the sea-shore in an attempt to command the sea. Cnut, in choosing to commune with the sea from the shore, was behaving much as the young man in The Colloquy of the Two Sages.

Sometimes promontories of land jutting far out into the sea were endowed with the same supernatural powers as shorelines. They, too, were interfaces between land and sea. Such places are usually referred to in the classical literature as ‘sacred promontories’. One of the best known is the headland of Sounion at the extreme tip of Attica, Greece, dominated still by the temple of Poseidon built in the fifth century BC. That Homer describes it as the ‘sacred cape of Sounion’ shows that its sanctity goes back much earlier. It was the first sight of land that an Athenian sailor would have had when returning from the Aegean. Sea-marks of this kind would have been of special importance to the navigator, allowing him to position himself on his cognitive map of the world. The Massaliot Periplus, sailing instructions possibly written in the fifth century BC giving a description of sea-marks between Massalia (Marseille) and the Atlantic coast of Portugal, has several mentions of sacred capes. Their identification when sailing in foreign waters would have given reassurance for ships’ masters as their journeys progressed. There was a sense of wonder, too, when approaching such places from the land. With the sea pounding all around, it would have been difficult to resist the feeling that the fragile projecting land was entirely at the mercy of the sea. This same kind of wonder attached to the Victorian seaside pier: its fascination for the holidaymaker is that it is neither of the land nor of the sea: it is another world—a world apart.

The Lure of Distant Places

In a world in which accurate maps, air photographs, and satellite images are available at the click of a mouse, it is not easy to imagine how early societies may have envisaged the world, how they comprehended the spaces they inhabited, their concept of distance and of what lay outside their immediate environment. But comparative ethnographic and ethnohistorical studies offer some useful insights. Humans generally conceive of space with themselves at the centre. Space then resolves itself into the horizontal and the vertical. Horizontal space is the place on which we live—the surface of the land (and the sea). That which is closest to us—our house, settlement, territory—we consider as ‘place’, to which we ascribe names, ownership, history: it is familiar. Beyond lies largely undifferentiated space, becoming rapidly less comprehensible and increasingly supernatural with distance from the centre. However, distance is not absolute. Distances within our place can be measured in terms of hours or days of travel, but, once outside, we are in the realm of supernatural distance, where things are unnervingly flexible. Vertical distance can be thought of in the same way. Above is air, or ether, until we reach the sky, which is often conceived of as a solid with some kind of heaven close by. Below the surface on which we live are depths which may be watery or include some kind of spirit underworld. Thus, above and below us lie the confines of the supernatural. It is at the horizon that these two realms meet, at the most distant boundary of the cognitive world. Such a boundary is especially powerful. When humans die, they leave the known world for the supernatural realms, for heaven, for the underworld, or they travel across the sea to the distant horizon.
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1.5 Since it was essential for sailors to recognize where they were when approaching land, memorizing distinctive land forms was a necessary part of the navigator’s art. Sometimes significant promontories were visually signed by constructions, more recently by lighthouses. Some promontories were sacred and, as in this case at Cape Sounion on the southern tip of Attica, were graced with temples. Here at Sounion the temple is appropriately dedicated to the sea-god Poseidon



Translated into real-life situations, a person who moves away from his home into distant lands, which become increasingly mysterious and powerful the further he ventures, gains experiences of the unknown. When he returns, he brings with him esoteric knowledge: stories of people and places never before seen, understandings of new technologies and cosmologies, and exotic materials to be used as gifts. All this enhances his status. The further he travels, the more heroic he becomes. In early Greek mythology men like Jason and the Argonauts, Herakles, and Odysseus fulfil the role of the farfaring hero. Knowledge is also an important attribute of leadership. The successful leader should travel himself or encourage travellers to his court so that he can embrace their knowledge. When the travel-worn Telemachos and his companions arrived at the palace of Nestor, Homer reports how they were treated as honoured guests. Only after being bathed and fed, as the rules of hospitality required, could Nestor turn to them and say, ‘Now that our visitors have regaled themselves, it will be no breach of manners to put some question to them and inquire who they may be.’ The old man was about to gather in their travellers’ tales and thus enhance his own knowledge and status. In the more complex societies kings would positively encourage wise strangers to settle in their households. The greater the number, the greater the king’s standing. The welcome given to Marco Polo by Qubilai Khan, and the fact that he was encouraged to stay for years in the Mongol court, reflected his perceived value as a ‘wise stranger’ from afar. Kings might also gain status by embarking on lengthy journeys themselves. One of the most extreme cases is that of Alexander III of Macedon, whose exploits gained him the sobriquet ‘the Great’.

Later history is full of examples of farfaring. Heroic overseas expeditions became an essential part of Nordic life in the eighth century. Population pressures at home limited the ambition of young men, whose only outlet was to take to the sea as Vikings. Some sought new lands to settle, but others used the opportunity to acquire plunder and to enhance their reputations. The leaders of the vast Viking fleet, starting out as 150 vessels, which sailed into the Guadalquivir to raid Seville in the 840s were attracted as much by adventure, and the prestige that adventure brought, as by the prospect of loot. The fact that the Moors beheaded two hundred of them and hanged many more from the city’s palm trees made the stories of the survivors all the more impressive. When, later, another band of Vikings, intent on pillaging Rome, raided Luna, far to the north-west, in error, the great distances travelled and the exotic aura of Italy would still have endowed the adventurers with huge prestige in spite of their missing their target.

The lure of distant places of wonder played well to the code of chivalry, which so inspired the elites of medieval Europe. Young men were drawn in their tens of thousands to join the various Crusades to the Near East and North Africa, their reckless adventures sanctified by the prospect of defeating the infidel. In the fifteenth century other opportunities were offered, under the patronage of Infante Dom Henrique of Portugal (Prince Henry the Navigator, as he became popularly known to Victorian audiences), for the exploration of the Atlantic coast of Africa and thus to blaze a trail to the riches and mysteries of the Indian Ocean. A little later the Spanish royal house sponsored the opening up of the Americas, initiated by Christopher Columbus, offering untold opportunities for eager young men to pillage their way across the new continent. The conquistadors, as they became known, were able to indulge their desire for adventure and self-aggrandizement with the justification that they were bringing Christianity to the ignorant natives.

Vikings, Crusaders, navigators, and conquistadors were all alike. They were human animals conditioned by their genetics to be mobile, compelled to travel into the distance to see what lay beyond, and in doing so to acquire esoteric knowledge and exotic goods. The innate desire for travel and acquisition has made humans the most successful of the animal species in colonizing almost every ecological niche in the world. By assigning value to this knowledge of the beyond, and status to those who have acquired it, societies have given added impetus and reward to those who wish to travel. Add to this the periodic pressures created by the uncontrolled growth of populations in areas of restricted resource, and the restless drive of people to move away from home to face danger and discomfort in anticipation of discovering the unknown can begin to be understood. It is this restless mobility that distinguishes the human race from all other animals.
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1.6 The innate human desire to travel in part accounts for the popularity of the Crusades, which gave ordinary people the opportunity to leave their villages and see the world. This fourteenth-century French manuscript shows men embarking from Europe on their way to the Holy Land under the flags of the French and English kings



One further example needs to be considered since it gets close to the core of the relationship of men and the sea: that of the travelling Irish monks, the peregrini, of the early Middle Ages. Many monks travelled extensively by sea. For some the motive was to find a remote place, often a small island, wherein to isolate themselves from the broader community, the better to contemplate God. For others it was to take their distinctive Celtic Christianity to foreign lands, many establishing monasteries in north-western France while the more adventurous reached central Europe and Italy. Some of the peregrini were more extreme; for them it was sufficient simply to take to the sea and be guided by God. Tales of these voyages, the immrama, telling of the magic places encountered in the ocean, were popular from the eighth century and propounded a specific Christian view of the world. It is a matter to which we shall return (pp. 25–8), but what is significant for the present discussion is that, for the monk, it was the journey itself that was important rather than the acquisition of riches or status-enhancing knowledge. The act of travelling empowered the person. Perhaps it is this very deep-rooted feeling that really drives the confusion of mobility that characterizes history.
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1.7 The discovery of islands way out in the Ocean by monks in search of solitude has been a popular theme for literature and art. These Icelandic postage stamps issued in 1994, designed by Colin Harrison, show St Brendan landing on the Faroes—the islands of sheep—and on Iceland, characterized by its volcanoes



The Nature of the Universe

Through time people have felt the need to understand the complexities of the world around them. Nowadays modern science has provided us with models to help us to contain our insecurities—models for the coming into existence of the universe, the origin of the solar system, the evolution of life. Previously societies had to construct creation myths from little more than their own imaginings. One of the most familiar to modern readers is likely to be the account given in Genesis:

and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters . . . And God made the firmament, and divided the waters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the firmament . . . And God said . . . ‘. . . let the dry land appear’ . . .

(Genesis 1: 2–9)

The Old Testament creation story is a reshaping of myths which probably go back to Babylonian times. The same sonorous tones and the same succession of separate events of creation are evident in the Theogony of Hesiod, probably written towards the end of the eighth century BC:

First came Chaos and then broad-breasted Earth . . . Out of Chaos came Erebos [Hades] and Dark Night: and from Night in turn came Aether and Day . . . and Earth first bore starry Heaven . . . and she bore the long mountains and the undraining Sea and its fearsome swell but afterwards she lay with Heaven and the deep swirling Ocean.

(lines 135–55)

Hesiod goes on to relate stories of the coming into being of successions of gods, many hundreds in all. All this is unlikely to be the result of his vivid imaginings, dreamed up as he looked after his sheep on a Greek mountainside. What he brought together in his remarkable work was disparate oral traditions going back deep into time which he had heard in storytellings over his lifetime and had woven together in a single poetic narrative.

For Hesiod the ‘undraining Sea’ (the Mediterranean), divided from earth, was a separate act of creation from that of the ‘deep swirling Ocean’, which was later born of the union of Earth and Heaven. The vision here is of the land and the inner sea surrounded by the Ocean Stream. The same idea is evident in Homer’s description of the great shield made for Achilles by the god Hephaestos: ‘He decorated the face of it with a number of designs . . . representing first of all, Earth, Sky and Sea, the indefatigable Sun, the Moon at the full and all the constellations . . . Finally, round the very rim of the wonderful shield he put the mighty Ocean Stream’ (Iliad 18.483–608). For Homer, the ‘Ocean Stream’ encircling the world was a distant place of extreme power. All the stars, except the circumpolar star, ‘bathe in Oceanus’ (that is, rise and set in it): so, too, does the sun. At one point Homer implies that the sun, once it has passed below the horizon, travels beneath the earth to rise again in the east, though later poets believed that the sun floated along the Ocean Stream around the earth, from west to east. Homer also says that it was from Ocean that all the immortals were born.

Beyond the Ocean Stream to the west lies a zone of great potency, where the canopy of the sky meets the distant horizon. It is here, Hesiod tells us, that the Gorgon lives ‘beyond famed Oceanus at the edge of the world hard by Night where the shrill-voiced Hesperides are’. Here at the edge of the world ‘by deep eddying Ocean’ are the ‘isles of the blest’, where ‘untroubled in spirit . . . [dwell] happy heroes for whom the grain-giving fields bear rich honey-sweet fruit three times a year’. Here, too, standing at the limits of the earth, is Atlas, who ‘on his head and tireless arms carries the broad heavens’, keeping the canopy of the sky apart from the earth. The Hesperides, the daughters of Atlas, were charged with guarding the Golden Apples given to the goddess Hera on her marriage. The eleventh labour of Herakles was to steal the apples, a task he managed by a customary mixture of violence and subterfuge. Clearly this far distant space at the limit of the world between heaven and earth was perceived by the Greeks to be a place of particular power, where heroes and gods could be in competition and where the worthy dead could exist in luxury for eternity.

The recurring mention of the Ocean Stream raises the interesting question of whether the Greeks of the eighth century were aware of the Atlantic Ocean beyond the Mediterranean, stretching west to the far-distant horizon, or whether the Ocean Stream was simply a theoretical concept, a neat edging to the world rather like the rim binding of Achilles’ shield. Although no Greek is likely at this stage to have seen the Atlantic, it is quite possible that knowledge of the outer Ocean had been acquired from Phoenicians who were setting up trading entrepôts along the Atlantic coast of Iberia in the ninth century or earlier. The Greek geographer Strabo, writing in the early first century AD, was of the opinion that Homer knew of the Atlantic, and even speculated that the Ocean was the setting for the wanderings of Odysseus. This has also become a popular theme pursued by several recent authors, but, like Strabo’s, their arguments are speculative and unconvincing.

With the foundation of the Greek colony of Massalia (Marseille) about 600 BC, the Greek presence at the western end of the Mediterranean became established, and knowledge of the western edge of Europe and of the great ocean that bounded it would have become widespread, eventually extending the length of the Mediterranean to ports like Miletos on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor. By 600 BC Miletos had become the foremost maritime centre of the Ionian Greeks, a place well known for its ability to organize successful colonizing expeditions, especially to the Black Sea. Because of its central position in an intricate maritime network, Miletos was a focus for the accumulation of knowledge flowing in from the ever-expanding world, not only from the Mediterranean and the Black Sea but also from Egypt and the Near East. It was a time of great intellectual excitement, and it was here in the sixth and fifth centuries that a succession of original thinkers began to discard the old mythologies and to develop a more objective and questioning view of the world.

The first of the Ionian philosophers was Thales (c.636–546 BC). Later Greek writers looking back on these times believed that he was a merchant who had travelled widely, visiting Egypt, where he studied mathematics and learned something of Babylonian astronomy. Many stories are told of his scientific beliefs and achievements. How much his thinking was conditioned by deep-rooted traditional myths it is difficult to say, but it is unlikely that he was able to cut loose entirely from them. When considering the central question of the origin of the world, he decided that everything came from water. Perhaps in this he was still influenced by the beliefs that informed Homer’s remarks in the Iliad, ‘Okeanos, from where the seed of all the Immortals comes’, encapsulating the myth that everything arose from the mingling of the freshwater stream Tethys and the salt-water sea Okeanos. What Thales was doing, however, was formulating the central questions and distilling from the tangle of stories answers that could be used as a basis for building more complex models. Thus began the tradition of rational thought.

It was Anaximander, quite possibly a pupil of Thales and twenty-five years his junior, who made the next significant advance. He, too, was concerned with the primeval substance from which the world was created. Breaking away now entirely from the mythological traditions, he theorized that the primary matter was not water but an ‘undefined something’ or an ‘unlimited’ that had no specific physical properties but was composed of oppositions in perpetual motion. From the ‘unlimited’ all known substances were derived, existing for a brief time before decaying back into it. This was a daring leap into pure theory with intriguing resonances in modern theoretical physics.

Anaximander also speculated about the nature of the world, rejecting Thales’ idea that the world rested on water in favour of a revolutionary concept. He considered the world to be a three-dimensional entity, possibly a cylinder hanging free in space, in a vortex of perpetual motion, kept there by a balance of forces. The inhabited world existed on the circular concave upper surface of this form. Though the basic concept was entirely new, he still retained the traditional idea of the earth as a disc.

By the mid-sixth century, when Anaximander was developing his theories, knowledge of the real world was accumulating fast and it was said that he was the first to draw a map of the inhabited world. About 500 BC this was improved by the much-travelled historian Hecataeus, also a citizen of Miletos. The prevailing Ionian view of the world was of an inner sea, the Mediterranean, and its adjunct, the Black Sea, opening through the Pillars of Herakles to the Atlantic Ocean, which was part of the Ocean Stream surrounding the inhabited land. Through the Mediterranean, from Rhodes to the Pillars, ran an equator dividing the world into halves with a high degree of bilateral symmetry. To the north lay the Celts and the Scythians, to the south the Ethiopians and the Indians. South of the Ethiopians the land was too hot to inhabit, while to the north of the Scythians it was too cold to support human life, though in the extreme north, beyond the Rhipaean Mountains, were the Hyperboreans, a mythical people who lived ‘beyond the North Wind’ in a land where the sun never set. The pleasing symmetry of this perceived world commended itself to the orderly Greek mind.

As knowledge of the real world accumulated, so the map was modified and a more questioning attitude developed to critique the simplistic vision of neat symmetricality. The historian Herodotus (c.484–c.424 BC) was instrumental in introducing a more evidence-based approach. Born at the port city of Halicarnassus at the south-western corner of Asia Minor, he was part of the intellectual renaissance gripping the Greek cities of the eastern Aegean. He travelled widely throughout Greece and around the Black Sea, where he came into contact with the Scythians. He visited Syria and went overland to Babylon and Susa, and, like others before him, he was drawn to Egypt, travelling south along the Nile as far as Elephantine. The information he gathered provided the basis for his Histories, which survives to this day as one of the great classics of historical writing. Like all good historians, he rooted his historical narrative deep in geography and anthropology, augmenting his own knowledge with information gleaned from other travellers, all carefully assessed for its reliability. Writing of people and places distant from the familiar civilized world, he was particularly critical of his sources. Of the far west he mentions a river, the Eridanus, said to flow into the outer Ocean, whence came amber, and also the tin-producing islands out in the ocean, warning us that he has no first-hand knowledge of them. He continues:
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1.8 A conjectural map of the world as envisaged by the Greek geographer Hecataeus of Miletos in the late sixth century BC



Though I have taken great trouble, I have never been able to get any assurance from an eyewitness that there is a sea on the far side of Europe. Yet tin and amber do come to us from the ends of the earth. The northern parts of Europe are much richer in gold than any other region, but I do not know for certain how it is processed. There is a story that the one-eyed Arimaspi steal it from the griffins, but I can hardly believe this.

(Herodotus, Histories 3.115–16)

Here, then, is the careful scholar determined to be objective but unable to resist introducing stories of marvels just in case there may be a grain of truth in them. For Herodotus the world was flat, but whether or not it was contained within a continuous Ocean Stream he leaves as an open question. Yet for all his critical scholarship, he still could not quite give up the Ionian concept of symmetry. The Danube, he knew, began in mountains somewhere in the west of Europe and flowed eastwards into the Black Sea. To balance it, on the other side of the Mediterranean the Nile must also rise in western mountains in Africa and flow east before turning north to reach the inner sea. Even the most enquiring mind finds it difficult to abandon some entrenched ideas.

Herodotus spent the last twenty or so years of his life in the newly founded Greek city of Thurii in southern Italy and would almost certainly have been aware of the theories of Pythagoras, who had lived in the southern Italian town of Croton about a century earlier, about 530 BC. The cities were only about ninety kilometres apart. What credence, if any, he gave to the theories we shall never know. The Pythagoreans were enamoured by number, believing that ‘the whole heaven is harmony and number’. Since the most perfect shape is the sphere, the heavenly bodies, including the earth, the sun, and the moon, must be spheres and must revolve in a circle. In the middle, they theorized, was a great central fire. That the fire was not visible to us was explained by the belief that the occupied part of the earth faced away from it. It was, of course, a theory, based on abstract reasoning, but the idea of the earth as a sphere was seen to have some explanatory value. It would explain why, as you travelled north, the polar stars rose higher and the days grew longer. Similarly, it would account for the appearance of new stars as you travelled south.

Further observation refined the basic theory. Parmenides (c.512–c.450 BC), from the southern Italian Greek city of Elea, concluded that the moon encircled the earth and shone with light reflected from the sun. A little later Anaxagoras (c.500–c.428 BC) was instrumental in introducing these new western ideas to Athens, where they began to replace the old Ionian concepts. Socrates and Plato accepted that the earth was a sphere, while, about 370 BC, Eudoxus of Knidos carried out observations to enable the circumference of the earth to be estimated. Although his estimate was almost twice the actual circumference, it was a significant effort, marking the beginnings of a new experimental approach.

Theories were all very well, but without scientific observation there could be no real advance. This new mood was simply expressed by Aristotle (384–322 BC), with his assertion ‘we must collect facts’. In his numerous writings he surveyed many areas of knowledge, bringing together the thoughts and observations of others and adding original contributions of his own. He, like others before him, believed that the world was a globe, giving us as proof that the earth’s shadow on the face of the moon at the time of an eclipse is circular. He accepted the idea of a celestial sphere but believed that it was the earth, and not an unseen fire, that lay at its centre. The earth, he argued, must be quite small since the arrangement of the stars changed markedly over short distances. Because of this, the distance from Iberia to India across the Ocean could not be particularly great.

The concept of the world had changed dramatically in the four centuries since Hesiod composed his poem in his pastoral tranquillity. Although new discoveries would be made, it was not until the time of Galileo that the Greek vision of the universe would be seriously challenged.

Beyond Mare Nostrum

That the Mediterranean was an enclosed sea opening through a narrow strait into an endless Ocean was known to the Phoenicians, who were already sailing the length of the Mediterranean and through the strait to explore the Ocean shores as early as the tenth century. Two centuries later they had established a major port of call, Gadir (Latin: Gades) on a pair of Atlantic islands, now Cádiz. Knowledge of the distant Ocean will have spread quickly among Mediterranean seafarers. But it may well be, as we shall see (pp. 213–17), that even earlier maritime networks linking the Atlantic to the western Mediterranean provided the vector by which stories of the outer Ocean reached the Mediterranean at least as early as the twelfth century BC. It may, indeed, have been these stories that inspired or contributed to the belief in the encircling Ocean.

Already in the seventh century Greek seafarers like Kolaios (pp. 250–3) were passing through the Strait of Gibraltar to trade with the Tartessians of south-western Iberia, bringing back first-hand accounts of the Ocean. With the foundation of the Greek colony of Massalia about 600 BC, Greek knowledge of the western extremity of the Mediterranean will have increased still further through trading expeditions and exchanges of information with other seafarers. But by this time the Phoenicians had begun to establish a monopoly in the region.

In Greek mythology the Mediterranean ended at the Pillars of Herakles, beyond which lay the Ocean. This was the scene of Herakles’ tenth labour, which required the hero to fetch the red cattle of Geryon from the island of Erythia. Here Herakles erected two columns, one on either side of the strait, to mark the western limit of his adventures. It was generally assumed that the northern pillar is to be equated with the Rock of Gibraltar while the southern pillar is Jebel Musa in Morocco, but Strabo, quoting a lost passage of the poet Pindar, says that the writer referred to the pillars as the ‘gates of Gades’. This raises the possibility that the pillars may have been those of the temple of Melqart at Gades. The Phoenician god Melqart can be identified with the Greek Herakles. Another, rather more colourful myth favoured by Roman writers was that Herakles, while travelling west on his way to the garden of the Hesperides, was confronted with a mountain range, which he proceeded to smash through, creating the strait and thereby joining the Atlantic to the Mediterranean. It is hardly surprising that such a spectacular phenomenon should have acquired a rich mythology. The narrow seaway was itself a liminal space: it was a place of danger and of wonder, particularly for seafarers travelling from the familiar Mediterranean to the unknown outer Ocean.

Although some Greek ships did make the journey through the strait in the seventh and sixth centuries, Pindar, writing in the early fifth century, was in no doubt that the Atlantic was a place to be avoided. Describing the Pillars of Herakles, situated at the western extremity of the known world far from home, he advises: ‘What lies beyond cannot be trodden by the wise or the unwise . . . One cannot cross from Gadir towards the dark west. Turn again the sails towards the dry land of Europe’ (Nemean Odes 3.5.19–20).

The Phoenicians were far more adventurous. About 600 BC an expedition sponsored by the pharaoh Necho II had assembled on the Red Sea and had sailed around Africa, arriving home three years later having passed through the Pillars of Herakles. Two centuries or so after the circumnavigation, other Phoenician sailors were exploring the Atlantic coastal waters. Two are named: Hanno, who sailed down the west coast of Africa, and Himilco, who seems to have ventured further out into the Ocean. We shall return to the geography of their adventures (pp. 301–7), but here it is their perception of the Ocean that concerns us. The fullest description is given by Himilco, whose report, ‘published long ago in the secret annals of the Carthaginians’, is selectively quoted in a grossly pretentious poem compiled by a Roman administrator, Rufus Festus Avienus, in the fourth century AD. A few lines of his Ora Maritima will suffice to give the flavour:

To the west of these Pillars, Himilco reports that the swell is boundless, the sea extends widely, the salt water streaks forth. No one has approached these waters, no one has brought his keel into that sea because there are no propelling breezes at sea and no breath of heaven’s air aids the ship. Hence because the mist cloaks the air with a kind of garment, a cloud always holds the swell and persists throughout the humid day.

(lines 375–84)

Elsewhere he talks of ‘monsters of the deep and beasts who swim amid the slow and sluggish crawling ships’. And again, ‘great fear of monsters stalks the deep’. When the wind falls, ‘the sluggish liquid of the lazy sea is . . . at a standstill’, while ‘thick seaweed often tops the sea and the tide is hindered by the marshy wrack’. Himilco was evidently not enamoured of his encounter with the Ocean. Perhaps his vessel was drawn south into the doldrums and reached the Sargasso Sea, as some commentators have suggested, or perhaps he reported in this dispiriting way simply to aggrandize his own achievement and to deter others. Another possibility is that his original report was embroidered by Avienus. Yet one point of particular interest stands out: he asserted that the Atlantic ‘can scarcely be crossed in four months’. Is this perhaps a clue that he sailed west hoping to reach the Isles of the Blest and was forced to return? Later writers, like Pytheas the Massaliot, who sailed on the Atlantic from the Gironde to circumnavigate Britain at the end of the fourth century (pp. 310–17), give a more realistic impression of the ocean, stressing its fearsome waves and massive tidal reach, characteristics that were bound to intrigue sailors used only to the Mediterranean.

How extensive was the interaction between Mediterranean seafarers and the Atlantic is a question to be explored in some detail in the chapters to follow. Archaeological evidence leaves little doubt that Phoenician trading colonies were established all along the Atlantic façade from the river Mondego, in Portugal, to the island of Mogador, off the Moroccan coast, and there must have been a lively cabotage between them. A scatter of references in the classical texts suggest that ships’ masters, including some Greeks, were also making exploratory journeys, but the implication is that they were interested more in seeking trading opportunities with coastal communities than in venturing far out to sea.

By the time that Aristotle was compiling his treatises in the mid-fourth century BC, the widely accepted view that the world was a sphere would have encouraged a new curiosity. By sailing out across the ocean one would reach not the dangerous space of the end of the world, where sky and earth met, but India. To the adventurous here was an opportunity to gain knowledge and reputation. Nor would the more commercially minded have overlooked the opportunity for trade. If the calculations which Aristotle favoured were correct, the distance to the Far East was less by ocean, sailing westwards, than by land travelling eastwards. This new understanding is neatly encapsulated in a brief statement by the Greek geographer Eratosthenes of Kyrene (c.285–c.205 BC) that it would be possible, by starting out from the Iberian coast and sailing along a latitude parallel, to reach India. Assessing all this information, Strabo concludes: ‘Those who have tried to circumnavigate the Ocean and then turned back say that the voyage beyond the limit reached was prevented not through opposition or any constraint but through destitution and loneliness, the sea nevertheless permitting further passage’ (Geography 1.1.8). The implication of this remarkable text is that some people did, indeed, try to cross the ocean. How many set out and how many managed to get back we shall never know.

The seafarers from the Mediterranean who had penetrated the outer Ocean would have come into contact with sailors from the indigenous communities living along the ocean fringe, people who from the Mesolithic period had mastered the arts of sailing and navigation in Atlantic coastal waters and had developed vessels able to contend with the rigours of Atlantic storms. These indigenous populations would have had a special relationship with the sea—more intensive perhaps than did Mediterranean sailors with their own sea. They would daily have experienced the marvel of the sun sinking into the sea, the after-light still colouring the clouds even after it had disappeared from sight. The wonder of the setting sun never fails to impress. Observing the position of the sunset gradually moving along the horizon as the season advances would have introduced an awareness of the periodicity of time. On a different scale the passing of time is also evident in the tides, both in their varying amplitude and in the changing times of high and low water: it was not an insuperable step to collate these observations with the cycles of the moon. All this would have become embedded in mythology and belief systems, but of this, without writing, there is little evidence. One hint, however, is provided by the recurring images found in Scandinavian Bronze Age iconography of a sun borne on a boat. Perhaps behind this lies a belief in the daily journey of the sun carried across the water beneath the earth from sunset to sunrise.

That a distinctive solar-based cosmology was widespread in Atlantic regions from the fifth millennium BC is evident from the careful siting exhibited by many megalithic monuments. Best known is Stonehenge, which, by 2000 BC, was arranged so that its axis aligned with sunrise on the midsummer solstice and sunset on the midwinter solstice. But this refinement comes at the end of millennia of development. A thousand years earlier megalithic passage graves found at Newgrange in Ireland, Maes Howe on Orkney, and elsewhere were carefully aligned to capture the sun’s rays at the solstices. The ability to do this must have been based on a detailed understanding of solar activity and a long period of observation and experiment, all quite independent of developments in the Mediterranean. Indeed, it is quite possible that the cosmology of the Atlantic-facing Neolithic communities was in advance of that of the Mediterranean. But evidence is lacking, though later Hesiod, at least, had a good knowledge of the basic issues, including the existence of the solstices. Why it was that solar phenomena featured large in belief systems along the Atlantic façade is difficult to say, except that those living on the ocean’s margin would have been daily reminded of the sun sinking into the sea.
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1.9 In Scandinavian rock art and in contemporary decoration on bronze implements, the image of the ship carrying one or more sun discs is sometimes found, suggesting a belief in the sun being transported by sea under the world from its place of setting in the west to its place of rising at dawn. (a) This example, from Egely in Bornholm, Denmark, showing two sun discs, dates to the Late Bronze Age. (b) The second ship image, from Tanum, Sweden, is carrying a giant figure, possibly a god
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1.10 Many megalithic monuments in Atlantic Europe were constructed to relate to celestial phenomena. Stonehenge, on Salisbury Plain, is a prime example. Its axis is aligned with sunrise on the midsummer solstice and sunset on the midwinter solstice. The more spectacular of the two is the midwinter event as the sun’s descent is glimpsed in the gap between the two uprights of the great central trilithon



In Ireland the central importance of the setting sun continued to be reflected in the wedge tombs clustering in the west of the island and dating to the second half of the second millennium BC. Those that have been studied in detail face west towards the setting sun so that the last of the sun’s rays will shine into them. The belief system that lay behind these sitings may well be the same as that which we later find in the Irish vernacular literature recalling the great god Donn, whose home was the rock off the south-west coast where the spirits of the dead were encouraged to come, drawn by the light of the setting sun.
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1.11 The setting of the sun on the western Ocean is a dramatic event. In the south-west of Ireland many of the wedge-shaped galley graves of the second millennium which occupy promontories seem to have been aligned in the direction of the setting sun, as does this example at Altar, County Cork



The Sea as an Allegory of Life

The deep emotional significance of the western ocean to the pagan Irish, when combined with the beliefs of the Celtic Church, has given rise to a highly distinctive literary form: immrama (tales of voyages). Early Celtic Christianity was deeply influenced by the teachings of the desert fathers, for whom the aesthetic life, far away from the comforting reassurance of the community, was the only sure way to achieve closer communion with God. Driven by these beliefs, monks chose to isolate themselves in remote locations, often islands. Thus, while the desert fathers sought deliverance in the sandy wastes of the Near East, for the Irish monks the western sea was their desert.

The sea, like the desert, was also perceived to be a place to wander seeking self-knowledge and salvation. The immrama deal with the dual themes of the Journey and the Other World. Men take to a boat and, while travelling randomly across the sea, they encounter strange and miraculous places. These are imaginary tales rooted in pagan Celtic concepts of the Other World and enlivened with fragments gleaned from the voyages of the many seafarers who had stories to tell: hermits, missionaries, and fishermen. The monks who compiled the tales may also have drawn from their knowledge of Vergil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The results are vivid: highly imaginative, adventurous, gripping, often humorous and full of surprises. The travellers, hopelessly caught up in it all, are forced to make choices and to consider values. Those who come through it are better men for the experience. As allegories of life’s journey the immrama are incomparable.

Of the seven immrama noted in the lists of sagas only three now survive, of which the oldest is The Voyage of Máel Dúin. The extant manuscript is of the tenth century, but the original was probably composed in the eighth century and was the direct inspiration for The Voyage of St Brendan (Navigatio Brendani), which became so influential in the Middle Ages.

The voyage of Máel Dúin begins with the hero setting out with his companions to find his father’s murderer, but because the specific instructions of a druid he had consulted were not followed, the mission failed and a storm took their boat out to sea. Being unsure what course to follow, the men left their boat to sail wherever God decided to guide it. And so their wild adventure began, the boat being taken from one island to another, thirty-one in all, introducing them to a gallimaufry of weird beasts and bizarre happenings, every encounter bristling with the magic of the Other World. One example will suffice:
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1.12 To find a ‘desert’ where they could be free of the comforting domesticity of family life, the better to contemplate God, Irish Christian monks took to the sea to seek out remote islands. The most spectacular of these is the gaunt pyramidal rock of Skellig Michael off the south-west coast of Ireland, where a small community of monks established themselves high above the waves, often shrouded in mist and clouds



They found another island surrounded by a stone wall. When they came near, a great beast arose and ran round the island . . . It went to the summit of the island and stretched itself on the ground with its feet in the air. It would turn in its skin, the flesh and bones revolving and the skin unmoved; or at another time the skin turning as well, the bones and flesh quite still.

Immram Curaig Maíle Dúin

Reading the entire story, one cannot help but admire the sheer inventiveness and sense of fun of the author. The enthralled listeners would have been led to reflect on the deeper meaning of the adventures that God had put before the travellers and upon the unexpected situations that life can suddenly spring. The skill of the storyteller was to link the moral teaching of the Church to deeply held beliefs in the power of the sea, the excitement of travel, and the natural expectation that, in the vastness of the Ocean, there were islands to be discovered.
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1.13 St Brendan and his followers land on an island only to find that it is a giant sea creature



The Voyage of St Brendan, composed in the late ninth or early tenth century, was closely based on earlier immrama, but its purpose was to present, implicitly, the picture of the ideal monastic life and to show Brendan as one who upheld monastic values and observances. In this example the Voyage is the vehicle for displaying a man of piety. The narrative encompasses three separate voyages: the first, the voyage of the old monk Barinthus to visit Mernoc on the Island of Delights; secondly, the voyage of both men to the Land of Promise of the Saints; and, finally, the voyage of St Brendan and his followers to discover the Land of Promise for themselves. The Land of Promise in this context is clearly the ‘promised land’ in the biblical sense, a land of abundance and peace reached by the righteous after the trials and tribulations of life. The Voyage of St Brendan gained great popularity during the Middle Ages. It was widely translated and served as an inspiration to many who later set out into the Atlantic believing the Voyage to be an accurate account of the real world when, in reality, it was an allegory of the good Christian life.

Islands in the Ocean

The persistence of the belief in Isles of the Blest far out in the ocean is one of the most remarkable features of Atlantic mythology. It was first committed to writing, as we have seen, by Hesiod in the eighth century BC and still finds echoes as late as the late nineteenth century AD. The basic myth is a simple construct: the Ocean Stream bordered the world, so beyond the stream, in the supernatural zone where sky and sea met, was the place where the souls of the worthy, guided to their destination by the path of the setting sun, would find eternal peace and plenty. This paradise was usually conceptualized as miraculous islands variously called the garden of the Hesperides, Insulae Fortunatae, and the Land of Promise of the Saints.

The concept was further developed by Plato, who created a vision of a huge island, which he called Atlantis, lying in the ocean beyond the Pillars of Herakles. It was the preserve of the god Poseidon and was larger than Asia and Africa together. Atlantis features in two of his dialogues, Timaeus and Critias, written in the mid-fourth century BC. At the beginning the inhabitants were wealthy and prosperous, but they became corrupt, seeking to conquer the world: only Athens stood up against them. Eventually Zeus lost patience with the Atlantians and

there occurred portentous earthquakes and floods, and on one grievous day and night all the warriors were swallowed up by the earth, and the Island of Atlantis in like manner was swallowed up by the sea and vanished. The Ocean at this spot has now become impossible and unsearchable, being blocked up with shoals of mud created as the island settled down.

(Plato, Timaeus 25c–d)

These events, said Plato, had taken place nine thousand years before and were recorded by the Egyptians, the story later to be brought to Greece about 600 BC by Solon.

That such a vivid and powerful story has featured large in debate and discussions since Plato’s time is hardly surprising. Perhaps there were some Egyptian myths that inspired Plato, but the entire story is best regarded as an allegory, a neat piece of structuralism created by Plato to facilitate discussion about the ideal state, a major theme of The Republic. The story is constructed around oppositions: Atlantis outside the Pillars, mythical and corrupt; Athens inside the Pillars, real and worthy. In the end the ideal state triumphs while the imperfect polity sinks into oblivion. The effort and ingenuity spent by so many writers over the years in trying to locate Atlantis would no doubt have surprised and amused Plato.

Knowledge of the myths and allegories about Atlantic islands encouraged seafarers to explore the ocean. While many, like the Phoenician explorer Hanno, preferred to keep to coastal waters, others, like Himilco, seem to have ventured further out to sea. Himilco claims to have found nothing but shoals and seaweed, but other Phoenicians reached the Canary islands and some may have made landfall on Madeira. The Greek historian Plutarch, writing in the early second century AD, knew of the Canaries and considered them to be the Elysian Fields mentioned by Homer. A little later in the century the geographer Ptolemy confidently names them Insulae Fortunatae, making them his westernmost prime meridian of longitude—a practice still followed by the French into the nineteenth century.

Classical concepts of the world were transmitted to early medieval scholarship in a variety of ways, through the monastic libraries in which early texts were preserved, through the writing of Arab scientists and geographers, and through encyclopedic compilations like Etymologiae, written by Isidore of Seville (c.560–636). It was through the monastic tradition that the idea of Isles of the Blest entered the consciousness of the Irish monks, there to be conflated with the Christian notion of the earthly paradise. Isidore also believed in Atlantic islands, naming specifically the Insulae Fortunatae, the Gorgades, and the Hesperides. His other contribution was to transmit a concept of the world not at all unlike that of the early Ionian geographers, with the land, surrounded by an encircling ocean, divided into three: Asia, Europe, and Africa. In its simplest form this was expressed symbolically as a T and O map—an image that became widespread in the Middle Ages.

Along the Atlantic façade, belief in miraculous islands was not restricted to the Irish Christian communities. One Breton legend tells the story of a hundred monks sailing out into the ocean ‘to contemplate [its] innumerable wonders’. Under divine guidance they were led to an island with a golden mountain and a town built of gold, eventually returning safely home after a journey lasting three years. A more pervasive story was that of the Seven Bishops. During the Muslim conquest of Iberia in the early eighth century, we are told that the bishop of Oporto together with six other bishops took ship to flee from the Arab army, taking with them their Christian followers, their livestock, and other supplies. They sailed westwards into the Atlantic and after a while they discovered a large island and decided to settle there, founding seven cities, one for each bishop. The island was known as Antillia, or the Isle of the Seven Cities. The name Antillia has been variously interpreted but probably came from the Portuguese ‘Ante-Ilha’, ‘Opposite Island’, referring to the belief that it lay opposite Portugal. Although the circumstantial detail of the story carries a certain conviction, no such island exists and so the story must be relegated to the status of myth.

The advance of the Arab armies along the north coast of Africa was spectacularly rapid. Fustat (Old Cairo) was taken in AD 642, and forty years later Uqba ibn Nafi, in a furious dash westwards from Carthage, rode his horse into the Atlantic shouting that only the ocean prevented him from advancing still further. In 711 the Muslim forces crossed the Strait of Gibraltar to begin the conquest of Iberia, and so by the mid-eighth century the Arabs confronted the Atlantic from the north of Iberia to the south of Morocco.

The tenth-century Arab geographer and historian al-Mas’udi was unexcited by what lay before him. Describing lighthouses ‘where the Mediterranean and the Ocean meet’, he says they are surmounted by statues which point as if to say, ‘There is no way beyond me; beyond me there is no passage for thou who enter the Ocean from the Mediterranean. No ship can enter the Ocean. It contains no inhabited land and no rational animals dwell there. Where it begins and where it ends are both unknown.’ In this al-Mas’udi was echoing the views of Pindar fifteen hundred years before. For the Arabs the ocean had various names: the Green Sea, the Sea of the Atlas Mountains, the Circumambient Ocean, this last echoing the old Ionian idea of the Ocean Stream. But for many who knew it well, it was the Sea of Perpetual Gloom.

The Canary islands were known to al-Mas’udi from his reading of Ptolemy. For him they were Jaza’ir al-Khalidat (the Eternal Isles). A later geographer, al-Idrisi, writing in the twelfth century, claims, ‘There are twenty-seven thousand islands in this sea, some are inhabited, others not. We have mentioned those closest to the mainland which are inhabited. As for the others, there is no need to mention them here.’ He, too, seems to have been relying on Ptolemy for this estimate. He goes on to tell of an expedition to the Eternal Isles which came to nothing because of the death of the admiral in command, but he is able to name two of the islands: Masfahan (perhaps Tenerife) and Laghus (perhaps Gran Canaria).

How extensive were the Arab explorations of the Atlantic it is difficult to say. In the early tenth century an inhabitant of Córdoba, Khashkhash, led a contingent of young men from the city on a maritime adventure. What course they took is unrecorded, but since they returned safely with rich booty it is more likely that they were engaged in coastal raiding than Atlantic exploration. A more famous expedition took place in the late eleventh or early twelfth century and involved eighty mugharrirun (intrepid explorers) from Lisbon who ‘set out to sail the Sea of Perpetual Gloom in order to discover what there was and where it ended’. Al-Idrisi gives an account of the adventure that is detailed enough to suggest that this was a real event which may have involved landings on Madeira and the Canaries. The details of the story are kept for a later chapter (pp. 396–7). Suffice it to say that the mugharrirun ended up on the Moroccan coast and returned home to Lisbon, where they were honoured by having a street named after them. Al-Idrisi names a number of other islands in the Atlantic, identifying their special characteristics, all gleaned, no doubt, from sailors’ tales, some based on sightings of the Canaries, Madeira, or even the Azores, others imaginative inventions, but all adding to the rich lore of the ocean.

As more men took to the Atlantic and began to venture further and further out from coastal waters, more islands were discovered and their positions established so that they could be fixed on the maps that were beginning to be drawn in increasing numbers from the early fourteenth century. But what of the mythical islands? Some could be collated with newly discovered islands, as Ptolemy was content to do when he identified the Canaries with the Fortunate islands, a Romanized version of the much earlier Hesperides of Hesiod and Homer. Others preferred to think of these elusive paradises as still to be discovered, and so, as knowledge increased, map-makers were forced to move them further and further out into the unknown ocean.

One of the more persistent of the phantom islands, as we have seen, was Antillia, the Isle of the Seven Cities. The island first appears on a chart of 1424 sited due west of Iberia far out into the ocean. A later map of 1492 also shows the island labelled with a caption telling of its settlement and adding enigmatically, ‘In 1414 a ship from Spain approached very close to the island.’ Other sightings were mentioned. About 1430 a Portuguese ship blown off course claimed to have landed there, its crew praying in one of its churches. So real did the island seem that in the later fifteenth century many attempts were made to rediscover it. Contemporary maps show it as a massive rectangular island lying in the open ocean beyond the Azores, difficult for any competent navigator to miss. Yet it remained puzzlingly elusive. For many the problem was finally resolved when Columbus discovered the Caribbean islands and the adjacent coast of America. Various identifications were suggested for Antillia: Cuba, Hispaniola, Florida. On the map of Cantino from 1502, the cartographer could confidently label the West Indies as ‘Antillias de Reg de Castella’. The mystery of Antillia, which had intrigued seafarers for nearly eight hundred years, had finally gone away, but no one ever explained why the seven Christian cities founded by the bishop were never found.

An even more persistent mythical island was Hy-Brasil, which was believed to lie somewhere off the west coast of Ireland. In Celtic mythology it is the enchanted Other World of peace and plenty sought by the many who were prepared to face the ocean. It first appears in the seventh-century adventures of Bran son of Febal, who was lured to make the journey to the Land of Women by a fairy who described its wonders:

The island was supported on four pillars of gold. The chariots are of gold, silver and bronze and there is no sadness, anger or sorrow, and no sickness or death. There the sun god presides who comes at sunrise to light up the level lands. He rides over the white plain against which the ocean murmurs. He stirs the sea into blood.

In Christian mythology this became the Tir Tairngiri (Land of Promise) sought by many heroes and is given substance on maps from the early fourteenth century as a circular island labelled Hy-Brasil, Brazir, or one of its other variants. Its longevity is remarkable. It first appears on a map of 1325 by the Genoese map-maker Angelino de Dalorto and remained on sea-charts as Brazil Rock until it was finally removed in 1865. Hy-Brasil has fascinated the Irish for centuries. In an academic assessment of the many stories told about it, published in 1912 in the Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, the antiquarian T. J. Westropp recorded that he had seen the island himself no fewer than three times. The last occasion was late on a summer’s day in 1872. It was ‘a clear evening, with a fine golden sunset, when just as the sun went down, a dark island suddenly appeared far out to sea, but not on the horizon. It had two hills, one wooded; between these, from a low plain, rose towers and curls of smoke.’ Those with him, including his mother, all saw it at the same time, ‘with such realistic appearances’. No one can doubt the veracity of the vision published in the august pages of the Proceedings, but what was it they were seeing? In these rational times we might fall back with relief on the suggestion that it was a mirage probably caused by thermal inversion.

The western ocean, where the sun sets, has always had a supernatural aura. It was the place where paradise lay and about which the imagination could run wild. Little wonder, then, that it has drawn the inquisitive over the ages. To begin with it was a beyond, a place to be conceptualized. Then, as men became more adventurous and technically competent, it was a region to be tentatively probed, an esoteric world to be experienced. But after the discoveries of Columbus all this changed. By the early sixteenth century people realized that there was a New World to be colonized beyond the ocean. And so the westward flow of population began. First the Spanish and the Portuguese adventurers, then the French and the British settlers, and later the Irish and other Europeans fleeing economic deprivation and tyranny. Before AD 1500 it was the journey that was important: the experience of being on the ocean at the ocean’s mercy and returning to tell the tale. After that, when the imperative became the destination, the ocean was reduced to little more than an inconvenience to be crossed as quickly as possible.
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1.14 Map by Bartolomeo Pareto dating to 1455 showing Atlantic islands, some real, others imaginary
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1.15 The globe of Martin Behaim of 1492. The Atlantic islands—the Canaries, Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde islands—are reasonably accurate, but beyond, to the west, the map is pure speculation. The illustration comes from an engraving by Johann Gabriel Doppelmayr
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The Combat That Is Called Navigation

With rare exceptions, like the seafaring monks of Ireland who found reassurance in leaving their fate to God, most people who took to the sea had two concerns in the forefront of their minds: to stay alive, and to be able to return home if they wished. To accomplish these essentials the successful mariner had to have a wide range of knowledge, and the skills to apply it. For navigation on the open sea he needed to have an understanding of the movement of the stars and sun, of the sea currents and of winds. For pilotage—the art of bringing a vessel safely to shore—he must in addition have understood tides and been familiar with coastal land forms. Over the long prehistoric period this knowledge was learned from experience and transmitted orally. Later it was committed to writing in the form of periploi (manuals of navigation) in the Greek and Roman periods and portolans (pilot books) in the Middle Ages. Sea-charts began to be produced in significant numbers only from the fourteenth century. Whatever the mariner might have believed or feared about the sea, it was upon accurate factual information and the wisdom to use it effectively that his life, and the lives of those under his command, depended.

In the Beginning

By observing fossil sea-shells high above contemporary sea-level the Greeks were aware that the relationship between the land and the sea was not constant, but it was not until 1858, after fifty years of scholarly speculation, that a French scientist, Antonio Snider-Pellegrini, set out a clear formulation of how the present-day continents had been part of a single mega-continent and had subsequently split apart. The mega-continent, known as Pangaea, was surrounded by the ocean, Panthalassa, with one wide inlet, the Tethys Sea, thrusting deep inland. In the Triassic period, about 180 million years ago, Pangaea began to split into two land-masses, Laurasia and Gondwana, along the Tethys Sea axis. Other splits then began to open up and the individual plates thus formed moved separately in relation to each other. Two of these movements are of direct relevance to our seas. About 65 million years ago, at the end of the Cretaceous period, the African and Eurasian plates moved more closely together, capturing the western part of the Tethys Sea to become the proto-Mediterranean, while together they moved away from the American plate, creating the Atlantic Ocean. These two movements are still in operation today. While the Atlantic is widening, the Mediterranean is narrowing, with each year the coast of North Africa moving closer to Europe. Our two seas, then, were created in two different ways: the Mediterranean by constriction, isolating part of the old Tethys Sea, and the Atlantic by expansion as the plates are torn further apart.

These very longue durée geological processes have contributed to the character of the seas. As the African plate pushes against the Eurasian plate, its northern edge dips down beneath the southern rim of Eurasia. The effect is that the North African coast is, for the most part, low and comparatively featureless, while the southern edge of Europe is rucked up, creating mountain ranges and a deeply denticulate coastline. These differences have had a constraining effect on the way in which humans have dealt with the land–sea interface. Plate tectonics have also imposed character on the Atlantic since the tearing apart of the two land-masses has weakened the earth’s crust, creating a sinuous zone of volcanic activity, the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, along which a number of volcanic islands have appeared—Tristan da Cunha, Ascension, and the Azores—and the volcanoes of Iceland. Nearer the east coast, volcanic activity has created the Cape Verde islands, the Canaries, and Madeira—islands which have played a significant part in the later exploration of the ocean.
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2.1 (a) The world about 200 million years ago, when there was a single land-mass, which is known as Pangaea. As a result of continental drift, the plates of the earth’s crust began to move in relation to each other (and are still moving today). (b) The situation 65 million years ago with the Atlantic beginning to form as the plates pulled apart while the Tethys Sea was squeezed to create the proto-Mediterranean



The ever-expanding Atlantic has changed comparatively little over the last 10 million years, apart from growing wider, but the Mediterranean has had a more tortured geological history. The closing of the African and Eurasian plates at what is now the Near East cut off the western end of the Tethys Sea but opened a gap at the east end between Iberia and North Africa so that the remnant Tethys became joined to the Atlantic, roughly along the line of what was to become the Strait of Gibraltar. About 5.96 million years ago this gap closed, initiating what is known as the Messinian Salinity Crisis, which lasted for more than half a million years before the Atlantic was reunited once more with the Mediterranean. The Messinian Salinity Crisis is so named because the closing of the strait to inflow from the Atlantic caused the Mediterranean to evaporate at a faster rate than the inflowing rivers could match. At times the sea had all but dried out, leaving only a few hypersaline pockets some 3–5 kilometres below contemporary ocean-level. Changes in world climate affected the severity of the desiccation, but eventually, about 5.33 million years ago, conditions were such that the Atlantic began to flood into the Mediterranean basin in a phenomenon known as the Zanclean flood. Some writers have suggested that it was a sudden spectacular event, with a massive waterfall or waterfalls dropping more than a kilometre from the Atlantic, allowing huge volumes of water to gush in at such a rate that the level of the Mediterranean rose 10 metres per day, filling the basin in not more than two years. Others favour a more leisurely event spread over a longer period. Whichever is true, the result was the same. The Mediterranean and the Atlantic became conjoined and thenceforth continuous inflows from the Atlantic replenished the constantly evaporating Mediterranean.

The final sealing of the east end of the Mediterranean about 10 million years ago, and the mountain-building associated with the plates coming together, separated the westward remnant of the Tethys into two separate seas, one open to the Atlantic, the other, called the Paratethys, becoming a massive brackish inland sea stretching from the Carpathian basin to the Pamir mountains, fed by a number of rivers bringing Arctic meltwater from the northern plains. Eventually, over the millennia, the Paratethys shrank to become the three inland seas: the Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, and the Aral Sea, the last now fast disappearing. The Black Sea remained a contained lake, the Neoeuxine Lake, until about 5200 BC, when the rising level of the Mediterranean overtopped the ridge separating the two and salt water began to pour into the lake, cutting a deep channel, now the Bosporus. Original estimates suggesting that the water-level in the Neoeuxine Lake was at this time 100 metres below the Mediterranean level have since been revised to 18 metres, rather diminishing the dramatic effect of the event, but it would still have greatly extended the sea’s boundaries by flooding the surrounding lands.


[image: ]

2.2 About 5.96 million years ago the Mediterranean became landlocked and, without constant inflow from the Atlantic, began to evaporate—an event known as the Messinian Salinity Crisis—reducing the water to a few excessively salty lakes occupying the deepest troughs



By 5000 BC a certain equilibrium had been reached. The Mediterranean was still prone to massive evaporation, but its level was maintained by inflows of fresh water from its own rivers, especially the Ebro, Rhône, Po, and Nile, and, via the Black Sea, from the rivers of the Pontic steppe. But this inflow amounts to only a fraction of its needs. By far the greatest volume of the water required to top it up pours in continuously from the Atlantic, the rate of flow dominating the rhythm of their coexistence.

Mare Nostrum

‘Our Sea’—the familiar world of the Mediterranean—is really many seas, each with their individual characters. A glance at the map immediately makes apparent the divide between the eastern and western Mediterranean basins, the two separated by the elongated peninsula of Italy and offshore Sicily. This leaves two points of communication between the two seas: the narrow Strait of Messina, 3.5 kilometres wide at its narrowest point, and the broader seaway, the Sicilian Channel, 147 kilometres wide, between Marsala at the westernmost tip of Sicily and the Cap Bon peninsula of Tunisia. The island of Pantelleria lies roughly between, providing a convenient point of reference for navigators. Between these connecting narrows and the Strait of Gibraltar lies the expanse of the western Mediterranean divided into smaller maritime regions by the island barriers: Corsica–Sardinia and the Balearics. A seafarer who roamed these waters would have developed a cognitive geography of the different seas which comprise the whole. The most distinctive is the Tyrrhenian Sea, protected to the west by the island masses of Corsica and Sardinia and to the east by the Italian peninsula. Another distant enclosed sea lies between the east coast of Iberia and the extended network of the Balearics. Other discrete expanses are the two wide gulfs of the north coast, the Gulf of Genoa and the Golfe du Lion, and the Alboran Sea, between the southern Iberian coast and the coast of North Africa, at the end of which lies the way through to the ocean. Each one of these stretches of water had its own personality and mood that had to be learned. The proximity of land conditioned the currents, while the prevailing wind patterns added another variable. And then there was the nearby land itself, variously offering hazards and tempting havens and resources. There was much for the seafarer to observe and commit to memory.

The eastern Mediterranean differs from the western Mediterranean in many ways, but perhaps the most significant is that much of it lies much further to the south. Whereas the southern shore of the western sea averages 36° north, that of the eastern end is at about 33° north. There is also a difference in the altitude of the coastal region. The Atlas Mountains run close to the southern shore of the western Mediterranean, beginning massively on the Atlantic and running out at the Cap Bon peninsula, but most of the southern shore of the eastern Mediterranean, except for the hills of Cyrenaica (the eastern coastal region of modern Libya), is low-lying. The result is that the southern shore of the western Mediterranean offers a congenial coastline, with an indented coast providing recognizable headlands and easy landings. Moreover, its higher latitude brings it within a productive ecological zone, well watered by the moist winds blowing in off the Atlantic. In contrast, the south coast of the eastern Mediterranean is unfriendly low-lying desert or semi-desert, with few natural havens or sea-marks, difficult for navigation and dangerous to approach because of offshore reefs and sand-bars.

The northern shores of the eastern Mediterranean were far friendlier both ecologically and from a navigator’s point of view. Contorted by plate tectonics, the northern waters divide into four very different seas. The Adriatic is a long, narrow waterway, its southern approach between Italy and Albania, guarded by the island of Corfu, being only 74 kilometres wide. To the south lies the Ionian Sea, bounded to the west, north, and east by an arc of land and islands—Malta, Sicily, Italy, Greece, and Crete—providing ample sea-marks and safe havens. Further east lay the almost landlocked Aegean, partially closed on its southern side by a string of islands: Kythera, Crete, Kasos, Karpathos, and Rhodes. Surrounded by deeply indented coasts and liberally scattered with islands, the Aegean was a highly attractive place for seafarers and it is hardly surprising that much of the earliest evidence for ships and sailing is to be found there. Finally, there is the easternmost end of the Mediterranean, which we might call the Levantine Sea, enclosed on three sides by the coast of Egypt, the Levant, and Turkey and given focus by the large and productive island of Cyprus. It was a populated region with a connecting sea easy to navigate because of favourable currents and gentle winds. What is left after defining these specific maritime zones is the southern part of the eastern Mediterranean, a largely empty sea which could be traversed from the Levant to Tunisia out of sight of land for almost the entire journey. Phoenicians made good use of its ‘emptiness’ in travelling its length on their outward journeys to the west, safe from the dangers of coastal waters. Separate local coastal networks also grew up, linking the ports of Cyrenaica and those of Tripolitania. Even so, the empty sea lay apart from its lively, interconnected northern neighbours.

The Mediterranean, as we have seen, is an evaporating sea which, left unreplenished, would soon dry up; so, too, is its adjunct the Black Sea. Both receive influxes of fresh water from the rivers that flow into them. The Black Sea is more than topped up by the Danube and the rivers of the Pontic steppe, its surplus spilling through the Bosporus and Dardanelles into the Mediterranean, providing about 4 per cent of the water the Mediterranean needs to maintain itself. Another few per cent is made up by the Ebro, Rhône, Po, and Nile. But by far the greatest quantity of top-up water comes from the Atlantic funnelled through the Strait of Gibraltar, creating a constant east-flowing surface current which, with a following wind, can reach six knots. Once into the Mediterranean, the flow slows to about one to two knots and is maintained along the entire North African coast. At the east end it swings round anti-clockwise to flow back westwards along the northern shore, where the peninsulas and islands deflect it into a series of gyratory systems serving each of the separate seas and making it comparatively easy to find a current to travel in any direction. That said, the power of the currents is often overshadowed by winds, which can reach thirty knots.

The Mediterranean winds are created by depressions, about a third of which form in the Atlantic and move eastwards into the Mediterranean basin, some from the Bay of Biscay, others across the Moroccan coast and Western Sahara or along the Strait of Gibraltar. The remaining two-thirds are generated in the Mediterranean itself, usually in the Gulf of Genoa. The eastward passage of depressions along the length of the sea draws in winds blowing off the land, which were so important to the livelihood of seafarers that each was identified by its characteristics and given a name. From the north comes the mistral, blowing with great strength into the Golfe du Lion, creating a continuous roar that gave the gulf its name. Another powerful wind, the bora, blows from the European plains into the head of the Adriatic, while from the Pontic steppe comes the fierce summer wind the meltemi, funnelling along the Bosporus and the Dardanelles and over the mountains of Bulgaria into the Aegean. These three great winds are at their strongest where they leave the northern coasts, their velocity decreasing as they move south. The northerly winds are complemented by winds blowing from the Sahara: warm, dry winds carrying fine red dust. For the most part these are together called the sirocco, but there are also local names like the ghibli from Tripolitania and the khamsin from Egypt. Over the sea the north and south systems compete. It is the fierce northerlies that usually dominate, but when they falter the sirocco can drive up the Adriatic, forcing the sea-level to rise along the Ligurian coast and spreading its Saharan dust across the land.
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2.3 The seas comprising the Mediterranean. The map shows the extent of the river systems flowing into the sea, defining the catchment and the vegetational zone which characterize the Mediterranean



The natural currents, the varying intensity of the prevailing winds, and the distortion created by peninsulas and islands together create the marine microcosms that the Mediterranean seafarer has to learn. A ship’s captain sailing eastwards along the North African coast could rely on the current to take him with it, enhanced when the gale blew by northerlies deflected east along the coast. His journey would have carried him through the calmest waters of the Mediterranean. Should he, however, have wished to sail north, following the current along the west coast of Sardinia and Corsica towards Marseille, he could have found himself battling against fierce offshore gales with a higher frequency in the Golfe du Lion than anywhere else in the Mediterranean. But knowing the sea and its predominant winds and tides was no assurance: winds could vary and storms appear out of nowhere. The unpredictability of it all was a fact of life at sea.

There is another way to characterize the Mediterranean and one which would have been of importance to early seafarers. It can be divided into two separate zones: those parts which, in good conditions, are in sight of land and those where no land can ever be seen. Since ease of sighting is dependent on the height of the land, it follows that the mountainous coasts and islands around the northern shores would come into view from further out to sea than would the low-lying shores of much of the North African coast. Keeping land in sight had numerous advantages, not least of which was being able to position the vessel in relation to known landmarks. A mountainous coast allowed this to be done with the vessel still well out from the shore, clear of all coastal hazards. The low-lying North African coast, with its many offshore shoals and reefs and the added danger of being caught on a lee shore if land was approached, was best avoided. In many ways the empty seas offered greater safety. If a storm blew up, it could be more safely weathered in the open, there being no risk of being driven onto the shore. Once seafarers had mastered the rudiments of navigating by the stars, sailing out of sight of land would have begun to be an attractive option for those making long sea journeys.


[image: ]

2.4 For much of the time sailors in the Mediterranean would have been able to stay in sight of land, but there were large expanses of sea from which no land was visible. The currents that determined shipping routes are essentially a series of gyratory systems created by the constant inflow of water from the Atlantic. The winds from the north and south created another variable with which the navigator had to contend



The Mediterranean offers a generally hospitable environment for humans. Its semiarid climate with hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters is a factor of its southerly latitude moderated by the inflow of moist air from the Atlantic. This results in a distinctive ecology characterized by dense, scrubby aromatic vegetation, generally known as garrigue or maquis, interspersed with broad-leafed evergreen shrubs and small trees like olive and holm oak, with pine becoming denser at higher altitudes and stands of deciduous trees thriving where the land is sufficiently well watered. The Mediterranean ecological zone is restricted to the coastal regions bordered by the deserts to the south and east and the mountain chains, rising to over a thousand metres, forming a limit to the north. In many regions, like the south coast of Asia Minor and the western coasts of the Adriatic, there is little more than a narrow coastal strip between the mountain and the sea. Elsewhere, along the coast of the Maghrib, both sides of the Italian peninsula, and around the Aegean, land suitable for cultivation is more extensive. Wherever suitable land exists, the three Mediterranean staples—olives, grain, and vines—can flourish, with flocks of sheep and goats kept on the hills above. The sea, too, has food to offer, but the fish stocks are never large. The high salinity of the sea means that fish can only thrive in the fresher surface levels, but the water here is poor in nutrients and there are few rivers to replenish the minerals needed to support the plankton upon which the fish feed. That said, in the Neolithic period a variety of fish was readily available for those with time to gather them. Other products of the sea included the red corals off the west coast of Italy, used for jewellery, and the murex shells found along the North African coast, which could produce a much-sought-after purple dye.

The Mediterranean was also well endowed with desirable mineral deposits. Gold was to be had at various places around the northern and eastern Aegean, silver in workable quantities came from south-eastern Iberia, Sardinia, Etruria, Attica, and northwestern Asia Minor, while copper was found in quantity on Cyprus, Sardinia, Etruria, and south-eastern Iberia. Another vital commodity in this period was the volcanic glass obsidian, which flakes easily and could be made into a variety of sharp cutting tools. The island of Melos was a major supplier in the Aegean, while in the central Mediterranean obsidian came from a number of island sources: Lipari (the largest of the Aeolian islands), Sardinia, Palmarola, and Pantelleria.

Those living around the Mediterranean enjoyed a productive environment where, so long as population growth was kept under control, a comfortable livelihood could be won from the soil. But for many occupying the narrower coastal strips, geography conspired to force them to look outwards towards the sea, and rumours of rare raw materials—obsidian, metals, and other luxuries—drew the more adventurous onto the water. The rarity of these materials and the unevenness of their distribution led to the formation of networks of connectivity. These became increasingly active and complex as time progressed and generated the rhythm that gave life around the sea its very being.

Between Sea and Ocean

The Strait of Gibraltar is a waterway of some complexity. In length 58 kilometres, it varies in width from 43 kilometres at its western extremity between Cape Trafalgar and Cape Spartel to 23 kilometres at its eastern end, between the two pillars of Gibraltar and Jebel Musa. At its narrowest it reduces to 13 kilometres. It is through this channel that water from the Atlantic surges into the Mediterranean to maintain its level. But the water flows are complex. As the less salty Atlantic floods eastwards, below it, at a depth of about 120 metres, colder, salty, and denser water from the Mediterranean flows westwards into the Atlantic. The surface (eastward) flow runs at two to three knots, but Atlantic tides can increase this to as much as six to seven knots. Winds, too, can have an effect. The levanter, an easterly blowing from the Mediterranean, visible in the curious cloud that curls and tumbles over the Rock of Gibraltar, will constrain the east-flowing surface current, while the vendaval, blowing from the Atlantic, will enhance it. The winds are, within limits, predictable. The levanter blows in March, from July to September, and in December, while the vendaval dominates the intervening months.

For the mariner wishing to make the journey through the strait, it was the interplay of wind and current that controlled his actions. Few would attempt to challenge a contrary wind: better to find a convenient port and wait until the winds became favourable. The current presents a more complex picture. The main current, occupying most of the width of the channel, flowed eastwards, making return to the Mediterranean comparatively straightforward, but there was also a much narrower counter-current to the north of it, closer to the Iberian coast, which favoured a westward course to the Atlantic when the wind conditions allowed. For seafarers prepared to take the risk of sailing even closer to the coast, there were two very narrow coastal currents, one against the African coast flowing westwards and one against the Iberian coast flowing eastwards. A ship’s master wishing to run the strait had to understand this complex interplay of winds, currents, and tides. Nothing could be easier than sailing into the Mediterranean on a rising tide with the vendaval blowing, but the return to the Atlantic had to be planned more carefully and, if the winds remained unfavourable, could have involved much tacking and zigzagging. And then the winds might suddenly change, throwing the best-laid plans into confusion and danger. When the vendaval was blowing strongly, a ship wishing to sail west through the strait had little option but to find a safe port on the Iberian coast and wait. Over thousands of years the port of choice has been Malaka (Málaga). If the contrary winds persisted, the decision might be made to go by land. According to classical sources, the journey from Malaka westwards to Tartessos could be made in four or five days. For a ship-owner wishing to complete a trade deal, an overland trek would be preferable to waiting for months for the wind to change.

Complex though the conditions in the strait were, seamen familiar with the waters would have had little difficulty in using their knowledge and experience to plan their journeys, making the most of whatever opportunities presented themselves. And for those less familiar there would have been plenty of advice to be had in the ports on either side of the narrows.

The Ocean

The Mediterranean and the Atlantic could not have been more different, the one small with defined and well-comprehended boundaries, the other vast and seemingly without end. But an even greater difference is that, while the Mediterranean is contained within only one ecological zone (named after it), the west-facing Atlantic façade straddles many. At its northern extremity Iceland touches the Arctic Circle. Then comes Britain, Ireland, France, and northern Iberia, all within a temperate zone. Southern Iberia and Morocco share a Mediterranean climate down to the edge of the Sahara, roughly in the latitude of the Canary islands. Beyond that the desert confronts the ocean for about 1,200 kilometres, extending south down to the river Senegal, which marks the northern edge of the broad zone of savannah and equatorial forest straddling the equator. Further south the desert picks up again in Angola and extends for 2,100 kilometres, mainly along the Atlantic coast of Namibia, to the Mediterranean ecozone of Cape Province at the foot of Africa. For the purposes of the present book the emphasis will be on the northern part of the Atlantic coast from the edge of the Sahara at about 27° north to the Arctic Circle at 66° north, though the rest of the African coast does, from time to time, enter the narrative. For the Greek geographers the Arctic and the Sahara defined the boundaries of the inhabited world.
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2.5 The Strait of Gibraltar, with Europe to the north (left) and Africa to the south (right). The westernmost part of the Mediterranean, just before the strait is reached, is known as the Alboran Sea
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2.6 The currents and the winds through the Strait of Gibraltar determined the timing of sea passages between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. There were times when the combination of winds and currents prevented ships from leaving the Mediterranean for days or even weeks



The ragged edge of Europe and North Africa varies dramatically from place to place. At one moment it is towering cliffs of hard rock thrusting out into the sea, at another, endless dreary sand-bars built up by longshore drift and backed by marshes. Both are uncongenial to seafarers, though the distinctive headlands do provide useful points of reference. But many parts of the coast are more inviting. North-western Iberia, Brittany, south-western Britain, south Wales, and the south-west of Ireland all share the characteristics of a ria coastline (so named after the rias of north-western Iberia). The rias are river valleys that have been drowned by rising sea-levels, allowing the sea to penetrate deep inland, creating sheltered anchorages for ships. Modern ports like Vigo and El Ferrol in Galicia, Brest in Brittany, Plymouth and Milford Haven in Britain, and Cork in Ireland all owe their prosperity to the deep and well-protected anchorages provided by the rias on which they were established.

Another aspect of the Atlantic coast bringing great benefit to those who lived along it are the many substantial rivers that flow into the Ocean, rivers like the Sous, Lixos, Guadalquivir, Guadiana, Tagus, Douro, Miño, Garonne, Loire, Seine, Somme, Rhine, Severn. All allowed sea-going vessels to sail far up their sheltered estuaries to offload cargoes at riverside market towns, there to be transferred to riverboats for the onward journey deep into the hinterland. An added advantage of these major rivers was that they carried heavy loads of silt and other nutrients, spewing them into coastal waters for the benefit of phytoplankton and, further up the food chain, fish and their human predators. Silt deposited offshore also created fertile lowlands and marshes, ecologically beneficial to human communities. It would be no exaggeration to say that the Atlantic-flowing rivers of Europe were the prime reason why the Atlantic zone became a focus of energy and innovation in both prehistoric and more recent times.
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2.7 The Atlantic façade. The rivers draining into the Ocean create the greater Atlantic zone, but in reality only a narrow coastal strip is really oceanic in its cultural systems
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2.8 The Atlantic coast of Africa crosses many climatic zones. The long stretches where the desert reaches the sea would have been daunting to early explorers



Much of the zone was also rich in minerals and other desirable commodities. The most sought-after metal was tin, which is rarely found elsewhere in Europe and never in useful quantity in the Mediterranean region. Copious amounts were to be had in Galicia in north-western Iberia, in Brittany, and in south-western Britain—remote and mysterious places fascinating to the ancient Mediterranean world. The same regions produced gold. Gold also came from Ireland and south Wales and equatorial Africa, from where it was traded across the Sahara to ports on the Moroccan coast. South-western Iberia yielded huge supplies of silver, and copper was found extensively across western Iberia, Brittany, south-western Britain, Wales, and southern Ireland. In short, Atlantic Europe was a metal-rich zone—a fact that encouraged maritime connectivity and attracted the attention of Mediterranean entrepreneurs from an early date. Beside metals, the trading ports of the African coast were able to offer ivory and ostrich shells from the African interior, while from Jutland and the Baltic came the much-desired amber. Those engaged in trade along the Atlantic coasts were never short of raw materials to exploit. Herodotus may have regretted that he had little to say of the distant Atlantic region when he wrote in the fifth century BC, but he was well aware that it was the source of tin, amber, and gold.
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2.9 The ria coastline—a coast of drowned river valleys stretching far inland and named after the coastal topography of Galicia—is characteristic of Brittany, south-western England and Wales, and southern Ireland. The deep, sheltered inlets provided welcome havens for sailors. Some of the deep rias, like Plymouth in this photograph, developed into major naval bases in more recent times. The promontory in the centre of the picture is Mount Batten. It was a major trading post in the first millennium BC



The communities of the Atlantic façade have benefited from the ocean in many ways, but crucial for their very existence is the Gulf Stream. The Gulf Stream is a warm ocean current originating in the Gulf of Mexico and flowing north between Florida and Cuba into the North Atlantic along the coast of North America. Past Newfoundland (and now called the North Atlantic Drift Current) it is deflected by the south-flowing cold Labrador current towards Europe, where it divides into three, one branch flowing northwards towards Iceland and Greenland, the second, the Norwegian Current, flowing north-eastwards around the north of Britain and along the coast of Norway, and the third, the Canary Current, flowing southwards along the coast of Atlantic Europe and North Africa. Within the Gulf of Mexico the current is narrow—only about 80 kilometres wide—and flows at a rate of 2.7 knots, but in the North Atlantic it widens to several hundred kilometres and slows to about one knot. The temperature, which begins at 24 °C, cools considerably as the current proceeds, but it is still a few degrees warmer than the surrounding sea temperature when it reaches Europe. The ameliorating effect on the climate of Europe is significant. The average low December temperature for London is 5 °C. At St John’s in Newfoundland, which lies a few degrees of latitude south of London, it is −3 °C. Recent work has suggested that the milder climate of western Europe is also, in part, due to the westerly winds originating in the Rocky Mountains which blow across the warm Atlantic, helping to transfer the heat of the current to the European coasts.

The current has another significant impact on Atlantic Europe. The turbulence caused by the flow churns up the sea bed, especially where it passes over the shallow European continental shelf, bringing nutrients up into the warm surface levels and creating ideal conditions for the growth of phytoplankton and the zooplankton that feed on them. It is this abundance of zooplankton that accounts for the vast shoals of fish found in the waters around Newfoundland. In the more southerly latitudes the biomass carried by the sea is further increased by the warm Mediterranean climate. It was to these waters that the Phoenicians from Gadir (Cádiz) sailed in their hippoi (small boats rowed by three to five rowers), taking four days to reach the prolific fishing grounds off the Atlantic coast of Mauretania, where shoals of tuna abounded. The fishermen returning with their loaded boats to the home port may have understood little of warm currents and nutrients, but they would have been well aware that the gods favoured the Atlantic, making the fish of the lush ocean waters far more prolific than those of the sluggish inland sea.
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2.10 The warm Gulf Stream, originating in the Caribbean and sweeping around to Europe, ensures that the Atlantic face of Europe remains warmer than equivalent latitudes on the east coast of America. The warmth and nutrients carried in the stream encourage the growth of the plankton biomass, which in turn supports prolific shoals of fish



The configuration of the Atlantic coast, conditioned by its geology and climate, offered many opportunities to those who wished to travel by sea. We have already seen that on a micro-scale there were congenial and uncongenial coasts, but on a macro-scale the deep bights and promontories and the channels between the islands encouraged humans to react to what the coastline had to offer in particular ways. Standing back from the infinite variety of it all, we can define two core areas where the Atlantic funnelled to narrow channels giving way to different seas. The Southern Core comprises the wide gulf between south-western Iberia and the Moroccan coast, leading to the Strait of Gibraltar and the Mediterranean beyond. The Northern Core is more complex, incorporating the promontories of old, hard rock extending from south-western Ireland to Brittany separating two sea passages, the English Channel, leading to the North Sea, and St George’s Channel, offering a passage via the Celtic Sea and North Channel to the north-western Atlantic. These two core zones have been focuses for mercantile and naval activity throughout time, transcending the individual histories of their constituent territories. Between them lies Galicia (north-western Iberia), jutting out into the sea and offering its friendly ria coastline to seafarers travelling between the cores. The experienced navigator would have preferred to use it as a safe stepping stone, thus avoiding the long sand-bars and treacherous, sheer cliffs of the coasts between.

The North Sea, with its adjunct the Baltic, was a closed environment with its own distinctive characteristics. It was not an easy sea to navigate and, until the rise of the Vikings in the late eighth century AD, most of the shipping seems to have chosen to hug the coasts, preferring to make the journey between the Continent and Britain across the narrower southern reaches of the sea.

Beyond the two cores lay the ocean borders, offering passages leading to the unknown. Northward from Britain the Northern Isles of Orkney and Shetland were settled by the Neolithic period, but beyond, the Faroe islands and Iceland had to wait for the Christian peregrini from Ireland, who sailed north in search of remote places to establish their monastic cells. What drew them to venture this way into the open sea is never stated, but observing the annual flights of migrating birds they would have been able to make the reasonable guess that there was land to be found somewhere in that direction. It was left to the Norwegians to establish permanent settlements in these remote North Atlantic islands: the Faroes, about AD 800, Iceland in the late ninth century, and Greenland about a century later.

South from the Southern Core adventurers would have followed the coast, some, like the Phoenician Hanno, reaching the equatorial region of Africa in the fifth century BC. But the onset of the desert beyond Cape Juby would have deterred all but the most persistent. Offshore, in latitudes 25–27° north, lie the seven Canary islands. The nearest to the African coast, Fuerteventura, is only 100 kilometres from Cape Juby and would have been known to sailors plying the coastal routes. The proximity of the islands to each other (none was further than 100 kilometres from a neighbour) and the height of the main islands of Tenerife (3,718 metres) and Gran Canaria (1,949 metres) created a high degree of intervisibility. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that they had been settled in the prehistoric period from the adjacent African mainland and were known to classical writers. By the fourteenth century AD the Canaries were well integrated into the maritime networks, and from the late fifteenth century the archipelago served as a starting point for explorers bound for America.
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2.11 A conceptual map of the Atlantic coast of Europe and North Africa
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2.12 The Canary archipelago was much fought over, both Spain and Portugal attempting to subdue the indigenous people. The islands formed a convenient setting-off point for journeys south along the African coast and west across the Ocean



Three other groups of islands lie in the eastern part of the Atlantic. The ten Cape Verde islands, 480 kilometres off the African coast, were first occupied by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century. The same is true of Madeira and Porto Santo, which lie much further out to sea, some 700 kilometres from the coast of Morocco. There are some hints that these islands may have been sighted as early as the fourth century BC. But only in the first century BC were credible sightings made. The final group, the Azores, lies in the centre of the Atlantic west of Cabo da Roca in Portugal, 1,330 kilometres from the European mainland. The ten islands are spread out over a distance of some 640 kilometres. They were settled by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century, but it may well be that the Genoese already knew of them and there are tantalizing hints of much earlier landfall, as we shall see (p. 513). The Azores took on a key role in the sixteenth century as the port of call for ships homeward bound from the Americas and from the Indies making for Iberia.

That the Canaries and the Azores became integrated into the Atlantic trading network is entirely due to the winds and currents prevailing in the ocean. On each side of the equator these create gyratory systems. In the North Atlantic the system is dominated by two sets of winds. The north-easterly trades blow southwards down the coast of Europe and North Africa, veering westwards across the ocean as they near the equator to hit the Caribbean. The contrary winds, the prevailing westerlies, blow off North America in a north-easterly direction across the Atlantic to northern Europe. Between the two systems lie the horse latitudes (or subtropical highs), characterized by variable winds alternating with calms caused by a ridge of high pressure. In the southern hemisphere the system is similar, with south-easterly trades blowing northwards along the coast of Africa, then veering westwards towards the northern part of South America, while the prevailing westerlies blow from South America around the southern tip of Africa. Between the two systems lie the doldrums, or equatorial trough, which in January is located on either side of the equator. In July, as the prevailing westerlies in the northern hemisphere decrease in force, the other zones move north by about 5° of latitude.

The ocean currents follow much the same gyratory patterns as the winds, with the Canary Current and the North Equatorial Current equating to north-easterly trades, and the Gulf Stream and North Atlantic Drift following the prevailing westerlies. The combination of wind and current means that it is comparatively easy to sail with the current and a following wind southwards down the coast of Iberia and North Africa as far as the Cape Verde islands, where it is possible to pick up an inshore current, the Guinea Current, to get to the Bight of Bonny (fringed by modern Cameroon). Journeying further south by sail is more difficult. When the winds allowed, it would have involved much tacking and patience. The return journey from Cameroon along the coast would have had to be made against prevailing winds and currents, which, while possible, would have been tedious. This is why ships returning from the Indian Ocean in the sixteenth century preferred to use the south-easterly trades to make a loop far out into the ocean, then to cut across the north-easterly trades to try to pick up the prevailing westerlies back to Europe. The run to America and back, opened up by Columbus, was comparatively straightforward. The north-easterly trades and the Canary and North Equatorial currents led directly to the Caribbean, while the prevailing westerlies and North Atlantic Drift, once reached, would bring a ship safely back to Iberia via the Azores.

These ocean-wide patterns dominated the sailing routes taken by the European trading vessels from the fifteenth century, but in earlier periods they were of much less significance to seafarers, whose prime concern was to move safely between coastal ports or to reach offshore fishing grounds. For them it was the intricacies of the local wind patterns and currents, affected by the proximity of land and the massive tidal reaches, that controlled their sailing routines. Only in those rare cases when ships were blown out to sea, or ventured to explore beyond sight of land, did the rhythms of the open ocean come into play.

The Mediterranean seafarers who ventured into Atlantic waters encountered significant tides for the first time. The average tidal range along the coast of Iberia was 3 metres, and further north around Brittany it could rise to 5 metres. On exceptional occasions, when the lunar high tide coincided with the alignment of the sun and moon, in areas where the seas suddenly narrow, much higher tides could be experienced. Every eighteen years, in the Bay of Mont St Michel between Brittany and Normandy, the tide reaches a height of 14 metres and may be a metre higher in the estuary of the river Severn. If this conjunction is accompanied by low atmospheric pressure and onshore winds, even higher tidal surges can be experienced.

The rhythm of the tides is controlled by a number of phenomena, the most significant being the gravitational pull on the earth’s seas by the moon and the mitigating effects of sea-floor topography and coastline. For much of the European coast the most common tidal type is semi-diurnal, that is, there are two high tides in each tidal day (24 hours 50 minutes). But the phase of the moon and its alignment with the sun can variously influence the tidal range. Thus, when the sun and moon are aligned at the new and full phases of the moon, high spring tides are experienced. When the moon is at right angles to the sun–earth alignment (that is, is in its first quarter or last quarter), the coefficient is reduced, creating lower high waters and higher low waters: these are called neap tides. While all this may seem rather abstract, to a ship’s master planning to sail in shallow coastal waters threaded with reefs and sand-bars, overlooking or misjudging such details could mean disaster.

For those communities that lived along the Atlantic coast, the tides, as well as the pattern of currents and the winds, were part of their cognitive geography: for the Phoenicians, the Greeks, and later the Romans who sailed the Atlantic, these were new realities that had to be learned fast. The Phoenicians were the first of the Mediterranean states to enter the Atlantic in the tenth century BC, and their main home port of Gadir was on the Atlantic. It was from the sailors of Gadir that the Greek ethnographer Poseidonios gained his knowledge of the ocean tides at the end of the second century BC
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