Ch. 17:  Mediterranean Europe


1. Spain and Portugal
Main Idea:  The history, culture, and location of Spain and Portugal help to distinguish them from other European nations.
The Iberian Peninsula dangles off the southwestern edge of Europe, separating the waters of the Mediterranean Sea from the Atlantic Ocean.  Two countries dominate the peninsula, Spain and Portugal.  Spain covers most of the peninsula; Portugal occupies about one sixth of the land.
Spain and Portugal seem closely tied to the resto of Europe, but location can be deceptive.  The French emperior Napoleon once said, “Europe ends at the Pyrenees” (PIHR uh neez)—the mountains that divide the Iberian Peninsula from the rest of Europe.  The reason people think of Spain and Portugal as isolated from the rest of Europe is revealed in the histories and in the distinct characters of the two places.

Spain
A castle appears on Spain’s coat of arms.  The castle is a symbol both of Spain’s history and of its physical characteristics.  Historically, the castle represents Castile (cas TEEL) and the hundreds of years of war that are part of Spain’s history.  Castile was one of the Christian kingdoms of Spain that fought the Muslim Moors and finally expelled them in 1492, after being under their rule for more than 700 years.

Geographically, Spain is like a well-guarded castle.  The Pyrenees Mountains block easy passage across the nation’s only land border with the rest of Europe.  Approaches by water are no easier.  Steep cliffs rise directly from the water along large stretches of the coastline.  Elsewhere coastal plains are very narrow.


Rising from the slender coastal plains are the high plateaus that form most of Spain.  The plateau of central Spain is known as the Meseta (me SAY tuh), the Spanish world for “plateau.”  Several large rivers flow across the Meseta and between the few mountain ranges that divide the plateau.  Of these rivers, only the Guadalquivir is navigable; that is, deep and wide enough to allow ships to pass.  Dangerous rapids make all other rivers unnavigable.
Climates:  Almost all of Spain has a Mediterranean climate of mild, rainy winters and hot, dry summers.  Spain’s elevation has a strong influence on its climate.  Moist, Atlantic winds rising over the Cantabrian (can TAH bree uhn) Mountains along the northern coast drop ample rain for farmers to raise corn and cattle there.  The Meseta in the interior, however, is in the rain shadow of the mountains and is much drier.  Farmers in the Meseta grow wheat or barley, using dry farming methods that leave land unplanted every few years in order to gather moisture.  Sheep and goats graze on slopes too steep or dry for growing crops.

Parts of southeastern Spain are much drier than the rest of the country, making them semiarid.  Siroccos, or hot, dry winds from northern Africa, blow over this area.  Irrigation provides water for economic activities such as growing citrus fruits and olive trees on the eastern coastal plains near Valencia and Barcelona.
Economic Activities:  Spain’s economy has shifted from agriculture toward new industries in recent years.  Its major export is transportation equipment.  One major industrial center is in the north, around the city of Bilbao.  Local iron ore provides material for producing steel and other products.  Barcelona, the nation’s largest port, is a center for the manufacture of textiles and plastics.  Despite this economic shift, Spain often suffers from high unemployment rates.                                                                                              
Patterns of Settlement:  Spain’s largest city is its capital, Madrid.  King Philip II made this city his capital in 1561.  One story suggests that the king selected this site on the Meseta because its dry climate eased the pain of his gout, a disease that causes painful joints.  Historical geographers give another reason for the capital’s status:  its central location.  This factor allowed Philip and later rulers to control people and resources in all parts of the nation.

Over the years such central control grew easier as Madrid became the hub—a central point of concentrated activity and influence—of new transportation routes.  The city prospered by tapping the wealth of other Spanish regions.  An old Spanish saying suggests, “Everyone works for Madrid, and Madrid works for no one.”


In recent decades, the Spanish have built newer industries in the area around Madrid.  Migrants from poor farming areas have moved to the city and surrounding area.  The metropolis now has more than 3 million residents.  It also has problems associated with a large population, including heavy traffic and air pollution.
Cultural Divergence:  Despite nearly five hundred years of central control, Spain’s regions hold on to their strong independent identities.  Writer V.S. Pritchett said this about the Spanish people’s strong regional ties:                 

“They are rooted in their region, even nowadays….They are Basques, Catalans, Galicians, Castilians…and so on, before they are Spaniards.”

The most striking example of an independent identity may be the Basque (BASK) people of northern Spain.  The Basques number fewer than one million people, yet they inhabit one of Spain’s richest areas.

The Basque language is not related to any other European language and is difficult to learn.  A Spanish story tells of a person who “spent seven years learning it and in the end knew only three words.”

The Basques have a strong tradition of cultural divergence—a desire to protect their culture from outside influences.  Although the region has been granted limited autonomy, some Basques demand total independence.  A few of these separatists have engaged in violent acts against the Spanish government.


Political tensions are less severe in Catalonia, the region surrounding Barcelona.  However, pressures for greater use of the Catalan language—a mixture of French and Spanish—are evident in this region, too.  Other parts of Spain are also asking for greater local control.


Portugal

English professor and novelist Frank Tuohy explained the differences he saw between Spain and Portugal this way:
“Spain is like a novel with half a dozen chapters; Portugal is a short story.  A compact country, with variety in a limited space, one small village church will commemorate six centuries of history and three golden ages of architecture.”


Portugal is about the size of the state of Indiana but has more than one and a half times as many residents.  The northeastern corner of the country is mountainous, but the land slopes gently toward the Atlantic.  At least 20 inches of rain fall each year in much of the country.


The abundant rainfall favors farming.  Grains such as wheat, corn, and barley grow on flat lands.  Olive oil from the south is a major export, as is the port wine produced in northern valleys near the city of Oporto.  Cork and cork products made from the bark of oak trees also are major exports.
Global Trade Patterns:  Portugal has had a large impact on world affairs.  It emerged as an independent nation in 1143 when rulers of the area around Oporto defeated the Moors.  Portugal quickly became a trading nation.  Portugal’s capital, Lisbon, became the leading port of the new nation.

In the fifteenth century, Portugal explored new sea routes to East Asia around Africa and established many trading colonies.  When both Spain and Portugal expanded their colonial empires into South America, conflicts arose over the division of land.  In 1494, the two countries signed a treaty and Portugal gained control of large parts of Africa and Brazil.  Spain claimed most of the rest of Latin America.
Migrations:  The empires of Portugal and Spain shrank in the early 1800s as many colonies gained their independence.  Not until 1975 did the Portuguese grant independence to their largest African colonies.  Since that time, nearly one million people from the former African colonies have immigrated to Portugal, seeking greater opportunities.


Banker Antonio Vasco de Mello observed about the old Portugal, “We didn’t know if we were a small European country with big African holdings or a big African country with a foothold in Europe.”  When Portugal gave its colonies their freedom, the country turned back toward Europe.  Like Spain, Portugal joined the European Union in 1986.

Planning for the Future:  Portugal’s economy, once based heavily on agriculture, is currently heading in new directions.  As in Spain, industry now plays a major role in Portugal’s economy.  In the late 1990s, Ford and Volkswagen partnered in building a motor vehicle plant near Lisbon.  Portuguese exports include cork, textiles, clothing, and footwear.  The nation is working to increase its literacy rate of about 87 percent.  Industrial pollution is a growing problem.  Portugal faces economic, environmental, and human challenges as it plans for the future.
2. Italy
Main Idea:  Italy’s physical characteristics and economic activities divide the nation into three distinct regions.                     

Italy has perhaps the best-known outline of any country in the world.  Most people suggest that Italy looks like a giant boot ready to kick the triangular “rock” of Sicily across the Mediterranean Sea.    
People and Environment
Italy’s boot is formed around the Apennine Mountains.  This mountain range begins in the northwest and arcs all the way down the Italian Peninsula.  No peak in the Apennines is higher than 10,000 feet above sea level.  But they and other highlands cover much of the Italian peninsula, leaving the narrow coastal plains as the country’s only flat land.  This young range experiences seismic activity—that is, it has many earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.  The Aeolian Islands off the southern toe of Italy and the island of Sicily have been sites of historic and recent volcanic eruptions.  Sicily’s Mount Etna violently erupted most recently in 2001.
Environmental Change:  The Alps run from east to west along the entire northern boundary of Italy.  Their tall peaks block much of the moisture that are prevailing westerlies carry from the North Atlantic into Western Europe.  As a result, Italy’s climate south of the Alps is Mediterranean—hot and dry in summer and mild and wet in winter. 

Trees that once covered many hillsides have been cleared for space and fuel over the centuries.  Only scrub vegetation remains.  In addition, large volumes of soil have eroded through overgrazing by goats and sheep.
In spite of the dry climate and the scarcity of flat land, until recently Italy relied heavily on agriculture.  As late as 1960, more than one third of the population lived and worked on farms.  Today, however, only 10 percent of Italy’s work force is agricultural.

Migration: Italy has a population of about fifty-eight million.  People cannot easily make their homes on the mountains that dominate much of Italy’s landscape, so the populated areas are very crowded.

In the early 1900s, many Italians were forced to move because the small amount of farmland could not support the population.  Unemployment in rural areas is still high, especially in southern Italy.  Since World War II, many workers have migrated from the poor southern regions to the northern provinces of Lombardy and Piedmont to find jobs in factories.
Economic Activities:  The Italian government has encouraged the development of new factories and services in recent years.  Automobiles, home appliances, and other metal goods have been the most successful products.  These commercial industries have boosted Italy’s steel industry and helped the growth of many smaller factories that supply parts and machines.

Italy has turned its geographic disadvantages into opportunities.  Until the 1950s, Italy was largely agricultural and relatively poor, but it worked hard to help form the organization now called the European Union.  Italy could then reach a much larger and richer market.  Because Italy was poor, its workers were willing to work for low wages.  Italian goods could be sold at lower prices, and Italian industries boomed.

Creativity also played a role in the industrial boom.  Italian businesses developed new styles, designs, and methods for making their products.  These innovations made Italian products, such as sleek home furnishings and high-fashion clothes, more attractive to foreign markets.
The Regions of Italy
After the Roman Empire collapsed in the fifth century, the Italian peninsula became a changing patchwork of separate political units.  Over the next thirteen hundred years, many Italian cities operated as independent states.  Kingdoms grew and declined.  As the influence of Christianity spread, the Roman Catholic Church gained control over large amounts of land.

It was not until 1861 that states in the northern part of the peninsula joined together to form the country of Italy.  Within a decade, the entire peninsula was united.  During the twentieth century, a united Italy has survived two world wars and changes in national government.


Italy’s survival as a unified nation is impressive because of the striking differences that exist among its many regions.  Although each of its smaller regions has a distinct local character, Italy may be divided roughly into three large regions:  northern, central, and southern Italy.

Northern Italy:  The country’s northern region is often called European Italy.  The provinces in this region are located close to the rest of Europe, and they resemble Central European countries more than other Italian provinces do.

The heart of northern Italy is the lush Po River valley, a broad plain between the Alps and the Apennines.  Since drainage was improved in the Middle Ages, the valley has been Italy’s most productive agricultural area.  Wheat and rice are important crops.
The Po Valley is now an important center of commercial industry.  About two thirds of Italy’s factory products are made there.  Early industrial development focused on the cities of Milan and Turin, which are located near sources of raw materials.  Today hydroelectricity from rivers in the Alps powers many factories.  The industrial growth of the Po Valley has made Genoa a thriving port city.

Other parts of the northern region also are prosperous.  Ski resorts in the Alps and the area’s splendid lakes attract visitors all year round.  Dairy farms are very productive and profitable.

Frequent flooding in the area around Venice has stunted its agricultural and industrial growth.  Venice itself faces problems of pollution and subsidence, a geological phenomenon in which the ground in an area sinks.  Still, Venice remains popular with tourists for its intricate network of canals that serve as streets and the ornate palaces build by Venetian traders in the late Middle Ages.
Central Italy:  Central Italy consists of Rome and the surrounding regions, which were once controlled by the Roman Catholic Church.  Rome was chosen as the capital in the late 1800s for two reasons.  First, its location was central.  Second, it had been the capital of the Roman Empire, and its history symbolized the glory that the Italians hoped to restore to their new nation.  Still standing there are the ruins of the Colosseum—ancient Rome’s larges stadium—and the Forum, a public meeting place.

American novelist Michael Mewshaw described the flurry of activity one sees in Rome:

“Many streets are as narrow as hallways, as steep as staircases, as dim and cool as cellars.  Yet even where these cramped passages open into broad avenues and roomlike piazzas [open squares] full of people, Romans maintain their inalienable right to do outdoors anything they might do at home….Romans simply like to do things together; they enjoy sharing with the world the endless wonder they take in themselves and in one another.”

Within the city of Rome is an area measuring less than 1 square mile known as Vatican City.  This small tract serves as the world headquarters of the Roman Catholic Church.  Fewer than one thousand people live in Vatican City, but the district swells daily with visitors to its two main structures, St. Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican Museums.


Rome is not the only major city in central Italy.  Bologna is a leading agricultural center known for its wonderful variety of foods.  Florence is a cultural center made famous by Michelangelo and other Italian painters during the Renaissance.  This was a great period of art and learning that started in Italy in the 1300s and was diffused throughout Europe.
Southern Italy:  The southern region of Italy is known as the Mezzogiorno (MET soh ZHOR noh) and includes the islands of Sicily and Sardinia.  The name means “midday” and points out one of the region’s most noted features:  its intense noontime sun.  Poor roads once made travel difficult in this area.  New freeways now bring this region closer to the rest of the nation.  Agriculture is not highly profitable here because of poor soil and outdated farming techniques.  Some heavy industries located here after World War II but have suffered in recent decades.  As a result, many southerners have migrated to northern Italy.

Other southern Italians have moved to Naples, the largest city in the region.  This port city suffers from some of the worst poverty in Europe.  The number of available jobs cannot keep pace with the number of people who wish to work.  The people hope that as Italy’s economy develops within the European Union, their standard of living will improve.

3. Greece                
Main Idea:  Throughout its long history, Greece has benefited from agriculture, trade, and cultural exchange. 
Greece does not fit neatly into any single regional group.  There are several reasons to consider Greece to be part of Mediterranean Europe.  First, Greece has strong geographical and historical ties to the Mediterranean.  Second, Greece is now a member of both the EU and NATO.  Third, Greece is the birthplace of a culture that reached full expression in Western Europe.

Greece bears the imprint of other regions, too.  As the map on the next page shows, Greece shares its northern border with the region of Eastern Europe occupied by Albania, Bulgaria, and the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia.  On the east it meets the Southwest Asian nation of Turkey.
People and Environment
The land area of Greece includes some 2,000 islands.  Its northern mountains are extensions of the Dinaric Alps, which form the mountainous backbone of the Balkan nations.  Southern Greece is the product of tectonic forces—it is where the Eurasian tectonic plate meets the African Plate.  Major faults here thrust some lands higher and caused others to sink.  Grabens, areas of land that have dropped down between faults, were flooded.  The Aegean Sea to the east of the Greek mainland occupies one such graben.

Another graben was flooded to form the Gulf of Corinth.  As shown on the map on the next page, this thin inlet separates most of Greece from the Peloponnese (pel uh puh NEES), a large peninsula of rugged mountains.

Economic Activities:  Greece is a country covered by mountains and rocky soil.  Its tallest peak, Mount Olympus, rises 9,570 feet, and many areas have elevations over 3,000 feet.  Parallel ranges make travel difficult in many places.  Narrow coastal plains, however, provide flat areas on which wheat and other grains are grown.  Here, olive and citrus groves also abound.  Agriculture is an important economic activity for Greece, despite problems such as poor soil, sparse rainfall, and outdated farming methods.  With financial assistance from their government and from the European Union, Greek farmers are growing new products for export.

On the more rugged slopes, farmers graze sheep and goats.  As in other Mediterranean nations, however, these animals have destroyed natural forests, leaving a scrubby vegetation that does little to prevent soil erosion.

Athens:  Greece’s capital, Athens, is located in a part of Greece known as Sterea Hellas.  Modern Athens has matured mainly within the last hundred years.  It is one of the youngest capital cities in Europe.  But the monuments of Athens have stood on the hill known as the Acropolis for thousands of years.

Over one third of Greece’s 10.5 million inhabitants live in and around this crowded city.  Modern apartments and houses line crowded city streets, as do new office buildings and an array of stores, taverns, and restaurants.  One hallmark of this modern city is its daily traffic jams.  The downtown streets are so choked by traffic that walking is faster than driving.  As one visitor noted, “There is only one proven solution to Athens’ traffic problems:  live television coverage of an important international soccer match.  Whenever that happens, the streets are deserted.”
Shipping:  Just 5 miles to the south, Athens merges with Greece’s largest port, Piraeus (py REE us).  The harbor there grew steadily in importance during the twentieth century.  As one might expect in a nation where no point is more than 85 miles from the sea, Greece relies heavily on trade over water.  It has one of the world’s largest commercial shipping fleets, and shipbuilding is an important industry.  Other industries also have located near the docks of Piraeus.  In this way, they can take advantage of low transportation costs for imported raw materials and exported manufactured goods.

The sea also enables Greece to maintain contact with its many islands.  Many of these are in the Aegean Sea, although the largest, Crete, is south of the mainland in the Mediterranean Sea.  Fewer than two hundred of these islands are inhabitable—that is, able to support permanent residents.  Many people make a living from fishing, but tourism continues to grow as a major economic activity.  Visitors from around the world seek the sun, sparkling water, and gleaming beaches of the Greek islands.
Understanding the Past
Part of Greece’s appeal to visitors lies in its rich history.  One historical mystery surrounding the island of Crete puzzles archaeologists to this day. 

About thirty-five hundred years ago, the Mediterranean island of Crete was the center of Greece’s flourishing Bronze Age culture.  This culture is called Minoan after Minos, a legendary king of Crete.  Expert shipbuilders, the Minoans traveled and traded throughout the Aegean and Mediterranean seas.
Then, around 1500 B.C., Minoan culture fell into a rapid decline.  Some scholars believed that people from the Greek mainland attacked and destroyed Crete.  Others thought that an earthquake demolished the island.  But Greek archaeologist Spyridon Marinatos believed these explanations were incomplete.

Excavating near an ancient port in Crete, Marinatos discovered a piece of pumice from Thera, an island located 70 miles from Crete.  From that rock and others, he proposed a theory.  He described destruction caused by a blanket of ash from a volcanic eruption, giant sea waves called tsunamis, and earthquakes that caused oil lamps to overturn and set fires.

Investigations by other scientists appear to show that Marinatos’s theory was incorrect.  Evidence gathered elsewhere from ice-core samples and tree rings of ancient trees dates the eruption on Thera to more than one hundred years before the collapse of the Minoan civilization.  The fate of the Minoan civilization has again been cast into doubt.  Archaeologists must reconsider the evidence to determine what happened to this once vital civilization.  
Cultural Influences
Discussing the in-between cultural area to which some say Greece belongs, geographer T.R.B. Dicks observed:

“Many would argue that the Greeks are a curious mixture of eastern and western….It is in the towns and cities that western influences is most marked, but even in Athens the colors of the Orient are strongly represented.”

Cultural Convergence:  Greece may be considered a Western nation, in part, because Western culture has so many of its roots in ancient Greece.  Some Western ideas about democratic government, for example, are based on Greek ideals.  The Iliad and the Odyssey, Homer’s epic poems about the Trojan War and the fall of Troy, remain popular centuries after they were composed.  To ancient Greeks the poems provided a guide for moral behavior and were the cornerstone of a proper education.
Cooperation and Conflict:  While the influence of ancient Greek culture spread through Western Europe, other cultures put their stamp on Greece, usually through military conquest.  From the second century B.C. to the fifth century A.D., Greece was part of the Roman Empire.  As the Roman Empire declined, Greece became an important part of the Byzantine Empire.  For the next thousand years, Greece was invaded from all directions, over land and water.  Slavs, Albanians, and Bulgarians came from the north.  Arabs swept in from the south.  Normans and Venetians attacked from the west.  In 1453, Turks conquered Constantinople, now the city of Istanbul, and ruled Greece for almost four centuries.  Finally, after a ten-year rebellion, the modern state of Greece gained its independence from Turkey in 1829.
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