Ch. 16:  Central Western Europe


1. France

Main Idea:  Although France has varied physical characteristics, its shared history and language encourage national unity.

The map of France on page 327 shows why the French sometimes call their country “The Hexagon.”  If you smooth out the zigs and zags of France’s borders, you will see that the country is roughly six-sided.  Water borders three of the sides.  Mountains form forbidding barriers on two other sides.  Only in the northeast do low hills and flat, wide plains provide easy passage into neighboring countries.


Over the centuries, the French have established a strong national identity.  As journalist Flora Lewis observed, “The French have no problems of identity.  They know who they are and can’t imagine wanting to be like anybody else.”

Regions and Economic Activities

Even while France maintains a strong national identity, historic cultural and economic regions exist within the nation.  The people of each of France’s regions proudly continue their own traditions and way of life.  From rich farming areas to huge, urban manufacturing and commercial centers, the different regions contribute to France’s varied market economy.

Northern France:  In the interior of northern France lies the Paris Basin, a part of the North European Plain.  The Paris Basin is a large functional region drained by the Seine (SEHN) and other rivers.


In the center of the Paris Basin, on the banks of the Seine, lies Paris, the economic, political, and cultural capital of France.  Paris and its surrounding area form France’s chief center of commercial industry.  Raw materials shipped here from other parts of France and from other parts of France and from other countries are turned into finished products.


The city of Lille (LEEL), north of Paris, is another important industrial center.  Since the late 1800s, the availability of coal for fuel in nearby Belgium has been a major pull factor, attracting many industries.  Steel mills, textile factories, and chemical plants in and around Lille have provided jobs.  Lille’s location near northern European Union countries has helped it recover in recent years from economic problems and high unemployment.

Vineyards of the Southwest:  In the southern parts of France, the air is warmer and the soil drier.  The grapes used to make French wines thrive in these conditions.  Wine grapes are grown in may parts of France.  However, the region around the busy seaport of Bordeaux (bor DOH) in southwestern France has a reputation for producing the best wines.  The town of Bordeaux has given its name to the whole wine crop of the region.  How the region’s physical characteristics help wine production is explained by Baron Geoffroy de Luze, who owns vineyards near Bordeaux.

“It’s a combination of the sun,…just the right amount of rainfall and no frost, and…the miserable soil….It’s true.  You’ll notice how stony and poor the soil is here….When the soil is reich, the production of grapes is large.  So the individual grapes draw less concentration of the good things in the earth and from the sun.  You’ll find that the most refined wines come from the poorest soil.  With fewer fruits and more sun, one arrives at unbelievable good grapes.”
Life in Southern France:  East of Bordeaux lie two mountainous areas—the Massif Central (ma SEEF sahn TRAHL) and the Alps.  Dividing these two rugged regions is the Rhône River.  The Massif Central lies to the west of the Rhône and forms one sixth of France’s land area.  The landscape is a mixture of older peaks worn flat by time and newer, sharper peaks that are not yet eroded.  Though much of the soil is poor, various crops are grown and there is some industry.


East of the Rhône are the Alps, a rugged barrier of mountains that provide spectacular scenery.  Unlike the Massif Central, the Alps are a long range of towering, snowcapped mountains.  Mont Blanc, the tallest peak in the Alps, rises 15,77a feet above sea level.


For centuries, the Alps hindered movement between France and Italy.  In 1787, Horace de Sausure, a naturalist and physicist, climbed to the top of Mont Blanc.  He wrote, “Someday, a carriage road will be built under Mont Blanc, uniting the two valleys.”  His vision took 178 years to become reality.  In 1965, engineers dug a highway tunnel through Mont Blanc, which straddles the border between France and Italy.


The Alps are known worldwide for their fashionable ski resorts and challenging skiing.  During the summer, a magnificent array of alpine wildflowers covers the mountain slopes.  Hikers come from around the world to enjoy the scenery.

Along the Mediterranean:  Nestled between the Alps and the Mediterranean Sea in southeastern France is a thin strip of low-lying coastal land.  This area, known as the Riviera, attracts millions of tourists each year.  The warm climate is ideal for sunbathing on the region’s famous beaches and swimming in the sea.  The French Riviera is also known as the Côte d’Azur—the Azure Coast—for the magnificent scenery formed by the sky, the sea, and the local flower, lavender.  Many people like to visit the lively resort cities of Cannes (KAHN), Nice (NEES), and Saint-Tropez (SAN troh PAY).  The city of Cannes is also famous for its annual international film festival.


The port of Marseille (mar SAY) is the busiest seaport in France and the second most active in all of Western Europe.  Tanker ships bring petroleum from Southwest Asia and North Africa to be unloaded at Marseille and processed at large oil refineries along the coast.  Many French exports, including wine, electronic goods, and chemicals, are shipped from Marseille to other countries.

Industry in the East:  In the east of France lies the Rhine Valley.  Here the Rhine River, Europe’s busiest waterway, forms part of France’s border with Germany.  Alsace (al ZAS) and Loraine, two Rhine Valley provinces with rich natural resources, have changed hands many times during conflict between France and Germany.  Lorraine has Frances larges deposits of iron ore.  Nearby, coal is mined.  Strasbourg, France’s major port on the Rhine, is located in Alsace.
Understanding the Past

Referring to France’s great diversity, former French President Charles de Gaulle once said, “How can you govern a country that has 246 varieties of Cheese?”  Despie having the kinds of cultural and economic differences that often have caused other countries to break apart, France is a highly unified country.

Cooperation and Conflict:  France was known as Gaul when the Romans conquered it in the first century B.C.  For more than five hundred years, the area prospered under the Romans.  The Gauls, the native people of the area, were strongly influenced by this cultural convergence, adopting the Romans’ Latin language and Christian religion.


As the Roman Empire declined, the Franks, who came from the area that is now Germany, conquered the region.  The Franks gave France its name.  One of the most famous conquerors of all time, Charlemagne (SHAR luh mayn), became king of the Franks in A.D. 768.  By the time Charlemagne died in 814, he controlled a huge empire, known as the Holy Roman Empire, that included much of Western Europe.


Charlemagne set up an efficient government in his realm.  He sent out missionaries to spread the teaching of Christianity throughout northern Europe.  He also encouraged the arts and a revival of learning.  Charlemagne’s empire fell apart after his death.  By the tenth century, most of the power lay in the hands of the nobles who controlled land in the kingdom.  In 987, these nobles chose Hugh Capet (HUE ka PAY), the ruler of Paris and the lands around it, as their new king.


Under High Capet and his heirs, the monarchy grew strong.  The lands ruled by the various nobles were united under one leader.  Gradually the ruling monarchs of France expanded the kingdom’s boundaries until, by 1589, they were almost the same as those of modern France.  For the next two hundred years, French kings exercised absolute control over their lands.  Then, in 1789, the monarchy came to a violent and bloody end during the French Revolution.


Since then, France has had several different forms of government, including a republic of the people, a constitutional monarchy, and empires under Napoleon Bonaparte and his nephew, Louis-Napoleon.  Three times since 1870, German armies have swept across the flat northeastern plains and overrun northern France.  The last two invasions, during World War I and World War II, were repelled with help from other countries, including the United States.
Language and Culture

Throughout their turbulent history, the people of France have maintained a strong sense of national identity.  One reason for this is their belief in the historical unity of France.  Language and culture have also played important roles in establishing a French character.

One Country, One Language:  Before the 1500s, the language that is now called French was spoken only in and around Paris.  As the French kings expanded their control, they decreed that the language of Paris become the language of all the lands they ruled.


Several other languages, for example, Alsatian, German, Basque, and Breton, are still spoken in various parts of France.  So are several dialects—variations of a language that are unique to a region or community.  French, however, is the national language.  New French words are published in official dictionaries only if they are approved by the French Academy.  This body was established in 1635 to preserve the purity of the French language.  It is a symbol of French cultural pride.

Cultural Identity:  The French also take enormous pride in their intellectual and artistic achievements.  Among their greatest heroes are philosophers René Descartes (ruh NAY day CART), Jean-Paul Sartre (ZHAHN PAUL SART ruh), and Voltaire.  Many of the world’s most famous painters have been French, including Claude Monet (mo NAY) and Pierre Auguste Renoir (PYER aw GOOST ruhn WAHR).  These artists were leaders in a style of painting known as Impressionism.  This school of art sought to capture fleeting visual “impressions” made by color, light, and shadows.  The French also take a lead role in setting clothing styles.  Famous French designers create clothes that influence fashion all over the world.


For centuries Paris has been the cultural center of France.  The city’s atmosphere of freedom has attracted artists and intellectuals from many nations.  Countless developments in the arts and literature can be traced to the studios of artists and writers living in Paris.  Today the city’s art galleries and museums, including the famous Louvre (LOOV ruh), celebrate the achievements of these artists.  Paris is also known for its theaters, ballets, operas, orchestras, and cinemas.
France Today

Following World War II, the French government established national planning programs to modernize the economy and encourage more balanced growth among France’s regions.  It also reached out to its Western European neighbors to form new trade agreements.  Because of these changes, France enjoyed a period of great prosperity and is today one of the leading exporters of goods in the world.


In recent decades, the French government has taken different approaches to stimulating its economy.  It has nationalized, or brought under state control, some businesses considered vital to national interests.  And it has privatized some government-owned companies to promote economic growth.  Under pressure to meet standards set by the European Union, officials have enacted strict economic measures.


France is a wealthy nation, but in the 1990s it faced economic and social challenges.  It struggled to recover from economic recession—an extended decline in business activity.  Unemployment was high, and workers and students waged strikes against government reforms.  Immigrants, many of whom were Muslims from North Africa, were the focus of racial tensions.  Although traces of these problems remained as the 2000s began, France’s economy is growing steadily stronger.
2. Germany

Main Idea:  After a long and difficult struggle to achieve national unity, Germany became a world economic power in the 1800s and 1900s.


On Thursday night, November 9, 1989, thousands of East and West Berliners gathered along the Berlin Wall.  Just hours earlier, the East German government had announced that the borders between East and West Germany would be opened.  As reporter Serge Schmemann wrote:

“They seemed to be drawn by the sense that…the barrier of concrete and steel that had figured so prominently in the history of this city and the world, might soon be relegated to history.  Some came with hammers and chisels, others with guitars, most with cameras.”

People all over the world were moved to tears of joy.  The wall that had separated east from west finally was being torn down.
Germany’s Struggle for Unity

The 103-mile-long wall was built in 1961 by the Communist East German government to keep its citizens from escaping to West Germany.  Even in earlier eras, however, before this century, Germany’s history as a nation has been one of divisions and unifications.

Divided German States:  The area that is now Germany was once part of Charlemagne’s great Holy Roman Empire.  After Charlemagne’s death, Germany broke up into many small, independent political units.  Princes, dukes, counts, and bishops all ruled their own domains.  Many cities were free states.  Often there was bitter rivalry and fighting among these states.                                                                     

During the 1500s, a movement called the Protestant Reformation divided the German states even further.  The Protestants objected to many of the practices and teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.  In the early 1600s, the Reformation sparked 30 years of warfare between Protestants and Catholics throughout Germany and other parts of Central Europe.

Starting in the late 1700s, the state of Prussia, in what is now eastern Germany, led a movement to merge many German states into a single confederation, or loose political union.  After Germany defeated France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871, German states that until then had remained independent agreed to join the new German Empire.

United Germany’s Defeats:  In 1882 Germany joined with Austria-Hungary and Italy to form a military alliance known as the Triple Alliance.  Between 1914 and 1918, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and other countries fought against France, Russia, the United Kingdom, the United States, and other allies in World War I.


According to the terms of the treaty following the war, a defeated Germany had to pay the victors reparations—money for war damages.  As a result, Germany suffered economically.  The economy collapsed in the early 1920s when inflation, or sharply rising prices, ruined the value of Germany’s currency.  In 1929, a worldwide economic depression left millions of Germans without jobs.


In the early 1930s, Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party came to power in Germany.  Hitler promised to restore Germany’s past glory and to improve the economy.  He blamed the Jews and other people whom he considered to be racially inferior for all of Germany’s problems.


In 1939 Germany invaded Poland, and World War II began.  During the war Hitler had millions of Jews, Poles, Gypsies, Slavs, and other people killed in concentration camps.  Finally, in April 1945 Germany was defeated by the Allied countries—the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and the Soviet Union.
One People, Two Countries:  Following the war, tensions grew between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union concerning Germany’s future.  In 1949, Western leaders established the democratic country of the Federal Republic of Germany—West Germany.  The Soviet Union set up the Communist German Democratic Republic—East Germany.  Although Berlin, the former German capital, was located within East Germany, American, British, and French forces remained in the western half of the city, which became part of West Germany.


For 40 years Germany remained divided between East and West.  Then, in late 1989, a wave of demonstrations calling for democracy swept through Eastern Europe and overturned East Germany’s Communist government.  Soon the new East German government announced that it would open the country’s borders.  Celebrations in East and West Berlin were especially joyous.  Within weeks large sections of the Berlin Wall, symbol of a divided Germany, were destroyed.  On October 3, 1990, East and West Germany were officially reunited.

Physical Characteristics

The physical regions of Germany are varied, but the differences between regions are not as dramatic as they are in France.  As journalist Flora Lewis observed:

“It is a [mild] land, brisk but bright along the North Sea coast, heaving gently above green valleys to the majestic Bavarian Alps.  The mighty Rhine, one of Europe’s oldest, most traveled highways, is still a great commercial lifeline.”

Germany’s land can be divided into three bands that extend across the country.  The high, craggy mountains of the south turn into hills, low peaks, and tall plateaus in central Germany before leveling off into the flat lands of the north.


Germany’s generally mild climate is due largely to the influence of the North Sea.  Away from the sea, in southern areas of the country, a humid continental climate prevails, causing colder winters and warmer summers.  But even in January, temperatures are usually above freezing.  However, cold winds from the east may bring sharp drops in temperatures for short periods.

Plains, Rivers, and Cities:  Northern Germany is covered by the North German Plain, which is a part of the North European Plain.  For hundreds of miles flat, sandy plains spread out until they reach the North and Baltic seas.  Wide rivers flow north out of the southern highlands across the plains to the sea.


Although much of the land in the plains is farmed, manufacturing and trade are also important economic activities.  Hamburg, Germany’s largest port and second-largest city, is built around a harbor where the Elbe River flows into the North Sea.  Since the end of the Middle Ages, Hamburg has been a leading center of trade.  Most of Hamburg’s old structures were destroyed in bombing raids during World War II and were rebuilt after the war.


Another German port, Rostock, is also a tribute to German achievement after World War II.  When East Germany cut its connections with West Germany, it lost access to West German ports.  Needing an outlet to the sea for shipping, the East Germans dug a new harbor at Rostock, creating a major port on the Baltic Sea.


Berlin, Germany’s capital and its largest city, was badly damaged during World War II.  Both East and West Germany spent a great deal of money to rebuild the parts of Berlin that they controlled.  Today, Berlin is once again the prosperous capital of a united Germany.

Natural Resources and Industry:  Two major rivers, the Rhine and the Elbe, flow through the central parts of Germany.  This region of Germany is one of the most important industrial centers in the world.  In the 1800s, huge coal deposits were found near the Ruhr (ROOR) River.  With plenty of available fuel, the Ruhr Valley developed into Germany’s first industrial center.  Today, the Ruhr Valley produces most of Germany’s iron and steel.  It also has important chemical and textile industries.  More than eight million people live in the large cities of Duisburg (DOOS boorg), Essen Bochum (BO khuhm), and Dortmund and the smaller cities and towns in the area that form one huge metropolis.  


In the eastern part of central Germany is another large industrial region.  Steel, machinery, automobiles, and textiles are produced in cities such as Leipzig and Dresden and in the surrounding area.  Power for the factories comes mostly from lignite, a soft, brown coal.  Lignite is easy to mine, but it pollutes the air heavily.


Not everyone in central Germany lives in a big, industrial city.  Many people live in cities such as Frankfurt, Germany’s banking center, and Heidelberg (HY duhl berg), the site of a world-famous university.  Others live on fertile farmland located in the southern part of central Germany.

Scenic Southern Germany:  Along Germany’s southern border lie the Bavarian Alps.  North of the Alps, the land is less mountainous.  The Rhine and Danube rivers flow through this hilly land.  Skiers and hikers enjoy the spectacular scenery of these mountains, rivers, hills, and thick evergreen forests.


The largest city in southern Germany is Munich (MYOO nikh).  After World War II, Munich became Germany’s cultural center.  Theaters and museums that were destroyed during the war have been renovated.  Damages paintings and sculptures have been restored and are once again exhibited.
Germany in the World Today

In 1999, Germany was the leading industrial country in Western Europe and had the third most technologically powerful economy after the United States and Japan.  Germany maintains strong economic ties with Northern Eurasia and with other Eastern European countries, and it is a leading member of the European Union.  Germany, therefore, has access to increasing markets in which to sell its valuable products.


Despite its strengths, Germany faces several problems.  Its aging population has pushed social security outlays to exceed contributions from workers.  Each year, about $100 billion is spent to upgrade the economy of the eastern lands that were once under Communist control.  Other challenges include unemployment, violence against foreign workers, and pollution of the environment.

3. The Benelux Countries

Main Idea:  The low-lying countries of the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg are a small but important part of central Western Europe.

Crowded together in northwestern Europe are three small countries—Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg.  From the first letters of their names, together these countries are known as the Benelux countries.  The Benelux countries are also called the Low Countries because so much of their land is low and flat.  Their combined land area is small, but their combined population of approximately 26.4 million people is almost as large as Canada’s population.  Belgium and the Netherlands are the most densely populated countries in Europe.
The Netherlands
“God made the world, but the Dutch made [the Netherlands],” commented French philosopher René Descartes.  In few places is the result of human interaction with the environment more evident than in the Netherlands.  The entire western side of the country is bordered by the North Sea.  The Dutch have created one fifth of their country’s land by reclaiming it from sea, lakes, and swamps.  A Netherlander states the national goal of his country in one sentence:  “It is to possess land where water wants to be.”
Environmental Change:  Over two thousand years ago, people living in the area that is now the Netherlands began to build low mounds and surrounded them with stone walls to make dry islands on which to live and farm.  When the Romans conquered the area, they constructed sophisticated dikes, or embankments of earth and rock, to hold back the water.


The Dutch became even more skillful at creating new land.  They encircled a piece of land with dikes and then pumped the water out into canals.  The Dutch call land reclaimed from the sea in this way a polder.  Beginning in the 1200s, the Dutch used windmills to power the pumps that removed water from the land.


Almost one third of the country is below sea level.  Standing in a polder field, one often looks up to see ships passing by in canals that run alongside the land.

Making Use of Land:  With nearly 15.9 million people living within 13,081 square miles, the Netherlands has an extremely high population density.  As a result, Dutch farmers cannot afford to waste any of the Netherlands’ farmland.  More than half of the land is used for agriculture, either to grow crops or as pasture.  Throughout the Netherlands, farmers fertilize heavily and use modern agricultural methods.

Government leaders are devoting special attention to preserving the country’s farmlands.  The cities of The Hague (HAYG), Rotterdam, Amsterdam, and Utrecht (YOO trekht) form one huge arc-shaped metropolis that the Dutch call Randstad, or ring city.  The government is trying to prevent this densely populated area from expanding into nearby rural areas.  In fact, to preserve more of the natural environment, the Dutch are now flooding some of the land that they had previously reclaimed from the sea.

Advantages of Location:  The Dutch also have learned to make good use of their location on the North Sea.  Rotterdam and Amsterdam are both important ports.  Because it is situated near the mouth of Europe’s largest inland waterway, Rotterdam serves as a link between much of Europe and the rest of the world.
Belgium
The people who inhabit the modern country of Belgium show that cultural convergence sometimes creates an uneasy mix.  About 30 percent of all Belgians speak French and call themselves Walloons.  About 55 percent speak Flemish, a dialect of Dutch.

After Belgium gained independence from the Netherlands in 1830, relations between the Walloons and the Flemings grew tense.  French was the country’s only official language.  Most government leaders spoke French, and all Belgian universities used French.  As a result the Flemings, who spoke Dutch, could not hold government positions or enter professions in which a university education was needed.


Yet, the Flemings made up a large part of the population.  They wanted the same cultural and economic rights that the Walloons enjoyed.  To help resolve the conflict, the Belgian government made Flemish an official language in 1898.  More recently, the Belgian Parliament passed laws to decentralize its government—that is, transfer power to smaller regions.  These regions are Wallonia, Flanders, and Brussels.
Luxembourg
Luxembourg covers only 990 spare miles, an area smaller than the state of Rhode Island.  Despite its small size, Luxembourg has managed to endure for more than one thousand years.  Although Luxembourg has close cultural ties to Germany, France, and Belgium, it has maintained an independent spirit.  In Luxembourg three languages are spoken:  French, German, and a German dialect called Luxembourgish.

Luxembourg has one of the highest standards of living in Europe.  Economic activities, once dominated by the manufacture of steel, have become increasingly diversified.  High-tech firms and service industries fill the gap left by reduced steel production.  Luxembourg is a member of the European Union and trades most of its goods and services with other EU members.
4. Switzerland and Austria
Main Idea:  Although Switzerland and Austria share physical characteristics, their cultures and economies are distinct.
The Alps tower above the two small, land-locked countries of Switzerland and Austria.  They cover more than half of each country’s land area.  Both countries are politically neutral.  Neither is a member of NATO.  Despite these similarities, Switzerland and Austria are strikingly different.
Switzerland
Switzerland has three official languages—French, German, and Italian—and some of its people speak a dialect called Romansch.  About 64 percent of the population speak German, and 19 percent speak French.  Each Swiss ethnic group has its own name for Switzerland.  The German-speaking Swiss call it Schweiz (SHVYTS).  Suisse (SWEES) is the name used by those who speak French.  Italian-speaking citizens call their country Svizzera (SVEE tay rah).  Switzerland’s official name is Confederation Helvetica.  Others know it as the Swiss Confederation.  A confederation is a loose organization of states united for a common good.

For more than 700 years, the Swiss have established cultural patterns by absorbing people from different cultural traditions.  Even today, however, these various cultural groups have maintained their distinctive identies as well as much of their political autonomy.

Understanding the Past:  Switzerland was formed in 1291 when leaders of three cantons, or states, formed the Swiss Confederation to fight an Austrian emperor.  They fought several wars against the Austrians.  Attracted by the growing strength of the confederation, other cantons began to join.  By 1513, thirteen cantons belonged to the confederation.

France fought Switzerland in Italy in 1515 and was defeated.  Switzerland never again fought in a foreign war.  In 1789 Napoleon’s armies occupied Switzerland.  When Napoleon’s forces were defeated, the countries of Europe formally recognized Switzerland as a neutral country.  Since that time, Switzerland has not taken sides in conflicts between other countries, and no other European country has invaded its borders.
Cultures and Citizenship:  Today, twenty-six cantons make up Switzerland.  These cantons differ from one another greatly in language, religion, customs, and the ways in which people make a living.  The people of each canton work hard to preserve their particular way of life.

The cantons have a great deal of control over their own affairs.  In the early history of the Swiss Confederation, each canton governed itself as a separate country.  Even today, any law passed by the national government must be ratified by popular vote if enough Swiss citizens so request.  This practice gives Swiss citizens more direct control of their government. 

A Prosperous Market Economy:  The independent spirit of the cantons exists alongside a strong national unity.  This, together with Switzerland’s neutrality, has helped the country thrive.  The Swiss enjoy one of the highest standards of living in the world.  Although Switzerland has developed economic activities that are highly profitable.

Dairy farming is the most important form of agriculture, because there is little flat land on which to grow crops.  Cattle are driven to high mountain pastures in the spring.  In the fall they are brought down to the valleys to protect them from the harsh winter temperatures in the Alps.  Since milk is a perishable good, meaning that it does not stay fresh for long, most of it is turned into processed products like chocolate and cheese for export.  Switzerland is famous throughout the world for its high-quality chocolates.
Specializing for Global Trade:  Switzerland has none of the mineral resources, such as iron ore, coal, or petroleum, needed for heavy industry.  So the Swiss specialize in making products that require skilled labor, instead of many materials or costly transportation.  For hundreds of years, Swiss jewelers have produced watches known the world over for their accuracy.  Switzerland produces very high-quality tools, including microscopes and measuring and cutting tools.  Today, the Swiss also are world leaders in the development of new medicines.

Banking is an important service industry in Switzerland.  Switzerland is seen as a safe place to keep money because of the country’s neutrality.  People from many countries deposit their money in banks in Zurich, Geneva, and other Swiss cities.  


Tourism also is very important to Switzerland’s economy.  Many people come to ski at resorts such as Zermatt and Saint-Moritz in the snowy Alps.  Others come to hike, climb mountains, or simply enjoy Switzerland’s spectacular scenery.

Austria
Although Austria’s present borders were created at the end of World War I, this country of German speakers has roots that reach back more than one thousand years.  It grew from a small region with its own ruler in A.D. 976 to the large Austrian Empire by the early 1800s.  After a defeat in 1866, Austria became part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  In the late 1800s, this empire controlled parts of Italy and much of Eastern Europe.  Austria-Hungary fought along with Germany during World War I.  With their defeat in 1918, the empire collapsed.  Austria and Hungary were separated into independent countries.  Much of the land they had controlled was taken to form new Eastern European countries.

One of modern Austria’s biggest challenges has been to rebuild itself within its new, smaller boundaries.  Because mountains cover much of the country, Austria’s population is concentrated in the eastern lowlands, where the terrain is mostly flat or gently sloping.


Austria has used Switzerland as a model for its economic renewal.  Like Switzerland, Austria has created specialized industries.  Much of its economic activity centers on manufacturing machine tools, chemicals, and textiles.  Cattle breeding and dairy farming are important agricultural activities.  However, unlike Switzerland, Austria has the added benefit of some mineral resources.  Deposits of iron ore are mined in the eastern Alps.  Sometimes the chosen method is strip mining, whereby miners strip away the surface of the earth to lay bare the mineral deposits.  Other mined resources include magnesite, aluminum, copper, and lead.


Vienna, the country’s capital, also has had to adapt to its changing role in history.  The political and cultural center of the Austrian Empire, Vienna had two million residents in 1910 and was one of the world’s largest cities.  Today, its population is only 1.5 million.  One reason is that modern industries find Vienna too congested and prefer to locate in smaller cities like Graz, Linz, or Innsbruck.  Tourists, however, are still drawn to Vienna with its many cultural and historical attractions.
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