Ch. 15:  The British Isles and Nordic Nations


1. England

Main Idea:  Resources, trade, and industrial innovation helped the small nation of Britain to become a global economic power.

The many islands clustered off the northwest coast of Europe are called the British Isles.  The larges island in the British Isles—and in all of Europe—is Great Britain.


The island of Great Britain comprises three formerly independent countries:  England, Scotland, and Wales.  Together with Northern Ireland, they form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, or simply the United Kingdom.


The core of the United Kingdom is England.  England is the most densely populated area in the British Isles.  Nearly 80 percent of the region’s population lives here.

England’s Physical Characteristics

“Our England is a garden,” declared English poet Rudyard Kipling in the late 1800s.  Kipling was describing rural England with its green, rolling meadows, peaceful rivers, and neat farms.  The English landscape is actually made up of three very different areas:  the Highlands, Midlands, and Lowlands.


The Highlands are a band of hills running the length of England’s west coast.  Older and harder rock formations in this region have been worn down by centuries of weathering.  Even so, some peaks rise to 3,000 feet, and the land is difficult to farm.


A short distance to the southeast are the Midlands.  Here lie the thick veins of coal that fueled the country’s Industrial Revolution.  Factory towns such as Birmingham, Manchester, and Stoke-on-Trent still darken the air with fumes from their mills.  Heavy industrial development means that some of England’s highest population densities are in the Midlands.


To the south and east are the rolling Lowlands.  The land slopes gently toward the English Channel, and elevations rarely top 1,000 feet.  Younger, softer rocks lie beneath the land’s surface.  Because these rocks break up easily, soil in the Lowlands tends to be fertile—able to produce abundance crops.



The Lowlands provide England with some of its most productive farms.  Farmers grow wheat, vegetables, and other crops on small plots of land.  They set aside larger parcels of land for pasture.  The cool, moist weather of England’s marine west coast climate is perfect for raising sheep and dairy and beef cattle.  British goods are sold both in the United Kingdom and in other European Union nations.

Rise of London as a Trade Center

Even before industrialization, England’s farms produced surplus goods for export.  Trade within England and with other European nations fostered the growth of cities along rivers and the coast.  Of these, London was the most important.  Why did London, with its inland location, become one of the greatest commercial and shipping cities in the world?  The answer can be found in one of the five geographic themes—location.

London’s Relative Location:  Although London is only about 70 miles from the continent of Europe, the city of Dover is even closer to the mainland.  So why isn’t Dover the English capital of trade?  London has a big advantage over Dover and other southern coastal ports.  The hills along the English Channel drop sharply, forming steep cliffs that plunge straight down to the water.  In contrast, London is located on the Thames (TEHMZ) River.  Since the Thames Valley was formed, the level of the Atlantic Ocean has risen.  The result is an estuary—a flooded valley at the wide mouth of a river.  Thus, ships could sail directly up to the port of London.


As early as the 1500s, London was a bustling port.  One writer described activity along the waterfront in this way:

“A forest of masts….Huge square-rigged ships lay side by side, surrounded by barges and small craft….The…boasts had to fight…to their landing places.”
Global Trade Patterns:  The port of London grew rapidly in the 1500s because of changes in patterns of world settlement and trade.  The influence of the Roman Empire meant that the Mediterranean Sea traditionally had been the center of trade.  London remained on the far edge of European trade.  In the late 1400s, however, improved ships and navigational devices allowed Europeans to push westward across the Atlantic Ocean.  Great Britain’s strategic, central location on the Atlantic was ideal for trade.  So, as trade across the Atlantic increased, Britain’s relative location improved.
Economic Activities

In the 1500s, Britain shipped mostly the products of its farms.  But within its small area, the island nation had the resources to fuel the start of the Industrial Revolution.  As shipowners and merchants earned profits from trade, they looked for new ways to invest their money.  Wealthy business owners built factories to produce manufactured goods to sell to Britain’s colonies.  As ships plied the oceans loaded with British goods, Britain became known as the “workshop of the world.”

The Rise of Heavy Industry:  Some of the earliest technological advances of the Industrial Revolution were used in factories that produced textiles, or cloth.  British manufacturers first used water power to run spinning machines but later switched to coal as a source of power for the steam engine.


Major coal fields lay along the edges of the Pennine mountain range, as well as in the northeast, near the city of Newcastle.  Britain also possessed large reserves of iron ore, or rocky material containing a valuable mineral.  Inventors improved methods of melting iron ore and using it in the production of steel.  The towns of Birmingham, Sheffield, and Newcastle grew dramatically in size as nearby coal fields made them centers of manufacturing.  Coal supplies were so plentiful that the phrase “carrying coals to Newcastle” developed to describe an unnecessary action.


The Industrial Revolution brought wealth to Britain, but the factories and mines also changed the English landscape.  English poet William Blake condemned the “dark, Satanic mills” for spoiling “England’s green and pleasant land.”  A visitor to Birmingham in the early 1800s reported that the noise there was “beyond description,” and the filth was “sickening.”
Challenges to British Industry:  Britain’s plentiful supply of raw materials and its position on major sea routes made it the world’s industrial leader for years.  But in the late 1800s, Britain was challenged by two new industrial powers—Germany and the United States.  By 1900, both the United States and Germany were making as much steel as the United Kingdom.


In recent years, British industry has fallen upon hard times.  Much of the area’s coal supply was used up during the Industrial Revolution.  Since the 1970s, Britain has turned to oil and gas deposits beneath the floor of the North Sea as a source for fule.


Despite its problems, Britain’s overall economy has been growing steadily.  To offset the loss of heavy industry, the government has encouraged the growth of tertiary economic activities, or service industries, such as finance, insurance, and tourism.  Inflation rates have been low, and unemployment has been decreasing.  Though a member of the European Union, the United Kingdom has been reluctant to adopt the euro—the common currency system of the European Union.

2. Scotland and Wales

Main Idea:  Although united with England politically, Scotland and Wales have some distinctive physical and cultural characteristics.


An English writer once remarked, “[A Scot] is British, yes, and he will sing ‘There will always be an England,’ but he murmurs to himself, ‘As long as Scotland is there.’”  This story reveals something about how the Scots view England.  The two nations have been tied together politically for almost three hundred years.  Still, Scotland has always kept its own identity.  The same can be said of Wales, which has been united with England since the late 1200s.

Scotland’s Physical Characteristics

Scotland occupies nearly one third of the land area in the United Kingdom, but less than 10 percent of the nation’s population live there.  The landscape is rugged.  It bears the marks of heavy glaciers that moved across the northern part of Great Britain during the last ice age.


The Cheviot Hills and the Tweed River are the physical features that separate Scotland from England.  Scotland itself is divided into three formal regions—the northern Highlands, the central Lowlands, and the southern Uplands.

The Highlands:  The Highland region is a large, high plateau with many lakes, called lochs (LAHKHS), which were carved by retreating glaciers.  The Grampian Mountains cut across the region with peaks reaching past 4,000 feet.  Both coasts are etched deeply by the sea with inlets called firths.                                                                                  


Much of the Highlands are covered with moors—broad, treeless rolling plains.  The moors, in turn, are dotted with bogs—areas of wet, spongy ground.  Steady winds off the Atlantic Ocean bring abundant rainfall to the moors.  The dampness of the soil limits plant growth to grasses and low shrubs such as purple heather.

The land, water, and climate of the Highlands are well suited to the region’s economies of fishing and sheep herding.  A few people produce a type of hand-woven, woolen cloth known as tweed.  This Scottish home industry has continued over hundreds of years, in sharp contrast to the factory production of textiles in England.
The Central Lowlands:  South of the Highlands runs a long lowland region.  Nearly 75 percent of Scotland’s people live in this region, stretching between Glasgow and Edinburgh (EHD ihn BUHR oh).


Industry came to the central Lowlands in the early 1800s.  The Clyde River near Glasgow grew into a huge shipbuilding center.  The Clyde shipbuilders played a major role in establishing the United Kingdom as the world’s leading naval power.  Explained one observer:

“Through all the transitions—wood to iron, iron to steel, paddle to…turbine engines—Clyde shipbuilders have been to the front with ships.”

Since the mid-1900s, however, heavy industries in Scotland have fallen on hard times.  Old factory centers such as Glasgow have declined.  The loss of jobs has caused more than one third of Glasgow’s residents to leave since 1960.

The Southern Uplands:  Closest to the English border, the Southern Uplands is primarily a sheep-raising region.  The Tweed River valley woolen mills are kept well supplied with wool by area farmers.  The Cheviot Hills, the highest in the area, give way to rolling plateaus worn down by glaciers.  Medieval abbeys and low, hilly landscapes draw many visitors to the region.

Scottish Culture

New industries are slowly taking the place of mining, steel making, and shipbuilding.  Oil discoveries in the North Sea, off the northeastern shore of Scotland, have helped the economies of some cities such as Aberdeen.  Computer and electronic businesses have also developed along the Clyde and Tweed rivers.  Some people call the Clyde Valley the Silicon Glen, after the area in California known as Silicon Valley.  A glen is a narrow valley.

Although politically united with England, Scotland has retained its own culture.  When the Scottish and English parliaments were united through the Act of Union in 1707, Scotland kept important trading and political rights.  Many Scots also remained members of the Presbyterian Church, rather than joining the Church of England.  In 1997, Scottish voters approved the creation of a new Scottish parliament.  A small minority of Scottish people even promote the idea of once again becoming a separate country.  As Scottish patriot Gordon Wilson explained:
“You can tell me that Scotland is a part of the United Kingdom, and I will tell you that that is the truth but not the whole truth….You see, national boundaries are not simply a matter of geographical frontiers.  It’s culture we’re talking about, a set of national characteristics.  These Scotland has retained.”
Wales
A similar spirit of pride and independence exists in Wales, which also has a culture pattern distinct from that of England.  It has its own capital city, postage stamps, flag, and language.  However, Wales is strongly influenced by its powerful neighbor, England, which conquered it in 1284.

Welsh Physical Characteristics:  Wales is really a peninsula of the island of Great Britain.  About the size of Massachusetts, it has a landscape similar to that of Scotland.  There’s highland area in northern Wales, lowlands running along the southern coast near Cardiff, and the Cambrian Mountains in central Wales.


Wales enjoys a marine west coast climate like the rest of Great Britain.  However, the rain-carrying winds from the Atlantic pass over Wales before reaching England.  So Wales usually receives even more rain than southern England.

A Separate Language:  Since the 1500s, Welsh representatives have sat in Parliament.  Some have risen to high office in the British government, including that of Prime Minister.  Even so, the Welsh have fought for cultural independence.


One of the keys to preserving Welsh culture is language.  Most of its 2.9 million people speak English, but nearly 20 percent still speak Welsh as their first language.  Handed down from the Celtic peoples who lived in Wales for thousands of years, Welsh is spoken mainly in the mountains of northern Wales.  In the 1980s, Welsh patriots fought for and won the right to broadcast television programs entirely in Welsh.

Economic Activities

The economic history of Wales is similar to that of England and Scotland.  In the late 1800s and early 1900s, industry and coal mining changed the landscape and economy of southern Wales.  Mines in the Rhondda Valley, just north of the capital city of Cardiff, became some of Britain’s biggest coal producers.

By the mid-1900s, however, heavy industries in Wales had fallen behind in technology.  A writer described the Welsh economy in 1945:

“[Miners] still picked coal by hand from two-foot seams….In many places things like bread, milk and coal were still being delivered by horse and cart.”


By the 1980s, most of the coal mines in the Rhondda Valley had closed.  Unemployment rates soared, and many students leaving high school could not find jobs despite the arrival of new petroleum refineries.


In the 1990s, the situation improved as foreign investment in Wales, as in Scotland, provided new jobs in high-tech industries.  Some people in Wales also promoted tourism for those interested in seeing the traditional Welsh way of life.

3. The Two Irelands

Main Idea:  By ending civil conflict and attracting high-tech industry, Ireland hopes to escape a troubled past.


Ireland is divided politically into two parts:  Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  Ireland is also divided in religion between Protestants and Catholics.  Finally, Ireland is divided culturally between the descendants of native Celtic peoples and the descendants of English and Scottish immigrants.

Ireland’s Physical Characteristics

The divisions in Ireland are not visible immediately.  The island itself is shaped like a hige bowl.  Hills ring most of the coastline, while the middle of the island is a plain that drains into the River Shannon.  Ireland’s moist marine west coast climate keeps vegetation a brilliant green for most of the year.  To the eye, Ireland lives up to its nickname, the Emerald Isle.

About one sixth of the island is covered by peat, a spongy material containing waterlogged mosses and plants.  Because Ireland has few forests, farmers cut and dry blocks of peat as fuel for cooking and heating.  The Republic of Ireland recently developed a method for using peat in power plants, which new produce nearly one quarter of the nation’s electricity.
Cooperation and Conflict

Ireland’s history has been shaped by invasions and wars.  Celtic tribes from Europe first settled Ireland around 300 B.C.  They repeatedly defended themselves against Viking raids, which lasted roughly from A.D. 800 to 1014.


In 1066, Norman invaders from France conquered England.  Some of the Normans also seized large tracts of land in Ireland, build castles to protect themselves, and tried to control the Celts.  They forbade marriage between Normans and Celts, banned use of the Celtic language, known as Gaelic (GAY lik), and even outlawed Celtic harp music.


King Henry II of England declared himself Lord of Ireland in 1171 and tried unsuccessfully to force Norman lords to obey him.  But English rulers who followed Henry held on to the title and began thinking of Ireland as a possession.

Religious Conflicts:  Until the 1500s, the Roman Catholic Church had directed religious affairs in much of Western Europe.  In the early 1500s, groups in Europe tried to change some of the Church’s practices and started a reform movement known as the Reformation.  Many of the reformers, called Protestants, broke with the Roman Catholic Church and formed new Christian churches.


Most English people became Protestants.  The Irish, for the most part, remained Catholics.  This division let to bitter conflicts between Irish Catholics and landlords sent from England.  Economics played a major part in the hostility.  The Protestant minority controlled much of the wealth, and the Irish Catholics were poor.  Conflict between Irish Protestants and Catholics led to cultural divergence, or deliberate efforts to keep the cultures separate.


The Potato Famine hit Ireland in the 1840s.  A blight, or plant disease, destroyed the potato crop year after year.  Most of the people in Ireland relied on potatoes as their major source of nutrition.  As a result, about one million Irish died of starvation or disease.  The crisis further inflamed anti-British feelings because many Irish Catholics blamed England for not providing enough aid.


The famine brought push-and-pull migration factors into play.  Pushed from the island by famine, nearly two million Irish emigrated in just seven years.  Pulled by the lure of jobs, most immigrated to the United States.

Government and Citizenship:  Many Irish continued to press for independence throughout the nineteenth century.  Rebellions between 1916 and 1921 led officials in the United Kingdom and Ireland to divide the island into two parts.  The six northeastern counties remained part of the United Kingdom, but the rest of Ireland became a free state under British supervision.  This free state declared its total independence as the Republic of Ireland in 1949.  Independence did not end political turmoil on the island.


Today, a little over half of Northern Ireland’s people are Protestant.  Most of the rest are Catholic.  Most Catholics support the reunification of Ireland, whereas most Protestants oppose it.


Both Protestant and Catholic extremists have used violence to try to win control of Northern Ireland.  Bombings, hunger strikes, and gun battles kept antagonism high.  Peace talks began in 1994.  Despite violent outbreaks that regularly erupt, an agreement signed in 1998 offered a solid chance for peace.  As British Prim Minister Tony Blair said in 1999, “I accept that this…. [is] an imperfect process and an imperfect peace, but it is better than no process and no peace at all.”
Economic Activities

In the 1990s, the Republic of Ireland took bold economic initiatives.  The government invested in education and modern telecommunications.  It offered tax incentives that persuaded foreign high-tech companies to locate administrative offices in Ireland.  The plan was so successful that Irish economic growth was the highest in Europe between 1994 and 2000.  Per capita income increased dramatically and unemployment fell to 3.8 percent, one of Europe’s lowest unemployment rates.  The new economic climate pulled immigrants to Ireland.  It also lured many Irish emigrants in the United States back to their homeland.


Change has not been without cost, however.  In 1999, Ireland adopted the euro, the currency of the European Union.  Inflation rose to 6.2 percent, triple the European average.  Housing costs skyrocketed.  Some people also worry about a growing income gap between workers in the new economy and those in traditional service industries.

4. The Nordic Nations

Main Idea:  Similar physical characteristics, climates, and cultures are shared by the Nordic nations of Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, and Iceland.


The people of northern Europe call their land Norden, from an ancient word meaning “Northlands.”  Norden includes five independent nations:  Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, and Iceland.  These nations, called the Nordic nations in English, are unified as a region by location and strong cultural bonds.

Physical Characteristics

Norden is identified as a region in part by its location in the northern latitudes.  Parts of some Nordic nations reach past the Arctic Circle into the polar zone.

A Varied Landscape:  The region is a collection of peninsulas and islands separated by seas, gulfs, and oceans.  The most continuous land masses are the Scandinavian and Jutland peninsulas.  The terrain varies dramatically throughout the Nordic nations.  Denmark is so flat that its highest point is less than 600 feet high, whereas Norway is one of the most mountainous nations in Europe.

Environmental Change:  Much of the landscape on the Scandinavian Peninsula is the product of the last ice age.  Glaciers carved out thousands of lakes across the peninsula.  They also removed topsoil and other materials and deposited them in Denmark and other parts of Western Europe.  As a result, much of the soil in Scandinavia today remains rocky and difficult to farm.

Notice the jagged coastlines along the Scandinavian Peninsula on the map on page 319.  When the glaciers advanced, ehty carved out deep valleys along the coasts.  When the glaciers melted, water filled the valleys, creating flooded glacial valleys known as fjords (fee YAWRDZ).  Some fjords are so deep that oceangoing ships can sail into them.  Most have such steep walls that even mountain climbers find them difficult to scale.

Natural Resources:  In Iceland, volcanoes and glaciers exist side by side.  Icelanders call their island “a land of fire and ice.”  They have learned to take advantage of the island’s geology to produce geothermal energy, or energy produced from the heat of the earth’s interior.  Today, geothermal energy accounts for a large share of the power used for heat and electricity in Iceland.

Long Winters, Short Summers:  “Winter is the element for which we are born,” declared a Finnish historian in the 1800s.  Norden’s location to the far north results in long winters and short summers.  At midwinter the sun may shine only 2 or 3 hours a day.  In mid-summer, it shines for more than 20 hours.

Winter is when the greenish white and red lights of the aurora borealis, or northern lights, shine most brightly in the Nordic nations.  These lights appear when atomic particles from the sun, attracted by the magnetic fields of the North Pole, break through the northern atmosphere.


The start of summer is a public holiday in most Nordic nations, when people celebrate the return of the “midnight sun.”  In the northernmost territories, the sun never really sets for several weeks in midsummer.  People call the long twilight hours of evening the “white nights.”

The Ocean and the Climate:  Despite the length of winter, the climate in much of Norden can be surprisingly mild.  As is evident from the climate map on page 293, half of Iceland, all of Denmark, the west coast of Norway, and southern Sweden have a mild marine west coast climates.  The warm currents of the North Atlantic Drift moderate the weather and keep the coast free of ice.


The coldest areas in Norden lie just east of a mountain chain that runs northeast to southwest through Norway.  This range prevents the warm, moist ocean winds from reaching the rest of the Scandinavian Peninsula.  The result is a cold, dry subarctic climate.

Shared Cultural Bonds

More than climate and location bind the Nordic nations into a region.  They also have strong cultural ties.

Understanding the Past:  The Nordic nations have similar histories.  From around A.D. 800 to 1050, Vikings sailed out of the fjords and inlets of southern Norden to raid much of Western Europe.  The Vikings were more than warriors.  They were traders, colonizers, and explorers who left their mark on world history.


The Nordic nations were also united at times.  Queen Margrethe of Denmark joined the five lands under one crown in 1397.  The union ended in 1523 when Sweden (which included Finland) withdrew.  But Denmark, Norway, and Iceland remained united for several centuries more.  Sweden and Finland were united until the early 1800s, when Sweden ceded Finland to Russia.


Religion, too, unites the Nordic people.  Most Nordic peoples belong to the Lutheran Church, first established during the Reformation.


With the exception of Finnish, Nordic languages have common roots.  Finland is bilingual, and most Finns have a working knowledge of Swedish, Finland’s second language.  In addition, Nordic schools require students to learn English, which helps bridge any linguistic differences.

Economic Systems:  Nordic countries share certain political and economic beliefs.  All five of the Nordic nations are democracies, and their economic systems are mixed economies, or systems combining different degrees of government regulation.  They practice a mixture of free enterprise and socialism.

Most businesses in the Nordic countries operate much as they do in the United States.  But, the Nordic governments guarantee certain goods and services to everyone and operate some industries that are run privately in the United States.  For example, Denmark and Sweden have state-run day-care centers and state-supported medical care.


As a rule, the Nordic nations are politically neutral in foreign affairs.  That is, they do not take sides in international disputes.  Currently, Norway refuses to open its excellent harbors for military use.  It also forbids the storage of nuclear weapons on its territory.  Denmark and Sweden actively promote peaceful solutions to international crises.

Economic Activities

Compared with other regions of the world, the Nordic nations have sound economies.  They derive their wealth from varied sources.  Denmark and southern Sweden have flat land and a mild climate suitable for agriculture.  Denmark uses 60 percent of its land for farming and in recent years produced more than three times the amount of food needed to feed its people.  Fishing is also an important economic activity.  The Norwegians, in particular, look to the sea.  They compare it to farmland and call their offshore waters the Blue Meadow.  The region also profits from oil and gas production, high-grade ores, and vast expanses of forest.
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