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Introduction

Our vision of the past is often shaped by towering names—Rome, Egypt, Greece,
China—civilizations whose glory has been immortalized in textbooks, monuments, and
museums. Yet the vibrant tapestry of human history is woven with threads spun by
countless other kingdoms, once powerful and influential, now largely forgotten. These
are the forgotten empires that, while faded from common memory, once held sway
over vast territories, commanded immense wealth, fostered vibrant cultures, and
helped shape the very world we inhabit today.

This book, Forgotten Empires: A Journey Through the Lost Kingdoms That Shaped Our
World, is an invitation to step off the well-worn paths of history and journey across
continents and centuries in search of these lost realms. Here, you’ll encounter African
kingdoms whose wealth fueled the ancient world’s trade networks, Asian dynasties
whose innovations reverberated across oceans, American civilizations that built great
cities while remaining mysterious to the outside world, and European powers whose
legacies echo in more subtle ways than those of their more renowned neighbors.

But what makes an empire “forgotten”? Often, it is not a lack of achievement, but the
vagaries of time—ruin, conquest, natural disaster, or the shifting of international
fortunes. Sometimes, the silence is enforced, as conquerors rewrite history to favor
their own stories. At other times, it's a matter of geography or the absence of
deciphered records. No civilization lasts forever, but many that have vanished from
the world’s stage nonetheless cast long and sometimes unseen shadows onto our
modern societies.

In these chapters, we will illuminate how these overlooked empires rose, flourished,
and fell: the epic journeys, the achievements in science, art, and government, the
battles fought and lost, the religious movements sparked, the cities built and
abandoned. We will bring to life the people—rulers, traders, artists, and everyday
citizens—who walked the streets of kingdoms now buried beneath jungle, desert, or
modern metropolis.

Perhaps most importantly, we will ask what remains of these civilizations today. Their
legacies persist—in the foods we eat, the languages we speak, the boundaries that
organize our maps, and the stories we tell about ourselves. By rediscovering these
civilizations, we not only enrich our picture of the past but uncover vital lessons about
innovation, resilience, interconnectedness, and the fragility of even the mightiest
powers.

As we begin this journey, keep an open mind and a spirit of curiosity. The lost
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kingdoms you are about to meet may be forgotten by most, but their stories—and the
questions they raise—are more relevant than ever as we seek to understand our
present and chart the course for our future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Aksum: Jewel of the Horn of Africa

Imagine a land where towering obelisks, carved from single blocks of granite, pierced
the African sky, testament to an engineering prowess that defied their era. Picture
bustling ports where merchants haggled over ivory, gold, spices, and exotic animals,
their ships connecting distant lands. This was Aksum, a forgotten empire that, for
centuries, stood as a beacon of power and prosperity in the Horn of Africa.

Nestled in what is now modern-day Ethiopia and Eritrea, the Kingdom of Aksum rose to
prominence in the 1st century CE, though its roots stretched back much further,
perhaps to a fusion of indigenous African cultures and Sabaean influences from across
the Red Sea. Unlike the more familiar empires of the Nile, Aksum's story is often
overlooked, yet its impact on regional trade, politics, and religious history was
profound.

Aksum’s strategic location was its greatest asset. Situated on the vital trade routes
connecting the Roman Empire and the Mediterranean world with India and the Far
East, it became a crucial intermediary. Goods flowed through its ports, particularly
Adulis on the Red Sea coast, transforming Aksum into a nexus of international
commerce. This economic strength allowed its rulers to command vast resources, fund
monumental construction projects, and maintain a powerful military.

The Aksumite kings, known as negus, were not merely wealthy merchants; they were
formidable rulers who extended their influence far beyond their immediate borders. At
its zenith, the Aksumite Empire encompassed much of present-day Ethiopia and
Eritrea, parts of Sudan, and even reached across the Red Sea to control portions of
Southern Arabia. Their naval power was significant, allowing them to project force and
secure their maritime trade routes.

One of the most remarkable aspects of Aksumite civilization was its written script,
Ge'ez. Derived from South Arabian scripts but developed independently, Ge'ez
became the official language of the Aksumite court and religious texts. This
sophisticated writing system facilitated administration, legal codes, and the recording
of historical events, offering invaluable insights into the empire’s internal workings
and worldview. Many of the towering stelae, or obelisks, that dot the Aksumite
landscape were inscribed with Ge'ez, detailing the triumphs and piety of their rulers.

These obelisks, often referred to as stelae, are perhaps the most iconic symbols of
Aksumite architectural and engineering skill. The largest standing obelisk, still in
Aksum, measures over 24 meters (79 feet) in height, while the largest ever erected,
now fallen and broken, would have towered more than 33 meters (108 feet). Carved
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from single pieces of solid granite, these monoliths are adorned with intricate false
windows and doors, mimicking multi-story buildings, and are believed to have marked
royal tombs or served as commemorative monuments. Their sheer size and the
precision of their carving demonstrate an advanced understanding of quarrying,
transport, and erection techniques.

Beyond their monumental architecture, the Aksumites were also skilled artisans. Their
coinage, minted in gold, silver, and bronze, provides a tangible record of their
economic power and political evolution. These coins often featured the effigies of their
kings, along with inscriptions in Ge'ez and Greek, further underscoring Aksum’s
international connections. The consistent quality and widespread circulation of
Aksumite currency speak to a sophisticated economic system and a centralized
administration capable of managing it.

The adoption of Christianity in the 4th century CE under King Ezana was a pivotal
moment in Aksumite history. Aksum was one of the first states in the world to officially
embrace Christianity, preceding even many European kingdoms. This conversion
forged strong ties with the wider Christian world, particularly Byzantium, and led to
the development of a distinct Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, which remains a
cornerstone of Ethiopian culture and identity today. Churches, often carved directly
into rock faces or built with unique architectural styles, became important centers of
learning and artistic expression.

The influence of Christianity can be seen in later Aksumite coinage, where the cross
replaced earlier pagan symbols. This religious shift not only transformed Aksumite
society but also had ripple effects across the Horn of Africa, contributing to the spread
of Christianity in the region. The legacy of this early Christian kingdom is still visible in
the ancient monasteries and rock-hewn churches found throughout Ethiopia.

Aksum'’s decline, which began around the 7th and 8th centuries CE, was not a sudden
collapse but a gradual process influenced by a combination of factors. The rise of
Islamic caliphates in the 7th century, particularly the expansion of Muslim power
across the Red Sea, significantly disrupted Aksum’s lucrative trade networks. The shift
in global trade routes away from the Red Sea and towards new avenues further
isolated the kingdom.

Environmental degradation, including deforestation and soil erosion, likely played a
role as the population grew and demand for resources increased. Internal political
instability and conflicts, though less documented than external pressures, may also
have contributed to the weakening of the central authority. As its power waned, the
Aksumite Empire fragmented, and its center of gravity shifted southward, eventually
leading to the emergence of successor states in the Ethiopian highlands.

Despite its eventual decline and subsequent fading from mainstream historical
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narratives, Aksum’s legacy is indelible. It was a powerful African empire that stood
alongside its contemporaries in Rome, Persia, and Byzantium, exchanging goods,
ideas, and even diplomatic envoys. Its unique blend of African and international
influences, its architectural marvels, its written language, and its early adoption of
Christianity all testify to a sophisticated and dynamic civilization. The towering
obelisks of Aksum, still standing today, are silent sentinels, enduring monuments to a
forgotten empire that profoundly shaped the history and culture of the Horn of Africa
and beyond.
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