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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Underground City

 Someone Carved a City 85 Metres Underground for 20,000 People. But Who?

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"The houses here were underground, with a mouth like that of a well, but spacious below."

 — Xenophon of Athens, Anabasis, approximately 370 BCE



Chapter 1
 The Tunnel Behind the Wall

 What happens when you knock down a wall and find an entire city behind it?

 In 1963, in a small town in central Turkey, a man was renovating his basement. He swung a hammer. The wall cracked. And behind the plaster and stone, where there should have been earth — there was empty space.


A tunnel. Steep, narrow, and carved from solid rock. It led downward into darkness.



 [image: A man holding a lantern, peering into a narrow rock tunnel revealed behind a broken basement wall]
 
 The moment of discovery: a basement renovation reveals a hand-carved tunnel descending into the earth. What would you do if you found this behind your wall?
 


One popular version of the story says it was not the hammer that gave it away — it was chickens. The man noticed his hens kept disappearing through a small crack in the wall. When he investigated, he found the crack opened into a steep gallery with steps carved into the rock, narrow passages branching off in every direction, and shafts that seemed to go down forever.


He had discovered Derinkuyu.



 Case File Extra

 The name "Derinkuyu" means "deep well" in Turkish. The town above ground did not have running water until 1965 — two years after the underground city was rediscovered. The people living on top of it had no idea what was beneath their feet.




As investigators explored further, the tunnel kept going. Down one level. Then two. Then five. Then eight. Rooms opened up on every side — kitchens, stables, storage rooms, churches. Massive circular stones blocked the passages like vault doors. Shafts punched straight up through the rock to the surface, bringing fresh air from above.


It was not a tunnel. It was not a cave.


It was an underground city. Eighteen storeys deep. Large enough to shelter twenty thousand people. And it had been hidden beneath a quiet Turkish town for centuries.


The question was not just what it was. The question was: who carved an entire city into solid rock — and why did they need to hide underground?

 

Chapter 2
 The Land of Fairy Chimneys

 What kind of landscape could people carve a city into — and how did it get there?

 To understand Derinkuyu, you first need to understand the rock it was carved from. And to understand the rock, you need to go back about thirty million years.


In central Turkey, there is a region called Cappadocia. In ancient times — long before any humans lived there — enormous volcanoes erupted again and again across the landscape. Mount Erciyes, Mount Hasan, and others buried the land in thick layers of volcanic ash.



 Word Unlock

 Tuff
 When volcanic ash is buried and compressed over millions of years, it hardens into a type of rock called tuff. Tuff is soft enough to carve with simple hand tools — a pick, a shovel, even a sharp stick — but strong enough to hold its shape once carved. It is the perfect building material for underground rooms.




Over millions of years, that ash compressed into a soft, pale rock called tuff. Then wind and rain began to sculpt it. The softer rock wore away. The harder rock on top stayed. And the result was one of the strangest landscapes on Earth: thousands of tall, cone-shaped pillars rising from the ground, some capped with dark boulders that balanced on top like hats.



 [image: The fairy chimney landscape of Cappadocia, with tall cone-shaped rock pillars under a golden sky]
 
 The fairy chimneys of Cappadocia — tall pillars of volcanic tuff sculpted by millions of years of wind and rain. The same soft rock made underground cities possible.
 


People called them fairy chimneys. They looked magical — but they were geology.


The first people to realise the rock was useful were the Hittites, who settled in the region around 1800 BCE — that is nearly four thousand years ago. They discovered they could dig into the soft tuff and carve rooms, tunnels, and storage spaces. A few Hittite artefacts have been found in the upper levels of Derinkuyu.



 Case File Extra

 Cappadocia sits at the crossroads of empires. Over three thousand years, it was fought over by the Hittites, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Mongols, and Ottomans. If you lived in Cappadocia, invaders were not a question of "if" — they were a question of "when."




But here is the real question. The Hittites may have started digging. Others may have expanded the tunnels. But who turned those tunnels into a city reaching as deep as 85 metres underground, with engineered ventilation, stone doors, and room for twenty thousand people?


That question would take investigators a very long time to answer. And some parts of it are still unanswered today.

 

Chapter 3
 Going Deeper

 What did explorers find as they went further underground — and how was a city for 20,000 people actually organised?

 When investigators first entered Derinkuyu after the 1963 discovery, they expected a few rooms. Maybe an old storage cellar. Maybe an abandoned church.


What they found was something no one had imagined.


The city extended at least eight levels below the surface — and possibly more. The deepest parts reached approximately 85 metres underground. That is taller than a twenty-storey building — except going down instead of up.



 [image: A cross-section illustration showing the multiple underground levels of Derinkuyu, with rooms, tunnels, and ventilation shafts]
 
 A cross-section of Derinkuyu's underground levels. Each floor served a different purpose — from stables on top to water wells at the bottom. How would you organise a city underground?
 


Each level had a different purpose. The first floor held barns and stables — livestock was kept on the upper levels so that toxic gases from the animals drifted upward and out, rather than sinking down to the people below. The animals' body heat also helped warm the city during the freezing Cappadocian winters.


The second floor held food storage rooms and a barrel-vaulted room that served as a missionary school, with smaller study rooms branching off it. This school is unique to Derinkuyu — no other underground city in the region has one.



 "The houses here were underground, with a mouth like that of a well, but spacious below; and while entrances were tunnelled down for the beasts of burden, the human inhabitants descended by a ladder."
 — Xenophon of Athens, Anabasis, approximately 370 BCE



That description was written over two thousand years before the 1963 discovery. The ancient Greek soldier Xenophon had seen underground dwellings in this exact region — proof that people had been living beneath the surface of Cappadocia for a very, very long time.



 Word Unlock

 Ventilation Shaft
 A vertical tunnel cut from underground rooms up to the surface to bring in fresh air. Derinkuyu had over fifty main ventilation shafts and hundreds of smaller air ducts branching off them. Without them, people underground would run out of breathable air within hours.




Deeper still, the third floor connected to the ventilation system — and to a tunnel that ran all the way to Kaymakli, another underground city several kilometres away. The fourth floor was a defensive stronghold. The fifth held administrative rooms with hidden passageways. The seventh floor had a meeting hall, a cemetery, and an independent water source — a well so deep it tapped into an underground river.


Between the third and fourth floors, carved directly into the rock, was a cruciform church — about twenty metres long and nine metres wide. Large enough for a congregation.


And here is the detail that stays with you: the temperature underground was a constant 13 to 15 degrees Celsius, all year round. While the surface baked at 35 degrees in summer and froze in winter, the city below stayed perfectly comfortable.


But comfort was not the point. The point was survival. And the most extraordinary survival feature of all was the doors.

 

Chapter 4
 The Half-Ton Doors

 How did the builders of Derinkuyu make their underground city nearly impossible to attack?

 Imagine you are an invading soldier. You have found one of Derinkuyu's entrances — one of more than six hundred, hidden behind bushes, inside courtyards, and beneath the floors of ordinary houses. You squeeze into the passage. It is narrow. You can only move in single file. It is pitch dark.


And then the passage is blocked.



 [image: A massive circular stone door blocking an underground passage, with a small hole drilled through its centre]
 
 One of Derinkuyu's rolling stone doors. Notice the small hole drilled through the centre — defenders could thrust spears through it at attackers while keeping the door sealed. Could you push this open from the outside?
 


A rolling stone door — a circular disc of rock up to 1.5 metres across and weighing up to 500 kilograms — has been rolled into place from the inside. That is about as heavy as a grand piano. You cannot push it. You cannot pull it. It was carved from the same rock as the tunnel, so you cannot burn it.


And through a small hole drilled in the centre of the door, a spear tip is pointing directly at you.



 Case File Extra

 Each floor of Derinkuyu could be sealed independently. If attackers somehow broke through the first level, the defenders simply retreated to the second and sealed it behind them. The invaders would be left in darkness, in unfamiliar tunnels, with no idea which way led forward and which led to a dead end.




The rolling stone doors could only be opened from the inside. Defenders knew the layout in total darkness. Attackers did not. The passages were designed to be narrow enough that only one person could pass at a time — meaning a single defender with a spear could hold off an entire army.


But defence was not just about doors and tunnels. It was about water.


The Water Trick


The deepest well in Derinkuyu reached over 55 metres down and tapped into an underground river. The water supply was controlled from the lowest floors — not the upper ones. This was deliberate. If an enemy occupied the upper levels, they could not poison the water supply. The people hiding on the deepest floors kept control.


There were also wine and oil presses — grape presses for wine and linseed presses for oil. Food storage rooms could hold enough supplies for months. There were communal dining halls called refectories. There were weapon stores.



 Detective Challenge

 Derinkuyu had over 600 hidden entrances, but each one led through narrow tunnels to the same defensive system of rolling stone doors. Why do you think the builders created so many entrances instead of just one or two that would be easier to defend?




The city was not just a hiding place. It was a fortress designed to keep thousands of people alive underground for weeks or even months at a time.


But who needed a fortress this elaborate? And what were they so afraid of?

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What clues tell us who built Derinkuyu — and when?

 Here is the problem with Derinkuyu: people have been carving into it for at least three thousand years. Layer after layer of different civilisations expanded, modified, and reused the same tunnels. Working out who built what is like trying to figure out who painted which layer of a wall that has been repainted twenty times.


But investigators do have clues.



 Evidence Card

 The Hittite Artefacts (Upper Levels)

 A small number of Hittite-era objects — pottery fragments and tools dating to approximately 2000–1200 BCE — were found in the uppermost levels of Derinkuyu. The Hittites controlled Cappadocia for centuries and are known to have carved simple tunnels for storage and shelter.

 Complication: these artefacts could have been brought in by later occupants. Finding a Hittite pot in a room does not prove the Hittites carved that room.





 [image: A close-up of carved rock walls showing different construction styles — rough upper layers and smooth lower layers]
 
 Different levels show different carving techniques. The upper levels are rougher and more irregular. The deeper levels are smoother, with uniform passage widths. What does that tell you about who carved each section?
 


The upper levels show cruder carving techniques — irregular chamber shapes and simple ventilation. This matches what we know about early Bronze Age construction. But the deeper levels are dramatically different: uniform passage widths, precisely carved decorative elements, and a sophisticated ventilation system that connects every room to the surface.



 Detective Challenge

 The upper levels of Derinkuyu are rough and simple. The lower levels are precise and sophisticated. Does this mean the lower levels were built later, by more skilled builders? Or could there be another explanation?




The cruciform church between floors three and four contains Greek inscriptions and crosses — clear signs of Christian use. Early Christians fleeing Roman persecution in the second and third centuries expanded the complex significantly. Later, Byzantine Christians added chapels, the missionary school, and deepened the city during the Arab-Byzantine Wars between the seventh and twelfth centuries.



 Word Unlock

 Radiocarbon Dating
 A scientific method for measuring the age of organic material — things like wood, bone, or cloth. It works by measuring how much of a special type of carbon has decayed over time. The problem at Derinkuyu: there is almost no organic material preserved in the bare rock tunnels. Without something to test, the technique cannot help.




Traditional radiocarbon dating is nearly useless here. The tunnels are carved from bare rock with almost no organic material left behind. So archaeologists rely on comparing construction styles, analysing the few artefacts found on each level, and cross-referencing with what we know about which civilisations controlled the region at different times.


The evidence points to one civilisation more than any other. But the answer is complicated — because Derinkuyu was not built by one group of people. It was built by many, over thousands of years.

 

Chapter 6
 The Theories

 Who do experts think built the underground city — and why do they disagree?

 There are four main theories about who originally built Derinkuyu. Each one has evidence. Each one has problems.


Theory 1: The Hittites


The Hittites ruled Cappadocia from around 1800 to 1200 BCE — nearly four thousand years ago. They were powerful enough to fight the ancient Egyptians to a draw. They knew the rock was soft and carvable. And a few of their artefacts were found in the upper tunnels.


The problem? The Hittite artefacts were only found in the upper levels. There is no evidence they carved anything deeper than basic storage tunnels. And the artefacts could have been left by later people who found or traded for Hittite goods.



 [image: An ancient Phrygian rock-cut facade carved into a cliff face, showing elaborate architectural details]
 
 The Phrygians were master rock-carvers. This rock-cut facade shows their skill at shaping stone — the same skill needed to build Derinkuyu's deeper levels.
 


Theory 2: The Phrygians


This is the official answer given by the Turkish Department of Culture. The Phrygians moved into Cappadocia after the Hittite Empire collapsed around 1200 BCE. They were Iron Age architects — skilled at carving rock into elaborate structures.



 "The Phrygians were one of Anatolia's most prominent early empires. They had a bent for monumentalising rock formations and creating remarkable rock-cut facades."
 — Andrea De Giorgi, Florida State University



The Phrygians had the tools (iron, not just bronze), the skills, and the motivation. The Turkish government dates the first serious construction at Derinkuyu to the eighth or seventh century BCE — the height of Phrygian power.



 Detective Challenge

 The Turkish government says the Phrygians built Derinkuyu. But the Hittites were there earlier, and Christians expanded it later. If three different civilisations all worked on the same tunnels, how do you decide who gets the credit for "building" it?




Theory 3: The Early Christians


Some historians argue that the city as we know it — the deep, organised, defensible structure — was primarily the work of early Christians fleeing persecution. Christians arrived in Cappadocia in the second century and had obvious reasons to build hidden underground shelters. The churches, crosses, and Greek inscriptions throughout the deeper levels support this.


The problem? Xenophon described underground dwellings in this exact region in 370 BCE — centuries before Christianity existed. The tunnels were there before the Christians arrived. They expanded what already existed.



 Case File Extra

 There are over 200 underground cities in Cappadocia — not just Derinkuyu. About 40 of them have at least three levels. Only six have been excavated and opened to visitors. The rest are still waiting in the dark.




Theory 4: The Fringe Theories


Omer Demir, the man who served as curator of the underground cities after the 1963 discovery, proposed that Derinkuyu was built at the end of the Palaeolithic era — roughly 12,500 years ago. Others have pointed to a passage in the Vendidad, an ancient Persian Zoroastrian text, that describes a mythical king named Yima building underground palaces to protect people from a catastrophic winter.


These ideas are dramatic. But there is no archaeological evidence to support them. Most scholars consider them speculation, not science.


So which theory is right? The honest answer is: probably all of them, partially. And the investigation that proved it was not simple at all.

 

Chapter 7
 The Investigation

 How did archaeologists try to solve a mystery carved into bare rock — with almost nothing to test?

 Most archaeological investigations start with a simple question: how old is this? Usually scientists can answer it. They find a piece of wood and radiocarbon-date it. They find pottery and compare it to known styles. They find bones and run chemical tests.


At Derinkuyu, they found almost nothing to test.


The tunnels are carved from bare volcanic tuff. There is no wood. Almost no bone. The few pieces of pottery found could have been left by any of the many civilisations that used the city over three thousand years. It is like finding a fingerprint on a doorknob in a building used by millions of people.



 [image: An archaeologist examining carved rock walls with a bright headlamp, measuring tool marks in a narrow underground passage]
 
 Without organic material to date, archaeologists study the rock itself — tool marks, chamber shapes, and construction techniques — to work out which civilisation carved each section.
 



 Detective Challenge

 Imagine you find a carved room underground with no objects inside — just bare rock walls. How would you work out when it was carved? What clues would you look for in the rock itself?




Archaeologists had to get creative. Instead of dating objects, they studied the rock itself. The key was comparing construction techniques across different levels.


The upper levels showed rough, irregular chambers with simple ventilation — consistent with Bronze Age tools and methods. The deeper levels showed smooth walls, uniform passage widths, and sophisticated engineering — consistent with Iron Age or later construction. The transition between the two styles suggested that different builders worked at different times, each generation going deeper.



 "The geomorphology of the region is conducive to the digging of underground spaces. The succession of empires and their impact on the landscapes of Anatolia explain the recourse to underground shelters like Derinkuyu."
 — Andrea De Giorgi, Florida State University



In 2013, the investigation took a dramatic turn. Construction workers demolishing old houses near the castle in Nevşehir — a city just ten kilometres from Derinkuyu — discovered another underground city. Geophysicists from Nevşehir University used resistivity surveys and seismic tomography to map the structure without digging.



 Word Unlock

 Seismic Tomography
 A technique where scientists send vibrations through the ground and measure how they bounce back. Different materials — solid rock, empty chambers, water — reflect vibrations differently. By mapping the reflections, scientists can "see" underground structures without digging a single hole.




What they found was staggering. The Nevşehir underground city was potentially one-third larger than Derinkuyu — extending 113 metres deep and covering 460,000 square metres. It is still largely unexcavated.


The picture that emerged was not of one underground city built by one civilisation. It was of an entire underground network — hundreds of connected shelters carved over thousands of years by every people who lived in the region. The Hittites started. The Phrygians expanded. The Christians deepened. The Byzantines perfected.


But there was still one part of the story that no amount of archaeology could fully explain: why did people stop using them?

 

Chapter 8
 What Happened to the People

 Why was a city built to save lives forgotten for decades — and what is still hidden underground?

 For over two thousand years, Derinkuyu did exactly what it was designed to do. People fled underground when danger came — and they survived.


In the seventh century, when Arab armies raided the predominantly Christian Byzantine Empire, the underground cities were used "to the fullest," as historian Andrea De Giorgi puts it. Entire communities — men, women, children, their animals, their food, their wine — retreated below the surface and sealed the stone doors behind them.



 [image: A group of families carrying belongings walking away from a Turkish village, looking back at their homes]
 
 In 1923, the Christian communities who had used the underground cities for generations were forced to leave Turkey forever. They took their knowledge of the tunnels with them.
 


In 1909, when news of massacres reached the region, a Cambridge linguist named Richard Dawkins documented what happened. He was studying the local language at the time.



 "When the news came of the recent massacres at Adana, a great part of the population at Axo took refuge in these underground chambers, and for some nights did not venture to sleep above ground."
 — Richard MacGillivray Dawkins, Oxford University



The underground cities were still in active use as recently as the early twentieth century. People still knew where the entrances were. They still knew how to seal the doors.



 Detective Challenge

 The Christian communities used the underground cities for over a thousand years. When they were forced to leave in 1923, they could not take the tunnels with them. Within forty years, the cities were forgotten. What does this tell you about how knowledge is preserved — and how quickly it can be lost?




Then, in 1923, everything changed. The Greek-Turkish population exchange forced the Christian Cappadocian Greek and Armenian communities out of Turkey. They were relocated to Greece. The people who had known the underground cities for generations — who had maintained them, used them, remembered where the entrances were — left.


The new residents of Derinkuyu had no connection to the tunnels. Within a generation, the knowledge was gone. Entrances were bricked over, built on top of, or simply forgotten.


Until 1963. Until a man knocked down a wall.



 The Case So Far

 
 	In 1963, a man in Turkey discovered a tunnel behind his basement wall that led to a vast underground city at least eight levels deep.

 	Derinkuyu could shelter 20,000 people, with ventilation shafts, rolling stone doors, churches, schools, and stables.

 	The oldest artefacts found are Hittite (around 2000–1200 BCE), but the Turkish government credits the Phrygians (8th–7th century BCE) with the first major construction.

 	Early Christians and Byzantines expanded the city significantly over the following centuries.

 	The city was in active use until 1923, when the Christian population was expelled from Turkey.

 	Only about 10% of Derinkuyu has been explored. Over 200 underground cities exist in the region.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think?




Today, eight levels of Derinkuyu are open to tourists. The rest remains sealed, unexplored, and unknown. Only about ten per cent of the underground city has been mapped.


Nobody knows what else might be down there.

 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 You have all the evidence. Who built Derinkuyu — and does it matter?

 You have followed this mystery from a cracked basement wall to a city reaching 85 metres underground. You have read the evidence. You have heard the theories. Now it is time to decide.


Here is what we know for certain:


The volcanic tuff of Cappadocia made underground construction possible — soft enough to carve, strong enough to hold. The Hittites were the first civilisation we know of in the region, and a few of their artefacts were found in Derinkuyu's upper levels. The Phrygians arrived after them and were master rock-carvers. Early Christians expanded the tunnels. The Byzantines deepened and perfected them during centuries of war.



 [image: A detective's desk with a map of Cappadocia, sketches of underground tunnels, artefact photos, and a magnifying glass]
 
 All the evidence is on the table. The Hittites, the Phrygians, the Christians, the Byzantines — they all left their mark. But who deserves the credit?
 



 Evidence Card

 The Construction Layers

 The upper levels show rough, irregular Bronze Age carving. The deeper levels show smooth, precise Iron Age or later techniques. The Christian sections contain crosses and Greek inscriptions. Each layer tells a different story.

 Conclusion: Derinkuyu was not built by one civilisation. It was built by many, each adding to what came before.




Some people say the Phrygians "built" Derinkuyu because they did the first major construction. Others say it belongs to the Christians who made it deep enough to shelter thousands. Some say it belongs to everyone who ever carved a room into that rock.



 Detective Challenge

 If a building is started by one group, expanded by a second, and perfected by a third — who built it? Is it the person who laid the first stone? The person who made it useful? Or the person who made it extraordinary?




And then there is the bigger question — the one that matters beyond Derinkuyu itself.


Over two hundred underground cities have been found in Cappadocia. Only six have been excavated. Ninety per cent of Derinkuyu itself remains unexplored. In 2014, workers found an even larger underground city nearby that may dwarf Derinkuyu entirely.


We are not at the end of this story. We are barely at the beginning.


You have the same evidence the archaeologists have. You know what the Hittites left behind. You know what the Phrygians were capable of. You know why the Christians needed to hide. And you know that the people who could have told us the full truth were forced to leave in 1923, taking their knowledge with them forever.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Who truly built Derinkuyu — and when a mystery has been carved into by so many hands over so many centuries, is it even possible to give a single answer?



 

About This Book

 The Underground City is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •

 
OEBPS/cover.jpg
The Underground
City

Someone Carveda City 60 :Metres Underground

BASED ON"REAL EVENTS





OEBPS/images/a-detectives-desk-with-a-map-of-cappadocia-sketches-of-under.jpeg
TURKEY

e

‘_*</






OEBPS/images/an-ancient-phrygian-rock-cut-facade-carved-into-a-cliff-face.jpeg





OEBPS/images/a-close-up-of-carved-rock-walls-showing-different-constructi.jpeg





OEBPS/images/a-group-of-families-carrying-belongings-walking-away-from-a-.jpeg





OEBPS/images/an-archaeologist-examining-carved-rock-walls-with-a-bright-h.jpeg





OEBPS/images/the-fairy-chimney-landscape-of-cappadocia-with-tall-cone-sha.jpeg





OEBPS/images/a-man-holding-a-lantern-peering-into-a-narrow-rock-tunnel-re.jpeg





OEBPS/images/a-massive-circular-stone-door-blocking-an-underground-passag.jpeg
o





OEBPS/images/a-cross-section-illustration-showing-the-multiple-undergroun.jpeg





