
p
ETER Frankopan might just be the only man that can 
look suave while sitting underneath a papier mâché 
reconstruction of a zebra’s backside. Flanked by heavy 
wood – and his even heavier new book – he beams down 

the camera lens. 

“Well these little details are all part of playing with the tradition 
of those grand country houses where the hunting trophies used 
to hang all over the walls,” he says. “Except, instead of deer and 
foxes, we’ve got penguins coming through wood panels and a 
Gloucestershire Old Spot pig, (of course), above the fireplace. I 
guess we wanted to look at that historical way of doing things 
and reinterpret it somehow.” 

Looking at long-established historical norms with new eyes 
is pretty much Frankopan’s raison d’être. Descendant from an 
ancient Croatian family and an Oxford historian and research 
fellow, when he’s not saving unfortunate wild animals from 
death-by-taxidermy, he’s inspiring young minds to look more 
questioningly at the past.

“History is about deep exchange between people, and about 
how ideas, commodities, goods and attitudes changed – that’s as 
interesting to me as working out what Hitler or Stalin thought,” 
he says.

As you would then expect from a man who likes to take a 
different view of things, his latest book – The Silk Roads: A New 
History of the World – asks us to re-examine our relationship 
with the East, arguing that the axis of power no longer lies in 
the West and says that we must now rethink our idea of ‘world’ 
history. 

“We have such a blinkered view of what history means. When 
we talk about history we talk about Western Europe and the rise 
of the West. And yet the vast majority of world’s population are 
in India, China, Russia and the Arabic-speaking world. There 
are literally billions of people in this part of the world, and we 
don’t know anything about them or their history. We can name 
a German composer, an Italian painter, an English playwright, 
and yet, 600 years ago, the global centres of learning were not 
even Oxford or Cambridge, they were places we now can’t 
pronounce or place on a map – Isfahan, Kabul, Herat – that’s 
where the axis of culture and religion flourished.”

Peter says that when we look at history differently, events take 
on a whole new meaning. What does 1066 really mean to a 
teenage in Shanghai, for instance? And what does the First 
World War mean if you’re not talking about the Somme and 
trench warfare? 

“What does it mean to India, Iran, Persia? If you consider their 
place in it, you get an entirely different perspective,” he argues. 
“What I want to say in the book is that the story we are used to 
telling about the rise of the West, it just is not the whole story. 
And, maybe, it’s actually quite wrong.” 

He continues: “I think there is a point where you need to look 
at evidence and base your conclusions on fact, rather than on a 
gut feeling. Policymakers and politicians today are informed by 
emotional reactions to what they think Putin might be about, 
or what Islam really is, or what they think China ‘might be up 
to’, without having any basis in actual fact,” he explains. “One of 
our obligations as historians is to write in order to inform those 
people who make decisions; so that things like foreign policy 
can be based on real information.”

He’s not the only one to think that world leaders need to shift 
their perspective. A day after the book comes out in hardback, 
social media commentary has already noted the important link 
between this reconsidered past and our uncertain future: “Hope 
@fhollande @David_Cameron and @RegSprecher are currently 
reading @peterfrankopan Silk Roads under a tree,” writes French 

journalist Jean-Paul Mulot, while scholar Jonathan Bate calls it 
a, “brilliant rebalancing of East/West history”. So are we too 
late? “No. It’s never too late for knowledge and introspection,” 
says Peter, who feels passionately that a lot of the answers to 
the questions we are facing in today’s world lie in being better 
informed about the past. He reiterates this idea later when we 
talk about how he sees the future unfolding. Is he fearful of 
what is to come? His answer is refreshingly pragmatic. 

“No. I’m not a fearful person. Fear for me is an emotional 
reaction to things you don’t understand – life is about trying 
to solve what the problem is, to learn more so you understand 
more.

“The single best thing I was brought up with was to have 
curiosity. That’s always been part of our family life. Asking 
questions is what we’ve enjoyed doing – whether it’s about 
running hotels or the state of Iran in the 21st century. Having a 
chance to stand back a bit and ask those questions is important. 
I think if the book does something good it will be that people 
read it and find things that are new, and see things they haven’t 
thought of in that way before.”

Information, then, is crucial. And, it seems, this is something 
Peter has taken throughout his life. Even when setting up his 
first hotel, both he and his wife, Jessica, spent nearly a year 
effectively going back to school to learn about the hospitality 
industry. (A refreshing approach when you consider how many 
hapless entrepreneurs launch into the hotel industry, sure that a 
few years of luxury travel is all the experience they need).

And, it seems, even in the world of hotels, the link between the 
past and the future has informed their lives. “We always wanted 
the hotel to be in the middle of the Cotswolds, my wife’s 
grandparents lived here for many years and we wouldn’t really 
have wanted to do it anywhere else.  It’s a very special place to 
us. I’m so proud of the design-led aspect we have here. In many 
ways, despite the ancient building, it is very modern. When it 
was built in 1840, the architect wanted it to be very much of its 
time, with all the mod-cons. And we have that now. This is what 
21st century living is, even in an old building.” 

As the Cotswolds has boomed, so too has the hotel. A real local 
fixture, never more so than when it works with the Cheltenham 
Jazz and Literary festivals. “I do feel like I’m a boy coming home 
by going to the Literature Festival to talk this year – it feels like 
all the time, energy and investment we spend here at Cowley is 
coming full circle.”

So, with the book now finished, life is looking a little calmer 
perhaps? “It feels strange,” says Peter. “It’s been about 25 years 
in the making, and has been like having another child. I’ve been 
virtually sleeping with it under my pillow . . . so there’s a real 
feeling of release when you finish it.” 

He smiles and looks down at the striking blue and white cover. 
“I only got my hands on a copy yesterday – I am very proud 
of it. It’s an ambitious book to write, and it was designed to 
provoke ideas. ” He is right to be proud. It takes a considerable 
leap of faith to tackle a subject as vast – and seemingly infinite 
– as an entire history of the world; and, not only that, but then 
to challenge those established norms so profoundly. What will 
the future he has written about look like? Only time will tell. 
And when it does, let’s hope there’s someone as open-minded 
as Peter around to see it with eyes anew.
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