Bronze Age Collapse and Iron Age trade
For reasons that are still not fully understood, there was widespread crisis in western Eurasia culminating around 1200 BCE, an event known to archaeology as the Late Bronze Age Collpase. 

Major powers such as Babylon / Mesopotamia and Egypt / the Nile Valley lost centralised control. As this also implies irrigation control, it also meant famine, which in turn led to social order breaking down. This sequence of events coincided with repeated waves of large scale migration, from indeterminate areas to the north and east, as well as from desert margins towards irrigated land and cities.

The migrants were sometimes peaceful, sometimes not. Battles occurred in the Nile Delta to repel ‘sea people’, over the reign of three pharaohs ie not a one-off event. Descriptions from Mesopotamia have nomadic encampments surrounding cities, making the urban population fearful. In Babylon a great mudbrick wall was built between the Euphrates and Tigris, to try and repel incomers known as ‘Medes’ (‘The Median wall’).

These times included the destruction of some large cities in the Fertile Crescent, in certain excavated cases with evidence of widespread burning. In the core of the Tigris-Euphrates, cities such as Babylon that were sacked soon recovered, being built bigger and better. This implies that the source of wealth they relied on – their farmland and their trade routes – soon recovered from whatever caused the crisis.

Other cities in the Fertile Crescent were abandoned and never repopulated, the clearest example being Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra), where the entire settlement burned down and was destroyed. 
This is broadly also a time when the cities of the Indus Valley went into decline. Work needs to be done to establish whether any link can be made with the crisis in the areas to their west, but it’s clear that the ‘supply chain’ settlements along the desert Oases of Iran were abandoned, some permanently.

Evidence of destruction went further afield. Wealthy societies had emerged across Anatolia, the islands of the Mediterranean and Aegean, and southern Balkan Peninsula / Greece. These societies depended on trade with the major powers for their own wealth, but unlike those higher up the supply chain, they did not possess large armies, nor were they defended by deserts or distance from waves of attackers, and so their cities suffered attacks and destruction. Most were not resettled.
At the end of this time of crisis, Egypt resumed being a very wealthy country with a centralised government, but its ruling families were all henceforward not Egyptian, but drawn from a series of foreigners – Assyrian, Persian, Greek, Roman. Mesopotamia went through a rapid series of regime changes, with Persia taking control from the 500s. 

Two new groups emerged in the eastern Mediterranean: the Greeks and the Phoenicians. Both had existed in the area for some time previously but their sense of independent identity flourished after 800 BCE. Both came to excel at maritime trade.
This time of change also saw the introduction and diffusion of long swords, horse and chariot use, and smelted iron especially for weapons. Iron smelting needs large amounts of charcoal or coal. In western Eurasia, societies such as Egypt did not produce or consume iron in quantity due to their relative lack of timber, whereas societies in timber-rich areas of Europe were able to adopt its use readily.

The wreck of the Uluburun ship, found off Bodrum in 1987, shows a snapshot of wealthy society at around 1300 BCE. This 15m vessel, built of Lebanese cedar, was crammed with trade goods, from amphorae of Levantine wine and resins, to fresh fruits, to jewellery, plus enough copper and tin ingots to equip an army with weapons and armour.

It is not known who owned the Uluburun ship but all the indications are the traditional maritime traders of the coast of the Levant – in other words, Phoenicians.

