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    The Story of Mankind invites readers to see human history as a continuous journey shaped by curiosity, conflict, invention, exchange, and the enduring desire to understand our place within a constantly changing world.

Written by Hendrik Willem van Loon and first published in 1921, this work stands at the crossroads of popular history and literature for young readers, presenting a global panorama rather than a regional chronicle. Van Loon, who illustrated the volume himself, assembled maps and drawings to accompany a sweeping narrative that moves from prehistory to the early twentieth century. The book’s publication in the immediate aftermath of the First World War shaped its outlook, and in 1922 it received the inaugural Newbery Medal, marking a significant moment in English-language children’s nonfiction. Its stage is the world, its cast the societies and ideas that have carried humanity forward.

At its core, the book offers a single-volume tour of human development, arranged chronologically and written in a conversational, essayistic voice that speaks directly to the general reader. Van Loon’s approach favors clarity over exhaustive citation, condensing complex transitions into vivid, connected episodes designed to invite curiosity rather than settle every debate. The tone is brisk, humane, and occasionally opinionated, and the pacing alternates between broad surveys and focused explanations of turning points. Illustrations and simple maps punctuate the narrative, helping situate movements of peoples, the growth of cities, and the spread of ideas. The result feels like a guided walk through a vast museum of time.

Several themes structure the book’s long arc: the continuity of human problem‑solving, the transmission of knowledge across cultures, and the tension between power and principle in public life. Van Loon emphasizes exploration, trade, and communication as engines of change, while acknowledging the costs of conquest and war. He returns to the civilizing force of education and law, the fragility of tolerance, and the way technologies reshape daily existence as much as grand politics. Though compact, the narrative suggests that progress is neither linear nor guaranteed; it is assembled from experiments, failures, and renewals that connect distant places and eras through shared needs and discoveries.

Read today, the book offers both an engaging synthesis and a window into the perspectives of its time, prompting useful reflection on how histories are framed. Its clear structure and accessible prose can orient newcomers to the broad sweep of events, while its early twentieth‑century vantage encourages readers to compare older interpretations with current scholarship. The distinction is instructive rather than limiting, inviting conversation about bias, emphasis, and the evolution of historical understanding. Its recognition by the Newbery Medal helped establish a place for ambitious nonfiction in children’s literature, underscoring the value of presenting big ideas in language that welcomes young and adult audiences alike.

As a reading experience, The Story of Mankind models curiosity: it pauses to ask why institutions form, how ideas travel, and what circumstances allow certain changes to take hold. Because it compresses vast material into a single narrative, it rewards a reflective pace, with opportunities to pause, map connections, and pursue topics beyond its pages. Families, students, and general readers can use it as a springboard for further exploration, pairing chapters with timelines, atlases, and contemporary sources. The author’s judgments, characteristic of his era, are presented plainly, making it possible to learn from the narrative while also practicing critical, comparative reading.

Approached in this spirit, van Loon’s survey becomes more than a catalogue of events; it is an invitation to consider the patterns that link human communities across continents and centuries. Its panoramic reach, plainspoken explanations, and illustrative aids support a sense of historical continuity without losing sight of local detail. By tracing how people adapt, cooperate, and contend with one another, it encourages readers to see themselves as participants in an unfinished story. The book’s enduring appeal lies in that balance of scope and immediacy, which turns a daunting subject into a compelling journey and leaves curiosity as the abiding guide.
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    The Story of Mankind presents a sweeping narrative of human history, beginning with the formation of the earth and the long ages before people appeared. It explains geological change, climate, and the emergence of life, then follows early humans as they learned to use tools, control fire, and develop speech. Through migration and cooperation, small bands became communities. The account emphasizes adaptation to environment, the accumulation of skills, and the gradual creation of customs and simple rules. By introducing history as the record of shared problem-solving, the opening prepares readers for later developments in settlement, technology, and social organization across continents.

With the advent of agriculture, scattered groups settled near reliable water and began to raise crops and animals. Villages grew into cities along the Nile and the Tigris–Euphrates, where writing, measurement, and administration took root. The narrative outlines Sumerian innovations, Egyptian statecraft and monuments, codes of law such as Hammurabi’s, and expanding trade networks. Phoenician sailors spread an alphabet that simplified record‑keeping and exchange. The Hebrews contributed enduring ideas of ethical monotheism and a written tradition. Through these river civilizations, the book shows how surplus, specialization, and organized authority fostered urban life, wider contact, and the first durable frameworks for government and belief.

Around the Aegean, seafaring cultures connected older traditions to new experiments in citizenship and inquiry. The story moves from Minoan and Mycenaean beginnings to Greek city‑states, whose rivalries and alliances shaped politics and war. Athens developed a form of democracy and fostered drama, history, and philosophy, while Sparta exemplified discipline and military organization. Conflicts with Persia tested the cities and encouraged cooperation. The narrative highlights thinkers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, and the spread of Hellenic culture under Alexander, whose conquests opened routes for exchange of ideas. Libraries, scientific curiosity, and cosmopolitan centers extended Greek influence far beyond the Mediterranean.

Rome absorbed and reorganized the Mediterranean world, first as a republic governed by law and citizen assemblies, then as an empire under emperors. Roads, engineering, and military discipline secured vast territories and encouraged commerce and urban life. The book describes the Punic Wars, expansion, social strains, and civil conflicts that culminated in Augustus and the Pax Romana. Roman law, administration, and the Latin tongue provided a lasting framework. Amid this order, Christianity arose, spread through cities and roads, and gradually gained official support. Pressures at the frontiers, internal divisions, and administrative burdens weakened the western empire, while the east endured.

After the western empire’s collapse, Europe fragmented, but older centers persisted in Byzantium, and a new religious and cultural power emerged with Islam. The narrative follows trade, scholarship, and administrative models passing among regions. In western Europe, feudal ties organized land and service, monasteries preserved learning, and the church unified belief and practice. Charlemagne’s realm briefly knit territories together. Later, population growth revived towns, guilds, and long‑distance commerce. Universities arose, and scholastic debate sought to reconcile faith and reason. Crusades reflected religious zeal and economic ambition, linking Europe with the eastern Mediterranean and accelerating exchanges of goods, techniques, and ideas.

Plagues and social turmoil altered medieval structures, while new tools of knowledge and navigation reshaped horizons. The Renaissance renewed interest in classical learning and celebrated human capacities in art, letters, and science. Movable‑type printing spread texts rapidly, strengthening vernacular literature and debate. States consolidated authority and financed exploration, leading to Atlantic voyages that connected continents and transformed economies. The Reformation challenged church practices and doctrine; the Counter‑Reformation reasserted discipline. Wars of religion unsettled Europe but also prompted discussions of tolerance and sovereignty. The book emphasizes how expanded communication and competition encouraged experimentation in governance, commerce, mapping, and scientific observation.

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw systematic inquiry refine natural philosophy into modern science. Astronomers and experimenters recast models of motion and the cosmos, while mathematicians unified principles. Political institutions shifted as constitutional struggles in England contrasted with continental absolutism. The Enlightenment gathered reformist critiques, championing reason, education, and legal equality. Overseas trade grew, and colonial societies matured. Revolutions in America and France asserted popular sovereignty and rights, spread new symbols and laws, and stirred resistance and reaction. Napoleon reorganized parts of Europe and exported codes before defeat. The Congress of Vienna sought a balance of power and stability.

In the nineteenth century, industrialization transformed production, transport, and daily life. Steam engines, factories, railways, and telegraphs enlarged markets and accelerated movement of people and ideas. Urbanization and new social classes prompted reform, labor organization, and debates over liberalism, conservatism, and emerging socialist thought. Nationalism reconfigured politics, leading to revolutions and the unifications of Italy and Germany. Scientific advances, including evolutionary theory, reshaped views of nature and humanity. Expanding education and literacy altered public life. European powers and others extended imperial rule, integrating distant regions into global economies and provoking resistance, exchange, and uneven development across continents.

Entering the twentieth century, industrial competition, nationalism, and alliance systems heightened tensions that led to global war. The conflict’s scale and technologies brought widespread destruction and political upheaval. Peace settlements redrew borders and established the League of Nations to arbitrate disputes, reflecting hopes for cooperative security. The book closes by stressing that history records accumulated effort—tools, laws, sciences, and institutions—built to secure greater freedom and welfare. It presents progress as neither automatic nor guaranteed, but dependent on informed citizenship, tolerance, and responsibility. The concluding message urges future generations to use knowledge wisely to protect peace and broaden human opportunity.
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    Composed and first published in New York in 1921 by Boni & Liveright, The Story of Mankind reflects a transatlantic, post–World War I vantage point. Hendrik Willem Van Loon, a Dutch-born historian who emigrated to the United States in 1902, wrote amid debates about the League of Nations, disarmament, and progressive education. The Netherlands’ neutrality during 1914–1918 and American idealism under Woodrow Wilson inform the work’s humanist tone. Intended for young readers, it became the inaugural Newbery Medal winner in 1922, signaling the era’s commitment to civic pedagogy. Its setting is thus both global and pedagogical: a panoramic classroom of history crafted in the aftermath of catastrophe and directed toward democratic citizenship.

The book opens with prehistory and the Neolithic Revolution (c. 10,000–3000 BCE), when agriculture in the Fertile Crescent and beyond fostered settled communities, surplus production, and social hierarchies. Mesopotamian city-states such as Uruk and Ur developed cuneiform writing; the Code of Hammurabi (c. 1754 BCE) in Babylon codified law. In Egypt, Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms organized centralized authority along the Nile, leaving monumental architecture and hieroglyphic records. Van Loon foregrounds these developments as the structural foundations of "civilization": writing, law, and urban life. His narrative translates archaeological and early textual evidence into accessible categories—food, shelter, order—connecting remote epochs to the civic habits he seeks to cultivate in modern readers.

Classical antiquity anchors the book’s civic and legal ideals. In fifth-century BCE Athens, democracy matured after the Persian Wars (490–479 BCE), with Pericles, tragedy, and philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle shaping political thought. Alexander the Great (336–323 BCE) spread Hellenic culture across the Near East. Rome transitioned from Republic (509–27 BCE) to Empire under Augustus (27 BCE–14 CE), establishing the Pax Romana, Roman law, and infrastructure from Gaul to Judea. Christianity’s legalization by Constantine’s Edict of Milan (313) and institutionalization after Nicaea (325) reframed imperial identity. Van Loon uses Greece to model participatory citizenship and Rome to highlight law, engineering, and imperial limits, illustrating both the promise and perils of state power.

The European Middle Ages are surveyed through feudal institutions, the Church’s unifying role, and exchange across Afro-Eurasia. The Crusades (1096–1291) connected Latin Christendom with the Eastern Mediterranean, while medieval universities (Bologna, Paris, Oxford) and scholasticism nurtured inquiry. The Black Death (1347–1351) killed perhaps one-third of Europe’s population, accelerating social and economic change. Urban revival and trade leagues, such as the Hanseatic League, reoriented power. Van Loon’s treatment underscores how order and dogma coexisted with adaptability and learning. His description often critiques intolerance and sectarian violence while acknowledging the period’s institutional continuity, positioning the Middle Ages as a crucible where Europe’s later scientific and commercial transformations were quietly prepared.

The Renaissance and Reformation (15th–16th centuries) reconfigured learning, piety, and politics. Humanists like Erasmus of Rotterdam (1516 Greek New Testament) championed ad fontes study, while Martin Luther’s 95 Theses (1517) set off religious fracture across the Holy Roman Empire and beyond. The Dutch Revolt (1568–1648) culminated in the Dutch Republic and the Peace of Westphalia (1648), inaugurating a European state system. Amsterdam’s ascent during the Dutch Golden Age linked finance, trade, and toleration. Van Loon, a Rotterdam native, highlights Erasmus and the Low Countries as exemplars of civic humanism and pluralism. He frames the Reformation’s conflicts as cautionary tales about dogmatism, while admiring the institutional innovations—republicanism, markets, religious latitude—that shaped modern public life.

Global expansion reshaped the early modern world. Columbus reached the Caribbean in 1492; Vasco da Gama sailed to India in 1498; and Magellan’s expedition (1519–1522) completed the first circumnavigation. The Dutch East India Company (VOC), chartered in 1602, established Batavia (Jakarta) in 1619, institutionalizing corporate empire. The Columbian Exchange transformed diets and ecologies, while the transatlantic slave trade forcibly moved an estimated 12.5 million Africans between the 16th and 19th centuries. Van Loon integrates these events to show the costs and connectivity of globalization: scientific navigation and commerce alongside coercion and conquest. His narrative emphasizes maritime ingenuity and market institutions yet condemns cruelty, using concrete routes and dates to teach the moral complexity of expansion.

The Scientific Revolution and Enlightenment reframed authority and rights, culminating in political revolutions and industrial capitalism—the cluster of events that most decisively shaped Van Loon’s outlook. Copernicus (1543) placed the sun at the center; Galileo’s observations and 1633 trial dramatized conflict with ecclesiastical power; Newton’s Principia (1687) provided universal laws. Enlightenment thinkers—Descartes (1637), Locke (1689), Montesquieu (1748), and the Encyclopédistes (1751–1772)—argued for reason, separation of powers, and toleration. Their ideas informed the American Revolution (1775–1783; Declaration of Independence, 1776; Constitution, 1787) and the French Revolution (1789–1799), followed by the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) and the Congress of Vienna (1815). Industrialization began in Britain: the spinning jenny (1764), Watt’s steam engine (patent 1769), and the Liverpool–Manchester Railway (1830) propelled urbanization, factory labor, and new social classes. Nationalist projects unified Italy (1861) and Germany (1871), while imperial rivalries intensified during the Berlin Conference (1884–1885) and the Scramble for Africa, leading to conflicts like the Second Boer War (1899–1902). These trajectories converged in the First World War (1914–1918), which killed more than 17 million people, toppled empires (Habsburg, Romanov, Ottoman), and sparked the Russian Revolutions (February and October 1917). The Treaty of Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919; the League of Nations convened in 1920 at Geneva, though the United States did not join. Van Loon wrote in 1921, interpreting the scientific-humanist tradition as a remedy for mechanized slaughter and irrational nationalism. He links steam and steel to unprecedented power, insisting that law, education, and international cooperation must harness technology to human ends, and he ends his history urging readers toward peaceable, informed global citizenship.

The book functions as a social and political critique by contrasting the constructive arc of human ingenuity with the destructiveness of intolerance, chauvinism, and war. Van Loon denounces militarism and aggressive nationalism laid bare by 1914–1918, advocates international institutions like the League of Nations (1920), and champions secular education as a civic bulwark. He exposes inequities of the factory system, religious persecution from the Reformation’s wars, and colonial exploitation tied to overseas empires. By elevating Erasmus-like humanism, constitutionalism, and scientific inquiry, he interrogates power without resorting to dogma. The work thus critiques class divisions, imperial violence, and authoritarian impulses while proposing cooperation, law, and knowledge as the era’s necessary correctives.
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For Hansje and Willem:

When I was twelve or thirteen years old, an uncle of mine who gave me my love for books and pictures promised to take me upon a memorable expedition. I was to go with him to the top of the tower of Old Saint Lawrence in Rotterdam.

And so, one fine day, a sexton with a key as large as that of Saint Peter opened a mysterious door. “Ring the bell,” he said, “when you come back and want to get out,” and with a great grinding of rusty old hinges he separated us from the noise of the busy street and locked us into a world of new and strange experiences.

For the first time in my life I was confronted by the phenomenon of audible silence. When we had climbed the first flight of stairs, I added another discovery to my limited knowledge of natural phenomena—that of tangible darkness. A match showed us where the upward road continued. We went to the next floor and then to the next and the next until I had lost count and then there came still another floor, and suddenly we had plenty of light. This floor was on an even height with the roof of the church, and it was used as a storeroom. Covered with many inches of dust, there lay the abandoned symbols of a venerable faith which had been discarded by the good people of the city many years ago. That which had meant life and death to our ancestors was here reduced to junk and rubbish. The industrious rat had built his nest among the carved images and the ever watchful spider had opened up shop between the outspread arms of a kindly saint.

The next floor showed us from where we had derived our light. Enormous open windows with heavy iron bars made the high and barren room the roosting place of hundreds of pigeons. The wind blew through the iron bars and the air was filled with a weird and pleasing music. It was the noise of the town below us, but a noise which had been purified and cleansed by the distance. The rumbling of heavy carts and the clinking of horses’ hoofs, the winding of cranes and pulleys, the hissing sound of the patient steam which had been set to do the work of man in a thousand different ways—they had all been blended into a softly rustling whisper which provided a beautiful background for the trembling cooing of the pigeons.

Here the stairs came to an end and the ladders began. And after the first ladder (a slippery old thing which made one feel his way with a cautious foot) there was a new and even greater wonder, the town-clock. I saw the heart of time. I could hear the heavy pulsebeats of the rapid seconds—one—two—three—up to sixty. Then a sudden quivering noise when all the wheels seemed to stop and another minute had been chopped off eternity. Without pause it began again—one—two—three—until at last after a warning rumble and the scraping of many wheels a thunderous voice, high above us, told the world that it was the hour of noon.

On the next floor were the bells. The nice little bells and their terrible sisters. In the centre the big bell, which made me turn stiff with fright when I heard it in the middle of the night telling a story of fire or flood. In solitary grandeur it seemed to reflect upon those six hundred years during which it had shared the joys and the sorrows of the good people of Rotterdam. Around it, neatly arranged like the blue jars in an old-fashioned apothecary shop, hung the little fellows, who twice each week played a merry tune for the benefit of the country-folk who had come to market to buy and sell and hear what the big world had been doing. But in a corner—all alone and shunned by the others—a big black bell, silent and stern, the bell of death.

Then darkness once more and other ladders, steeper and even more dangerous than those we had climbed before, and suddenly the fresh air of the wide heavens. We had reached the highest gallery. Above us the sky. Below us the city—a little toy-town, where busy ants were hastily crawling hither and thither, each one intent upon his or her particular business, and beyond the jumble of stones, the wide greenness of the open country.

It was my first glimpse of the big world.

Since then, whenever I have had the opportunity, I have gone to the top of the tower and enjoyed myself. It was hard work, but it repaid in full the mere physical exertion of climbing a few stairs.

Besides, I knew what my reward would be. I would see the land and the sky, and I would listen to the stories of my kind friend the watchman, who lived in a small shack, built in a sheltered corner of the gallery. He looked after the clock and was a father to the bells, and he warned of fires, but he enjoyed many free hours and then he smoked a pipe and thought his own peaceful thoughts. He had gone to school almost fifty years before and he had rarely read a book, but he had lived on the top of his tower for so many years that he had absorbed the wisdom of that wide world which surrounded him on all sides.

History he knew well, for it was a living thing with him. “There,” he would say, pointing to a bend of the river, “there, my boy, do you see those trees? That is where the Prince of Orange[1] cut the dikes to drown the land and save Leyden.” Or he would tell me the tale of the old Meuse, until the broad river ceased to be a convenient harbour and became a wonderful highroad, carrying the ships of De Ruyter and Tromp upon that famous last voyage, when they gave their lives that the sea might be free to all.

Then there were the little villages, clustering around the protecting church which once, many years ago, had been the home of their Patron Saints. In the distance we could see the leaning tower of Delft. Within sight of its high arches, William the Silent had been murdered and there Grotius had learned to construe his first Latin sentences. And still further away, the long low body of the church of Gouda, the early home of the man whose wit had proved mightier than the armies of many an emperor, the charity-boy whom the world came to know as Erasmus.

Finally the silver line of the endless sea and as a contrast, immediately below us, the patchwork of roofs and chimneys and houses and gardens and hospitals and schools and railways, which we called our home. But the tower showed us the old home in a new light. The confused commotion of the streets and the market-place, of the factories and the workshop, became the well-ordered expression of human energy and purpose. Best of all, the wide view of the glorious past, which surrounded us on all sides, gave us new courage to face the problems of the future when we had gone back to our daily tasks.

History is the mighty Tower of Experience, which Time has built amidst the endless fields of bygone ages. It is no easy task to reach the top of this ancient structure and get the benefit of the full view. There is no elevator, but young feet are strong and it can be done.

Here I give you the key that will open the door.

When you return, you too will understand the reason for my enthusiasm.

Hendrik Willem van Loon.
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THE STORY OF MANKIND


 [image: Mountain]

High up in the North in the land called Svithjod[2], there stands a rock. It is a hundred miles high and a hundred miles wide. Once every thousand years a little bird comes to this rock to sharpen its beak.

When the rock has thus been worn away, then a single day of eternity will have gone by.

THE SETTING OF THE STAGE
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We live under the shadow of a gigantic question mark.

Who are we?

Where do we come from?

Whither are we bound?

Slowly, but with persistent courage, we have been pushing this question mark further and further towards that distant line, beyond the horizon, where we hope to find our answer.

We have not gone very far.

We still know very little but we have reached the point where (with a fair degree of accuracy) we can guess at many things.

In this chapter I shall tell you how (according to our best belief) the stage was set for the first appearance of man.

If we represent the time during which it has been possible for animal life to exist upon our planet by a line of this length, then the tiny line just below indicates the age during which man (or a creature more or less resembling man) has lived upon this earth.

 [image: ]

Man was the last to come but the first to use his brain for the purpose of conquering the forces of nature. That is the reason why we are going to study him, rather than cats or dogs or horses or any of the other animals, who, all in their own way, have a very interesting historical development behind them.

 [image: ]

IT RAINED INCESSANTLY





In the beginning, the planet upon which we live was (as far as we now know) a large ball of flaming matter, a tiny cloud of smoke in the endless ocean of space. Gradually, in the course of millions of years, the surface burned itself out, and was covered with a thin layer of rocks. Upon these lifeless rocks the rain descended in endless torrents, wearing out the hard granite and carrying the dust to the valleys that lay hidden between the high cliffs of the steaming earth.

Finally the hour came when the sun broke through the clouds and saw how this little planet was covered with a few small puddles which were to develop into the mighty oceans of the eastern and western hemispheres.

Then one day the great wonder happened. What had been dead, gave birth to life.[1q]

The first living cell floated upon the waters of the sea.

For millions of years it drifted aimlessly with the currents. But during all that time it was developing certain habits that it might survive more easily upon the inhospitable earth. Some of these cells were happiest in the dark depths of the lakes and the pools. They took root in the slimy sediments which had been carried down from the tops of the hills and they became plants. Others preferred to move about and they grew strange jointed legs, like scorpions and began to crawl along the bottom of the sea amidst the plants and the pale green things that looked like jelly-fishes. Still others (covered with scales) depended upon a swimming motion to go from place to place in their search for food, and gradually they populated the ocean with myriads of fishes.

 [image: ]

THE ASCENT OF MAN
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Meanwhile the plants had increased in number and they had to search for new dwelling places. There was no more room for them at the bottom of the sea. Reluctantly they left the water and made a new home in the marshes and on the mud-banks that lay at the foot of the mountains. Twice a day the tides of the ocean covered them with their brine. For the rest of the time, the plants made the best of their uncomfortable situation and tried to survive in the thin air which surrounded the surface of the planet. After centuries of training, they learned how to live as comfortably in the air as they had done in the water. They increased in size and became shrubs and trees and at last they learned how to grow lovely flowers which attracted the attention of the busy big bumble-bees and the birds who carried the seeds far and wide until the whole earth had become covered with green pastures, or lay dark under the shadow of the big trees.

 [image: ]

THE PLANTS LEAVE THE SEA





But some of the fishes too had begun to leave the sea, and they had learned how to breathe with lungs as well as with gills. We call such creatures amphibious[3], which means that they are able to live with equal ease on the land and in the water. The first frog who crosses your path can tell you all about the pleasures of the double existence of the amphibian.

Once outside of the water, these animals gradually adapted themselves more and more to life on land. Some became reptiles (creatures who crawl like lizards) and they shared the silence of the forests with the insects. That they might move faster through the soft soil, they improved upon their legs and their size increased until the world was populated with gigantic forms (which the hand-books of biology list under the names of Ichthyosaurus and Megalosaurus and Brontosaurus) who grew to be thirty to forty feet long and who could have played with elephants as a full grown cat plays with her kittens.

Some of the members of this reptilian family began to live in the tops of the trees, which were then often more than a hundred feet high. They no longer needed their legs for the purpose of walking, but it was necessary for them to move quickly from branch to branch. And so they changed a part of their skin into a sort of parachute, which stretched between the sides of their bodies and the small toes of their fore-feet, and gradually they covered this skinny parachute with feathers and made their tails into a steering gear and flew from tree to tree and developed into true birds.



Then a strange thing happened. All the gigantic reptiles died within a short time. We do not know the reason. Perhaps it was due to a sudden change in climate. Perhaps they had grown so large that they could neither swim nor walk nor crawl, and they starved to death within sight but not within reach of the big ferns and trees. Whatever the cause, the million year old world-empire of the big reptiles was over.

The world now began to be occupied by very different creatures. They were the descendants of the reptiles but they were quite unlike these because they fed their young from the “mammæ[4]” or the breasts of the mother. Wherefore modern science calls these animals “mammals.” They had shed the scales of the fish. They did not adopt the feathers of the bird, but they covered their bodies with hair. The mammals however developed other habits which gave their race a great advantage over the other animals. The female of the species carried the eggs of the young inside her body until they were hatched and while all other living beings, up to that time, had left their children exposed to the dangers of cold and heat, and the attacks of wild beasts, the mammals kept their young with them for a long time and sheltered them while they were still too weak to fight their enemies. In this way the young mammals were given a much better chance to survive, because they learned many things from their mothers, as you will know if you have ever watched a cat teaching her kittens to take care of themselves and how to wash their faces and how to catch mice.

But of these mammals I need not tell you much for you know them well. They surround you on all sides. They are your daily companions in the streets and in your home, and you can see your less familiar cousins behind the bars of the zoological garden.

And now we come to the parting of the ways when man suddenly leaves the endless procession of dumbly living and dying creatures and begins to use his reason to shape the destiny of his race.

One mammal in particular seemed to surpass all others in its ability to find food and shelter. It had learned to use its fore-feet for the purpose of holding its prey, and by dint of practice it had developed a hand-like claw. After innumerable attempts it had learned how to balance the whole of the body upon the hind legs. (This is a difficult act, which every child has to learn anew although the human race has been doing it for over a million years.)

This creature, half ape and half monkey but superior to both, became the most successful hunter and could make a living in every clime. For greater safety, it usually moved about in groups. It learned how to make strange grunts to warn its young of approaching danger and after many hundreds of thousands of years it began to use these throaty noises for the purpose of talking.

This creature, though you may hardly believe it, was your first “man-like” ancestor.

OUR EARLIEST ANCESTORS
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We know very little about the first “true” men. We have never seen their pictures. In the deepest layer of clay of an ancient soil we have sometimes found pieces of their bones. These lay buried amidst the broken skeletons of other animals that have long since disappeared from the face of the earth. Anthropologists (learned scientists who devote their lives to the study of man as a member of the animal kingdom) have taken these bones and they have been able to reconstruct our earliest ancestors with a fair degree of accuracy.

 [image: ]

THE GROWTH OF THE HUMAN SKULL





The great-great-grandfather of the human race was a very ugly and unattractive mammal. He was quite small, much smaller than the people of today. The heat of the sun and the biting wind of the cold winter had coloured his skin a dark brown. His head and most of his body, his arms and legs too, were covered with long, coarse hair. He had very thin but strong fingers which made his hands look like those of a monkey. His forehead was low and his jaw was like the jaw of a wild animal which uses its teeth both as fork and knife. He wore no clothes. He had seen no fire except the flames of the rumbling volcanoes which filled the earth with their smoke and their lava.

He lived in the damp blackness of vast forests, as the pygmies of Africa do to this very day. When he felt the pangs of hunger he ate raw leaves and the roots of plants or he took the eggs away from an angry bird and fed them to his own young. Once in a while, after a long and patient chase, he would catch a sparrow or a small wild dog or perhaps a rabbit. These he would eat raw for he had never discovered that food tasted better when it was cooked.

During the hours of day, this primitive human being prowled about looking for things to eat.

When night descended upon the earth, he hid his wife and his children in a hollow tree or behind some heavy boulders, for he was surrounded on all sides by ferocious animals and when it was dark these animals began to prowl about, looking for something to eat for their mates and their own young, and they liked the taste of human beings. It was a world where you must either eat or be eaten, and life was very unhappy because it was full of fear and misery.

In summer, man was exposed to the scorching rays of the sun, and during the winter his children would freeze to death in his arms. When such a creature hurt itself, (and hunting animals are forever breaking their bones or spraining their ankles) he had no one to take care of him and he must die a horrible death.

 [image: ]

PREHISTORY AND HISTORY
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Like many of the animals who fill the Zoo with their strange noises, early man liked to jabber. That is to say, he endlessly repeated the same unintelligible gibberish because it pleased him to hear the sound of his voice. In due time he learned that he could use this guttural noise[5] to warn his fellow beings whenever danger threatened and he gave certain little shrieks which came to mean “there is a tiger!” or “here come five elephants.” Then the others grunted something back at him and their growl meant, “I see them,” or “let us run away and hide.” And this was probably the origin of all language.

But, as I have said before, of these beginnings we know so very little. Early man had no tools and he built himself no houses. He lived and died and left no trace of his existence except a few collar-bones and a few pieces of his skull. These tell us that many thousands of years ago the world was inhabited by certain mammals who were quite different from all the other animals—who had probably developed from another unknown ape-like animal which had learned to walk on its hind-legs and use its fore-paws as hands—and who were most probably connected with the creatures who happen to be our own immediate ancestors.

It is little enough we know and the rest is darkness.



PREHISTORIC MAN
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PREHISTORIC MAN BEGINS TO MAKE THINGS FOR HIMSELF

Early man did not know what time meant. He kept no records of birthdays or wedding anniversaries or the hour of death. He had no idea of days or weeks or even years. But in a general way he kept track of the seasons for he had noticed that the cold winter was invariably followed by the mild spring—that spring grew into the hot summer when fruits ripened and the wild ears of corn were ready to be eaten and that summer ended when sudden gusts of wind swept the leaves from the trees and a number of animals were getting ready for the long hibernal sleep.

But now, something unusual and rather frightening had happened. Something was the matter with the weather. The warm days of summer had come very late. The fruits had not ripened. The tops of the mountains which used to be covered with grass now lay deeply hidden underneath a heavy burden of snow.

Then, one morning, a number of wild people, different from the other creatures who lived in that neighbourhood, came wandering down from the region of the high peaks. They looked lean and appeared to be starving. They uttered sounds which no one could understand. They seemed to say that they were hungry. There was not food enough for both the old inhabitants and the newcomers. When they tried to stay more than a few days there was a terrible battle with claw-like hands and feet and whole families were killed. The others fled back to their mountain slopes and died in the next blizzard.

But the people in the forest were greatly frightened. All the time the days grew shorter and the nights grew colder than they ought to have been.

Finally, in a gap between two high hills, there appeared a tiny speck of greenish ice. Rapidly it increased in size. A gigantic glacier came sliding downhill. Huge stones were being pushed into the valley. With the noise of a dozen thunderstorms torrents of ice and mud and blocks of granite suddenly tumbled among the people of the forest and killed them while they slept. Century old trees were crushed into kindling wood. And then it began to snow.

It snowed for months and months. All the plants died and the animals fled in search of the southern sun. Man hoisted his young upon his back and followed them. But he could not travel as fast as the wilder creatures and he was forced to choose between quick thinking or quick dying. He seems to have preferred the former for he has managed to survive the terrible glacial periods which upon four different occasions threatened to kill every human being on the face of the earth.

In the first place it was necessary that man clothe himself lest he freeze to death. He learned how to dig holes and cover them with branches and leaves and in these traps he caught bears and hyenas, which he then killed with heavy stones and whose skins he used as coats for himself and his family.

Next came the housing problem. This was simple. Many animals were in the habit of sleeping in dark caves. Man now followed their example, drove the animals out of their warm homes and claimed them for his own.

Even so, the climate was too severe for most people and the old and the young died at a terrible rate. Then a genius bethought himself of the use of fire. Once, while out hunting, he had been caught in a forest-fire. He remembered that he had been almost roasted to death by the flames. Thus far fire had been an enemy. Now it became a friend. A dead tree was dragged into the cave and lighted by means of smouldering branches from a burning wood. This turned the cave into a cozy little room.
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PREHISTORIC EUROPE
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And then one evening a dead chicken fell into the fire. It was not rescued until it had been well roasted. Man discovered that meat tasted better when cooked and he then and there discarded one of the old habits which he had shared with the other animals and began to prepare his food.

In this way thousands of years passed. Only the people with the cleverest brains survived. They had to struggle day and night against cold and hunger. They were forced to invent tools. They learned how to sharpen stones into axes and how to make hammers. They were obliged to put up large stores of food for the endless days of the winter and they found that clay could be made into bowls and jars and hardened in the rays of the sun. And so the glacial period, which had threatened to destroy the human race, became its greatest teacher because it forced man to use his brain.



HIEROGLYPHICS
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THE EGYPTIANS INVENT THE ART OF WRITING AND THE RECORD OF HISTORY BEGINS

These earliest ancestors of ours who lived in the great European wilderness were rapidly learning many new things. It is safe to say that in due course of time they would have given up the ways of savages and would have developed a civilisation of their own. But suddenly there came an end to their isolation. They were discovered.

A traveller from an unknown southland who had dared to cross the sea and the high mountain passes had found his way to the wild people of the European continent. He came from Africa. His home was in Egypt.

The valley of the Nile had developed a high stage of civilisation thousands of years before the people of the west had dreamed of the possibilities of a fork or a wheel or a house. And we shall therefore leave our great-great-grandfathers in their caves, while we visit the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean, where stood the earliest school of the human race.

The Egyptians have taught us many things. They were excellent farmers. They knew all about irrigation. They built temples which were afterwards copied by the Greeks and which served as the earliest models for the churches in which we worship nowadays. They had invented a calendar which proved such a useful instrument for the purpose of measuring time that it has survived with a few changes until today. But most important of all, the Egyptians had learned how to preserve speech for the benefit of future generations. They had invented the art of writing.

We are so accustomed to newspapers and books and magazines that we take it for granted that the world has always been able to read and write. As a matter of fact, writing, the most important of all inventions, is quite new. Without written documents we should be like cats and dogs, who can only teach their kittens and their puppies a few simple things and who, because they cannot write, possess no way in which they can make use of the experience of those generations of cats and dogs that have gone before.

In the first century before our era, when the Romans came to Egypt, they found the valley full of strange little pictures which seemed to have something to do with the history of the country. But the Romans were not interested in “anything foreign” and did not inquire into the origin of these queer figures which covered the walls of the temples and the walls of the palaces and endless reams of flat sheets made out of the papyrus reed. The last of the Egyptian priests who had understood the holy art of making such pictures had died several years before. Egypt deprived of its independence had become a store-house filled with important historical documents which no one could decipher and which were of no earthly use to either man or beast.

Seventeen centuries went by and Egypt remained a land of mystery. But in the year 1798 a French general by the name of Bonaparte happened to visit eastern Africa to prepare for an attack upon the British Indian Colonies. He did not get beyond the Nile, and his campaign was a failure. But, quite accidentally, the famous French expedition solved the problem of the ancient Egyptian picture-language.

One day a young French officer, much bored by the dreary life of his little fortress on the Rosetta river (a mouth of the Nile) decided to spend a few idle hours rummaging among the ruins of the Nile Delta. And behold! he found a stone which greatly puzzled him. Like everything else in Egypt it was covered with little figures. But this particular slab of black basalt was different from anything that had ever been discovered. It carried three inscriptions. One of these was in Greek. The Greek language was known. “All that is necessary,” so he reasoned, “is to compare the Greek text with the Egyptian figures, and they will at once tell their secrets.”

The plan sounded simple enough but it took more than twenty years to solve the riddle. In the year 1802 a French professor by the name of Champollion began to compare the Greek and the Egyptian texts of the famous Rosetta stone. In the year 1823 he announced that he had discovered the meaning of fourteen little figures. A short time later he died from overwork, but the main principles of Egyptian writing had become known. Today the story of the valley of the Nile is better known to us than the story of the Mississippi River. We possess a written record which covers four thousand years of chronicled history.

As the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics (the word means “sacred writing”) have played such a very great rôle in history, (a few of them in modified form have even found their way into our own alphabet,) you ought to know something about the ingenious system which was used fifty centuries ago to preserve the spoken word for the benefit of the coming generations.

Of course, you know what a sign language is. Every Indian story of our western plains has a chapter devoted to strange messages written in the form of little pictures which tell how many buffaloes were killed and how many hunters there were in a certain party. As a rule it is not difficult to understand the meaning of such messages.

Ancient Egyptian, however, was not a sign language. The clever people of the Nile had passed beyond that stage long before. Their pictures meant a great deal more than the object which they represented, as I shall try to explain to you now.

Suppose that you were Champollion, and that you were examining a stack of papyrus sheets, all covered with hieroglyphics. Suddenly you came across a picture of a man with a saw. “Very well,” you would say, “that means of course that a farmer went out to cut down a tree.” Then you take another papyrus. It tells the story of a queen who had died at the age of eighty-two. In the midst of a sentence appears the picture of the man with the saw. Queens of eighty-two do not handle saws. The picture therefore must mean something else. But what?

That is the riddle which the Frenchman finally solved. He discovered that the Egyptians were the first to use what we now call “phonetic writing”—a system of characters which reproduce the “sound” (or phone) of the spoken word and which make it possible for us to translate all our spoken words into a written form, with the help of only a few dots and dashes and pothooks.

Let us return for a moment to the little fellow with the saw. The word “saw” either means a certain tool which you will find in a carpenter’s shop, or it means the past tense of the verb “to see.”

This is what had happened to the word during the course of centuries. First of all it had meant only the particular tool which it represented. Then that meaning had been lost and it had become the past participle of a verb. After several hundred years, the Egyptians lost sight of both these meanings and the picture [image: ] came to stand for a single letter, the letter S. A short sentence will show you what I mean. Here is a modern English sentence as it would have been written in hieroglyphics. [image: ]



The [image: ] either means one of these two round objects in your head, which allow you to see or it means “I,” the person who is talking.

A [image: ] is either an insect which gathers honey, or it represents the verb “to be” which means to exist. Again, it may be the first part of a verb like “be-come” or “be-have.” In this particular instance it is followed by [image: ] which means a “leaf” or “leave” or “lieve” (the sound of all three words is the same).

The “eye” you know all about.

Finally you get the picture of a [image: ]. It is a giraffe. It is part of the old sign-language out of which the hieroglyphics developed.

You can now read that sentence without much difficulty.

“I believe I saw a giraffe.”

Having invented this system the Egyptians developed it during thousands of years until they could write anything they wanted, and they used these “canned words” to send messages to friends, to keep business accounts and to keep a record of the history of their country, that future generations might benefit by the mistakes of the past.



THE NILE VALLEY
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THE BEGINNING OF CIVILISATION IN THE VALLEY OF THE NILE

The history of man is the record of a hungry creature in search of food. Wherever food was plentiful, thither man has travelled to make his home.

The fame of the Valley of the Nile must have spread at an early date. From the interior of Africa and from the desert of Arabia and from the western part of Asia people had flocked to Egypt to claim their share of the rich farms. Together these invaders had formed a new race which called itself “Remi” or “the Men” just as we sometimes call America “God’s own country.” They had good reason to be grateful to a Fate which had carried them to this narrow strip of land. In the summer of each year the Nile turned the valley into a shallow lake and when the waters receded all the grainfields and the pastures were covered with several inches of the most fertile clay.

In Egypt a kindly river did the work of a million men and made it possible to feed the teeming population of the first large cities of which we have any record. It is true that all the arable land was not in the valley. But a complicated system of small canals and well-sweeps carried water from the river-level to the top of the highest banks and an even more intricate system of irrigation trenches spread it throughout the land.



 [image: ]

THE VALLEY OF EGYPT





While man of the prehistoric age had been obliged to spend sixteen hours out of every twenty-four gathering food for himself and the members of his tribe, the Egyptian peasant or the inhabitant of the Egyptian city found himself possessed of a certain leisure. He used this spare time to make himself many things that were merely ornamental and not the least bit useful.

More than that. One day he discovered that his brain was capable of thinking all kinds of thoughts which had nothing to do with the problems of eating and sleeping and finding a home for the children. The Egyptian began to speculate upon many strange problems that confronted him. Where did the stars come from? Who made the noise of the thunder which frightened him so terribly? Who made the River Nile rise with such regularity that it was possible to base the calendar upon the appearance and the disappearance of the annual floods? Who was he, himself, a strange little creature surrounded on all sides by death and sickness and yet happy and full of laughter?

He asked these many questions and certain people obligingly stepped forward to answer these inquiries to the best of their ability. The Egyptians called them “priests” and they became the guardians of his thoughts and gained great respect in the community. They were highly learned men who were entrusted with the sacred task of keeping the written records. They understood that it is not good for man to think only of his immediate advantage in this world and they drew his attention to the days of the future when his soul would dwell beyond the mountains of the west and must give an account of his deeds to Osiris, the mighty God who was the Ruler of the Living and the Dead and who judged the acts of men according to their merits. Indeed, the priests made so much of that future day in the realm of Isis and Osiris that the Egyptians began to regard life merely as a short preparation for the Hereafter and turned the teeming valley of the Nile into a land devoted to the Dead.

In a strange way, the Egyptians had come to believe that no soul could enter the realm of Osiris without the possession of the body which had been its place of residence in this world. Therefore as soon as a man was dead his relatives took his corpse and had it embalmed. For weeks it was soaked in a solution of natron and then it was filled with pitch. The Persian word for pitch was “Mumiai” and the embalmed body was called a “Mummy.” It was wrapped in yards and yards of specially prepared linen and it was placed in a specially prepared coffin ready to be removed to its final home. But an Egyptian grave was a real home where the body was surrounded by pieces of furniture and musical instruments (to while away the dreary hours of waiting) and by little statues of cooks and bakers and barbers (that the occupant of this dark home might be decently provided with food and need not go about unshaven).

 [image: ]

THE BUILDING OF THE PYRAMIDS





Originally these graves had been dug into the rocks of the western mountains but as the Egyptians moved northward they were obliged to build their cemeteries in the desert. The desert however is full of wild animals and equally wild robbers and they broke into the graves and disturbed the mummy or stole the jewelry that had been buried with the body. To prevent such unholy desecration the Egyptians used to build small mounds of stones on top of the graves. These little mounds gradually grew in size, because the rich people built higher mounds than the poor and there was a good deal of competition to see who could make the highest hill of stones. The record was made by King Khufu, whom the Greeks called Cheops and who lived thirty centuries before our era. His mound, which the Greeks called a pyramid (because the Egyptian word for high was pir-em-us) was over five hundred feet high.

It covered more than thirteen acres of desert which is three times as much space as that occupied by the church of St. Peter, the largest edifice of the Christian world.

During twenty years, over a hundred thousand men were busy carrying the necessary stones from the other side of the river—ferrying them across the Nile (how they ever managed to do this, we do not understand), dragging them in many instances a long distance across the desert and finally hoisting them into their correct position. But so well did the King’s architects and engineers perform their task that the narrow passage-way which leads to the royal tomb in the heart of the stone monster has never yet been pushed out of shape by the weight of those thousands of tons of stone which press upon it from all sides.



THE STORY OF EGYPT
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THE RISE AND FALL OF EGYPT

The river Nile was a kind friend but occasionally it was a hard taskmaster. It taught the people who lived along its banks the noble art of “team-work.” They depended upon each other to build their irrigation trenches and keep their dikes in repair. In this way they learned how to get along with their neighbours and their mutual-benefit-association quite easily developed into an organised state.

Then one man grew more powerful than most of his neighbours and he became the leader of the community and their commander-in-chief when the envious neighbours of western Asia invaded the prosperous valley. In due course of time he became their King and ruled all the land from the Mediterranean to the mountains of the west.

But these political adventures of the old Pharaohs (the word meant “the Man who lived in the Big House”) rarely interested the patient and toiling peasant of the grain fields. Provided he was not obliged to pay more taxes to his King than he thought just, he accepted the rule of Pharaoh as he accepted the rule of Mighty Osiris.

It was different however when a foreign invader came and robbed him of his possessions. After twenty centuries of independent life, a savage Arab tribe of shepherds, called the Hyksos, attacked Egypt and for five hundred years they were the masters of the valley of the Nile. They were highly unpopular and great hate was also felt for the Hebrews who came to the land of Goshen to find a shelter after their long wandering through the desert and who helped the foreign usurper by acting as his tax-gatherers and his civil servants.

But shortly after the year 1700 B.C. the people of Thebes began a revolution and after a long struggle the Hyksos were driven out of the country and Egypt was free once more.

A thousand years later, when Assyria conquered all of western Asia, Egypt became part of the empire of Sardanapalus. In the seventh century B.C. it became once more an independent state which obeyed the rule of a king who lived in the city of Saïs in the Delta of the Nile. But in the year 525 B.C., Cambyses, the king of the Persians, took possession of Egypt and in the fourth century B.C., when Persia was conquered by Alexander the Great, Egypt too became a Macedonian province. It regained a semblance of independence when one of Alexander’s generals set himself up as king of a new Egyptian state and founded the dynasty of the Ptolemies, who resided in the newly built city of Alexandria.

Finally, in the year 39 B.C., the Romans came. The last Egyptian queen, Cleopatra, tried her best to save the country. Her beauty and charm were more dangerous to the Roman generals than half a dozen Egyptian army corps. Twice she was successful in her attacks upon the hearts of her Roman conquerors. But in the year 30 B.C., Augustus, the nephew and heir of Cæsar, landed in Alexandria. He did not share his late uncle’s admiration for the lovely princess. He destroyed her armies, but spared her life that he might make her march in his triumph as part of the spoils of war. When Cleopatra heard of this plan, she killed herself by taking poison. And Egypt became a Roman province.
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MESOPOTAMIA—THE SECOND CENTRE OF EASTERN CIVILISATION

I am going to take you to the top of the highest pyramid and I am going to ask that you imagine yourself possessed of the eyes of a hawk. Way, way off, in the distance, far beyond the yellow sands of the desert, you will see something green and shimmering. It is a valley situated between two rivers. It is the Paradise of the Old Testament. It is the land of mystery and wonder which the Greeks called Mesopotamia—the “country between the rivers.”

The names of the two rivers are the Euphrates (which the Babylonians called the Purattu) and the Tigris (which was known as the Diklat). They begin their course amidst the snows of the mountains of Armenia where Noah’s Ark found a resting place and slowly they flow through the southern plain until they reach the muddy banks of the Persian gulf. They perform a very useful service. They turn the arid regions of western Asia into a fertile garden.
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MESOPOTAMIA, THE MELTING POT OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

[image: ]





The valley of the Nile had attracted people because it had offered them food upon fairly easy terms. The “land between the rivers” was popular for the same reason. It was a country full of promise and both the inhabitants of the northern mountains and the tribes which roamed through the southern deserts tried to claim this territory as their own and most exclusive possession. The constant rivalry between the mountaineers and the desert-nomads led to endless warfare. Only the strongest and the bravest could hope to survive and that will explain why Mesopotamia became the home of a very strong race of men who were capable of creating a civilisation which was in every respect as important as that of Egypt.
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THE SUMERIAN NAIL WRITERS, WHOSE CLAY TABLETS TELL US THE STORY OF ASSYRIA AND BABYLONIA, THE GREAT SEMITIC MELTING-POT

The fifteenth century was an age of great discoveries. Columbus tried to find a way to the island of Kathay and stumbled upon a new and unsuspected continent. An Austrian bishop equipped an expedition which was to travel eastward and find the home of the Grand Duke of Muscovy, a voyage which led to complete failure, for Moscow was not visited by western men until a generation later. Meanwhile a certain Venetian by the name of Barbero had explored the ruins of western Asia and had brought back reports of a most curious language which he had found carved in the rocks of the temples of Shiraz and engraved upon endless pieces of baked clay.

But Europe was busy with many other things and it was not until the end of the eighteenth century that the first “cuneiform inscriptions” (so-called because the letters were wedge-shaped and wedge is called “Cuneus” in Latin) were brought to Europe by a Danish surveyor, named Niebuhr. Then it took thirty years before a patient German school-master by the name of Grotefend had deciphered the first four letters, the D, the A, the R and the SH, the name of the Persian King Darius. And another twenty years had to go by until a British officer, Henry Rawlinson, who found the famous inscription of Behistun, gave us a workable key to the nail-writing of western Asia.

Compared to the problem of deciphering these nail-writings, the job of Champollion had been an easy one. The Egyptians used pictures. But the Sumerians, the earliest inhabitants of Mesopotamia, who had hit upon the idea of scratching their words in tablets of clay, had discarded pictures entirely and had evolved a system of V-shaped figures which showed little connection with the pictures out of which they had been developed. A few examples will show you what I mean. In the beginning a star, when drawn with a nail into a brick looked as follows: [image: ]. This sign however was too cumbersome and after a short while when the meaning of “heaven” was added to that of star the picture was simplified in this way [image: ] which made it even more of a puzzle. In the same way an ox changed from [image: ] into [image: ] and a fish changed from [image: ] into [image: ]. The sun was originally a plain circle [image: ] and became [image: ]. If we were using the Sumerian script today we would make an [image: ] look like [image: ]. This system of writing down our ideas looks rather complicated but for more than thirty centuries it was used by the Sumerians and the Babylonians and the Assyrians and the Persians and all the different races which forced their way into the fertile valley.


 [image: ]


A TOWER OF BABEL



The story of Mesopotamia is one of endless warfare and conquest.[2q] First the Sumerians[6] came from the North. They were a white people who had lived in the mountains. They had been accustomed to worship their Gods on the tops of hills. After they had entered the plain they constructed artificial little hills on top of which they built their altars. They did not know how to build stairs and they therefore surrounded their towers with sloping galleries. Our engineers have borrowed this idea, as you may see in our big railroad stations where ascending galleries lead from one floor to another. We may have borrowed other ideas from the Sumerians but we do not know it. The Sumerians were entirely absorbed by those races that entered the fertile valley at a later date. Their towers however still stand amidst the ruins of Mesopotamia. The Jews saw them when they went into exile in the land of Babylon and they called them towers of Bab-Illi, or towers of Babel.
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NINEVEH





In the fortieth century before our era, the Sumerians had entered Mesopotamia. They were soon afterwards overpowered by the Akkadians, one of the many tribes from the desert of Arabia who speak a common dialect and who are known as the “Semites,” because in the olden days people believed them to be the direct descendants of Shem, one of the three sons of Noah. A thousand years later, the Akkadians were forced to submit to the rule of the Amorites, another Semitic desert tribe whose great King Hammurabi[7] built himself a magnificent palace in the holy city of Babylon and who gave his people a set of laws which made the Babylonian state the best administered empire of the ancient world. Next the Hittites, whom you will also meet in the Old Testament, overran the Fertile Valley and destroyed whatever they could not carry away. They in turn were vanquished by the followers of the great desert God, Ashur, who called themselves Assyrians and who made the city of Nineveh the center of a vast and terrible empire which conquered all of western Asia and Egypt and gathered taxes from countless subject races until the end of the seventh century before the birth of Christ when the Chaldeans[8], also a Semitic tribe, re-established Babylon and made that city the most important capital of that day. Nebuchadnezzar, the best known of their Kings, encouraged the study of science, and our modern knowledge of astronomy and mathematics is all based upon certain first principles which were discovered by the Chaldeans. In the year 538 B.C. a crude tribe of Persian shepherds invaded this old land and overthrew the empire of the Chaldeans. Two hundred years later, they in turn were overthrown by Alexander the Great, who turned the Fertile Valley, the old melting-pot of so many Semitic races, into a Greek province. Next came the Romans and after the Romans, the Turks, and Mesopotamia, the second centre of the world’s civilisation, became a vast wilderness where huge mounds of earth told a story of ancient glory.

 [image: ]

THE HOLY CITY OF BABYLON
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THE STORY OF MOSES, THE LEADER OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

Some time during the twentieth century before our era, a small and unimportant tribe of Semitic shepherds had left its old home, which was situated in the land of Ur on the mouth of the Euphrates, and had tried to find new pastures within the domain of the Kings of Babylonia. They had been driven away by the royal soldiers and they had moved westward looking for a little piece of unoccupied territory where they might set up their tents.

This tribe of shepherds was known as the Hebrews or, as we call them, the Jews. They had wandered far and wide, and after many years of dreary peregrinations they had been given shelter in Egypt. For more than five centuries they had dwelt among the Egyptians and when their adopted country had been overrun by the Hyksos marauders (as I told you in the story of Egypt) they had managed to make themselves useful to the foreign invader and had been left in the undisturbed possession of their grazing fields. But after a long war of independence the Egyptians had driven the Hyksos out of the valley of the Nile and then the Jews had come upon evil times for they had been degraded to the rank of common slaves and they had been forced to work on the royal roads and on the Pyramids. And as the frontiers were guarded by the Egyptian soldiers it had been impossible for the Jews to escape.

 [image: ]

THE WANDERINGS OF THE JEWS
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After many years of suffering they were saved from their miserable fate by a young Jew, called Moses, who for a long time had dwelt in the desert and there had learned to appreciate the simple virtues of his earliest ancestors, who had kept away from cities and city-life and had refused to let themselves be corrupted by the ease and the luxury of a foreign civilisation.

Moses decided to bring his people back to a love of the ways of the patriarchs. He succeeded in evading the Egyptian troops that were sent after him and led his fellow tribesmen into the heart of the plain at the foot of Mount Sinai. During his long and lonely life in the desert, he had learned to revere the strength of the great God of the Thunder and the Storm, who ruled the high heavens and upon whom the shepherds depended for life and light and breath. This God, one of the many divinities who were widely worshipped in western Asia, was called Jehovah[9], and through the teaching of Moses, he became the sole Master of the Hebrew race.

One day, Moses disappeared from the camp of the Jews. It was whispered that he had gone away carrying two tablets of rough-hewn stone. That afternoon, the top
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