
AP WORLD HISTORY SUMMER ASSIGNMENT 

 Dear AP student: We are looking forward to working with you next fall and we applaud your 
decision to undertake AP World History, a rigorous, college-level history course. This is the first AP 
you have ever taken so the challenge is large but, it can be overcome with persistent study and hard 
work. For you, that begins this summer. In preparation for our busy school year, you are expected to 
complete the following assignments over the summer! Please review the descriptions of the activities 
listed below. I am aware that summer is an important time for you and your family, however because 
much of the country starts school mid-August, we are always behind the 8-ball and need to hit the 
ground running.  

 The summer assignment serves two purposes: (1) it is a test of the seriousness of your 
commitment to doing AP level coursework in World History, and (2) it helps you gain a critical head 
start on your studies.  

Unless otherwise specified, all work should be legibly written by hand and not typed. You 

should use lined notebook paper that has not been torn out of a spiral notebook or composition book. 

Presentation matters sometimes. If we can’t read it, it doesn’t count. If you need to take more time to 

write legibly, then you need to do so. You would be wise not to wait until the last hour to begin this 

assignment. It isn’t necessarily difficult, but it is somewhat time consuming. 

 

As you begin this assignment, you may have questions. Some of them will be great questions and 

may suggest that we didn’t explain something as clearly as we should have. For this, we apologize in 

advance. Some of your questions are probably already addressed in this document, so read it carefully. 

Some of your questions will be downright silly, but it is understandable as many of you will be nervous 

and conscientious since this is your first AP class. However, know that this is a class that requires 

advanced thinking skills. So, when you feel like you have a question, try to answer it on your own at 

first; nevertheless, if you are still having trouble, please feel free to contact us for clarification. However, 

we do not check email daily, so may take some time to get back from you. 

 

Above all, slow down and work through things. This is a very important skill and will lead to 

much better results for you in the future (look up the marshmallow study for 4-year olds). Really, look it 

up! 

 
The assignments listed are MANDATORY.  
They will be collected the first day of school. 

 
 

If you have any questions or problems you may contact us at eragot@greatneck.k12.ny.us or 

sgallagher@greatneck.k12.ny.us.   

Again we look forward to the upcoming year together and working together for a successful school year. 
 
Cheers, 
Ms. Gallagher and 
Mr. Ragot 
 

  

mailto:eragot@greatneck.k12.ny.us
mailto:sgallagher@greatneck.k12.ny.us


Everything is on Google Drive and you can download them to Notability and use Notability for 
your work and to keep the resources available. BUT YOU MUST HANDWRITE 
ASSIGNMENTS!!! 
 
Part I – Reading 

1. Read this Article “The World Circa 1500: When Riches Were in the East” 

 Answer the following Questions – use complete sentences. 

 Where are the rich areas of the world compared to the poor? Don’t be too specific, 

generalize in as few regions as possible. Historians only use two. 

 Why are the richer areas richer? 

 How connected was Europe to the rest of the world in 1500? How was it connected? Who 

was involved? 

 How did Europeans get involved in Asian trade? 

 Why did the Europeans get involved in Asian trade? 

 Compare Europe to Asia in 1500 in the following ways: food production, technology, 

wealth.  

2. Read the excerpt from Jared Diamond’s Collapse regarding the genocide in Rwanda. 

 Outline what happened and why it happened from Diamond’s point of view. You will be 

expected to be familiar with this information, so take care in producing your work. 

3. Read the BBC’s account of the genocide here: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-26875506  

 Compare and contrast the differing interpretations of the genocide. 

4. Now that you have two different accounts, which makes most sense to you? Which satisfies you 

best as an explanation as to how 800,000 are killed in 100 days by face-to-face slaughter? Why? 

5. Read Chapter 5 “High Spirits, High Seas” of The World in Six Glasses, and complete the 

following worksheet. 

 
Part II Document Analysis 
Complete the Document Package on New Science and Enlightenment 
For each document, you should read the introduction, annotate anything that is familiar to you or raises 
questions for you. If you are unsure of something in the introduction to the document, LOOK IT UP! 
 
Please complete the documents in the order presented and READ and FOLLOW the INSTRUCTIONS of 
the editors. It is very important to read closely and figure out what documents mean. 
Annotate the documents themselves and if you need to re-read the document multiple times to 
understand it, DO IT! Then complete the questions. Use complete sentences. 
 
Make sure to work on the documents line-by-line. It is not a race, but a process that will enable you to 
succeed next year when things are harder. 
 

 

Summer Reading Documents 

Enlightenment and Revolution 
Europe and the Americas 1650-1850 

 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

The modern world puts its faith in science, reason, and democracy. The seventeenth-century scientific 

revolution established reason as the key to understanding nature, and its application-directed thought, 

organized society, and measured governments during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Most — 

though, as we shall see, not all — people believed that reason would eventually lead to freedom. 

Freedom of thought, religion, and association, and political liberties and representative governments 

were hailed as hallmarks of the Age of Enlightenment. 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B2jqAiFgACrMR2tabC12bTVldHM?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B2jqAiFgACrMZmdDUW94cWNOYzQ
https://drive.google.com/a/greatneck.k12.ny.us/file/d/0B2jqAiFgACrMeVhUSXlEMWhycVE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/greatneck.k12.ny.us/file/d/0B2jqAiFgACrMbEs0ZmY3azE2OUE/view?usp=sharing
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-26875506
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B2jqAiFgACrMX011SDFQMFhhT3M
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1LYxuLvSFWSJxKvhWPCNbIHNpXDmJIMdkfOH9ABbmJP0


For some, enlightened society meant a more controlled rather than a more democratic society. 

Philosophers like Immanuel Kant and Jean- Jacques Rousseau wanted people to become free but thought 

most people were incapable of achieving such a state. Rulers who were called “enlightened despots” 

believed that the application of reason to society would make people happier, not necessarily freer. 

Ultimately, however, the Enlightenment’s faith in reason led to calls for political revolution as well 

as for schemes of order. In England in the seventeenth century, in America and France at the end of the 

eighteenth century, and in Latin America shortly thereafter, revolutionary governments were created 

according to rational principles of liberty and equality that dispatched monarchs and enshrined the rule 

of the people. In this chapter we will concentrate on the heritage of the Enlightenment, examining 

competing tendencies toward order and revolution, stability and liberty, equality and freedom. We will 

also compare the American and the French Revolutions, and these with the later revolutions in Latin 

America. Finally, in reflection, we will briefly compare these distinctly European and American 

developments with processes in other parts of the world. 

 

THINKING HISTORICALLY – THIS IS IMPORTANT! 

Close Reading and Interpretation of Texts 

At the core of the Enlightenment was a trust in reasoned discussion, a belief that people could 

understand each other, even if they were not in agreement. Such understanding demanded clear and 

concise communication in a world where the masses were often swayed by fiery sermons and 

flamboyant rhetoric. But the Enlightenment also put its faith in the written word and a literate public. 

Ideas were debated face to face in the salons and coffeehouses of Europe and in the meeting halls of 

America, but it was through letters, diaries, the new world of newspapers, and the burgeoning spread of 

printed books that the people of the Enlightenment learned what they and their neighbors thought. 

It is appropriate then for us to read the selections in this chapter — all primary sources — in the 

spirit in which they were written. We will pay special attention to the words and language that the 

authors use and will attempt to understand exactly what they meant, even why they chose the words they 

did. Such explication is a twofold process; we must understand the words first and foremost; then we 

must strive to understand the words in their proper context, as they were intended by the author. To 

achieve our first goal, we will paraphrase, a difficult task because the eighteenth-century writing style 

differs greatly from our own: Sentences are longer and arguments are often complex. Vocabularies were 

broad during this period, and we may encounter words that are used in ways unknown to us. As to our 

latter goal, we must try to make the vocabulary and perspective of the authors our own. Grappling with 

what makes the least sense to us and trying to understand why it was said is the challenge. 

 

 

DAVID HUME  

On Miracles
1
 

The European Enlightenment of the eighteenth century was the expression of a new class of intellectuals, 

independent of the clergy but allied with the rising middle class. Their favorite words were reason, nature, and 

progress. They applied the systematic doubt of Rene Descartes (1596-1650) and the reasoning method of the 

scientific revolution to human affairs, including religion and politics. With caustic wit and good humor, they asked 

new questions and popularized new points of view that would eventually revolutionize Western politics and culture. 

While the French philosophes and Voltaire (1694-1778) may be the best known, the Scottish philosopher David 

Hume (1711-1776) may have been the most brilliant. What does Hume argue in this selection? Does he prove his 

point to your satisfaction? How does he use reason and nature to make his case? Is reason incompatible with 

religion? 

 

  

                     
1
 The Philosophical Works of David Hume (Edinburgh: A. Black and W. Tait, 1826). 



Thinking Historically 

The first step in understanding what Hume means in this essay must come from a careful reading — a sentence-

by-sentence exploration. Try to paraphrase each sentence, putting it into your own words. For example, you might 

paraphrase the first sentence like this: “I’ve found a way to disprove superstition; this method should be useful as 

long as superstition exists, which may be forever.” Notice the content of such words as just and check. What does 

Hume mean by these words and by prodigies? 

 

The second sentence is a concise definition of the scientific method. How would you paraphrase it? The second 

and third sentences summarize the method Hume has discovered to counter superstition. What is the meaning of the 

third sentence? 

 

In the rest of the essay, Hume offers four proofs, or reasons, why miracles do not exist. How would you 

paraphrase each of these? Do you find these more or less convincing than his more general opening and closing 

arguments? What docs Hume mean by miracles? 

 

 

I flatter myself that I have discovered an argument . . . , which, if just, will, with the wise and 

learned, be an everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious delusion, and consequently will be useful as 

long as the world endures; for so long, I presume, will the accounts of miracles and prodigies be found 

in all history, sacred and profane. . . . 

A wise man proportions his belief to the evidence. . . . 

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has 

established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any 

argument from experience can possibly be imagined. . . . Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever 

happens in the common course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should 

die on a sudden; because such a kind of death, though more unusual than any other, has yet been 

frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle that a dead man should come to life; because that has 

never been observed in any age or country. There must, therefore, be an uniform experience against 

every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. And as an uniform 

experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the 

existence of any miracle. . . . 

(Further) there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, 

of such unquestioned good sense, education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion in them-

selves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive 

others; of such credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in case of 

their being detected in any falsehood. . . . 

Secondly, We may observe in human nature a principle which, if strictly examined, will be found to 

diminish extremely the assurance, which we might, from human testimony, have in any kind of prodigy. 

. . . The passion of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a 

sensible tendency towards the belief of those events from which it is derived. . . . 

With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travelers receded, their descriptions of sea and 

land monsters, their relations of wonderful adventures, strange men, and uncouth manners? But if the 

spirit of religion join itself to the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense; and human 

testimony, in these circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority. A religionist may be an enthusiast, 

and imagine he sees what has no reality: He may know his narrative to be false, and yet persevere in it, 

with the best intentions in the world, for the sake of promoting so holy a cause: Or even where this 

delusion has not place, vanity, excited by so strong a temptation, operates on him more powerfully than 

on the rest of mankind in any other circumstances; and self-interest with equal force. . . . 

The many instances of forged miracles and prophecies and supernatural events, which, in all ages, 

have either been detected by contrary evidence, or which detect themselves by their absurdity, prove 



sufficiently the strong propensity of mankind to the extraordinary and marvellous, and ought reasonably 

to beget a suspicion against all relations of this kind.
2
 . . . 

Thirdly, It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous relations, that they are 

observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous nations; or if a civilized people has ever given 

admission to any of them, that people will be found to have received them from ignorant and barbarous 

ancestors, who transmitted them with that inviolable sanction and authority which always attend re-

ceived opinions. . . . 

I may add, as a fourth reason, which diminishes the authority of prodigies, that there is no testimony 

for any, even those which have not been expressly detected, that is not opposed by any infinite number 

of witnesses; so that not only the miracle destroys the credit of testimony, but the testimony destroys 

itself. To make this the better understood, let us consider, that in matters of religion, whatever is 

different is contrary; and that it is impossible the religions of ancient Rome, of Turkey, of Siam, and of 

China, should all of them be established on any solid foundation. Every miracle, therefore, pretended to 

have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to 

establish the particular system to which it is attributed; so has it the same force, though more indirectly, 

to overthrow every other system. In destroying a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those 

miracles on which that system was established, so that all the prodigies of different religions are to be 

regarded as contrary facts, and the evidences of these prodigies, whether weak or strong, as opposite to 

each other. . . . 

Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testimony for any kind of miracle has ever amounted to a 

probability, much less to a proof; and that, even supposing it amounted to proof, it would be opposed by 

another proof, derived from the very nature of the fact which it would endeavour to establish. It is 

experience only which gives authority to human testimony; and it is the same experience which assures 

us of the laws of nature. When, therefore, these two kinds of experience are contrary, we have nothing to 

do but to subtract the one from the other, and embrace an opinion either on one side or the other, with 

that assurance which arises from the remainder. Bur according to the principle here explained, this 

subtraction with regard to all popular religions amounts to an entire annihilation; and therefore we may 

establish it as a maxim, that no human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it 

a just foundation for any such system of religion. 
 

 

                     
2 'Accounts of miracles. [Ed.| 
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  From outer space Earth shines like a jewel, brilliant green and blue against 
a black velvet background. Moving closer in, one sees that most of the 
globe is covered with shimmering oceans and a few irregularly shaped 
continents. Life of all kinds fl ourishes. 

 This view from space would have been unchanging for millions of 
years, even for the last 5,000 years of recorded history. Yet in just the last 
100 years, the view has dramatically changed. If we looked at Earth with 
a special instrument that only measures the electrical energy produced by 
particular regions, the continents would look very different. In fact, if we 
mapped the total electrical energy produced in various regions of the world, 
we would fi nd a very puzzling situation. 

 Some areas of the Earth produce far more energy than others. For 
example, the area of North America covered by Canada and the United 
States produces four times as much electrical energy as the rest of North 
America and South America combined. The relatively small peninsula of 
Europe produces nearly seven times as much electrical energy as all of 
Africa, even though Africa is much larger (see  Figure I.1 ).     

 If we were interstellar explorers looking at Earth from outer space, 
how might we explain this oddity? We might suspect that more energy 
is produced and consumed where more people live. We could check this 
by using other instruments to estimate how many people live in various 
areas. But we would be shocked to learn that most of the energy produc-
tion is occurring where relatively  few  people live. The 521 million people 
in the European peninsula produce 3,300 billion kilowatt-hours of electri-
cal energy each year, while Africa, with 869 million people, produces only 
480 billion kilowatt-hours. Two-thirds of the population of North and 
South America lies south of the U.S.–Mexico border, but the area north 
of the border produces 80 percent of the electrical energy generated in 
the Americas. The 120 million people in Japan produce 10 times as much 
electricity per year as do the 220 million people of Indonesia. 1  

 Even observers from outer space would thus notice perhaps the most 
striking fact about the Earth at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century: A 
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2 EARTH: A GLOBAL VIEW

relatively small portion of the Earth’s population is producing and con-
suming most of the electrical energy. In short, a relatively few people living 
in certain regions are rich, and many more people, living in other regions, 
are—when compared with the fi rst group—poor. 

 How might one of our space observers try to explain this? Much as 
most people today, she might think that perhaps the rich people stole 
resources from the poor or prevented the poor from having equal access. 
Yet this turns out not to be quite right—the poor regions actually have 
more natural and energy resources, and they either voluntarily exchange 
them for other things (cars, movies, radios, machinery) or waste them 
(many countries burn off their natural gas, have unused hydroelectric 
generating capacity, or do not use the resources they grow, mine, or pump 
from the ground). 

 The observer might guess that people in the richer regions were excep-
tionally talented or clever and therefore mastered certain skills in produc-
ing energy. Yet this, too, is not quite correct—many of the peoples in the 
poor regions have long histories of high civilization, with extraordinary 
craftsmanship, intricate systems of philosophy, and brilliant literature. 

 Perhaps the richer areas just stumbled upon some great magical 
knowledge that allowed them to produce and use this energy, which was 
kept from other areas? Even that guess can’t be quite right—books and 
education and electronic communications carry knowledge all over the 

 FIGURE I.1   THE EARTH AT NIGHT AS SEEN FROM SPACE   
Note the differences in how various regions are lit up at night. North America is much 
brighter than South America, western Europe is much brighter than Africa, and Japan is 
much brighter than China or Indonesia. Although India shows a fair number of lights, you 
would not think that its population is almost fi ve times as large as that of the eastern half 
of the United States. (Source: C. Mayhew & R. Simmon (NASA/GSFC), NOAA/NGDC, DMSP 
Digital Archive)
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world. Yet some regions seem to make much better use of this information 
than other regions. 

 To solve the puzzle, the best way is to come down to Earth and study 
the history of its peoples, their societies, and their interactions over time. 
Of course, our poor space observer would be even more befuddled by 
her fi rst discoveries in history, for she would fi nd out that for thousands 
of years, the earliest civilizations and the most advanced societies were 
in precisely those areas that were  not  the big energy producers and con-
sumers of the early twenty-fi rst century. That is, for thousands of years, 
the leading civilizations, the richest and most technologically advanced 
societies on Earth, lay in northern Africa, in eastern Asia, in southern 
Asia, and in the areas of the Americas south of the United States. In other 
words, something dramatic happened relatively recently that led to a 
striking inequality across different world regions and reversed the older 
patterns. 

 This book examines various ideas that try to explain what happened—
and when, and how—to produce this striking inequality. We would like 
to know how it arose, what caused it, and whether it will likely increase 
or diminish. Unfortunately, even the fi nest of Earth’s scholars of economic 
and social history have disagreed over this issue. But scholars from all 
over the world are now producing new insights that help us come closer 
to answering this puzzle. This book presents the argument as it stands in 
the most up-to-date research, so that readers can better decide for them-
selves where they think these processes of long-term economic change are 
taking us.           
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 When Christopher Columbus sailed from Spain across the Atlantic in 1492 
and returned the following year, his voyage opened a new era in the history of 
the world. In 1497, the Portuguese mariner Vasco da Gama made a similarly 
long-distance voyage and returned, this time from India, which he reached by 
sailing fi rst westward into the Atlantic and then turning south to round the 
southern tip of Africa. These voyages opened the Atlantic Ocean to Europeans 
as a portal through which they could reach Asia and the Americas. From that 
point on, an increasingly dense web of maritime trade links, missionary activ-
ity, and colonization would connect Europe to the rest of the world. 

 Previously, European seafarers had been relatively limited in their reach. 
Prior to 1400, European ships generally traveled no farther than the Black Sea 
to the east, the Mediterranean Sea to the south, the English Channel and North 
Sea to the west, and the Baltic Sea to the north (see  Figure 1.1 ). Hemmed in 

 CHAPTER ONE 

 THE WORLD CIRCA 1500: WHEN 
RICHES WERE IN THE EAST     

  CHAPTER PREVIEW:   In 1500, Europe was not the richest part of 
the world. Although Europeans had mastered some technologies 
and borrowed others—including clocks, gunpowder weapons, and 
oceanic sailing vessels—they were dazzled by the wealth, commerce, 
and productive skills that they encountered when visiting other 
centers of civilization, whether in the Middle East, southern and 
eastern Asia, or even in the New World. At this time, Asia generally 
had greater agricultural productivity and more refi ned craftsmanship 
than Europe and offered a wide variety of products, such as silk 
and cotton fabrics, porcelains, coffee, tea, and spices that Europeans 
desired. The voyages of discovery by Columbus and other seafarers—
although motivated partly by a surge of curious exploration and 
partly by a burst of missionary zeal—were mainly attempts to help 
Europeans improve their access to the riches of India and China.   
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6 THE WORLD CIRCA 1500: WHEN RICHES WERE IN THE EAST

by the seas, as it were, European vessels usually stayed within easy reach of 
their own lands. 1  Prior to 1492, European ships remained confi ned to the far 
western fringes of the great Eurasian trade routes (see  Figure 1.2 above ).   

 Before 1488, when the Portuguese captain Bartolomeu Dias became 
the fi rst to pilot his ship around the Cape of Good Hope at the southern 
tip of Africa—thereby showing that it was possible to sail from the Atlantic 
into the Indian Ocean—most Europeans believed there was no sea route to the 
east. European maps showed the Indian Ocean as fully enclosed by the east 
coast of Africa and the shores of Arabia, India, and southeast Asia; it appeared 
to be a basin of Asian trade that was closed to seafarers from Europe. 

 Although individual European merchants, like Marco Polo, had trav-
eled to India and Asia in the Middle Ages, by 1500 neither European rul-
ers nor merchants were able to project any substantial presence outside 
of Europe itself. South of the Mediterranean lay the Muslim kingdoms 
and sultanates of North Africa, whose residents fi ercely resisted European 
intrusions. In the eastern Mediterranean, the Ottoman Turks, who claimed 
the great Byzantine city of Constantinople as their capital and called it 
Istanbul, continued to sweep forward into the Balkan Peninsula. By 1500, 
they had taken all of Greece and most of the Balkans and, within another 
60 years, extended their reach deep into Hungary and almost to Vienna. 

 FIGURE 1.2    EUROPE AND ASIA SHOWING THE SILK ROAD 
AND THE SEA TRADE ROUTES   

 Important trade routes, including the fabled Silk Road, linked eastern, southern, and central 
Asia and the Middle East. Europe was on the western fringes of these networks of trade. 
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 THE WORLD CIRCA 1500: WHEN RICHES WERE IN THE EAST 7

 The greatest seafarers in Europe before the Portuguese and the Spanish 
were the Vikings in the north and the Italians in the Mediterranean. 
Although the Vikings skipped and jumped their way from the northern 
islands of Scotland to Iceland to Greenland and even to North America, 
they never crossed the belly of the Atlantic. 

 Meanwhile, the Venetians and Genoese, setting out from their city-states 
in northern Italy, sailed, traded, and settled widely throughout the eastern 
Mediterranean, even passing through the straits near Constantinople to 
the eastern shores of the Black Sea. Their ships transported the riches of 
Asia—silks and spices, jade and jewels—back to Europe. But the Italians 
rarely ventured beyond the Black Sea or the Ottoman-controlled coasts of 
the Mediterranean. Western Europe was thus locked in, surrounded by the 
open ocean to the west and the powerful Ottoman Empire to the east. 

 Yet the civilizations of the Middle East and Asia were not so limited. 
Arab merchants not only traveled all across North Africa and into Spain 
but also sailed along the Red Sea and down the eastern coast of Africa as 
far as Zanzibar, around the Arabian Peninsula, out of the Persian Gulf, 
and across the Indian Ocean to lands rich in pepper, rare gems, and other 
treasures. Arab, Persian, and Armenian merchants also traveled by cara-
van all the way to the borders of China on the overland routes known as 
the Silk Road, stopping at the wealthy cities of Baghdad, Tabriz, Bukhara, 
and Samarkand. Indian merchants traveled west around the Indian Ocean 
to Arabia and Africa and east around the Bay of Bengal to southeast Asia; 
they even established trading communities in Russia. 

 Almost a century before Columbus’s voyages, the Chinese had built 
huge sailing fl eets, dwarfi ng Columbus’s tiny caravels, and sailed them 
from China around Southeast Asia, to India, and beyond the Indian Ocean 
to Africa. In short, while Europeans remained bottled up behind a wall of 
Islamic states, other traders moved freely across the entire Asian world 
(see  Figure 1.2 ).   

 This explains why Columbus took his daring journey across the Atlantic, 
and why the Portuguese kept pushing down the coast of Africa until they 
sailed east and north into the heart of the Indian Ocean. Both sought a direct 
route to the riches of the East—a way for the Spanish, Portuguese, and other 
Europeans to participate in the thriving trade beyond the Ottoman border. 

 By sailing across the open ocean to the west, Columbus hoped to go 
around the world and arrive in China or India, the fabulously wealthy 
lands known to Europeans as the Orient. Columbus hoped to enrich him-
self and to fi nd and claim the fabled “spice islands” of the East for his 
king, queen, and Christian god. Yet the most important result of his voy-
age, and of those of other Atlantic explorers, was to end the relative isola-
tion of Europeans and connect them directly with the fl ourishing trade of 
the Asian civilizations lying beyond the Ottoman lands. 
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 Columbus’s voyage did just that, although in ways he could not 
possibly have expected. For in between Europe and Asia lay another 
entire continent—North and South America, joined at the narrow tail 
of Central America. (Not knowing this, and believing he had landed in 
India, Columbus labeled the Native Americans of the Carib tribe that he 
encountered “Indians”; the misnaming has stuck ever since.) 

 Columbus’s discovery of the Americas got Europeans into the trading 
circuits of Asia. Before their contact with the New World, Europeans had 
relatively few things of value to offer for global trade. Although gold and 
ivory from Africa and furs and glass objects from Europe were valued in 
Asia, the Europeans had little of their own to trade for the costly spices, 
silks, and other Asian goods that they desired. But thanks to Columbus, 
they found their fortune. 

 The Americas held huge mines and storehouses of silver and gold, 
enough to allow Europeans to expand their trade with Asia greatly. Such 
riches had to be separated from their Native American owners, but the 
Europeans had no scruples about doing so. Through conquest, slavery, and 
the spread of diseases that decimated the native population, Europeans 
took control of the wealth of the Americas. 

 Why did the Europeans go through all that trouble? Why was it that 
India and China appeared to Europeans as the lands of riches at the time 
of Columbus? 

 The answer is that these regions  were  richer, in almost every way. 
The fi elds of India and China were more fertile and productive, and their 
technology for production was superior. China was the fi rst region in the 
world to manufacture a host of products, including paper, gunpowder, 
oceangoing ships with sternpost rudders and multicompartmented hulls, 
the compass, the lateen sail, cast-iron tools, and high-quality porcelains. 
India led the world in the production of luxurious and brilliantly colored 
cotton textiles, and China and Persia were world leaders in the produc-
tion of silk. The people of India and China clothed themselves in soft cot-
ton, while Europeans wore coarser garments of linen and wool. 

 How did this come about?  

   CLIMATE, SOIL, AND AGRICULTURAL ZONES IN EURASIA: 
AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY AS 
THE FIRST KEY TO WEALTH 
  We can get some insights by thinking of the vast Eurasian continent as 
divided into zones—zones of different climate, soils, and crops. The fi rst 
zone is Europe. The weather over the Atlantic Ocean blows into Europe, 
carrying cold winds and rain in the winter, but milder and dryer air in 
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the summer. The southern or Mediterranean region tends to be hotter, 
dryer, and more dependent on mountain-fed rivers for irrigation, while 
the northern region from Britain to Russia gets heavier rains and is cooler. 
Yet all of Europe enjoys a climate with suffi cient moisture in the winter 
and suffi cient dryness and warmth in the summer to support an agricul-
ture based on growing dry cereals (wheat, barley, oats, or rye) as well as 
fruit and vegetable crops. 

 The second zone is the huge mass of central Asia and the Middle 
East, roughly from the Ural Mountains to the borders of China. In this 
region, not enough rain falls in most places to sustain forests or settled 
agriculture, so much of central Asia is grassland, providing a home to 
nomads who graze their herds of horses, sheep, camels, goats, and oxen. 
The main exceptions are the areas subject to seasonal fl ooding from great 
rivers, such as the Nile River in Egypt and the Tigris and Euphrates riv-
ers in Mesopotamia or the areas in high plateaus or near mountains that 
catch enough snowfall to provide summer water for irrigation, as in 
northern Persia. In these places the concentration of water and exten-
sive irrigation has allowed for rich agriculture and the support of great 
civilizations. 

 Farther to the south and east, in India, China, Korea, Japan, and 
Southeast Asia, a third climate zone prevails. This is the monsoon zone 
of strong seasonal winds, dry winters, and rainy summers. Winter winds 
come from central Asia, bringing dry cool air. However, in summer the 
winds change direction, coming from over the warm waters of the west-
ern Pacifi c and the Indian oceans. The winds pick up moisture from the 
oceans and drop heavy rains over the monsoon zone. The result is a warm 
summer with heavy rains for India, China, Korea, Japan, Southeast Asia, 
and parts of Africa (see  Figure 1.3 ).   

 To sum up, Europe’s weather comes mainly from air patterns over the 
Atlantic, giving it cool wet winters and dry summers. Most of central Asia 
and the Middle East get little rain from the oceans and thus form a dry 
zone of deserts and grasslands, except for the rich irrigated lands along 
major rivers, and the mountain valleys and plateaus that catch more rain 
and snow. In eastern and southern Asia, by contrast, the weather is driven 
by seasonally shifting winds. The most striking feature of the latter is 
the monsoon season, when summer winds coming from the Pacifi c and 
Indian Oceans drop warm, heavy rains throughout the region. 

 This difference in seasonal rainfall patterns has large implications for 
agriculture, especially when combined with regional differences in soils. 
In Europe, much of the soil is thin and chalky, or sandy, or rocky, or cov-
ered with immense hardwood forests. To produce food, the land must be 
heavily worked to be cleared and fertilized. This means large numbers of 
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farm animals are essential, both for their work effort and their manure. 
The heavy soils of the forest regions could not be worked until the Middle 
Ages (from about the tenth century), when the use of new iron-tipped, 
heavy plows allowed farmers to churn up the old forest roots and bring 
fresh topsoil to the surface. But even these plows were fairly primitive, 
because iron was scarce and hard to shape; plows therefore had simple 
iron cutting shares lashed at a right angle to fl at wooden (or sometimes 
iron) moldboards. The plowshare would cut through the soil, and the 
moldboard would lift a ridge of soil and turn it over, creating a furrow. 
This cleared the soil of weeds and aerated it, allowing nitrogen to re-enter 
the soil. But dragging that moldboard through heavy soil was enormous 
work, requiring large teams of animals and often a driver to encourage 
the animals as well as a plowman to guide the plow. 

 Because most rain in Europe falls in the winter, not in the summer 
growing season, farmers need to plant crops that are hardy. Europeans 
thus planted crops like barley and wheat, oats and beans and millet, as 
their main food source. But because the soils were poor and animals 
needed to be fed, almost two-thirds of the available land had to be left 
unplanted to provide grazing or held in a fallow or “resting” period for a 
year between plantings to improve soil fertility. 

 By contrast, farmers in the eastern monsoon zone had superior soils 
and got their wet weather in the summers. They thus organized their 

 FIGURE 1.3   THE ASIAN MONSOON WIND PATTERNS   
 In winter, dry winds fl ow south and east from central Asia. In summer, winds bringing 
moisture and heavy rains fl ow north and west from the Indian and western Pacifi c oceans. 

Low

L
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H

WINTER PATTERN
In winter, dry winds flow south and east from central Asia.

SUMMER PATTERN
In summer, winds bringing moisture and heavy rains flow

north and west from the Indian and western Pacific Oceans.
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agriculture quite differently. The northern Chinese plain was covered 
by a very light and fertile loess soil, which could be easily worked, and 
during the summer the high fl ow of the Yellow River and its tributaries 
provided plentiful water for irrigation. 

 Chinese farmers could work this soil using a lighter plow, and indeed 
China’s technology produced a far more effi cient one. The Chinese had 
developed a fairly sophisticated iron technology at an early date. By 
the fourth century  AD,  they were already using ceramic-coated ovens to 
generate high enough temperatures to melt iron for casting into a vari-
ety of shapes—something that Europeans would not master for centuries 
to come. Instead of a simple iron tip lashed to a moldboard, the Chinese 
would cast the plowshare and moldboard as a single smooth curve of 
metal with a sharpened leading edge and fl anged sides. The result was a 
plow that cut through the soft loess soils like a knife through butter and 
allowed plowing by only a single worker and an animal or two. 

 Chinese farmers thus did not need to devote much land to grazing, 
nor did they need to rest any land in fallows, because irrigation and light 
manuring (usually from pigs) carried the needed nutrients into the light 
but deep soils. Even though the northern Chinese plain grew crops similar 
to those of Europe—wheat, millet, and beans—the Chinese were able to 
produce more food per acre and per farmer, to feed more craft and urban 
workers, and to support more and larger cities than Europeans could. 

 In India, southern China, southeastern Asia, and the southern parts of 
Japan and Korea, the monsoons dropped so much water that farmers could 
fl ood their fi elds in the growing season and grow the more productive and 
water-tolerant crop of rice. Rice plants have many more seeds or kernels 
per plant than wheat; thus much less of the crop had to be kept for seeding 
the next harvest, and more edible food could be harvested per acre. In addi-
tion, because fl ooding the fi elds helped fertilize the soil and keep down 
weeds, and far less animal power was needed for plowing, rice cultivation 
needed no fallow period and required little land for grazing. The methods 
of rice farming and the properties of rice thus allowed for higher produc-
tivity than did European farming, leading to greater output per person and 
per acre in Asia. This greater output allowed Asian societies to support a 
larger class of cultured and leisured elites, and to engage more craftspeople 
to produce specialized products for consumption and trade. 

 There was a downside to monsoon farming, however. Every so often, 
the rains would fail. This periodic effect is called the El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation (ENSO) and occurs when the normally warm waters that sup-
ply the monsoon rains in the western Pacifi c and Indian Oceans move 
away to the eastern Pacifi c instead. These shifting ocean currents affect 
the air currents, greatly weakening the southeasterly monsoon winds and 
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resulting in a terrible drought in eastern or southern Asia. Crops wither 
and millions starve. Conversely, in some years the monsoon rains fall 
earlier and much more heavily than usual. Fields and homes are swept 
away as rivers overfl ow their banks. The great agricultural productivity 
and wealth of Asia thus was always punctuated by occasional periods of 
drought or fl ood, leading to extremes of poverty and misery. 

 Climate and soil made a huge difference, but as we have seen with the 
comparison of Asian and European plows, Asian peoples also developed 
superior technologies that let them take the best advantage of what nature 
offered. In fact, because nature was often cruel—bringing ruinous fl oods 
and droughts when the monsoons came too soon, too harsh, or not at all—
the Chinese and other Asian peoples developed a variety of technologies to 
diversify their economies and to control their essential water supplies.   

  TECHNOLOGIES TO SHAPE THE ENVIRONMENT 
AND CREATE MARKETABLE PRODUCTS 
  Throughout Asia, agricultural societies developed elaborate networks of 
canals, ditches, and levees to divert river water to their farms. Although it 
was once believed that these water-control projects could only have been 
built by harshly dictatorial states, we now know that most of the irriga-
tion projects that created wonderfully fertile fi elds from Iran to Bali and 
that operated all across India and China were built and maintained under 
the supervision of local elites and their communities. 

 Where the government was involved, it focused mainly on creating 
water projects to improve trade and travel, such as China’s Grand Canal, 
built to take tribute grain from the rice-growing area of the Yangzi River 
delta to the northern capital of Beijing. Stretching over 1,000 miles from 
north to south, linking numerous bodies of water and crossing rivers and 
mountains, it remains the world’s longest canal, and its main sections 
were largely completed by the seventh century  AD.  In the tenth century, the 
Chinese invented canal locks to fl oat barges over uneven terrain, eliminat-
ing the need to remove, carry, and reload cargoes when traversing hills. 
(This was 400 years before canal locks were used in Europe.) Yet this was 
just one of many projects that the Chinese and other Asian nations built to 
control fl ooding, channel irrigation waters, and maintain port facilities in 
coastal trading centers. 

 In addition to their prowess in agriculture and water control, the peoples 
of Asia also produced a variety of valuable materials unavailable in Europe. 
From the time of the Roman Empire, the Chinese had been producing silk: 
raising silkworms, steaming the cocoons to kill the worms and prevent them 
from breaking out as moths, and then skillfully unreeling the cocoon into 
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threads. Woven silk textiles were one of the main luxury items traded across 
Asia for centuries, giving their name to the Silk Road trade route. Silk pro-
duction spread to Persia and the Middle East in the early Middle Ages, and 
Europeans had learned to produce silk by the thirteenth century. But the 
demand for fi ne silks was so great that local production in Europe and the 
Middle East could not keep up with it, and Chinese (and other Asian coun-
tries’) silk continued to be exported to the West through modern times. 

 By the time of Columbus, China and India were also beginning to pro-
duce another luxury fabric unavailable in the West: fi ne cotton. It may be 
hard to believe today, but until the eighteenth century, the cotton that 
Europeans now rely on for their shirts, undergarments, and jeans was only 
available from Asia. The British imported huge amounts of woven cotton 
cloth to Europe. Even in the late 1700s, as the British were developing their 
own machine-driven cotton-spinning industry, they feared they would 
never be able to produce such fi ne cotton cloths as were produced in India. 

 In addition to higher agricultural productivity and superior textiles, 
eastern Asia also had great advantages in what we would today call mate-
rials engineering. The Chinese mastered heavy bronze casting almost as 
soon as they developed writing and became skilled in casting iron utensils 
1,000 years before the Europeans. The Chinese (and Koreans and Japanese 
as well) also developed the magnifi cent ceramics—ornately glazed and 
almost translucent—that we admire today as fi ne china. Indeed Chinese 
ceramics were in such demand throughout Asia that, as early as the seven-
teenth century, the Chinese developed coal-fi red factories with thousands 
of workers to turn out pieces with designs carefully tailored to appeal to 
Middle Eastern or European customers. 

 The Chinese also developed inexpensive paper and woodblock printing 
and hence had vast libraries of books centuries before large-scale book print-
ing and libraries developed in Europe. Even paper money (also made pos-
sible by cheap paper and printing) was used in China long before it was used 
in Europe. Europeans used expensive animal skins (vellum or parchment) 
for most writing in the Middle Ages. Arab middlemen sold Asian paper to 
Europeans for roughly 400 years, from  AD  800 to 1200, before Europeans 
learned to manufacture it themselves. Costly pigments (for dyeing cloths and 
creating paints), gunpowder, and matches all came from various parts of Asia. 

 Finally, Asian lands were also the source of precious spices, oint-
ments, and perfumes—mainly pepper, but also cinnamon, cloves, carda-
mom, myrrh, and frankincense. Somewhat later, Arabia, India, and China 
became the source of Europeans’ daily tea and coffee, but that trade only 
developed over 100 years after Columbus’s voyage. 

 Having enjoyed a more productive agriculture and more advanced 
technology for many centuries before 1500, most Asian societies appeared 
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fabulously wealthy to Europeans. The volume of shipping on Chinese 
rivers is said to have stunned Marco Polo, himself a Venetian trader, who 
visited China in the thirteenth century. Through 1750, Europeans mar-
veled at the riches, technological skills, and beautifully crafted products 
of the East.   

  THE PUZZLING RISE OF EUROPE 
  How then is it possible that by 1850, perceptions had reversed, and Asians 
began to seem poor and backward to Europeans? By 1911, when the 
Chinese Empire collapsed, Europeans considered China a land of wretch-
edness and dulling tradition, not an advanced civilization. Europe had 
spread its political and economic domination around the world, coloniz-
ing some regions, dictating terms of trade to others, and enjoying techno-
logical superiority and material wealth that seemed beyond the reach of 
non-Europeans. Given where the world stood in 1492, how did all of this 
come about? 

 For most of the last 200 years, Europeans justifi ed their sudden rise 
to global domination in terms of their own superior virtues. Singling out 
elements in their history borrowed from ancient Greece and Rome and 
proceeding through the Renaissance, Europeans prided themselves on 
having achieved special insights into nature. They congratulated them-
selves on having greatly developed their cities and their trade, sometimes 
forgetting that when they joined the global trading circuits, great cities 
and immense trade already existed in Asia. 

 Sometimes Europeans explained their success in terms of their religion, 
arguing that Christianity provided a superior foundation for economic 
activity. At other times, Europeans pointed to their system of government—
the competition among diverse states in early modern Europe—as the rea-
son for their success. 

 Some explanations are more humble, suggesting that Europeans did not 
deserve their greater riches, but had stolen them. Starting with Columbus’s 
construction of forts in the Caribbean, Europeans became global invaders, 
stealing wealth and resources from native peoples wherever they went. 

 Finally, some explanations suggest that Europe was just fortunate in 
having certain resources—coal and iron for industry in Europe, or the 
depopulated lands of the Americas—in places where Europeans could put 
them to good use and thus gain an advantage over other world regions. 

 All these and other ideas are worthy of consideration. Yet they must 
also be carefully examined and tested. We should not assume so easily that 
any factors we think made Europe special were in fact absent in Asia or 
Africa. We may just have to look a bit harder. Nor should we assume that, 
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just because Europe was different in some way from other places, such 
differences produced a better outcome. Such differences could just as eas-
ily have produced worse outcomes, so we have to trace cause and effect 
very carefully to be sure a given factor did indeed produce a particular 
outcome. 

 The following chapters thus undertake a study in comparisons—what 
really were the important differences that led to Europe’s great and sud-
den rise to world domination? And will they last?    

   ADDITIONAL READING 
 Fagan, Brian.  The Long Summer: How Climate Changed Civilization.  New 

York: Basic Books, 2004. 
 Pomeranz, Kenneth.  The Great Divergence.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 2001.                          
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Rwanda genocide: 100 days of slaughter

7 April 2014  Africa

In just 100 days in 1994, some 800,000 people were slaughtered in Rwanda by ethnic Hutu
extremists. They were targeting members of the minority Tutsi community, as well as
their political opponents, irrespective of their ethnic origin.

Why did the Hutu militias want to kill the Tutsis?

About 85% of Rwandans are Hutus but the Tutsi minority has long dominated the country. In
1959, the Hutus overthrew the Tutsi monarchy and tens of thousands of Tutsis fled to
neighbouring countries, including Uganda. A group of Tutsi exiles formed a rebel group, the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), which invaded Rwanda in 1990 and fighting continued until a
1993 peace deal was agreed.

On the night of 6 April 1994 a plane carrying then President Juvenal Habyarimana, and his
counterpart Cyprien Ntaryamira of Burundi  both Hutus  was shot down, killing everyone on
board. Hutu extremists blamed the RPF and immediately started a wellorganised campaign of
slaughter. The RPF said the plane had been shot down by Hutus to provide an excuse for the
genocide.
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News Sport Weather Shop Earth Travel

http://www.bbc.com/news/world/africa
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/6196226.stm
http://www.bbc.com/news
http://www.bbc.com/
http://www.bbc.com/news/
http://www.bbc.com/sport/
http://www.bbc.com/weather/
http://shop.bbc.com/
http://www.bbc.com/earth/
http://www.bbc.com/travel/
http://search.bbc.co.uk/search
https://ssl.bbc.com/id/signin?ptrt=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fnews%2Fworld-africa-26875506


6/21/2016 Rwanda genocide: 100 days of slaughter  BBC News

http://www.bbc.com/news/worldafrica26875506 2/18

How was the genocide carried out?

With meticulous organisation. Lists of government opponents were handed out to militias who
went and killed them, along with all of their families. Neighbours killed neighbours and some
husbands even killed their Tutsi wives, saying they would be killed if they refused. At the time,
ID cards had people's ethnic group on them, so militias set up roadblocks where Tutsis were
slaughtered, often with machetes which most Rwandans kept around the house. Thousands of
Tutsi women were taken away and kept as sex slaves.
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Did anyone try to stop it?

The UN and Belgium had forces in Rwanda but the UN mission was not given a mandate to stop
the killing. A year after US troops were killed in Somalia, the US was determined not to get
involved in another African conflict. The Belgians and most UN peacekeepers pulled out after 10
Belgian soldiers were killed. The French, who were allies of the Hutu government, sent a force to
set up a supposedly safe zone but were accused of not doing enough to stop the slaughter in
that area. Rwanda's current president has accused France of taking part in the massacres  a
charge denied by Paris.

A good man in Rwanda

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26793157
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Why was it so vicious?

Rwanda has always been a tightly controlled society, organised like a pyramid from each district
up to the top of government. The then governing party, MRND, had a youth wing called the
Interahamwe, which was turned into a militia to carry out the slaughter. Weapons and hitlists
were handed out to local groups, who knew exactly where to find their targets.
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The Hutu extremists set up radio stations and newspapers which broadcast hate propaganda,
urging people to "weed out the cockroaches" meaning kill the Tutsis. The names of those to be
killed were read out on radio. Even priests and nuns have been convicted of killing people,
including some who sought shelter in churches.

Genocide hunters: Fight for Rwandan justice

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-26034073
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How did it end?

The wellorganised RPF, backed by Uganda's army, gradually seized more territory, until 4 July,
when its forces marched into the capital, Kigali. Some two million Hutus  both civilians and
some of those involved in the genocide  then fled across the border into DR Congo, at that time
called Zaire, fearing revenge attacks.

Human rights groups say the RPF killed thousands of Hutu civilians as they took power  and
more after they went into DR Congo to pursue the Interahamwe. The RPF denies this. In DR
Congo, thousands died from cholera, while aid groups were accused of letting much of their
assistance fall into the hands of the Hutu militias.
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What happened in DR Congo?

The genocide in Rwanda has directly led to two decades of unrest in DR Congo, which have
cost the lives of an estimated five million people. Rwanda's government, now run by the RPF,
has twice invaded DR Congo, accusing its much larger neighbour of letting the Hutu militias
operate on its territory. Rwanda has also armed local Congolese Tutsi forces. In response,
some locals have formed selfdefence groups and the civilians of eastern DR Congo have paid
the price.

Persuading the rebels to go home to Rwanda

DR Congo's rebel kaleidoscope
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What is Rwanda like now?

RPF leader and President, Paul Kagame, has been hailed for overseeing rapid economic
growth in the tiny country. He has also tried to turn Rwanda into a technological hub and is very
active on Twitter. But his critics say he does not tolerate dissent and several opponents have
met unexplained deaths. Almost two million people were tried in local courts for their role in
the genocide and the ringleaders at a UN tribunal in neighbouring Tanzania. It is now illegal
to talk about ethnicity in Rwanda  the government says this is to prevent more bloodshed but
some say it prevents true reconciliation and is just putting a lid on tensions, which will only boil
over again in the future.

Rwanda targets knowledge economy
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5
High Spirits, High Seas

One can distill wine using a water-bath, and it comes out
like rosewater in color.
—Abu Yusuf Yaqub ibn Ishaq al-Sabbah al-Kindi,
Arab scientist and philosopher (c. 801-73 CE), in
The Book of the Chemistry of Perfume and Distillations

A Gift from the Arabs

AT THE CLOSE of the first millennium AD, the greatest and most cultured
city in western Europe was not Rome, Paris, or London. It was Cordoba, the
capital of Arab Andalusia, in what is now southern Spain. There were parks,
palaces, paved roads, oil lamps to light the streets, seven hundred mosques,
three hundred public baths, and extensive drainage and sewage systems.
Perhaps most impressive of all was the public library, completed around 970 CE
and containing nearly half a million books—more books than any other
European library, or indeed most European countries. And it was merely the
largest of seventy libraries in the city. No wonder Hroswitha, a tenth-century
German chronicler, described Cordoba as "the jewel of the world."

Cordoba was only one of the great centers of learning within the Arab world,
a vast dominion that stretched at its height from the Pyrenees in France to the
Pamir Mountains in central Asia, and as far south as the Indus Valley in India. At
a time when the wisdom of the Greeks had been lost in most of Europe, Arab
scholars in Cordoba, Damascus, and Baghdad were building on knowledge from
Greek, Indian, and Persian sources to make further advances in such fields as
astronomy, mathematics, medicine, and philosophy. They developed the
astrolabe, algebra, and the modern numeral system, pioneered the use of herbs
as anesthetics, and devised new navigational techniques based on the magnetic
compass (an introduction from China), trigonometry, and nautical maps. Among
their many achievements, they also refined and popularized a technique that gave
rise to a new range of drinks: distillation.



This process, which involves vaporizing and then recondens-ing a liquid in
order to separate and purify its constituent parts, has ancient origins. Simple
distillation equipment dating back to the fourth millennium BCE has been found in
northern Mesopotamia, where, judging from later cuneiform inscriptions, it was
used to make perfumes. The Greeks and Romans were also familiar with the
technique; Aristotle, for example, noted that the vapor condensed from boiling
salt water was not salty. But it was only later, starting in the Arab world, that
distillation was routinely applied to wine, notably by the eighth-century Arab
scholar Jabir ibn Hayyan, who is remembered as one of the fathers of chemistry.
He devised an improved form of distillation apparatus, or still, with which he and
other Arab al chemists distilled wine and other substances for use in their
experiments.

Distilling wine makes it much stronger, because the boiling point of alcohol
(seventy-eight degrees centigrade) is lower than that of water (one hundred
degrees centigrade). As the wine is slowly heated, vapor begins to rise from its
surface long before the liquid starts to boil. Due to alcohol's lower boiling point,
this vapor contains proportionately more alcohol and less water than the original
liquid. Drawing off and condensing this alcohol-rich vapor produces a liquid with
a far higher alcohol content than wine, though it is far from being pure alcohol,
since some water and other impurities evaporate even at temperatures below
one hundred degrees. However, the alcohol content can be increased by
repeated redistillation, also known as rectification.

Knowledge of distillation was one of many aspects of the ancient wisdom that
was preserved and extended by Arab scholars and, having been translated from
Arabic into Latin, helped to rekindle the spirit of learning in western Europe. The
word alembic, which refers to a type of still, encapsulates this combination of
ancient knowledge and Arab innovation. It is derived from the Arabic al-ambiq,
descended in turn from the Greek word ambix, which refers to the specially
shaped vase used in distillation. Similarly, the modern word alcohol illuminates
the origins of distilled alcoholic drinks in the laboratories of Arab alchemists. It is
descended from al-koh'l, the name given to the black powder of purified
antimony, which was used as a cosmetic, to paint or stain the eyelids. The term
was used more generally by alchemists to refer to other highly purified
substances, including liquids, so that distilled wine later came to be known in
English as "alcohol of wine."



Distillation equipment in a medieval laboratory. The production of spirits began
as an obscure alchemical technique known only to a select few.

From their obscure origins in alchemical laboratories, the new drinks made
possible by distillation became dominant during the Age of Exploration, as
seafaring European explorers established colonies and then empires around the
world. Distilled drinks provided a durable and compact form of alcohol for
transport on board ship and found a range of other uses. These drinks became
economic goods of such significance that their taxation and control became
matters of great political importance and helped to determine the course of



history. The abstemious Arab scholars who first distilled wine regarded the result
as alchemical ingredients or a medicine, rather than an everyday drink. Only
when knowledge of distillation spread into Christian Europe did distilled spirits
become more widely consumed.

A Miracle Cure?
On a winter night in 1386 the royal doctors were summoned to the bedchamber
of Charles II of Navarre, the ruler of a small kingdom in what is now northern
Spain. The king was known as "Charles the Bad," a nickname he earned early in
his reign when he suppressed a revolt with particular cruelty and ferocity. His
favorite pastime was plotting against his father-in-law, the king of France. Now,
after a night of debauchery, Charles had been struck down by fever and
paralysis. His doctors decided to administer a medicine reputed to have
miraculous healing powers, and made using an almost magical process: the
distillation of wine.

One of the first Europeans to experiment with this novel process was the
twelfth-century Italian alchemist Michael Saler-nus, who learned of it from Arab
texts. "A mixture of pure and very strong wine with three parts salt, distilled in
the usual vessel, produces a liquid which will flame up when set on fire," he
wrote. Evidently, this process was known only to a select few at the time, since
Salernus wrote several of the key words of this sentence (including wine and
salt) in secret code. Since distilled wine could be set on fire, it was called aqua
ardens, which means "burning water."

Of course, burning also described the unpleasant sensation produced in the
throat after swallowing distilled wine. Yet those who tried drinking small
quantities of aqua ardens found that this initial discomfort, sometimes disguised
using herbs, was far outweighed by the sensation of invigoration and well-being
that swiftly followed. Wine was widely used as a medicine, so it seemed only
logical that concentrated and purified wine should have even greater healing
powers. By the late thirteenth century, as universities and medical schools were
flowering throughout Europe, distilled wine was being acclaimed in Latin medical
treatises as a miraculous new medicine, aqua vitae, or "water of life."

One firm believer in the therapeutic power of distilled wine was Arnald of
Villanova, a professor at the French medical school of Montpellier, who
produced instructions for distilling wine around 1300. "The true water of life will



come over in precious drops, which, being rectified by three or four successive
distillations, will afford the wonderful quintessence of wine," he wrote. "We call it
aqua vitae, and this name is remarkably suitable, since it is really a water of
immortality. It prolongs life, clears away ill-humors, revives the heart, and
maintains youth."

Aqua vitae seemed supernatural, and in a sense it was, for distilled wine has a
far higher alcohol content than any drink that can be produced by natural
fermentation. Even the hardiest yeasts cannot tolerate an alcohol content greater
than about 15 percent, which places a natural limit on the strength of fermented
alcoholic drinks. Distillation allowed alchemists to circumvent this limit, which
had prevailed since the discovery of fermentation thousands of years earlier.
Arnald's pupil, Raymond Lully, declared aqua vitae "an element newly revealed
to men but hid from antiquity, because the human race was then too young to
need this beverage destined to revive the energies of modern decrepitude." Both
men lived to be well over seventy, an unusually advanced age for the time, which
may have been taken as evidence for aqua vitae's life-prolonging power.

This wonderful new medicine could either be administered as a drink or
applied externally to the affected part of the body. Aqua vitae's proponents
believed it could preserve youth; improve memory; treat diseases of the brain,
nerves, and joints; revive the heart; calm toothache; cure blindness, speech
defects, and paralysis; and even protect against the plague. It was, in short,
regarded as a panacea, which was why Charles the Bad's doctors decided to
administer it to their patient. Working by candlelight, they enveloped the king in
sheets soaked with aqua vitae, hoping that contact with the magical fluid would
cure his paralysis. But the treatment went disastrously wrong: The sheets were
accidentally ignited by a careless servant's candle, and the king instantly went up
in flames. His subjects are said to have regarded his fiery and agonizing death as
a divine judgment, for one of the king's final acts had been to order a dramatic
increase in taxation.

Over the course of the fifteenth century, aqua vitae began to change from a
medicinal drink into a recreational one as knowledge of distillation spread. This
process was helped by a new invention, the printing press, developed by
Johannes Gutenberg during the 1430s. (It was new to Europeans, at least,
though the same idea had occurred to the Chinese some centuries earlier.) The
first printed book about distillation was written by Michael Puff von Schrick, an
Austrian doctor, and published in Augsburg in 1478. It was so popular that



fourteen editions of the book had appeared by 1500. Among the claims made
by von Schrick were that drinking half a spoon of aqua vitae every morning
could ward off illness, and that pouring a little aqua vitae into the mouth of a
dying person would give him or her the strength to speak one last time.

But for most people, aqua vitae's appeal came not from its supposed
medicinal benefits but from its power to intoxicate people quickly and easily.
Distilled drinks proved particularly popular in the cooler climes of northern
Europe, where wine was scarce and expensive. By distilling beer, it was possible
to make powerful alcholic drinks with local ingredients for the first time. The
Gaelic for aqua vitae, uisge beatha, is the origin of the modern word whiskey.
This new drink quickly became part of the Irish lifestyle. One chronicler
recorded the death in 1405 of Richard MacRagh-naill, the son of an Irish
chieftain, who died "after drinking water of life to excess; and it was water of
death to Richard."

Elsewhere in Europe, aqua vitae was called "burnt wine," rendered in German
as Branntwein and in English as brandywine, or simply brandy. People began
distilling wine in their own homes and offering it for sale on feast days, a practice
that was widespread and troublesome enough that it was explicitly banned in the
German city of Nuremberg in 1496. A local doctor observed: "In view of the
fact that everyone at present has got into the habit of drinking aqua vitae it is
necessary to remember the quantity that one can permit oneself to drink, and
learn to drink it according to one's capacities, if one wishes to behave like a
gentleman."

Spirits, Sugar, and Slaves
The emergence of these new distilled drinks occurred just as European explorers
were first opening up the world's sea routes, reaching around the southern tip of
Africa to the east, and crossing the Atlantic to establish the first links with the
New World in the west. The process began with the exploration by Portuguese
explorers of the west coast of Africa, and the discovery and colonization of the
nearby Atlantic islands, the first stepping stones on the way to the Americas.
These expeditions were organized and funded by Prince Henrique of Portugal,
also known as Prince Henry the Navigator. Despite his name, Prince Henry
himself remained in Portugal for most of his life. He went abroad just three times,
and even then only as far as North Africa, on three military excursions that



respectively made, destroyed, and restored his reputation as a commander. But
from his base in Sagres he masterminded an ambitious program of Portuguese
naval exploration. Prince Henry funded expeditions and collated the resulting
reports, observations, and maps. He also encouraged his captains to embrace
advances in navigation such as the magnetic compass, along with trigonometry
and the astrolabe, an invention which had, like distillation, been introduced by
Arabs into western Europe. The chief motive of the Portuguese, Spanish, and
other explorers of the time was to find an alternative route to the East Indies, in
order to circumvent the Arab monopoly on the spice trade. Ironically, their
eventual success was due in part to the use of technology provided by the
Arabs.

The Atlantic islands of Madeira, the Azores, and the Canaries proved to be
ideal places to produce sugar, another Arab introduction. But growing sugarcane
required enormous amounts of water and manpower. The Arabs had amassed a
range of irrigation techniques and labor-saving devices during their westward
expansion, including the water screw, the Persian innovation of underground
aqueducts, and water-powered mills to process sugarcane. Even so, sugar
production under the Arabs relied on slaves, mostly brought in from East Africa.
The Europeans captured many of the Arab sugar plantations during the religious
wars of the Crusades but lacked experience in growing sugar and needed even
more manpower to maintain production. During the 1440s the Portuguese began
to ship black slaves from their trading posts on the west coast of Africa. At first
these slaves were kidnapped, but the Portuguese soon agreed to buy slaves, in
return for European goods, from African traders.

Mass slavery had been unseen in Europe since Roman times, in part for
religious reasons, for doctrine forbade the enslavement of one Christian by
another. Such theological objections to the new slave trade were overlooked or
sidestepped using a number of dubious arguments. At first, it was suggested that
by buying slaves and converting them to Christianity, Europeans were rescuing
them from the false doctrine of Islam. But then another argument emerged: Black
Africans, argued some theologians, did not qualify as fully human, could not,
therefore, become Christians, and could be enslaved. They were, according to
another theory, "children of Ham," so their enslavement was sanctioned by the
Bible. This insidious logic was not widely accepted, at least at first. But the
remoteness of the Atlantic islands meant the use of slave labor could be kept
conveniently out of sight. By 1500 the introduction of slaves had turned Madeira



into the largest exporter of sugar in the world, with several mills and two
thousand slaves.

The use of slaves in sugar production expanded dramatically after the
European discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus in 1492. He
had been looking for a westerly passage to the East Indies but instead found the
islands of the Caribbean. There was no gold, spices, or silk to take back to his
royal patrons in Spain, but Columbus confidently declared the islands ideal for
growing sugar, a business he knew well. On his second voyage to the New
World in 1493 he took sugarcane from the Canary Islands. Production was
soon under way on the Spanish islands of the Caribbean and on the South
American mainland, in what is now Brazil, under the Portuguese. Attempts to
enslave the indigenous people failed, as they inexorably succumbed to Old-
World diseases, so the colonists began importing slaves directly from Africa
instead. Over the course of four centuries, around eleven million slaves were
transported from Africa to the New World, though this figure understates the full
scale of the suffering, because as many as half the slaves captured in the African
interior died on the way to the coast. Distilled drinks played a central role in this
evil trade, which intensified as the British, French, and Dutch established sugar
plantations in the Caribbean during the seventeenth century.

The African slavers who supplied the Europeans with slaves accepted a range
of products in exchange, including textiles, shells, metal bowls, jugs, and sheets
of copper. But most sought-after by far were strong alcoholic drinks. The
Africans in different regions already drank alcoholic drinks such as palm wine,
mead, and various varieties of beer, all of which dated back to antiquity. But
alcohol imported from Europe was, in the words of one trader, "everywhere
called for," even in Muslim parts of Africa. In the early days of the slave trade,
when it was dominated by Portugal, African slavers acquired a taste for strong
Portuguese wines. In 1510 the Portuguese traveler Valentim Fer-nandes wrote
that the Wolofs, a people from the Senegal region, "are drunkards who derive
great pleasure from our wine."

Wine was a convenient form of currency, but European slave traders quickly
realized that brandy was even better. It allowed more alcohol to be packed into
a smaller space inside the cramped hold of a ship, and its higher alcohol content
acted as a preservative, making it less likely than wine to spoil while in transit.
Africans valued distilled spirits because they were far more concentrated, or
"hot," than their own grain-based beers and palm wines. Drinking imported



alcohol became a mark of distinction among African slavers. Textiles were often
the most valuable component of the packages of goods exchanged for slaves,
but alcohol, and brandy in particular, was the most prestigious.

It soon became customary for Fmropeans to present large quantities of
alcohol, known as dashee or bizy, as a gift before beginning negotiations with
African traders. The Europeans and Africans conversed in a pidgin language
derived from Portuguese, several examples of which were transcribed by a
French trader, including qua qua (linen) and singo me miombo (give me some
strong liquor). According to John Atkins, a British naval surgeon who chronicled
the slave trade, the African slaver "never cares to treat with dry lips." William
Bosman, a Dutch slave trader, recommended that captains of slave ships should
make daily gifts of brandy to local leaders and principal traders. The Africans of
Whydah, he warned, would not do business at all unless they had first been
presented with sufficient dashee. "He that intends to trade here, must humour
them herein," he wrote.

Brandy oiled the wheels of the slave trade in other ways, too. One account
records that the canoemen who ferried goods to and from European ships were
paid a bottle of brandy a day as a retainer, plus an extra two to four bottles on
days when they worked, and a bonus bottle on Sundays. The guards who
marched slaves from holding pens on the coast down to the shore were also paid
in brandy. The connections between spirits, slaves, and sugar were further
strengthened following the invention of a powerful new drink made from the
waste products of the sugar-production process itself. That drink was rum.

The First Global Drink
On a September day in 1647 an Englishman named Richard Ligon caught his
first glimpse of the Caribbean island of Barbados from the deck of the ship
Achilles. "Being now come in sight of this happy island, the nearer we came, the
more beautiful it appeared to our eyes," he wrote in an account of his voyage.
Appearances proved deceptive, however, for when Ligon and his fellow
travelers disembarked they discovered that Barbados was in the midst of an
outbreak of the plague. This disrupted the travelers' plans, so that having only
intended to stay for a few days, Ligon remained on the island for three years.
During his stay he compiled a detailed account of the island's many plants and
animals, the customs of its people, and the workings of its sugar plantations.



The first English settlers had arrived on Barbados in 1627 to find the island
uninhabited. They set about trying to grow tobacco, which had become popular
in their homeland and had proved to be a profitable crop for farmers in the new
North American colony of Virginia. But Barbados tobacco was, Ligon
observed, "the worst . . . that growes in the whole world." So the settlers
brought in sugarcane, equipment, and expertise from Brazil instead. During
Ligon's stay, sugar established itself as the island's most important crop. The
industry was heavily dependent on slave labor. Ligon ran into the religious logic
used to justify slavery when a black slave, to whom he had explained the
workings of a compass, asked if he could convert to Christianity, "for he thought
that to be a Christian was to be endued with all those knowledges he wanted."
Ligon relayed this request to the slave's master and was told that slaves were not
allowed to convert—since "by the Lawes of England . . . we could not make a
Christian a slave"—so any slaves who were allowed to convert would have to
be freed. And that was unthinkable, since it would have stopped the lucrative
sugar business in its tracks. Within a decade Barbados dominated the sugar
trade, making its sugar barons among the richest men in the New World.

The planters on Barbados gained more than just sugarcane and equipment
from Brazil; they also learned how to ferment the by-products of the sugar-
making process and then to distill the result to make a powerful alcoholic drink.
The Portuguese called it cane brandy, and they made it from the foam skimmed
off the boiling cane juice or from the cane juice itself. This process was further
refined on Barbados, however, where the cane brandy was made from
molasses, the otherwise worthless leftovers from sugar making. This made it
possible to make cane brandy far more cheaply and without any reduction in the
output of sugar. The planters of Barbados could literally have their sugar and
drink it too.

According to Ligon, the resulting drink, known as "kill-devil," was "infinitely
strong, but not very pleasant in taste. . . . The people drink much of it, indeed
too much; for it often layes them asleep on the ground." Wine and beer were
costly to import, and liable to spoil while in transit from Europe, but kill-devil
could be made locally in large quantities. Ligon noted that kill-devil was sold on
the island itself "to Planters, as have no sugar-works of their own, yet drink
excessively of it, for they buy it at easie rates," and also to passing ships, "and it
is transported into foreign parts, and drunk by the way." Only after Ligon's
departure was kill-devil given the name by which it is known today. A traveler



who visited Barbados in 1651 observed that the islanders' preferred drink or
"chief fudling" was "Rumbullion, alias Kill-Devill, and this is made of sugarcanes
distilled, a hot, hellish and terrible liquor." Rumbullion, a slang word from
southern England that means "a brawl or violent commotion," may have been
chosen as the drink's nickname because that was frequently the outcome when
people drank too much of it.

Rumbullion, soon shortened to rum, spread throughout the Caribbean and then
beyond. It was given to newly arrived slaves as part of the "seasoning" process,
which weeded out the weak and subdued the unruly. Slaves were encouraged to
become dependent on regular rations of rum, both to withstand the demands
placed upon them and to blot out the associated hardship. It was also used as an
inducement. Slaves were rewarded with extra rum for catching rats or
performing particularly unpleasant tasks. Plantation records suggest slaves were
typically issued two or three gallons of rum a year (but in some cases as much as
thirteen gallons), which they could either drink themselves or barter for food. As
a result, rum became an important tool of social control. Ligon noted that it was
also used as a medicine, and that when slaves were unwell, the doctor gave to
each one "a dram cup of this Spirit, and that [was] a present cure."

Rum also became popular among sailors, and from 1655 was adopted as a
substitute for the traditional ration of beer on Royal Navy ships in the Caribbean.
Within a century it became the navy's preferred drink during long cruises.
Replacing the usual gallon of perishable, weak beer with a half pint of rum had
predictable consequences for discipline and efficiency, however, and prompted
Admiral Edward Vernon to issue an order that the rum should be mixed with
two pints of water. Diluting the rum had no effect on the total amount of alcohol
consumed, though it made the sailors more inclined to drink the otherwise
unpalatable water available on board ships. What turned out to be far more
important was Vernon's idea to add sugar and lime juice to the mixture to make
it more palatable. He had invented a primitive cocktail that was immediately
named in his honor. Vernon's nickname was "Old Grogram," because he wore a
waterproof cloak made of grogram, a coarse fabric stiffened with gum. His new
drink became known as grog.

The problem remained that the strength of rum varied widely, and sailors who
saw their rum being watered down to make grog felt shortchanged. Before the
invention of an accurate hydrometer in the nineteenth century, there was no easy
way to measure the strength of an alcoholic drink. So the navy's pursers, who



were responsible for distributing the rum ration, measured the strength of the
unmixed rum beforehand using a rule of thumb said to have been devised at the
Royal Arsenal. They mixed the rum with a little water and a few grains of black
gunpowder, then heated the mixture using a magnifying glass to concentrate the
rays of the sun. If the gunpowder failed to ignite, the mixture was too weak, and
more rum would be added. Only when the gunpowder just barely ignited was
the mixture deemed to be the correct strength, which corresponds to 48 percent
alcohol. (If the mixture was too strong, an explosion could ensue, and tradition
has it that the sailors were then entitled to help themselves while the purser was
incapacitated.)

The use of grog in place of beer played an unseen role during the eighteenth
century in establishing British supremacy at sea. One of the main causes of death
among sailors at the time was scurvy, a wasting disease that is now known to be
caused by a lack of vitamin C. The best way to prevent it, discovered and
forgotten many times during the eighteenth century, was to administer regular
doses of lemon or lime juice. The inclusion of lemon or lime juice in grog, made
compulsory in 1795, therefore reduced the incidence of scurvy dramatically.
And since beer contains no vitamin C, switching from beer to grog made British
crews far healthier overall. The opposite was true of their French counterparts,
for whom the standard drink ration was not beer but three-quarters of a liter of
wine (the equivalent of a modern bottle). On long cruises, this ration was
replaced by three-sixteenths of a liter of eau-de-vie. Since wine contains small
amounts of vitamin C but eau-de-vie does not, the effect was to reduce the
French navy's resistance to scurvy, just as the British navy's resistance was
increasing. The Royal Navy's unique ability to combat scurvy was said by one
naval physician to have doubled its performance and contributed directly to
Britain's eventual defeat of the French and Spanish fleets at Trafalgar in 1805. (It
also meant that British sailors became known as "limeys.")

All this was far in the future, however, when rum was first invented. Its
immediate significance was as a currency, for it closed the triangle linking spirits,
slaves, and sugar. Rum could be used to buy slaves, with which to produce
sugar, the leftovers of which could be made into rum to buy more slaves, and so
on and on. Jean Barbot, a French trader, observed on visiting the west coast of
Africa in 1679 that he found "a great alteration: the French brandy, whereof I
had always had a good quantity abroad, being much less demanded, by reason
that a great quantity of spirits and rum had been bought on that coast." By 1721



one English trader reported that rum had become the "chief barter" on the slave
coast of Africa, even for gold. Rum also took over from brandy as the currency
in which canoemen and guards were paid. Brandy helped to kick-start the
transatlantic trade in sugar and slaves, but rum made it self-fueling and far more
profitable.

Unlike beer, which was usually produced and consumed locally, and wine,
which was usually made and traded within a specific region, rum was the result
of the convergence of materials, people, and technologies from around the
world, and the product of several intersecting historical forces. Sugar, which
originated in Polynesia, had been introduced to Europe by the Arabs, taken to
the Americas by Columbus, and cultivated by slaves from Africa. Rum distilled
from its waste products was consumed both by European colonists and by their
slaves in the New World. It was a drink that owed its existence to the
buccaneering enterprise of the Age of Exploration; but it would not have existed
without the cruelty of the slave trade, from which Europeans deliberately averted
their gaze for so long. Rum was the liquid embodiment of both the triumph and
the oppression of the first era of globalization.



Summer Assignment - Based on reading The World in Six Glasses Chapter 5 “High Spirits, High Seas”, 

answer the following. Feel free to modify the charts to accommodate more information by downloading and 

manipulating them.  

 

1. Explain how the crusades affected economic systems and exchange networks in the following areas. 

Region  Impact 

Locally  
 
 
 

Regionally  
 
 
 
 

Globally  
 
 
 
 

 

2. Explain how the following factors affected patterns of human migration and settlement during the Age of 

Exploration. 

 

Factors  Affect  

Disease 
 
 
 
 

 

Technology  
 
 
 
 

 

 

  



3. Explain how the Age of Exploration affected economic systems and exchange networks in the following 

areas. 

Region  Impact 

Locally  
 
 
 

Regionally  
 
 
 
 

Globally 
 
 
 
 

 

 

4. Evaluate the extent to which the following distinctions influenced the development and transformations 

of Caribbean society.  

 

Distinction  Influence  

Race  
 
 
 
 

 

Religion  
 
 
 
 

 

 


