“A history of the world”

Merry Christmas to Walden, 2001

to the tune of “Sweet Betsy from Pike”

1.

Five billion years ago earth came to be.

Then dinosaurs, cavemen and pre-history.

The Mesapotamians, Egyptians and such

Wrote stuff on clay tablets but not very much.

China dates back four millenia at least.

Then came Phoenicians and Hittites and Greeks.

Plato is still at philosophy's center,

and Archimedes was the first great inventor.

The Greeks were quite good at both thinking and writing,

But, in the end, Romans were better at fighting.

They conquered two thirds of the land on their atlas,

Then invented the hot tub for after their battles.  

Along came a guy that the Romans despised;

He rejected their gods and he called himself Christ.

To Jews and to Christians he was quite a hero;

He was born in Year 1 but it should have been zero.

He preached his unpopular views far and wide.

They warned him to stop or he'd be crucified.

But some say he laughed when he looked down from heaven,

As Rome became Christian in 337.

6.

Soon after that came the decline and the fall

Of the Roman Empire that once had ruled all.

Their cities were sacked by Attila the Hun,

At the Plains of Chalons circa 451.

Then nothing much happened for hundreds of years.

Rome slowly shrank but did not disappear.

An age came of darkness, five centuries of night,

Where people forgot how to read and to write.

Except in the monasteries, still there were scribes; 

And where there was empire, now there were tribes.

Visigoths, Gauls, Goths, Celts, Vikings and Picts,

All quietly existed till 1066.

Then William of Normandy (now part of France)

Crossed over to England and took a great chance.

Despite all the arrows his archers were wasting,

They broke through King Harold's defences at Hastings.

The English and French then went at it for years

With outcomes that went far beyond blood and tears.

Some outcomes were good while some others caused anguish:

Just looked at how weird and mixed up is our language.

11.

Also important were Christian crusaders,

Who traveled to Muslim lands where they were raiders.

Their bodies are scattered all over creation,

But a small few survived for cross-fertilization.

And suddenly in the year 1309

A poet named Dante began the "Divine

Comedy" all about circles of Hell,

And Chaucer wrote "Canterbury Tales" as well.

Soon followed a renaissance of all things arty

Led by Michelangelo Buonarotti.

Da Vinci, Erasmus, Cardano, Montaigne 

Invented, wrote books and solved cubic equations.

The printing press (circa 1454)

Allowed books by Machiavelli and More

To re-start the field of Political Science,

And let two astronomers publish their defiance:

Copernicus stated in 1541 

That Earth was a planet and circled the sun.

And then Galileo saw Jupiter's moon,

Which made the Pope lock him away in his room.

16.

An explorer set out 'round the world one day.

His name was Columbus; he made it halfway.

His boat hit America (which was then nameless)

And that's why 1492 is still famous.

The post-renaissance brought yet more to delight in:

The music of Purcell, Bach, Mozart and Haydn,

And plays by Will Shakespeare, still read in our time,

And brilliant paintings by Rembrandt van Rijn.

A ship named "The Mayflower" sailed to Cape Cod.

The pilgrims were tough for the winter was hard,

But those who survived that first year, 1620,

Ate turkey and gave thanks for harvests of plenty.

Next, after art, and the age of adventuring,

Came engineering and science's century.

Calculus, gravity, and the steam engine,

Were Leibniz' and Newton's and James Watt's inventions.

Then everywhere people began to want freedom,

To vote democratically, with no king to lead 'em.

America, France and the colonies of Spain

Threw out their monarchs and let freedom reign. 

21.

But not all Americans were happy and free:

Many were living in harsh slavery.

The president ordered all slaves to be freed.

The South did not like this and tried to secede.

And so it occurred in 1861,

A terribly un-civil war was begun.

The South started winning, but then the tide turned.

While Johnston surrendered, Atlanta was burned.

For fifty years now all the west had been whirring

With industrial revolution occurring.

From Darmstadt to London, the factories were bleaker

Than those in East Asia that now produce sneakers.

Greath wealth and great squalor now grew side by side,

And with these new times, were new ethics implied.

Different solutions had opposite features,

From fair-minded Kant's to elitists like Nietzche's.

The century's end saw two more famous Germans

Whose far-reaching legacy's not yet determined.

"Everything boils down," said these two geniuses,

"To means of production and envy of penises."

26.

In Europe upheavals had left in their wake

A vacuum of power that some tried to take.

Emperor-hopefuls included Bavarians,

Frenchmen, Turks, Prussians and even Hungarians.

Suddenly in Serbia rang out a shot.

Often the death of an archduke would not

Raise such a ruckus, but tense was the scene:

Guns at the ready in 1914.

Grim was the scope of this terrible war,

Horrors and tortures as never before.

Mortars and mustard gas, planes on the hunt;

Deceptively quiet was the long western front.

After the war, things were not peachy keen.

First came the Black Sox in 1919;

Then Congress forbid the consumption of wine,

And the stock market crashed in 1929.

All of this ended in World War II.

Nazis intending to kill each last Jew.

The Japanese ambushed our naval position,

So we paid them back with some nuclear fission.

31.

Strangely, both sides landed straight on their feet.

The Great Depression was now obsolete.

Europe was re-built by George Marshall's plan, 

While factories churn out new cars in Japan.

In 1946 Churchill saw something ominous:

All Europe east of the Rhine had gone communist.

Russians were up to no good, he felt certain,

And spoke to the world of a new Iron Curtain.

This was a cold war of scientists and spooks.

Everyone raced to build rockets and nukes.

Benefits like Tang lasted half of a century,

But Laika the space dog burned up on re-entry.

The cold war is over, the Russians are cool.

The Chinese are not but they play by the rules.

The peace is not perfect, the terrorists still sting.

But enjoy it 'cause who knows what next year will bring?

