A is for Africa:

Africa was a center for the domestication of animals and plants, but never to the extent of the Fertile Crescent.  Africa lacked the large seeded annual grasses.  The large herbivores of Africa were not easily domesticated.  The agricultural cultures of Africa developed later than those of the Fertile Crescent.

Fertile Crescent agriculture spread into Egypt and North Africa.  Africa developed its own cultivated plants in Ethiopia, the Sahel, and West Africa.  Bananas, Asian Yams, and Taro were brought to Madagascar from Southeast Asia.

Sorghum and pearl millet are plants of the sub-Sahara.  African rice and yams, the oil palm, and the kola nut are cultivated plants originating in tropical West Africa.

The only domesticated animal that is peculiarly African is the guinea fowl.

The development of sorghum and millet is associated with the spread of the Nilo-Saharan language group some time before 5000 B.C.  The development of West African crops is associated with the spread of Niger-Congo languages.  Afroasiatic languages spread in association with Ethiopian and Fertile Crescent crops.  Austronesians reached Madagascar sometime before 800 A.D.

Bantu language speaking people began to spread out of West Africa around 3000 B.C. with cattle and yams.

B is for Bantu:

Bantu people began expanding out of West Africa about 3000 B.C. carrying with them a successful agriculture complex combining West African yam culture and cattle breeding.  About 1000 B.C., the Bantus reached East Africa and began spreading through the valleys of the Rift and Great Lakes.  

Bantu speaking people in East Africa learned to cultivate millet and sorghum from Nilo-Saharan peoples.  They also picked up the ability to work in iron.  Sheep and cattle had already spread through much of Africa.  The Bantu ability to work iron allowed them to displace the Khoisan people that had originally maintained a hunter-gather culture in much of Africa.

Five hundred different Bantu languages developed as they moved south and east and displaced most of the Khoisan language speaking peoples south of the equator.  The cultivation of wheat and barley never reached these regions because they could not be adapted to equatorial climates.

As the Bantu speaking peoples moved south and east, they carried their genes for dark skin color with them, displacing the Bushman features of the hunter-gather Khoisan language speaking peoples.  This displacement process is discussed in detail in “Guns, Germs, and Steel,” by Jared Diamond.  It radically altered the character of southern Africa by replacing the hunter-gatherer economies of the Khoisan people with more sophisticated Bantu cultures.

C is for Chinese:

The cultivation of millet began to appear in Northern China around 7,500 years ago.  The cultivation of rice began to appear in South China about the same time.  Associated with the cultivation of rice and millet was the domestication of pigs, dogs, chickens, silkworms, and geese.  Other cultivated plants (see Jared Diamond, “Guns, Germs, and Steel”) included fruits such as citrus, peaches, apricots.  Also cultivated were soybeans, tea, and hemp.

The South China rice and pig culture expanded south carrying Austroasiatic, Tai-Kadai, Miao-Yao, and Austronesian languages with them.  The North China millet culture combined with the South China rice culture, as the Sino-Tibetan language group spread south and west till it dominated the subcontinental area.

The Austronesian language group appears to belong to this same complex.  It appears to have merged rice and millet culture with deep-sea fishing techniques that allowed this language group to begin an expansion that would carry it across the Pacific and even to Madagascar.

Writing and sophisticated metal working techniques were developed very early in North China.  As a result, the North China version of this developing cultural complex became dominant.  From North China came the Mandarin language and the Mandarin writing system that has served as the basis for the development of the Chinese version of imperial rule.

D is for Domestication:

The domestication of the horse in the Ukraine may have been the cause of the spread of the Indo-European language group throughout the world.  Along with the horse, came the cultivation of wheat, barley, oats, etc.  The domestication of dogs, cattle, sheep, and goats was assimilated from the neighboring peoples of the Fertile Crescent.

The Semitic languages developed as the Afroasiatic language group spread through Africa, perhaps under the stimulus of combinations of Ethiopian and Fertile Crescent agriculture (the herding of cattle, goats, and sheep), along with the domestication of the donkey and the camel.

The domestication of the Yak and the Bacterian camel may have helped the spread of Sino-Tibetan languages.  Ural-Altaic language group expansion was probably assisted by the development of horse-based pastoralism by speakers of languages on the grasslands of Russia and the steppes of Central Asia.

The Elamo-Dravidian languages appear to have begun their expansion around 6000 B.C. as a result of the assimilation of Fertile Crescent based agricultural practices by peoples in the area of Iran.  These groups would later migrate into the Indian subcontinent where languages of this type are found today.  They were followed soon by horse breeding people speaking the Indo-European languages that dominate both Iran and India today.

E is for Europe:

Europe benefited from the domestic crop complex developed in the Fertile Crescent.  This was the richest combination of plants and domestic animals to develop as humans began to settle down and develop agriculture under the pressure of rising numbers as climates warmed at the end of the last ice age.  

The Fertile Crescent domestication complex was the first and the most successful to appear.  It was associated with the development of the great number of divergent approaches to writing.  The result was the development of an alphabet that was more efficient and flexible than any of its rivals.  The Greek alphabet and the Roman alphabet provided symbols for both vowels and consonants.  Most European alphabets were developed from these Greek and Roman systems.

Europe benefited from Fertile Crescent agriculture and from Greek and Roman writing and literature, from Greek and Roman technology and learning.  Jared Diamond emphasizes the importance of the immunity that the inhabitants of Europe had developed to the many diseases common to Europeans.  Most of these diseases appear to have developed as a result of exposure to the diseases carried by the cows, pigs, chickens, and other domesticated animals common to Eurasian agriculture.

When exposed to European diseases, North American natives died in enormous numbers.

F is for Fertile Crescent:

The Fertile Crescent is an area from Iraq to southern Turkey and Lebanon that is associated with the domestication of wheat, barley, sheep, goats, and cattle.  This area is characterized by winter rains that encourage the development of annual grasses with large seeds.  These large grains were sought after by Neolithic hunter-gathers.

Villages began to develop where harvested grain could be stored and processed.  As population pressures developed, cultivation became more intense.  The gathering of grain led to the planting of grain, plowing of the fields, and finally intensive irrigation of the fields.

The Fertile Crescent has a larger area of annual plant favoring winter rain based vegetation then anywhere else on the globe, with a greater variation in types of winter rain vegetation than can be found anywhere else.  It also had one of the greatest collections of herbivores adapted to graze on vegetation of this type.

These herbivores were relatively easily domesticated.  It appears that Neolithic humans had only to use the domesticated dog to herd the animals that were already grazing the wild wheat and barley.  Soon there were herds of domesticated sheep, cattle, and goats that could graze the stubble in the fields, turn it into food to supplement the carbohydrates and proteins in the kernels of the grain.

Wheat, barley, peas, chickpeas, lentils, vetches, flax were grown; along with cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs.

 G is for Government:

Jared Diamond points out, in “Guns, Germs, and Steel,” that defeated hunter-gather tribes simply move further away from their enemies.  Where population densities are higher, tribal societies may capture the women and kill the men.  Where population densities are higher and land use is more intense, the defeated populations may be employed as slaves or as a subject population with no political autonomy.

There is a steady progression from egalitarian bands of hunter-gathers to big-man centered tribes and centralized hereditary chiefdoms.  Greater pressure from increasing population will drive people to more intensive agriculture and more intensive forms of coercion and governmental control.

As population becomes denser, agriculture becomes more intense, and government becomes more intense.  Participation in government and egalitarianism are replaced by central governments and hierarchies of social classes.  More and more wealth is transferred to the ruling classes.  Less and less autonomy is left to the common worker.

Religious systems are developed to justify these changes.  Military power is consolidated in the hands of the ruling classes.  The masses are kept happy by the use of this military power to reduce violence and maintain a minimum of economic well-being.  The result is the evolution of the state, and the empire.

H is for Hemispheres:

The Western Hemisphere (New World) was defeated by the Eastern Hemisphere (Old World) because the Eastern Hemisphere had horses, guns, and metal weapons.  The Eastern Hemisphere had more sophisticated systems of writing and government.  The Eastern Hemisphere had superior methods of fighting and warfare, superior weapons and strategy.  The Eastern Hemisphere had more disease.

The Western Hemisphere had developed agriculture in Mexico and Peru.  But, Mexico and Peru lacked horses to pull carts and cattle and sheep to eat the stubble in the fields and supply milk and meat.   The Aztec, Maya, and Incan peoples had no pork, no beef, no mutton, no lamb, and no chicken.  They lacked wheat, oats, rye, barley, and rice.  The Aztecs appear to have depended upon cannibalism as a source of protein for their warriors.

The corn they planted for grain and the cotton they planted for fiber are great destroyers of the fertility of the soil.  They only domesticated animals were dogs and turkeys in Mexico and the llamas of Peru.  There was no great complex of domesticated animals and there was no great complex of disease organisms picked up by contact with domestic animals.  The people of the Western Hemisphere had no immunity to the diseases of the Eastern Hemisphere because they lacked the pigs, chickens, cattle, sheep, goats, etc. that were the original source of those Eastern Hemisphere diseases.  According to Jared Diamond, this caused the death of large numbers of Native Americans.

I is for Indonesia:

Indonesia is the site of the convergence of two separate agricultural complexes.  The Papuan languages are associated with an agricultural complex that developed in the highlands of New Guinea where sugar cane, edible grass stems, and bananas were cultivated.

Chicken and pigs were domesticated in Southeast Asia and brought to Indonesia by people speaking languages of the Austronesian group.  The Austronesian cultural complex of pottery, stone tools, rice, and millet shows up on Taiwan around 4000 B.C.  By 3000 B.C., it reached the Philippines, 2500 B.C. the Celebes, 2000 B.C. Java; by 1600 B.C. it reached New Guinea.  As this culture moved through the Indonesian area, it picked up the cultivation of crops like taro, yams, bananas, breadfruit, and coconuts.

A form of the Austronesian culture developed, according to the account of Jared Diamond, that was seafood based, but included chickens, dogs, and coconuts.  By 1200 B.C., this culture had reached Fiji, Samoa, and Tonga.  Around 500 A.D., the Polynesian version of this culture was reaching Hawaii and Easter Island.   About the same time, an Indonesian version was brought to Madagascar.  Around 1000 A.D., the Polynesian culture had spread to Pitcairn and New Zealand.  The earlier expansion displaced the hunter-gathers of Indonesia but not the inhabitants of New Guinea who already had their own form of agriculture.

The Malay and Indonesian branch of this culture is associated with the use of the Malayan languages.

J is for Justification:

As society became more complex, the ruling classes looked for justification for their rule.  A typical justification was the notion of being chosen by God.  Neoplatonic philosophy developed the idea of the “philosopher kings” who had seen the “Form of the Good.”  In Hinduism this became the Brahman caste who were born to worship the gods.  Buddhism favored the lower warrior caste.  Jainism favored the even lower merchant caste.

Protestant Christianity was the result of a rising capitalist class that saw their wealth as evidence that they were an elect chosen by God.  A lower class version of capitalist Christianity was developed by Methodists that saw the Protestant state as a redistributor of wealth to the poor, or by Baptists and Pentecostals that looked to the state as a redistributor of rights and freedoms to the poor.

Eventually secular versions of this doctrine emerged that saw the state as the protector of the free market, as the protector of science and technology, as the protector of the environment.  Racist’s versions of this doctrine are seen in the Nazi notion of the state as the protector of racial purity.   The Communist and Socialist versions were developed around the idea of the state as the protector of the “working classes.”  Fascist doctrine were developed that view the state as the protector of national identity.  This notion was fused with racism in the case of Nazi Germany.  These various doctrines are developed in numerous permutations to justify the existence of the modern complex state.

K is for Khoisan

The Khoisan were the hunter-gathers and herders known as Bushmen and Hottentots.  They had yellowish skin and tightly coiled hair.  They were the predominant group in southern Africa till they were displaced by the more highly organized chiefdoms of black Bantu speaking tribes spreading out of West Africa with the cultivation of cattle and yams.

In a similar fashion Malayan language speaking Austronesians replaced the Negrito hunter-gathers of Indonesia.  So Thai, Burmese, Cambodian, and Viet Namese speaking people cultivating rice and breeding pigs and chickens spread out of southern China into Southeast Asia displacing the hunter-gathering people, pushing them back into less agriculturally fertile lands. 

As population expanded in areas adjacent to the cultivated areas of the Fertile Crescent and China, hunter-gathering people began to settle down and cultivate crops or develop a pastoral economy based on herds of grass eating animals.

There were always various degrees and kinds of hunter-gather economies.  Agriculture and herding developed gradually and generated a number of intermediate stages.  The first settlements in the Fertile Crescent were made by hunter-gathers that needed to establish permanent storage places for the grain that they were collecting from lush fields of wild wheat and barley.  The change from hunter-gather to agriculture was equally gradual in other places.

L is for Language:

Pastoralism involving the donkey and the camel appears to have encouraged the expansion of Semitic languages out of Africa.  Pastoralism involving the horse appears to have been the basis for the expansion of Indo-European languages out of the Ukraine and Hungarian, Turkish, and Mongolian speech out of Central Asia.

The cultivation of cattle and yams encouraged the spread of Bantu languages through Africa.  The cultivation of rice and pigs encouraged the spread of Thai and Malayan languages from South China into Southeast Asia and Indonesia. 

The Malayan language complex was fishing based and spread through the Indonesian archipelago.  As a result of fusion with influences from the New Guinea area, it continued to spread as the Polynesian branch of the Austronesian language family.

The absence of herding and pastoralism in the Western Hemisphere, with the exception of the llama culture of the Andes, is reflected in the general absence of great language families.  The Western Hemisphere is characterized by an abundance of regional language groups associated with hunter-gather economies and local agricultural practices.  This pattern probably existed in the Eastern Hemisphere before highly developed agricultural systems associated with herding and the use of metals allowed cultures like the Bantus of Africa to spread across continents.

M is for Mexico:

The only domesticated animals known to the Aztecs and the Mayans were the dog and the turkey.  The dog ate meat and the turkey ate gain.  Neither could pull carts nor carry warriors, neither could eat the stubble of the fields.  Mexico lacked a pastoral culture.  The development of a pastoral culture would have to wait till Europeans introduced the cow, the horse, and the sheep.

The European writing system was more efficient than the writing system of any other culture including the Chinese.  The writing systems of the Mayans were not as sophisticated as those of Europe and were only available to a small elite.  The Incan Empire had no means of generating written messages and records.

European diseases quickly moved across large areas of the Western Hemisphere wiping out whole tribes and leaving whole areas depopulated.  The people of the Mexican area had never been exposed to Eurasian diseases that had originated from exposure to animals like chicken and pigs, animals that had never reached the New World till Europeans brought them.

Europeans easily conquered the surviving natives using their superior technology, metal-based weapons, horse based military methods.  European agriculture and European pastoralism easily displaced the hunter-gather cultures of northern Mexico and Western North America.  The cultures that survived took to riding horses, etc.

N is for Neanderthal:

Humans split off from Chimps about 7 million years ago.  Austrolopithecus began walking upright about 4 million years ago.  Humans began to emerge about 2 million years ago, but their brains were still small.  About 500,000 million years ago humans had begun using fire. The populations in Europe began diverging from those in Africa.  These large brained European types are called “Neanderthals.”

Tools, and artwork like we associated with modern humans, did not appear till around 50,000 years ago.  Cultures making these works reached Europe by 40,000 years ago.  They produced tools in many different shapes and made harpoons and spear-throwers.  The Neanderthals appear to have disappeared within a few thousand years of their arrival.

About 35,000 years ago they had reached Australia and New Guinea.  They reached Siberia by 20,000 years ago.  They moved into North America around 12,000 years ago and reached Patagonia in South America about 10,000 years ago.  Associated with the spread of these advanced tool using cultures was the extinction of the large animals of Australia and the Americas.  

The large animals of Africa may have survived because natural selection had eliminated the forms that were not afraid of humans, back in the early days of human evolution before humans became good enough hunters.

V is for Virus:  

If Jared Diamond is right, it is viruses and other diseases that caused Europeans to triumph over native hunter-gathers.  Diamond maintains that the high density of human populations that developed in association with agriculture made them effective targets for a whole spectrum of microbiological parasites: bacteria, viruses, etc.  The high density of domesticated animals that lived in close association with humans was a major source of these viruses, bacterial infections, and other diseases.

The muck, sewage, manure and wastes associated with intense agriculture and dense settlement provided additional opportunities for the transmission of disease.  Germs that infected pigs, chicken, cattle, and other domestic animals were given lots of opportunity to make the jump to infecting the human species.

But, the hunter-gather populations of the world had no opportunity to develop immunity to these diseases as did Europeans and Asians who lived in close proximity to their carriers.  When exposed to European diseases native people of Mexico, Peru, of North America, of Australia, of South Africa, died in great numbers leaving their land depopulated and open to invasion by Europeans.

More than 95% of the population was exterminated by these waves of infection.  European diseases wiped out many of the agricultural settlements of the Mississippi Valley before Europeans even arrived in the valley.

O is for Oats and Olives:

The first crops to be domesticated were the easiest ones to harvest.  Wheat, barley, and peas were easily grown.  They were self-pollinating and easily stored.  These crops were domesticated around 10,000 years ago.  Fruits were not domesticated till around 4000 B.C.   At this time olives, dates, figs, pomegranates, and grapes appear in cultivation.

Hard to grow fruit like apples, pears, plums, and cherries did not show up in orchards till much later.

About this time, plants that were growing as weeds among cultivated plants began to enter cultivation.  These included oats, rye, beet, leeks, lettuce, and radishes according to Jared Diamond.

Most of the cereal crops with large grains were developed in the Fertile Crescent.  The exceptions are rice in China and corn in the valley of Mexico.  A number of small-grained millets were introduced into agriculture in North China, India, and Africa south of the Sahara.  Many cultures were driven to developing root crops as a source of carbohydrates.  Sweet potatoes and Manioc (Cassava) were cultivated in tropical South America.  Potatoes were grown in the Andes.  Yam culture, taro, along with bananas and breadfruit were grown in Indonesia and the Pacific.

The Western Hemisphere domesticated beans and peanuts.  The Eastern Hemisphere domesticated soybeans but only Eurasia domesticated significant numbers of animals: cattle, horses, sheep, goats, pigs, etc.

P is for Plants:

Lots of plants were domesticated that did not provide the kind of food value available from wheat and barley.  The sunflower and the goosefoot were domesticated in the Eastern United States around 2500 B.C.  Coffee and teff were domesticated in Ethiopia.

The first domesticated plants to appear were wheat in the Fertile Crescent around 8500 B.C., rice and millet in China around 7500 B.C., and sugar cane and bananas in New Guinea around 7000 B.C.  

The Mesoamerican domestication complex of corn, beans, squash, and turkeys did not begin to develop till 3500 B.C.  South American domestication of potato, manioc, llamas, and guinea pigs begins to appear about the same time.  Tropical West African cultivation of yams and oil palms also seems to have appeared around this time.

The sorghum, African rice, and guinea fowl complex appears to date from around 5000 B.C.  Around this time or earlier, poppies and oats are being added to the Fertile Crescent complex as it enters Western Europe.  Sesame, eggplants, and humped cattle are added as it reached the Indus Valley.  While, Egypt contributed the donkey, the cat, the sycamore fig, and chufa.

No domesticated animals were contributed by Ethiopia, New Guinea, Tropical West Africa, Western Europe, or Eastern North America.

Q is for Quadrupeds:

Large domesticated animals include the sheep, goat, pig, and cow, which originated in the area of the Fertile Crescent and the horse from southern Russia.  One-humped camels came from Arabia and two humped camels from Central Asia.  The Andes contributed the llama and the alpaca.  North Africa contributed the donkey.  Southeast Asia contributed the water buffalo.  Yaks were domesticated in the Himalayas and banteng and gaur cattle in Southeast Asia and India.  

China was a early site of pig culture, along with chickens, geese, and ducks.

The domestication of large animals appears to have had a major effect on the distribution of cultures and languages across the face of the planet.  The combination of horses, cattle, and the ability to create metal weapons appears to have created cultures with great ability to dominate other cultures.  The result was the tremendous spread of Indo-European languages across much of Europe and Asia.

The center of this expansion seems to have been the domestication of the horse somewhere in southern Russia around 4000 B.C.  While Indo-European language based cultures were spreading out of the grasslands of southern Russia and carrying their pastoral culture of horses and cattle into Iran and India, into Greece, and Italy, Semitic language speaking groups were spreading out of the area of Ethiopia and Yemen with the donkey, camel, and sheep.

R is for Russia:

The domestication of the horse in southern Russia transformed the face of the planet.  Pastoral people out of the grasslands and steppes pushed south, west, and east.  The established themselves in Iran and pushed into India.  They moved through Turkey into Greece, Italy and Western Europe carrying with them the beginnings of Greek, Roman, Celtic, and Germanic languages.

This horse-based pastoralism was imitated by cultures to the east resulting in the expansion of Hungarian, Turkish, Mongolian, and Manchu-speaking people.  The bacterian camel and the yak allowed the expansion of the Sino-Tibetan languages into the Tibetan plateau and western China.

To the north, the ancestors of the Lapps domesticated the reindeer, spreading across the far north of Europe.

Indo-European people speaking Slavic and Baltic forms of speech established themselves in the heartland of Russia and Poland and spread along the edges of the Baltic Sea.

Not till Europeans introduced horses and guns would similar kinds of expansion been seen among the cultures of North America.  It was the mastery of herding and metal work that allowed the cattle and yam based cultures of the Bantu to spread through the southern parts of Africa, just as the Semitic language pastoral cultures were spreading the use of camels and herding across the Sahara to the north.   The horse, the camel, the cow, the sheep changed life in the Old World.

S is for Sumer:

Sumerian civilization at the mouth of the Tigris and Euphrates generated the first picture writing around 3,500 B.C.  As population increased, government, society, agriculture became more intense.  There was movement toward greater control by the state, toward the development of state religions.  These cities came to be dominated by towering ziggurats.  The holy city of Nippur dominated the priesthood.  The sale of slaves becomes more frequent after 3000 B.C.

The making of cities like those of Sumer began to spread north into the Persian highlands.  The pictograms of Sumer were reduced to 500 characters representing syllabus by 2900 B.C.  These were represented by wedge shaped impressions in clay.

The lands around the cities of Sumer began to accumulate salt.  Barley had to be substituted for wheat.  Wealth began to move north to lands that were still fertile.  Trade in metals increased with Turkey, Persia, and Armenia.  The people of Assyria and Persia began to become wealthy as a result of this trade.  Copper was important in 3000 B.C.  It was followed by bronze in 2600, and iron in 1300.

Metallurgy was mastered in the nearby mountains that were the source of these metals.  The hill people became increasingly wealthy and powerful.  Hardened steel was the basis of the Assyrian empire and its war machine.  The weakened Sumerian cities were subject to attack.

T is for Tribes:

The first pastoral tribes to attack the Sumerian cities were the Semitic language speaking peoples of the desert.  These people were the ancestors of the modern Bedouins.  Many of them came out of Ethiopia and Yemen as agriculture in these highland areas generated a population that was too dense for the increasingly impoverished soil.  They gradually took to donkeys (later camels) and the herding of sheep and goats.  The controlled their numbers by fighting and raiding their neighbor’s flocks.

Semitic speaking people came to dominate Akkad, to the north of Sumer.  The Akkadian Empire was founded in Babylon in 2371 B.C.  Its ruler was Sargon the Great.  He invaded Turkey and conquered Sumer.  This empire was subject to raids by new Semitic peoples known as Amorites.  An empire emerged centered on Babylon around 1800 B.C.  It began to be attacked by people from the nearby mountain areas.

The Semitic language speaking Assyrians built and empire based on their mastery of the use of iron and horses and the military use of chariots.  The Assyrian empire was imitated by the Medes and the Persians.  The Persians established an empire that ruled the Fertile Crescent until it was conquered by the Macedonian Greeks under Alexander.  The Persians and the Greeks spoke Indo-European languages.  Indo-European language speaking peoples were imposing their Sanskrit based culture on the Dravidian language speaking tribes of India.

U is for Ugarit:

Ugarit is one of the first Phoenician cities to develop a protected harbor.  Phoenician culture specialized in oceanic trade and commerce.  The Phoenicians developed a version of the Semitic alphabet that they passed to the maritime commerce oriented cultures of Greece.  Greece added letters for the vowels, perfecting the modern alphabet, which would be further adapted by the Romans.

Ugarit was a city with a great diversity of peoples.  They were brought together as part of the trade that Ugarit developed with Egypt, Libya, Spain and other Mediterranean lands.  People were drawn to cities like Ugarit in hope of sharing in their riches and in their commercial potentials.

Ugarit was an old city. It had traded with Crete and Egypt.  It had linked Minoan, Egyptian, and Fertile Crescent civilization.  When the Mycenans overran Crete and destroyed Minos, Ugarit was almost taken over by Mycenaeans.  The resulting Phoenician culture had links to the Greeks, Minoans, Egyptians, and the Semitic peoples of the Fertile Crescent.

Ugarit produced one of the first alphabets (1300 B.C.).   Local experiments with alphabets by Semitic peoples of Southwest Asia are the source of the early Arab alphabets and Ethiopian.  They produced the Aramaic alphabet of the Persian Empire.  It was the source of modern Arabic, Indian, and Southeast Asian ways of making alphabets.

W is for Writing:

The Sumerians developed writing before 3000 B.C.  The Egyptians developed writing soon afterward.  The Chinese developed writing by 1300 B.C. and Mesoamericans developed writing before 600 B.C.  

At first Sumerian writing was picture writing.  Gradually the signs turned into logograms and then into phonetic symbols.  Mayan writing, from Mesoamerica, is very similar to Sumerian writing.  Egyptian and Chinese writing was based on pictures or logograms.  Tibetan, Mongolian, Korean, and Japanese scripts were developed on a phonetic basis.

The Chinese script contains 5000 characters that are needed for academic communication and some 8000 that are normally used.  Some containing as many as 20 strokes.  This script was imported into Korea and China, where it was supplemented by locally developed phonetic scripts.

The world can be divided into spheres of influence.  Some form of the Chinese script has been used in China, Korea, and Japan. Korea and Japan also use phonetic scripts influenced by Mongolian and Tibetan.  Scripts derived from Persian Aramaic are found throughout North Africa, West, South, and Southeast Asia.  Scripts derived from Greek dominate the Greek Orthodox world and scripts derived from the Roman alphabet dominate the Roman Catholic and Protestant areas.  The Roman, Greek, and Aramaic alphabets are all influenced by the Phoenician.

X is for Xerxes:

Xerxes was king of the Achaemenids Empire of Persia.  Two great kings, Cyrus and Darius, had ruled before him.  Darius brought the fowl, the peacock, and sugar cane from India.  He had sesame introduced in Egypt and rice introduced in Mesopotamia.  Improved horses and alfalfa were distributed through the empire.

The Persians developed an empire based on freedom of belief and freedom of trade.  The king and the empire justified their existence by promoting trade, commerce, peace, and tolerance with their empire.  Unfortunately the quality of the ruling classes declined as the prosperity of subordinate groups within the empire increased.

Jews and Greeks prospered as agents of international trade.  The Greeks offered their services in war.  International morality religions began to develop with the support of the state.  This was the time of the rise of Zoroastrianism with its belief in the war of good against evil and rival kingdoms of God in Heaven and Satan in Hell.

The ruling classes evidenced the inevitable decline associated with the great imperial dynasties.  Xerxes was less farsighted than his father Darius.  The kings that came after Xerxes were even less visionary.  Xerxes was followed by a king who murdered all his brothers and married his sister.  The legitimate line eventually extinguished itself though murder.  This same pattern would be present in most of the great imperial houses.

Y is for Yemen:

The Bacterian camel from central Asia and the Arabian camel were in wide use in the Persian Empire.  The camel spread from Yemen to Ethiopia and Somalia.  It was followed by the horse and the goat.  Sheep and cattle were already spreading through Africa.  Everywhere they overgrazed the land at the edge of the desert.  This only added to the increasing dryness.  The Sahara increased at the expense of the fertile land.

Out of Yemen came wave after wave of people forced into the desert by the decline of cultivated land.  As pastoral people fought over the declining grassland, the quality of that grassland only declined more rapidly.  These people came to excel at raids and military adventures.  Out of this boiling pot would come the Arab tribes that would carry militant Islam throughout this desert world.

The failure of pastoralism drove the Jewish Semites into commerce and religion.  Combining with the intellectual Greeks, they increasingly became the experts in the new imperial versions of religion.  The came to specialize in morality and wisdom religion.  When the Macedonia Greeks conquered the Persian Empire,  Greek translations of the Hebrew Scriptures spread through the Southwest Asia.

These ideas penetrated even into the deserts of Arabia where they influenced the prophet Mohammed in the development of the religious ideas of the Koran.

Z is for Zadok:

The Jews and the Greeks prospered in the tolerance promoting empires and kingdoms of the Persians, Macedonians, and Romans.  The Jews were divided between different factions promoting Hebrew or Greek scriptures and liberal or conservative interpretations of the scriptures.

The Sadducees were associated with powerful families claiming descent from Zadok.  Another faction was the scholarly Pharisees.  The Essences sought ritual purity and a return to ancient practices.  The Christians promoted rival descendents of the House of David as delivering Messiahs foretold in books like the “Book of Enoch.”

It was the genius of Saint Paul to combine the scholarly tradition of the Pharisees with the Christian hope of a Messiah in the development of a new version of the old Zoroarasterian idea of a universal morality religion that would save all humans through its moral wisdom.  Paul took the best of Greek, Jewish, and Zoroasterian thought to develop a new religion that combined Stoic ideas of morality, Pharisees spirituality, and Zoroasterian cosmology in a powerful synthesis.

There is every indication that he was supported by leaders of the Jewish community that were seeking for away of directing the common people away from rebellion and war with Rome.  Paul was not supported by the Essenes and Pharisees, but by Romanized Jews and Herods.

