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Chapter 1 Wanted: More And

....... Cheaper Spices e

THE Guild of the Grocers was in dreadful straits.

Their supply of spices was well-nigh exhausted.

But the demand surpassed anything that had ever been seen before.
. The Guild of the Grocers was in dreadful straits.

And thereby hangs a story.

It is a law recognized both by the professors of political economy and the judges of our police
courts that those who have for a considerable time dined at the Ritz will not willingly return to Jack
Mulhaly’s far—famed fish—chowder and beans. Of course, in case of actual need they will content
themselves with the simple fare of the excellent John. But before they reach that point of open and
avowed defeat, they will fight tooth and nail to maintain the standard of excellence to which they

have become accustomed.
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EESEH
The Short History of the America

The barbarians who overran the greater part of western Europe during the first ten centuries of
our era were men of simple taste, which usually means men of no taste at all. With them, quantity
came before quality, and a continent that had lain practically unscratched since the last great glacial
epoch easily satisfied their demands for a wooden bench, a greasy slab of beef and unlimited ale.

Besides, there, was so much to be done and there were so few people to do what needed being
done that their surplus energy was entirely exhausted by the chores of every—day life. Roughly
speaking, it took them a thousand years to settle down. Then the job was done. Peace and quiet re—
turned to this earth and with peace and quiet on the part of the elders came the Wanderlust of the
younger generation.

. Ten centuries before that Wanderlust would have led to another outbreak of anarchy. But by
now the people of the West once more
recognized a single master. He laid no
claim to worldly power. His spiritual
weapons, however, could annihilate
entire battalions of Swiss mercenaries.
His paper arrows could pierce the walls
of the strongest castles.

His mere displeasure was more
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terrible than a threat of war on the part of emperor or king.

Surrounded by the cleverest of diplomats, the most astute of politicians, he was able to divert
the rising tide of unrest into the practical channels of foreign conquest and to bring about that great
migration towards the East which ever since has been known as the era of the Crusades. Unfortunate—
ly this episode has been so often chosen as a subject for romantic literary rhapsodies that we are apt
to forget the true if more prosaic nature of the conflict.

The ancient world was the world of the Mediterranean. He who had command of that vast tract
of water could dictate his will to the rest of mankind.

It was an ambitious undertaking, and the small fry of pirates and buccaneers who infested the

deep bays of the Spanish and Greek and Italian peninsulas and who lived along the shallow coast of
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XEEN
The Short History of the America

Morocco and Tripoli and Egypt could not possibly hope for more than a trifling local success.

Nothing short of “racial groups”-vast agglomerations of people bound together by tens of thou—
sands of years of a common social, economic and religious development were able to handle a prob—
lem that must be settled upon so gigantic a scale. They well knew the risk they took, for such quar—
rels were apt to be quite as disastrous to the victor as to the vanquished.

Only twice before had it come to an open break.

The first time in the fifth century before our era, when Greece as the champion of the West had
defeated the invading hordes of the Persians and in a series of brilltant counter—attacks had pursued
her enemies as far as the shores of the river Indus.

The second time two hundred years later, when the Romans narrowly averted disaster by such a
display of national energy that the state almost perished before the last of the Carthaginian
strongholds had been reduced to ashes.

Then, for more than eight centuries, there had been peace.

But in the year 622 Asia, marching under the banner of a brand-new prophet, was once more
ready for the unequal struggle. This time the campaign was planned upon a truly gigantic scale. The
left wing of the Mohammedan armies took possession of Spain. The right wing meanwhile made for
Constantinople by way of Syria and Asia Minor. It was at that moment that the head of the Christian
Church took fright and proclaimed a holy war.
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This war, from a military point of view, was a complete failure. But its social consequences
were of great and lasting importance. For the first time since the disappearance of the Roman state
the nations of Europe were exposed to a civilization which in almost every respect was higher than
their own. They went east to slaughter the infidel and to deprive him of his pagan possessions. They
returned home with a new conception of comfort and luxury and with a profound dislike for the cru—
dities of their own barren existence.

This sudden change in the general point of view was soon reflected in the houses of the people
of the western mainland, in their clothes, in their manners, in the*way they spent their idle hours
and in the things they ate and drank.

« The older generation (after the habit of all older generations) continued to talk about the simple
virtues of the ancestors. The children merely shrugged their shoulders and smiled. They had been to
the “big city ”and they knew better. Quietly they bided their time, but as soon as the old folks were
dead they hastenedre —upholster the parlor, sent for a couple of outlandish cooks and despatched
their sons to the nearby town that there they, might learn how to become bankers or manufacturers
and acquire within a single lifetime Sat wealth which the soil would not surrender in a thousand
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XEEH
The Short History of the America

years of heart-breaking toil.

The Church grumbled.

This was a consequence she had not quite foreseen.

Alas lthe returning heroes were no longer animated with that holy and unquestioning zeal which
had been so characteristic of their parents and grandfathers. Familiarity with one’s friends may
breed contempt. But familiarity with an enemy is apt create mutual respect.

As a result there was a slump in the building of churches. But private palaces and richly
adorned municipal buildings were arising on all sides.

I do not say that this was a good thing. I do not say that it was bad. I merely state a fact. If you
want to draw any conclusions, go ahead and suit yourself.

Meanwhile on the other shore of the Mediterranean there also had been a considerable decline
bin the ardor of that strange religious devotion which measured its love by the number of slaughtered
captives. In short, both parties had accepted a stalemate and were willing to reach a compromise
which meant money in the pockets of their respective merchants.

The ancient trade—routes, trampled down by millions of iron heels and hoofs, were put in a
state of repair. Once more the patient camels carried their burdens from Kashgar to Damascus. A-
gain, as in the days of old, the Venetian caravels and the Genoese galleys plied regularly between

Alexandria and Famagusta.
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Wherefore all was well with the world and the rate of interest upon a successful Levantine deal
rose rapidly from just exactly nothing to four hundred per cent.

Then one of those insignificant incidents happened which (after the nature of insignificant oc—
currences) are apt to change the entire aspect of history for all time to come. It was during the mid—
dle of the thirteenth century. The dreadful Tartars had just gone on the warpath and from the Amur
to the Vistula people were flying in blind panic before this flood of grinning little yellow devils. A-
mong the fugitives was a small group of nomads (two or three hundred families at the most) who
since time immemorial had lived peacefully in the heart of Asia. They ran almost as far as the
Mediterranean. Then they heard that the danger was past and decided to return home. In order to do
this*they must cross the river Euphrates. But an accident happened. Their leader slipped off his
horse and was drowned. The others whe were still on the western bank of the river took fright. They
regarded this sudden calamity as a direct warning of Heaven and asked the King of Persia to let
them stay where they were.

The rest is a matter of common knowledge. Within less than a hundred years these wandering
shepherds had made themselves the masters of the empire that had given them hospitality and one
generation afterwards they were the recognized rulers of the Mohammedan world and had started up-
on that career of conquest which eventually was to carry their horse-tail banners to the gates of Vi-

»”

enna and was to make the mere name of “Turk” a byword for cruelty and bravery for all ages.
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The Short History of the America

Now if this sudden revival of Moslem fury bad been merely a political movement, it would not
have been so bad. But a profound spiritual frenzy swept across the plains and hills of western Asia.
During the six centuries which had gone by since the death of the Prophet the original ardor of his
followers had considerably cooled. The “faith of the fathers” was something very fine but so was the
sweet profit derived from the traffic in pepper and cinnamon and indigo. It was unfortunate that this
trade forced the true believers to be on amicable terms with the infidel dogs from the other side of
the Mediterranean, but you know how it is. Business is business and one cannot draw the line at
Christians if one is in trade.

Not so the inhabitants of the villages and the lonely valleys! They took their religion seriously
andencouraged by the military and the political success of their Turkish leaders they now decided to
bring their erring brethren of the big eities back to the true faith.

Far and wide the Dervishes (the monks of the Mohammedan world) traveled through the realm
of the Prophet. Some of them prayed, some of them danced, some of them whirled, some of them
howled, But one and all they preached a return to the stern tenets of the original desert creed.

At first the merchants of Bagdad and Damascus laughed. But the “puritans” were in dead
earnest. Soon the merchants even ceased to smile. A little later (warned by the fate of their mur—
dered neighbors) they began to

restrict their commercial opera—
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tions to their own fellow religionists.

And in this way, just when the people of Europe had come to depend upon certain Asiatic
goods, the supply was suddenly cut off.

Of course this did not happen in a day or a week or even a single year. But those products
which for more than two hundred years had flowed westward in such complete and uninterrupted
abundance now began to disappear from the European markets. The available supplies were at once
cornered by the speculators. Prices began to soar. Credit was withdrawn and payment had to be made
in gold. This was something new in the West. The medieval worlds in its every-day transactions,
had never insisted upon ready money. Every one lived within hailing distance of every Sne else. One
man’s pork was as good as another man’s eggs. The honey of one cloister could readily be ex-
changed for the vinegar of another. -

It is true, foreign trade had always insisted upon a certain amount of gold and silver coin, It
had been impossible to satisfy the spice dealers of Calicut with slices of bacon and barrels of salt.
Before they authorized their agents in Jidda or Aden to make delivery they had demanded a deposit
of Venetian doubloons and pieces—of—eight.

But now the European market began to ask for cash on delivery. That greatly complicated matters.

For gold, the mysterious, yellow substance which seemed to defy the power of State and

Church, was another article that had to be imported from abroad. There were a few silver mines in
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The Short History of the America

Europe but the small amount of gold that was found in the mountains of Austria, Saxony and Spain
was by no means sufficient to finance the ever—increasing operations of the speculators and the legit—
imate spice dealers,

Here was as pretty a vicious circle as the world had ever seen. A public ready and eager to
buy-a decreasing amount of supplies—a rapid increase in prices—a general demand for bullion-a de-
one country of western Asia and northern Africa after an—

crease in the available supply of gold
other falling into the hands of the relentless heathen—one caravan road after the other closed for an
indefinite space of time and the young and lusty capitalistic system of Europe fighting for its life.
The capitalistic system (using this term in the sense in which it is understood or misunderstood
by most of our contemporaries) has been accused of many and highly diversified crimes. But even its
worst enemies cannot accuse it of laziness or deny that in times of a crisis it is able to develop an

almost supernatural energy. It was just such a crisis which now threatened to ruin the western com-
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