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Hendrik Willem van Loon

Hendrik Willem van Loon (January 14, 1882-March
11, 1944) was a Dutch-American historian, journalist,
and award-winning children’s book author.

He was born in Rotterdam, Netherlands, the son
of Hendrik Willem van Loon and Elisabeth Johanna
Hanken. He went to the United States in 1902 to study
at Cornell University, receiving his degree in 1905. In
1906 he married Eliza Ingersoll Bowditch, daughter
of a Harvard professor, by whom he had two sons,
Henry Bowditch and Gerard Willem. The newlyweds
moved to Germany, where van Loon received his
Ph.D. from the University of Munich in 1911 with a
dissertation that became his first book, The Fall of the
Dutch Republic (1913). He was a correspondent for the
Associated Press during the Russian Revolution of 1905
and again in Belgium in 1914 at the start of World War
I. He lectured at Cornell University from 1915 to 1917;
in 1919 he became an American citizen.

As a writer he was known for emphasizing crucial
historical events and giving a complete picture of
individual characters, as well as the role of the arts in
history. He also had an informal and thought-provoking
style which, particularly in The Story of Mankind,
included personal anecdotes.
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He was a little fellow and during the first years of
his life his health was not very good. He never impressed
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anybody by his good looks and he remained to the end of
his days very clumsy whenever he was obliged to appear
at a social function. He did not enjoy a single advantage of
breeding or birth or riches....

But he overcame all these difficulties through his
absolute and unshakable belief in his own destiny, and in
his own glorious future. Ambition was the main-spring of
his life....

When he was a half-pay lieutentant, young Bonaparte
was very fond of the "Lives of Famous Men" which
Plutarch, the Greek historian, had written. But he never
tried to live up to the high standard of character set by these
heroes of the older days. Napoleon seems to have been
devoid of all those considerate and thoughtful sentiments
which make men different from the animals. It will be very
difficult to decide with any degree of accuracy whether he
ever loved anyone besides himself....

Here I am sitting at a comfortable table loaded heavily
with books, with one eye upon my typewriter and the other
on Licorice the cat, who has a great fondness for carbon
paper, and I am telling you that the Emperor Napoleon was
a most contemptible person. But should I happen to look
out of the window, down upon Seventh Avenue, and should
the endless procession of trucks and carts come to a sudden
halt, and should I hear the sound of the heavy drums and
see the little man on his white horse in his old and much-
worn green uniform, then I don't know, but I am afraid that
I would leave my books and the kitten and my home and
everything else to follow him wherever he cared to lead.
My own grandfather did this and Heaven knows he was not
born to be a hero....

Napoleon was never out of the mind of friend or
enemy. When illness and despair had at last taken him away,
his silent eyes continued to haunt the world. Even to-day he
is as much of a force in the life of France as a hundred years
ago when people fainted at the mere sight of this sallow-
faced man who stabled his horses in the holiest temples
of the Russian Kremlin, and who treated the Pope and the
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mighty ones of this earth as if they were his lackeys.
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THE SCENE OF OUR HISTORY IS LAID UPON A LITTLE PLANET,
LOST IN THE VASTNESS OF THE UNIVERSE.



To JIMMIE “What is the use of a book without pictures?” said Alice.



General Preface

Millions of Chinese are learning English to acquire
knowledge and skills for communication in a world
where English has become the primary language for
international discourse. Yet not many learners have come
to realize that the command of the English language also
enables them to have an easy access to the world literary
classics such as Shakespeare’s plays, Shelley’s poems,
mark Twain’s novels and Nietzsche’s works which are an
important part of liberal-arts education. The most important
goals of universities are not vocational, that is, not merely
the giving of knowledge and the training of skills.

In a broad sense, education aims at broadening young
people’s mental horizon, cultivating virtues and shaping
their character. Lincoln, Mao Zedong and many other
great leaders and personages of distinction declared how
they drew immense inspiration and strength from literary
works. As a matter of fact, many of them had aspired to
become writers in their young age. Alexander the Great
(356-323 B.C.) is said to take along with him two things,
waking or sleeping: a book and a dagger, and the book
is Iliad, a literary classic, by Homer. He would put these
two much treasured things under his pillow when he
went to bed.



Today, we face an unprecedented complex and
changing world. To cope with this rapid changing world
requires not only communication skills, but also adequate
knowledge of cultures other than our own home culture.
Among the most important developments in present-day
global culture is the ever increasing cultural exchanges
and understanding between different nations and peoples.
And one of the best ways to know foreign cultures is
to read their literary works, particularly their literary
classics, the soul of a country’s culture. They also give
you the best language and the feeling of sublimity.

Liaoning People’s Publishing House is to be
congratulated for its foresight and courage in making
a new series of world literary classics available to the
reading public. It is hoped that people with an adequate
command of the English language will read them, like
them and keep them as their lifetime companions.

I am convinced that the series will make an important
contribution to the literary education of the young
people in china. At a time when the whole country is
emphasizing “spiritual civilization”, it is certainly a very
timely venture to put out the series of literary classics for
literary and cultural education.

Zhang Zhongzai

Professor

Beijing Foreign Studies University
July, 2013 Beijing
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FOREWORD

f z Jor Hansje and Willem:

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

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

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

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

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

On the next floor were the bells. The nice little bells
and their terrible sisters. In the centre the big bell,
which made me turn stiff with fright when I heard it in
the middle of the night telling a story of fire or flood.
In solitary grandeur it seemed to reflect upon those
six hundred years during which it had shared the joys
and the sorrows of the good people of Rotterdam.
Around it, neatly arranged like the blue jars in an old-



