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Purpose of this eBook 
 
The 9th grade students in Dr. Murnane’s D and E period World Civilizations 
classes wanted to design and produce an ebook for our 6th grade Middle School 
students studying Ancient History. The 6th graders explore the connection 
between geography and human development and history every year. We hope 
this ebook will provide exciting and useful information in this regard, providing an 
understanding of the role of geography in the formation of the first “River 
Civilizations”—in Mesopotamia, China, India and Egypt. Proceeds from this book 
will be donated to the Friendly House in Worcester, Massachusetts. 
http://www.friendlyhousema.org/ 
 
This book is also available on Amazon: 
 
http://www.amazon.com/World-Civilizations-eBook-Project-Murnane-
ebook/dp/B00GUTRMWO/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1386016964&sr=8-
1&keywords=John+Murnane 
 
 
WORCESTER ACADEMY is a co-ed day and boarding school for grades 6 to 12 
and postgraduates. Our urban setting, diverse community, and challenging 
curriculum provide students with a solid, real-world education. Information at 
www.worcesteracademy.org. 
 
 



CHINA 
I.  China’s Geography 
Looking at present day China, one would notice that it is a large country and that 
its major cities are located primarily on the coast. Coastal cities bring 
large amounts of income in to the country. China also has two main 
rivers running through its mainland. The Yellow River and The 
Yangtze River run through the center of China, 
supplying the land with fertile soil. Because 
China has such fertile soil, it is a main 
supplier of rice for the rest of the world. 
China is located on the coast of South East 
Asia. It is north east of India, south west of 
Korea, and west of Japan. Its location has influenced its 
history and culture.  
 

I I .  The History of China 
The Yangshao Culture was based in Henan Province 

from about 
6000 to 5000 
B.C. E. They 
grew millet (a 
type of grain). 
They also 
hunted animals, 
gathered plants 
and fished.  

 
Later the Longshan formed in this same, yet extended, 
area. This early society farmed in a more efficient 
manner - allowing families to produce more than they 
could use themselves. So some families with more 
surpluses became wealthier.  Social classes and 



political groups emerged due to this. And people with the least fortune became 
slaves.  

 
 
The Shang Empire emerged about 1800 BCE 
and survived until about 1000 BCE. It was 
located on the plain of north China and 
extended from the Yellow River valley north into 
what is now Shandong province. 
 

 
 

I I I .  China’s Legacy 
Over the course of China’s history there have been many creations that changed 
the whole world. There were four main inventions: the creation of writing, pottery, 
mathematics, and bronze.  
 
Writ ing 
The creation of writing was a very impactful part of China’s history. It was the 
earliest writing in human history. This language 
branched off to from language in many other countries 
in Asia as well as modern Chinese characters today. 
This led to the first description of mathematics. It 
started on oracle bones such as the one to the right. 
The earliest mathematics textbook was called the Zhou 
Bi. This was the beginning of practical mathematics 
such as weights and measure.  
 
 

Pottery 
Pottery was another great invention in 
Ancient China. Pottery dramatically 
changed the way people were able to store 



materials. It provided an enclosed environment to store foods for longer periods 
of time. Also, it led to record-keeping as well as beautiful works of art. 
 
 
Math 
Another dramatic change in China that changed the world was the use of 
mathematics. They created basic math using rod numerals. This provided a 

system of 
record-
keeping 
and dates. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Bronze 
Finally, was the invention of bronze. This invention was a huge advancement. It 
provided a much harder material that could be used for almost anything. It could 
be used for art, weapons, sacrificial 
vessels, pots, plows, etc. Bronze 
replaced many weaker items that 
would rot or break, easily. This 
period was called the Chinese 
Bronze Age.  
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Part I 
Mesopotamia Basics 

 
Located in modern day Iraq, 
Mesopotamia is arguably the 
cradle of all civilization, 
creating a basis for future 
governments and societies 
throughout the world. 
Mesopotamia is a Greek word 
meaning 'between the rivers'. 
The rivers are the Tigris and 
Euphrates, which flow 
through the center of the 
region and are the reason for this civilizations success and popularity. Ancient 
Mesopotamia is nicknamed "The Fertile Crescent," because of the two fertile 
rivers running through it and its landscape. 

 
The location of this civilization proved to be its key to success. At this time some 
of the first cities were established, a writing system was developed, empires were 
created and monumental buildings were constructed. Many important people 
developed Mesopotamia. Hammurabi created the first known law code in human 
history.  
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Part II 
Geography and Culture 

 
As mentioned, Mesopotamia is located in the Fertile 
Crescent, in what is now Southern Iraq along side 

the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.  
 
 

Mesopotamia has little 
rainfall and temperatures 

can rise to over 110 degrees 
Fahrenheit.  Even though it has little 

rainfall the floods from the rivers make the soil good 
for farming. The rivers also supplied fresh water for 
drinking and places to bathe. 
 
People in Mesopotamia learned to irrigate the 
land. They built canals to bring water to the 
land from the rivers. They grew wheat barley, 
dates and vegetables. They raised sheep, 
goats, and cows and they hunted. Along with 
the surplus food that Mesopotamian farming 
produced came specialized jobs and a social 
hierarchy. Social hierarchy is a system where 
there are different classes that people are born into, such as kings and 
merchants. 

 
In Mesopotamia, the king was the head of 
everything. They made the laws and were head 
of the army. Under the kings were the priests. 
The priests were high up because religion was so 
prominent, they served as doctors as well.  



 
 

Next were the scribes. They worked in the army, palace, 
and government. They were well educated and were the 
first accountants. Scribes were the first people to record 
religious stories.  
 
Under scribes were merchants. They created the first 
calendars and Cuneiform (a type of written language) to 
keep track of trade transactions.  
 
 
The prisoners of war were taken as slaves in Mesopotamia. 
They were at the bottom of the class system. 

 
With all of these people, Mesopotamia needed a law system, which was written by 
the king. The most famous is called the Hammurabi code, named after the ruler 
who created it. The ideology of this set of laws was that if you do something bad, 
you have to pay a punishment equal to your crime.  
 
Some of the laws included: 
 
If a person steals water from someone, they will have to pay for it. 
 
If a person kills a plant in a garden, he will pay for it. 
 
If a builder builds a house incorrectly and it kills the person living in it, the builder 
shall be put to death. 
 
The social hierarchies created a system where many people were extremely 
skilled in their profession.  These professions invented tools and ways to 
increase efficiency and productivity.  This led the most amazing legacies of the 
river societies.  

 



Part III 
The Legacy of Mesopotamia 

 
The legacy the Mesopotamians left behind created an advanced civilization and 
shaped new ideas for the future. The wheel, the sail, and Cuneiform writing were 
three of the most prominent inventions. Many of these inventions were originally 
crafted to increase the efficiency and productivity of the Mesopotamian 
lifestyles.  
 
Mesopotamia was such a successful society based on its geographic location. 
This location allowed a plethora of crops to thrive, also indicating that one 
person could grow enough food for many others, letting those not growing the 
food to have free time. In this free time the Mesopotamians created three major 
designs that changed the entire human race forever.  
 
The Wheel 
 
The University of 
Chicago credits the 
invention of the wheel to 
the Mesopotamians. 
This invention 
revolutionized the world. 
Where now we use this 
for most everything that 
needs to be moved. From wheelbarrows to airplanes, this invention was key to 
creating modern day society.  
 
The Sail 
 
Another amazing invention that changed the 
world forever was the sail. Many believe 
Mesopotamia was the first to invent the sail. 
This invention gave humans the ability to travel, 



ship, and use the ocean as a powerful device. Before it was all manpower of 
rowing through the rugged oceans, but now one can use sails to travel the world 
by only using the wind.  
 
Cuneiform 
 
Finally, the most influential invention in the entire world was Cuneiform.  The 
University of Chicago credits the Mesopotamians for creating Cuneiform writing. 
This seems to have been the first form of writing, and many believe that it 
sparked the idea of literature. We use this around the world to express ideas, 
thoughts, and to communicate.   
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Ancient India 
 

The Basics of Ancient India 
 (Who, What, When, Where) 

 
 

India is a subcontinent located in 
the Eastern Hemisphere in Asia 
underneath the Himalaya Mountains. 
It is above the Indian Ocean, and next 
to both the Arabian Sea and Bay of 
Bengal. It is also below China and 
next to Iran.  

 
 
Within India there are two main rivers, the 
Ganges River, and the Indus River. These 
rivers are India’s key to good fertile land 
and how they farmed and survived so well.	   

 
 
This is a religious temple called 
an Akshardham temple, located 
in South Delhi. This temple was 
used to practice Hinduism, one 
of the first and largest religions. 
This isn’t used for religion 
anymore; it is more of a tourist 



destination for those who practice Hinduism. India is one of the most populated 
countries today, and has been since 2500 B.C. They had so many people that it 
created, what’s known now as the caste system. 
 

 

The Geography of Ancient India 

 

Agriculture 

In Ancient India, there were two main reasons that allowed for such good farming. The 

first was the rich soil that resulted from the rivers flowing through the land. Ancient 

India had many rivers and river civilizations that supported many people. The other was 

the monsoon, leaving fertile silt, which was also good for farming. A monsoon was a 

large storm with rain between May and September, and this allowed them to grow many 

crops.  

Rivers 

The main river of Ancient India was the Indus River. About 5,000 years ago a civilization 

formed on the river’s floodplain. This was the 

Indus Valley Civilization or the Harrappan 

civilization. They were the most sophisticated 

civilization of the ancient world. Another 

important river was the Ganges. The tributaries 

of the Ganges start in the Himalayas and flow 

through India and Bangladesh into the Bay of 

Bengal. The Ganges Plain is one of the most 



fertile parts of India. Its delta covered 25% of India’s territory. The Ganges was not 

only important to India, but also sacred to Hinduism. The Ganges River is said to purify 

anybody who bathes in it. Hindus go on a journey to bathe in the river at least one time 

to purify their souls before they go to heaven. Along with the two rivers, there were 

many others that were essential to survival in Ancient India. They were all essential 

because they provided fertile soil and an abundant source of water. All of the fertile 

soil resulting from the river allowed for lots of farming. Lots of farming led to a surplus 

of food. Ancient India had lots of water because of the rivers and lots of food because 

of the fertile soil left by the rivers. It is safe to say that the rivers were essential to 

survival.  

 

The Caste System 

In Ancient India the social hierarchy was very distinct. There was a ladder in place 

called the Caste System. The lowest tier of the caste system was the Sudra. The Sudra 

usually consisted of commoners, peasants, and servants. The next tier up is the 

Vaishya, usually consisting of merchants and landowners. Next was the Kshatryia, 

consisting of warriors and kings. Lastly, the highest tier of the system was the Brahmin. 

The Brahmins were usually Priests because they had the closest ties with the gods and 

scholars because of their high level of intelligence. Of course above all were the gods. 

And there were a group of people so frowned upon by society that they did not even 

have a tier in the Caste System. These people were the Untouchables. They were 

completely shunned by society, and had the worst jobs such as street sweepers, 

cleaning the sewage, working with dead bodies, etc. It was frowned upon to even make 



contact with them. Although you couldn’t move up a tier in you life, you could in a later 

life. The idea of Karma was pretty much that if you do well you will be rewarded. If you 

lived in you tier to the best of your 

ability you may be rewarded by 

moving up a tier in your next life. The 

other main idea was reincarnation, 

that you were reborn into a different 

body. Basically, if you are born into 

the Sudra, and you never complain 

and do good deeds throughout life, 

you might be reborn into the class of 

Vaishya. The idea of karma kept 

people motivated and that led to the 

success of Ancient India.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



India’s Legacy 
 
What was Left Behind? 
 
Ancient India left behind many legacies, including religions, arts, and mathematics.  
 
Religion 
India is the birthplace of Hinduism and Buddhism. Hindus believe in reincarnation, 
the rebirth of the soul. When someone dies, his or her soul is reborn in another 
living thing. Now, most people in the world 
know the concept of a soul. Also, they 
believe that good behavior is repaid and 
bad behavior is penalized. Hindus created 
yoga, an exercise that they believe helps 
free the soul from all your worries and 
responsibilities. Followers of Buddhism 
founded meditation. In Buddhism, followers 
meditate to find their inner spirit. Buddhists 
also believe that they will someday find 
nirvana, everlasting peace.  Today, 13.8% of 
people in the world practice Hinduism.  
That’s about 828 million people! 6.77% of 
people practice Buddhism. That’s about 376 
million people! Today Hinduism and Buddhism are acknowledged and practiced 
all around the world.  
 
 
Art 
Indian arts, including literature, art, 
and architecture, have shaped the 
world.  Indian design and 
architecture influenced many 
buildings and temples, including 
Angkor Wat, in Cambodia.  



 
Many ancient Indian works of art are still 
seen today. People in Asia perform 
Mahabharata, a play that comes from a 
famous epic written by Sanskrit Indians. 
Many Indian songs and poems are read 
throughout the world. Many symbols 
from the Buddhist religion are still used 
today. 
 

 
Mathematics 
Ancient Indians also left behind some mathematics that we use everyday. They 
developed the numerals 1 through 10 over 2,000 years ago. They also developed 
the decimal system. This system requires the number zero and was first 
developed and used in India over 1,400 years ago.  
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Egypt  

The Basics (who, what, when, why) 

Egypt is in North Africa. The 

river system in Egypt is the Nile 

River.  Geography for the Nile 

River Valley Civilization was very 

important.  Starting in July and 

lasting until November each year 

the Nile River would flood.  This 

flood would provide new, rich 

soil for the Egyptians and 

would wash away waste. Egypt 

would not have flourished if they did not have the Nile River to flood every year. 

The Nile river is 4,132 miles long, imagine a river that goes from Seattle to Miami 

then to Washington D.C.T he main crops that the Egyptians grew were wheat and 

barley.  The farmers close proximity to the river gave them an ample supply of 

water.  Farming was very important to the Egyptians for survival and their 

economy.  The seas around the civilization served as barrier against war and 

disease.  The seas protected them from their enemies.   

 



They had social structures, first came the King/pharaoh and his wife. They were 

at the very top of this social class system. The pharaoh was thought to be a god 

in human form. They had absolute power.  The second tier were people related 

to or close to the king/pharaoh. This tier would include government officials, 

priests and nobles.  Only nobles could hold government office and they were 

very wealthy. The third tier was made up of the craftsmen, who made weapons 

and created the tombs.  The craftsmen also made jewelry and pottery.  Also in 

this group 

were 

physicians 

and 

merchants.  

The next tier 

down were 

farmers who 

were very 

important 

because 

they grew all 

the food supply, most people were in this class.  Farmers had to pay the pharaoh 

taxes in the form of their harvest.  Some taxes were as high as 60% of their yearly 

harvest.  The last tier consisted of slaves.  Slaves were captured prisoners of war 

that were forces to work hard labor.  It certainly was hard but not impossible to 



move up in the Egyptian class system.  Farmers would save what money they 

could to send their son to school to become a scribe.  Also they could send their 

son to be an apprentice to learn a craft.                                                                                                                                      

  

The ancient Egyptian writing system, hieroglyphics, was advanced by 3100 

B.C.E.   The Egyptians also invented papyrus sheets for writing of important 

documents.  We have Egyptians to thank for geometry 

they used math and geometry to build their pyramids.  

The Egyptians were famous for their makeup.  All 

Egyptians including the men wore makeup; it helped 

protect their skin from the burning sun.  Another 

interesting invention from the Egyptians was the 

toothbrush and toothpaste.  They made the paste 

out of oxen hooves, eggshells and ashes.   

 

The Geography 

In the time of Ancient Egypt, the 
Nile River was essential to survival 
in the desert. The Nile River runs 
through Upper Egypt and Lower 
Egypt. There is desert to the 
east and west of the Nile, and 
mountains to the south. The 
banks of the Nile were a stark 
contrast to the rest of Egypt, an 



oasis in the desert. Every year, water 
would run off of the southern 
mountains and into the Nile, causing 
it to flood. When the waters receded, 
fertile soil was left behind, which the 
Ancient Egyptians used for farming 
wheat and barley. This land, and the 
plants and animals that thrived on it, 
was extremely useful to the 
Egyptians.                                                                           
 

 

The Nile also provided water for drinking and bathing. It allowed fishing and 

transportation of both materials and people, allowing the population of Egypt to 

grow. The grasses and trees that 

grew on the Nile’s banks were 

used to make boats, baskets, 

papyrus, and other items that 

were often used for trade and, 

later on, profit.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Ancient Egyptian Legacy 

The ancient Egyptians made steady progress toward a modern civilization. Some 

ways of life have influenced the way we live 

today. For example the Egyptians were one 

of the first civilizations to believe in an 

afterlife. The Egyptians were also one of 

the first civilizations to discover a written 

language. This language is written in 

hieroglyphics, which can be very confusing 

and difficult to understand. There is over 

700 hieroglyphics in the Egyptian alphabet. The ancient Egyptians used no 

punctuation. Most people of the ancient Egyptian times did not read or write it 

was mainly priests and scribes who knew how to read and write. The ancient 

Egyptians used both walls in temples and papyrus grass as paper. The ancient 

Egyptians are most known for the great pyramids. The first pyramid built in 2640 

BCE, this particular one was called the Djoser pyramid. The estimated amount of 

workers needed in the building of the pyramids 

where from about 20,000 to 100,000 workers. 

Over 130 pyramids have been discovered in 

Egypt. The largest pyramid is the “Pyramid of 

Giza” and was the tallest man made object for 

just over 3,800 years.  



In short, the ancient Egyptians left a lot of interesting ways of life, and great 

wonders for the people of modern time to ponder and discover. In conclusion, 

the ancient Egyptian people have left us their great LEGACY.         
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