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I studied engineering in college:  nose to the grindstone, 18 or 20 hours a semester, 
immersed in thermodynamics, materials science, machine design, differential equations; 
all great subjects.  But the deans of the university had a different plan for us.  They 
decided that all graduates should be well rounded, know enough to be good citizens, have 
a “liberal” education.  So they forced us take other courses:  English, History, Political 
Science.  Where is a struggling engineering student supposed to fit this stuff in? 

Word around campus said that Dr. Garside’s 'History of the Modern World' was pretty 
easy, he was an interesting lecturer, and graded liberally.  That met my criteria!  I went to 
the first day of class to get the syllabus, find out when the papers were due, and see if I 
really could skip the lectures most of the time without hurting my GPA.  After all, 
'History of the Modern World' had to be current events course, right?   

What I didn’t know is that for the History department, “Modern” started with the 
Renaissance!  Dr. Garside had taught engineering students before and knew he had to 
hook us the first lecture or he would never see us again.  He had one shot to get us so 
interested that, even after he passed out the syllabus and gave the test dates, we would 
still show up, read the texts, and learn to love history. 

So the first class period, he did NOT hand out the syllabus, or give a schedule of due 
dates, or anything.  He told us a story. 

Thirty years later I can remember that August lecture as if it was yesterday.     

It is an important story for you to hear as well.  

In the middle of the 1400s there was only one superpower in the world: China.  The Ming 
Empire ruled a people more numerous than the ancient Roman Empire at its height, in 
land area larger than modern Russia, and vastly more powerful than all the petty fiefdoms 
of Christian Europe put together.  The Ming Empire was fabulously wealthy.  The 
Emperor wanted a navy, so he had one built:  1,500 ships.  The largest of these ships rival 
the size of aircraft carriers; they were the largest wooden ships ever built, the largest 
sailing ships ever built.  It was not until the age of steam and steel four hundred years 
later that larger ships were built.  He employed over 30,000 sailors in this navy.  But 
China was so inconceivably rich in those days that the cost of this vast navy was an 
inconsequential fraction of the resources available to the Emperor. 

The Chinese admirals set out on many voyages of discovery and commerce to the 
Philippines, Malaysia, India, and as far as the east coast of Africa to the Cape of Good 



Hope.  For over 40 years the Ming navy made many voyages which resulted in Chinese 
political influence and control over half the world.   

Around the same time, the tiny principality of Portugal put everything on the line.  
Portugal was insolvent, its prince in deep debt and his court threadbare.  After a huge 
debate, the Portuguese borrowed just enough money to finance a few ships and their 
crews.  With less than two dozen ships – none of them large by even the miserable 
European standard of the day – the Portuguese fought a successful sea battle with the 
North Africans.  This victory opened up, ever so slightly, trade with the Orient, especially 
increased trade in the highly desired spices from that region.   

The scrappy Portuguese decided to go forward from that victory, learning the lesson that 
taking risks can be worthwhile, and losses could be accepted.  They invented a new type 
of ship suited for the stormy Atlantic, the caravel, the first really new ship design since 
ancient times.  The caravel became only the first in a series of continually improving and 
innovative ship designs that has continued even to the present.  

Over the next centuries, the European countries repeatedly decided to go forward, often 
by fits and by starts, for good reasons and bad, generally teetering on the edge of 
financial insolvency, and always with endless debate.  The West went forward into the 
world for trade, treasure, discovery, and glory. They immersed themselves in new 
cultures, new ideas, new technologies, and new innovations. 

After a generation of great voyages, the great Ming Empire admiral died at sea.  The 
Emperor also died, and the new emperor came under different influences.  These voices 
counseled the young emperor to turn inward. They told the Emperor there was nothing in 
the world to match Chinese culture.  There were no goods in the world to rival Chinese 
goods.  In short, there was nothing out "there" for them.  The Empire should protect what 
they had from the foreigners.  Foreigners who wanted what the Chinese had.  The 
Emperor followed this advice.  He completed the Great Wall to keep foreigners out.  He 
built a new capital, a “forbidden city” to keep the citizens of his own country out.  And 
the Emperor burned the fleet.  The sailors were disbanded.  A new law made it a capital 
offense to build a sailing ship with more than two masts.  China turned inward. 

When the Portuguese explorers Bernardo Dias and Vasco De Gama rounded the Cape of 
Good Hope from the west to the east, they found legends of white ghost ships that had 
come two generations earlier.  Africans all along the east coast were wearing Chinese 
style hats and clothes.   When Magellan crossed the Pacific Ocean and claimed the 
Philippine Islands for King Charles of Spain, he found silk and porcelain, all imported 
from China years before, but the traders that brought them had vanished.   Throughout 
the Indies, Europeans found remnants of a culture that had been of great influence but 
which had disappeared: Chinese culture.   

The Chinese course lead inexorably to stagnation, then decay, and finally dissolution.  
There came a day when the Portuguese and the other Europeans carved up the pitifully 
weak remnants of China for their own colonial use. 



Five hundred years after the fact, a great Chinese historian of the twentieth century 
concluded the choice of direction was critical.  The Chinese turned inward, the Europeans 
went forward.   That Chinese historian observed:  “The history of the world for the last 
500 years has been the history of the West.”   

Choices matter.  There are consequences, some unseen at the time.  But one constant has 
held through human history; taking risks to find new knowledge, new lands, and new 
ways of doing things, new cultures, and new ideas has always paid off.  Staying home is 
the short road to failure. 

At the end of the first class, Dr. Garside had me hooked.  I never missed one of his 
lectures, read all the texts even the optional ones, and came to understand that the lessons 
of history are crucial to the success of the future.   

So are we to be the Chinese or the Portuguese?  Which direction will our country choose?  
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