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[image: FOR MY DAD, WHO DIDN’T LIKE GUM-CHEWING—EXCEPT WHEN I WAS PLAYING SOFTBALL. —P.T.]
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Gum—It Seems So Modern, Doesn’t It?



After all, the sticky stuff—from health-conscious sugarless gum to ballooning bubble gum to minty fresh sticks—is every-where. We’ve all watched people blowing bubbles in movies, bought packs at the store, and even stumbled upon chewed-up wads on the sidewalk. How different would our lives look without gum?


[image: ]


As it turns out, though, gum isn’t modern. It’s ancient.
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The lives of Neolithic people six thousand years ago, living in what is present-day Denmark, looked very different from life today. Instead of going to school or scrolling on smartphones, Neolithic people spent all their time searching for food.


Since farming was difficult in the harsh northern climates, they gathered local vegetables and fruits and hunted ocean animals—much harder than grabbing a slice of pizza today! They also made their own homes and clothes out of animal bones and skin, built enormous tombs for their dead, defended themselves with flint axes, and . . . chewed gum?


That’s right—some 5,700 years ago, someone living in this area chomped on an ancient version of gum and spat it out on the ground, where it remained for thousands of years until it was rediscovered by archaeologists.


But while that wad of old spit-covered gum remained unchanged for centuries, the culture of gum—and gum’s influence on our lives—did not. Get ready to sink your teeth into the ins and outs of a tasty treat that has not only spanned the globe for thousands of years, but influenced history, art, television, radio, and more. It’s time to find out how gum became the worldwide phenomenon it is today!
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[image: SECTION ONE: How It All Started]























CHAPTER ONE



Gum’s Ancient Roots
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The Beginnings of Chewing Gum


If gum is so old, who came up with the idea to chew it? And what made them want to try it? Because when you really think about it, who’d want to put a sticky, rubberlike glob in their mouth and chew? As it turns out, a lot of people . . . for thousands of years!


We may never know the answer to who or why exactly, but we do know that people have been chomping on natural gums for much of human history—even before Neolithic Denmark.



[image: Scientists think that human relatives, such as Neanderthals, also may have chewed on natural gum.]
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In the early 1990s, scientists in western Sweden were hard at work excavating a Stone Age archaeological site known as Huseby Klev. The scientists had already found the bone remains of marine mammals that had been eaten by ancient humans when they came across something else: eight gummy black lumps, some of which were covered in tooth marks. These globs, called masticates (from the Latin word for “to chew”), were about the same texture as gum. They had clearly been chewed up and spit out . . . and they were more than ten thousand years old!



[image: Pop!]
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Who Was the First?


Will we ever know who the first person was to chew gum? Not likely . . . because the first gumchewer may not have even been a person! Scientists have discovered that many primates chew—and even eat—natural gums like sap. Some primates known as gummivores—like certain lemurs and marmosets—survive almost entirely on gum! Gummivores spend much of their day searching trees for “gum sites” and eating the gum, which may give them certain nutrients they don’t get elsewhere. Many even have special teeth that let them scrape away tree bark to get the sap flowing.


[image: Marmoset]
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The scientists figured out that this early form of “gum” was made of birch bark tar, a substance made from the sap of birch trees. The Stone Age humans likely collected bark from birch trees and burned it. When the bark was cut away from the tree, the sap inside the tree would ooze out and harden, creating a protective bandage over the injury from where the bark was burned. Then the sap would harden into a sticky tar.


Stone Age people used this tar as a type of glue, likely to hold tools together or fix leaks. Chewing the birch tar probably made it more flexible and easier to use, so people may have chewed it before using it. But scientists also think these early humans may have chewed this “gum” for fun—not so different than we do today!


But did it taste good? Well, it wouldn’t have been sweet like bubble gum. In fact, it may have tasted a bit earthy and smoky. If people chewed it for fun, though, it couldn’t have tasted too bad!
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[image: Birch trees are found across much of North America, Europe, and Asia.]
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Gum-Chewing Ancestors


If you could create your own candy factory, would you have a room—or an island—dedicated just to gum? The ancient Greeks did!


Some of the oldest surviving written references to gum come from writers who lived more than 2,000 years ago. According to the Roman historian Pliny the Elder, ancient Greeks and Romans harvested natural gums called mastic. They collected mastic from bushes and trees in Egypt and Turkey, and they chewed it to freshen their breath and clean their teeth. But the most prized of all these natural saps came from a small island east of Greece, called Chios (pronounced HE-ose).





Where Does “Gum” Come From?


So if the ancient Greeks—and even scientists today—call gum “mastic” or “masticates,” where on Earth does the word “gum” come from? As it turns out, “gum” likely comes from an even older word than “masticate” does. The word “gum” first began to appear in the late Middle Ages around 1300 CE as a version of the Old French word gome. Gome came from the Latin word gummi, which in turn came from the ancient Greek word kommi. But where did it all start? From the ancient Egyptian word kemai!





Chios, an island in the Mediterranean, has hot and dry weather most of the year, with cooler and wetter winters. Mastic trees—skinny-looking trees with twisting branches—grow on parts of the island. It’s one of the only places on Earth where they grow. Ancient Greeks collected the hardened sap of these trees. After it hardens into firm white-yellow stones, the mastic tastes like pine and makes your breath smell sweet. The Greeks sold, traded, and chewed mastic as a natural chewing gum.



[image: Tears of Chios]



The ancient Greeks thought chewing mastic from Chios could also help cure stomachaches. Scientists today think that these gum pieces may have even helped keep teeth healthy by fighting off bad bacteria, too. Say goodbye to bad breath!


It’s no wonder that this delicious and soothing gum quickly grew in popularity. In fact, during the Middle Ages, legends began to spring up about mastic. The gum came to be known as the tears of Chios because legend said the mastic trees began “weeping” sap after a Roman saint was killed on the island. Soon, so many people wanted the gum that it had to be carefully guarded. After the southern Italian rulers known as the Genoese claimed the island in the twelfth century, they went so far as to build high walls and a watchtower—all to protect the chewy treat.



[image: Some historians think that Homer, one of the world’s most famous ancient Greek poets, may have been from Chios.]




[image: The island of Chios remains famous for its natural gum today.]



Even the fortress-like walls could not keep out the Ottomans, who established an empire spanning parts of Europe and the Middle East in the thirteenth century. Their empire continued to expand in the sixteenth century, and the island of Chios was among the additions. The Ottomans, too, treasured mastic, and even renamed the island “Gum Island.” Mastic soon came to be a prized ingredient in many Turkish foods and desserts, including a type of sticky candy called lokum (also known as Turkish delight), ice cream, puddings, and even coffee. In fact, mastic was so valuable to the Ottoman Empire that the sultan ordered the execution of anyone caught stealing a lot of it!




“Cereal, pasta, tomato sauce, eggplant sauce, olive oil, salt, jams. We put mastic in everything.”




—MAIRI GIANNAKAKI, A SENIOR OFFICIAL WITH A CHIOS FOOD COMPANY








Despite a bumpy history, Chios was able to stick it out. The island once again became part of Greece in 1913. And today, mastic is still sold and shipped around the world.


[image: Lokum, also known as Turkish delight]
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