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    Jessica Cobb is my researcher. This means she does all the work on the book while I jet off to the West Indies, drink delicious non-alcoholic cocktails

    full of exotic fruit and pieces of coconut carved into the shape of hummingbirds, dance till dawn to the sound of a thousand guitars and sleep till noon in a bed the size of an Olympic swimming

    pool. Thanks, Jess
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    Sol Hobbs has known Nits all his life. When his family got her from the dogs’ home, they called her Jessie Tat, then when she came to our house we

    called her Winnie. But Sol reminded us that her nickname had always been Nits, and we’ve called her that ever since. This book’s for you, Sol. Thanks, mate
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    Hi! We’re the Curiosity Crew. You’ll spot us hanging about in this book checking stuff out.


  




  

    This is the story of how one tiny country ended up in charge of most of the world . . . and then lost it all again!


  




  

    We’ll tell you about spectacular naval battles, bonkers inventions and big moustaches. Read on to find out . . .
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  OK – so Great Britain may only look like a little pimple on the face of the Earth to a flying saucer full of aliens, but just over 100

  years ago it was the greatest superpower the world had ever seen. It ruled more than 400 million people across five continents!




  You’d have had no trouble at all spotting the British Empire in those days, even from outer space. More than a quarter of the world belonged to Britain, and on coloured

  maps it was painted pink.
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  Originally the plan had been to paint the British Empire red, the colour of the uniforms of the British Army. But the mapmakers complained that red was too dark to be able to

  read the names of the countries written on top of it. So they chose pink instead.
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  People used to say that ‘the sun never sets on the British Empire’, because it was so big the sun was always shining on at least one part of it. From high

  mountains to flat coral islands, from chilly lands full of penguins to deserts chock-full of camels, the British ran it all!




  Today one out of every four people in the world still speaks English, because they live in countries that were once part of the British Empire. The Brits gave them their laws,

  their daft sports like cricket and rugby, their boiled eggs with soldiers for breakfast, and their scones and strawberry jam for tea.
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  So how did little pimple Britain get such a huge Empire?




  Before the British Empire existed, maps of the world didn’t tell you much. They showed the countries that sailors had visited, like

  Europe, Asia, and the top bit of Africa. But what lay beyond them was anyone’s guess! So the mapmakers filled the rest of the world in with oceans full of sea-monsters, shipwrecks and

  tsunami-type waves, and countries inhabited by dragons and crazy dog-headed men.




  Exploring the world’s unknown bits would have been really scary. Even if you didn’t get shipwrecked or burned to bits by dragons, how would you have known which

  direction to go in or how long your journey would take?
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  Anyone brave enough to get on a boat and set off over the horizon had to hope that, before their food ran out, they’d reach another bit of land (preferably somewhere

  where the people didn’t have wet noses, and didn’t want you to throw sticks for them to chase). You’d have to be daft to take the risk, wouldn’t you? And yet once big,

  strong ships had been invented, people started sailing all over the globe, even though their journeys were often sheer hell.




  

    

      

        

          BLEEURGH!




          The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan spent over three months at sea without fresh food. His crew had to eat sawdust, bits of oxhide, and stale biscuits full of

          worms and soaked in rats’ wee!
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  I don’t know about you, but I think I’d rather have stayed at home playing Grand Theft Horse ’n’ Cart, or whatever it was they played in those days.




  What on earth was it that made people go through all these horrors? Were they insane?!




  Did they do it for a dare?




  Were they bored?




  No, they had a very special reason. They were all looking for something extremely valuable . . .
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  The Kings and Queens of Europe loved gold! They couldn’t get enough of it; which, if you think about it, is actually a bit weird. I mean, what’s so special about

  gold?




  You can’t cut it up and put it in a sandwich, you can’t build a block of flats with it, you can’t set fire to it when you’re feeling a bit chilly, and

  you can’t make a decent weapon or tool out of it (swords made of gold tend to crumple up if you try and poke anyone with them, and a golden hammer is about as useful as a chocolate hot-water

  bottle!).




  But kings and queens liked the way gold sparkled. They used it to make coins, they put it in their crowns, they turned it into jewellery, and they bought things with it, like

  iron (which, unlike gold, is a very good metal for poking people with).
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  THE ISLAND OF ENDLESS GOLD!




  In the thirteenth century a Number One bestseller hit the bookshelves of Europe. It was called The Book of the Marvels of the World, and it was all about the adventures

  of a real-life explorer called Marco Polo.




  Starting at the age of seventeen he’d spent twenty-four years travelling to places like China, India, Japan and Sri Lanka. He described his epic journeys on horseback,

  riding through deserts and over mountains to strange places dripping with silk, spices, ivory and lots and lots of . . .
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  He said people in the East had so much of the stuff that, if you saw it, you wouldn’t be able to believe your eyes! He said there was an island called Cipangu where the

  amounts of it were endless; the king lived in a palace made of . . .
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  The floors were . . .
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  Even the windows were . . .
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  Back in Europe, lots of people read Marco Polo’s book, and thought to themselves, ‘Imagine what you could do with all that . . .’
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  So explorers were sent off to find a sea-route to the East in order to bring fabulous riches back by the boatload. But sailing east was harder than it sounds. The route was

  long and complicated, it was incredibly difficult to work out how to get there, and in the process explorers kept bumping into islands, coastlines and continents they never knew existed! And what

  did they do when they landed on them? They stuck a flag in the sand, and claimed them for their own country back home.




  CRAZY COLUMBUS




  One of these explorers was an Italian called Christopher Columbus. He’d read Marco Polo’s book and was desperate to be the first person to find a route to the East.

  He came up with a weird plan – instead of sailing east, he’d sail in the opposite direction and head west.
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  This wasn’t actually as crazy as it sounds. Columbus knew the world was round and that if you travel west, you eventually come full circle and end up in the East.




  But it took a long time to persuade anybody to give him the money to try it out. He asked all the Kings and Queens of Europe but most of them thought he was mad.
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  Eventually, though, the King and Queen of Spain agreed to pay for his trip, and in 1492 Columbus headed off into the unknown. After five weeks of sailing west and seeing

  nothing but mouldy bits of seaweed and the odd hungry shark, his crew finally spotted land.
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  But it wasn’t the East they’d found, it was South America.




  In other words, one of the most famous discoveries in history was actually a complete fluke!
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  Luckily for Columbus, South America turned out to be full of gold! So he stuck his flag in the sand, and claimed it for the Spanish, who sent out lots of men and boats to dig

  gold up and bring it back to Spain.
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  The Brits were really slow off the mark in this whole discovering-gold-and-foreign-countries lark. But eventually they realized they were

  losing out and decided they wanted a slice of gold pie too. Trouble was, everywhere they went, the Spanish had got there first! There was only one thing to do . . . rob the Spanish!
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  British sailors became really good at it. Lots of them got extremely rich. One of the most famous was Francis Drake. He sailed all round the world plundering Spanish ports,

  attacking Spanish ships and carrying off boatloads of Spanish gold, half of which he kept for himself, and the other half of which he gave to the Queen of England, Elizabeth I.
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  She was so pleased with all this lovely shiny gold stuff that she gave him a knighthood and made him Sir Francis Drake.
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  The Spanish were furious! They called Drake ‘the Dragon’, and the King of Spain offered 20,000 ducats (or four million pounds) to anyone who could find him and kill

  him! But nobody ever managed it and Drake kept on bringing home shiploads of . . .
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  Eventually the Spanish King got so annoyed that in 1588 he sent a fleet of ships (known as the Armada) to attack England. But the English defeated the Spaniards, and Drake, who

  was one of the English commanders, left the rest of his fleet behind and sailed off to steal a load of gold from the boat that was carrying all the Spanish sailors’ wages . . . Well, he was a

  pirate!




  A ‘NEW’ ENGLAND




  Eventually, after years of fighting, England and Spain made peace, which meant the English weren’t allowed to rob Spanish ships any more.
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  From now on, the English had to get their gold another way. They came up with a brilliant but simple plan . . . They’d ‘bagsy’ their own bit of America.




  In December 1606, three small ships set sail from London. On board were over 150 men and boys who were planning to look for gold in North America, just as the Spanish had in

  South America.




  They landed at a place on the east coast which they renamed ‘New England’, and set up a little town which they called ‘Jamestown’ . . .
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  No – they named it after the new King of England, James I.




  THE GIRL WHO LIKED TO PLAY




  Unfortunately, despite lots of searching, the settlers didn’t find any gold. What they found instead were hundreds of acres of swampy marshland, disease-infested dirty

  water, mosquitoes and 14,000 angry Indians who didn’t want a bunch of strangers coming over and taking their land.




  The settlers soon ran out of food; they’d been so busy looking for gold, they hadn’t thought about farming. They’d all have died if it hadn’t been for

  the help of a little girl. Pocahontas (which means ‘Playful One’) was ten years old when the settlers arrived. Her dad, the local Indian chief, didn’t trust the newcomers, but

  Pocahontas was curious and liked a good laugh, and often visited the settlement to play with the young boys there.




  When the settlers began to starve, she brought them food. Their leader, Captain John Smith, was taken captive by her father, but she pleaded for his life, and saved him from

  being executed. Eventually she married another of the English settlers and ended up going back home with him. Everybody in England wanted to meet a real-life Indian princess, and she was even

  introduced to the King!
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  Life back in Jamestown was getting worse – the settlers came close to giving up and going home. Some were reduced to eating bits of old boot and tree bark to stay alive.

  But with the help of fresh supplies of food and people, Jamestown eventually began to thrive.




  By now other British settlements were springing up across the east coast of America and in nearby places, like Canada and the Caribbean. In spite of the hardship they faced,

  many British people were keen to leave home and set up in the New World. It offered a fresh start, freedom and an opportunity to make your fortune; and if you had to eat the odd boot along the way,

  well so what?
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  Settlers started big farms called plantations, growing crops like tobacco and cotton; but the crop that really caught the public’s imagination was sugar!




  SUGARED GHERKINS




  In the seventeenth century most people in Britain had never tasted sugar, but very quickly they discovered how great it was. They started putting it in hot drinks, cold drinks,

  jams, jellies, ice cream, biscuits, pies and cakes. They dipped every food they could think of in sugar, and made scrummy little snacks out of it, like sugared fruit, sugared nuts, sugared flowers,

  sugared bark, sugared carrots and even sugared gherkins.




  Everybody went sugar mad! The more they ate, the more sugar needed to be grown, and the more sugar the settlers grew, the more everyone ate. Sugar was big business!
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  There was just one snag. It doesn’t grow in little packets on sugar trees. Making sugar is hard work . . . nightmarishly horrible hard work!!
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  Peewee’s guide to . . . MAKING SUGAR
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  1 Chop down a small forest, clear all the bushes and shrubs, and plant the area with sugar-cane seeds.
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  2 When the cane has grown big and thick, cut it and strip it. Mind you don’t slash your hands on the sharp, spiky leaves or get big

  splinters under your fingernails.
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  3 Once you’ve cut several bundles of cane, tie them up, heave one on to your back, and carry it to the mill. Keep carrying the bundles

  until there’s a huge pile of them on the mill floor.
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  4 Now feed the bundles into the massive chopping, shredding and squeezing machines. Don’t push your hands in too far, or your fingers

  will be chopped and shredded and squeezed too!
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  5 After several days, when you’ve squeezed all the juice out of the mushed-up cane, pour the liquid into a big vat and boil it up five

  or six times, standing over it with a ladle to scoop the scum off the top. You may fall in and get boiled alive, but even if you don’t, you’ll probably get a few nasty burns and pass

  out from the heat.
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  6 Allow the mixture to cool. When it’s turned into crystals, get your spoon out, and shovel a great dollop of the stuff into your

  face. (Actually you’ll probably be so exhausted you won’t bother.)
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  THE CRUEL WORLD OF THE SLAVES




  The plantation owners needed lots of workers to do this kind of work; ideally people who enjoyed doing horrible jobs day in and day out in hot and dangerous conditions for no

  money. Unfortunately, such people don’t exist.




  So they used people who didn’t want to do it; people who they dragged from their own country in chains; people who were never allowed to return to their own homes ever

  again – in other words . . . SLAVES.
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  Buying and selling slaves became an even bigger business than sugar! Slave traders in Africa kidnapped millions of men, women and children and sold them to British merchants,

  who transported them all the way across the Atlantic to America. The journey was a killer. The slavers crammed as many slaves as possible into their ships. They were chained together head-to-toe,

  in dark, dirty compartments below decks. It took two months to cross the ocean. Many slaves never made it, and their dead bodies were thrown over the side into the sea.
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  Those who survived were sold to the plantation owners in exchange for cotton, tobacco and sugar, which the slave-ships took back to Europe to sell for a big profit. Meanwhile

  the slaves were condemned to a lifetime of back-breaking work. They were beaten if they didn’t do what they were told, and killed if they caused trouble.
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        GRACE’S TOP TEN BRITISH COLONIES




        The British went all over the world nabbing bits of territory and turning them into ‘colonies’ – this meant they became part of the British Empire, even

        though they weren’t in Britain or anywhere near it. Here’s my guide to the ‘top ten colonies’ of the Empire . . .


      


    


	

    

      

	    10. THE POTATO-EATING COLONY


        The British got a taste for creating colonies way back in medieval times, when the King of England, Henry II, looked across the Irish Sea to the country next door, and

        decided that he wanted to be King of Ireland too. English barons moved to Ireland and started building big castles and telling the Irish what to do. They called the area they lived in

        ‘the Pale’, and everything beyond it was ‘beyond the Pale’. Over time, the English took over most of Ireland, and gave it to English, Welsh and Scottish farmers (in

        fact almost anyone who wasn’t Irish), who first started growing the exotic new product of the New World . . . the potato! The Irish thought this was very unfair and spent the next 400

        years trying to get their country back. Meanwhile, the English looked around to see who else they could colonize . . .
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