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THE MYSTERY OF MAN’S PAST

AUTHOR: Mr. J. H. Smith

The words you use and know tell many things about you. Your knowledge of words and their meanings is one of the best measures of intelligence—how smart you are.

The words you know are also a very good index of your experience. If words like “mint,” “perforated,” and “uncancelled” do not seem to belong together in your mind, then it is quite certain that you are not a stamp collector. If you aren’t sure whether the word “marinate” is related most to the kitchen or the seashore, or maybe the novel Moby Dick, then it is clear that you have had little experience with the concept or idea the word stands for.

If you know the words “sanctified,” “inspiration,” “atonement,” “parable,” “salvation,” “repentance,” and “vicarious,” then it is obvious that you are well acquainted with the subject they are related to—if for you these words are meaningful and belong together. If you know these words you are also likely to be a very good reader.

Unless you are very well‑read, and perhaps nearly a genius, you do not know words like orrery, glabrous, and syzygy at all.

Words are necessary for thinking. The more words you know accurately, the more likely you are to be able to use them in your thinking. Words are the tools of thought. Without words you could do only a very limited amount and kind of thinking. If you know very few words, then the world inside your mind is limited.

Words you can use tell something about what you know. But words are used in talking to other people. If your knowledge of words is very limited, your ability to understand what others are saying is also limited. These facts should help you to understand how important it is for you to have a strong interest in words.

The number of words you know well are the best indicator we have to predict how successful you will be in future schooling. It is also one of the best predictors of the size of your future income—how much money you will earn in the years ahead.

Language is used for communication between people who live in the same group. Thus we have what are called language communities. The language you speak and your vocabulary tell much about you as an individual—but it tells just as much about the groups you belong to, large and small.

Most people have a natural curiosity about the past. To them, old things are interesting, and a frequent question they ask is “How old is it?” About the best way to learn about the past is to read about it. After all, you cannot just sit down and talk the people who lived two thousand or five thousand years ago! But they can tell us many things about themselves and what life was like in their day. We can hear what they have to tell us if we can read what they wrote.

Mr. J. H. Smith
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THE MYSTERY OF MAN’S PAST

But written records go back into time only so far. Written records go back only about six thousand years. Before six thousand years ago written records were not kept—​at least as far as we know, since writing was invented about that time. Yet most scientists and historians believe that man was living on earth long before the beginning of recorded history. How man lived before the invention of writing is the subject of prehistory.

Naturally, the primary sources of information which tell us what it was like in prehistoric times cannot include written materials—because writing wasn’t invented yet. So historians must depend upon other than written sources for their knowledge of the events of prehistory.

You can see that prehistory is like a mystery, and to figure out anything about this mystery you must track down whatever clues can be found—just like a detective.

We can learn some things about life in prehistoric times by examining artifacts—the physical objects like tools and pottery‑that remain from this time. For example, we may study the paintings made by ancient man which have been found in caves in certain parts of the world. We can learn something of how prehistoric man lived by the kinds of stone tools he has left behind. And when we discover his very bones buried in the earth we can learn what caused his death, and what kinds of diseases he was afflicted with, Around the world ancient man has left us a number of monuments—like the pyramids in Egypt, Stone‑henge in England, and the strange statues of Easter Island. These physical remains tell us something about prehistoric man, but there are many things—even about his famous monuments, that are yet unexplained.

But there is one living “monument” left to us by ancient man that you make use of every day‑but that is the subject of the next selection.

Mr. J. H. Smith
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THE MYSTERY OF MAN’S  PAST

I.  HOW WELL DID YOU READ?

1. One of the best measures of intelligence available is (A) how smart you are, (B) an IQ test, (C) your knowledge of vocabulary.

2. The words you use and know .(A) are about the same as every other student of your age and grade, (B) will be quite different for girls than for boys, (C) reveal many things about your experience.)

3. A person who knows the meaning of the word “marinate” probably (A) has spent too much time reading books, (B) knows something about cooking, (C) enjoys collecting stamps.
4. Words like “sanctified,” “salvation,” and “repentance” are most closely related to the subject of (A) prehistory,(B)archeology, (C) religion, (D) science.

5. The world inside your mind is limited if (A) the number of words you know are few, (B) you never watch television, (C) you fail to graduate from high school.

6. It is important for you to have a strong interest in words because (A) to get a good job you need to know how to spell, (B) your ability to understand what others are saying depends on your knowledge of words, (C) you need to know how to use the dictionary.

7. The most accurate predictor of the size of your future income is (A) how far you go in school, (B) how good your marks are, (C) the number of words you know well.

8. A language community is (A) a group of people who like to get together to talk, (B) a group of people who have the same language, (C) a group of people who speak to each other and use their language in the same way.

9. One of the best ways to learn about the distant past is to (A) talk to the people who lived two or five thousand years ago, (B) read what people who lived long ago wrote about themselves, (C) learn how to speak an ancient language.

10. Recorded history began (A) a long time before prehistory, (B) after the invention of writing, (C) far more than six thousand years ago.

Mr. J. H. Smith
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11. For their knowledge of the events of prehistory, scientists depend upon (A) clay tablets and very old monuments, (B) how man lived before the invention of writing, (C) the findings of archeologists.

12. Artifacts are (A) facts about ancient art, 
(B) physical objects which remain as clues to the people who made or used them, (C) objects archeologists sell to museums.

13. Most scientists and historians believe that (A) man invented writing about the same time that he first appeared on earth, (B) man lived on earth a long time before the invention of writing, (C) ancient man did not believe in history so he did not keep written records.

14. Ancient monuments like the pyramids of Egypt, Stonehenge, and the Easter Island statues (A) have been fully explained by modern science, (B) are the only remains of ancient men, (C) have not had all of their mysteries explained.

II. WHAT TO READ NEXT

The next selection in this series is titled “All in the Family.” It is Selection Number 242. Ask to use it next.

To learn more about vocabulary and how important it can be to your success, you may ask to read Selection Number 327.

