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Literature and Essay 
 
Fantasy  vs.  Science Fict ion 
Works of fantasy contain at least some elements that could not exist in real life.  
There are two main divisions in fantasy novels:  traditional and modern.  Traditional 
fantasy includes folk tales, fables, epics, myths, and legends.  These traditional 
stories spark the reader’s imagination while teaching moral and practical lessons.  A 
common theme in traditional fantasy is good versus evil and the triumph and victory 
of the good character.  
 
Modern fantasy stories are similar to their traditional counterparts but use the 
modern world or life as the basic setting and add fantastical characteristics, like 
magic for instance.  The Harry Potter or the Percy Jackson and the Olympians book 
series are great examples of modern fantasy.   
 
The writers of fantasy and science fiction depend on language and descriptions to 
create their images.  Fantasy and science fiction writers expect their readers to 
suspend belief so the logic of the fantasy world created must seem convincing. 
 
Book Summary of  The Twenty-One Balloons 
Professor William Waterman Sherman is a retired teacher of mathematics.  He sets 
out in a hot-air balloon that he designed to take him away from the doldrums of his 

life to the freedom and solitude that goes with 
flying above land and sea.  Halfway around the 
globe, however, he becomes stranded on a 
volcanic island that is about to experience a 
massive eruption.  
 
The fantasy of The Twenty-One Balloons is 
built around an actual historic event--the 
massive volcanic eruption that destroyed the 
Pacific island of Krakatoa in 1883. But there 
the connection with history ends.  
 
The Professor discovers that the inhabitants of 
the island have established a unique, Utopian 
society, which he seeks to understand. To fill 
their days with activities, the “unnamed” 
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families develop fantastic and imaginative inventions and build magnificent 
structures. 
 
Threatened with destruction, the Professor and the twenty inhabitants of the island 
must cooperate and discover a way to escape the island before the final explosion.   
 
Humor, social vision, fantasy, and realism combine in this multi-layered narrative. 
The captivating, period-style illustrations by the author add a further dimension to 
the reader's pleasure. 
 
About the Author 
Du Bois is an author and illustrator of books for both children and young adults. His 
first work of fiction for children was Elizabeth, the Cow Ghost (1936), followed by 
Giant Otto (1937), a book about a giant otter hound who befriends the Sphinx in the 
course of his extraordinary adventures. Du Bois's fiction displays tremendous 
variety, but several of his books share a common comic theme--a character's 
commitment to excessively eccentric behavior. 
 
Du Bois has won several book awards, including the New York Herald Tribune 
Spring Book Festival Award in 1947 and 1956, and the Newbery Medal in 1948 for 
The Twenty-One Balloons.   
 
Sett ing 
Although the narrative begins and ends in San Francisco and offers an intervening 
excursion to New York City, most of the action takes place on Krakatoa, a volcanic 

island west of Java in the Pacific Ocean. The 
year is 1883.   
 
The events of the plot are defined by the 
volcanic setting in many ways. An ominous 
rumbling permeates the land as the ground 
constantly shifts and settles. Because of the 
quivering landscape, people must acquire 
"mountain legs" to walk steadily, just as a sailor 
needs "sea legs." Krakatoa also boasts several 
rich diamond mines that keep the first settlers 
on the island in spite of the dangers.   
 
In addition to a dramatic, towering volcano, du 
Bois's Krakatoa also offers many technological 
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wonders, including the House of Marvels, a museum filled with wildly imaginative 
inventions such as a bed-making machine; and a balloon merry-go-round, consisting 
of seven boats joined together to form the rim of a wheel, each held aloft by a 
balloon.   
 
Themes and Characters 
The intrepid Professor William Waterman Sherman, the narrator-adventurer of the 
story, sets off alone to encircle the globe in his hot-air balloon. He is a retired 
arithmetic teacher, who is tired of forty years of spitballs and gum on his chair. He 
has not, however, lost either his sense of humor or his intellectual curiosity. The 
Professor is an eccentric individual, although a totally likable one. His desire to 
maintain solitude aboard his balloon is an eccentric urge that he never loses--at the 
end of the book he is ready to try once more. With quiet irony the author places the 
Professor in a society filled with eccentrics, among whom he seems comparatively 
ordinary.  His own curiosity and flair for experimentation are reciprocated by the 
inventive islanders and their fabulous creations.   
 
When Professor Sherman lands on Krakatoa, he finds himself in the midst of a 
peculiar Utopian society. The twenty families that live on this island have agreed that 
their mutual survival depends on two things--keeping their fabulous wealth a secret 
from the rest of the world and cooperating totally with one another. They have, 
therefore, devised an unusual kind of democracy.   
 
Under their constitutional 
Gourmet Government, each of 
the families operates a restaurant 
where everyone else eats, one day 
of each twenty-day month. In this 
way everyone makes a good living, 
and no one has to work more 
than one day out of twenty.   
 
In their impeccably democratic 
way, each of the families goes by 
an alphabetical name. The "A" 
family owns the "A" restaurant, which specializes in American food; the "F" family 
manages the French restaurant, and so on. All have learned to enjoy their communal 
life without competing for wealth. Once a year one islander sells a diamond on the 
mainland to obtain enough money to pay for the necessities of the community 
without betraying the island's secret wealth.   
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Not only do the islanders develop an original form of government, but they also put 
their ample leisure time to enormously inventive uses. Some of their devices are 
wildly comical and absurd, while others are wistfully impractical. In addition to the 
bed-making machine, a wish fulfillment fantasy appealing to every reader, they have 
also invented electrified furniture that dashes about on wheels with outrageous, if not 
downright dangerous, results. The Twenty-One Balloons stresses the themes of 
creativity, individuality, eccentricity, and cooperation as the Professor learns the ins 
and outs of Krakatoan society.   
 
Vocabulary:  The Twenty-One Balloons 
 
Chapter 1 
conveyance 
atomically 
descent  
inundating 
 
Chapter 2 
debris 
deflated 
baffled 
honorary 
ascension 
flotsam 
balustrade 
pomp 
exploit 
bestowed  
unprecedented 
 
Chapter 3 
bunting 
cupola 
pinnacle 
patents 
malady 
intrepid 
motif 
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Chapter 4 
mode 
caliber 
prey 
plummeted 
rarefied 
 
Chapter 5 
delirious 
aristocrat 
boulevardier 
desolate 
ascot 
bowler 
phenomenon 
unblemished 
turmoil 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6 
gourmet 
canopied 
opulence 
sinister 
furrows 
mutton 
 
Chapter 7 
corresponding 
subsequent 
insulated 
skylights 
 
Chapter 8 
carafe 
valets 
tarpaulin 
trepidation 
hindrance 
moored
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Chapter 9 
apprehension 
timidity 
perpetual 
inundating 
nitroglycerin 
margin 

Chapter 10 
bizarre 
monotonous 
bedlam 
maneuver 
catapulted 

 
Vocabulary Activities 
1.  Work in groups to create an illustrated book of the vocabulary words and their 
meanings. 
2.  Use the vocabulary words to create crossword puzzles and word searches. Use 
puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com to create a variety of puzzles. 
3.  Write a short story using as many vocabulary words as possible.  Students may 
then read stories to their group. 
4.  Practice using vocabulary words by including a new vocabulary word at least five 
times in conversations during one day. 
5.  Play Vocabulary Charades.  Each student or group of students acts out the 
vocabulary word. 
6.  Students can create flashcards of the vocabulary words.  The word is printed on 
one side and the definition of the word is printed on the other side. 
7.  Participate in a Vocabulary Bee.  In groups or separately, spell the vocabulary 
word correctly and give its proper definition.  
 
Genera l Information about the Pentathlon Essay:  

The essay event in the Pentathlon, tests several important skills: 
 The ability to read and understand a specific work of 

literature 
 The ability to understand an author’s use of the basic 

conventions of literature: point of view, character, 
setting, conflict, plot, tone, theme 

 The ability to draw inferences from literature 
 The ability to analyze a prompt and organize an 

appropriate response 
 The ability to communicate ideas fluently, coherently, and effectively 
 The ability to introduce, structure, and conclude an essay in response to a 

specific prompt  
 The ability to use the convention of language (word choice, grammar, 

syntax, spelling, capitalization, punctuation) appropriately 
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Here are a few hints that may serve as a 
guide for the reading of the Pentathlon 
novel. 
 
1.  Read the novel from beginning to 
end. 
 
2.  Think about specific details and 
specific plot events: 
 

 Where does the novel take place? 
 Why is the setting important? 
 Which details about the setting shape the narrative? 
 Who are the major characters? 
 What happens to each of the characters during the course of the narrative? 
 What are the most important events in the narrative? 
 What makes the plot events significant? 
 What are the most important ideas presented in the narrative? 
 What message does the author seem to convey to the reader? 
 Make a list of people, places, events and ideas in each of the stories to use as 

examples in your essay. 
 
3.  Ask yourself about the traditional elements of the narrative.  Why do    
     you think the author chose to incorporate certain details and exclude  
     others? 
 
4.  Discuss the novel with your team members.  Set a timetable for 
     re-reading each chapter in the novel, and discuss each one in detail 
     after everyone has finished re-reading it.  In your discussions, try to think   
     about the most specific details that support your ideas.  Review chapters and  
     events, and think about what the author reveals to his reader through each 
     incident. 
 
5.  Brainstorm a few essays on the blackboard.  Choose a practice prompt 
     and list ideas that you could use to develop an essay on that prompt.    
     Have someone from your team write all ideas on the board, no matter  
     how unimportant they seem at first.  Then after everyone is out of ideas 
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     begin to group the ideas and arrange them as you might in an essay.   
     Take a few minutes for each team member to practice writing an introduction for 

that specific prompt.  Compare what you have written and discuss which ideas 
are the most effective for beginning an essay.   

 
     Ask yourself questions such as: 
     What will convince your reader that you are dealing specifically with the  
     prompt?  How do you structure a topic sentence or thesis statement that lets the  
     reader know what to expect from the rest of your essay?   Practice writing a 
     sample essay by taking all the time you need to write it.  Exchange essays with  
     your teammates, and share your comments and suggestions for improvement. 
 
6.  Next, practice writing essays within the 50-minute time period that you  
     will be given at contest.  Remember that you have to write a paragraph  
     of introduction, several body paragraphs that present your points, and a  
     paragraph of conclusion. 
 
7.  Evaluate your own writing style and that of your teammates by asking  
     some of the following questions: 
     Does my essay deal specifically with the prompt? 
     Does my essay have an interesting introduction that lets the reader know what to 
     expect in each of my body paragraphs? 
     Does my essay have strong body paragraphs containing information that shows 
     I have read and understood the novel? 
     Is my essay organized in a way that is clear and logical?  Do my examples support  
     my points?   
     Do the sentences flow together in a way that makes my meaning clear? 
     Does my essay have a strong concluding paragraph that emphasizes the points 
     I am trying to make in my body paragraphs?   
     Is there a sense of closure; that is, does the reader know that I have finished my  
     essay? 
     Am I using the conventions of language appropriately?  How is my word choice,  
     spelling, punctuation, capitalization, usage, sentence structure, etc.? 
 
8.  Finally, study the essay rubric that the judges at contest will use to  
     score your essay.   Practice scoring your essays and those of your 
     teammates on the same rubric.  The more you understand the grading  
     criteria, the better your essays will be. 
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Sample Essay Prompts based on The Twenty One Bal loons 

1. A substantial portion of the book is presented 
as the Professor's lecture to the club. How does 
the author make this lecture convincing and 
effective?   
 
2.  What two kinds of travel does the author 
describe?  If you were ballooning home from 
school, where might your balloon take you?  
Describe your travels. 
 
3. What is the purpose of giving everyone an 
alphabetical name rather than an individual 
name?  How would you feel about being called 
F-1 or M-2?   
 
4. What problems might arise in implementing a 
Gourmet Government in any country?   
 
5.  Think about what computers have added to 
our lives.  How might computers have improved 
Mr. M.’s inventions? 
 

6.  Throughout the story, what are Professor Sherman’s attitudes and feelings about 
scientists, artists, and children in general?  Does his opinion of them change or 
remain the same as the result of his experience on Krakatoa? 
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Social Studies 
Regions of Imperialism:  A Geographical and Cultural 

Study of European Colonies 
 

 
This year’s Social Studies unit explores the geography, people, 

and cultures of countries that were once colonies claimed by 
European countries during the time period known as the Age 

of Imperialism.  In our study, you will learn about 
geography, history, wildlife, government, people, culture, 

and the economy of the present-day countries of Brazil (Portuguese), India (Britain), Haiti 
(France), Indonesia (Netherlands), Tanzania (Germany), and Peru (Spain).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                       Haiti 
                                                                                                India                                                                       
                                                                                                                                    
 
                      Brazil                                                   Tanzania                   Indonesia 
    Peru 
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Brazi l  
 

The name, Brazil, comes from the Brazilwood tree that grows in Brazil. In 
Portuguese, this tree is call "pau-brasil" 
which means "red like an ember."  Brazil is 
the largest country in South America and 
covers nearly half of the South American 
continent.  
 
 
Brazil is the largest country in South 
America and the fifth largest nation in the 
world. It forms an enormous triangle on the 
eastern side of the continent with a 4,500-
mile coastline along the Atlantic Ocean. It 
has borders with every South American 
country except Chile and Ecuador. 
 
 
Geography 
Extending across most of northern Brazil, the 
Amazon, the world’s largest jungle, is composed of dense forests and a tropical 
rain forest, or selva, which lies around the Amazon River. There are also dry 
grasslands, or pampas, rugged hills, pine forests, sprawling wetlands, immense 
plateaus, and a long coastal plain. 

 
The Amazon is not one river but a network of 
many hundreds of waterways. Its total length 
stretches 4,250 miles making it the longest 
river on Earth. Thousands of species live in 
the river, including the legendary piranha and 
the boto, or pink river dolphin. 
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The climate in the western part of the Amazon Region is always hot and humid.  
Although rain falls throughout the year in Brazil, the heaviest rains fall between 
the months December and May.  In the western part of the region, rain fall totals 
can exceed 160 inches of rain per year.  The eastern part of the Amazon Region 
averages a total of 40 to 80 inches.   
 
Once completely covered with dense forest, Southeastern Brazil today is the 
country's industrial capital, home to Brazil's biggest cities: São Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro. Covering only 11 percent of the country, the region houses 43 percent of 
its population. 
  
Most of Brazil’s population lives in the coastal northeastern region of Brazil.  The 
Portuguese were attracted to this area because of the rich, fertile soil used for 
planting sugar cane.  Today, farmers in this region still grow sugar cane as well as 
cacao and tobacco. 
 
Just inland from this region is a hilly area known as the sertão.  The hills and the 
plateaus of the area lack fertile soil so agricultural production in the area is low. 
 
Wildlife 
Brazil has the greatest variety of animals of any country in the world. It is home to 
600 mammal species, 1,500 fish species, 1,600 bird 
species, and 100,000 different types of insects. 
Although Brazil's jungles are home to most of its animal 

life, many 
unique 
species also 
live in the 
pampas and 
semi-arid 
regions. 
 

Piranhas are known for their sharp, pointed teeth and shark-like feeding frenzies, but the threat to humans is 
largely exaggerated. Although the piranha is usually small (the red piranha grows no longer than 13 inches), 
their teeth are set in powerful jaws, and top and bottom teeth interlock, giving the freshwater fish its ability 
to tear and rip flesh.  
 
Victims are usually animals smaller than themselves such as insects, aquatic invertebrates and other fish, 
although attacks on animals as large as horses have been witnessed. There are no confirmed reports of 
piranhas killing a human, but these fish do scavenge on human carcasses.  

Capybaras are the largest 
rodents. The word capybara 
means "master of the grass". 
Capybaras look like a very 
large hairy water pig. 
Capybaras have short legs, a 
thick body, small eyes, and 
blunt snout. The tailbone sticks 
out but you can't actually see 
the tail. Capybaras weigh 60-
140 pounds, are 2 feet at the 
shoulder, 48-52 inches long, 
and live from 8-10 years in the 
wild. Full grow capybaras have 
white bumpy glands on the top 
of their snouts. Their glands 
ooze out white fluid that is oily. 
When capybaras mate the male 
capybara will rub the fluid from 
his glands onto plants. Then 
he'll rub the smell on to his 
body to show who is boss. 
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In the central-western part of Brazil sits a flat, swampy area called the Pantanal. 
This hodgepodge of flooded lagoons and small islands is the world's largest 
wetland. Here live giant anacondas, capybaras, and fierce South American 
alligators called caimans. 
 
Because of its rich natural resources, Brazil’s jungles have been used by the people 
for centuries.  After the Europeans arrived however, forest destruction became 
rampant. Most of Brazil's Atlantic rain forest is now gone and huge tracts of the 
Amazon are disappearing every year. The government has established many 
national parks and refuges, but they only cover about seven percent of the country.  
 
History 
In the 15th century, European explorations, led by Portugal and Spain, claimed 
large areas of South America and set up colonies. At that time, the coast of Brazil 
was home to 30 million indigenous people, or Amerindians. Today, only about 
300,000 remain, living primarily in Brazil's remotest places. 
 
In 1500, Pedro Cabral landed on the Brazilian coast to claim the land for Portugal.  
By 1530, Portugal established its first colony in Brazil.  Colonists in Brazil created 
sugarcane plantations along the coast and sent diamonds and gold back to Europe. 
Over the next few decades more adventurers, explorers and treasure-seekers 
arrived; small settlements were established along the coastal areas, and when 
Portugal took control in 1580, it was now becoming a lucrative new land based on 
the growing profits of sugar plantations.  
 
Soon, people from West Africa were brought to Brazil to work as slaves. The 
discovery of large inland gold reserves brought thousands of people from the 
coasts and as far away as Europe to the 
interior of the country. 
 
As colonists in the north began 
migrating into Brazil’s interior, they 
crossed the Line of Demarcation, the 
boundary established by the pope of 
the Roman Catholic Church, dividing 
unknown lands of the world between 
Spain and Portugal.   
In 1750, Spain and Portugal signed the 
Treaty of Madrid which gave the 
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Portuguese almost all of what is now the country of Brazil.   
 
In the early 1800s, Napoleon's aggressive push across Portugal and Spain, forced 
Portugal's ruler, Prince John, to flee to Brazil. When he arrived, he established this 
large area of South America as the capital of his new empire.  
 
In 1821, Prince John returned to Portugal, leaving his son Pedro I in charge, but 
when Prince John attempted to treat Brazil as his own personal, taxable colony, his 
son, Pedro I, refused and declared immediate independence from Portugal.  He was 
appointed the new emperor of Brazil.  
 
Pedro I became an unpopular and harsh ruler and was forced to resign in 1831.  He 
left his throne to his five-year old son, Pedro II.  During the long reign of Pedro II, 
Brazil prospered.  The government built railroads, schools, and telegraph systems.  
The growing industry of Brazil attracted thousands of European immigrants.  
Many of the immigrants settled in Brazil’s southern region where the coffee 
industry was rapidly growing. Soon coffee replaced sugar as the country's most 
valuable export. 
 
In 1888, Pedro II abolished slavery but refused to pay the plantation owners for 
their slaves.  The angry plantation owners funded a military coup that forced the 
emperor to flee and declared Brazil a republic.  General Manoel Deodoro was 
elected as Brazil’s first president but ruled the country as his predecessor ruled, as 
a dictator.    
 
In 1985, the ruling regime in Brazil ceded its power to civilian rule, and the 
country finally overcame a series of unpopular coups, corrupt leaders, and the 
military's constant intervention in the governance of Brazil.  
 
People and Culture 
The population of Brazil is the fifth largest in the world.  Most Brazilians are 
descended from three ethnic groups: Amerindians, European settlers (mainly from 

Portugal), and Africans. Starting in the 19th century, 
waves of immigrants from Europe, the Middle East, and 

even Japan added to this mix. This diversity of cultures 
has created a rich religious, musical, and culinary culture. 

 
The lively spirit of the Brazilians is best portrayed in their 

favorite pastimes:  samba and soccer.  Samba, as a music 
and dance form, developed in the early 1900s when a group 
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of young musicians combined African rhythms with Portuguese folk songs.  The 
music is often accompanied by the samba dance.  Today, samba schools practice 
for months prior to the country’s annual celebration of Carnival. 
 
Brazilians love soccer.  In Rio de Janeiro, Maracanã Stadium, has the capacity to 
seat 200,000 soccer fans, making it one of the world’s largest sports arenas.  In 
Brazil, soccer fans wave colorful flags, pound drums, and even set 
off firecrackers during a match.  Some the best and most well-
known soccer players are from Brazil. The most famous of all 
is Edson Arantes do Nascimento, better known as Pelé. 
Brazil has won the World Cup soccer finals five times, more 
than any other nation, and will host the tournament in 2014. 
 
Carnival  
The origins of carnival date back to the ancient Greek spring 
festival in honor of Dionysus, the god of wine. The Romans adopted the 
celebration with Bacchanalia (feasts in honor of Bacchus, the Roman equivalent to 
Dionysus), and Saturnalia, where slaves and their masters would exchange clothes 
in a day of revelry. The festival precedes the 40-day lentin time of the Roman 
Catholic Church. In the Christian tradition, Lent is the time from Ash Wednesday 
to Easter. The traditional purpose of Lent is the preparation of the believer through 
prayer, repentance, almsgiving and self-denial before the celebration of Easter. The 
word itself comes from Latin, "Carne Vale" or "Farewell to the Flesh." 
 

Carnival in Rio de Janeiro 
Rio's lavish carnival is one of the world's most famous. Scores 

of spectacular floats, surrounded by thousands and thousands of 
dancers, singers, and drummers parade through the streets.  
 
Today the carnival is organized by the escolas de samba 
(samba schools). They are much more than musical groups.  
They act as neighborhood associations that provide a variety 

of community needs such as educational and health care 
resources.  
 

Government 
Brazil is a federal republic with a president, a National Congress, and a 

Supreme Federal Court. From 1888 until recently, the country struggled with 
democracy. But in 1985, the military government was peacefully removed, and by 
1995, Brazil's politics and economy had become fairly stable. 
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Economy 
Because Brazil has many different soils and climates, it can produce a great variety 
of crops. Its agricultural exports include sugarcane, latex, coffee, cocoa beans, 
cotton, soybeans, rice, and tropical fruits. Brazil is also South America's most 
industrial nation, producing chemicals, steel, aircraft, and cars. 
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Brazil’s flag  (from cia.gov) 
(Order and Progress); the current 
flag was inspired by the banner 
of the former Empire of Brazil 
(1822-1889); on the imperial 
flag, the green represented the 
House of Braganza of Pedro I, 
the first Emperor of Brazil, while 
the yellow stood for the 
Habsburg Family of his wife; on 
the modern flag the green 
represents the forests of the 
country and the yellow rhombus 
its mineral wealth; the blue circle 

and stars, which replaced the coat of arms of the original flag, depict the sky over 
Rio de Janeiro on the morning of 15 November 1889 - the day the Republic of 
Brazil was declared; the number of stars has changed with the creation of new 
states and has risen from an original 21 to the current 27 (one for each state and the 
Federal District). The globe displays a white equatorial band with the motto 
ORDEM E PROGRESSO meaning "Order and Progress." 

FAST FACTS 
Official Name: Federal Republic of Brazil 
Form of Government: Democratic federal republic 
Capital: Brasilia  
Largest Cities: (by population) Sao Paolo, Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, Fortaleza, Belo 
Horizonte, Brasilia, Curitiba, Manaus, Recife, Belem. 
Population: 193,364,000 (2010 est.) 
Official Language: Portuguese 
Currency: Real 
Area: 3,286,470 sq mi (8,511,965 sq km) 
Economy: Agriculture, Manufacturing, Mining 
Major Mountain Ranges: Serra do Mar, Serra do Espinhaço 
Major Rivers: Amazon, São Francisco, Paraná,  
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India 
 
Geography 
India is part of the continent of Asia. 
It is the seventh-largest country in the 
world. Often called a subcontinent 
because of its large size, India shares 
its borders with six other countries:  
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Nepal, 
Bhutan, Pakistan, and the Tibetan 
Plateau of China.  
 
Surrounded by water on three sides of 
its land, most of India forms a 
peninsula.  India's terrain varies 
widely, from the Thar Desert in the 
west to jungles in the northeast. The 
Ganges Plain, an area of fertile land 
located in much of northern India, is 
watered by India’s three largest rivers: 
the Ganges, Indus, and Brahmaputra.  
This formation was created from soil 
that was deposited by rivers running 
from the Himalayas. In some places, 
this layer of silt is over 25,000 feet 
deep. 
 
The Himalaya Mountains 
Rising from the Indian plains, the Himalaya Mountains, the world’s highest 
mountain range, stretches across northern India to form the Tibetan Plateau.  
Himalaya means “house of snow” in Sanskrit , India’s ancient language.  Of the 
146 Himalayan peaks, 40 rise higher than 25,000 feet.   
 
In the southern region of India, smaller mountain ranges form the Deccan Plateau.  
Because the area does not receive as much rainfall as the northern plains, farmers 
on the Deccan Plateau must irrigate the land to grow crops.   
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India’s climate, like its landscape, ranges from one extreme to the other.  India has 
three seasons:  cool, hot, and wet.  The cool season is India’s winter and lasts from 
November to the end of January.  The cool season consists of chilly but milder 
temperatures.  The hot season begins in February and generally lasts into June.  
The hot season is a dry period of intense heat in which temperatures often rise 

above 104˚ Fahrenheit.  Beginning in May or 
June, the wet season opens with monsoons 
bringing rain from the south.  The heavy rains 
are essential for irrigation of land, growing 
crops, and bringing water to the Indian people. 
 
Because India’s climate is so extreme, India is 
prone to natural disasters, especially droughts 
and floods.  Most coastal towns and cities 
flood during the wet season.  September and 
October are considered to be the most likely 
time for cyclones to develop.  One deadly 
cyclone in 1999, hit eastern India causing the 
deaths of over 10,000 people and 15 million 
people lost their homes.    
 

History 
India's earliest known civilization arose about 5,000 years ago along the Indus 
River in the northwestern region of India. Archaeologists uncovered the remains of 
two advanced cities, Harappa and Mohenjo Daro. These cities had brick houses, 
piped water, and sewer systems. Although archaeologists have determined that the 
cities were abandoned around 1700 BC, they have not determined why the people 
left.   
 
Around 1500 BC, a tribe of fair-skinned people, the Aryans, migrated to India 
from central Asia. The Aryan people were farmers from Central Asia who arrived 
in India around 1500 B.C. They spoke Sanskrit, one of the world's oldest known 
languages.  The influence of the Aryans gradually spread through all of India.   
 
During the time of Aryan rule, The Vedic Scriptures, writings that form the basis 
of the Hindu religion, were written.  During this same rule, Siddhartha Gautama, a 
spiritual teacher, founded the religion of Buddhism.   
 
The Golden Age of India (320-500 AD) took place under the Gupta Empire.  In the 
200-year reign of the Gupta Empire, arts, crafts, and sciences flourished.  
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The wealthy supported the arts, music, dance, and other cultural activities.  Hindu 
schools taught grammar, mathematics, philosophy, medicine, and sacred writings.  
Known as respected centers of learning, students as far away as China came to 
India to study.  Educated in Indian schools, Aryabhatta, an Indian astronomer, 
determined that the Earth revolved around the sun long before the Western world 
accepted the heliocentric theory. 
 
After the fall of the Gupta Empire, the Huns, invaded India but were replaced by 
the Muslim ruler, Babar in 1526 and the Mughal Empire was established. From the 
16th to the 18th century, India’s artistic, literary, and architectural culture flourished 

under the Mughal leaders. They 
built roads, mosques, gardens, and 
enormous tombs, including the 
grand Taj Mahal. 
 
The Taj Mahal 
Taj Mahal is regarded as one of the 
eight wonders of the world, and 
some Western historians have 
noted that its architectural beauty 
has never been surpassed. The Taj 
is the most beautiful monument 
built by the Mughals, the Muslim 
rulers of India. Taj Mahal, which 
means “Crowned Palace” is built 

entirely of white marble. Its stunning architectural beauty is beyond adequate 
description, particularly at dawn and sunset. The Taj seems to glow in the light of 
the full moon. On a foggy morning, the visitors experience the Taj as if suspended 
when viewed from across the Jamuna river. 
 
Taj Mahal was built by a Muslim, Emperor Shah Jahan in the memory of his dear 
wife and queen Mumtaz Mahal at Agra, India.  Employing over twenty-thousand 
workers, the Taj Mahal was constructed over a period of 
twenty-two years.   
 
The British East India Company 
In the late 15th century, Europeans arrived in India and began 
setting up trading companies. In 1757, Britain’s East India 
Company gained control over most of the country.   One 
hundred years later, uprisings against the British East India 
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Company resulted in the Sepoy Rebellion. The British government put down the 
rebellion and took control of all the land that had been governed by the East India 
Company.  The area became known as British India.   
 
During the British rule of India, railroads and telegraph and telephone systems 
were built as well as the expansion of India’s irrigation system.  Although many 
technological improvements were established, the Indian people resented British 
rule and accused the British of withholding economic and job opportunities from 
them.  With British approval, the Indian people formed the Indian National 
Congress to discuss their problems and offer solutions.  
 
In 1920, the famous Mahatma Gandhi, became the leader of the Indian National 
Congress.  Under his leadership, millions of Indians began nonviolent protests to 
push the British out. They participated in “sit-ins”, refused to pay taxes or attend 
school. With this type of protest, the Indian people pressured Britain and won their 
independence in 1947.   

 
Wildlife 

For thousands of years, since the Hindu religion was first 
established, respect for animal life has been an 
important part of Indians' beliefs. Cows, in 

particular, are considered to be sacred and cannot 
be harmed.  Because of this belief, livestock roam 
freely throughout the streets and countryside of 
India.  

 
India's varied climate zones support about 65,000 
animal species, including elephants, pythons, 

river dolphins, and rhinos, and 12,000 types of 
flowering plants.  Most wild animals in India are confined to national parks and 
wildlife sanctuaries where the animals can thrive without the threat of being killed.   
 
At the beginning of the 20th century, India had a tiger population of 
approximately 40,000.  The tigers roamed throughout the 
jungles and the grasslands.  In 1972, the Indian 
government took a formal tiger census and 
were alarmed that the tiger population had 
dwindled to only 2,000.  In 1973, 
India’s prime minister, Indira Gandhi, 
launched “Project Tiger” which 
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established protected tiger preserves.  Because of the program, the tiger population 
has doubled. 
 
Throughout India, there is an abundance of wildlife.  The pale hedgehog, the 
Bengal fox, the mongoose, the Indian porcupine, and many others inhabit the land.  
The national bird of India is the peacock.  Wild peacocks usually live in jungle 
areas near water but villagers have also domesticated peacocks.  The female 
peacock, or peahen, is plain brown, but the male is a brilliant blue color 
with a fanlike tail patterned with round designs that mock eyes.  When 
male peacocks want to attract a female, he spreads the beautiful 

feathers on his tail.  Peacocks were once bred for food but 
now, like many other animals in India, are protected and 
it is illegal to hunt them.   

 
Although most of India used to be covered by trees, only 10% of 

the land has forests now.  On the coast of the Bay of Bengal is the 
Sundarbans, the world's largest mangrove forest. Mangroves are 
trees or shrubs that can grow only in shallow, salty water.  Their 

roots form thick, tangled masses that arch above the water.  Here, 
tigers swim in the same rivers as dolphins, sea turtles, sharks, and 
saltwater crocodiles.  
 
The Himalaya Mountains provide a home for some of India's rarest 

animals and plants. The most elusive animal of the Himalayas is the snow leopard.  
 
People and Culture 
The culture of India is spiritual and influenced by religion and the population is 
divided by hundreds of languages and different ethnic peoples.  Although more 
than 80% of the Indian population is Hindu, a large minority of Muslims, along 
with Buddhists, Sikhs, and Christians live in India.  
 
Throughout India, traditional Indian society is divided into social ranks, called 
castes. Caste is determined by birth and a person is bound to the caste for life. High 
castes include priests, landowners, and soldiers. The “Untouchables” have no caste 
and do the most menial jobs. A person must marry within his caste and live among 
people of his caste, and he may only work in occupations appropriate to his caste.  
  
India’s greatest concern is the poverty of the cities and villages.  About 65% of the 
Indian people live in poor, rural settlements.  The Indian farmers grow a variety of 
crops including wheat and rice.  Because they are poor, farmers cannot afford to 
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buy machinery to help cultivate the land.  Most farmers work in 
their fields all day and grow just enough to feed their families.   
 
A flood or drought can wipe out the food supply in a region and 
cause widespread starvation. The poor also live in overcrowded 
cities.  Many poverty-stricken Indians live in the streets or in 
filthy slums that are made up of makeshift shacks.  Often, an 
entire family inhabits a one-room shelter made of scraps of wood 
or metal.   
 
Government  
India's parliamentary government was inherited from the British. After 
independence in 1947, one party, the Congress Party, and one family, the Nehru 
family, dominated politics in India for decades. Now, however, many parties 
compete for elected positions. 
 
Economy 
India's economy is growing so fast that experts predict it will soon become one of 
the world's leading markets. Although many Indians are poorly educated, there are 
many others who are highly trained college graduates and are sought by large 
companies and corporations.  Today, India has more scientists and skilled workers 
than most of the other countries in the world.   
 
The textile industries employ more Indian workers than any other industry.  Since 
the 1950s, the Indian government has built major iron and steel mills.  These 
factories produce automobiles, bicycles, engines, appliances, and machinery using 
their abundant supply of iron ore.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FAST FACTS 
Official Name: Republic of India, Bharat 
Form of Government: Federal republic 
Capital: New Delhi 
Population: 1,210,000,000 
Official Languages: Hindi, English, 21 others.  Hindustani is widely spoken in the north, and 
English is, for the most part, the language of modern business. 
Money: Rupee 
Area: 1,269,345 sq mi (3,287,590 sq km) 
Major Mountain Range: Himalaya 
Major Rivers: Ganges, Indus, Brahmaputra 
Religions: Hindu (80%), Muslim (13%), others  
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The Indian Flag  
 
The Indian flag was officially 
adopted on July 22, 1947, as 
the Indian subcontinent 
divided into India and 
Pakistan. The orange 
represents courage and 
sacrifice, green symbolizes 
faith and fertility, and white 
idealizes peace and truth. The 
Buddhist spinning wheel 
(Chakra) is centered.  
 

  
 
 

Haiti  
 

Geography   
Haiti is a small country on the western third of the island of Hispañola.  The island 
is located in the Caribbean Sea between Cuba and Puerto Rico.  Although it is one 
of the most densely populated countries, it is also one of the least developed.  
Some Haitians say that “God 
took Haiti in his hand and 
crumpled it up.”  A story told 
by Haitians illustrates this 
saying.  It was said that after 
Christopher Columbus 
discovered the island and 
named it Hispañola, he 
returned to Spain where King 
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella 
wanted to know what the land 
was like.  Columbus picked up 
a piece of parchment paper 
and wadded it up.  He showed 
the resulting bumps created by 
the paper to illustrate the mountainous country.  


