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A History Of
World In 6
Glasses

Introduction: The Power
of Six Beverages to
Shape Civilization

What if the entire narrative of human history
could be told not through wars, treaties, or
dynasties, but through the drinks that filled our
cups? This is the compelling premise of Tom
Standage's acclaimed book, A History Of
World In 6 Glasses. Instead of a dry chronicle
of dates and events, Standage offers a
refreshing, intoxicating lens through which we
can view the rise and fall of empires, the birth
of global trade, and the evolution of culture.
From the earliest beers that fueled the
construction of the pyramids to the cola that
became a symbol of American hegemony, each
beverage represents a pivotal era. This article
takes you on a journey through those six
glassas,-exploring. how- beer,. wine, spirits;
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coffee, tea, and cola not only mirrored history
but actively shaped it. Understanding this
narrative isn't just for history buffs; it offers
profound insights into our interconnected
world, economics, and even daily rituals. So,
let's raise a glass to the past and examine how
what we drink tells us who we are.

Beer: The Birth of
Civilization and the First
Currency

The story begins around 10,000 BCE in the
Fertile Crescent, where the domestication of
grains led to the birth of agriculture. But why
did hunter-gatherers suddenly decide to settle
down and farm? Evidence suggests that the
desire for a reliable supply of beer may have
been a powerful motivator. A History Of
World In 6 Glasses argues that beer—a thick,
porridge-like beverage—was safer than water,
which often carried disease. More importantly,
it became a form of payment and a social
lubricant. In ancient Mesopotamia, workers who
built the great ziggurats were paid in beer
rations—typically two liters a day. Beer was not
merely a drink; it was a staple food, a
medicine, and a symbol of hospitality.
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Egypt and Mesopotamia

Both Egyptians and Mesopotamians brewed
beer using barley and emmer wheat. Beer was
so integral that it appeared in religious rituals
and even in the afterlife—the deceased were
provided with beer for their journey. The oldest
known recipe in the world is for beer, recorded
in a Sumerian hymn to the goddess Ninkasi. By
establishing a stable agricultural surplus, beer
indirectly supported the rise of writing, law
codes, and urban centers. Without this humble
beverage, the first civilizations might have
taken a very different path.

Wine: The Drink of the
Gods and Classical
Empires

While beer was the drink of the common
people in the ancient Near East, wine emerged
as the sophisticated beverage of the
Mediterranean elites. The cultivation of the
grapevine spread from the Caucasus region to
Greece, Rome, and beyond. Wine became
intertwined with philosophy, medicine, and
religion. In ancient Greece, the symposium—a
drinking. party.wherae wine.was.mixed with
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water—was the stage for intellectual debate
and political plotting. The Romans, ever
pragmatic, adopted viticulture and spread
vineyards across their empire, from Gaul to
Hispania. Wine served as a marker of
civilization: to drink wine was to be civilized, to
drink beer was to be barbaric.

Wine, Trade, and the Roman Empire

The Roman love affair with wine had profound
economic and political effects. Vast estates
produced wine for export, and amphorae filled
with vintage have been found from Britain to
the Black Sea. Wine lubricated trade routes and
financed conquests. However, the story of wine
also includes a cautionary tale: the decline of
the Roman Empire was accompanied by a shift
away from wine towards beer in northern
provinces, reflecting changing power dynamics.
Standage reminds us that wine was not just a
luxury; it was a strategic commodity that
shaped the boundaries of Europe.

Spirits: The Age of
Exploration and Colonial
Transformation

The third glass is arguably the most potent.
Distilled spirits—whiskey, rum, brandy, and
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came into their own during the Age of
Exploration. With the discovery of sugarcane in
the New World, rum became a cheap, potent
fuel for sailors and slaves alike. The triangular
trade linked Europe, Africa, and the Americas in
a brutal but lucrative system powered by
spirits. Rum was more than a drink; it was a
currency, a source of energy for long voyages,
and a tool of colonial administration.
Meanwhile, whiskey in Ireland and Scotland
became a symbol of national identity, and gin
in 18th-century London sparked a social crisis.

Rum, Sugar, and Slavery

The production of rum was inseparable from
the sugar plantations that relied on enslaved
Africans. Molasses, a byproduct of sugar
refining, was distilled into rum, which was then
traded for slaves in Africa. This created a
vicious cycle that enriched European port cities
and devastated millions of lives. A History Of
World In 6 Glasses does not shy away from
this dark side. Spirits also played a key role in
the American Revolution: the British attempt to
tax molasses and rum was a major grievance
for colonists. In many ways, the demand for
distilled drinks helped shape the modern
world's political and economic structures.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Pierre &
Brianna ¢ Books are a uniquely portable magic. ¢ Page
5



Coffee: The
Enlightenment Brewed in

The fourth glass marks a sharp shift from
intoxication to stimulation. Coffee, originally
from Ethiopia and cultivated in Yemen, spread
through the Islamic world before capturing
Europe in the 17th century. Coffeehouses,
known as "penny universities," became hubs of
intellectual exchange, commerce, and political
dissent. In London, Lloyd's Coffee House
evolved into the famous insurance market. In
Paris, cafés fueled the ideas of the
Enlightenment and, later, the French
Revolution. Coffee offered a sober alternative
to alcohol, enabling clear-headed conversation
and productivity. The rise of coffee coincided
with the Scientific Revolution and the Age of
Reason.

From Mecca to Manhattan: Coffee's
Global Journey

The spread of coffee was not without
controversy. In Mecca, imams tried to ban it for
its stimulating effects. In Europe, some called it
the "bitter invention of Satan." Yet coffee's
caffeine jolt proved irresistible. As Standage
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space where social hierarchies were
momentarily suspended. This beverage
democratized information and fostered new
forms of social organization. Today, coffee is
the second most traded commodity in the
world, a direct legacy of those early caffeine-
fueled revolutions in thought.

Tea: The Empire's Drink
and the Clash of Cultures

If coffee fueled the West, tea defined the
East—and eventually reshaped global power
dynamics. Originating in China, tea was a
sacred beverage used in Buddhist monasteries
and imperial courts. When European traders,
led by the British East India Company, brought
tea to the masses, it became a transformative
force. Unlike coffee, which was served in public
houses, tea was consumed at home, often by
women. It became a symbol of respectability
and domesticity. But tea's story is also one of
conflict: from the Boston Tea Party, which
ignited the American Revolution, to the Opium
Wars, which Britain waged against China to
force open tea markets.
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The Globalization of Tea and its
Economic Impact

Britain's insatiable thirst for tea led to a
massive trade deficit with China. To balance
payments, the British began smuggling opium
into China, leading to addiction and war. The
Opium Wars of the mid-19th century forced
China to cede Hong Kong and open its ports to
British trade. A History Of World In 6
Glasses powerfully illustrates how a simple
leaf could drive imperialism. Meanwhile, in
India, the British developed vast tea
plantations in Assam and Darjeeling, creating a
new industry that continues to thrive. Tea
remains the most consumed beverage in the
world after water, a testament to its enduring
appeal.

Cola: The Global Icon of
American Consumerism

The sixth and final glass is the most modern
but arguably the most symbolic. Coca-Cola,
first marketed as a patent medicine in 1886,
evolved into the world's most recognizable
brand. Its journey mirrors the rise of the United
States as a superpower. During World War II,
Coca-Cola followed American soldiers overseas,
establishing bottling plants in every theater of
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prosperity, and consumer culture. The spread
of cola was also tied to the globalization of
advertising, franchising, and supply chains.
Today, cola is ubiquitous, representing both the
joys and critiques of modern capitalism.

From Soda Fountain to Global
Dominance

Coca-Cola's success was not just about taste; it
was about marketing. Its iconic advertising
campaigns—from "I'd Like to Buy the World a
Coke" to Santa Claus imagery—embedded the
drink in global consciousness. However, A
History Of World In 6 Glasses also critiques
the darker side of cola‘'s empire: labor
practices, environmental concerns, and the
association with obesity and diabetes.
Nevertheless, cola remains a powerful lens for
understanding the 20th and 21st centuries, just
as beer, wine, spirits, coffee, and tea
illuminated earlier eras. It represents the final
transformation of a beverage from a local
product to a global commodity.

Conclusion: Reflections
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on the Lasting Legacy of
Six Glasses

In tracing the narrative of A History Of World
In 6 Glasses, we see that beverages are far
more than refreshments. They are agents of
change, catalysts for innovation, and mirrors of
societal values. Beer built cities, wine defined
civilizations, spirits fueled exploration and
exploitation, coffee ignited the Age of Reason,
tea commanded empires, and cola spread the
ethos of consumerism. This historical
framework helps us understand our own daily
choices. When you sip your morning coffee,
you are participating in a ritual that stretches
back centuries. When you share a beer with
friends, you are echoing the bonds of ancient
communities. The next time you lift a glass,
consider the world it represents—a world
shaped not only by battles and treaties, but by
what we chose to drink. The story is still being
written, and new beverages—from craft beers
to artisanal teas to fair-trade colas—continue to
shape our interconnected globe.



