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As human beings, we are genetically engineered to takes risks. Gambling is in our 

blood. Daring to push the envelope is what we do and what we have done time 

and time again throughout our history. Risk taking is what allowed our species to 

dominate the planet. It is responsible for all the wonders of modern civilization. It 

has taken us across the seas. It has taken us to the moon and planets. One day, it 

will even take us to the stars. What is it in us that allows us to do such remarkable 

things with such bravado and audacity. 

Well, when you think about it, there is no way that our species could have 

survived without the ability to see opportunity in risk. We evolved in an 

environment that was changing. A warmer, wetter climate was evolving into a 

cooler, drier one. Jungle and rainforest, our original home, was being replaced by 

open plains and savannah. As tree dwellers, this reduction in trees was 

problematic. Trees were where we lived. Trees provided safety and shelter. In 

short, fewer trees were going to be a big problem. 

A savannah is essentially a grassy plain interspersed with small groups of trees. At 

times, these groups of trees can be widely dispersed. This climactic arrangement 

meant that no single group of our ancestor could rely on any one group of trees 

for food or shelter. The majority of the food was now out on the floor of the 

savannah. We had to either move to where the food was or we would starve. 

Going out onto the open plains to gather food was a tremendous risk. Tree 

dwellers are not particularly fast when moving across the open ground. This made 

our ancestors a perfect target for any one of the predators who called the 

savannah home. In addition, the savannah was covered with tall standing grasses 

and brush. Not only did this grass and brush provide perfect ambush spots for 

predators, it also meant that our ancestors couldn’t see far enough to spot 

predators before it was too late. 

All in all, it seemed that climate change had dealt our species a fairly poor hand. 

The odds didn’t seem to be on our side. However, we had to act. If we didn’t 

venture out onto the savannah, we would be facing certain extinction through 

hunger. However, if we did venture out, we were likely to also face extinction by 



being poorly adapted to that environment. In short, we could either not eat, and 

die or attempt to eat and perhaps die as well. 

In the end, we accepted the risk. We weighed the potential benefits against the 

potential risks and we rolled the dice. The fact that you and I are here having this 

conversation is proof that our ancestor’s gamble paid off. They went out onto the 

savannah and not only survived, they thrived. That act was the first big gamble in 

human history, but it was far from the last. In this article, we’re going to look at 

some of the other big gambles that were taken throughout history. Some of them 

paid off. Others didn’t. Yet in each case, someone decided to bet it all and let it 

ride. 

  



Leaving Africa 

Modern humans developed about 200,000 years ago and lived in the northeast 

corner of Africa, approximately in the area currently occupied by Ethiopia and 

Somalia. Today, this area is extremely arid but back then it was lush and full of 

life.  

To the east, this area was bordered by the Indian Ocean. To the north was the 

Sahara Desert and to the northeast was the Red Sea and beyond that, the Arabian 

Peninsula, as arid and dry then as it is today. These deserts and oceans served to 

block in early humans, preventing any migrations out of the cradle of our species. 

However, beginning about 120,00 years ago waves of humans began migrating 

out of Africa. They were able to do so because climate change has made the 

Arabian Peninsula wetter. Therefore, the game our ancestors hunted began 

migrating into what is now Saudi Arabia. In search of food, our ancestors 

followed. 

The archeological and DNA evidence suggest that there were several waves of 

migration, spaced approximately 20,000 years apart. The first several of these 

migrations were failures. No humans survived in the newly colonized areas. 

However, about 50,000 years ago, during another climactic wet period, a 

migration of humans was able to establish a toehold in the Arabian Peninsula and 

the Eastern Mediterranean. From there, humans rapidly spread out, colonizing 

every corner of the globe.  

Every person alive today is a direct descendent of those unknown, yet intrepid 

explorers. They were bold enough to leave what was familiar and take a chance 

that there might be something better over the horizon. You could say that the 

chance they took paid off handsomely. 

  



Becoming Farmers 

For the majority of our history, we were hunter-gatherers. We traveled 

constantly, following the wild game and the seasonal availability of wild plants. 

Everything we ate we either killed, scavenged or gathered. This nomadic lifestyle, 

as well as the intermittent availability of food, meant that our numbers were 

never very large. Famine and disease, natural disasters and climate change also 

kept our population in check. In prehistory, human population ranged from as 

high as 100,000 to as low as 10,000. 

When we successfully migrated out of Africa, one of the places where human 

hunter-gatherers settled was the Eastern Mediterranean in what is now Israel, 

Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. Today, much of this area is extremely 

arid. Back then, the global climate was wetter and it was a veritable Eden. Vast 

herds of wild cattle and sheep grazed on enormous areas of wild grasses. As 

hunter-gatherers, we followed the animals and we too ate the seeds of the 

grasses. 

The area was so fertile that, perhaps for the first time in human history, there was 

a surplus of food. So much so, that some bands of humans no longer needed to 

travel as extensively to find food as was previously necessary. This adoption of a 

more sedentary lifestyle allowed for experimentation with the seeds that were 

now making up a large part of our diet. We learned that part of the harvest of 

wild seeds could be set aside and those seeds could be planted to ensure 

sufficient grain for the next year. At that moment, we became farmers. The rest is 

history. 

A controlled surplus of food allowed humans to develop culture and technology. 

From simple seeds, everything we have today has grown. All because a few 

humans took a chance at planting some seeds so they wouldn’t have to travel so 

far for food. 

  



Hannibal 

Everyone has heard of the Roman Empire. From humble roots in what is now 

central Italy, Rome grew until it straddled the known world. While the glory of the 

Roman Empire has not yet faded from memory, not as many people remember 

Rome’s greatest rival, Carthage. 

The Carthaginian Empire was centered in North Africa, near what is now Libya. 

Geographically, Rome and Carthage were too close. They were both young and 

burgeoning empires with designs on domination. They both were also competing 

for the same resources and trade routes. There was no question of co-existence. 

During three separate long wars, fought over a period of over 200 years, Rome 

and Carthage duked it out to see who would control the Mediterranean. 

Ultimately Rome won, but not before one of the most audacious gambles in 

human history. 

Hannibal was a Carthaginian General during the second of the long wars between 

Carthage and Rome. He knew that Carthage was defeated during the first war 

largely because any attack on Rome must necessarily come from the sea. Troops 

are vulnerable while at sea and a relatively small naval force can destroy a 

superior land force that is being transported by ship. This is precisely how 

Carthage lost the first war. 

Hannibal knew that another frontal naval attack was doomed to failure. 

Therefore, he came up with an audacious plan. To the north, Rome was guarded 

by the Alps which were considered impassable. Therefore, Rome’s defenses to 

the north were practically non-existent. Therefore, instead of attacking Rome 

from the south, as the Romans expected he would, Hannibal decided that he 

would launch a surprise attack on Rome from behind, from the north, through the 

Alps. 

Hannibal loaded his army onto ships and sailed his fleet, not in the direction of 

Rome, but instead to the west towards what is now Spain. Landing his troops, 

which included Carthaginian war elephants, on what is now the east coast of 



Spain, he marched his army up through Spain, across the Pyrenees Mountains, 

through what is now the south of France and across the supposedly impassable 

Alps. 

When his army appeared out of the Alps, Rome descended into chaos. Hannibal 

won victory after victory against the stunned Roman Army. Hannibal occupied 

Rome for over 15 years. Unable to get rid of him, the Romans instead launched an 

attack against the Carthaginian home territory. This caused Hannibal to sail to 

Carthage’s defense. He was then defeated on his own territory, ending the second 

war with Rome. However, his fantastic and successful gamble against Rome lives 

on to this day. 

 

 

 


