

CLA/HIS 2101: Sept. 9: Class 1
Lecture topic
The land of Greece: geography, climate, etc.

• See on Brightspace the module “The science of archaeology” 
• See on Brightspace the module “Maps: Greece and the Aegean Sea”
• See in our textbook (“Pomeroy”)— 
- the inside-front-cover map: “Greece and the Aegean World”
- the inside-back-cover map: “The World of the Mediterranean etc.”
- the page 107 map: the Peloponnese (or Peloponnesus)
- text pp. 9 bottom to 11 middle: “The land of Greece” 

The traditional land of Greece corresponds roughly to the modern nation of Greece.  On the map at the textbook inside-front cover, on the left-hand page, the ancient Greece of about 900 B.C. would be the territory south of and including the regions labelled “Epirus” and “Thessaly”, down to the southern tip.  By 900 B.C., Greeks also inhabited most of the Aegean Sea islands and the west coast of Asia Minor.  

Footnote: Asia Minor: On the textbook inside-front-cover map, right-hand page, the label “Anatolia” denotes Asia Minor.  The two names—“Anatolia” and “Asia Minor”—mean the same thing.  
       Asia Minor was what the ancient Romans called it in Latin, meaning “Lesser Asia”: a western spur of Asia.  
       Throughout much of ancient history, the Asia Minor west coast held Greek cities, while the interior held various non-Greek regions—the most important of which was the kingdom called Lydia (to be discussed later in the course).
       Today the modern nation that occupies Asia Minor is Turkey.  The Turkish people are not Greeks.

Footnote: the Aegean Sea: The Aegean, to the east of mainland Greece, is a northeastern part of the Mediterranean Sea.  
       According to one ancient theory, the Aegean was named for the mythical Athenian king Aegeus (Theseus’ father), who supposedly committed suicide by jumping off a sea cliff.  Alternatively, the name “Aegean” may derive from the ancient Greek word aigis, meaning “storm”.     
  
Greece’s geography = two fundamental features: mountains and sea—

As the map shows, the Greek mainland amounts to a jagged, mountainous, irregular peninsula, sticking southward into the Mediterranean.  The mainland’s coastline, with its many zigzag indentations, reaches 3,200 kilometers (2000 miles) in length.  

Greece’s mountains = a southern extension of the Balkan mountain chain of Serbia and Bulgaria.  The mountains form roughly a north-to-south vertical “spine” down the middle of Greece.  Then the mountains continue southeastward under water, to constitute the Aegean islands: The islands actually are mountaintops.  

For ancient peoples, these islands provided convenient “stepping stones” across the sea: south to the long island of Crete and east to Asia Minor.  Archaeology tells us that by 8000 B.C., long before the first Greeks arrived, the local inhabitants were moving back and forth through the islands.  Probably, crude rafts with masts and sails were enough to begin the process.

Furthermore, a glance at the textbook’s inside-back-cover map shows how Greece was positioned to communicate and trade by sea with non-Greek regions farther away.  
       For example, northwestern Greece is just 130 kilometers (80 miles) by sea from the heel of Italy: perhaps one or two days’ sailing.  Crete [which = a Greek island for most of the era that we’ll study] lies 640 kilometers (400 miles) from the mouth of the River Nile in Egypt: perhaps five-to-seven days’ sailing.  And the Greek-inhabited island of Cyprus was only 110 kilometers (70 miles) from the coast of Syria.  
 
● Greece’s terrain of mountain would have several important effects on ancient Greek history—

(1) The mountains reduce the amount of good farmland to only about 20 percent of the total area—concentrated mainly in three different regions of fertile plains—with another 10 percent of adequate hillside farmland.  

Thus, in ancient Greece, only a limited number of spots could support a large settlement or city.  In order to become a major city, you probably had to win control of a local farming plain.  Where two cities shared a plain between them, they typically might go to war over full possession.  There just wasn’t enough farmland to go around, and cities that lost-out in these feuds would face starvation or depopulation.

(2) The mountains traditionally contributed to Greece’s water shortage.  Greece first of all has a ferociously hot and dry summer, during which most regions get little or no rain.  But secondly, during the rainy season of October to April, the prevailing winds bring weather from the west—and the central mountains tend to block the rainclouds from reaching the country’s eastern half.  Thus the rainclouds are stopped over the western side of Greece and tend to dump there, giving that side far more rain.  
       For example, Athens, in the east, sees only about 15 inches of rain a year, while Corfu, in the northwest, may get three times that much.  Corfu’s 45 inches = roughly the yearly rainfall in Ottawa.    

Yet historically the eastern (drier) side of Greece was the more heavily populated, due in part to there being better natural harbours on that side.  

Footnote: Greek winter: not nearly as cold, dark, or snowy as in Ottawa.  Greece’s winter is the rainy season.  The mountains receive snow, but on the plains the winter resembles a rainy mid April in Ottawa: chilly and dank, uncomfortable for humans, but nutritive for crops.  In Greece, the barren season isn’t winter; it’s summer.

(3) The mountains tend to divide Greece internally and promote a sense of locality (not a sense of unity).  In combination with the fierce competition for farmland—and in addition to certain ethnic-linguistic differences between regions—the mountain-geography divisions would help create the “compartmentalized” ancient Greece of the city-states.    

The Greek word for “city-state” is polis.  (Plural form: poleis.)
       The whole point of a city-state is that it’s not just a city; it is its own country.  In ancient Greece, if you as an Athenian went to visit the nearby city of Corinth (for example), you basically would be in a foreign country.  Although you would speak the same language as the Corinthians and worship the same gods, you would not be a Corinthian citizen and would have no civil rights in Corinth.  You couldn’t become a Corinthian citizen or marry one.  Athens and Corinth were considered as separate states or nations, and the same for most other Greek city-states.

This fundamental sense of division/competition/hostility would prove to be the curse of ancient Greece.  City-states warred endlessly against each other, draining away lives, resources, etc., in mutual reduction.  How much greater might have been the Greek achievement, had the Greeks not spent so much energy killing each other.

Much of our CLA/HIS 2101 course will chart this Greek disunity.  Never would Greece be united so long as Greece remained free.  Only under conquest, first by the Macedonians (338 B.C.), then by the Romans (146 B.C.), would ancient Greece become unified.
        
(4) In Greek religion, the untamed mountains were the haunt of supernatural beings.  Certain mountains, like massive Mt. Olympus in the northeast or Mt. Parnassus above Delphi, would be thought of as homes of the gods.  Also, the Greeks believed in demigoddesses called numphai (“nymphs”), who were the spirits of the mountain glens and other wilderness places.

(5) The mountains held some valuable natural resources—
       
One was timber.  In ancient times—not today, however—Greek mountains were clad in forests of oak, beech, fir, pine: wood to build ships and homes.  
       Timber probably provided one export item for the Greeks of circa 600 B.C. to sell to more-sophisticated foreign markets like Egypt (which notoriously lacked its own timber for construction).  

Another mountain resource was limestone.  Greece’s bedrock tends to limestone, and geologically the mountains (anywhere) are a place where bedrock can be found near the surface.  
       Furthermore, limestone in the ground under geological pressure for millions of years can evolve into marble, which is a compressed form of limestone.  

Limestone and marble, quarried mainly in the mountains, provided superb building materials: either to be used structurally or as façades over brickwork.  Marble—which yields easily to carving-tools but doesn’t tend to break apart, and which can take a beautiful polish—is used also for sculpture.  The availability of such material would help promote Greek art and architecture. 
     
Footnote: Because limestone is relatively soft, one by-product of limestone in Nature is caves.  Typically, caves are formed by groundwater running through the stone for millions of years and carving out the stone.  (For this reason, the floor of a cave might typically hold running water or standing water.)  

Compare here the Lusk Caves, near Chelsea in the Gatineau Park.  The caves are formed from limestone and marble, and include running or standing water inside.  The situation is similar to what can be found in parts of Greece.

In ancient Greek religion, caves were viewed as sanctuaries—associated, like mountains, with gods and nymphs.  For example, the god Zeus was said to have grown up (in one year’s time) in a mountain cave on the island of Crete.  And at the southern tip of the Peloponnese, at Taenarum (textbook map, page 107), a network of caves was believed to be an actual entrance to the Underworld.   

(6) Another effect of mountain limestone is loss of rainwater.  Limestone is porous: In the ground, limestone allows rainwater to descend vertically from the surface.  Therefore, in winter and early spring, the Greek mountains under rain or melting snow don’t tend to collect water on the surface but let it sink into the ground—perhaps to be captured in underground aquifers, perhaps not.  
       For this reason, rain and thaw in the Greek mountains don’t produce much run-off.  And for this reason, lakes and rivers are scarce in Greece, and rivers are small (although a couple of larger rivers do exist in the north).  

Thus, surface water was scarce.  Obviously the ancient Greeks needed this like a hole in the head, as it reduced the availability of fresh water in a climate already dry.

● The crops of ancient Greece were those that could either survive the Greek summer or avoid it in their cycle.    

The main crops were grain (mainly barley and wheat), legumes (that is, beans, peas, chick peas), and olives, grapes, also other fruit including pears, figs, and pomegranates.  
       Flax was grown to supply linen, a material that’s like cotton.  

Barley and wheat are two different types of grain.  Barley—less tasty than wheat but easier to grow—was favoured by Greek farmers.  Today in Canada we use barley also to make beer, but the ancient Greeks didn’t drink beer (although the ancient Egyptians did).  The Greeks drank wine.  Barley was precious for food.    

See Pomeroy pp. 11–12 for some mention of these topics.  The staple crops of grain, olives, and grapes are known to modern scholars as the Mediterranean Triad (the word “triad” = “trio”).  

Grapes and olives grow throughout the summer and are harvested in autumn.  
       
For the ancient Greeks, the importance of grapes and olives went far beyond food.  The Greeks weren’t particularly interesting in eating their grapes and olives.  Instead, the two would be processed into lucrative commodities: grapes into wine, and olives into olive oil—two products essential to ancient Greek economy and society.  

Olive oil was used as a flammable fuel for lamps, a cooking oil, a body-soap, and a food dressing.  Wine was the Greeks’ only common intoxicant.  
       
The city of Athens was famous for its high-quality olive oil and did an important export trade in it.  Athenian oil was sold at other Greek cities and in markets beyond Greece—that is, sold to non-Greek peoples.
       
Similarly, certain Greek locales were known for producing superior wine and for trading in wine.  These places included Athens, Chios, Euboea, Naxos, Lesbos, Rhodes, and Thasos.
       Grape vines flourish in a hot, dry climate; in clay soil; and on sloping ground—all of which Greece possesses abundantly. 

The existence of such local products may help explain aspects of early Greek history, circa 900–600 B.C., when Greeks were trading with rich and sophisticated non-Greek markets like Egypt, Phoenicia [ = Lebanon], and Lydia (a powerful non-Greek kingdom in Asia Minor).  To answer the question “What did the Greeks have to offer these more-advanced peoples,” we can suggest—
- olive oil
- wine
- timber [mentioned at top of page 3, above]
- silver ore
- slaves

The slaves would mostly have been Greeks—that is, free-born Greeks—captured and enslaved as war-prisoners in the conflicts of Greek against Greek.

Footnote: Greek silver: A couple of silver mines existed in mainland ancient Greece; one of them was near Athens.  Early on, before about 600 B.C., the Greeks may have done some exporting of silver ore.  But later, Greek cities would want the silver for themselves.   

● The Greek farming calendar—

In Canada we sow the grain-seed in April–May and harvest the standing grain in September: The cycle avoids the brutal winter.  In ancient Greece (and still today), just the opposite: The cycle avoided the parching summer.  Seeds of barley or wheat were planted in October, to germinate through the rainy winter and be harvested in May (barley) or June (wheat).  In Greece, winter did not kill the seeds in the ground but nurtured them.  

This fact of a spring grain harvest would affect Greek warfare.  Ancient Greek city-states relied on citizen armies (in the era that we’re studying), and many citizens were small-holding farmers for whom the May–June grain harvest was a critical time of year.  Greek soldiers didn’t want to be at war in May if they could help it.  But Sparta—whose soldiers were citizens but not farmers—had the huge advantage of being able to conveniently send an army into the field any time of year.  At Sparta, the farming was relegated to a population of agrarian slaves, whose toil left Spartan soldiers free to train and campaign full time.

Then in October came the 2nd harvest: not of grain but of grapes and olives and other tree-fruits such as pomegranates.  The olive harvest would extend into November.

Footnote: the word “corn”: The ancient Greeks had no maize, no corn on the cob.  Corn on the cob was introduced to Europeans by North American First Nations in the 1500s A.D.  However, our English word “corn” is very old, predating the Europeans’ introduction to maize.  Originally, in English, “corn” meant any kind of edible grain, such as wheat.  Today, in British usage, “corn” can still denote wheat or oats, etc.  
       So if you read a scholarly article or textbook that mentions ancient Greek “corn,” please understand that that phrasing is British and it refers to wheat and/or barley (or oats, millet, spelt, etc.).  

● The Greeks’ vital food-triad was linked to the gods: Olives were thought to be a gift from the goddess Athena.  Grapes and wine were the realm of the god Dionysus.  The grain harvest belonged to the motherly Demeter and her daughter, Persephone.  

● The soil of Greece is red in colour: The colour ranges locally from yellow to purple but tends usually to red or orange.  The colour comes from clay in the soil: The clay contains the mineral iron, which has the colour.  Obviously, Greece’s clay would supply the important ancient Greek craft of pottery making.  
       Also, as said above (page 4 middle), clay soils tend to be nutritive for grape vines. 

● On the farm, the Greeks had domestic animals including sheep, goats, pigs, and (after about 700 B.C.) chickens.  We focus briefly here on horses and cattle—

As you know, a female bovine is a cow; a male bovine is a bull; and a castrated male is an ox (plural form: oxen.)  The essential two facts here are these: (a) Greek horse breeds were small.  Therefore (b), for pulling the plow or for pulling four-wheeled wagons, the Greeks used oxen, not horses.  The ox was the main “draft animal” for pulling heavy loads.  
       Every farmer typically wanted a pair (or “brace”) of oxen to pull the plow.  We do hear of one-ox plows, but that meant a harder job for the farmer and the animal.    

Ancient Greek horses could carry riders, and two horses could pull a two-wheeled chariot or cart, but nothing heavier. 

● Greeks and the sea.  On Brightspace, please see the “Ancient Greek seafaring” module.

With its limited arable land but immensely long coastline, Greece from earliest times called people to the sea.  If your city happened to lose-out in wars for farmland, or if you yourself lost your farm through bankruptcy, then you might, to compensate, look seaward.  Commercial fishing, seaborne trade, piracy, mass emigration on ships (a form of population control), and naval warfare all would loom large in Greek history.  

Seafaring would become a major Greek skill.  After the Greeks copycatted the seamanship of the Minoans of Crete (around 1600–1400 B.C.) and then copycatted the seamanship of the Phoenicians of Lebanon (around 900–700 B.C.), the Greeks emerged as the best seafarers of the ancient world.

Eventually every major Greek city would have a big navy—the prime example being Athens in the 400s B.C.  (Footnote: Our English word “navy” usually means specifically warships, although we do talk sometimes of a “merchant navy”.)  Possessing a navy would become a necessary condition for any city’s pre-eminence.  Even landlocked, arch-conservative Sparta would eventually be compelled to build a navy (413 B.C.), to defeat Athens in the Peloponnesian War. 

● This basic fact of sea exposure would prove fundamental to the ancient Greek miracle.  In ancient times worldwide, the sea, not the land, normally was the road of travel and trade.  Goods, groups of people, or new ideas all could travel quickly by sea, much less so by land.  Although sea travel had its perils—such as pirates and storms—it was far faster and still safer than land travel.  The ancients had no railroads and no 16-wheel trucks: Nothing in ancient technology could equal the simple physical principles of buoyancy and wind power that enabled a merchant hull to carry two tons of cargo a hundred miles in one or two days.  

Overland transport of cargo would remain hopelessly difficult for much of world history, not just in ancient Greece.  As mentioned above, Greek wagons were pulled by oxen.  Oxen tend to be slow.  And wagons tend to break down (as some of us know from playing the Oregon Trail computer game).  Also, how many ox wagons would it take to haul the same cargo-amount as one merchant ship: ten wagons?  And ancient Greece’s road system was nothing like what the Roman Empire would later accomplish.  In all, technology and physics vastly favored travel and transport by sea.  

Generally in world history, where there’s commerce (exchange of goods), there might eventually be exchange of ideas.  Greece’s sea exposure and sea trade led, repeatedly, to the importation of new technologies and artistic influences, etc., from the accomplished non-Greek peoples of Asia Minor, of the Levant (Syria-Lebanon), and of Egypt.  We will study Greek borrowings from the East as a major lesson in this course.

So it’s not just that the Greeks happened to be expert mariners.  Had ancient Greece been a landlocked region, with no sea exposure, there probably would have been no Greek achievement worth our studying: We now would have no course CLA/HIS 2101.  

Peninsular Greece was surrounded by the sea.  The sea = connection.  Over the sea eventually came the ideas, the technologies, and the acquired wealth (through trade) to create the Greek achievement. 

● Essential ideas introduced in Sept. 9 lecture
       - the disunity of the Greeks.  What were some reasons?  How did it manifest?  What would be some consequences?
       - the possible connection of Greece to non-Greek lands, even far away.  What motivated the Greeks to make long-range connections?  How might such connections be accomplished?  What are some specific examples?  What would be some consequences?
       - Greek copycatting of foreign peoples, in technology and culture.  (This idea overlaps with the “connection” idea, above.)  What will be some specific examples that we’ll see in this course?
[end]
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