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Short History of Gardening and Agriculture

From Forest Gardens to the Modern Tractor

Short History Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Agriculture and Gardening History

Gardening and agriculture are important pillars of our culture. Short History of Gardening and Agriculture relates the story of agriculture from Neolithic times until the emergence of modern agriculture. 

Neolithic Revolution

During the Neolithic Revolution that began around the end of the last Ice Age, about 11,000 years ago. Humans, who had been dependent upon hunting and gathering practices and learn the techniques that would lead to the growing, harvesting and storage of food. This allowed the human population to grow and civilization to stabilize.

Native American Agricultural Practices

Learn how the Native Americans practiced agriculture in the New World as they practiced the Three Sisters method of farming. 

Ancient Agriculture

The agricultural and farming practices of the Greeks, Romans and Egyptians are also covered in the book. 

Medieval Agriculture and Farming

Readers will learn many of the tools, crops and practices of Medieval farmers. A monthly journal of the life of the medieval farmer is also included. 

Colonial Agriculture

Agriculture was an immediate necessity the early settlers, as the vast distance from the colonies to the home countries made supply from Europe almost impossible. The book covers the planting, harvesting and storage methods of the colonists during the colonial period. 

Vegetable, Grain and Livestock Crops

The book also discusses the major vegetable and grain crops humans rely upon for food. Livestock like chickens, pigs, cattle, goats and sheep are also included. One section each for dogs and cats relates how these much beloved animals began their long association with people.
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​Ancient Gardens - Forest Gardens
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The first efforts at gardening appeared in the equatorial regions of Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. No one knows when humans first started cultivating plants, however archeological evidence exists that suggests human first began choosing plants to grow to provide food around 45,000 years ago in forest gardens. These gardens were usually in tracts of land bordering rivers. A forest garden is still a forest; however it contains a large percentage of edible fruit species. 

The First Gardens

The first forest gardens likely were plant collections composed of fruit trees, brambles and vines that provided sustenance for humans. Gradually these first gardeners chose improved varieties, eliminated "weed" species and took steps to protect their crops. These early garden crops would have been native, however, over time they began importing species from other areas. 

Forest Gardening Evolved

Sometime during the development of these early gardens and the beginning of the Neolithic Revolution, humans began burning back selected tropical forest areas to plant food crops and build villages. In these gardens they planted yam, taro, sweet potato, chili pepper, black pepper, mango, and bananas in addition to the early fruit crops. Sometime around 12,500 years ago humans began the transition from hunting and gathering to developing agriculture and forming larger settlements. Thus began the Neolithic Revolution. 

Modern Forest Gardens

Many cultures still plant forest gardens. The garden form is common in tropical regions of the world. These gardeners incorporate trees, crops, and livestock in the same tract of land. Crops include coconut, black pepper, cocoa, and pineapple. Many varieties are heirloom crops that are grown nowhere else. They are becoming popular in temperate areas, planted with crops like apples, pears, peaches, plums, mulberries, chestnuts, walnuts, and butternuts. They may also include currents, gooseberries, raspberries, blueberries grapes and kiwi fruits. Ponds within the garden can provide water for irrigation and a place to grow edible fish.
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The Late Stone Age
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Humans, like all other organisms, need food to live. Today, most of the food consumed by humans comes from agriculturally produced sources. Before there was agriculture, human society evolved around the hunter gatherer model that had emerged during the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age.

Evolution From Vegetarian to Omnivorous Diet

Archeological evidence indicates that the first hominids had a vegetarian diet. As time passed and our bodies evolved, humans began scavenging meat from animals that had died or used leftover parts of animals killed and abandoned by predators. Eventually, humans began actively hunting animals and killing them for food. They retained the vegetarian part of their diet by gathering various nuts, fruits, grasses, and roots to consume. Thus, they became omnivores, eating both plant and animals. Historians call this era the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age. The Paleolithic Age began about 2.5 million years ago ended about 9,600 BCE, when the climate began to warm as the Ice Age Ended.

Back to Table of Contents

​Life in the Late Stone Age

The glacial ice melted slowly over several centuries as the earth warmed. By the time the glaciers had retreated to roughly their current positions in the Arctic and Antarctic Circles, humans had entered the last stages of the Late Stone Age, also called the Paleolithic Era. At this time humans lived in small groups of clans that consisted of roughly fifty people. An elder or chief governed the clan, which comprised mostly members of the same family or close relatives. These nomadic groups had no concept of private property as they moved about searching for food and pasturage for their animals. They took shelter in the mouths of caves or other natural shelters, primitive huts, and tents. They used animal skins for clothing and used tools made of wood or chipped, unsharpened stone. The men hunted game for food and the women gathered fruits, berries, nuts, roots, and other things they could find to eat. 

Evolution of the Village

Sometime during the late Paleolithic Era humans began gathering in small, semi-permanent and permanent villages. These new villagers still maintained the hunter/gatherer lifestyle. Archeological evidence suggests that these small villages began appearing around 15,000 to 20,000 years ago. Sometime around 9,000 BC to 10,000 BC someone discovered that if you planted seeds of a favored food crop, that seed would grow and mature, allowing the person that planted it to harvest it and store it or eat it. Agriculture and the Neolithic Revolution had begun.
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​Dogs
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Genetic and archeological studies of wolf and dog fossils have not produced a clear timeline of when wolves became dogs, however most scientists have come to agree that dogs became part of the human community during the late Stone Age, sometime between 20,000 and 40,000 years ago. The popular theory of humans adopting wolf pups and domesticating them appears to be in error. Many scientists now believe that wolf self-domesticated. "Friendly" wolves that tolerated human presence gained an evolutionary advantage, as they could gain access to the food supply of their main competitor, humans. Genetic evidence that these "friendly" wolves physically changed over time to attain many of the physical characteristics of the modern dog by the beginning of the Neolithic Revolution. The domesticated dog served many purposes during this time. Dogs helped guard livestock, gardens, and fields, helped hunters as they searched for prey and served as pack animals. Thus, it is possible that "Man's Best Friend," chose that role willingly to gain an evolutionary advantage over the wolves that remained wild. Humans began breeding dogs to fit specific purposes, leading to the great diversity of different breeds living today.
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​The Neolithic Revolution
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No one really knows exactly when or why humans first began cultivating crops. Sometime around 9,000 BC humans began planting seeds to harvest for food. Selective breeding of plants took place as these first farmers and gardeners began choosing the best grains to use as seed for the next crop, thus improving the plant's food value. At the beginning of the Neolithic Revolution scientists estimate that the total human population on the earth was around five million people. This population was scattered over the earth, from Asia to Africa, South and North America and the Middle East. Many of these people had settled into small villages that still maintained a hunter/gatherer lifestyle. No one knows if the growth of villages prompted the beginnings of agriculture to provide a stable food supply, or if the development of agriculture led to larger villages. 

Livestock Domestication

Evidence suggests that domestication of animal preceded grain cultivation. People in the Fertile Crescent began domesticating cattle, goats, sheep, and pigs around 11,000 to 13,000 years ago. From this region livestock domestication spread into human populations in Europe. 

The First Crops

Archeologists have discovered evidence that figs were among the first crops grown, appearing sometime around 11,000 years ago. The first grains appeared in a region known as the Fertile Crescent around 9,000 years ago were emmer, einkorn, and barley. Emmer and einkorn are forms of wheat used to make bread. Barley found use as animal fodder and fermented to make beer, the first evidence of which was around 7,000 years ago. Around the same time, the natives in Mexico began cultivating squash and people in the region we know as China began cultivating rice and millet. Natives in present day Peru began cultivating the potato sometime during this period.
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​Figs First Known Cultivated Fruit
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Archeological evidence gathered from a small village called Gilgal, nine miles north of the ancient city of Jericho has determined that the first fruit cultivated by humans was probably the fig. 

Jericho

Archeologists believe that Jericho is one of the oldest inhabited cities in the world, first settled around 9000 BC. Located in the Palestinian Territories near the Jordan River, Jericho has had at least twenty successive settlements on the site. The city had the world's oldest protective wall surrounding it. At the dawn of the Neolithic Age, Jericho had about seventy dwellings. 

Gilgal 

The Biblical city of Gilgal is the legendary site of Joshua's first camp when they entered the Promised Land. Excavations of the site began in 1979 and have revealed fig seeds, wild barley, wild oats, and acorns that scientists have carbon dated to 9000 BC. The archeologists found the remains in a burned-out house that allowed them to carbon date the more than 300 pieces of artifacts. The heat of the fire carbonized and preserved the fruit, enabling the scientists to date them. Scientists found the same variety of fig at another village a little over a mile away, leading them to believe that by this time fig cultivation must have become common. The site also yielded shards of pottery that are among the earliest ones made that archeologists have found. 

The Fig

The word "fig," derives from the Latin word "ficus," which in turn derives from the Hebrew word, "feg." The fig, Ficus carica, produces two crops per year. The early crop appears on wood grown the previous year. The second crop, the main crop, is the largest. The fruit may be eaten fresh; however most are preserved by drying and eaten when needed. The nutritious, sweet fruits provided the ancient people with a valuable food staple that produced reliably, stored well and was easy to propagate. The fig tree grows to about thirty feet tall in grows wild in sunny areas in dry soils. The fig tree tolerates poor, rocky soil. The figs found at Gilgal were of a seedless variety propagated by rooting cuttings of a mutant seedless fig. Figs are easy to propagate in this manner, so, combined with the sweet, nutritious, easy to store fruit made an ideal candidate for early farmers to grow. Gilgal lies withing a region known as the "Fertile Crescent."
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​Fertile Crescent
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Also called the "Cradle of Civilization," the Fertile Crescent is a crescent shaped region that includes the Nile River valley in Egypt, the southeast coastal portion of the Mediterranean and then curls southeast to envelope the Mesopotamian region that straddles the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. The modern nations that occupy this region include Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Cyprus, Jordan, Israel, and Egypt. Some of the earliest agricultural development occurred in this region. Most of the early empires rose in this region including Assyria, Egypt, Persia, and Syria. 

Origin of the Term

Egyptologist James Henry Breasted coined the term "Fertile Crescent," in his 1916 book "Ancient Times: A History of the Early World".

James Henry Breasted (August 27, 1865 – December 2, 1935)

The son of Charles and Harriet Newell Breasted, James was native to Rockford, Illinois. Breasted attended North Central College, graduating in 1888. He next attended Chicago Theological Seminary, transferring to Yale to study Hebrew. After receiving his master’s degree, he traveled to Germany to study Egyptology at the University of Berlin. He became the first American to receive an Egyptologist degree when he received his doctorate in 1894. While in Germany he met Frances Hart, whom he married the same year he received his doctorate. The couple would have one son.

Career

After receiving his doctorate, Breasted taught at the University of Chicago until 1898, when he did field work in Egypt working with the Prussian Academy of Sciences. In 1901 he became the director of the Haskell Oriental Museum. During his career at the Museum, which became the Oriental Institute in 1919, he acquired many antiquities for research and established its reputation as an archeological excavation institution. He wrote ten books, mostly on Egypt and the region of the Fertile Crescent. 

Fertile Soils and Marshland

The region of the Fertile Crescent during ancient times had extremely rich soils in and around the marshland that surrounded the Tigris and Euphrates Rives as well as the Nile River valley. Sometime around 5000 BC the people that lived in the region devised irrigation systems to bring water from the rivers into the rich soils. Historians estimate that somewhere between these rich marshlands covered from 5,800 – 7,700 square miles. According to historical lore, the region is the site of the Biblical Garden of Eden. The Mesopotamians believed that the first city on earth, Eridu, was founded by the gods there. 

Site of Early Civilizations and Empires

Many scholars believe that civilization first began in the Fertile Crescent. Indeed, archeological evidence indicates that the region contains many of the earliest signs of agriculture, cuneiform writing, pottery and soapmaking occurred here. Many empires and kingdoms rose and fell in the region. The first code of law was written in the region, ownership of property developed, and the first banking systems evolved. 

The Crescent Today

Massive dam building projects that began in the 1970's have changed the Mesopotamian region, perhaps forever. The damming of the rivers dried up the marshes. What was once rich, fertile paradise is now a region of dry, cracked dirt.
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​Cereal Grains
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Humans began the selective breeding and cultivation of cereal grains emmer wheat, einkorn wheat and barley sometime around 9000 BC. 

Selective Breeding 

Humans utilize selective breeding techniques when they choose parents of animals or plants with characteristics, they desire in hopes that the offspring will inherit those desirable characteristics. Botanists use the terms varieties, cultigens, hybrid, or cultivars to describe the end products of plant breeding programs as opposed to the term open pollinated, which is a plant that has been pollinated naturally by insects, wind or another natural agent. An open pollinated plant has the greatest genetic diversity and will probably breed "true." 

Learning to Eat Cereal Crops

Prehistoric humans were hunter gatherers. Their diet would most likely have included nuts, berries, acorns and various seeds and grains that they found. These grains probably included some wild wheat. The early humans most likely just chewed the grains and ingested them. Sometime later they found, perhaps accidentally, that they could parch the grains on a hot flat stone in the fire to make the grains easier to eat. The earliest evidence archeologists have found for humans using fire to cook food comes from about 75,000 years ago. Evidence has been found that indicates that prehistoric humans made a type of gruel by mixing grains and water. This could have been either roasted or eaten raw. From this, they learned they could make a sort of flatbread on these flat stones heated over a fire. Archeologists have found pairs of rocks with starchy residue on them, suggesting that they ground the grains into a rough flour to make them easier to eat using the rocks as a primitive mill. Thus, flatbread made from unleavened wheat or barley flour is probably the first bread made by humans. Grains can be stored for long periods of time without spoiling and provided a valuable food source for those that learned to use them. Thus, the discovery of methods that allowed humans to grow, harvest and eat cereal grains like wheat and barley was an important achievement in human history.

Einkorn Wheat

Historians consider einkorn wheat to be the first wheat grown by humans. It grows wild in the northern regions of the Fertile Crescent. The plants are short, only about twenty-eight inches high. The seed head shatters easily when disturbed, making them hard to harvest. The seeds from these shattered heads fall to the ground and many will germinate. Sometimes heads form that do not shatter so easily. Human gatherers could harvest these heads easily. They learned that they could plant these seeds and, over time, have plants on which the seed heads did not shatter so easily. Thus, selective breeding began, and they produced the first human cultivated forms of wheat.

Emmer Wheat

Emmer wheat grows wild in the Fertile Crescent and is among the first grain consumed by humans. It was also one of the first grains grown specifically as a food crop. Archeologists have found grains of emmer wheat in dig sites dated back to 17,000 years ago. Emmer wheat has two rows of grain on opposites sides of the head. The wheat grains separate easily from wild emmer, while on cultivated emmer they persist. Like einkorn wheat, the wild emmer wheats would have been hard to harvest due to their habit of falling off so easily. Evidence suggests that humans learned to select plants with seed heads that remained intact longer and plant those. Over time they bred wheat strains with heads that retained their grains better, making it easier to harvest. Emmer wheats are still grown in some regions of Europe. 

Barley 

Barley joins wheat as among the oldest crops cultivated by humans, either at the same time or shortly after. The first evidence of barley as a staple of the human diet comes from excavations of around 10,000 years ago. A trove of seeds discovered by archeologists that was dated to about 6000 years old discovered near the Dead Sea that the genetic material in those seeds was almost identical to modern barley, thus by that time plant breeders had already been breeding domesticated barley for thousands of years. Barley serves as human food, animal fodder and fermented into beer.
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​Cats 
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Archaeological evidence indicates that cats have been human companions since at least around 7500 BC. Scientists have found a cat skeleton buried alongside a human that carbon dates to about that time. Thus, Egyptians kept cats around thousands of years ago. The Egyptian cat is the ancestor of most of today's domestic cats. 

First Contact

Wildcats possibly began their association with humans around the time humans began domesticating wheat and other grains. Farmers began storing the grain, which provided an attractive food source for mice, rats, and other rodents. Since rodents form the major prey of the smaller wildcats, the presence of the rodents attracted them. The farmers noted that the cats helped control the rodent population and began doing things to help attract the cats. Thus, cats, like dogs, most likely domesticated themselves and in the process formed a relationship that benefited both cat and human.

Spread Across the World

Most scientists think that the Egyptian cat was the most attractive to humans across the ancient world, as this is the cat that spread. Sailors liked to keep cats on board ships to help control rats and mice on board the ship. Indeed, in some nations, beginning a sea voyage without cats on board was illegal. When the ship reached port, a few cats invariably escaped the ship and into the port. These cats then bred with local cats, both domestic and wild, to form a new population. Scientists have found genetic evidence that the modern cat first spread along the world's ancient shipping routes. 

Never Truly Domesticated

The domestic cat has not changed in appearance or genetically much from its wild ancestor, a condition not like any other domestic animal. Humans have done very little breeding of cats for specific purposes, like is the case with dogs, sheep, cattle, and other animals kept in human society. Thus, the domestic cat in habit and appearance is nearly the same animal that first started hanging around human settlements almost 10,000 years ago.
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​Wild Sheep Domesticated
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Archeological evidence indicates that around 10,200 years ago humans began domesticating wild sheep within the Fertile Crescent. 

Wild Sheep

Many scientists think that humans domesticated a sub species of the wild Armenian mouflon sheep (Ovis gmelini). Evidence indicates at least three different times and perhaps five subspecies were involved and possibly more. The Armenian mouflon's native range is in mountainous regions of Iran, Armenia, and Nakhchivan (Azerbaijan). The sheep live at medium to high altitudes in rocky, hilly terrain, lowland and highland steppes, rocky semi-deserts, grass-covered slopes, and alpine meadows. Herd size ranges from large to small, with males living in separate herds during the summer months when the herds move to higher elevations just below the permanent snow line. The mouflon has a reddish-brown coat. The males have curved horns that will almost complete one full revolution when the animal is mature. The animals go into rut in the autumn with the rams competing for the right to mate. The dominant ram earns the right to mate with all the females in the herd. Closely related to antelopes, cattle, muskoxen and goats, the sheep has a cloven hoof and a multi-chambered stomach that allows it to digest its rough diet of seeds, grass, and plants. The sheep gets most of the water it requires from the food it eats and needs very little supplemental water. 

Valuable Resource

Sheep provide a variety of things that humans need. These include meat, milk, leather and later, wool. 

Domestication Process

Two main theories seem to have evolved about why humans domesticated sheep. One theory holds that as humans began cultivating grains for food, they needed to form permanent settlements. However, a permanent settlement meant that they would no longer roam over the countryside, hunting and gathering as they traveled. To assure the resources they gathered from sheep, these early humans captured some sheep, perhaps as lambs, and kept them in enclosures. The other theory postulates that as humans hunted sheep, the numbers of the wild sheep plummeted. Humans may have captured and domesticated sheep to insure a supply of the animal. It is possible that both theories are true. Over time, these wild sheep became reduced in size and "tame." Archeological evidence from a dig site called Asikli Höyük provides valuable insight into how humans domesticated sheep. 

Asikli Höyük

Located in south/central Turkey, Asikli Höyük is about 3,000 feet above sea level and covered with volcanic tuff, which is a rock formed by volcanic ash. Humans first settled the site around 9000 BC, seeking the mineral obsidian, which was abundant in the area. Archeologists began excavating the site in 1989 and have discovered, by analyzing ancient dung deposits, that the inhabitants kept domesticated sheep in an enclosure in the center of the town. Other discoveries at the site include ritual burial of the dead, an early form of brain surgery, pottery and a high level of craftsmanship making obsidian jewelry. 

Obsidian

Hard and brittle, obsidian originates when lava flow from a volcano and cools quickly. The hard, shiny mineral, called volcanic glass by many, found use in jewelry and weapons making. Like flint, artisans could fracture it and produce sharp arrowheads and knives. Some of the earliest mirrors were made from highly polished obsidian. At Asikli Höyük excavators have found over 6,000 obsidian artifacts, many produced with a process that scientists still do not understand. Obsidian was highly desired in the ancient world and Asikli Höyük became a trading center that traded obsidian over a large geographic area.
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​Goats 

[image: ]




Using archeological and genetic investigation, scientists have determined that humans first started domesticating goats sometime between 8,000 and 9,000 BC. They have determined that two possible sites are candidates for the first domestication of the goat, the Zagros Mountains, and the Euphrates River valley in Iran. Most modern domesticated goats descend from the Bezoar goat, Capra aegagrus, and the Markhor, Capra falconeri. Modern goats can evolve back to a wild state quickly if their human caretakers abandon them. 

Ruminants

Goats, like cattle and sheep, are ruminants. This class of animal has a four chambered stomach that must produce digestive juices all day, every day. Thus, the goat needs a constant supply of food to survive. Goats feed on a wide variety of plants including grass, shrubs, small trees, briars and aromatic herbs. They graze first on the tops of the plants and do not like to eat close to the ground. 

Domestication

Evidence indicates that domestication of the goat was a long-term process. Humans wanted the meat, skin, milk and dung that goats could provide, thus began the long process of coaxing them from their wild habitats in order to provide a stable supply of these assets. Goats have proven to be the most adaptable of the domesticated animals and have been transported to every continent inhabited by humans. Today goats comprise about 200 recognized breeds of domesticated goats today.
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​Neolithic Food Storage
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As the Neolithic Era progressed, humans learned to grow more food than they needed. This created a food surplus that they could sell to other people. Because of this, humans could begin to specialize, as they could use trade to gain money to buy the food they needed. 

Grain Storage

When Neolithic humans started to grow food for storage, they needed places to store these foods. Thus, they built granaries to store their grain. Before about 10,500 BC food storage was a communal affair, with granaries built between the houses. These granaries, usually constructed from logs, measured about ten feet by ten feet. They built storage room on pillars, so the grain was above ground as protection against rodents, insects and to provide air circulation. Access was by steps through a trap door in the floor. The dry climate of Egypt allowed them to store their grain in pits called silos. Sometime after 8,500 BC people began storing grain in their homes and by 7500 BC they began storing the grain in rooms dedicated to the purpose. People had learned how to make clay pots by 14,000 BC, thus they could use the clay pots to store their grains inside the granary or silo. 

Vegetable Storage

Neolithic people used two main types of storage systems for vegetables, drying and pit storage. They dried beans, peas, and other legumes for storage in clay pots. They stored root crops, fruits, and some other types of vegetables in pits dug in the ground. 

Meat Storage

Whether the Neolithic people used salt to preserve meat is not known. They smoked meat for storage, while northern people allowed animal carcasses to freeze in winter for storage.
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​Neolithic Diet
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Archaeologists have discovered through painstaking methods that Neolithic people ate barley, wheat, peas, cows, sheep, and goats. They sweetened food with honey and used garlic mustard seed as a seasoning. The diet would also have included fish, nuts, and acorns. Plant tissues do not survive long, making it difficult for scientists to determine exactly what people ate almost 10,000 years ago. However, by studying the insides of cooking pottery and midden (garbage) piles, they have made some educated guesses as to what people consumed.
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​Neolithic Stone Tools
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The Neolithic farmer had only stone tools made from flint, obsidian, or chert to perform their various tasks. Stone tools needed constant sharpening as they would not hold an edge very long. 

Flint

A hard, brittle sedimentary rock, Neolithic men found flint nodules in limestone and chalk deposits. The flint in the nodule usually has dark grey, black, green, white, or brown color and may have a waxy appearance. Flint's characteristic of splitting into fine splinters when struck and its ability to form a sharp edge made it an ideal candidate for early humans to use to make tools and weapons. It is also widely distributed. 

Chert

A form of flint, chert occurs in layers of greensand, limestone, chalk, and dolostone. Technically, mineralogists call chert found in limestone and chalk flint and term all others as chert. Flint and chert's tool making characteristics are similar and they found similar uses among Neolithic people. 

Basic Process

The toolmaker chose his materials carefully. He used a hammerstone to strike flintstone in a process called knapping to create a sharp edge on the knife, arrowhead, or whatever tool the craftsman was making. The hammerstone was made of another material like sandstone, limestone or quartzite and was usually oval. 

Neolithic Tool Chest

Neolithic humans had a variety of tools used for various tasks. These included hand axes, scrapers, flour milling stones, diggers, knives, and adzes. 

Hand Axe

The hand axe was one of the most important tools Neolithic men possessed. With it he could cut trees to clear fields, cut firewood, and fend off enemies. Toolmakers first flaked it to shape it, then used another stone to grind it to a fine edge. 
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