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INTRODUCTION


The question that is the title to this book might as well have been set to any seafaring people in the past. seafaring is a very costly and dangerous venture, especially when it has not been established already.


So why incur the risk of this endeavor? It all comes down to a question of need. When there is a need to be covered, there usually will be found a way to cover it.


Ancient Greece was not able to cover all its needs internally as it developed, so it needed to import them.


One might say that whether a need will be covered is dependent on whether it outweighs the costs, which is correct, but as the need of the Greeks of many of the ancient city states was for grain to feed themselves the need was rather pressing.


So, the ancient Greeks set sail to find extra sources of base foods.


Alongside this then came other needed materials, the bronze and the wood for the ships themselves.


When the goods that are needed are base foods then the risk quickly becomes less important. Stable foods are simply needed and exports to exchange for the produce will be found in one way or the other. The only alternative is population decline.


The Greek population did not decline but expanded, so both the seafaring skills and export goods to exchange for food imports were developed.


The Greeks had the good fortune of proximity to large and highly developed cultures that could be reached by sea.


Furthermore, they also had less developed areas with a grain surplus in close proximity. These areas which included the northern Black Sea region imported goods from more developed regions, which they traded for grain, fur and amber. The desired goods were often metalworks and ceramics.


The Greeks would thus also maintain profitable transit trade between developed cultures of Egypt and the Middle East and Europe.


This was a result of the fortunate geographical position of Greece being situated between these regions.


Especially during the Bronze age where metal production was very complex the raw material was transported far to the metal works and were only produced in a few places. This led to bronze being shipped far and wide to the areas that could not produce it, which often flowed through Greece.


Although the iron age led to more dispersed metal production more refined metal works were still exported from the developed cultures in the Middle East to Europe and Greece continued to maintain a favorable position in this trade due to its location in between. Thus, Greece had a favorable position to evolve a maritime culture.


But it was not only the favorable location of Greece that made the sea trade possible.


Greece itself also lent a number of factors to the Greeks, which made a strong maritime development more likely.




THE LANDSCAPE


It can actually be the land of a country itself that makes a turn to the sea natural.


Greece is a collection of islands and peninsulas with many fjords cutting in between. On land high mountains rise up and cut off connection between the short river valleys, where most Greeks settled. These river valleys and other lowlands are very disconnected making it difficult to transport goods between them. With ancient means of transportation, it is very limited how much can be transported over land. You are limited to what you or a beast of burden can carry or what can fit is a cart.


On water, however, even a simple raft can carry way more mass and volume than anything on land. Add to this that weight is much easier to push on water and it becomes clear how water connected and land divided.


Given the curly nature of Greece many areas could be reached when sailing and the islands could only be reached over water.


This made the sea a natural choice in Greece. Compared to land area it has a formidable length of coast and the densest populated areas are all by the sea.


Compare this to Egypt where all of the country is folded around the Nile and everything can be reached along the Nile. Although there is an access out by the river delta there is not much reason to reach out beyond the delta and mostly it was not necessary as both the Greeks and Phoenicians came to the Egyptians to trade rather than the Egyptians needing to go out.


This is very much due to the richness of Egypt. It had much to offer and so others came, while the Greeks needed to go out, because they did not have the same richness in their own land.


The shape of Greece also led to the political structure with independent city states. The mountains created barriers that made it difficult to create large centralized societies. So, each small region had internal self-governance.


This did not mean that they could not be part of larger unions, but the Greek states continually turned towards self-governance.


This was easy to do as the landscape provided a large degree of protection.


Athens became the Greek city state with the strongest dominance, which was achieved through its large navy that could control the seaways between the different areas of Greece. And a navy was needed to maintain power further away in Greece.


Athens did not maintain control by having troops in the other city states but by dominating the connection between them.


And this is an important note about a naval empire. It maintains control by controlling the seaways through which trade flows rather than directly controlling the land.


Greece was perfectly shaped for this kind of control rather than land control.


With each area of Greece forming its own small state they also each followed their own goals sailing out to best provide the needs of their state.


As there was competition between each state especially if there was close proximity, it was difficult to expand in the closest region, so each city state could send ships out to find easier markets than the closest area.




THE SEASCAPE


It is not only the landscape that is important for the development of maritime culture, but also the sea that surrounds this landscape.


And surround is the correct word, when it comes to Greece. All the islands and peninsulas make for a land completely surrounded by the sea.


Most other ancient civilizations were land and river based. With many areas very four from the sea.


This is not the case in Greece. The country consists of so many islands and peninsulas that everywhere is reasonably close to the sea. The only limiting factor being that the Aegean peninsula blocks access east west necessitating going south around this main peninsula, which in ancient times could be treacherous.


When talking about a seascape it is not just the water surface that is important but also the entire region beneath the surface. This includes the underwater landscape, which is often a continuation of the landscape above the water.


In Greece this means that the mountains and valleys above the waves are also found beneath the waves, with many mountain tops and ridges forming the islands of the Aegean Sea.


Many mountain tops also do not break the surface of the water forming reefs that are a danger to ships.


This is not just a bad thing, however, as subsurface cliffs and mountains form good conditions for marine life-giving Greece good fishing waters in ancient times.
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