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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Extensive documentation and scholarly controversy have been included in notes at the back of the book. Brief citations of quoted ancient literary and epigraphical evidence is placed conveniently by abbreviation in parentheses in the text. On occasion, longer citations and commentary which I think may still interest the general reader are placed at the bottom of the page. A list of all ancient texts and inscriptions appears at the end of the book, as well as a short appendix of ancient Greek agrarian vocabulary. The bibliography contains the secondary works in modern languages that are cited in the text and notes by last name and, where necessary, date of publication. All ancient dates are to B.C. unless otherwise noted. I have not been able to incorporate secondary work appearing after February 1993 when the manuscript was completed. Precise page numbers are noted with each citation. All translations are my own unless noted; for Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey I have used those of Richmond Lattimore.

I have at no place used personal observation of modern farming alone to support any statement or belief about the ancient Greeks: I know well the treacherous siren song of modern analogy. Instead, all such comparative material from contemporary agricultural life is illustrative only of phenomena previously supported by ancient literary, archaeological, epigraphical, or iconographie evidence. It is included to help the reader assimilate the ancient sources through illustration and digression. Nor have I chosen the topics of inquiry based on personal experience alone. The chapter headings of the book reflect, I believe, the central issues of Greek agrarian history and are derived exclusively from the reading of ancient texts. Finally, I acknowledge at the outset the disturbing nature of my central thesis: agrarian pragmatism, not intellectual contemplation, farmers not philosophers, “other” Greeks, not the small cadre of refined minds who have always comprised the stuff of Classics, were responsible for the creation of Western civilization.


INTRODUCTION


Agrarianism, Ancient and Modern: The Origin of Western Values and the Price of Their Decline


—A. Plumb (Andrewes 1971: xiv-xvi)

It becomes ever more difficult for the professional historian to reach across to ordinary intelligent men and women or make his subject a part of human culture. The historical landscape is blurred by the ceaseless activity of its millions of professional ants.



Everyone now speaks of “Western values.” Both the critics and supporters of Western culture agree that these values originated with the ancient Greeks. But who exactly are the Greeks? And which Greeks do we mean? Athenian democrats like Pericles or Demosthenes? Philosophers like Socrates, Plato, or Aristotle? Men of action and great captains of the caliber of Themistocles or Alexander? Spartans holding the pass at Thermopylae? Or are Western values simply the stuffy ideas found in the canon of classical Greek literature, the refined ore from Homer’s Iliad to Menander’s late fourth-century B.C. comedies?

We can be vaguer still about the origins of the “West” and we speak grandly of the “city-state,” the culture of the polis that sparked the entire Greek renaissance. The creation of a Greek urban entity, we are usually told, led to constitutional government, egalitarianism, rationalism, individualism, separation between religious and political authority, and civilian control of the military—the values that continue to characterize Western culture as we know it.

Most general surveys of Greek history are thus inevitably urban in origin. The Greeks appear as emerging congregations of bards, poets, and philosophers. They are seen through the rise of new centers of commerce, temple construction, and shipping, the nucleated workshops of craftsmen and artists, the clustered houses and gravestones of the living and the dead. But this traditional emphasis, while perfectly natural given the artifacts, the literature, the intellectual brilliance of the Greek city-state, is misdirected.

All these approaches to the source of Western values will lead us astray, for we owe our cultural legacy to Greeks outside the walls of the polis, forgotten men and women of the countryside, the “other” Greeks of this book. Classicists bump into farmers in Greek literature; archaeologists come across ancient rural habitation. But where is the countryside in general surveys of Greek history? To write almost exclusively of ancient Greek city life is to ignore the true source and life-blood of that new wealth and to forget that the new cultural attitudes and systems of social and political discourse were originally not urban, but agrarian. The polis, after all, was merely an epiphenomenon, the cumulative expression of a wider rural dynamism. It represented the fruits of the many whose work, uneventful as it seems to us now, created the leisure, wealth, and security for the gifted and intellectual few.

The early Greek polis has often been called a nexus for exchange, consumption, or acquisition, but it is better to define it as an “agro-service center.” Surplus food was brought in from the countryside to be consumed or traded in a forum that concurrently advanced the material, political, social, and cultural agenda of its agrarian members. The buildings and circuit walls of a city-state were a testament to the accumulated bounty of generations, its democratic membership a formal acknowledgment of the unique triad of small landowner, infantry soldier, and voting citizen. The “other” Greeks, therefore, were not the dispossessed but the possessors of power and influence. Nor is their story a popular account of slaves, the poor, foreigners, and the numerous other “outsiders” of the ancient Greek city-state. The real Greeks are the farmers and infantrymen, the men and women outside the city, who were the insiders of Greek life and culture.

The rise of independent farmers who owned and worked without encumbrance their small plots at the end of the Greek Dark Ages was an entirely new phenomenon in history. This roughly homogeneous agrarian class was previously unseen in Greece, or anywhere else in Europe and the surrounding Mediterranean area. Their efforts to create a greater community of agrarian equals resulted, I believe, in the system of independent but interconnected Greek city-states (poleis) which characterized Western culture.

Scholars, ancient and modern, have never agreed on what a polis was, and the study of that institution has been a constant area of controversy for more than two centuries. We do not know exactly when, why, and how it appeared, or even when and why the city-state ceased to exist.1 I cannot answer all those questions here. But I do suggest that the proper framework of the entire historical discussion of both the genesis and the decline of the Greek polis must lie in the realm of agriculture. The material prosperity that created the network of Greek city-states resulted from small-scale, intensive working of the soil, a complete rethinking of the way Greeks produced food and owned land, and the emergence of a new sort of person for whom work was not merely a means of subsistence or profit but an ennobling way of life, a crucible of moral excellence in which pragmatism, moderation, and a search for proportion were the fundamental values. The wider institutions of ancient Greece—military, social, political—embodied the subsequent efforts of these small farmers to protect their hard-won gains—the results of, not the catalysts for, agrarian change. And the tragic demise of Hellenic society was in large part a result of the very contradictions of the Greeks’ own agrarian notions of egalitarianism, which became more and more inflexible in an increasingly complex world. Agrarian man emerges from the Dark Ages to create the polis; when he disappears, so too does his city-state.2

The original Greek polis is best understood as an exclusive and yet egalitarian community of farmers that was now to produce its own food, fight its own wars and make its own laws, a novel institution that was not parasitic on its countryside but instead protective of it. The history of the polis, then, should neither be seen primarily as linked to the rise of overseas trade and commerce, nor as a Malthusion race between population and food production, nor even as a war between the propertied and the landless, much less a saga of the intellectual brilliance of the urban few. All of that is the Greece of the university and the lecture hall, not the Greece that concerns us today. Rather, the historical background of Greece, especially its democratic background, is best understood as the result of a widespread agrarianism among the rural folk who were the dynamos from which the juice of Hellenic civilization flowed.

To understand the contributions—and limitations—of the Greeks, I seek to reconstruct the experience of the thousands of small agriculturalists who emerged out of the Dark Ages (about 1100-800 B.C.). For the next four centuries (700-300 B.C.) these farmers, or geôrgoi, revolutionized the economic and cultural life of their fellow Greeks, and left as their legacy the ideas that small, family-centered production on family property was the most efficient and desirable economic system; that the farmers’ creed of equality could be successfully superimposed on the entire community, urban and rural; that groups of like-minded people could band together in novel, self-sufficient communities to ensure their personal liberty and equality; and that the civilian could dictate every aspect of defense preparedness, collectively deciding when and when not to make war.

Greek war (“the father of everything, the king of everything,” according to Heraclitus) cannot be understood apart from agriculture, “the mother of us all” (cf. Heracl. fr. 53; Stob. Flor. 15.18). Nor can Greek farming be understood without knowledge of warfare. And Greek life and thought, the foundation of Western culture, cannot be studied without a grasp of both.

The Greeks envisioned themselves uniquely as farmers and freehold owners of vines, fruit-trees, and cereal land. “The largest class of men,” Aristotle wrote, “live from the land and the fruits of its cultivation” (Pol. 1.1256a39-41). As late as 403 B.C., we can infer from a passage of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, author of a first-century treatise on oratory, that the great majority of Athenians—perhaps the most urban of all the Greek poleis—owned land and were engaged in farming. Thucydides, a contemporary observer of the great rural retreat of 431 B.C. inside the walls of Athens, saw that this migration was particularly difficult for the Athenians, “since most of them had always lived on their farms” (en tois agrois; 2.14). Aristophanes in his comedy, Peace, says simply that “the farmers (geôrgoi) do all the work, no one else” (Pax 511). Euripides agrees, and in his tragedy, Orestes, we read that “the yeomen (autourgoi) alone preserve the land” (Orest. 920). No wonder that the Greeks simply distinguished their entire society as one that farmed in ways far different from their neighbors (e.g., Hdt. 4.17-19). Perhaps that is why the Oeconomica, a fourth-century treatise wrongly attributed to Aristotle, assumed that agriculture was by far the most important source of revenue for any Greek polis, calling it “the most honest of all occupations, inasmuch as wealth is not derived from other men,” as well as a vocation that “contributes to the making of manly character” (Oec. 1.1343b3-5). The only economic activity discussed at length in Xenophoris earlier Oeconomicus is farming: “When farming goes well all other arts go well, but when the earth is forced to lie barren, the others almost cease to exist” (Oec. 5.17).

Twenty-four centuries ago, Theophrastus, the urban philosopher, portrayed this “other” Greek as an oaf and a clod who “will sit down with his cloak hitched above his knees, exposing his private parts. He is neither surprised nor frightened by anything he sees on the street, but let him catch sight of an ox or a donkey or a billy-goat, and he will stand and gaze at it” (Char. 4.8). The typical Greek farmer was a man who cared little for dress, shunned the palestra and gymnasium, was rarely portrayed on Greek pots, and never appeared in a Platonic dialogue. He owned no mounts, better to be seen soiled among pigs and goats, his mongrel hound snapping at his side. But the other Greek also has no boss, stands firm in battle “squarely upon his legs” with “no swagger in his lovelocks,” a man who “does not cleanshave beneath his chin” (Archil. 114), who judges the sophist in the assembly by the same yardstick he prunes vines and picks olives, and so cannot be fooled, a man who knows that his land “never plays tricks, but reveals clearly and truthfully what it can and cannot do,” that it “conceals nothing from our knowledge and understanding and so becomes the best tester of good and bad men” (Oec. 20.13-14). Aristophanes described this other Greek “covered with dust, fond of garlic pickle, with a facial expression like sour vinegar” (Ar. Eccl. 289-92). He has no belly for the prancing aristocrat and even less for the mob on the dole. He idealizes his ten acres—not much more, rarely less—and he wants others like him to have about the same. He walks rarely into town, and then mostly just to vote and go home, disgusted at the noise, the squalor, and the endless race for pelf and power. And because he suffers no master, he speaks his due, fights his own battles, and leaves an imprint of self-reliance and nonconformity, a legacy of independence that is the backbone of Western society.

Even in academic life, a farmer can only remain a farmer: unsophisticated, inarticulate, irrationally independent, naively, sometimes embarrassingly suspicious of anything novel, ill-at-ease with all consensus opinion, stubborn and wary for no sensible reason, awkward, impatient with even justified subtlety and nuance. He is a searcher, pathetically and all too simplistically seeking those who would live by some consistent ethos, even if it be narrow and outdated. These are all traits crucial for survival on the land, where immediate, unambiguous action is demanded in the face of impending rain, nighttime frost, sudden bank foreclosure. Those crises are times where delay, reflection, nuance, and ambiguity are not wise and reasoned. Certainly they are not “prudent,” but instead dangerous for self and family. Rambunctious, uneasy, and imprudent, a farmer in the university must naturally transfer that innate impatience to academia. He interprets, no doubt as many others would outside the campus, the quality of colleagues’ research, teaching, or scholarly ethics and comportment, quite unintellectually, bluntly and without nuance or sophistication. They are seen in terms of mostly black or white. They are gauged simply as one surveys a head of irrigation water, the weld on a disk blade, the thousands of scions of a grafted orchard, by what works and what falls apart, by what appears as natural, pragmatic, accessible, or explicable and what does not—in short, by what a farmer believes will last and what will wilt, collapse, inevitably erode, and pass away with current fashion. If one looks at Greek life through that particular agrarian eye, it appears to be a very different culture from the one that is presented at the university.

Farming is the world of actuality, never potentiality. It is “the clear accuser of a bad soul,” where reputed skill, apparent talent, assumed knowledge, predictable subservience mean little if the crop, that sole and final arbiter of human moral worth, is not brought in. By that benchmark, modern American academic life—the conference circuit, the reduced teaching load, the emphasis on theory, the depersonalization and lack of interest in human agency—is completely at odds with everything we know of the ancient Greeks.

Why then do so many scholars neglect Greek agrarianism in most surveys of Greek history, when nearly all historians, ancient and modern, agree that anywhere from sixty-five to ninety-five percent of the citizens of most city-states worked the land?3 The idea that their Greece was mostly a community of yeomen, not an enclave of writers, artists, grammarians, and academics—not people more or less like themselves—is difficult to concede. “New” ancient historians of the last decade who seek to destroy standard orthodoxy for good in a variety of quite different contexts are to be commended for pointing out these narrow literary and philological approaches of traditional American classical scholarship. I agree with them that there is a real need for radical reappraisals of Greek culture. They are imaginative and never blinkered by traditional concerns. They and their associates in feminist, race, class, and something now called “gender” studies are correct in blaming past philology and traditional narrative history for the neglect of the ancient “nonelite.” But for all their intellectual daring, even these new classical scholars are more similar than not to the entrenched academic authorities they seek to dislodge. Both are usually urban creatures. Both exist for, and are at home in, the university. Few have left the cloister of academia. Fewer have any desire—or ability—to do so.

In this sense, for a comprehensive understanding of Greek history and the origins of Western values, current scholarly revisionism delivers less than promised in the way of reform.4 The “new” ancient world is too often the old ancient world. It is still a story of city-people written by city-people. There is little hope that the present generation of revisionist classicists in the United States will ever come to terms with Greece as an agrarian society of pedestrian hard-working yeomen. Many successful American Ph.D. candidates in Classics can still review the difficult odes of Pindar or the dry poetry even of a Callimachus. Few know when olives, vines, or grain were harvested—the critical events in the lives of the people who created Greek culture and civilization.

All ancient societies were agricultural in nature. But Greece alone, this book will argue, first created “agrarianism,” an ideology in which the production of food and, above all, the actual people who own the land and do the farmwork, are held to be of supreme social importance. The recovery of this ancient ideology has enormous ramifications for our understanding of the Greeks, inasmuch as it explains both the beginning and the end of their greatest achievement, the classical city-state.

I am by birth and trade a farmer. From that angle of vision, I have developed a guarded admiration for those, both now and in the past, who have tested their wits against the vagaries of nature in an effort to feed their fellow citizens. I think I know these men and women, know how they look at the world and themselves, how they shape and affect society, and the peculiar, harsh code by which they live and judge others.5

This other world of American agriculture, for the most part, feeds the United States and is one of its few remaining successful industries. And although the existence of these competent and industrious persons is critical and indeed largely responsible for the comfort of modern American life, they are nevertheless, like their ancient Greek ancestors, essentially an unknown people and an endangered species.

A nation, I believe, can be judged by the way it treats those who produce its food. And herein, I discovered, lies the uniqueness of ancient Greece, a society that, despite the occasional silence of our (largely urban) sources, for nearly four centuries was an agrotopia, a community of, for, and by small landowners. The ancient counterparts of the contemporary (and vanishing) small agriculturalist, however great the differences in outlook and technique, were responsible, in both a material and spiritual sense, for all their community’s culture—what we know now as classical Greek civilization. Their unremembered contribution deserves both recognition and respect.

Besides an empathetic acquaintance with farmers, pragmatic experience in the fertilization, cultivation, pruning, harvesting, irrigating, and propagation of fruits and vegetables, the planting—and utter destruction—of orchards and vineyards, can also add some sensitivity to the reconstruction of the fragmentary archaeological and literary record of ancient Greek agrarian history. There is value in writing carefully from personal trial and error about ancient agricultural expertise. True, this practical knowledge of agricultural tasks can also be acquired through other means. Scholars do find this knowledge in books, in any good modern treatise on viticulture, agriculture, cereal production. But the vocabulary and thinking of the modern social sciences when applied to ancient agriculture often convey little empathy or understanding of what life must have been like for the ancient Greek farmer, instead creating complicated theoretical models for the basic, instinctual knowledge any farmer knows as second nature. So by pragmatic experience I am also referring to a far vaguer “ideology” of farming that is unattainable even through the pages of a vast technical literature.

But one should not assume that the author’s personal intimacy with agriculture must inevitably transform this investigation of the ancient Greeks into some romantic encomium of the glory days on the “south forty,” ancient or modern. Much less is this book a tract for current political or agrarian reform, which, in any case, can do little now to save family agriculture in this country. The life of a farmer is increasingly Hobbesian—poor, nasty, and brutish, even if not always short. It has been my own experience that many who still rise to that challenge today are themselves hard-nosed, peculiar, dogmatic, and distasteful characters, better appreciated at a distance, myself perhaps included. My purposes in deviating somewhat from a ‘professional’ stance are threefold.

First, I wish to reach an audience outside the university, to remind them that agrarianism was once the very center of their own civilization. In the twilight of classical studies in this country, they should know that the Greeks were not distant, unapproachable grandees, the property now of a few thousand well-educated Westerners. Instead, the Hellenes were resourceful farmers who devised their own society intended to protect and to advance their brand of agriculture. Their achievement was the precursor in the West of private ownership, free economic activity, constitutional government, social notions of equality, decisive battle, and civilian control over every facet of the military—practices that affect every one of us right now. In this light, Greek agriculture is not a different approach to the traditional questions of Western civilization but a topic now vital to the existence of our own culture.

A second reason for adopting an unorthodox approach is that I do have some practical knowledge about the cultivation of trees and vines, and more important, about the ideology of those who grow these crops. For all of my life, save a near decade spent in undergraduate and graduate study, I have lived on a farm and have been considered by most a farmer of trees and vines. That angle of vision has always turned out to be disadvantageous in academic life. Pruning, irrigating, and tractor work have about the same stigma as a southern San Joaquin Valley residence. The two together form a lethal combination on most university campuses. Nevertheless, on occasion my farming experience has helped me to make some sense of ancient texts and the evidence of archaeology, epigraphy, and iconography concerning ancient Greek agriculture, and thus of Hellenic life in general.

I hope, therefore, in the manner of Herodotus, to pass that digressive method of personal autopsy and inquiry along to the reader. I also believe, as did both Thucydides and Polybius, that a historian can and should take some part in any history that he writes. Only that way can he avoid an irony that faces most modern scholars: we of comfortable circumstance and suburban physique, we free of filth, unending physical labor, disease, mayhem, and constant military service, we chronicle—and all too often pass judgment on—the brutal and ungentle world of the Greeks. The classical scholar who is concerned over this occasional infusion of personal experience in this present history should perhaps see it simply as “social anthropology,” a popular interdisciplinary approach that incorporates the experiences of modern cultures into classical scholarship.

The real story, the historian’s noble calling, the saga of humankind—triumph, courage, defeat, and cowardice—often gives way in scholarly studies of food production to a sterile and peopleless analysis of “carrying capacity” and the equilibrium between food output and population growth. My primary interest is precisely the opposite, to discover in human terms “what it was like” for these other Greeks who surrounded the city proper and created the polis: in other words, to reclaim ancient Greek agriculture and agrarianism for history from the social and natural sciences.

For example, the desire to leave an empathetic account of crop diversity among the small farmers of ancient Greece is more an accident of upbringing than formal research. In my own experience “diversification” of crops is not merely a strategy. It is not an element of social science investigation, but rather (in our case) a personal and desperate attempt to salvage an existence for four families after the raisin cataclysm of 1983. In that year the price of natural Thompson seedless raisins fell without warning from $1,420 a ton to $450. Entire farms in the central San Joaquin Valley, dependent solely on Thompson seedless grapes, were quietly, almost imperceptibly obliterated. Land values at year’s end plummeted from $15,000 to $4,000 an acre and lower. A forty-acre vineyard no longer earned, but now lost, $40,000 for a year’s work, its operator now “paying” hourly for the privilege of working his soil. The market value of his property was suddenly nonexistent. And in strictly economic terms, even $4,000 an acre was too high, as the banks’ repossession apparatus soon found out.

Real disaster this was, worse even than the rain disasters of the prior decade that had rotted two entire harvests drying on the ground. The agricultural years of the 1980s created a fantasy-like world, or a night-marish purgatory where farmers often picked their plums, peaches, and nectarines, sent them to a shipper, but then received a bill, a “red tag” demanding payment greater than the value of the crop for “handling, commission, and expenses.” The wiser and less sentimental farmers sometimes let the fruit drop from the tree, or cut off all the fruit-bearing canes from their vineyards. After personally pruning, thinning, cultivating, watering, and fertilizing a three-acre Santa Rosa plum orchard all year, my brothers, cousin, and I watched its sixty tons of fruit ripen, slowly rot, ferment, and then finally decay into leathery skins. Why pay the consumer to eat your fruit?

“There is something sweet,” as the comic playwright Menander saw, “in the bitterness of farming” (fr. 795 Kock). The system of family-based, small-scale, and diversified production, as the Greeks knew and as I have been forced to learn, provides much work, near constant worry—and, as its prize, veritable independence and immunity from most challenges, natural or human-induced. But that “something sweet” comes at a price. Its adherents must be willing to acknowledge the present “bitterness of farming”: social and regional immobility, alienation from wealth and power, disdain from the urban professional, disregard for fashionable clothing, transportation, leisure, and entertainment—a spiritual disconnection, an isolation, in other words, from modernity itself, affinity more with an ancient past, rather than with present norms of behavior.

Third, I wish to convey some idea of contemporary American agriculture in its own right, quite apart from comparative illustrations of the agrarian Greeks. True, there are hundreds of good books on the joys of growing food. Nearly as much has been written on the science and successful technique of agricultural production. I omit the nauseating agribusiness magazines that pile up on our kitchen table. But there are fewer accounts of the daily life on an American farm in the last two decades. The record of that experience in this, the very last stage of traditional American agrarianism, needs desperately to be augmented, for time is growing short.

Much has been written about the lost life of the American farm in the era before technology, the time of the horse plow, before the appearance of advanced machinery and creeping urbanism. Yet I believe that the American farm today is unique in another way. Fortress-like it stands battered—and then slowly erodes before the relentless waves of assault from poor commodity prices and rising costs, spreading housing tracts, and ultimately the neglect of mass urban culture. But farmers of today are more similar to their ancestors at the turn of the century than they will be to their successors a mere twenty years hence. And the last adherents are now being plowed under at an alarming rate.

The greatest revolution in American agriculture—genetic and biotechnical engineering, mass application of computerized technology, uniform corporatization, urban residency, crop specialization, and near complete dependence on nonfarm sources of income and capital—is now upon us. The destruction of American agrarianism will soon eliminate in this country the entire equation of farm and farmer from the realm of food production: the man who works the ground he owns is a vanishing species. And so within twenty years the agrarian Greeks are to be even further distanced from American experience, for there will be none who understand the tenets of their rural world.

In my own locale, the San Joaquin Valley, generally recognized as the most productive expanse of irrigated farmland in the world, family farms are vanishing at an astonishing pace. Their owners are dying or, far more ignominiously, slipping silently off into urban apartments and rest homes. Irrigation, the century-old effort of agrarians to harness the waters of the Sierra, is to produce not peaches, plums, or raisins, but the private lakes of new housing developments and the grass lawns of suburban immigrants, home-equity refugees from Los Angeles and San Francisco. Their sprawling quarters now cover vineyards and fig groves, pipelines, wells, alleyways, barns, and sheds; vineyards are ripped out and replanted with gated tracts known as “The Vineyards” or “Orchard Knolls.”

But even more tragic than the environmental—and visual—consequences of precipitous urbanization, whole hosts of new inhabitants now also “cover” farmers. The prior custodians of instant concrete driveways, homes, pools, and backyards have imperceptibly exited, retired, disappeared from our very midst. To grow their fruit now in California is to lose money; to continue farming in 1995 is to pay the consumer to eat your harvests; to rise in the dark morning is to preserve the comfortable livelihood, the ever-rising share of brokers, advertisers, distributors, and marketers, distant but still unpleasant men and women whom the farmer knows only by the anonymous and hurried voice over the phone.

Walk a farm each evening: a horse-shoe turned up here, over there an old half-exposed disk blade, square nails in the alleyway. All are the artifacts of a cadre of men now lost, relics in an island of farmland besieged by growing urbanization. Disturbing now, not comforting at all, are the epic memories of my own grandfather Rees Davis, his lifelong employees and friends—Manuel George and Joe Carey, his blustering neighbor Bill Hazlehoffer, and a legion of others. For a small boy of ten they were giants on the earth. But they have left a melancholy legacy, the bitter and incriminating knowledge that they have not been and will not be replaced, that we the clearly inferior successors can no longer match their struggle. Meander through vineyards and orchards of a past agrarian generation. See the residue of their work. To do so is to acknowledge our present impoverishment, to find ourselves sorely wanting, to learn that no farmers among us can match the ancestral ones, in either muscular strength, talent, or ingenuity, optimism in the face of ruin, or simplicity and independence of routine.

Doomed in very short order, of course, are the land itself and the people who would continue to work it for another decade or so, at least as I have known and understood both for my own forty years. But it is too often forgotten in our current fashionable environmentalism, our worry about fading open spaces, that we now are paving over an equally invaluable resource: men and women who can read the weather, who know the cycles and signs of plants and animals, understand the human experience of physical labor, and are about our last bulwarks against uniformity and regimentation.

These people, contrary to our romantic Jeffersonian mythology, are not ‘consensus builders’ at all. Most instead are plain, outspoken folk who live by their wits in a continual contest with the elements. For the majority, their judgment, word, and entire ethos of conduct were never predicated on flattery, peer-approval, career advancement, and the absence of imagination so characteristic of the modern urban workplace. There, getting along in a social, rather than a natural, environment is crucial; reinventing oneself yearly in harmony with current fad becomes a normative and inoffensive behavior that rarely draws the needed rebuke. But agrarians and their values have been mostly unchanging from the Greeks to the present day and they have therefore provided a necessary antidote to the excesses and fashions of contemporary American life. Yes, people can continue to grow food. But they may not be the farmers, who, despite their shrinking numbers, still provide us with a needed dose of social sobriety.

Farmers are, as we shall see, real producers. Quite chauvirustically they recognize themselves as such. They do not exchange paper. They rarely communicate through electronic gadgetry. They do not merchandize or advertise. But they do grow food and fiber for their fellow citizens, generation after generation. For all that our society now conscientiously seeks to preserve and enhance minority values, it oddly cares little for the agrarian culture that has been with us from the beginning. But agriculturalists are the one irreplaceable link in the great modern chain of acquisition and consumption. So Knut Hamsun summed up Isak, the hero of his novel, Growth of the Soil:


Twas rarely he knew the day of the month—what need had he of that? He had no bills to be met on a certain date; the marks on his almanac were to show the time when each of the cows should bear. But he knew St. Olaf’s Day in the autumn, that by then his hay must be in, and he knew Candlemas in spring, and that three weeks after then the bears came out of their winter quarters; all seed must be in the earth by then. He knew what was needful.

A tiller of the ground, body and soul; a worker on the land without respite. A ghost risen out of the past to point the future, a man from the earliest days of cultivation, a settler in the wilds, nine hundred years old, and withal, a man of the day. (434)



A man who can produce with his own muscle, talent, and nerve enough raisins to feed a city of half a million now receives less compensation than a local insurance agent, apprentice lawyer—or a beginning Greek professor. We have completely forgotten the warning of the wise Roman agronomist Columella. “Even if the state should become destitute of its professors,” he wrote, “still it would prosper just as in the past.… Yet without its farmers mankind can neither subsist nor be fed” (Rust.Praef. 1.6).

If less than one percent of the American population are currently family farmers, it is no wonder that the present-day agriculturalist is a walking anachronism, his thought and ideology completely alien to and unsynchronized with nearly everyone he meets. Yet American agrarians are the true adherents of the Western heritage and heirs of the Greek polis, even though mankind is now “subsisting and being fed” without its yeomen farmers.

Our present democratic cargo must be seen in the original (rural) context of its birth, if these concepts of freedom are to retain any value for us, and not—as is now often the case—to be detached as meaningless abstractions and justifications for personal excess, materialism, brutality and mayhem, national chauvinism, and collective irresponsibility. And, again, like Hellenic concepts of pitched battle, it is all too often forgotten that nearly all Western values were ultimately agrarian in their genesis, arising out of the peculiarly rural nature of the ancient Greek city-states. Those interconnected communities of small farmers created these concepts as a means to preserve a way of life unseen elsewhere in the world at the time. I cannot here trace the subsequent and complicated post-Hellenic evolution of the agrarian yeoman, the immemorial odyssey of the independent rural person in Western history through Roman times and the Medieval and Renaissance eras into the Industrial Revolution. But I do intend to chronicle in detail when Western agrarianism first arose in Greece, how it nearly vanished, and why its fundamental creed has endured until now.

Americans today of the (endangered) middle class, who own their own houses, who feel camaraderie with those of roughly like circumstances, who have no affinity with either the idle rich or the shiftless poor, who elect their own representatives, who are not subject to oppressive taxation or religious strictures, who bear their own arms and fight their country’s battles, who abhor the human and material costs of war, but are not afraid openly to face down aggression, owe that entire ideology—so often now under attack in this country—not simply to classical Athenian democracy, but indeed to a much earlier agrarian polis, the forgotten rural “nursery of steady citizens.” To understand what has all too loosely been called the “Greek legacy,” as well as to retain any useful understanding of the relationship between individual and community, we must study these Western ideas in their proper original context. Small farmers were responsible for the rise of constitutional government in the West, and so this must be a book about farming and the people who farm.

As long as there were family farmers, there were city-states. When the former lost their character, the latter disappeared. We must therefore see Greek history as an integral whole, not as mere interludes of artistic and literary expression.

Agrarianism began in the middle of the eighth century B.C. when most of the Greek-speaking world was just beginning to display visible signs of material prosperity: roads, bridges, temples, walls, theaters, and growing settled communities.* Political organization was still rudimentary. After all, since the decline of Mycenean palace culture four hundred years earlier, the Greek countryside had become largely the domain of disconnected clans. Independent of each other and without any larger central organization of agriculture, local strongmen carved out areas of influence among the largely impoverished Greek population.

Although these regional powers probably controlled to some degree the ‘economy’ of the Greek countryside, they had little interest in, or knowledge of, arboriculture, viticulture, or other methods of intensive cereal production, much less the advantages of small, independent land ownership. All that was antithetical to their social and political culture, which was far removed from small farming. Wealth in early Greece was largely derived from herds of cattle, sheep, pigs, and goats, and the frequent organized raiding party—all understandable in a depopulated landscape, where the efficiency of land use was rarely explored, and the agricultural labor of the farmer-owner himself was less critical. Private property on any wide scale was nonexistent. The very notion of a busy, stubborn, and independent agrarian was itself completely unknown.

This period after the collapse of Mycenean culture (1100-700 B.C.) is rather unimaginatively, but quite accurately, labeled the “Dark Ages” by ancient historians. That makes sense: it is a time sandwiched between two better known eras of Greek history—the “Mycenean” (1600-1200 B.C.) and the “Archaic” (700-480 B.C.)—where our archaeological sources are far more plentiful, and where both pictorial art and writing are available to modern scholars. Yet by 700 B.C. at least, the progeny of these same “Dark-Age” Greeks had created well over 1,000 new, small city-states, a thriving trade and commerce, literacy among the ruling elites, Panhellenic festivals and sanctuaries, monumental temple-building—in short, a changed environment of material prosperity and civic pride surrounding the polis, where literature and philosophy were soon to flourish.

Nevertheless, these eighth through sixth centuries of discovery have usually been labeled the “Archaic Period.” But why should we call it “Archaic”? Nearly all of Greek accomplishment—especially the rise of a new agrarianism that radically restructured the economy—had its origins at this time. No one, by comparison, would label the similar genesis of the American republic, the late eighteenth century of the United States when American institutions and culture were born, as “archaic.” The reasons for the use of this rubric in the case of the ancient Greeks, I think, are twofold.

First, there is the notion of primitivism, of preparation for the better known Classical Period (480-338 B.C.) that follows. In this typical human way of triadic thinking—“bad, better, best”—the Dark Ages lead to the Archaic, which produces the Classical, all in some sort of linear progression.*

A second reason for the popularity of the traditional (but misleading) rubric “Archaic” is more significant, since it is not a question of aesthetics or taste, but rather revolves around the nature of the available source materials. Homer probably composed his epics somewhere around 700 B.C., followed a few years later by Hesiod, the lyric and elegiac poets, and the pre-Socratic philosophers. This small group comprises most archaic literature. We have little reliable information about the lives of these authors or the circumstances in which they wrote. Homer also poses questions of historicity (does he sing of Mycenean times, the Dark Ages, or a Greece circa 700 B.C.?). The seventh- and sixth-century Greek poets and philosophers exist in fragments, their texts more often a product of random quotation in later authors or on papyrus scraps than a result of the manuscript tradition. Finally, none of the writing of the archaic age exists in prose form, much less as either history or biography proper. For the Greek archaic authors the artifacts of contemporary culture, the conscious observation of historical phenomena, are usually a concern secondary to their other interests in poetry, fiction, religion, entertainment, self-expression, and natural observation.

Public documents on stone until recently were customarily considered no help either. They are simply a rarity before the fifth century. What inscribed writing does exist is more often personal in nature and extremely brief: epitaphs, taunts, braggadocio, graffiti, or personal letters left randomly on walls, monuments, bronze and lead tablets, and pots, rather than designed for formal municipal display. The Greek epigrapher usually works in classical, Hellenistic, and Roman history, eras where there is a rich record of government officials, the names of elite men and families carved on public decrees, calendars, laws, regulations, inventories, contracts, and dedications, on private gravestones, pots, cursetablets, and votives. The sheer number of such inscriptions (totaling more than 20,000 documents in Attica alone) in large part explains the present sophisticated state of Greek military and political history of the fifth and fourth centuries.

Archaeology, the third leg of the classicist’s triad, always offered the best source of archaic historical reconstruction. But private houses, government buildings, roads, ports, and other visible remains of this age were rarely found in Greece. Investigation of the archaic surface was more a matter of temple and treasury exploration, usually at Panhellenic and local sanctuaries. Below the surface, we enter the more shadowy world of burial—a practice contingent on religious, class, and demographical criteria. Those distinctions are not always well understood by even the most imaginative and speculative archaeologists, who now labor hard to discover class conflict and evidence of early polis strife. In comparison to either Mycenean archaeology or classical excavation, there are few spectacular archaic finds, whereas errors in interpretation and reconstruction are frequent. Until recently, although some archaeological data from the late eighth to fifth century was available to the historian, nearly all of it was shrouded in controversy and without clear reference to chronology.

Lately, however, our knowledge of the early polis has expanded greatly. A multitude of comprehensive accounts of the emergence of the Greek city-state appeared in the late 1970s and 1980s. Ostensibly this new interest and reexamination revolves around the literary sources and the discovery of more archaeological data. Homeric epic, for example, traditionally fraught with controversy about its precise historical context, seems more and more from recent investigation to be a valuable historical source for the late eighth and early seventh centuries. That is, much of the Iliad, and to an even greater extent (given our economic interests) the Odyssey of a half century later, can tell us about life in the embryonic stages of the polis in the eighth century* —even if from a bard who addressed primarily an aristocratic audience, who often deliberately sought aristocratic and reactionary themes, time-honored narratives and imagery to satisfy the canons of his conservative genre. Hence, for our purposes, as the examination of Laertes’ farm in Chapter 2 attempts to demonstrate, Homer’s Odyssey can legitimately be used as evidence for the genesis of intensive, homestead agriculture.

True, there are many elements of Mycenean culture and even more frequent references to Dark-Age custom and practice in these epic poems. But these artifacts, numerous though they are, are usually recognizable by their anachronisms. They are necessary reactionary embellishments to the underlying eighth-century fabric of the poem, which assumes growing Greek colonization, assemblies, emerging city-states, and even phalanx warfare of a sort.

Homer’s near-contemporary, Hesiod, a gifted poet who could also farm, offers more important evidence about the beginning of the seventh century. In his world of the early polis we should expect to see a vibrant agrarianism, and he does not disappoint us. Unfortuantely in the past Hesiod’s poem about rural life in central Greece, The Works and Days, has been given more literary than historical analysis. Various recent studies, however, have looked once more at the poem from largely an agrarian aspect, in order to ascertain exactly which type of agriculture Hesiod’s work represents. Disagreement remains over the class and status of his agricultural world. There are no longer serious doubts about the reality of his personal experience in, and observation of, early seventh-century farming in Boeotia.*

When one considers the additional evidence of the Greek lyric and elegiac poets, especially the poems of Archilochus, Tyrtaeus, Callinus, Theognis, and Solon, the earlier episodic flashbacks and digressions in the histories of both Thucydides and Herodotus, the corpus of pre-Socratic philosophy, and various anecdotes about the early life of the polis in authors as diverse as Pausanias, Plutarch, Athenaeus, Aristotle, and Plato, one wonders why the considerable literary evidence of the era has cast doubt on the practicability of historical reconstruction before the fifth century.6

Archaeology in the last twenty years has not merely continued in its traditional excavation at Panhellenic sanctuaries and municipal and cult centers. It has now also developed an entirely new corollary field of “survey archaeology,” largely because “the traditional medium of archaeological research, excavation, is in its nature ill-suited to illuminating the rural setting of the Ancient World” (Snodgrass 1990: 114). Therefore archaeologists at a number of regional sites in Greece—Messenia, Aetolia, the southern Argolid, Boeotia, Crete, Euboea, Laconia, Nemea, Keos, Melos, the Athenian-Boeotian border, and elsewhere—have assembled teams of historians, geologists, surveyors, and other professionals to work in unison in attempts to reconstruct the total rural environment of the area under survey.

Typically, archaeological surveys in Greece record pottery sherd densities, architectural remnants, and other traces of ancient habitation (i.e., coins, roof tiles) over a selected rural area—landscapes all unremarkable to the casual observer. Then this fragmentary information is tallied and integrated with geophysical, hydraulic, atmospheric, climatological, and botanical data. The aim of the exploration is to present an account of human habitation and land use within a specific space, spread over many centuries: population density and change, settlement patterns, agricultural strategies, resource use, and rates of urbanization. By directing attention largely away from urban centers, by treating traditional periods of Greek history theoretically with equal attention, field surveys can be of great value in chronicling the early development of Greek agrarianism: they do not intrinsically favor either the classical period or the city in general.*

For the purposes of this book on Greek agrarianism, I delete the term “Archaic.”** In general, the two premises mentioned above—the notion of primitivism and the absence of evidence—are not always compelling criteria. In particular, the expression “Archaic” is particularly inappropriate for an understanding of Greek rural life, whose structures and ideology were both created at this time. In its place, I will use the phrase “polis-period,” to denote the combined archaic and classical eras between roughly 700 and 300 B.C.

This single term better emphasizes the “other” Greeks, the uniqueness and the influence of dynamic Greek agriculture of the times, intensive and diverse farming centered around small family-based homesteads and supportive of novel city-states. The use here of a different label “polis-period” in a book concerning Greek farming also implies that the free city-state of the time, including both its landed and nonlanded population, was a consequence of a vigorous agrarianism, in a period when farmers were under pressure to feed the rising population of Greece.

The chronological limits of this study, then, are four centuries (700-300 B.C.) of continual agricultural development. That is not to say that the ninth and tenth centuries (900-700 B.C.) did not see the beginnings of real change from past Dark-Age land use (they did), but only that these nascent agricultural transformations became clearer and more integrated with other social, cultural, and political developments in the ensuing century.

There is a continuum of four centuries of Greek agrarian history—socially, culturally, economically, politically, militarily, even intellectually. Within it there should not be an arbitrary historical subdivision based on modern subjective ideas about the changing nature of artistic or literary excellence. The unique presence of the free city-state makes these four centuries 700-300 B.C. more similar to one another than to any other hundred-year period in Greek history.* Whatever the contour of Greek sculpture, the color of ceramic painting, the meter of Greek poetry, a citizen of 650 or 375 B.C. was likely to shout in the council chamber, to thrust his spear in the phalanx, and to claim a house and ten acres in the countryside.

* Coldstream 1977: 317-66; Gallant 1982: 119-20. Farmers, ancient and modern, manifest success mostly by building things; oddly, some scholars sometimes see intricate and impressive ancient rural infrastructure as a sign that the population therefore must have been doing something else!

* Anthony Snodgrass has aptly explained this traditional phenomenon: “On the accepted view, the Archaic period was by definition merely a prelude to the decisive achievements of classical Greece. It did not make any difference which criterion one chose to appeal to—literary, intellectual, artistic, political—there appeared to be an unanswerable case for the supremacy of the classical period as a whole, and, in Greece, of the fifth century B.C. in particular.” Snodgrass: 1980: 11. This cataloguing system had its beginnings with the connoisseurship of the eighteenth-century European art-historians (cf. Whitley 14-19). They saw the crude beginnings of Greek art in the pictureless, geometric pottery and childish figurines of the Dark Ages, its adolescence among the unrealistic, stubby shapes and rigid sculptures in Archaic art, and finally the logical culmination in perfection with realistic, lifelike humans in stone and on pots during classical times.

* Homer, so long our guide to either Mycenean or Dark-Age Greece, has suddenly become a veritable history of the early Greek city-state. See Morris 1986: 81-138; 1987: 45-46; Greenhalgh 156-57; Latacz 36-48; 237-44; Whitley 36-39; Sculley 1-3; 26.

* See Millet 1984: 84-86; Starr 1977: 123-28; Bravo 1977: 10-14; Mele 18-28 who at least agree that Hesiod’s world is a realistic portrayal of rural life in early Greece.

* See Bintliff and Snodgrass 124-25; Cherry, Davis, and Mantzourani 13-21; Keller and Rupp 382-408; Alcock 24: “Synthesis and comparison of different archaeological survey results with the goal of understanding general processes of change in both prehistoric and historic Greece are worthy ambitions, even at this relatively early stage in the technique’s application … for its strongest contribution is towards questions of settlement, exploitation and population.”

* At least one scholar has done this for different (and nonagrarian) reasons. Cf. Sallares 46-48.

* When examining the historical pattern of property holding and the influence of agrarianism on the politics of ancient Greece, Paul Guiraud about one hundred years ago saw the singularity of the polis-period in Greek history: “We have also shown that in an economic context there have been three distinct periods: the first, where the dominant regime was that of large property-holding; the second, where property was largely parceled out; the third, where there is a return to the system of large property-holding. Finally, we have established that the history of property-holding has occurred in step with the history of political institutions, and that there always existed a certain concordance between the manner in which the land was owned and the manner in which men were governed” (Guiraud 635).



Part One THE RISE OF SMALL FARMERS IN ANCIENT GREECE


[image: Image]


—W. E. Heitland, 1923:3

The importance of agriculture was and is not merely economic. Its moral value, as a nursery of steady citizens, … was and still should be recognized by thoughtful men. Therefore its condition and its relative prosperity or decay deserve the attention of all historians of all periods.





Chapter 1 THE LIBERATION OF AGRICULTURE



—Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, 5.1361-78 (Copley translation)

But pattern for planting, and seedling’s earliest form were nature herself: she first created things; for berries and acorns falling from trees in time produced a swarm of sprouts beneath them. At whim thereafter, men set shoots in branches and buried fresh cuttings in earth about their fields. They tried to grow first one thing, then another on their loved lands, and saw wild plants turn tame in the soil with coddling and gentle, coaxing care. And with each day they made the woods shrink farther up-mountain, yielding room for farms below, for pastures, ponds and streams, grain-land, lush vineyards, their holdings on hill and plain, for olive-groves to run their blue-gray bands like boundary lines flowing across the hummocks, dales, and fields, as now you see lands everywhere picked out with beauty, lined and adorned with apple trees; and fruitful orchards wall them about.





Greece is not a flat territory of wide-open expanses, with regular precipitation, plentiful rivers, and ubiquitous lakes. Yet it is not a poor country either. The soil is rocky but rich, the harnessing of water possible but only through ingenuity and toil. The growing season is long, predictable, and dry, rarely humid or unsettled, accelerating more often than endangering the maturity of fruit and vegetable. Winters are cold, not harsh, and so provide critical dormancy for trees and vines rather than frosts that stunt limbs and kill canes. True, mountains and hills predominate; but slopes are more often gentle than jagged, and can shelter as well as isolate villages. Stones discourage the ploughing of broad expanses, but can be managed by the hoe and spade in more modest gardens, orchards, and vineyards. Unlike flat land, elevation encourages diverse soils and micro environments, rather than ensuring crop specialization, monotony, and vulnerability. Pasture land can be scarce for horses and cattle, but more than adequate for less impressive sheep and goats.

In agricultural terms, then, Greece offers opportunity but does not guarantee bounty. In any given year trees, vines, and grains neither uniformly fail nor inevitably flourish. Innovation and experimentation, rather than rote and timidity, overcome climate and terrain, with predictable consequences for national character and group identity. The successful harvest leads not to security, riches, and leisure, but simply the guarantee of yet one more year to come. So Greece is a poor candidate for the hydraulic dynasty, replete with vast herds, cavalry, chariotry, crop surpluses, and a complacent and ordered population. But for an insolent, self-reliant man of nerve and muscle, who welcomes the solitary challenge of the mountain terrace, the lone farmstead, the chaos of olive, grape, grain, fig, goat, and pig, the choice to fight beside his family on ancestral ground, it is an altogether hospitable place.

Before agrarianism, the Greek countryside was not extensively worked and could not facilitate population growth. But radical changes in labor, farming technique, and land tenure did more than feed more people. These brilliant adaptions to the unique terrain and geography of Greece also created a new citizen, with a completely different set of values and characteristics. When, where, how, and why he emerged from obscurity are the subjects of the next two chapters.

Before the Polis

Nearly all modern accounts of the end of the Greek Dark Ages concern burials, pottery, the myth and speculation of later Greek literature, or the identification of past migrations through the spread of Greek dialects. This emphasis is understandable. It reflects both the available evidence and the interests of art historians and archaeologists in the beginnings of the urban culture of the Greek polis.

But are not our purposes different here? The countryside, not the polis proper; farmers, not urban elites; changes in agricultural practice, not pottery designs, metals, graves, urban crafts, nor even overseas trade, are the focus. I believe the latter phenomena were only “manifestations.” They were the symptoms or results of far more fundamental changes in the agricultural structure of Greek society. The appearance of these early Greek polis institutions was made possible only by the birth of agrarianism. It alone created the surplus and capital to allow a significant minority of the population to shift its attention from farming and to pursue commerce, trade, craftsmanship, and intellectual development. Only a settled countryside of numerous small farmers could provide the prerequisite mass for constitutional government and egalitarian solidarity.

Demographic, technological, economic, social, and cultural circumstances that prompt dramatic innovations in land use and food production, and hence the stuff of major historical changes in any preindustrial society in general, have been long studied. No monolithic “model” exists for any given historical period. Common sense, however, tells us that a variety of factors can change the way in which people produce food.

In modern communities, the development of new machinery and chemicals dramatically increases agricultural production at lower cost, often leading to a consolidation of land holdings by wealthy partnerships and corporations, which transmit their very different ideas about culture to the society at large. These complex organizations often alone possess the necessary capital to apply innovations pragmatically on a wide scale, resulting in both higher productivity and greater vulnerability. But even breakthroughs in technology do not necessarily change the size and manner of farming nearly as much as the introduction of new crop species, irrigation, government policies including taxes, subsidies, regulations, and inheritance laws, new or lost markets, growing population, and—never to be underestimated—shifting social and cultural attitudes toward manual work, agricultural life, and rural residence.

In the case of Greece in the eighth century, at the end of the so-called Dark Ages, there seems to have been a variety of just such conditions operating in the countryside. None of them was critical in itself, but when taken as a whole, these incremental changes did cause radical transformations in Greek society in general, and left Greece a rural society like none other in the eastern Mediterranean.

The original circumstance of social alteration was the sudden cataclysmic destruction of complex Mycenean society in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries and the subsequent breakdown of the political hierarchy. We are not sure whether the end of this world was due to foreign invaders, dissatisfied subjects, natural phenomena, or general systems collapse; but there is no doubt that in the aftermath came a dramatic depopulation of the Greek peninsula. With it came an erosion of government authority, at least in the centralized, highly regimented form of the past. Judging from archaeological remains and descriptions in literature, Dark-Age Greece (i.e., 1100-800 B.C.) was vastly underpopulated. Society apparently was organized loosely through groups of household units (oikoi). Gradually in the general detritus re-tribalization occurred. Social and political authority was predicated on the possession of large herds, landed estates, and the ability to organize gangs of raiders and warring parties.1

There was also a tradition among the later Greeks that at various places these early clans monopolized power formally, claiming to be descendants of mythical kings, even though actual monarchy, in any regimented, centralized sense, was probably rare after the Mycenean collapse. Thus, near the end of the Dark Ages we hear of the Neleidai at Miletus on the coast of Asia Minor, the Bacchiads of Corinth at the isthmus of Greece. Similar aristocratic cabals sprung up in Ionia, the Aegean islands, and some mainland Greek city-states. Apparently, these powerful regimes of privilege slowly wrested authority from balkanized and petty Dark-Age fiefdoms until most of the Greek countryside was controlled by an elite land-owning nobility, I say “controlled,” but it is a relative term; in no instance was Greek economic life now to be anywhere as structured as under the Mycenean palaces.2

Despite a surprising autonomy for serfs and slaves on isolated rural estates, these Dark-Age aristocracies still had not changed traditional land use and the centuries-old emphasis on livestock and horse breeding very much. Aristotle, at any rate, claimed knowledge about some of these few early aristocratic governments. He associated them with horse rearing, not intensive agricultural practice (e.g., the Hippobotai [horse breeders] at Chalcis and the Hippotrophoi [horse rearers] at Colophon). He also believed that hereditary aristocracy followed monarchy and was supported by elite cavalry rather than landed infantry. On the Aegean island of Samos, the Geômoroi (“land sharers”) were apparently the aristocratic successors to an earlier quasi-monarchy. By the seventh century, the Geômoroi controlled much of the surrounding Samian countryside, operating larger estates, concerned with overseas trade, and raising horses.3

The end of earlier Mycenean culture (1200-1100 B.C.) is usually portrayed negatively by social, economic, and cultural historians. It is true that the impoverished period of the Dark Ages that followed left a far less impressive cultural record in Greece.* But the sudden destruction of the mainland Mycenean fortresses, at least in agrarian terms, was an important first advance for Greece, not a retrogression. Specialization and the subsequent frailty of the early Greek palatial kingdoms are textbook cases in the collapse of complex societies whose imperial directive and bureaucracy strangle agriculture, limiting its range of response and adaptability, drawing off its surplus for elite activities, which bring only marginal returns for the society as a whole.

The Mycenean bureaucracies apparently practiced collectivized agriculture under central control, the age-old anathema to productive agriculture. Such a system could never have led to the free farming of the polis era. Much of the land in Mycenean times had been allotted to local political and religious officials. They supervised vast herds of sheep, crop selection, and agricultural technique, closely monitoring returns, reimbursing seed, and bringing produce back up to the palace stores. True, there was a certain efficiency to such regimentation, but it was a redistributive system of both public and private landholding that ensured little agricultural innovation. Its rigorous complexity could not have allowed much for personal initiative, and thus maximum utilization of both human and natural resources. No city-state, no community of peers could have emerged out of that environment.4

The system was perhaps similar to the collectivized farm in modern authoritarian communist societies. Although some private land must have been outside of palace control, we can be sure the majority of crops was always in the hands of Mycenean overlords. Wealth was not widely distributed. Food production was tightly controlled. Social life was highly regimented. Those conditions of complexity made the entire system both resistant to needed reform and extremely vulnerable to outside challenge.

From our scanty sources—archaeological remains and the Linear B records—Mycenean viticulture and arboriculture were not advanced, in the sense that the range and number of domesticated species of fruit trees and olives were very limited. The total acreage devoted to successful vineyards and orchards of productive varieties was relatively small. Hence the harvests of these species must have been disappointing, given the equally low intensity of labor and productivity in only a moderately populated landscape.5

The collapse of these centralized palace economies in the twelfth century must in some sense have been inevitable. Given the stratification, the bureaucratization, and thus the vulnerability of Mycenean agriculture, the sudden decapitation of the agricultural managerial hierarchy, whether by natural or man-made agency, left many Mycenean farmers directionless. Outside forces may have caused the end of the Myceneans, but the innate complexity and fragility of a palatial society suddenly without directors certainly ensured a disorganized and feeble recovery.*

On a more mundane level, in the ensuing Greek chaos, rural people would simply have been left without stored food of their own. The palace had traditionally usurped most individual agricultural decision making, taking most food surpluses up to the citadel for storage. Even for those farmers outside the direct control of the palatial economy, the citadel often served as a central collection depot of sorts, a “food bank,” which received, stored, exchanged, and lent surplus crops and seeds, both locally and overseas. The net result of bureaucratization was as always the creation of vulnerable dependence and a restriction of agricultural expertise. Without the bureaucrats and the central directive, most farm workers probably floundered and starved until new expertise was acquired.*

Paradoxically, for all the ensuing human misery, the disruption and devastation of this “banking system” at the end of the twelfth century could in time facilitate real agricultural change. If Greek farmland was eventually allowed to fall into as many private hands as possible, and if farmers themselves could retain their own crop surpluses, people could quickly learn new potentialities for land use, novel methods of local food storage, and the grafting and propagation of an entire range of domesticated species of vines and olives. Dissemination of agricultural knowledge and expertise was practicable if—and only if—a large number of farmers gained title to their own pieces of ground, if they became freed from outside interference from the top. In the case of Greece, the process took nearly four hundred years.

No ingredient, I believe, is so dramatically successful in agriculture as free will, the ability to implement a new idea, to develop a proven routine, to learn once, not twice, from the hard taskmaster of error, to be left alone from government planning to grope for a plan of survival. Self-initiative, once turned loose on the soil, can result in spectacular results for both the farmer and the surrounding community. Never have I encountered a farmer who could believe long (and many have wished to, as I can attest) in big government, centralized control, benign bureaucracy.

In the context of early Greek history, it is just this liberation from a stifling and unimaginative officialdom, and the subsequent freedom of agriculture that as much as anything ensured the rise of the Greek polis and the beginning of Western civilization. Individualism in early Greek poetry and philosophy was simply the manifestation of an ongoing and radically new private approach to rural life, and farming in particular.

The decentralized Dark Ages were for all their impoverishment an important first occurrence. They were “dark” only in the sense of not well recorded; in agrarian terms the earlier Mycenean period had been the true dark age. But once Mycenean palace authority was done away with, there was a second opportunity for agrarian transformation by the sheer process of neglect and unconcern, should other critical factors—mainly population growth—ever come into play. The Dark-Age chieftain, in an environment where efficient land use was not necessary, seems to have been indifferent to agriculture. He was more intent on raiding by land and sea, and in acquiring large herds of cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs; if anything, he was more a thug than a bureaucrat.*

As in other societies where population density is low, community life embryonic, and the natural environment characterized by mountains adjoining plains, livestock and nomadic herding naturally spread in preference to intensive agriculture. As long as the population remained static and manageable, do not necessarily envision widespread impoverishment in Dark-Age Greece, which, after all, lasted for nearly four hundred years. The material record of the Dark Ages is bleak, but small communities probably for nearly three to four centuries attained a reasonable food supply from farming cereals on flat plains and concentrating on livestock.6

Under the Myceneans there must have been rigid protocols concerning the operation of “farms” that removed incentives for discovering new species or for mastering optimum methods of production not officially sanctioned. But in the subsequent Dark Ages it was mostly lack of interest, not bureaucratic conservatism and micro-management, that perpetuated agricultural stagnation. There is no evidence that Dark-Age hierarchy was ever as powerfully organized as Mycenean kingship. Political control was established as an informal office among noble families, who owned title to mostly flat land, and who allowed serfs and the indentured to work out crop-sharing agreements.7

Both Mycenean and Dark-Age Greeks were relatively ignorant of intensive farming technique for entirely different reasons. Review of the Greek mythic tradition, pollen samples, and field surveys suggests that until the eighth century B.C. in Greece, there were mostly wild olives.* These trees produced erratically a poor quality of fruit with low oil content. Similarly, even species of productive grains were few. Wild vines also predominated.** While in appearance feral plant species may seem not much different from domesticated trees and vines, and while their pollen, pits, and leaves are often hard for the modern archaeologist to distinguish, for the farmer they were quite distinct. Wild varieties of trees and vines usually produce rank growth, smaller harvests, and poorer tasting fruit. Thus before the rise of the Greek polis, less prolific varieties of trees, vines, and cereals probably predominated over domesticated species.8

This absence of crop diversity reflected the timidity of past Mycenean agronomy and the preference in the subsequent Dark Ages of aristocratic nobles for horses and livestock, as well as their own relative ignorance of sophisticated agriculture. Both the domesticated olive and vine,*** like most fruit trees, were not easily propagated in the wild. They usually demanded skilled human agency (grafting, cultivation, irrigation of young plants, pruning, suckering) to be farmed on any successful scale in orchards and vineyards.9

A few domesticated species of olives and grapes had been known for some time in Mycenean and Dark-Age Greece. But these superior varieties apparently were not formally cultivated on a wide scale until the polis period. In that later era the more ubiquitous wild cultivars took on less and less agricultural importance, and probably themselves became genetically more similar to domesticated varieties. Quite simply, even the plentiful carbonized remains of olive woods and stones, the excavation of Bronze-Age presses, and the linguistic evidence of Linear B tablets from Minoan and Mycenean Crete are not proof of widespread cultivation of domesticated species of olives and vines. More likely they reflect efforts of the palaces in collecting the fruit of wild cultivars.10

One should never underestimate this importance of fruit and vine propagation for the surrounding agrarian economy. Even today the entire industry of modern fruit production rests on the grafting of new and existing tree and vine species and a thorough knowledge of rootstocks. Many productive tree and vine species cannot be reproduced, at least in their most productive state, by seedlings. Those offspring are weak or revert to a wild state. They require grafting of scions onto established (and often feral) rootstocks. They need far more attention than wild varieties to produce superior harvests.*

Although nearly all modern tree and vine growers are knowledgeable about grafting—the art is not currently licensed or regulated—the wholesale conversion or propagation of an entire orchard or vineyard is usually left to a small body of expert, professional grafters. Nothing is so discouraging, so costly, so embarrassing to the farmer—as I can unfortunately also confirm—as the failed efforts of an amateur grafter: the year-long spectacle of dead scions on freshly-cut stumps in a denuded orchard or vineyard.

If the host stump survives despite its now-dead scions, in a few weeks the wild rootstock sends out rank, bushy shoots and leaves, along with small, nearly inedible fruit. This regeneration only reemphasizes the farmer’s abject—and quite visible—failure at propagation. In an exaggerated sense, the wild species is all root with no fruit, the domesticated all fruit with no root. The Greeks’ successful combination of the two on a wide scale marks a veritable revolution in the production of food.

This general view of a renaissance in viticulture and arboriculture rather later in Hellenic history is markedly at odds with our traditional picture that olives, vines, fruit trees, and naked wheats were always a substantial part of the Greek agricultural landscape. Most scholars also suggest that there was relatively little change in either agricultural technique or crop species from the Mycenean era until Hellenistic times. But keep in mind that domesticated species require greater knowledge and care to ensure successful propagation and continued production—an esoteric art that, like writing, was perhaps known to only a few Mycenean bureaucrats. Archaeologists and anthropologists confirm the Greek literary tradition that there was a gradual increase in domesticated tree, vine, and cereal species at the end of the Greek Dark Ages. Once propagation was mastered and the expertise gained to cultivate orchards and vineyards on a wide scale, innovative farmers increased the number of domesticated tree and vine species, and began to liberate agriculture. They found specialized varieties for particular locales, thus increasing the potential for viticulture and arboriculture as a whole in Greece.11

New crops like domesticated trees and vines and accompanying agricultural technique did not appear suddenly and without cause. The pressure of population, as we will see, forced an end to the traditional use of land. At the end of the Dark Ages growing numbers of Greek farmers must have changed the fundamental conditions of land tenure. Thus arose the klêros, or the idea of a privately held plot attached not to any one person, but rather in perpetuity to a single farm-family or oikos.*

Renters, serfs, indentured servants, or lessees cannot invest in capital crops such as trees or vines in any efficient manner. Nor will they take the considerable risks entailed in viticulture and arboriculture without clear title to the land they farm.** Farmers, especially planters of trees and vines, will soon demand to own their own land if they are to invest labor and capital in order to enrich the surrounding community. Once they own land, and plant permanent crops there, a transformation in both values and ideology ensues. But what were the more precise underlying conditions that first prompted these changes in ancient Greek agriculture and property holding? What allowed entire Dark-Age patterns of land use to erode and the agrarian revolution of the polis to begin?

The Peopling of Greece

The breakdown of the Mycenean agricultural hierarchy and the indifference to farming shown by succeeding clans in the Dark Ages created an environment that might allow for family-owned and independent small farms. However, another catalyst was needed to ensure the spread of revolutionary privately held, intensively worked farms. A critical factor was the slow but steady rise in population in Greece at the end of the Dark Ages. It began in the early eighth century B.C., when demographic increases at certain brief periods may have approached two to three percent per annum,*

This development was not always a year-by-year steady population increase, but more likely cyclical: a few years of dramatic spurts in fertility, marked by decades of retrenchment, always varying from one Greek-speaking locale to another. Nevertheless, the overall picture in Greece from (say) the ninth century to the end of the eighth is clear enough: a far more densely populated Greece, and more important, a fairly consistent pattern of varying but sustained population increase throughout the life of the later polis. Sometimes this peopling occurred in resettled citadels, on other occasions in new city centers, small villages, and isolated sites.

The archaeological evidence suggests that in a variety of regions throughout Greece the vast open spaces of the Dark Ages—and the culture that operated in that landscape—were gradually disappearing. A dramatic rise in recorded settlements and individual burials has occurred in many widely diverse areas of Greece such as Messenia, Melos, Laconia, Attica, and the Argolid. The emergence of various local pottery styles also reflects the spread of independent communities. And steady population increase must lie behind the generalized remarks in Greek literature concerning the formation of capital and the development of rural infrastructure in the early Greek countryside. By at least the late seventh or early sixth century, coinage appeared at various poleis in the Aegean, Ionia, and the general Greek Mediterranean, often with agricultural and plant motifs stamped on the bronze, silver, and gold tokens.12

But the critical question inevitably remains why population in Greece increased at all at this time, even if sporadically and cyclically at first. Did greater economic opportunity afforded by improved agricultural practices lead to bigger families? Or did preexisting trends for greater fertility require agricultural transformation?

In the case of Greece, like many other nonindustrial societies, population growth may have come first: it often initiates, drives, and maintains agricultural intensification. Growing numbers of people at the end of the Dark Ages simply needed to eat, and they found existing methods of food production completely inadequate. This demographic pressure forced radical changes in the way the Greeks farmed and had previously organized themselves in the countryside. After centuries of strict agronomic control, followed by the other extreme of relative agrarian neglect, agriculture in Greece was finally becoming the property of numerous individual and autonomous families.13

But why did the number of people in Greece begin to multiply during the latter Dark Ages, nearly four centuries after the fall of the palace economies? If greater fertility first forced agricultural change, what initially forced greater fertility? Some have recently suggested that Dark Age demography must be studied in relationship to “age-class” systems, or the regulations the elite clans of the Dark Ages used to discourage early marriage and procreation: either youths were regimented into relationships that did not lead to early procreation, or women avoided marriage altogether until far beyond the age of menarche. Supposedly, the delay in childbearing and the subsequent check on the Dark-Age population ensured (even if only unconsciously) greater control over their subjects for the few Greek aristocrats in power. Before having children, men first sought to accumulate a military reputation, wealth, and prestige in nonagricultural spheres. Marriage occurred relatively late. Women delayed childbearing. Thus family size was small. Such an age-class culture, inherently part of a warrior society, unnecessarily prolonged a dramatic rebound from the chaos and collapse of the Mycenean centers.

At the end of the Dark Ages, the gradual modification and erosion of such an intrinsically regimented (and hence fragile) “system” may have led to social experimentation. Greeks no longer waited for the appropriate and agreed-on moment to marry, to raise and to limit families. Instead they sought power and influence through other mechanisms (the size of their own households, the ability to raise private raiding parties, the chance to travel)—all activities outside the traditional purview of local strongmen. Fertility was seen as socially advantageous, not a drawback. Military regimentation gave way to other pursuits like agriculture. Land in Greece usually used for stock or extensive agricultural practices was unable to support growing populations, threatening not only the system of pastoralism, but the military hierarchy that sponsored inefficient land use.14

Population pressure can be handled in a variety of ways. In the absence of an improvement in food supply or the widespread use of contraceptive practices, famine and disease can simply eliminate the population surplus. People then die, usually the very old and young. Yet surprisingly we hear of little fatal hunger on any mass scale in early Greece, Nor was there much wholesale conquest of foreign territory or mass importation of foodstuffs from abroad.

Thucydides and other sources remind us that another option was colonization, the mass migration of landless Greek peoples to virgin territories, usually across the Mediterranean and Aegean. Although these large scale emigrations indicate population problems at home, not all colonization was undertaken by the very poor in search of new farmland, the destitute who chafed at existing land tenure practices. At least some settlers were relatively prosperous traders and merchants, or social opportunists and outcasts who desired a completely new economic and political environment.15 These more upscale individuals could be as desirous of change as the poor, if there was little opportunity for innovation in land use at home.

Much more important, those agrarians who left mainland Greece often did so because of shared notions of the new role of agriculture. Colonists were often not critics, but supporters of agrarianism; not the poor, but members of the lower middle class who saw little chance of ob’ taining a hereditary plot for themselves inside Greece.*

But had foreign colonization in and of itself immediately addressed the problem of surplus population in Greece, then the economy of the Dark Ages might have continued unchallenged. Any of the early hungry or disaffected could simply have fled his local environs, abandoning hope of feeding his family by making changes in the countryside of his birth, ensuring that no transformation of any note would have occurred in his homeland, guaranteeing that pastoralism and the rule of the localized clan would have continued uninterrupted. Colonization of the eighth and seventh centuries did not alleviate the need for local agricultural change, but rather was a symptom that such transformation was already occurring in Greece proper.

Population pressure can also trigger a different and potentially more volatile sort of colonization. I do not refer to the conquest and annexation of neighboring territory in mass—as in the case of the Spartan absorption of Messenia (a tactic that was more consistent with, than antithetical to, past Dark Age practice)—but rather a more gradual internal colonization of land previously unwanted and underdeveloped. This incorporation of new farmland was an earlier response to demographic pressure, one far more serious to the existing social order, since changes in economic and social practice took place at home and thus were bound to have immediate local repercussions. The seeds of local Greek agrarian transformation surely antedated overseas colonization.

Often in the eighth century many Greeks must have also turned to alternative types of land use in response to the growing numbers of farm laborers who were ill-served by past methods of utilization. As many more Greeks sought to feed their own households, the first option would have been to look for vacant lands—either communal or unowned—in their immediate vicinity. These plots were usually on somewhat “marginal” lands. Given the nature of the Greek terrain and low density of the Hellenic population, new farmlands were thus to be found almost everywhere.

In the old Dark-Age social and economic sense, that meant less accessibility to manorial centers, and less fertility for native grazing, less suitability for easy ploughing of cereals, but not unsuitability for crops such as vines and trees. “Marginal” land (eschatia) is ubiquitous in many parts of Greece, an ideal, relatively safe springboard for anyone brave enough to embark on a new sort of agricultural strategy of outright private ownership and intensive working of permanent crops.16 Once private ownership by adventurous farmers was the rule, each Greek rural household sought its own parcel, to improve and pass on.* Previously unused and unowned land was thus developed by men on their own, marking the real beginning in the West of individual property holding on any wide scale.

But this expansive process of Greek intensive agriculture did not cease at the mere incorporation of newer farm ground and novel concepts of land tenure. It assumed other equally dynamic forms as well. The other option of internal colonization, besides the cultivation and improvement of unfarmed ground, was simply to “colonize” someone else’s land, to apply new strategies of intensive agriculture to previously farmed but underused land. That was, in practical terms, to engage in some sort of lease agreement with a wealthier Greek landowner, who initially had neither the desire nor expertise to farm the ground productively himself, but saw advantages in drawing off surpluses from the successful work of others. Whether Greek farmers (geôrgoi) first sought out marginal land, and then in the wake of success turned their attention to prized baronial estates, is unknown, but it seems a likely course of progression. For those Greeks who lacked capital or were unable to find underdeveloped land, and so entered into unfavorable rental agreements or other forms of early repressive tenancy, agricultural success was questionable from the start and was left unresolved for generations.

Slow and sporadic, rather than uniformly gradual, rises in Greek population then created pressures on Dark-Age society and revealed the inefficiency of traditional land use. Because there was not a sophisticated central political organization, a majority of geôrgoi gradually drifted away from past protocols, becoming relatively “liberated.” They could now see that pastoralism was not a solution to the problem of feeding additional mouths. Crops alone, not animals, could feed the greater population. Because the aristocratic landholders may have been uninterested at first in agricultural innovation, the young, disaffected elite—and perhaps later the more ambitious on the lower end of the Dark-Age social scale—were prone to deviate from the traditional social patterns and military castes. One result was encroachment on marginal ground without fear of reprisal. For many aspiring farmers this must have been a preferable alternative to moving in mass across the sea.

Population increase, however, alone did not end the Dark Ages. The neglect of farming by the old elite and the presence of unused open ground cannot entirely explain the Greek agrarian renaissance of the eighth century and later. There was no guarantee that the population might not regress into past cycles of decline, as local food production failed to match population growth. Thus one or more of the following must also have taken place: (1) a quiet revolution in agricultural technique and rural social organization in general, (2) an incorporation of new technologies and crop species, (3) an intensification of labor, or (4)—perhaps most likely—all three factors, which could coalesce to increase food production, and hence provide the prosperity needed to ensure that a new economic class, the independent small farmer, would be a permanent, rather than transitory, fixture on the Greek landscape.

The End of the Dark Ages

In characteristically Greek fashion, there was a critical adoption of foreign knowledge in a uniquely ingenious manner. Improved species of olives, grains, and cereals, along with completely novel crops, were borrowed from Asia Minor which had a rich and old tradition of intensive viticulture and arboriculture.17 In the different environment of Greece, these species were farmed in new, more productive ways. Permanent crops and diverse types of cereals can increase production remarkably under intensive cultivation—labor, both free and increasingly slave, at this juncture must have been plentiful for the first time in Greek history—and they could be uniquely integrated to fit available soil and manpower conditions.

As we will see below, olives and vines are fertile even on rocky hillsides, where cultivation with the plough is impossible or difficult. Neither requires the moisture or fertility of bottom land to produce adequate crops; the richer ground, like the more accessible and better terraced parcels, can be reserved for barley and wheat. The triad—cereals, vines, olives—intensively farmed can provide an entire diet and produce storable crops for times of scarcity. At the beginning of the eighth century the Greeks discovered how to cultivate the domesticated olive on a wide scale, along with other trees and vines, and mastered the techniques of easy propagation such as grafting. That knowledge allowed for a lasting alternative to pastoralism.

Any farmer who plants trees and vines, unlike the pastoralist or even the grain grower, invests his labor and capital in a particular locale for the duration of his life. In this interdependent relationship, the cultivator’s presence and commitment to a stationary residence ensure that the young orchard and vineyard will be cared for and become permanent fixtures on the landscape. People who choose this form of agriculture have confidence that they can and will stay put, that they can and will keep the countryside populated, prosperous, and peaceful. They are not just a different sort of farmer, but a different sort of person as well. The Greeks understood this. No wonder Thucydides associated the pre-polis Greeks’ inability to settle in one place with their reluctance to plant trees and vines, all characteristic of unsettled times when there were no “large cities or any other form of greatness.” No wonder later during the polis, Greek cultural historians themselves envisioned a clear sequence of their early Hellenic state development: primitive and random food-gathering, followed by herding, and culminating in a dynamic agriculture of “the plough, the grafting of trees, and the extension of land under cultivation.”18

At the beginning of the polis-period increasing tension grew between livestock men and the less affluent (see Chapter Three). Sheep and goats gradually lost pasturage to cultivated land. More and more people homesteaded small plots. Intensive agriculture also meant a loss of political control and social prestige for the old Dark-Age clique and a greater dispersion of wealth among the populace. The process enriched the rural culture of Greece as a whole.*

The end of the Greek Dark Ages was a rare time in history. A period of fluidity in, and opportunity for, land ownership, it was an era where competence and work, not mere inherited wealth and birth, might now become criteria for economic success.

In a political sense, the innate conservatism that derives from the patience, worry, and waiting that cultivating the soil demands was not manifested as knee-jerk rejectionism and reactionism—at least not in the early struggle for agrarianism. After all, farmers themselves knew the value of banding together to preserve their own hard-won gains against the wealthy in a no-nonsense pragmatism that in every early timocratic agricultural city-state checked radicalism and, eventually, the excesses of both aristocracy and democracy. Here, the widespread propagation for the first time in Greek history of permanent crops—trees and vines—seems to me every bit as significant as the more heralded intellectual, social, and military renaissance of the Greek eighth and seventh centuries. The spread of grafting and budding, which so helped to tie the new Greek tree and vine farmer to the soil—was as important as the rediscovery of writing and the rise of philosophical speculation.

Do not arboriculture and viticulture also become diagnostic criteria of a farmer’s success over an entire lifetime of work? Trees and vines are to be passed down to children and grandchildren. They force the agriculturalist to invest for the future, rather than for the current year alone. They harness him bodily to his orchard and vineyard, changing his way of thinking from mere production to stewardship of a lifetime’s investment. Mistakes cannot simply be ploughed away in the fall. They cannot be replaced by a fresh animal. Bare land under annual cultivation or public grazing ground, in contrast, is in a sense mute. It is unchanging, and unreflective of the generations who have staked their lives to its working.*

In a military sense, as we will soon see, there is little doubt that the superiority of Greek citizen infantry, the “planters of trees,” in wars both foreign and domestic derived from the resoluteness, conservatism, independence, and physical courage prerequisite to the intensive farming of trees and vines, the need to protect and to honor the visible inherited vineyards and orchards of past generations. Aristotle saw a vast difference between such men and hired mercenaries: “Professional infantry turn out to be cowards whenever the danger proves too much and whenever they are at a disadvantage in their numbers and equipment. They are, then, the first to run away, while the militias of the polis stand their ground and die (ta de politika menonta apothnêskei)” (Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.116b 19).

A variety of conditions—increasing population, lackadaisical political authority, available land and labor (both servile and free), new crops and rural strategies—were operating in Greece during the latter centuries of the Dark Ages. They were all conducive to fundamental changes in agriculture. An increase in population created pressures on land use. This peopling of Greece brought into question the wisdom of livestock raising on a wide scale. The challenged aristocratic elite who controlled the “economy” at first would have been unenthusiastic about experimenting in intensive agriculture. Wealthy barons had a long cultural tradition that stressed cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, and horses, and so they would have exhibited disdain (but also fear) for the toiler in the fields. Much land with productive potential was simply underused or even unowned in Greece, the population heretofore seeing little need or value in developing it agriculturally.

Now began the slow spread of improved and novel domesticated plant species that could be grown in a variety of climates, bringing in an entirely new approach to farming, whose unique properties could ensure the farmer independence and survival. Once the new agrarianism caught on, the control of farming was gradually dispersed into too many hands ever to revert back to either the agricultural fragility of palace bureaucracies or the subsequent neglect of Dark- Age manorial clans.

In that sense, all of Greek history in the polis period follows from the successful creation of a new agriculture and the efforts of the many to protect a novel agrarian way of life. The rural system of the geôrgoi created the surplus, capital, and leisure that lay behind the entire Greek cultural renaissance. It was an agrarianism that was highly flexible and decentralized economically, socially egalitarian, and politically keen to avoid the accumulation of power by a nonagricultural elite. No surprise that the later polis Greeks envisioned the rise of agrarianism—which had created their city-state—primarily in moral terms.*

For the real evidence of this new class of agriculturalists, we must look in more detail to the earliest Greek literature of the late eighth and early seventh century. The story of the farmers’ slow emergence from the centuries of the Dark Ages need not be a dry demographic and agronomic recital. Rather, it can provide a glimpse of how men set themselves against nature in a heroic effort to create an entirely new society in their own image.

*“One of isolation, parochialism, and perhaps of unrest” (Coldstream 52); “a period of abundant land and very few people” (Donlan 1989: 134).

*Tainter (10-11; 200-204) lists the usual cargo of these centralized regimes such as religious, governmental, and military bureaucracies which inevitably leads to stasis and a failure to adapt to changing stimuli.

*The collapse of the Mycenean clearinghouse of food storage and exchange left them ignorant and without the skill to grow, process, and store food on their own. See Halstead (1992: 116) for the results of the disintegration of a centralized food banking system in the Aegean.

*Thucydides (1.2.2) reflected the later Greeks’ general supposition that the Dark Ages had been a time of pastoralism, not intensive agriculture and agrarian poleis: “There was no settled population. Instead migrations were common, the majority of tribes abandoning their homes under pressure from superior numbers. Since there was no trade or freedom of intercourse by either land or sea, since they cultivated no more land than what the bare necessities called for, and since they had no capital, they did not plant their land in permanent crops (oude gên phuteuontes)—for they could not know whether an enemy might invade and take the produce away. And since they believed that they could supply their needs at one place as well as another, they cared little whether they changed residence. Therefore they never established great cities nor achieved any other form of greatness.”

*Olea europaea subsp. oleaster; Olea europaea subsp. sylvestris; Greek: kotinos, phulia, agrielaia

**Vitis vinifera subsp. sylvestris; Greek: agria.

***Domesticated olive: Olea europaea; Greek: elaia; domesticated vine: Vitis vinifera; Greek: ampelos

 In a more practical sense, most small farmers in my own area feel that the successful diversified producer nearly always has about ten percent of his acreage in some type of transitional phase. Normally an orchard or vineyard each year or so is grafted over to a more productive and successful variety, or in order to replace aging and sick stock, or correct past mistakes in species selection.

*Pecírka 1968: 192. Cf. Meikle 67: “Each producer produced privately and on his own account, had private property in his product and marketed it. This had not been true of palace-based cultures of the earlier period.”

**So, too, in the anthropologist’s experience: “The conditions under which families obtain land for cultivation is also important in the way they use it. Landless farmers who have no security of rental can only plant annual crops…. Low productivity of land and resistance to agricultural improvements are linked to the very high rate of tenancy” (Barlett 555).

*The argument for population growth at the end of the Dark Ages is now one only of degree. See Snodgrass 1977: 10-19; 1980: 20-24; 1983: 161-71; Bintliff and Snodgrass 139-41; cf. Morris: 1987:23, 57; Donlan 1989: 134. On theoretical variations in population expansion, see Grigg 1980: 282-95; Snodgrass 1990: 131-32.

*Private ownership, the sanctity of the family estate, the need for increased food production to feed a growing population, all resulted in some family members sailing overseas to replicate the ideal size of the family farm they themselves did not inherit. Colonization often allowed the adherents, but not the immediate beneficiaries, of early Greek agrarian life to create abroad more perfect agricultural city-states ex nihilo (cf. Arist. Pol. 2.1266b1-3; Koerner 445-48)

*The oikos now attached itself in perpetuity to a family plot, the klêros; see Donlan 1989: 134-36.

*John Davis wrote of a similar friction between intensive agriculture and the anti-agrarian mentality of a few entrenched elites during the Ottoman occupation of Greece (1991: 199): “Control of the local economy by a minority of the population may, it could be argued, have been the most significant factor inhibiting rural settlement where agricultural goals have not necessitated increased productivity of subsistence crops.”

*“Stable, settled populations, assured both of an economic sufficiency in return for their work and of the cultural value of their work, tend to have methods and attitudes of a much longer range. Though they have generally also farmed with field crops, established farm populations have always been planters of trees” (Berry 135; emphasis added).

*“The whole course of development seems to follow a preconceived pattern. Food gathering, pasturing, and agriculture succeed each other because each one represents a stage of development which is,in some sense, more advanced (or more degenerate) than its predecessor”(Cole 55)



Chapter 2 LAERTES’ FARM The Rise of Intensive Greek Agriculture



—Homer, Odyssey 24.205-212

The others went from the city, and presently came to the country place of Laertes, handsomely cultivated. Laertes himself had reclaimed it, after he spent much labor upon it. There was his house and all around the house ran a shelter, in which the slaves, who worked at his pleasure under compulsion, would take their meals, and sit, and pass the night.



Who Was Laertes?

To meet population pressure within Greece, cumulating at crisis levels during the eighth century, more land had to be put into agricultural production. Or existing land had to be used more productively. Or more and better agriculture were needed. That third alternative is exactly what we see in the twenty-fourth book of Homer’s Odyssey, in a human picture of men at work in the soil.

In these few lines of the last book of the Odyssey a vibrant rural life comes alive, centered on an efficient household’s intensive cultivation of the soil. The hero Odysseus, after his butchery of the suitors, leaves his palace at Ithaca to hike out to the farm of his father, Laertes. The aged Laertes had long ago left Ithaca proper in disgust at the suitors’ appropriation of his son’s royal residence, and for the past two decades has been able to do little more than survive in rural exile on his own. From Homer’s description it appears that Laertes’ small farm—long sought out by romantic archaeologists, improperly labeled a “garden” by literary critics*—is some distance from Ithaca and located in rough terrain (24.212). Once in the countryside, Homer presents a brief but fascinating look at a world quite unlike the life in Odysseus’s royal halls. There are no references to feasting, gaming, and the acquisitive arts of plundering, raiding, and thievery, which had characterized so much of the lazy suitors’ life in the banquet hall while the master was away.

The different mood out on the farm is not to be attributed merely to the abrupt change of scene from the leisurely, aristocratic pace of palace life. The sharp demarcation between master and slave in the poem is also gone: Laertes works beside his servants at menial tasks. Apparently work is something to be honored, not despised. Homer terms the property “handsomely cultivated,” a plot that the pioneer Laertes had created after investing “much labor” (24.205-207). His ground apparently was not inherited, or at least not inherited in its present state as developed farmland.

Laertes’ farm and indeed Laertes himself are something entirely different from past agricultural practice. Is it not possible to see in them elements of a novel agriculture quite at odds with what many scholars have called “peasant” or “subsistence” farming, or, on the opposite end of the social scale, “manorial,” “absentee,” or “estate” agriculture? Even at this early date, at the beginning of the seventh century, farming scarcely resembles at all the traditional scholarly portraits of “peasant” Greek agriculture revolving around nucleated residence, underemployment, and an absence of rural infrastructure.** Because Laertes’ farm reflects an agriculture crystallizing at roughly the same time as the appearance of the Greek city-state, the relationship between the two phenomena—farming and the subsequent culture of the polis—demands close scrutiny. Odysseus’s brief walk from palace out to farm is therefore a radical passage from the Dark-Age cloister of the aristocratic hall into the new world of the intensive geôrgos.

Consequently, Laertes was not a single, historical figure. He seems rather a representation of an entire class of new farmers—a vivid example of those anonymous men of the last chapter who ended the Dark Ages. Of course, historical representation in both of Homer’s two surviving epics, the Iliad and Odyssey, as was discussed earlier, is difficult to unravel and subject to constant scholarly reappraisal.* Nevertheless, Laertes’ farm provides a valuable snapshot, a brief hiatus from the epic pageantry of the poem. It most likely reflects modes of farming contemporary with Homer’s own life—that is, the era roughly around 700 B.C. The late eighth-century environment of the Odyssey is especially prevalent in Book Twenty-four of the poem, since the narrative here is pragmatic and clearly deals with common, everyday things in the life of an elderly Greek. The scene is quite devoid, in other words, of the less historical and utterly fantastic world of the epic. Gods, monsters, and feats of superhuman heroism are for a time absent.1

We must remember also that the Odyssey is a literary document. It is not history. Homer wrote poetry, not agronomy. The reason for this dramatic change of scene is not to portray the land, but rather its owner, Laertes, who is first and fundamentally a literary character. Dramatic and narrative necessity apparently requires in these closing lines that the dead suitors remain unavenged, and that Laertes have an emotional recognition scene with the son who had been lost for twenty years. Homestead residence, the slave work force, diversified crops, the isolated location, rough terrain, and the apparent small size of Laertes’ farm are not critical to the narrative of the poem as a whole. These agricultural descriptions are valuable only to the degree that they add detail, and thus aid Homer’s efforts to portray Laertes as isolated, hardworking, grim, and in the company of rustics and slaves.

In other words, the poet contrasts Laertes as much as possible with the luxury of the suitors in the palace below, the old world that, in the absence of his son, he has apparently lost. To describe this new life of hard, agricultural work requires Homer (or whoever wrote this passage) to draw on an environment completely familiar to him and to his audience as well. In all probability the poet adopted the characteristics of a class of intensive agriculturalists, a trailblazing group confined neither to Ithaca, the scene of the Odyssey, nor to Ionia, Homer’s own purported home. The poet’s artistic purposes are to make Laertes a believable “farmer”—pitied, if not scorned, by the traditional more pastoral elites who lounged in Ithaca below.2 By design, the unenviable life of the intensive farmer would also invoke sympathy and condescension, not admiration, from Homer’s own contemporary aristocratic and reactionary audience of upscale urban dwellers, listeners who themselves would have no desire to carve out new ground, to farm on their knees.

Laertes’ farm reveals at least six peculiarities of intensive agriculture that can explain why such late eighth-century operations were becoming more productive and more successful than past farming practice at any prior time in Greek history. Laertes’ plot, then, serves as a prototype by which later to distinguish intensive agriculture from other farming strategies. It is my belief that the following characteristics of Laertes’ farm, like the type of agriculture described in Hesiod’s Works and Days (Chapter 3), were all relatively unknown in the period before the eighth century, but quite common farming practices of the next four centuries of polis life. They were responsible for the increased capital and leisure fundamental to the culture of the Greek city-state. In sum, the emergence of the new agrarian practices described here—homestead residence, irrigation, slave labor, diversified crops, the incorporation of marginal ground, localized food processing and storage—has been largely unknown or underappreciated by ancient historians, and so the accomplishments of these farmers have never been central to, or even included in, the standard accounts of Greek history.

Increasing Productivity

It is striking that Laertes has built himself a permanent residence on his farm, an oikos that Homer calls “comfortable” and “well-furnished.” A farmhouse is thus clear from the context. Homer is quite unambiguous about that. Laertes’ residence is a building clearly isolated and apart from others.3 It is a permanent residence and it is owner-occupied.

But for most of the history of classical scholarship it was axiomatic that ancient Greek farmers, both rich and poor, in all eras of Greek history, commuted to work from the neighboring village, there being, in this view, no permanent housing on the farm itself. Most Americans who have grown up with the image of the family farmhouse, barn, and assorted pens, fences, silos, and other outbuildings would find this image startling, if not confusing. Scholars are correct to warn us about our modern prejudices, our ignorance of the peculiar environmental, economical, and cultural predilections of the ancient Greeks. They attribute the absence of isolated farmhouses in antiquity to scarcities of water in the arid Greek countryside, to worries about theft, the organized raiding party, or the full-fledged enemy invasion, to the underemployment of nonirrigated “extensive” agricultural practice, and to the social desirability of living in communal villages.4

All these factors are cited to explain why a farmer would be willing to walk hours each day out to his fields. In our first recorded picture of a Greek farm, however, the literary evidence shows that the owner is not a commuter. Homer’s Laertes is obviously living right amidst the fields he works. This passage long ago should have given rise to doubts about the traditional picture of farmer residence in town. In fact, traditional objections can be turned on their heads: it is the need to protect the rural infrastructure, the necessity for constant labor, the importance of water and small-scale irrigation projects, and the desire for a new rural identity—all characteristic of Greek agriculture after the Dark Ages—that actually argue for the notion of scattered homestead farmhouses.

Since the 1940s a number of country residences have been excavated in rural Attica surrounding Athens. John Young, for example, in brilliant research after World War II, found a complex of farm “towers” (purgoi) in southern Attica, most of which he convincingly associated with ancient farms. He also spotted some sixty-one similar extant structures elsewhere in the Greek countryside, suggesting that these towers illustrated rural residence—not military garrisons or mining facilities, but farmhouses whose stoutness could provide both protection and safe storage for harvested crops. A few years later, a team of British and American archaeologists excavated in Attica two substantial farmhouses on the slopes of Mt. Parnes, and later at Vari south of Athens. Since then the remains of other ancient farmhouses in Attica have turned up with increasing frequency. In the environs of Athens, the picture of a settled countryside has thus become clearer.5

This archaeological record of preserved farm sites makes perfect sense if one keeps in mind a literary tradition that early on the Athenians, like Laertes at Ithaca, lived “dispersed” throughout the countryside. Later there was also the tradition that the Athenians had lived scattered “all over Attica.” That picture of farmstead residence may have been just what Aristotle had in mind in his Politics when he wrote that in “early times the city-states were not large, but rather the common people lived on their farms (epi tôn agrôn) busily engaged in agriculture.”6

Other literary evidence confirms the view that people often lived on the plots they worked, and that Homer’s Laertes was representative of a growing custom of homestead residence. In the Athenian orators of the fourth century, we often hear of rivalries among unruly rural neighbors over property boundaries, or disputes between descendants over the family land and house. The Greek historians also write of invasions that catch sizable numbers of farmers unawares out on their plots—families who clearly live in their country residences full-time. These are geôrgoi, who apparently feel that it is crucial to maintain their rural residence, despite the threat of war and the protection that the nearby village might offer.7

In drama there are portraits of hardworking farmers, who like Laertes live permanently in isolated residences that are clearly at a distance from town. The rural homestead farmers in Euripides’ Electra and Menander’s Dyscolus and geôrgos both show that the phenomenon is not restricted to any one era or locale during the polis period, but characteristic of city-state culture in general. The Aristotelian Oeconomica, no doubt, is thinking of homestead residence in its advice to build a house with ample consideration for food storage, both dry and moist crops, and shelter for livestock and slaves.8

Throughout nearly every region in Greece including Attica, Boeotia, the Crimea, the Argolid, Ionia, the Peloponnese, southern Italy and Sicily, and the Aegean islands homestead farmhouses were a significant part of the ancient Greek landscape, as their first appearance here in Greek literature suggests. Recent survey work in Boeotia has speculated that there could have been 10,000 rural “sites,” a countryside teeming with small farmers. Perhaps it is an indication too that many of the feared Boeotian hoplite infantrymen of antiquity (modern estimates independently peg their numbers at about ten to twelve thousand) resided on the land they farmed. In this instance, perhaps sixty percent of all the Boeotians lived outside Thebes and its small satellite villages of the Boeotian confederacy.9
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