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“( happy beyond measure the tllers of the soil.." - or 5o says Virgil in his
Greorgics of about 30 BC, Bul just bow "happy" were the farmers of carly
Rome really? They led a hard life, plagued by starvation, unemployment,
War, invasion, confiscation and the "good intentions™ of political refonmers.
For the: most pan, the small farmers in early Rome probably wanted 1o lead
a quict life of subsistence farming, raising just enough to satisfy their own
family needs and miybe a little exctra to trade for a fewr “lwemry” goods—
such was aol 1o be the case though. The polides of land investment ook
over, doing aore than anything else to "ruin [taly", az Pliny the Elder tells
us.

The stery of farming in ancient Rome, however, beging well before any
secoutily of confiscation, mismanagement and social decline, The story
beging with the land and the eady Indo-Burcpean seillers who probably
came into Italy from Asia via cental Europe shorly befors 1000 BC.
These pecple found fertile, volcanic seils in what would be called Etruria,
Latium and Campania. Here began agriculture in setflements which would
later ruls the wodd a5 Rome.

The geography of the Italian peninsola was much more conducive to an
agrarian lifestyle than most other parts of the Medittrmnean region, such
as the Greek mainland we leoked sl eadier in this seres oo anciept
agricultare. While Greecz had a landscape which promoted poastal
harbours and therafors extensive trade, it lacked the larger fentile plains for
agricultoral cultivation which Ttaly was blessed with. These fertile plains
for agriculture a5 well as the highland pastures for Hvesteck combined 1o
make Italy a sunny, temperate cradle for 3 unique agraran growth which
would become the basiz of Roman livelihood for centurics to come,

Ialy was Twcky to have bad a good deal of carly volcanic activity in its
Apennine Mountain mangs. This made a soil on the Ialian plains which
was rich in munrients, phosphates and potash - all essential for prosperous
agriculture. The cultivation of grains, vegetables, fruits, vines and olives
as well as timber made pessible by his fentile farmiand provided Italy with
rich agricultural resources nol readily found in many cther pans of the
Mediterranean region,

While Ialy has only sightly more extensive iver systems than Greeos, the
silt deposited by these rivers of nonhem laly combined with the volcanic
soils in central and southem Italy provided wheat and bardey in prehistoric
times and vines and olives from Greece in pre-Roman times. Lettoce,
capliflower, onions, radishes and garic wep grown in great abondance, as
weare cultivated flowers such as roses, lilies and violets. Wheat was always,
and still iz, ome of the most important grains grown in Ialy, although, as
we shall see, its import was al times more important than its domestic
cultivation.

Figs, grapes, apples and olives also grew well in the ferile soil and
livestock which grazed the rich pasture lands of [taly included pigs for
meatl, cows for ploughing and sheep for wool and milk Mo other
Mediterranean couniry had the combination of available arghle land,
temperate, bumid climate, dch voleanic soil and adequate rver systems o
foster the establishment of an agricultural economy which would give s
o one of the preatest civilizations the wordd has ever known,

The areas of the lalian peninsula which wem oot naturally endowed with
fertile sodl, but rather had (o comtend with a clay stratum, were ones which
the early inhabitants of Maly, the Btruscans, excelled in devaloping by
meane of innovative technology. By carefully draining and irdgating
otherwice agriculturally usaless land, the Etruscans of northem laly wem
able to cultivate and harvest adequate crops and pastuse catile for their
subsistence agranian lifestyls,



Arcund 200 BC, the Einscans were almady building faidy elaborate
imigation systems of canals and dams 1o clear, drain and mevitalize
otherwise swampy areas for imensive crop production, Etruscan centres,
such g Vedi just north of Reme, advanced agrculbure in Italy to zuch an
extent that they actually prodoced surplus agricultural preducts which
enabled them to export their produce throughout bodh neighbouring and
distant termitories, There is also evidence in the form of Greek vases found
 Btruria that the BEtruscans impotted both Greek goods and Gresk anizans
up to about 500 BC.

By the peried of the eardy Roman Republic of the fifth cenrury BC, public
land, or gger publicis, had become available for the small farmers to rent
for grazing and planting—if they could afford #1. Even if they could, the
land was by Do means secure for it was always subject to ifrvasions from
neighbouring peoples. These mids, combined with numenous nateral crop-
devastating disasters, caused conditions of famine which the eardy Roman
farmers bad 2 great deal of expericoce with and which they were oot
always able 10 exiricate themselves from. When small farmers had to
bormow more geain from wealthy landlgeds for planding and for food than
they could produce, they often found themselves in a difficult
situation—one whose worst case scepanio wis (o defaull on the repayment
of debts for which they might be sold into slavery, When all wend well,
however, the small farmers of the sarly Roman Republic were able fo
produce just eoough to provide 4 subsisience lifestyle for their immediale
family and perhaps—when things went really well—a Linle extra 10 barter
with their neighbours, whe likewise bad to scratch out & meagre living from
the soil,

By the fourth century BC, with a lot of luck and plain hard work, the small
farmers were able (o enjoy oot just a subsistence living but even take some
produce to the larger cities on "mardeat day™ each week. There they might
sell any wheat, badey, garden vegetables or fruit they had in excess, or buy
any beans, ondons, tumips, cabbage, figs, olives, apples, plums or pears they
lacked Al these grans, vegeiables and frois were the mainstay of the
early Republican farming economyy.

While all this may sound like an enjoyabla lifestyle of subsistence farming,
very liltle was to be emjoyed by the farmers of Iialy in the laier Roman
Republic as war, land confiscation, grain import, polifical interfzrence,
mismanagement and gemaral decline ravaged ibe Roman countryside and
- dewastated the agricultural stability of the Roman wordd itself.

I~



	Ancient_Agriculture-_Early_Rome_&_Italy-1
	Ancient_Agriculture-_Early_Rome_&_Italy-2

