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The city was the largest in Greece. Athens controlled the land around it, a large region called Attica. Between the many mountains were fertile valleys, where farmers grew olives, grain, fruit and grapes. Athens became rich and powerful, helped by Attica’s valuable sources of silver, lead and marble.

In 510BC a new way of government was invented in Athens. 'Demokratia', from which we get our word 'democracy', means 'rule by the people'. Any man with full citizen rights could go to the assembly, where they could speak and vote freely. Public debates like this decided how the city was run.

Athens had law courts with trial by jury. Juries were much larger than today, with several hundred members. After listening to the evidence jurors voted by placing metal discs into one of two jars - one for guilty, one for not guilty. Punishments were decided by the court, and included the death penalty.

Women did not have citizen rights. They could not take part in the assembly, or vote, or serve on juries.

In wealthy families girls were educated to run the household of servants and slaves, and were usually married by the age of 13. In poorer families women worked alongside men, farming in the fields or running the family business.

Between a quarter and a third of Athens 300,000 population were slaves. These were men and women captured in wars or born into slavery.

Many slaves had special skills, such as nurses and teachers, while others had the hardest and most unpleasant work to do. It was common for a rich household to have many slaves.

Some slaves were owned by the state. For example archers from Scythia were used as a kind of police force by the Athenian government.

Athens had yearly festivals for athletics, drama and religious occasions. The city paid for these using taxes, but the wealthiest citizens of Athens were obliged to give extra help.

Rich citizens considered it an honour to pay the performers' fees in the many drama festivals. Similarly they may have to serve as captain of a warship for a year, paying the crew and making repairs.

Ancient Sparta

Sparta was a ‘polis’ in southern Greece is an area known as the Peloponnese. The Peloponnese was not as fertile as Attica and was connected to mainland Greece by a narrow 8km wide strip of land known as The Isthmus.  Sparta was already established in the Late Bronze Age, and appears in Homer's Odyssey and Iliad as the kingdom of Menelaus and Helen. During the Dark Ages, Sparta declined like other Greek towns. In the early Archaic period, around 900 BC, Sparta began to grow again. Although most Greek towns got rid of their kings at this time, the Spartans kept their kings. In fact, the Spartans had two kings at the same time.

The biggest change in Sparta's history, though, came around 700 BC, when they seem to have conquered a group of people living near them, in Messenia. The Spartans enslaved the Messenians, whom they called "helots", and made the Messenians farm all the land for them. They treated the helots very badly, often beating them and whipping them, or even killing them for no reason, and not giving them enough food. Spartan men, now that they didn't have to work anymore to get food, spent all their time training for war.

When Spartan boys turned seven, they left home to live in dormitories with all the other Spartan boys their age. They did not learn to read or write or do math or play music, but instead they spent all their time learning to be good soldiers. They exercised, and they learned to use swords and spears. To make them tough, their teachers never gave them enough food or clothing or blankets.
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Spartan girls lived at home with their mothers and fathers, instead of in dormitories, but they also learned to be tough, with plenty of exercise. The girls also learned to run houses, and how to spin and weave. Spartan females held considerable military sway and had the highest level of equality in the ancient world including Athens where women were not even given citizenship status.
