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In southern Greece, nestled between two mountain ranges on the Peloponnesian Peninsula, was the city-state of Sparta.  West of Sparta was the rugged mountain range called the Taygetus Mountains. The jagged mountain slopes of Taygetus were covered with Greek fir and black pine.  These were the “sacred slopes;” this is where Spartans left their babies to die.  Lying beneath the canopy of trees on the bed of pine needles were tens of thousands of tiny bleach-whitened skulls.  Each one was about the size of an adult fist.  It was on the sacred slopes of the Taygetus Mountains that the ephors cast away the Spartan infants unworthy of life.  The small, the sickly, the deformed, the underweight; all were abandoned on the rocky slopes of this mountain and abandoned.  This Spartan ritual that went back three centuries was called “the Exposure.”  For this reason the hills were littered with the tiny skeletons of generations of babes, discarded to perish in the elements.  As in the animal kingdom, the weak were culled out of the heard for selective slaughter.  Sparta kept only the best.  This has been the Spartan way for generations.
The instant a Spartan infant was pushed out of its mother’s womb the babe faced the first challenge of its military life.  One of Sparta’s five ephors examined each newborn for any defects.  The ephors were Sparta’s five elders. Each ephor was over the age of seventy and each one was battle-scarred from decades of combat.  The ephors advised Sparta’s two kings.  And the ephors decided which babies would live and which ones would be left to die exposed to the elements. No consideration was given to the feelings of the parents.  All that matters was the benefit of the child to the Spartan state.  Only two people in Sparta were allowed a gravestone with their name on it; one was a Spartan warrior killed in battle; the other was a woman who died in childbirth.  Both were viewed in Ancient Sparta as sacrificing their lives for the good of the state. Childbirth and raising children were activities controlled by Sparta, not the individual family.  While strong healthy babies were spared the Exposure in this warrior cult, upward of forty percent of all Spartan babies were left to die on the rugged slopes of Taygetus.  This was one of the few societies in the history of the planet that practiced infanticide, the methodical slaughter of children.
Twice each year, Spartan boys between the years of seven and twenty were taken to the Temple of Artemis.  The white marble stones of the temple were stained red with the blood of past generations of Spartan boys.  All of the boys had closely shaven heads, many still with the scabs made by the dull and rusty razors.   At the temple the boys were stripped naked and ordered to the top of the temple platform.   There they were met by Spartan soldiers of the regular army, dressed in the traditional blood-red battle cloaks so feared throughout all of Greece.  Each man had beautifully curled long hair, reaching well below his shoulders and each warrior was armed with a willow reed the thickness of your middle finger.  When the boys reached the top of the temple platform the soldiers waited patiently, standing quietly with their arms folded across their chests.  Without warning a senior officer yelled, “Unleash!” and the soldiers sprung into action with their willow whips.  The air sang with the sound of whips and the sickening thud of willow on naked flesh.  The boys were beaten again and again.  Around the base of the temple, the boys’ families waited nervously to see which boy would cry out first.  Most boys bore their pain in silence, many biting through their lower lips (hence the famous Spartan “lip scars.”)  After the boys were beaten senseless and the marble platform was smeared with blood, urine and feces, the senior officer yelled “Cease and desist!” and the beatings stopped just as quickly as they had begun.  The weaker boys that had cried out in pain were taken home to be beaten again by their mothers.  Those that had suffered through the pain in silence were picked up by their Lovers and helped off of the temple platform to the military barracks.  There they would be nursed back to health by their Lovers who would wash out their wounds with ice cold salt-water.  Military training began again the next morning before dark.  Everybody was expected to participate, no excuses.  Every Spartan warrior going as far back as human memory had suffered through thirteen years of such beatings and every Spartan boy in the future would also do so.  Such was life in Ancient Sparta.
Militarism defines societies where every single aspect of that society is geared for the preparation of war.  Ancient Sparta was the most militaristic society of the ancient world, unparalleled in the annals of human history.  We can explain Sparta’s obsession with militarism in three ways.  The first way could be explained biologically.  Around 1000 BC Greece was invaded by an extremely warlike and blood-thirsty tribe called the Dorians.  This tribe came from what used to be Yugoslavia and modern day Bulgaria. The Dorians burned, raped and murdered their way through the entire Greek peninsula and were militarily unstoppable.  This is because the Dorians had two modern and revolutionary weapons:  the composite bow and iron.  Because the ancestors of the Spartans were extremely violent and warlike, so too were the Spartans.
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After massacring and enslaving much of the Greek population, the Dorians settled on the Peloponnesian Peninsula.  A peninsula is a geographical term for land that is surrounded on three sides by water (a bay is water surrounded on three sides by land!)   The Peloponnesian Peninsula as you can see from the map above is west of the Gulf of Aegina and south of the Corinthian Gulf.  The Doran invaders finally settled in the region around Sparta which is called Lacodomania, (Pronounced: lake-oh-doe-man-ee-ah) defined as everything south of Tegea.  For this reason Spartan warriors traditionally painted a black letter “L” called “lambda” in Greek  ( Λ ) on their bronze battle shields.  Obviously the Λ stood for Ladodomania.  Since the Dorians were extremely brutal and warlike, we could argue that the Spartans also were just like their ancestors, and thus carried the tradition of violent combat into a militaristic society.
Settling in Lacodomania the Dorians either murdered or enslaved the native population.  After the founding of Sparta, those that could trace their bloodline to the Dorians were defined as Spartaites or “citizens of Sparta.”  Spartiates refers to both men and women.  The original and native population that was enslaved by the Dorians became know as helots, stemming from the Greek verb “heleiin” meaning “to seize or to capture.”  The Spartan helots were slaves, owned not by individuals but by the state of Sparta herself.  The problem was that the helots outnumbered the Spartaites by 10:1.  Sparta’s worst nightmare was a massive helot/slave revolt.  To avoid this, Sparta became obsessively militaristic; constantly preparing for war or the day the helots would rise up and try to overthrow and butcher their Spartiate masters. This is the second reason for Spartan militarism; the fear of helot revolt.
Finally much of Spartan militarism can be explained by the geography of the Greek Peninsula.  Three-quarters of Greece is mountainous, meaning that in the fertile valleys between the mountains was enormously fertile soil, making up only ¼ of the peninsula.  The mountains separated the different competing city states (called a polis in Ancient Greek) of Ancient Greece resulting in hundreds of rival and competing communities whose favorite pastime was fighting for fertile land.  Since constant and continual warfare was part of Ancient Greek history, Sparta was always preparing for the wars that had to come due to Greek geography.  Ancient Greece was never politically unified into a single country.  If you could go back to Ancient Sparta and ask a Spartan the question, “What are you?” they would never reply, “I am Greek.”  Instead, they would say, “I am a Spartan” with no sense or concept of being “a Greek.” (Few of you would answer the question, “I am a Denverite or a Coloradan!”)  Since the steep mountains made political unification very difficult and since the hundreds of different city-states were all competing for ¼ of the land, warfare was a tragic result of Greek geography.
The Lady Arête 

Source: The Gates of Fire: An Epic Novel of the Battle of Thermopylae (1998) by Steven Pressfield

Spartan Women surpass for beauty all others of Greece.  Look at the loveliness of our long hair, look at our fit bodies, look at our proud breasts, their physical appearance seems to say.  No women in all of Greece are more stunning than those of Sparta.  Since they were children, Spartan women have taken to heart the Spartan commandment, “My body, my Temple.”

These girls, ladies, wives and mothers are worshiped in Sparta.  Unlike in the other city-states, where women are treated little better than slaves, Spartan women are the equal to their men.  In Sparta, women are regarded as Peers.  They may look men in the eye, they may speak their mind, and they are entitled to the title of, “Lady.”  Spartan women are placed on a pedestal of worship, for their primary calling is to produce boys who will grow up to be warriors and heroes.

These wives of Sparta are forbidden fine gowns or jewelry or cosmetics or perfumes.  They are forbidden the black-whore mascara of Egypt or the exotic scents of the Persian or the thickly applied makeup so common in Athens.  Instead, the women of Sparta rely solely on their natural beauty.  It is their confidence that makes them most attractive and it is their equality as Peers that make them so desirable.

In any other city-state than Sparta the peplos robe would be considered sexually provocative and scandalous.  Split up the side in the Spartan style, the peplos reveals the bare leg up to the thigh.  In the style of the Ancient Minoans, the peplos robe leaves the breasts uncovered and exposed. The robe seems to say, this is a leg, these are my thighs and these are my breasts.  For Spartan males to stare or to lust after a lady in this dress would have been unthinkable.  Since they could open their eyes, Spartan boys had seen their mothers and sisters and daughters naked.  As children, Spartan boys and girls trained naked together on the athletic field.  For Spartans, the naked body is an object of deep admiration, not an invitation for sex.

These exquisite women worship not Aphrodite, the goddess of love, but Artemis Hunter.  Since they were little girls, they train their entire lives for childbirth.  Their skin is golden brown from the sun and their bodies are taught and hard from daily gymnastics.  The athletic glow from daily runs and the vigor of the training field make Spartan women radiate with beauty, confidence and raw sexuality.  They have been schooled in the art of leadership since they were little girls, for Spartan women must have the self-assurance to lead men.  It is the women of Sparta who run the homes, who command the helot slaves on the kleros, and who plan the economia for the annual planting and harvesting of crops.  It is the women of Sparta who are responsible for packing their husband’s war kits: fishhooks and catgut to sew together torn flesh; bags of medicinal herbs, hellebore and foxglove, euphoria and sorrel and marjoram and pine resin; arterial straps, bindings for the hands, compresses of linen, bronze “dogs” or pliers to dig into wounds to pull out arrowheads and jagged pieces of metal; rounds of metal to cauterize the flesh; cooking gear and cooking supplies; soap, footpads and moleskin.  It is the women of Sparta who run the city-state, for until they are of thirty years, Spartan men live only with other men, segregated from their wives. 

The lady Arête strains from the exertions of childbirth.  She rides through another wave of pain from a long contraction.  Surrounding her are three women, each draped in a white peplos robe. Each is as beautiful as the mother to be.  The head midwife gently whispers encouragement to Arête.  One more time, one more deep breath, you’re almost there.   With one final gut-wrenching push, Arête feels the babe crown and then drop into the waiting arms of a midwife.  A cold compress is placed on her brow.  She hears the snip of the cord and then the wail of a newborn.  The infant is placed face down into the birthing-bowl, full of red wine.  It thrashes and kicks in the ice cold liquid.  The newborn  gasps for air and struggles.

Arête prays to Eileithyia, the goddess of childbirth.  Please, please, please, I beg of you, no seizures, no convulsions, no drowning, let the child be healthy, let the child live.  A midwife takes the screeching child from the birthing-bowl and hands it to an ephor, one of Sparta’s five elder priests.  He places the babe on a bronze scale, checking the body weight.  Without a word the ephor then carefully inspects the babe for a deformity: a birthmark, a shrunken limb, a misshapen skull, any sign from the gods of a child not worthy of life.  Arête prays and prays and prays.  The ephor hands her back her child and Arête feels the tears beginning to form.  No journey to Taygetus, she thinks.  She keeps her emotions in check.  Now is not the time for tears.  She will cry later when she is alone.

The rugged slopes of Mt. Taygetus are covered with Greek fir and black pine.  Lying beneath the canopy of trees on the bed of pine needles are thousands of tiny bleach-whitened skulls.  Each one is about the size of an adult fist.  It is on the slopes of Mt. Taygetus that the ephors cast away the infants unworthy of life.  The small, the sickly, the deformed, the underweight; all are abandoned on the rocky slopes of this mountain and left to die.  For this reason the hills are littered with the tiny skeletons of generations of babes, discarded to perish in the elements.  As in the animal kingdom, the weak are culled out of the heard for selective slaughter.  Sparta keeps only the best.  This has been the Spartan way for generations.

Three days later, after Arête regains her strength, she wraps the tiny infant in a wool blanket and walks to meet her husband for the naming ceremony. Dienekes’ syssiton practices “tree-humping.”  Each man wears Spartan scarlet and is armed with the large round battle hoplon.  The platoon of sixteen forms up, locks shields and en mass crashes into a line of oaks.  Each man struggles to splinter a tree to his front.

     “You honor us lady Arête,” says the elder of the Peers, gesturing to the exhausted men to stop training. Dienekes leaves the platoon and walks to stand beside his wife.  He  wraps his wife and child in his arms.

     “He is to be called Polynikes,” announces Arête, holding the naked babe up with both hands for all to see.  “Who of you will honor my husband and me and sponsor the boy, pay his dues and enroll him at seven in the agoge?”

     “It will be a privilege to stand up for the child,” says Xenes.  Xenes is Dienekes’ best friend.  “When he is of seven years, I will enroll him in the Upbringing and I will be his Lover.  We will present him to the ephors tomorrow and his name shall be Polynikes, as the lady wishes, as was the name of her brother.”

     “So be it,” says Arête.  “It is done.  Until the time of the Separation, the boy will be raised by his mother within the walls of my husband’s home.  You will come for him at seven, Xenes.  You will come for him then and then train him in the Spartan art of war.”
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