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16oo anö r4oo B.c., the pines wete sudden\y and comp\ete\ wiped out.

Dramatic environmental destruction seems to have accompanied early

Mycenaean agriculture. In addition to the total disappearance of pines, the

number of oak trees dropped by half making space for plants that are in-
dicative of steppe and macchia communities. This radical change in the

vegetation cover is best explained as the result of human-induced de-

forestation combined with subsequent overgraitng, which suppressed the

recovery oftrees.
Around r4oo 8.c., however, the environmental situation took another

turn. The steppe communities dedined, and olive trees replaced them.

New species ofplants appeared, including rye, walnut, plane tree, andJudas

tree. At the same time, sediments from Osmanaga Lagoon record a time of
relative landscape stability between r4oo and r2oo B.c. Considering how

prone to erosion the Pylos area is, it is more than likely that the steep

slopes of Englianos were protected by terrace walls to prevent them from

slumping. Butwhatever system the Mycenaean Greeks used to obtain land-

scape stability, it could not be maintained after the collapse of the kingdom,

when archaeological evidence suggests that population density dropped

precipitously.

During such phases of social and political readjustment in Greece,

natural resources tend to be abused. In this instance, however, it did not

take too long before the landscape became stabile once more, as its surface

was protected by vegetation that grew almost without restriction. Indeed,

deciduous oaks spread to such an extent that they mayhave covered over

half of the total surface of the Pylos area. Although deciduous oaks are

much less resistant to grazing than are evergreen oaks, with a deemphasis

on husbandry, deciduous oaks have the competitive advantage of faster

growth. At the same time, the number of olive and pistachio trees de-

creased, presumably because there was nobody resident on the land who

would cultivate and maintain them.

The physiography of the Pylos area has not experienced any major

changes since the end of the second millennium, excePt that the sand

barrier at the northern end of the Bay of Navarino closed between 8oo and

5oo 8.c., isolating Osmanaga Lagoon from the remainder of the gulf.

What has changed significantly during the past three millennia is the plant

cover.

The third phase of major environmental change coincides with the Clas-

sical to early Roman periods and marks one such alteration in plant com-

munities. The study of the vegetation argues for a dense population and a

high level of agricultural production between 5oo and roo B.c. After the
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silty marl has very good physical properties for agriculture, and what it may

lack in terms of minerals and organic compounds can be added with mod-

ern chemical fertilizers.

Widespread erosion has far more serious consequences for archaeolo-

gists, however, because artifacts contained in the soil are washed away, too.

Hence, the loss of soil has, in many instances, destroyed archaeological

strata. How much of the surface has been destroyed in recent years can of-
ten be measured at the bottoms of olive trees, where it is clear that in some

instances the roots have been exposed to a depth of r meter.

Although calculating the total amount of natural and human-induced

erosion that has occurred since prehistoric times is difficult, there are a

number of ways to derive estimates. As a general rule, geologists hold that

r meter of uplift in one thousand years should be equivalent to r meter of
erosion in one thousand years-for internal mountain-building and exter-

nal destructive processes on earth are roughly in balance. For western Mes-

senia, we can be more specific if we examine the state of preservation of
rock-cut chamber tombs, one of the most t)?ical forms of burial employed

by the Mycenaeans at the time of the Palace of Nestor.

Although the size and shape of these tombs vary considerably, in the

Pylos area they tend to consist of a chamber that is 2.5-4.5 meters deep,

with a doorway (or stomion) and an entrance passageway (dromos) that are

together 4-9 meters long. Of those examined by PRAP in detail, only the

rear wall and less than r meter of the chamber of several such tombs located

on the Englianos Ridge itself were still preserved. In other words, it is ob-

vious that since the later second millennium e.c., a few vertical meters of
soil and bedrock have been removed from the surface ofthe slopes ofthe
ridge in these locations (Fig. 4).

More evidence for very recent environmental destruction exists in the

form of conspicuous, well-defined knolls, consisting of undisturbed mad

bedrock, usually 3 to 5 meters high and several meters wide. Their surfaces

are level and overgrown by grass and bushes, whereas their sides are usually

vertical. Some of the mounds bear trigonometric markers, some ancient

graves, some both. Apparently these mounds represent leftover bedrock

prorninences that have been spared from plowing and bulldozing. Their

tops are remnants of the former surface, which used to efiend laterally be-

fore the surrounding area was lowered by excessive plowing. The date of
the destruction most likely falls betvveen the erection of the trigonometric

stations and the planting of the olive trees on the lowered surface around

them-in most cases, in the last thirty years. In two instances, these "left-

overs" suffered even more destruction shordy aker we had investigated

them (see Chapter ro).
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