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The power of fate is a wonder; dark, terrible wonder.   

 

Neither wealth nor armies, towered walls nor ships,  

 

Black hulls lashed by the salt, can save us from that 

force. 
 

Sophocles, Antigone 
Lords of the Sea 

John R Hale 

Penguin Books 

2009 

The Fate of Fiat Money 



Formation and Expansion of Athenian 
Democracy 

ÅDemo = “people” , Kratein = “to rule” 

 

ÅEvolution in Athens: Solon, Cleisthenes, Ephilates, 
developed a demo cratic constitution. 

  

ÅPericles was the longest lasting democratic leader. 
The golden age (silver???) 

 

 



Athenian Democracy 

ÅPure – one man one vote.  A DIRECT form of 
democracy. 

 

ÅOnly men, but all male citizens of Athens had a vote 
and the right to speak. 

 

ÅWomen and slaves had no vote. 

 

ÅAny man could speak to propose to the assembly.  



Athenian Democracy, Although Suppressed in 322 BC by 
Macedonia, Yielded Thousands of Years of Adherents 

  
(Locke, Rousseau and Jefferson) 

“From Locke, Jefferson borrowed the idea that all men are 
created equal, and he altered the right to life, liberty and 
property to "the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness."  
 
Jefferson borrowed a little from Rousseau as well when he 
said that all men should have the right to take up arms 
against the government if it did not respect these rights 
(Jefferson).” 



The Golden Age of Greek Democracy, 
The Age of Pericles 483 BD to 322 BC 

ÅThe expansion and omnipotence of the Athenian 
City-state. 

 

ÅThe flourish of Greek culture, a basis for modernity 

 

ÅMade possible by the evolution of Real money in 
Silver coin, the Athenian Drachma. 



Lavrion (Laurion) “Place of Silver” 
ÅVery high grade Silver discovered and mined from 

~5,000  BC (Bronze Age) 30 miles south of Athens in 
Attica.  

 
ÅBetween 483 BC and 322 BC silver was mined in galena 

and cerusite at grades .04% to .5% (15 ozs to 160ozs) 
 
ÅMining at Lavrion ended in 1985 by the French 

Compangie Française des Mines Du Laurion. 
 
ÅEstimates based on dumps and slag of 3000 tonnes 

mined -20% lead 
 



Athenians Discover Bonanza Silver  

ÅThemistocles convinced the Athenian Assembly to build a 
Navy of 200 Triremes (warships) financed by this silver 
discovery and manned by ALL Athenian men. 

 

ÅThis fleet neutralized the Aegean's and defeated the Persians 
and Xerxes’ much larger invading force at Salamis in 480 BC. 

 

ÅEstablished Athenian Thalassocracy (Democracy of the Sea).  

 

ÅSilver coins or Athenian owls become “coin of the realm” – 
were real money for two hundred years that sustained and 
perpetuated the Athenian city state. 

 



The Role of Real Money in a 
Democracy 

"Gold would have value if for no other reason than that it enables a citizen to fashion 
his financial escape from the state."  
  
William F. Rickenbacker 

"We are in a world of irredeemable paper money - a state of affairs unprecedented 
in history."  
  
John Exter 



The ISSUE before the Athenian 
Assembly in 483 BC:  

 
Entitle 30,000 citizens to an equal “dole” of the 
massive silver discovery or  build a navy. 
 
 
The proposed “Dole,” like an entitlement today 
except not funded by debt, was 10 Drachmas or 
about 43 grams of silver worth about $32 today. 



Themistocles The Father of the Athenian Navy and 
of the Athenian Thalassocracy was ultimately 

ostracized by his colleagues. The  Athenian warship 
of the day, the Trireme manned by Athens citizen 

sailors.          (Picture taken in Museun at Lavriontiki  Sept 18 2010)  



Silver’s Legacy 

ÅReal Money in Antiquity. 

 

ÅBuilt and funded the Athenian world class navy. 

 

Å1 year’s silver production 100 talents (6,000 
drachmas. 

 

Å1 drachma = 4.3 grams silver ~$4 today. 



Money in form of coins is one of the main reasons for the 
scientific revolution that started in the Ionian Greek islands. It 
abstracted the value of commodities or objects in exchange and 
helped to initiate a new mode of abstract thinking.  
 
It also was important for political changes: from the aristocratic 
to the system of tyrants (often wealthy persons) and then to the 
democratic system. 



Remnants of the Ancient Mine at Laurion 
(Picture September 18, 2010) 





Core and Slag from Ancient Laurion 



A Picture of the French Mining at 
Laurion (Circa 1870) 



Mining on the High Grade Vein at 170 
meters. (circa 1890) 



Azurite and Malachite Specimin in Laurion 
Museum 



Valuation Benchmarks 

Å20 Talents of silver equals ½ ton or 1000 pounds. 16,000 
ounces under Alexander about 200 BC.  

 

Å1 Talent 26 kilograms or about 850 ounces ~ US$17,000 
today. 

 

Å Laurion production in first year 483 BC was 100 Talents  
or 85,000 ounces from about 350 locations. 

 

Å1 Talent equals 6,000 drachma.  

 



Valuation of Money in Antiquity 

Å1 Athenian Talent weighed ~26 kilograms. 

 

Å26,000 grams of silver equate to  836 0unces 

 

ÅIn 483 BC 20,000 Athenian slaves mined  83,600 
ounces of silver and millions of pounds of lead. 

 

ÅValue today ~$2 million. 



Significance of the Athenian Silver Mines 

ÅSustained an omnipotent Athens for 158 years and 
1 day. 

 

ÅEvolution of the Delian League which prospered 
under Athenian control. 

 

ÅDefeat of Persian and Aegean antagonists. Rule rof 
the Seas. 

 



Silver discovery was the catalyst for the 
Athenian Democracy and  the benefits of 
culture, relative peace and higher quality 

of life. 



Continued 

ÅAthens based its geopolitical supremacy on Real Money 
(silver)  until 320 BC. 

 

ÅThis meant 158 years of prosperity was made possible 
by real money.  Athenians could not print silver.  

 

ÅDEMOCRACY through democracy / defense / strength 

 

ÅWhat happened when Athenian silver ran out? Athens 
declined but the legacy of its democracy thrived 
elsewhere, particularly in Rome. 

 



Athenians were well aware of the significance of 
mining operations to the prosperity of their city. 
Every citizen had shares in the mines.  
 
Enough silver was mined and refined at Laurion 
to finance the expansion of Athens as a trading 
and naval power. There was no deficit spending 
in Athens.  
 
One estimate from ancient records is that 
Laurion produced 160 million ounces of silver. 



For more than a century and a half, their city state of some 200,000 inhabitants possessed the 
strongest navy and the first real democracy on earth.  Athenian thalassocracy endured with ups 
and down for exactly 158 years and 1 day. 
 
 

What began at Salamis on the 19th day of the month of September in 480 BC, when the 
Athenians engineered their historic Greek naval victory over  king Xerxes ended at Piraeus within 
site of Salamis on the 20th of September 322 BC. 
 
 

 Between those two dates stretched the Golden Age of Athens. 
 
 

Without the Athenian navy and its silver backing there would have been no Parthenon, no 
tragedies of Sophocles or Euripedes, no republic of Plato or Politics of Aristotle. 

Before the Persian wars Athens produced no great traditions of philosophy, architecture, drama, 
political science or historical writing.  All these things came after Athenians  voted to use silver 
to build the fleet and transform themselves into a naval power in the early fifth century BC. 

 
 
Herodotus of Halicarnassus invented history as we know it with his vast work on the Persian 
wars, Hippocrates of Cos established a medical tradition that still flourishes today along with the 
Hippocratic oath attributed to the founder. Hippodamus of Miletus established a reputation as 
the world’s first known urban planner. His most famous project was the Piraeus  and one can still 
trace the street grid through much of the modern fort.  



Yet the fires of innovation and genius even Plato’s own were fueled by 
sea power.  In legendary times the Delphic oracle had foretold that 
Athens would be unsinkable.  A city destined to ride the waves ….  
 
So long as it had ships, commanders, strong crew and the iron will to 
take risks and make sacrifices Athens weathered every storm and 
recuperated from every disaster.  In the end weakened by a dearth of 
leaders and undermined by disaffected upper classes the Athenian 
Golden Age ended in 322 BC abruptly as if someone had put out the 
lights.  
 

 



 AND all of  this great legacy of learning, culture and democracy 
was made possible by real money based on a single silver 
discovery.  It clearly demonstrates the monetary power of silver 
to mankind.    
 
With today’s fiat monies, printing presses, floating exchange 
rates, electronic entries on the Fed’s balance sheet and “QE” one 
wonders if the empire of the Americas will end just as abruptly, 
when the rest of the world puts out the lights.  



 

Athens declined almost precisely at the time that the 

bonanza silver reef at Thorikos and Laurion was mined 

to the water level (175 meters) and gold was discovered 

in Macedonia. For a time Macedonia suppressed the 

Athenian Democracy 

 

 

Nevertheless the legacy of democracy was made 

possible by the tangible value of a rare commodity and 

the involvement of all classes of male citizens in Athens 

 

 

Athens fulfilled its destiny and left a lasting legacy 
through mining and the evolution of real money.  



The American Democracy Has Roots in Athens But Real 
Money is No Longer Part, Suggesting Our System is 

Unsustainable as Was That of Athens in 322 BC 

Å The founding fathers, Jefferson and the Constitution. 
 

Å Immigration into the New World. 
 

ÅGreat discoveries of natural resources in the US sustain the expansion and 
quality of life. 
 

Å Dalliance with fiat currencies during the Revolutionary  and Civil Wars. 
 

Å Significance of the Mining Law of 1872 to development and sustainability of 
the US. 
 

Å Power of massive Bingham (copper)  discovery 1869 and Yerington in 1950. 
 

Å Cross of silver – 1898 – the dual currency standard. 
 
 



The American Democracy Has Roots in Athens But Real 
Money is No Longer Part of this Episode Suggesting Our 

Episode is Unsustainable as Was That of Athens in 322 BC 

Å President Roosevelt’s 1934 dalliance with open market purchase of silver. Its impact 
on China. 
 

Å Strength of the US and its military in WW I and WW II. 
 

Å The great Nixonian blunder of unilaterally decoupling the US currency from gold in 
1971 and the destruction of Bretton Woods. 

Å   
Å Disaffected environmentalists and the curtailment of natural resource exploitation – 

1960-2000. 
 

Å Unfunded entitlement economics of the Clinton and Bush Administrations – a home 
for everyone. 
 

Å Unsustainable trade deficits, uncontrollable printing of currency and the failure of 
Keynesian and Monetarist  proscriptions for governance of quality of life. 
 

Å Rise of Emerging markets and the G20 
 
 



October 24, 2010   
 
G20 cannot agree on currency 
stability or deficit targeting, Gold rises 
above $1300 and silver above $23. 

 
REAL MONEY 


