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In 499 BC, the Ionian Greek rebelled against their Persian overlord. Athens sent 20 ships to aid the revolt. Bent on revenge, Darius I sent a small detachment to Attica. In 490 BC, Athens defeated the Persians on the plains of Marathon. Ten years later, Xerxes, Darius’ son, organized some 250,000 men and more than 500 ships to conquer Greece. Setting aside their differences, the Greek city-states united to defeat the Persians. The Persians crossed the waters of the Hellespont (Dardanelles) and made their way into northern Greece. Northern Greece finally fell to the Persians, who continued south, burning a deserted Athens. When it appeared that the Greeks’ spirit had been broken, the Athenian statesmen and general Themistocles lured the Persian fleet into the narrows of the Bay of Salamis. The Persian armada was destroyed by Greek ships. In 479 BC, a year after the naval victory, the Spartans defeated the Persians in the land battle of Plataea. Immediately after the wars, more than 150 cities organized a confederation, the Delian League. The league was headed by Athens, due to its wealth and navy. The League was able to drive both pirates and Persians from the Aegean Sea. Although it was a voluntary association of the Greek states seeking protection against Persia, Athens gradually dominated the League. As the Persian threat subsided, hatred for Athenian imperialism grew. The Athenian state was a direct democracy. Athens has been aptly described as a government of amateurs. Slaves enjoyed none of the freedoms that Athenians considered so precious. Slaves usually did the same work as Athenian citizens. Slaves were generally POWs. Women were another group denied legal or political rights. Democracy was found to be an indispensable form of government. Pericles, was the central figure in Athenian life during the middle of the 5th century BC. So impressive was his leadership that this period is called the Age of Pericles. During these years, Athenians achieved greatness in politics, drama, sculpture, architecture, and thought. 


