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MOST IMPORTANT INVENTION 

               How important is hay?  You might be surprised at what one of the world’s greatest scholars had to 
say. 

               As you feed alfalfa or grass hay to your horses, cows, sheep, llamas or other livestock, did you 
know you are using one of the most important inventions of the past two thousand years?  According to 
physicist Freeman Dyson, a professor at Princeton University, hay is the most important invention of the 
past two thousand years. 

               Professor Dyson explains that all the great early civilizations depended on animals like cattle for 
human food and horses and oxen for power.  Two thousand years ago civilizations like the Roman Empire 
could only exist in warm or Mediterranean climates where these animals could stay alive during winter by 
grazing.  North of the Alps, great cities could not exist because horses, oxen, and cattle could not survive. 

               At some point, someone discovered that grass could be harvested, dried, and stored to be used 
later as good feed during the winter months.  As knowledge about hay became more common, people 
began to discover that it could provide a reliable year-long feed supply for horses, oxen, and cattle.  This 
enabled civilization to move north of the Alps. 

               So it was hay that allowed populations to grow and civilizations to flourish among the forests of 
Northern Europe.  Hay is what allowed large numbers of humans to move north, transferring the greatness 
of Rome and giving birth to Vienna and Paris, to London and Berlin, and later to Moscow and New York. 

               Next time you feed hay to your animals, think about where you and your animals would be if hay 
had never been invented. 
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