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  I suppose that for most boys of my generation the books of George Alfred Henty formed a normal part of growing up. There were many of them in

  the family’s bookcases, most having been awarded to my father and uncles as school or Sunday school prizes. Some were very fine editions indeed, with title and an illustration stamped into

  the binding in gilt, more gilt edging the pages, tissues protecting the more important plates and a silk ribbon with which to mark one’s place. The curious thing was that by the time I picked

  up my first Henty, the author had been dead for some forty years, yet he remained remarkably popular. Some of his books remained in print and were readily available; indeed, a few titles can still

  be found and a collector’s market exists for the remainder.




  Henty was no stranger to the sharp end of war. In 1854 he left Cambridge without a degree to serve in the Crimea with the Purveyor’s Department and five years later was sent to Italy to

  assist in hospital organisation during the war between Piedmont and Austria. Shortly afterwards, he left government service to become a war correspondent, a career which took him to Italy again in

  1866, to Abyssinia in 1867–8, to Paris during the Commune 1870–1, to West Africa with Wolseley 1873–4, to Spain during one of the Carlist Wars in 1874, and to the Balkans for the

  Turco-Serbian War of 1876. Gifted with immense energy, he began writing adventure stories for boys in 1868, taking as their background military or naval events as widely separated as the Punic Wars

  and the Second Boer War. Generally, they had rousing titles such as The Young Buglers or Under Drake’s Flag, their heroes were young men caught up in great events, and they

  emphasised the virtues of leadership, courage, loyalty, integrity and team spirit. The research that went into them ensured that, fictional storylines apart, they are still regarded as respectable

  reflections of military and naval history. Such was his output that by the time of his death in 1902, Henty had produced seventy books for boys, ten novels for adults and two volumes dealing with

  his personal experiences as a war correspondent. He had earned a place in The Oxford Companion to English Literature, but as his biographer, George Manville Fenn, was to put it, his real

  legacy was that he had ‘taught more lasting history to boys than all the schoolmasters of his generation’. And, one might add, of several generations to come.




  My own enjoyment of Henty’s work was enhanced by that of A. Hilliard Atteridge, one of his younger contemporaries. Atteridge did not have such a colourful career as Henty, nor was he as

  prolific, but he was a respected writer of military history and a good, clear communicator. In June 1914 he completed his book Famous Land Fights, which was intended for the general reader

  but also had the juvenile market in mind. In it he traced the evolution of land warfare from the earliest times to the present, using specific battles to illustrate the influence on tactics of

  weapon systems, organisation and terrain.




  Both Henty and Atteridge were read while a world war was in progress, and neither the former’s emphasis on the heroic virtues nor the detached analysis of the latter could conceal the fact

  that war is the most tragic, brutal, squalid, ugly and wasteful of all mankind’s activities. Unfortunately, as humanity stubbornly refuses to learn from its mistakes, war must also be

  regarded as one of history’s primary driving forces and thus cannot be ignored. To a very large extent, the wars of the past two millennia have determined where we live,

  how we are governed, how we worship, whether we consider ourselves to be free or not, and even the language we speak.




  My task is to examine the development of warfare over the past 2,000 years in as intelligible a manner as did Atteridge. I have, however, forsaken his purely narrative style, for he was neither

  the first nor the last to travel this particular road and it was not the only option. Significantly, both Sir Edward Creasy in his Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World and Major-General J.

  F. C. Fuller in his Decisive Battles of the Western World, 480 BC–1944 decided to connect their discussions of specific battles with commentaries outlining the most important

  historical and military developments of the intervening period. This method, it seemed to me, offered the greater scope to examine the evolution of warfare set within its inseparable political,

  social and technical contexts, and I have done my best to follow it throughout.
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  We tend, because we have put men on the moon and have devised the computer, to think that we are cleverer people than those who have gone before, yet all we have done is apply

  accumulated experience and scientific knowledge. No evidence exists to suggest that human nature has itself changed since mankind replaced the dinosaurs. To illustrate the point, a letter has

  survived from the days of Ancient Egypt in which the writer seeks to dissuade a younger man from abandoning his studies in order to join the army. ‘You’ll be mucked about until you

  won’t know whether you’re coming or going,’ warns the writer. ‘You’ll march till you drop, you’ll swelter and freeze, and you’ll eat the worst food

  you’ve ever tasted. There’s a real chance you’ll be injured. You’ll be lucky if you’re paid, but even then it won’t be much. All you’ll end up with is a

  crack on the head and no thanks from anyone. Is it worth it?’ Such well-intentioned letters are still written today, more often than not by those with no experience of the profession of arms

  or the counter-attractions it offers.




  Primitive men fought one another for possession of hunting-grounds, water-holes and the best caves. It was quickly apparent that families who fought as a unit stood a greater chance of survival

  than those who did not. Soon, related families banded together as clans for their own protection. In time, several clans would form a minor kingdom, which would absorb or be absorbed into other

  kingdoms to form an empire. If threatened, that empire would field an army.




  The first weapons were clubs, pointed sticks and the hunter’s sling or bow. Metal workers produced more efficient spear and arrow heads, and the long knife evolved into a sword with which

  one could slash or stab. Suddenly, the battlefield had become a terribly dangerous place. The shield, made from wicker or hide, probably provided the warrior with his first piece of protective

  armour. For those who could afford it, the helmet came next, followed by body armour. War was now becoming expensive and in the developing civilisations of the Middle East it became the State, for

  want of a better word, that was responsible for equipping its armies, the first known example being the Chaldeans in about 3500 BC. This naturally reinforced the authority of the ruler and in

  return he and his provincial governors provided security by fortifying their most important cities and towns, a process which is believed to have begun between 3000 and 2500 BC.




  Thus far, war had been waged by armies consisting almost entirely of infantry, although the Chaldeans did possess ‘war cars’ drawn by four very small horses, from which spears could

  be thrown or an archer could shoot. Selective breeding produced bigger, stronger horses which, though not yet large enough to carry a man, could as a team pull a light wicker or shaped wood chariot

  at great speed. The chariot would carry a driver, an archer and a shield bearer who would protect both. Using such weapons the Hyksos, a nomadic people, invaded Egypt in 1680 BC and completely

  defeated the simple militia opposed to them. Under Pharaoh Amosis, the Egyptians learned from their conquerors and, recognising that no one constituent arm is of greater importance than the whole,

  they raised an army in which chariot units, infantry and archers were trained to fight a mutually supportive battle under central direction. In 1600 BC the Hyksos were driven out and for the next

  century the Egyptians extended their rule northwards as far as the banks of the Euphrates.




  It was the Egyptian army which, in 1479 BC, won the Battle of Megiddo, the first recorded battle in history. Pharaoh Thutmosis III was determined to stamp out a rebellion in Palestine by the

  Kings of Megiddo and Kadesh. Leading his army by night through a narrow defile in the hills to the south of the Megiddo, he achieved complete tactical surprise. Mounting a holding action against

  the rebels’ left and centre, he threatened their right in such a manner that they believed their line of retreat to Megiddo would be cut. They immediately fled within

  the city gates and surrendered after a siege of three weeks.




  Another interesting battle involving the Egyptians was Kadesh in 1294 BC, fought between Pharaoh Rameses II and King Muwatalis of the Hittite Empire for control of Syria. Rameses, having been

  tricked into believing that the Hittites had withdrawn, was advancing northwards intent on capturing Kadesh. His army consisted of four brigades, strung out across many miles of country, plus a

  strong flank guard to the west. Rameses, leading with the Amun brigade, established a fortified camp near Kadesh, little suspecting that the Hittites were waiting in ambush east of the town. As the

  second brigade, the Ra, approached the camp it was suddenly assailed in flank by swarms of Hittite chariots and routed, its survivors fleeing north towards the camp. Rameses counter-attacked with

  the Amun, hoping to fight his way through to the Ptah, which was approaching from the south, but was quickly encircled. Luckily for him, many of the Hittites believed that the battle was won and

  left to plunder the abandoned camp. At this stage the Ptah brigade arrived and the Egyptian flank guard came in from the west, with the result that the Hittites were driven off. The fourth Egyptian

  brigade, the Seth, was not engaged and the Hittite infantry, which remained on the eastern bank of the Orontes, took no part in the fighting. Neither commander deserved high marks for his handling

  of the battle, but Rameses was sufficiently pleased with himself to record the details of the action, one of the greatest chariot battles of ancient times, on the walls of the many temples he

  built. The Egyptian chariot was superior to the Hittite vehicle and its crews used a composite bow whose long range gave them a decided advantage over their opponents, who used short-range bows,

  javelins and spears during the missile phase of the engagement. Conversely, when it came to hand-strokes it was the Hittites who fought at a decided advantage, having begun to use iron weapons

  while the Egyptians were still using bronze.




  Neither the Egyptians, nor the Hittites, nor anyone else, could stand for long against the new military super-power that was emerging in the Middle East – Assyria. Centred upon what is

  today northern Iraq, the Assyrian state had had to fight hard for survival during its early years, and quickly recognised that by conquest and plunder it could enjoy a far higher standard of living

  than was to be gained by tilling its own poor soil. In many respects it bore a startling resemblance to Nazi Germany in that it was organised solely for war, crushed internal and external

  opposition with merciless severity, deported those of its opponents who might be useful for work in the homeland, and slaughtered the rest. Likewise, its rule was based on fear, with an efficient

  secret police force reporting the slightest hint of independence on the part of its functionaries.




  The Assyrian army was the most formidable yet seen. It had first call upon manpower resources, employing conscription and call-out to maintain its strength, and its ranks included large numbers

  of subject peoples. It also had first call upon supplies of iron, absorbing the bulk of the national production. Its soldiers wore conical helmets and long mail coats made from plates stitched on

  to a leather undergarment. Chariots remained the prestige arm, the vehicles being enlarged to accommodate a second shield bearer. However, by about 1000 BC the horse had evolved to the point that

  the Assyrians became the first people to form cavalry, or, more accurately, mounted infantry units. These were of two types, spearmen and mounted archers, and it is thought that the two co-operated

  closely with the former providing a protective hedge when the latter dismounted to shoot. Together, chariots and mounted units softened up the enemy with a hail of arrows in preparation for the

  decisive infantry assault, then took up the pursuit. The infantry included units of archers, slingers and spearmen. The composite bow was used by both mounted and dismounted units, and in siege

  operations at least the latter troops were issued with a huge protective shield, curved back at the top, carried by another soldier. In addition, all infantrymen seem to have

  been equipped with a straight sword, worn on the left, and a dagger, while the spearmen were equipped with a smaller shield.




  The Assyrians were experts in fortification and siegecraft. When attacking a city they employed fighting towers with which to dominate the defences on the chosen sector, and sheds housing

  pointed rams which were used to pick stones out of a wall until it collapsed, creating a breach. These machines were wheeled and were protected by hides, being pushed against the walls under cover

  of a heavy arrow storm. Another aspect of their military engineering was the use of inflated goatskins to ferry chariots across a river.




  Logistics, too, were understood, provincial supply depots being established to feed armies on campaign. There was also a system of dispatch riders, and written orders ensured that local

  commanders knew exactly what was required of them. Whereas, however, the Third Reich did not survive its only war, the Assyrians remained the scourge of the Middle East for the better part of four

  centuries. No detailed accounts of their battles have survived, although carved reliefs and other archaeological sources show us the manner in which they fought. What is certain is that they

  sustained very few checks, and that of these some can be attributed to epidemics of various kinds. Much of their success stemmed from the fact that while their kings wielded absolute power, they

  were also first class field commanders and capable administrators.




  Like all such empires, that of Assyria had been extended beyond safe limits and decadence had begun to rot its centre; again, the purely Assyrian element of the population had been severely

  diluted by the constant importation of conquered peoples into their midst. Revolts coincided with internal power struggles, and in 612 BC an alliance of Medes, Babylonians and Scythians stormed

  Nineveh, the capital, bringing the empire to a sudden and dramatic end.




  Within sixty years of the Assyrian collapse the dominant power throughout the Middle East had become Persia, which inherited much of the Assyrian military tradition, including conscription,

  although rule through fear was largely replaced by benevolent despotism.




  Under Cyrus the Great the division appeared as a viable military formation for the first time. Each division was 10,000 strong and contained ten battalions of 1,000 men which were further

  sub-divided into 100-strong companies and 10-strong sections. In action the division was deployed in ranks ten deep, the front rank being equipped with large leather and osier shields and fighting

  spears six feet long, and the rest with bows and curved swords. The most famous of these divisions was under the King’s personal command and known as The Immortals. This élite was

  composed of selected Persians and contained its own élite battalion, The King’s Spear-bearers, selected from men of the highest social standing.




  Persian infantry provided the core of the army, supplemented by divisions raised from subject races. The Persians also deployed their own chariots, but at first cavalry contingents were provided

  by other races. Among these the Medes were prominent, but Cyrus did not trust them entirely and decided to raise Persian cavalry regiments from among his own nobility, the most prestigious of them

  being known as The Kinsmen.




  Cyrus died in 530 BC, having conquered half the known world. His son Cambyses added Egypt to the empire but died prematurely in 522. Following a power struggle a noble named Darius came to the

  throne and continued the policy of expansion until his boundaries stretched from the river Indus to the shores of Asia Minor and beyond. Such huge acquisitions of territory made immense demands on

  the army, which became increasingly reliant on the recruitment of mercenary troops to meet its commitments. Even so, it is not surprising that whoever occupied the throne of the Persian empire

  included among his titles those of Great King, King of Kings, King of Many Peopled Countries and Upholder of the World.




  Up to now the major military historical events of the ancient world have been seen through a glass darkly. Generally, the history of wars tended to be written by the

  victors, preserved on wall reliefs and stellae or in more fragmentary form on papyri or inscribed tablets. The pictures that emerge are one-sided of course, and further distorted by the

  scribe’s desire to earn the favour of his royal master. The size of the king’s army, and especially that of his expensive chariot arm, was inflated so as to emphasise his wealth and

  power, as was that of the opposing army and its casualties, in order to illustrate the scale of the victory. The enormous numbers of troops sometimes quoted are suspect given the immense quantities

  of food that would have been required to maintain them in the field. However, once the Persian empire comes into contact with the democracies of the Hellenistic world, the mists begin to roll away

  as historians with no axe to grind produce more objective versions of events.




  Contact with the Greeks introduced the Persians to a new kind of soldier. The city states of mainland Greece, though often bickering among themselves, belonged to a loose confederacy that was

  perpetuated every fourth year with a competitive athletics meeting at Olympia. Among the events were racing in armour and the Pyrrhic Dance, a team event designed to test co-ordinated movement and

  endurance, also performed in full armour. As rivalry between the states was fierce, great emphasis was placed on the physical education of their young men with a view to producing an overall high

  standard of fitness and stamina.




  In theory the city states were democracies lacking an hereditary aristocracy. In time of war, therefore, the burden fell upon the middle classes, who alone could afford to provide themselves

  with armour and weapons. Armour consisted of a crested helmet with visor, breast and back plates, greaves to protect the lower legs and a large circular shield emblazoned with the city’s

  emblem. The principal weapon was the fighting spear, eight feet long, plus a short sword for use in emergency; the shield, too, was used offensively and could be smashed into an opponent, knocking

  him to the ground or forcing him backwards. Heavy infantrymen so equipped were known as hoplites. They were formed into a phalanx eight ranks deep which would advance at a steady pace maintained by

  a rhythmic paean or war chant, with shields locked in a protective wall. It would crash into the enemy line with terrific momentum, the soldiers in the forefront – pushed on by those behind

  – stabbing over their shields at their opponents’ heads, shoulders and necks until they broke. Although the clash of these opposing phalanxes inspired a 17th-century playwright’s

  line, ‘When Greeks joined Greeks, then was the tug of war’, the evidence suggests that such encounters were of short duration and that fatal casualties were light on both sides –

  about two per cent for the victors and fifteen per cent for the losers – almost certainly because the phalanx was quite unsuited to any form of pursuit.




  The phalanx had further disadvantages. Once set in motion it could either advance or withdraw, but despite complex drill movements to adjust its depth on one or both flanks, it lacked the

  flexibility to move in any other direction. Its flanks, furthermore, were dangerously vulnerable; the effect of swordsmen breaking into the packed ranks of spearmen, only a few of whom could use

  their weapons at any one time, can well be imagined. It was in this context that the city’s poorer folk came into their own. They armed themselves with whatever they could afford, bows,

  slings, javelins, clubs, swords and light shields known as bucklers, and their principal responsibility was to act as light infantry and protect the flanks of the phalanx.




  Greece being a mountainous country, horses were few in number and for all practical purposes the armies of the city states lacked any sort of mounted arm. On the other hand, not only did they

  have a strong territorial loyalty, but their members also fought all the harder for being in the company of their kinsmen, neighbours and friends. Such motivation, added to physical fitness, was a

  powerful combination, and unlike anything the Persians had encountered before.




  Friction between Persia and the city states of mainland Greece became inevitable when some of the Ionian islands rebelled against the Great King and received Greek support. In 490 BC Darius

  decided that the Greeks must be punished. A punitive expedition was dispatched across the Aegean, landing in the Bay of Marathon. It is thought that about 20,000 troops were put ashore, including a

  cavalry contingent. Opposing them was an 11,000-strong army composed of Athenians and their allies under the command of Miltiades. At first the Greeks were seriously worried by the prospect of

  having to fight cavalry, but when a deserter informed Miltiades that the horses were being watered at springs some way to the north he decided to attack at once, having first made sure that his

  front equalled that of the Persians by thinning the centre of the phalanx, while maintaining a twelve-deep formation on either flank. This proved to be the key to success, for while the Median and

  Persian troops holding the centre of the enemy line withstood the shock and more than held their own for a time, the subject peoples on either side gave way at once. As the Greek wings wheeled

  inwards to complete the encirclement the remaining Persians bolted for their ships. The Greeks lost 194 killed, the Persians 6,400. News of the victory was carried to Athens by the famed runner

  Pheidippides, whose feat is still commemorated in the athletic event named after the battle.




  If Marathon was regarded as a great victory by the Greeks, it was held to be no more than a temporary check by the Persians. Indeed the fact that it encouraged more states to resist Persian

  incursions merely emphasised the need to bring the Greeks under control. Ten years later the Persians returned in force and in 479 BC the climactic battle of the campaign was fought at Plataea,

  eleven miles south of modern Thivai. The Persian general, Mardonius, commanded an army estimated to number 120,000, including a contingent of pro-Persian Greeks and a large cavalry element. The

  Greek army, led by Pausanias, Regent of Sparta, the most militaristic of the states, is said to have included 32,000 hoplites and 48,000 light infantry. Both sides held their positions for eight

  days without making a move. During this period, however, the Persian cavalry preyed on Pausanias’ lines of communication and poisoned his water supply, causing him to begin a tactical

  withdrawal. Mardonius promptly launched a general attack but the phalanx, operating on favourable ground, counter-attacked and drove the Persian infantry back into its stockaded camp, which was

  then stormed with great slaughter. Plutarch suggests that some 1,300 of Pausanias’ men were killed, but given the nature of the fighting this may refer solely to the hoplites, the total

  figure almost certainly being much higher. Mardonius was among the 50,000 Persians said to have been slain, a suspiciously high figure even allowing that their wounded would have been finished off.

  Whatever the respective body counts, the battle put an end to Persian dreams of conquering Greece.




  Half a century later Greece was thrown into turmoil by the long Peloponnesian War, lasting from 431 to 401 BC, which set the city states at one another’s throats. The Persian empire, too,

  had its internal troubles, and in 401 Cyrus, satrap of Lydia, decided to challenge his brother, Artaxerxes II, for the throne. Cyrus, knowing the fighting value of the Greek hoplites, followed the

  Persian tradition of hiring 13,000 of them as mercenaries to support his cause. When the two armies met at Cunaxa the Greek phalanx carried all before it. When Cyrus was killed during a huge

  chariot and cavalry mêlée on another part of the field, the remainder of his troops fled. After the battle Artaxerxes invited Clearchus, the Spartan commanding the mercenaries, to a

  feast on the pretext that no quarrel existed between them. Clearchus and his senior officers were then treacherously murdered. The junior officers declined to surrender and decided to march their

  men to the nearest friendly city, the Greek colony of Trapezus on the Black Sea, more than 1,000 miles away across the mountains of Armenia. For most of this journey, which

  took five months and is better known as ‘The March of the 10,000’, the Greeks had to fight their way through, living off the land; about 6,000 of them reached safety. The story, one of

  history’s greatest epics, was recorded by Xenophon, a young Athenian officer who played a prominent role, in his Anabasis. It was to have an enormous influence on subsequent events,

  for the survivors returned to their own cities filled with contempt for the Great King and his empire, saying that Persia belonged to any man who had the courage to attack it.




  The Persian empire had indeed entered the terminal phase of its cycle and was rotting at its core. The veterans’ words remained in the mind of one man, King Philip II of Macedonia, a

  kingdom lying to the north of mainland Greece, regarded by the rest of the Hellenistic world as being semi-barbarous. Philip was an excellent strategist and a gifted organiser who produced the

  finest army in Greek history, adapting traditional methods to suit his own requirements. Cavalry had always formed an important element in Macedonian warfare and Philip’s intention was that

  it should remain the arm of decision, exploiting any weakness in the enemy ranks and turning it to ruin. His troopers wore a helmet and cuirass and were armed with a lance long enough to penetrate

  infantry formations equipped with spears of conventional length. The corps d’élite of the cavalry was a unit known as ‘The Companions’, consisting of eight squadrons

  each between two and three hundred strong. There was also a similarly organised unit of Thessalians and a 600-strong light cavalry unit known as ‘The Scouts’.




  The bedrock upon which the Macedonian army based its tactics remained the phalanx, although this was a very different organisation from that of the city states because Macedonia lacked a middle

  class. The Macedonian phalangite was lightly equipped, but armed with an 18-foot-long pike, known as a sarissa, and he fought in battalions that were sixteen files wide and as many ranks deep,

  giving a strength of 256 men in each. As both hands were needed to handle the pike, shields could not be carried, but troops in the front rank had a small buckler strapped to their left arm. In

  fact, the protection afforded by rank on rank of lowered pikes was similar to that of a quickset hedge in which most missiles would be caught among the shafts; again, the length of the pikes

  prevented the enemy from striking directly against the phalangites themselves. As usual, the flanks of the phalanx were protected by light troops. In this context, Philip was not averse to

  employing units contributed by allied or subject peoples. These included Thracian light cavalry, Agrianian javelin throwers and Cretan archers.




  In addition, Philip’s army included 3,000 hypaspists (shield-bearers). These were regular troops, armed and equipped very similarly to conventional hoplites. Deployed in 1,000-strong

  battalions, their duties were various and included the provision of a hard link between the cavalry and the phalanx once battle had been joined, and the storming of fortifications. In broken or

  mountainous terrain where the phalanx could not operate, they played the traditional role of heavy infantry.




  Philip possessed a siege train that was the wonder of the age. It consisted of towers and rams that could be broken down and carried by pack animals, and portable stone-throwing catapults and

  ballistae that shot darts, both powered by twisted skeins, which could be used in siege operations and in the field. The army also had an expert engineering element which took care of

  bridge-building, water supply and mining operations. In the opinion of Field Marshal Montgomery, the Macedonian army ‘was the best balanced and most powerful army of ancient times – an

  army equipped to fight in any type of country and against any enemy’. As if this was not enough, Philip possessed a secret weapon. Active military operations were customarily suspended during

  winter and in accordance with the seasonal demands of agriculture, but Philip managed his troops’ supplies so efficiently that they could campaign throughout the year. Their opponents thus faced a stark choice between severe economic dislocation if they remained in the field, and submission if they did not.




  Having made himself master of all Greece and secured a mandate from the representatives of the city states for an invasion of the Persian empire, Philip was assassinated in 336 BC. He was

  succeeded by his 20-year-old son Alexander, who spent the next two years ruthlessly eliminating all rivals to the throne and securing his home base before continuing with Philip’s grand

  design. Handsome, charismatic and a natural leader, he combined a streak of cruelty with unfailing courtesy towards women and consideration for his troops. Some generals are brilliant strategists,

  others are masters of the tactical battle. Alexander was both and as such was admired by subsequent great commanders from Scipio Africanus to Napoleon Bonaparte.




  The Macedonian army, consisting of just 4,500 cavalry and 30,000 infantry, crossed the Dardanelles into Asia Minor in 334 BC. As the veterans of Cunaxa had predicted, the Great King’s army

  which opposed it was but a shadow of its former self and within four years the Persian empire had ceased to exist. Only three pitched battles were required, but along the way Alexander secured his

  flank by subduing the enemy province of Egypt and besieging walled cities loyal to the Great King. The most important of these sieges was that of almost impregnable Tyre, which had once held out

  against the dreaded Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II for thirteen years, but fell to Alexander after only seven months.




  Having been defeated at Granicus in 334 and again at Issus in the following year, the Great King, Darius III, sensed impending disaster and offered Alexander a huge bribe, half his empire and

  the hand of his daughter in marriage. Alexander would have none of it and closed in for the kill, the two armies meeting at Gaugamela near Arbela, not far from the overgrown ruins of Nineveh on the

  left bank of the Tigris. Darius’ host was but a ghost of that fielded by his ancestors, and although it numbered about 200,000 men its quality was uneven. The Kinsmen and other cavalry units

  remained formidable opponents, but among the infantry the Immortals were only a memory, their place taken by Greek mercenaries, Persians equipped as hoplites but lacking their training, and tribal

  levies of indifferent motivation from the four corners of the empire. Darius had selected the battlefield because it was flat and therefore suited his mobile arm; he had even levelled it further to

  ensure the rapid movement of the 200 scythe-armed chariots he had dug out, a branch of service that was rapidly sliding into obsolescence as cavalry absorbed its previous functions. He also had

  fifteen war elephants, although these do not seem to have formed a major element in his plans.




  Alexander’s army was the largest he ever commanded, having been reinforced by Greek mercenaries and three more cavalry units, so that its strength amounted to 7,000 cavalry and 40,000

  infantry. Even so, the Persian line extended far beyond his own and as a precaution his cavalry on each wing offered a refused flank and his centre was backed by a second-line phalanx composed of

  Greek infantry.




  During its approach march the Macedonian army inclined somewhat to its right. Darius, seeing that if this movement continued the action would be fought off the stretch of specially prepared

  ground, sent his left-wing cavalry to halt it. A fierce cavalry combat ensued in which the Greeks succeeded in holding their own, with difficulty. At this point Darius launched his chariots in the

  hope that they would throw the phalanx into disorder. Instead, they ran into the Greek light infantry screen, consisting of Agrianian javelin men and Macedonian archers. The horses, driven mad by a

  rain of missiles, quickly became unmanageable. Many of the crews were killed by opponents so nimble that they ran beside the horses and cut their the reins. The surviving charioteers galloped

  harmlessly on through lanes opened for them by the hypaspists and the battalions of the phalanx, only to be killed by the Greek second line.




  Hardly had this drama ended than Alexander spotted the movement of a Persian cavalry unit, dispatched by Darius to join the mêlée on the Greek right. This

  opened the gap in the enemy centre for which Alexander had been waiting. He immediately exploited it with the Companions, the hypaspists and four battalions of the phalanx, ripping through the

  Persian ranks in a wedge formation. Darius quickly took flight, pursued by Alexander and the Companions, and the entire Persian centre collapsed in rout.




  Simultaneously, however, the right wing Persian cavalry had charged the Thessalian cavalry on the Greek left. This was soon in such difficulty that its commander, Parmenion, sent numerous

  requests for assistance to Alexander. The commanders of the two left-hand battalions of the phalanx, seeing the danger, wheeled left to cover Parmenion’s right flank. This had the effect of

  opening a gap in left-centre of the Greek line and through it galloped a large force of Indian and Persian cavalry, though their intention was neither to complete Parmenion’s destruction, nor

  even to fight for Darius, but simply to plunder. They rode through the gaps in the reserve phalanx to the Greek camp where they overwhelmed the Thracian guards and proceeded to help themselves

  until chased off by phalangites from the second line.




  By degrees, word of Darius’ flight reached the Persian cavalry on each wing and they disengaged. Alexander, having at last learned of Parmenion’s situation, was returning to his

  assistance when he ran into the Indians and Persians who had just looted his camp. Another fierce cavalry combat ensued, ending with the death of 60 of the Companions and most of their

  opponents.




  The huge Persian army was now streaming away in rout. Just how many died on the battlefield and in the general pursuit is uncertain, but many more were drowned in the fast-flowing river Lycus,

  where the one bridge was quickly choked with panic-stricken fugitives. What is certain is that Alexander’s recorded loss of 300 killed was but small fraction of the Persian casualties.




  When Darius was murdered by his own satraps Alexander became ruler of the entire Middle East. Further campaigns and victories would follow, taking him as far as the Indus. In India, however, his

  Macedonians made it clear that they would march no farther from home and he returned to Babylon, where he died suddenly in 323 BC. His huge but short-lived empire was divided by his generals among

  themselves.




  Meanwhile, far to the west, a new and even more impressive military power was beginning to emerge. In 340 BC Rome became leader of the Latin League and by 280 BC had become the pre-eminent city

  of Italy. At first the Roman army had consisted of a citizen militia of spearmen which was equipped and fought in a similar manner to the Greek phalanx. Experience, particularly against the Celts,

  produced a new sort of organisation, the legion, the hallmark of which was tactical flexibility. Each legion contained between four and five thousand infantry and 300 cavalry, the former being

  divided into tactical sub-units known as maniples. These consisted of 40 lightly armed skirmishers and three groups called principes, hastati and triarii, each commanded by a centurion. The younger

  principes and the hastati were each about 120 strong and armed with two heavy throwing javelins (pila), a short thrusting sword and a long oval shield. The veteran triarii, as their name suggests,

  formed the third rank and were additionally equipped with a thrusting spear. The legion’s field officers were six tribunes, drawn from the republic’s aristocratic and political classes,

  who took it in turn to command, and herein lay a potential source of trouble since their respective abilities and experience were bound to differ.




  This was also true at the higher command levels and was to be demonstrated on several occasions, notably during Rome’s second war against Carthage. At Cannae on 2 August 216 BC an army

  consisting of eight Roman and eight allied legions, with 80,000 infantry and 7,000 cavalry, was butchered by a Carthaginian army numbering only 40,000 infantry and 10,000

  cavalry. Exercising command of the Roman army on alternate days were the Consuls Aemilius Paulus and Terentius Varro, while commanding the Carthaginians was Hannibal, who possessed a tactical

  genius similar to Alexander’s and who had already defeated Roman armies at the Trebbia (218 BC) and Lake Trasimene (217 BC).




  Varro first threw away his numerical superiority by deciding to smash through his opponent’s centre using sheer mass; the doubling of his maniples’ depth shortened his front until it

  corresponded to Hannibal’s. The Carthaginian infantry was formed with the Spaniards and Gauls in a convex crescent in the centre, and African troops on either side. Both armies deployed their

  cavalry on the flanks. The Roman cavalry was defeated on both wings but in the centre the legions were apparently successful, pushing back the Spaniards and Gauls until their convex line had become

  concave. At this point Gnaius Servilius, commanding the Roman infantry, sensed victory and committed more troops to the struggle. This was exactly what Hannibal wanted and at the critical moment he

  ordered the hitherto lightly engaged African divisions to wheel inwards in a double envelopment. As they did so, the rallied Carthaginian cavalry fell on the Roman rear, compressing the legionaries

  so tightly within a pocket that many of them were unable to use their weapons. Perhaps 8,000 desperate men managed to fight their way out, but the remainder were slaughtered where they stood.




  If, in the immediate aftermath of the battle, Hannibal had possessed a siege train capable of taking Rome, the subsequent history of the world might have been different, but he had no such train

  and his government at home did not support him. The result was that while his own army slowly wasted away, Rome recovered from the disaster and, under Publius Cornelius Scipio, concentrated on the

  destruction of Carthaginian power in Spain. Scipio, having learned the lessons of Cannae, abandoned the concept of mass attack and adopted instead the flexible advance of successive lines of

  cohorts, each of three maniples, with the object of turning his opponents’ flanks; further, the spear was relegated to use as a missile and much heavier reliance was placed on the short

  stabbing sword for close-quarter combat. By 206 BC the Carthaginians had been driven out of Spain and the war was carried into Africa itself. In 202BC Hannibal, recalled

  from Italy to defend Carthage, met Scipio at Zama, some 60 miles south-west of modern Tunis, with an army greatly inferior to that which had won his great victories, and was easily defeated.




  The humbling of Carthage marked a watershed in the history of Rome in that henceforth she embarked on a career of expansion throughout the Mediterranean and beyond. This brought her into

  conflict with King Philip V of Macedonia. The contest between the Greek and Roman way of war was resolved at Cynoscephalae in 197 BC. This was an encounter battle in which each side sought

  possession of a ridge which had previously separated them. Philip’s phalanx bundled the Roman left down the ridge but on the opposite flank the Macedonians, still deploying, were pushed up

  the hillside. At this point, acting on his own initiative, a Roman tribune led twenty maniples, probably of triarii, along the ridge and fell on the flank and rear of the phalanx, which

  disintegrated in confusion amid heavy loss of life.




  At this time the legions were formed from conscripts who served a six-year term, but during the next century the army underwent a series of radical reforms, notably at the hands of Gaius Marius.

  Initially only those who owned property had been eligible to serve, but the lowering of this qualification opened a military career to a great mass of men who had hitherto been excused service on

  the grounds that they had no stake in the state’s continuing welfare. Thus, by degrees an army of disciplined conscripts was replaced by one of professional soldiers, a process accelerated by

  the need for the legions to serve progressively farther from home as the Roman sphere of influence expanded. Another logical step was the standardisation and mass production of the soldier’s weapons and equipment, including his sword, shield and mail shirt. Training programmes placed strong emphasis on physical fitness, which was produced by running in full

  equipment, route marches, some of which had to be completed at speed, and incessant sword drill. On the march the legionary carried his personal baggage, thereby reducing the size of the

  unit’s mule train. Thus heavily burdened, the Roman soldiers of the period referred to themselves as ‘Marius’ Mules’.




  Marius is also credited with increasing the size of the legion to a nominal strength of between 5,000 and 6,000 men and a radical reform of its internal organisation in which the original 30

  maniples were formally replaced by ten cohorts each of six centuries, giving a total of 60 centuries. It was Marius, too, who introduced the Eagle as the principal standard of each legion,

  replacing the diverse emblems formerly carried, thereby reminding its soldiers that while they were right to take pride in their legion’s seniority, history, achievements and traditions, it

  was to Rome that their loyalty lay. In theory the idea was respected; in practice the legionary remained loyal to his legion and his general.




  The last century before the birth of Christ was marked by several important developments. In 91 BC Rome’s Italian allies initiated a successful rebellion known as the Social War. This

  ended with all Italians living south of the river Po being granted Roman citizenship with all its rights and privileges, including eligibility to serve in the legions. The result was to increase

  the number of legions, while the auxiliary role previously performed by the former allies as cavalry, light infantry, slingers and archers was henceforth carried out by non-Roman units raised in

  the provinces.




  The period was also marked by civil wars and a slave revolt led by a former gladiator, Spartacus, which was only put down with the greatest difficulty. In 60 BC three successful military

  commanders, Marcus Licinius Crassus, Gnaius Pompeius (Pompey) and Gaius Julius Caesar, formed an informal association known as the Triumvirate which exercised political control in Rome.




  From 58 BC to 51 BC Caesar was engaged in the conquest of Gaul. During 55 BC and 54 BC he carried out two raids on southern Britain, partly intended as reconnaissances in force and partly as

  punitive expeditions to discourage the Britons from sending reinforcements to the Gauls. The Romans were immediately confronted with a number of problems with which they were unfamiliar, including,

  during the first raid, an opposed landing in tidal waters near Dover. The shoreline and dominant cliffs were crowded with the Britons’ infantry, cavalry and chariots, against whom the heavily

  encumbered legionaries, compelled to jump into deep water from their transports, were unable to make the slightest headway. Caesar ordered his war galleys to run themselves ashore on the

  enemy’s right, then engage the enemy with their catapults, ballistae, slingers and archers. This caused the Britons to retire up the beach out of range. The Romans, however, had been shaken

  and continued to hesitate until the standard-bearer of the 10th Legion led the way ashore, shouting, ‘Jump down, comrades, unless you want to surrender our Eagle to the enemy! I, at any rate,

  mean to do my duty by my country and my general!’ This had the desired result, for rather than endure the disgrace of a lost Eagle the soldiers piled ashore to fight under the nearest leader

  until the Britons had been driven off.




  The second factor which unnerved the legionaries was the Britons’ use of chariots, of which they had had no experience, these vehicles having all but disappeared from the battlefields of

  the classical world. Furthermore, as Caesar tells us, the Britons used them in a unique and very dangerous way.




  ‘In chariot fighting the Britons begin by driving all over the field hurling javelins, and generally the terror inspired by the horses and the noise of the wheels is sufficient to throw

  their opponents’ ranks into disorder. Then, after making their way between the squadrons of their own cavalry, they jump down from their chariots and fight on foot while their charioteers

  retire a short distance from the battle and place the chariots so that their masters, if hard pressed, have an easy means of retreat to their own lines. Thus they combine the

  mobility of cavalry with the staying power of infantry, and by daily training they obtain such proficiency that even on a steep slope they are able to control the horses at full gallop and to check

  and turn them very quickly. They can run along a chariot pole, stand on the yoke, and get back into the chariot in a trice.’




  In essence, Caesar is describing the tactics of mounted infantry, an arm of service which was to disappear from the battlefield for long periods and reappear periodically to meet particular

  tactical demands. Even when he had cavalry at his disposal Caesar never quite found an answer to the Britons’ chariots. Equally, once the Romans became used to them, the latter made little

  impression on the legions, since men fighting as individuals in loose open order cannot defeat those fighting as a team in close formation.




  Elsewhere, Caesar’s fellow triumvir Crassus had run his head into a noose. A vain, silly man, he was bitterly jealous of Caesar’s success and in 54 BC, while serving as proconsul for

  Syria, he provoked a conflict with neighbouring Parthia in the hope of adding to his own laurels. Disregarding advice, he launched an invasion at the head of a 39,000-strong army, consisting in the

  main of marching legionaries. He crossed the Euphrates and entered an area of semi-desert plain near Carrhae, known today as Haran. Here the trudging column was suddenly assailed by swarms of

  mounted archers. As men began to drop the column halted to form square. This merely provided the enemy, circling just beyond reach, with a larger target. The Parthian general, Surenas, brought up a

  camel train from which his archers regularly replenished their quivers. Amid broiling heat and the tortures of thirst, the Romans’ ordeal continued until, in desperation, Crassus

  counter-attacked with the legions’ small cavalry detachments and the fittest of his infantry. The counter-attack group, 6,000 strong, was quickly swallowed up and slaughtered to a man. Next,

  Crassus decided to retreat, abandoning his 4,000 wounded, to whom no mercy was shown. The following day the pattern of fighting was repeated and when Crassus requested terms he was treacherously

  killed. Only 5,000 Romans reached safety; 10,000 more were sold into slavery, and the bones of the remainder were left to whiten in the desert. The lesson was that in this sort of environment

  infantry are at the mercy of an enemy who employs firepower and mobility, unless they possess comparable firepower and access to water.




  In 52 BC Pompey was illegally appointed sole Consul by the Senate. Two years later Caesar declined to obey an order to disband his army and marched on Rome. During a bitter series of civil wars

  lasting until 30 BC the legions fought and killed one another across the Roman world. Pompey was assassinated in 48 BC. Four years later Caesar, having made himself the autocratic ruler of Rome and

  been accorded the title of Imperator, was also murdered. His nephew, Gaius Julius Caesar Octavian, emerged victorious from the ensuing power struggle and was also granted the title of Imperator. In

  27 BC the Senate conferred on him the name Augustus and with it status approaching that of a god. The Roman Republic was dead; the Roman Empire had been born.




  So far, warfare at sea has barely been mentioned, although this was of critical importance in such struggles as those between the Greek city states and the wars between Rome and Carthage. It

  was, in fact, regarded simply as an extension of land warfare and, given the weapons available, this is hardly surprising. The warship was the galley, driven by sail in normal circumstances but

  powered by banks of oars in action. Fleets of galleys were deployed like armies, with wings, a centre and a reserve. For success, individual captains relied on splintering the enemy’s oars,

  ramming and boarding. As opposing ships converged, their catapults and ballistae would exchange projectiles; for obvious reasons, combustible materials were much favoured, including the notorious

  Greek fire which had some of the properties of napalm and was either thrown in frangible pots or pumped from a primitive flame-thrower. At close range, archers and slingers

  would start picking off the enemy crew. If boarding were necessary, it would be carried out by a complement of soldiers whose numbers formed a small percentage of the crew in relation to the number

  of rowers required. Boarding, however, depended upon the proximity and angle of the opposing vessel and could be difficult and dangerous. In this connection the Romans found an answer with the

  corvus (crow), a bridge with a large spike on its outer end. This was dropped on to the deck of the enemy ship where the spike embedded itself in the timber, holding the two vessels close-grappled

  while the boarders rushed across.




  This type of sea warfare would continue until the middle of the 16th century, and in some navies war galleys would remain in service until the 19th century. It was the soldiers who gave the

  orders; the task of the seamen being simply to transport them wherever they wanted to go and handle the ship in action. This remained true even outside the Mediterranean. The medieval tubs which

  fought at Sluys (AD 1340) were fitted with fore- and stern-castles for use by archers, and the fighting itself resembled an infantry battle fought at sea.




  From this very brief survey of the art of war until the beginnings of the Roman Empire it becomes apparent that many developments that we consider to be relatively recent were already understood

  very thoroughly during ancient and classical times. These included the recognition of the fact that, in one form or another, an army should include infantry, a mobile arm and a missile arm, plus

  adequate engineering and logistic elements, if it were to achieve all the tasks it was likely to be set; familiarity with every possible tactical manoeuvre including out-flanking, double

  envelopment and penetration of the centre; the uses of firepower, mobility, shock action, attrition, intelligence-gathering and surprise; and appreciation of unit esprit de corps and the

  maintenance of morale. These fundamentals were not to change although, as we shall see, the way they were applied would be influenced by the development of weapon systems and changing historical

  circumstances.




  





  


 

 


 


 


 


 

 

Commentary I – The Early Roman Empire
 
 
 

 


 


 


 


Our study proper begins with the Imperial Roman Army, which is very convenient because its inception coincides approximately with the start of the Christian era, the precise date of which is still a matter for discussion between theologians, plus the fact that it was an army whose basic elements are all to be found in the armies of today.


Augustus established the strength of the Roman regular army at 28 legions, each with a nominal strength of 6,000 men, producing a total of approximately 168,000, plus an equal number of auxiliaries recruited from the empire’s provinces. Most authorities suggest that the actual strength of the Augustan legion was about 4,800 men. The 2nd to 10th Cohorts were all 480 strong and had 80 men in each of their six centuries. On the other hand, the 1st Cohort, including as it did the legion’s administrative personnel and specialist tradesmen, consisted of six (later five) ‘double centuries’, giving it an approximate strength of 800 men. The legion also included a 120-strong cavalry element and its own artillery. The latter, it has been suggested, included powerful ballistae that shot heavy darts, issued on the scale of one per century and mounted on mule-drawn carts, and catapults capable of hurling large stones, issued on the scale of one per cohort. These weapons did not form a specialist sub-unit and seem to have been manned from within the centuries. On the other hand, the existence of what were obviously artillery training grounds confirms that the crews trained and carried out practice shoots in groups. In action it was logical that they should be brigaded together as appropriate, concentrating their fire on a particular sector of the enemy’s battle line or defences prior to an attack. The legion, therefore, was an all-arms battle group which, because of its size, has been compared to a modern brigade group, although in contemporary terms its importance equated more with that of a division.


The legionary himself was a long-service professional who enlisted for 26 years. In theory at least, he was paid regularly and at the end of his service he received a gratuity and a grant of land. His pay was subject to a number of stoppages, including the burial fund and the annual ‘camp dinner’, the latter probably being held to commemorate a special event in the legion’s history. He trained hard, often with heavier packs and weapons than he would use on active service. In addition to the sort of training that has already been mentioned, he would become adept at producing an entrenched camp very quickly. Every so often the legion would be subjected to the equivalent of a modern Fit For Role Inspection, during which the inspecting officer would cast a critical eye over its speed-marching, entrenching abilities, drill and weapon training; as today, this would end with an encouraging speech to the troops, any reservations being saved for private discussion with the legion’s senior officers. When he was not training or on active service, the legionary could find himself employed on a wide variety of engineering tasks. Under expert guidance, he constructed long, straight roads, bridges, walled camps and frontier defences. The Roman passion for order ensured that bases and camps throughout the Empire had an almost identical internal layout whatever the size of the unit occupying them. Their entire internal area was occupied by the headquarters building, barrack blocks, storehouses and workshops, the parade and training ground being a cleared space outside the walls.


Off duty, the legionary lived with seven of his comrades in a barrack room divided in two, the outer half containing stands for armour and equipment. His major diversion was the bath house, which served as a sort of canteen and leisure centre and was located outside the walls. Wine shops, brothels and other amenities existed nearby. Because the military authorities believed that bachelors made the best soldiers, the legionary was forbidden to marry until he was discharged. On the other hand, if he formed a relationship it was respected and any male offspring therefrom was styled ex castris and was entitled to join the legion in due course; many did.
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Standardisation of equipment and centralised manufacture gave the Roman Army an advantage over many of its opponents.


 


If he showed promise the legionary would be promoted to decanus (chief of ten) and given responsibility for a section. If he continued to make satisfactory progress the next step on the promotion ladder would be optio, or second in command of a century. His promotion to centurion would be a matter for serious discussion. He was unlikely to attain the rank before he was thirty because these men were the backbone of the army and set a high standard. A strict pecking order existed among them, the most recently promoted being given command of the 6th Century of the 10th Cohort, while the most senior commanded the 1st Century of the 1st Cohort. The latter, known as the Primus Pilus or First Spear, was a soldier of immense experience and accumulated wisdom whose opinions were sought and respected by the legion’s senior officers. His appointment was intended to last for one year, but was sometimes extended well beyond that. The centurion has no precise parallel in a modern army, because his status clearly exceeded that of the warrant officer yet did not quite equate with commissioned rank. But it was possible for an outstanding Primus Pilus to end his career in the commissioned rank of Praefectus Castrorum, enabling him to administer and train the legion but not command it in the field.


The officers commanding the legion were still drawn from the aristocratic and senatorial classes, the slightly suspect theory being that he who rules in peace can also command in war. There was, however, one important change from the days of the Republic in that the legion now had a permanent commanding officer, known as the Legate, who was appointed directly by the Emperor. His second-in-command, usually a nobleman waiting to enter the Senate, was designated Tribunus Laticlavius. Five more tribunes completed the commissioned rank strata. In settled times the officers tended to live with their families and slaves outside the legionary base.


During this period the legionary’s mail shirt was replaced by articulated plate armour, consisting of iron strips that buckled together across the chest, back and shoulders, providing the wearer with protection without restricting his freedom of movement. His helmet was improved by fitting it with a neck guard and cheek pieces. His shield has been described as the best designed of the Classical period. Oblong in shape, it had a pronounced convex curve and consisted of several layers of wood strips covered with hide and overlaid with linen on which an Imperial or legionary emblem could be painted, the whole being edged with a bronze strip and fitted with a metal boss to protect the hand grip. On approaching his opponent, the legionary hurled his pilum at him. If it struck home, well and good. If it stuck in his shield, that was also very satisfactory because the shank behind the head was deliberately left untempered so that it bent on impact; this unbalanced the shield, which would become useless if several long, bent pila were sticking in it. The legionary would next smash into his opponent with his own shield, hoping to destroy his balance, and wade in with his short stabbing sword. Enemies such as the Celts who used their longer swords as slashing weapons thus fought at a disadvantage, because in raising their arms to strike a blow they exposed the right side and armpit to thrusts delivered with trained rapidity and force. Furthermore the legion’s flexible organisation enabled centuries and cohorts to relieve one another from the forefront of the battle line very rapidly, which meant of course that the enemy’s tiring front ranks remained under constant pressure from fresh troops.


Before leaving the purely Roman element of the Imperial Army, it is necessary to mention one further unit. Because the legions were deployed along far-flung frontiers, the Praetorian Guard had been founded by Augustus to provide a personal bodyguard and a local force with which to maintain control of Rome itself. It consisted originally of nine 500-strong cohorts, but unlike some of history’s later Guard units, it was not formed from veterans who had already distinguished themselves in the field. The Praetorians were recruited locally, enjoyed better pay and higher terminal gratuities than the legionaries, and they enlisted for only sixteen years. Occasionally part of the Guard would accompany the Emperor on campaign, but most of its time was spent amid the fleshpots of the capital. Naturally the rest of the Army disliked the Praetorians and their privileged lifestyle, although envy was far from being the only reason. In theory the Praetorians were above politics; in reality they were corruptible to the point that they influenced politics and even the succession to the throne. To this day the term Praetorian has a grubby connotation.


With so much territory to secure and a limit on the Italian manpower available, Augustus reinforced the army with auxiliary units (auxilia) recruited in the provinces, thereby doubling its size. There were various types of auxiliary unit of which the infantry cohort and the cavalry regiment (ala) were the most common. These took their name from the province in which they were raised but usually served in other parts of the Empire. So it was that the garrison of Britain included auxiliary units which had been raised in Spain, Gaul, Lower Germany, Dalmatia, Syria and elsewhere. Like the legionaries, the auxiliary soldiers were long-service professionals serving for pay. Promotion to centurion or troop leader was made from within their own ranks, though commanding officers were either Romans or exceptional men brought in from other auxiliary units. At the end of their service auxiliaries and their families were rewarded with Roman citizenship.


Most auxiliary infantry cohorts fought in the same manner as the legions. Their equipment had the look of Roman hand-me-downs, consisting of a simpler helmet, a flat oval shield and a mail shirt, although articulated plate armour does seem to have been issued to some units. The same sword was used, but the pilum was replaced by a short spear. In addition to these conventional infantry units, there were cohorts of archers recruited in the Middle East as well as slingers.


The small number of cavalrymen serving within the legions gave the auxiliary cavalry regiments an added importance. The regiment had a nominal strength of 480 and was divided into sixteen troops of 30 men, each commanded by a decurion. The trooper wore a large helmet, mail or scale body armour, and carried an oval or hexagonal shield. His weapons included a spear and a long straight sword. There were also a number of light cavalry units, including mounted archers from the Middle East. Heavy cavalry made its appearance under the Emperor Hadrian with the formation of the first of several fully armoured lancer regiments known as cataphracti, clearly intended to combine shock action with mobility.


The Empire continued the expansionist policy of its predecessor. As Dr Brian Dobson points out in Warfare in the Ancient World, this produced a recurring cycle of events. Easy victories over the tribal levies of frontier kings would be followed, sooner or later, by bloody rebellions that were put down with total ruthlessness. If the enemy incapable of beating the Roman army in the field, resorted to guerrilla warfare and declined to accept terms, the policy of vastatio (the root of our word devastation) was applied. His farms would be laid waste, his stock driven off and his villages burned, the slightest resistance being sufficient to provoke a massacre; the survivors, men, women and children, were then dispersed or sold into slavery.


Despite this, the Roman establishment was shrewd enough to recognise that certain areas existed where such benefits as might accrue from continued occupation did not balance either the military or economic cost involved. One such, as we shall see, was Germany where the frontier was finally set along the river barriers of the Rhine and the Danube. Another was northern Britain where, in the second century, the frontier was pushed north from Hadrian’s Wall, running between the Tyne and the Solway, to the Antonine Wall, running between the Forth and the Clyde, but withdrawn to the original line after only twenty years.


 


  

 

THE TEUTOBURGER WALD, AD 9



 
 

 


During the years immediately preceding the birth of Christ, Augustus decided to extend the northern frontier of the Empire from the Rhine to the Elbe, his intention being to create a buffer province that would halt German incursions into Gaul, which had now been pacified and begun to prosper. This was achieved against ferocious resistance from the German tribes, but by AD 5 the Emperor’s adopted son, Tiberius, had quelled all opposition and imposed the Roman will on the sullenly resentful population.


The following year he was recalled to put down a serious revolt in Pannonia. He was replaced by Publius Quintilius Varus, who had married into the Imperial family and until recently had been governor of Syria. Varus, described as ‘a man of mild character and quiet disposition, somewhat slow in mind as he was in body, more accustomed to the leisure of the camp than actual service in war’, epitomised the basic flaw in the Roman command system. The tribes seemed quiet enough and as some of their leaders had even begun to adopt Roman ways the prospect of a rising seemed remote.


Varus brought with him the sybaritic lifestyle of Syria and his self-indulgent example spread downwards and began to affect the troops. There were, too, despite appearances to the contrary, many Germans who were willing to take advantage of the fact, given an appropriate opportunity. One such was a young nobleman of the Cherusci named Arminius, who had served as an auxiliary with the Roman army and actually been elevated to equestrian rank. Despite this, he was driven by a deep hatred of Rome, equalled only by that for his pro-Roman uncle, Segestes, who had refused him his daughter’s hand in marriage, a problem which was solved by an elopement.


Arminius was simultaneously planning a rising, but knowing that he could not hope to beat the legions in open combat, he organised this in a most ingenious way while still apparently remaining loyal to Varus. Such a major undertaking could hardly be kept secret and Segestes provided Varus with ample warning. The governor, however, believed that such accusations of treason were merely an extension of the family quarrel and did nothing.


In AD 9 the Roman garrison of Germany consisted of five legions, three of which, XVII, XVIII and XIX, were present with Varus in the Minden area. As a result of the softer regime permitted by the governor, the soldiers not only had women, children and camp-followers with them, a total of 10,000 non-combatants, but also a long convoy of unwieldy baggage wagons which had taken the place of the legions’ more usual mule trains.
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The Legions’ senior officers were patricians performing one stage of their senatorial careers. Generally they were men in their early thirties who received their appointments direct from the Emperor. Middle-ranking officers and commanders of auxiliary units were drawn from the equites (knights) who formed the municipal aristocracies of Italy and the provinces.


 


In September or October Varus was preparing to march back to his winter quarters at Aliso (modern Haltern) on the Lippe when he received word that an apparently minor rising had taken place near the Weser. This was intended by Arminius to draw him off his route into the difficult country of the Teutoburger Wald, where the main rebel force was waiting to ambush the column. The area where the battle was fought has never been precisely identified for the very good reason that it stretched along many miles of terrain which, as quoted by Sir Edward Creasy, consisted of ‘a table-land intersected by numerous deep and narrow valleys, which in some places form small plains, surrounded by steep hills and rocks only accessible by narrow defiles. All the valleys are traversed by rapid streams, shallow in the dry season, but subject to sudden swelling in autumn and winter. The vast forests which cover the summits and slopes of the hills consist chiefly of oak; there is little underbrush, and both men and horse could move with ease if the ground were not broken by gullies or rendered impractical by fallen trees.’ On balance this description fits the hills in the Detmold area, particularly the Grotenburg.


Despite warnings from friendly Germans that he was heading for serious trouble, Varus decided to put down the rising. Having reached this decision, a less complacent commander would have detached the camp-followers and wagon train and sent them by the direct route to Aliso, under escort. Varus chose to keep them with him and thus multiplied his problems manifold. The third factor, which would aggravate his situation still further and materially assist his attackers, was incessant, drenching rain.


We do not know exactly what happened, although by piecing together the evidence of the very few survivors, escapees and others, contemporary historians have left us enough to trace the general course of events. At first, it seems that Arminius and his auxiliaries, still above suspicion, remained with the column and acted as guides; the first hint that something was wrong came with their disappearance during the night.


The column had now entered the area of difficult terrain in which Arminius had laid his ambush. Next day the legionaries were fully employed in dragging wagons out of the mud, cutting a track through the wilderness and building causeways across the swollen streams, when the Germans struck. The camp-followers were slaughtered, draught animals killed, and isolated groups of soldiers cut down. Amid a rain of spears and other missiles the column fought its way slowly forward until an area of clear ground was reached. On this, with their customary speed and efficiency, the Romans constructed a fortified camp for the night.


Next morning they marched out and deployed for battle. Arminius did not oblige; nor did he have to, because he was achieving the desired results by fighting in his own way on ground of his own choosing. The column was reformed and the march continued, immediately attracting further attacks. The going, already dreadful, became even more difficult, and the Germans sought to block further progress with barricades made from felled trees. Too late, it was decided that better progress would be made if the wagons were abandoned. At this point something like a breakdown in discipline occurred as the legionaries ran to collect their belongings. Arminius promptly launched a general attack which seems to have succeeded in cutting the column into several sections. Varus, badly wounded during one attack, clearly accepted that further advance was impossible and gave the order to withdraw, hoping to break out of the forest and reach Aliso.


This merely encouraged the Germans. By nightfall it was apparent that the column, disorganised, burdened with many wounded, and under frequent attack, was trapped. One section seems to have struggled to build itself a fortified camp, but it was a small, incomplete thing, incapable of offering determined resistance for long.


During the night Varus and his senior officers, recognising that the entire command was doomed, committed suicide rather than face capture. Leaving the troops to their fate as it did, their act was the ultimate self-indulgence. Next morning the rain intensified until it became difficult to keep a footing on the slippery hillsides. Under Vala Numonius, the legionary cavalry tried to break out. Their formation broken by the forest terrain, their horses floundering in the trampled mud, the troopers were hunted down and killed to a man.


Now grim-faced and silent, the legionaries responded to quiet words of command, forming defensive squares. Discipline and comradeship took hold, enabling them to beat off one attack after another. Gradually, their numbers thinned and two Eagles were lost. Perhaps some groups managed to hold out for a day or two longer.


A dreadful fate awaited those who were taken alive. In applying their policy of vastatio the Romans had shown no mercy to the Germans and they could expect none in return. The Germans were also in a particularly savage mood, which suggests that they had paid dearly for their victory Some of their captives they nailed to trees, some they buried alive, and others they sacrificed to their forest gods on makeshift altars.


Arminius next led his army to besiege Aliso itself. The garrison was commanded by a very capable officer, Lucius Caedicius, whose archers beat off every attack. The Germans, lacking formal discipline, became slack in their routine and this enabled Caedicius to execute a well-planned breakout and, with the women and children, reach Vetera (Wesel) on the Rhine, where he was met by Lucius Nonius Asprenas and the two remaining legions. Arminius, having achieved his object of liberating Germany east of the great river, then retired.


Rome was severely shaken by the disaster. Augustus is said to have torn his clothes and let his hair and beard grow untended for several months in mourning; at times, he would bang his head on door-posts, crying ‘Quintilius Varus, give me back my legions!’ Those legions were never re-formed.


During the next five years punitive expeditions were mounted under Tiberius and Germanicus. Heavy losses were inflicted on the Germans, several standards were recovered and the pregnant wife of Arminius was captured; later, his infant son was paraded in triumph through the streets of Rome. At one point, however, a detachment under a subordinate commander named Caecina came close to sharing the fate of Varus and his legions, an event which almost certainly reinforced the decision to abandon Germany.
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Roman legionary battle line advancing. After hurling their pila, rendering their opponents’ shields unusable, the legionaries would draw their short stabbing swords and smash their way into the enemy battle line with their own shields. The tendency would then be to fight to their right-front, where an enemy who raised his arm to strike a slashing blow would immediately expose his unprotected right side and armpit. Another point of interest is that the troops are wearing braccae (pants), normally issued for campaigning in cold climates.


 


In AD 15 Germanicus, operating near the Teutoburger Wald, in which the remains of the three lost legions still lay unburied, decided to pay his last respects to them. ‘The scene’, wrote Tacitus, ‘lived up to its horrible associations. Varus’ extensive first camp, with its broad extent and headquarters marked out, testified to the whole army’s labours. Then a half-ruined palisade and shallow ditch showed where the last pathetic remnant had gathered. On the open ground were whitening bones, scattered where men had fled, piled up where they had stood and fought back. Fragments of spears and horses’ limbs were scattered about – also human heads, fastened to tree trunks. In groves nearby were the outlandish altars on which the Germans had sacrificed the Roman tribunes and senior centurions. Survivors of the catastrophe, who had escaped from the battle or from captivity, pointed out where the generals had fallen and where the Eagles were captured. They showed where Varus had received his first wound, and where he died by his own unhappy hand, and spoke of all the gibbets and pits for the prisoners. So, six years after the disaster, a Roman army came to this place and buried the bones of the men of the three legions. No one knew if the remains he was burying belonged to a stranger or a comrade. Germanicus shared in their grief and laid the first sod of the funeral mound as a heartfelt tribute to the dead.’


Both Creasy and Fuller regard the Teutoburger Wald as being one of the most decisive battles in world history. To quote the latter: ‘Had Germany west of the Elbe been for four centuries Romanised and roaded, one culture and not two in unending conflict would have dominated the Western world. There would have been no Franco-German problem, or at least a totally different one. There would have been no Charlemagne, no Louis XIV, no Napoleon, no Kaiser Wilhelm II, and no Hitler.’


Nevertheless, as Creasy points out, if Germany had become a Roman province, the history of Britain would also have been very different. Arminius and his men were Low Germans, related to the Angles and Saxons who, in later centuries, migrated in large numbers to Britain. To these men Arminius was a dim god-like folk memory, but still revered to the extent that they named one of the Roman roads they inherited after him – Irmin Street. Without the Anglo-Saxons there would have been no England and no English language; and without the inherited energy which was to take their descendants to the far corners of the world, English would never have become a world language. Had Arminius failed, the probability is that none of this would have taken place.


 


 

  

THE MEDWAY, AD 43



 
 

 


Although almost 100 years had passed since Julius Caesar carried out his reconnaissances in force to Britain, this did not mean that Rome had lost interest in the island. Britain had valuable resources of tin and lead, and, properly governed, could become as profitable a province as Gaul. Furthermore, occupation of the island would eliminate a source of potential hostility to Rome and a refuge for her enemies. Expeditions against Britain had been planned in 34, 28 and 27 BC but had been abandoned because of events elsewhere. The same was true of an expedition planned by the Emperor Caligula in AD 39.


The most prosperous part of Britain was its south-eastern corner, peopled by tribes of Belgic origin. These included the Cantiaci of Kent, the Atrebates of Sussex and Surrey, the Trinovantes of Essex and Suffolk and the Catuvellauni of Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. Of these the last, ably ruled by Cunobelinus (Shakespeare’s Cymbelene), had become the dominant power.


Cunobelinus had established an understanding with Rome, but when he died in about AD 40 a power struggle developed between pro- and anti-Roman factions. The latter, led by his sons Caractacus and Tugodumnus, emerged victorious, but the pro-Roman faction, led by a third son, Adminius, and the king of the recently defeated Atrebates, Verica, travelled to Rome seeking help. The Emperor Claudius, perceiving a route to comparatively inexpensive military glory, sanctioned an invasion, using many of the resources previously assembled for Caligula’s aborted expedition.
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The troops involved consisted of four legions – II Augusta from Strasbourg, IX Hispana from Pannonia, XIV Gemina from Mainz and XX Valeria Victrix from Neuss – plus some 20,000 auxiliaries, including infantry and cavalry units. In command was one of the Empire’s best generals, Aulus Plautius, until recently governor of Pannonia.


By the summer of 43 all was ready, but the troops did not like the idea and refused to embark. It was not just the well-known fact that ocean tides could sweep one over the edge of the world, but also that Britain was known to be an extremely dangerous place; even the great Julius Caesar hadn’t stayed there long, because he knew what was good for him! The invasion was a disaster waiting to happen. And didn’t the Druids stuff their prisoners into huge wicker figures and burn them alive? Generals always had strange ideas, but whoever thought this one up needed trepanning! The troops were not out of hand, but they were adamant – they were not going to Britain. Several weeks passed without their officers being able to make any impression on them, until at last Narcissus, a freed slave and confidant of the Emperor, broke the tension by making them laugh and then explained away their fears.


As matters transpired the mutiny had served a completely unexpected purpose. Caractacus and Tugodumnus, having been warned that an invasion was in the offing, had assembled an army with which to oppose the landing. As the weeks passed it began to seem as though the Romans were not coming after all. The army was therefore disbanded and returned home to bring in the harvest.


The historian of the campaign, Dio Cassius, records that the expedition sailed in three divisions. His account does not say that these landed separately, but given the way Aulus Plautius thought, the probability is that they did, for the Britons could not be strong everywhere and if one landing were opposed the others would have no difficulty in obtaining a beachhead. The most likely landing places are thought to have been Richborough, Dover and Lympne. To everyone’s surprise, none of the landings was opposed. It seems that the Romans already had a reasonable knowledge of British geography and, once ashore, the three divisions almost certainly converged on an assembly area near Canterbury. Again, to their surprise, they encountered not the slightest opposition, the reason being that the Britons’ leaders, having missed the chance to meet the invasion at the water’s edge, had begun to reassemble their army much farther inland.


From Canterbury the Romans marched west along what became known as The Pilgrims’ Way until, having fought several skirmishes, they reached the vicinity of present-day Rochester and found the Britons present in strength, lining the opposite bank of the Medway.


Once again, the precise site of the ensuing battle is uncertain, but probability suggests that it took place in the area of the modern motorway bridge, because downstream the river widens into a tidal estuary, and upstream, though it narrows near Aylesford, access to the banks is difficult because of wooded and marshy approaches.
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Legionaries crossing a pontoon bridge, as depicted on Trajan’s Column. Helmets are hung from the right shoulder while shields are either slung across the back or on the left; this cannot have been either easy or comfortable as the left hand was required not only to carry the pilum but also the forked stick on which the legionary hung his personal possessions and daily rations. Nevertheless, the marching standard set was 15 miles in four hours. Philip Haythornthwaite Collection
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A similar illustration to that shown here, but this time a romanticised Victorian view showing legionary and auxiliary standard bearers, distinguished by their head-dress made from bears, wolves and other savage animals. Philip Haythornthwaite Collection


 


Dio’s description of the battle is far from being as complete as it might be, but it does tell us the course of the action. Plautius had several Batavian auxiliary units that were trained in river-crossing techniques. These included both cavalry and infantry and, according to Dio, they ‘were trained to swim with full equipment across the swiftest of rivers’. Plautius used them to create a major diversion on the downstream flank, sending them across the river during the hours of darkness. The move was not detected and at dawn the startled Britons found the Batavians firmly established on their own bank. The tribesmen came swarming out of their camps, led by their charioteers. This was exactly what had been anticipated and the Batavians were prepared. The Britons were met with a hail of javelins and arrows, aimed not at the men but at their horses. Those not killed were maddened beyond endurance. ‘In the confusion that followed,’ wrote Dio, ‘not even the charioteers could save themselves.’ For the rest of the day the Britons seem to have contented themselves with containing the bridgehead, anticipating that the legions lining the south bank would, sooner or later, attempt to reinforce it.


After dark, however, Plautius activated the second phase of his plan. II Augusta, commanded by Flavius Vespasian, a future Emperor, crossed the river on the upstream flank, using boats and locally constructed rafts. The legion achieved complete surprise, killing those Britons who had remained in the area, and established a second bridgehead. Dio, writing long after the event, does not say as much, but the legionary engineers promptly began constructing a bridge, possibly of the pontoon type; this offers the only rational explanation for the rapid build-up which took place within the bridgehead. By dawn two legions and some auxiliary units were across and had formed a battle line facing east, under the overall command of a senior officer named Gnaeus Hosidius Geta; a third legion was crossing and the fourth was marching towards the bridge.


If, perhaps, the Britons thought that the second crossing was a feint intended to draw them away from the Batavians, daylight revealed that they had been sold a pup. Once more they swarmed to the attack, hurling themselves against the Romans with desperate fury. At one point they broke through the centre of the line and almost succeeded in capturing Geta. As more troops continued to pour into the bridgehead, however, they were forced back. Slowly the initiative passed to the Romans and, with the Batavians hovering in their rear, the Britons conceded defeat and withdrew, subsequently crossing the Thames into Essex. It seems likely that Tugodumnus was mortally wounded during the fighting. Geta, who may have been the senior legionary legate, was decorated with the Ornamenta Triumphalia, normally reserved for those of consular rank.


The battle had offered the Britons their best chance of defeating the invaders, a chance that was never to be repeated. Claudius, accompanied by part of the Praetorian Guard and elements of VIII Augusta, paid a brief visit to congratulate the victorious army and was hailed as Imperator. Plautius quickly consolidated his hold over southern Britain. Caractacus continued to offer resistance but was defeated and captured by the next governor, Ostorius Scapula. By AD 49 Roman rule had been extended as far north as Lincoln and Chester. In 60 Queen Boudicca of the Iceni led a serious revolt that was mercilessly put down by Suetonius Paulinus, but not before the Roman centres of London, Colchester and St Albans had been burned. During the years 74–7 Petilius Cerealis, one of the Emperor Vespasian’s ablest generals, conquered the Brigantes in Yorkshire and the Silures in South Wales. In 77 Cerealis was succeeded by Gnaeus Julius Agricola who destroyed the hostile Druidic presence on Anglesey and, during a series of campaigns, some of which were supported by the fleet, advanced north into Scotland. The decisive battle was fought in 83 at Mons Graupius, believed to be the mountain known today as Bennachie, some miles northwest of Aberdeen, and resulted in the shattering defeat of an alliance of Caledonian tribes. One point of interest regarding the battle is that only the auxiliaries were engaged, the legions remaining in reserve throughout. The conquest of Britain – though not quite as complete as Tacitus, Agricola’s son-in-law, would have us believe – had taken forty-one years.
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Another scene taken from Trajan’s Column, showing legionaries and auxiliaries engaged with barbarians; unfortunately, the artist’s interpretation of the gladius has much in common with the potato knife! Having served a term with the Auxilia, many barbarians passed on Roman military methods to their own people with the result that the gap between the tactical abilities of the two began to close slowly but steadily. Philip Haythornthwaite Collection


 


 

  

MASADA, AD 73–4



 
 

 


Palestine in the days of the early Roman Empire was as volatile and potentially violent a place as, sadly, it is today. In AD 66 it exploded into rebellion, one result of which was that the Roman garrison was driven out of Jerusalem after sustaining heavy losses. With four legions and 25,000 auxiliaries, Vespasian restored order after three years of bitter fighting. By the beginning of 69 he had succeeded in overrunning most of the country and laid siege to Jerusalem, using no less than 340 catapults and ballistae. On his becoming Emperor later that year the siege was continued by his son Titus. When, in AD 70, the city’s last defences were finally stormed amid much slaughter, the Temple was destroyed by fire.


The best account we have of these events is that written by Flavius Josephus, the Roman name adopted by Joseph ben Matthias, a Jewish politician and soldier who played a prominent part in the war. During the early stages of the rebellion he had vigorously supported his countrymen, but as soon as he realised that a Roman victory was inevitable he shamelessly deserted them during the siege of Jotapata. Thereafter he served Rome with unswerving devotion, being rewarded with Roman citizenship, a pension and the revenues from confiscated Jewish lands. Curiously, he still wished to be regarded as a loyal Jew and his book, The Jewish War, was partly written as a justification for his actions. This, together with his tendency wildly to inflate any sort of statistic, does not detract from a coherent and, at times, very moving narrative.


After the fall of Jerusalem there remained much mopping-up to be done, many of the Zealots having made it perfectly clear that they would never again accept Roman rule. The centre of Zealot resistance was the fortress of Masada, occupying a detached massif several hundred feet high on the western shore of the Dead Sea. Over many thousands of years the feature has crumbled so that the steep lower slopes consist of fallen rock and sand, leaving sheer cliffs above. The summit, with a perimeter of some 1,300 yards, consists of a plateau. Josephus tells us that at the time it could only be reached by two routes. The first, known as the Snake Path, was 3½ miles long, ascended from the east, and was extremely dangerous; the second, starting in the valley to the west of the massif, was much easier and shorter, but was guarded by a strong fort at its narrowest point, 500 yards below the summit.


A fortification of some sort had existed on the summit for centuries, but it was King Herod the Great, living in constant fear of his own people and his Egyptian neighbour, Queen Cleopatra, who decided to turn it into an impregnable refuge. According to Josephus: ‘He enclosed the entire summit within a limestone wall eighteen feet high and twelve wide, punctuated by 37 towers, 75 feet high. As the plateau was of rich soil, the long reserved it for cultivation, so that the garrison could be fed if their external supplies were cut. He built a palace, also, on the western slope, below the fortifications; the palace wall was of great height and strongly built, with towers 90 feet high at the four corners. At various places he had great cisterns cut out of the rock to hold water, ensuring a supply as great as where spring water can be used.’ Josephus also mentions well-stocked, cool, underground storerooms and an armoury which he claims was capable of equipping 10,000 men. On its own, therefore, Masada presented an extremely formidable challenge to any besieger. As if this were not enough, the surrounding area was hot, humid and contained no convenient sources of food or water.


Masada had been seized from its Roman garrison by coup de main during the early days of the rebellion and held by the Jews ever since. The Romans decided to complete their mopping-up operations elsewhere before tackling the fortress, but in AD 73 they closed in on it under the new procurator, Flavius Silva, who had at his disposal the Legion X Fretensis and an equivalent number of auxiliary units.


One cause of the Jews’ defeat had been uncompromising and sometimes violent sectarian disputes among themselves. Most intolerant of all were the Zealots who, after the fall of Jerusalem, regarded those who had submitted to Rome as their enemies and preyed upon them without mercy. As the majority of people simply wanted to get on with their lives in peace, Silva had little difficulty in persuading them that the Zealots holding Masada were little better than a gang of self-serving brigands. Large numbers of the local population therefore supported his operation by providing the transport and porterage necessary to bring in the huge quantities of food and water required by the troops.
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 The fortress of Masada beside the Dead Sea. The ramp constructed by the Romans during their siege is clearly visible. The figures on the path below confirm the huge scale of the operation. For over 1900 years Masada has remained a symbol of Jewish resistance. Courtesy Israel Government Tourist Office


 


Within the defences of Masada there were approximately 1,000 people, including a large number of women and children. It might, perhaps, be wondered why the might of Rome should have been deployed, at enormous expense, against this tiny group, many of whom were harmless. First, of course, it was necessary to demonstrate that there was nowhere that the writ of Rome did not run. Secondly, Eleazar, commanding the Zealots, had been one of the rebellion’s most intransigent leaders and it was essential that he be killed or captured. Thirdly, Masada had to be taken in order to prevent the fortress becoming a rallying point for further subversion.


Having established themselves in their camps, the Romans’ first task was to construct a wall with watch towers all round the base of the feature to prevent the Zealots’ escape. This was completed in a remarkably short time. Silva, meanwhile, had decided upon his point of attack, which is described by Josephus.


‘Behind the fort that guarded the road leading from the west to the palace and the summit was a rocky outcrop, quite wide and protruding a considerable distance, 450 feet below the walls; this was called the White Cliff.’


Josephus does not say whether the fort was defended by the Zealots and had to be stormed, merely that the Romans took possession of it. The outcrop was then used as the base for an enormous ramp, still visible to this day, that was pushed steadily upwards towards the walls. Thousands of tons of rock and sand were used, the huge quantities of timber required to shore up the sides having also to be brought in. Eventually the ramp reached a height of 300 feet, but its top was considered to be neither sufficiently stable nor wide enough for the next phase of the operation. Working under the protection of shields and archers, the engineers built a solid stone platform, 75 feet wide and the same height, at the head of the ramp. On this the Romans constructed a 90-foot-high siege tower, armoured with iron plates. Ballistae and stone-throwing catapults were set up on various floors of the tower and these quickly drove the defenders from the walls. Next, Silva had a large ram dragged up the ramp and used it to batter the wall until part of it collapsed, creating a breach.


In the meantime Eleazar had not been idle. Anticipating the outcome, he stripped the timber beams out of the internal buildings and built an interior, earth-filled wall with lateral bracing. Confronted with this, the Romans brought their ram through the breach in the masonry wall and began hammering at it. To their surprise each blow simply compressed the earth and rendered the construction yet more solid.


The siege now entered its final phase. Withdrawing the ram, Silva decided to destroy the inner wall by fire. Torches were thrown at it and, being tinder-dry, the timbers caught at once. As the flames began to roar the wind drove them into the faces of the attackers, creating a serious danger to their siege engines. Then the wind backed, turning the timber wall into an inferno. Delighted, the Romans began preparing for the final assault, which would be delivered next morning, 15 April 74.


During the night Eleazar made an impassioned speech to his followers, convincing them that it was more honourable to die by their own hands, as free servants of God, than to live as slaves of the Romans. According to Josephus, one man in every ten was chosen by lot to kill nine of his family and comrades and then commit suicide. When the Romans stormed the still smouldering breach they entered a grimly silent fortress. Eventually two women and five children emerged from the underground water system and told them what had happened. Within the palace they found, lying together, the bodies of 960 men, women and children, their throats cut. Josephus says: ‘They did not exult over them as enemies but admired the nobility of their resolve, having shown no hesitation and an utter contempt for death.’


The fall of Masada marked the end of rebellion, which was itself the first step along the road to the great Dispersion of the Jewish people. There would be further Jewish revolts in the years 115–17 and 132–5, the latter being provoked by the Emperor Hadrian’s plan to erect a shrine to Jupiter on the site of the Temple, and ended with his harsh suppression of the practice of Judaism.


For the Roman army, the siege and capture of Masada was but one episode in its long history, albeit a triumph of sound planning, logistics and engineering skill. To Jews everywhere, however, the event retains a profound significance. Today Masada has become a place of pilgrimage and is also used by the Israeli Defence Force for induction ceremonies during which recruits are made aware of what might be demanded of them. ‘Masada’, goes the Israeli saying, ‘will not fall again.’








  





  




   




   




   




   




  

    

      Commentary 2 – The Late Raman Empire


    


  




   




   




   




   




  From the year 200 onwards barbarian pressure forced the Roman Empire steadily on to the strategic defensive. As the American historians Ernest and Trevor Dupuy comment in their

  Encyclopedia of Military History, there was no common pattern of barbarian military methods and tactics. Thus, the Franks fought as infantry while the Alemanni of southern Germany, the

  Sarmatians, the Alans and the Ostrogoths were horsemen. The Visigoth armies, on the other hand, contained both infantry and cavalry, while the Saxons of north Germany became sea rovers and raided

  the coasts of Britain and Gaul.




  As time went by the Empire became progressively less capable of defending itself. This was not simply the result of periodic power struggles at the highest levels. In Italy

  itself, the prosperity brought by the Empire had led to a movement into the towns where the population, which had long since ceased to be purely native, was kept quiescent by a ‘bread and the

  games of the circus’ dependency culture. As with many previous empires the rot had begun at the centre, where people were no longer interested in a soldier’s life on distant

  frontiers.




  More and more the legions drew their men from the provinces and even recruited barbarians, entire units of whom were enlisted. Pressure on the frontiers also led to the creation of a central

  strategic reserve, consisting of small additional legions each about 1,000 strong, and, because so many of the Empire’s enemies were mounted, a much higher proportion of the army’s

  strength consisted of cavalry units, either Roman, auxiliary or barbarian. Tactically, the legion was confronted with a number of problems. When fighting infantry it preserved the old, flexible

  open order which served as well as it had always done, but when fighting cavalry it was necessary to adopt close order for its own defence. For this reason the pilum was replaced by a throwing

  spear. Close order, too, rendered the legion vulnerable to missile engines which the barbarians, having learned the Roman art of war, were bringing into the field. The Roman response was to

  increase the missile weapon establishment within the legion and raise more auxiliary units of slingers and archers, the latter being both foot and mounted.
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