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The American Civil War: execution of a deserter in the federal camp.
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INTRODUCTION





There have been many books written about valour in battle. This is not one of them. On the Run deals entirely with those men and women who, over thousands of years, have departed with alacrity and for multifarious reasons from life in the armed forces.


As long as there have been military units and organised martial bodies of any kind, there have been men and women who decided that they were out of place in them, did not like serving in them or, for other reasons, chose to walk away from their places of duty.


While deserters have usually been treated by the general public with contempt, sometimes good-natured, sometimes not, this condemnatory view is, tellingly, not always shared by those who have served in the armed forces and appreciate that the line between staying put and fleeing is sometimes a fine one. This was exemplified, not long after the Second World War, in the iconic radio comedy The Goon Show, when its principals, all of them ex-servicemen, could come up with such heartfelt lines as ‘I was in the 4th Armoured Deserters’ and know that the pusillanimous boast would receive a wryly sympathetic reception from the millions of former soldiers, sailors and airmen listening in.


I first came into professional contact with absentees as an 18-year-old National Service conscript in the early 1950s, when for several months I was detailed to accompany a corporal to pick up recaptured absentee soldiers at police stations around the country and escort them back to their units to face courts martial and possible terms in a ‘glasshouse’ or military prison. The only solace the sympathetic, cadaverous corporal and I could offer to our charges from the shallows of our experience on these long, often tearful, return train journeys was to urge our distressed prisoners to plead guilty to going absent without leave, implying that all-important intention to return, rather than desertion, as the sentence for the former was much lighter than for the latter. An absconder found guilty of being absent without leave would be sentenced to a period of detention in his unit’s cells. Depending upon the discretion of his commanding officer, this could be roughly for the same length of time as the original length of absence. Offenders found guilty of desertion would be sent to a military correction establishment. A typical sentence here would be from a few months to a year, often followed by dismissal from the service, although much longer penalties could be imposed.


It soon became apparent that many of our absconders were not the rough-hewn, heedless lawbreakers of fiction, but for the most part homesick, contrite and frightened youths. Their inherent gloominess was leavened by the occasional inadequate, slightly older renegade regular soldier who regarded a term in a house of correction as a reasonable, almost inevitable payment for a brief and hectic period of freedom on the loose.


One particularly hardened and incorrigible character of this sort, who had gone on the run and been recaptured on at least half a dozen occasions, had but one complaint. At the time, convicted escapees were liable to be sent to one of the two main military prisons in Great Britain: Colchester or Shepton Mallet. This particular serial absconder had served time alternately at both prisons and regarded the fact with comparative equanimity.


Unfortunately, so our serial deserter would complain to us bitterly on our journeys, each establishment decreed that a different shade of Blanco, the cleaning and colouring compound, should be used for scouring the webbing belts, straps, anklets and packs of their inmates. This meant that, to his enormous chagrin, as soon as he was discharged from Colchester prison he had to spend a great deal of time applying a whole new set of colouring to his equipment if Shepton Mallet were his next destination.


It soon became apparent upon our periods of escort duty where the sympathies of the general public lay. Most men at that time had served in the Second World War or had completed a postwar period of National Service. As soon as some of them caught a telltale glimpse of the handcuffs around our prisoner’s wrists there would be howls of antipathy directed at his custodians and shouts urging the deserter to make another run for it.


Since those odd days over half a century ago I have sometimes wondered what happened to the callow boys and insouciant old lags who found service life all too much for them and as a result went ‘over the wire’. Doubtless upon their discharge the great majority went on to live lives of complete respectability and usefulness, regarding their departed nightmarish period of military service with bewildered amusement.


These thoughts led me to an examination of deserters and desertions in general and in turn to some of the more unusual and interesting absconders down the ages, which has culminated, decades later, in this book. Over the years I have spent much time in many countries reading the transcripts of courts of inquiry and discussing life on the run with one-time deserters and those close to them. These range from a former colonial civil servant who befriended the film star and deserter Errol Flynn in his wild, hedonistic Papua New Guinea days in the 1930s, to a great-grandmother who, in Second World War London, frequently harboured, sometimes simultaneously, her three wayward sons, who deserted regularly from two different branches of the armed forces. This redoubtable lady received so many visits of inquiry from the military police that when she opened the door to her uniformed, red-capped visitors she would merely ask resignedly, ‘Which one do you want?’


There have been relatively few books written about the history of desertion. A number of individuals have written or had written for them accounts of their abrupt departures from service life and there have been a handful of books about British deserters in the First World War in particular, in addition to several academic studies of desertion in the American Civil War. Generally, however, any investigations into desertion necessarily have involved at some stage the study of contemporary accounts, regimental records and transcripts, and the files of newspapers.


In these, through the ages, there have been many justifications and pleas in mitigation from those who have abandoned their posts. It is very difficult, however, to establish just why some people desert and others in similar circumstances stay put. In most cases there seem to have been a multiplicity of reasons. The natural desire not to be killed or maimed occurs often; even so, other causes often combine to push the deserter over the edge, or over the wire, in war or peace. Discontentment with military life and boredom feature large, as does homesickness. Personal and domestic problems may weigh heavily, as well as opportunism and bloody-mindedness. Location, climate and weather sometimes influence whether someone remains or goes. Ambition can occasionally impel a desertion, if something better or more lucrative seems to be just over the horizon. Greed was a considerable factor in the days when bonuses were paid to volunteers, causing bounty hunters to skip avariciously from one military paymaster to another. Indifferent and unhelpful officers play their part, as do heavy defeats recently sustained in battle, with subsequent loss of morale leading to defections among the vanquished troops. Coercion by the enemy sometimes provides the deciding factor.


All these motives and others will be found among this trawl through the accounts of deserters and desertions. One or two semi-iconic figures, unfortunately, logically enough, seem to have escaped my hunt through history. Even with the exercise of due diligence it has not always been possible to track down every example of deserter history and folklore. I particularly regret not being able to verify perhaps one of the most fascinating tales of the Second World War. Two Tibetan yak-herders were supposed to have been kidnapped by the Russians in their homeland and forced to fight on the Eastern Front, where they deserted and were recruited in turn by the Germans, before finally freeing themselves again and then being taken prisoner by a Canadian unit in France towards the end of the war. A similar story has also been told about a group of Korean soldiers supposedly buffeted by the winds of war halfway across the world from their Asian homeland to Normandy in 1944.


Regardless, there have still been plenty of authenticated accounts of desertion from which to select, across thousands of years and over forty different countries. Among their number are poets and pugilists, thieves and thugs, lovers and lunatics, princes and politicians, comedians and conspirators, film stars and fanatics, and even the occasional pope, all bound by the simple fact that at one time or another they went on the run.
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THE FIRST DESERTERS







When they saw His Majesty prevailing against them they fled headlong to Megiddo.


– Annals of Thutmosis III, Egyptian Pharaoh





The first men known to have deserted the field of conflict did so out of sheer panic. They were warriors of a coalition of tribes from Palestine and Syria who had risen against the young Egyptian Pharaoh Thutmosis III. In 1479 BC, Thutmosis led a large, well-equipped army into central Palestine, near Mount Carmel. The Egyptian force was armed with spears, axes, javelins and swords. The young pharaoh also had a special force of charioteers.


The two forces met outside a hill-top fortress called Megiddo. In an early example of psychological warfare, Thutmosis first lined up his force of 10,000 men within sight of the defenders of the town and slowly reviewed them as they marched and drove past him in magnificent array. The pharaoh then led a charge through the heart of the Palestinian force. The rebels, already bewildered and cowed by the magnificence of the vast Egyptian force, turned and ran. They were impelled by that most basic of motives: the ominous, fearful realisation that they had bitten off more than they could chew. An Egyptian account stated, ‘When they saw his majesty prevailing they fled headlong to Megiddo in fear, abandoning their horses and their chariots of gold and silver.’


Many of them scrambled for the safety of the town walls, but the sight of the pursuing Egyptians intimidated the inhabitants of Megiddo equally and they refused to open the town gates. Only some of the deserters were able to enter the fortress when a few courageous inhabitants threw ropes and knotted sheets over the side of the wall for them to scale. The others were cut down outside the stronghold they were supposed to be defending. After a brief siege Megiddo surrendered and paid tribute to Pharaoh Thutmosis III.


The Egyptians of this period were already well aware of the dangers posed by deserting troops – among them the loss in discipline and fall in troop numbers – and did their best to deter their soldiers from leaving. One contemporary account of the vicissitudes of a recruit’s life, the first of many down the ages, commented gloomily, ‘If he joins the deserters, all his people are imprisoned.’


That was only one of the deterrents facing a deserter. Leaving a tribe when danger threatened was never going to be an easy option. All the same, for the next 3,000 years and more this surely did not prevent a lot of people from trying.


As cities and states developed in the ancient world, so did armies and the need to fight in self-defence as well as in pursuit of aggressive expansion. It all culminated in a peace that could best be described as mere breathing space between wars. Some of the soldiers were professional warriors, but others were pressed into service by their communities. The professionals had a pragmatic attitude to warfare – it was their business – but pressed men were not nearly as sanguine when conscripted. Many of them had no heart for conflict. As a result, stories of desertion start to become more and more detailed and self-justifying.


They also begin to enter the mythology of the ancient world, with stories such as the defection of the inventor Daedalus, who murdered a rival in a fit of rage and fled for the protection of King Minos of Greece, before deserting again, this time on wings he had designed with his son Icarus, only to see the boy ascend too high and plummet to his death.


In the real world, conscription was introduced early in the classical era. The city-states of the Greek world would frequently fight one another over the years but, from 499 BC, they temporarily lay aside their differences to fight a common enemy: Persia. Ancient Athens required all its male citizens to perform nine months’ service in their country’s army. Many of the aggrieved citizens left their homeland to take up residence in far-flung regions to avoid recruitment. Of those who remained and were pushed into service, many proved to be extremely reluctant warriors.


Amid the various sub-sections of desertion, the impulse for self-preservation remained the most common, even among professional warriors charged with guarding settlements. A typical example was recorded in 701 BC, when the invading Assyrians with their infamous two-horse chariots bore down on the front gates of the town that later became known as Jerusalem. The defenders of the hill-top fort poured out of the rear exits, callously leaving the citizens to their fates. ‘The fertile valleys were full of chariots,’ bemoaned one despairing inhabitant of the doomed town.


Paradoxically, the better-trained deserters were also much sought after. No state or nation ever had enough trained soldiers, so they began poaching those from other armies. Each leader of the time had his own method of persuading troops to desert from other forces and joining his army instead.


Themistocles, who led Athens successfully against the Persians at the naval Battle of Salamis in 480 BC, relied heavily on recruiting disaffected Persian warriors to his ranks. He would leave messages at oases and watering places where deserters might congregate, detailing the advantages of coming over to the Greek side. A year later when the Spartan ruler Leotychides sailed off the coast of Mycale to pursue the campaign against the Persians, he stationed in one of his craft a herald with a very strong voice, whose duty it was to keep bellowing, ‘The Greeks, having conquered the Persians, are now come to liberate the Greek cities of Persia!’ The herald went on to announce that at the very least Leotychides expected those on the shore to remain neutral during the impending conflict, while those who forsook their allegiance to the Persians and joined the Spartans would be well rewarded for their efforts.


Ptolemy I of Egypt, who reigned between 323 and 283 BC, refined the concept of heralds coaxing and cajoling deserters in his conflict against the Macedonian invader Antigonus, when he sought to re-establish the former empire of Alexander the Great. Ptolemy had built a number of small vessels designed to sail dangerously close to enemy vessels. Before retreating, the crews of these vessels would detail the scale of bribes available to anyone deserting and joining the Egyptians. These sums ranged from two minae for ordinary soldiers, to a talent for each officer. Two minae represented half a year’s wages for an unskilled worker of the time, while a talent was worth roughly sixty times as much – these were appreciable sums. As a result so many took advantage of the Egyptian terms that the greatly depleted force of Antigonus was forced to retreat. As a vindictive parting shot, the Macedonian ordered that any of his deserters who were recaptured should be tortured to death.


There may have been many procedures in existence to lure deserters across, but making the actual bid to reach enemy lines in safety presented its own difficulties.


In theory everything should have gone according to a simple, preconceived plan. Deserters would slip unobtrusively over to the lines of their opposing nation of choice, be debriefed, praised, rewarded and re-enlisted. In practice, it did not always work out as smoothly as this.


Reaching the enemy camp in safety proved increasingly difficult. When Agathocles, the tyrant of Syracuse, was besieging Carthage in 310 BC, a large force of his Libyan mercenaries, amounting possibly to several thousand, decided to desert en masse. They chose a moonless night for their act of treachery and, on a signal, slipped away from their own forces across no man’s land towards their perceived new haven.


Unfortunately, the Libyan deserters had omitted to give the Carthaginians notice of their impending arrival. An alert sentry on the walls of the beleaguered city saw the shadowy figures approaching and gave the alarm that Carthage was about to be attacked. Torrents of spears rained down upon the hapless would-be new adherents to the cause of Carthage, killing many of them before they could be identified. The Libyans had only one choice. They turned and fled back towards the area occupied by Agathocles. By this time the forces of Syracuse had been alerted by the confused sounds of battle in front of their lines. As their former allies fled back in disarray they assumed that Agathocles in turn was being attacked under cover of darkness. Now it was their turn to slaughter the trapped Libyans, which they did with a vengeance.


An added complication to the art of deserting lay in the fact that wily leaders developed the awkward habit of sending loyal followers over to the other side, in the guise of absconders, in order to reconnoitre, give false information or even resort to surreptitious acts of sabotage in their new habitat once they were settled in.


As a refinement of this dissembling, it was not long before generals started to send out spies posing as deserters in the direction of opposing camps, hoping that they would be able to spread misinformation and confuse the other side. In 1274 BC, the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramesses the Great was leading a force against the Hittites in Syria when an Egyptian patrol captured two Bedouin Arabs who admitted to being deserters from the Hittite Army. They informed their captors of the location of the main Hittite force, several hundred miles from the town of Kadesh. According to a contemporary inscription, the courageous Arabs assured the Egyptians that ‘the enemy from Hittite is in the land of the Khaleb’.


However, the so-called deserters were agents of the Hittites. The brilliant but sometimes impetuous Ramesses led his army into an ambush, from which he only extricated himself and his army by an impressive display of physical bravery and leadership, augmented by the timely arrival of a relief force.


Where military discipline prevails, official punishments and penalties cannot be far behind. Armed forces of the Ancient Greek world showed such concern at the trouble being caused them by absconders that they agreed upon official deterrents for anyone caught trying to leave camp without permission. These punishments began to feature in written records, but not all of them were as serious as the tortures prescribed by Antigonus.


Egyptians were less punitive than some of the other states in their treatment of deserters, although attempting to evade conscription was regarded as a particularly heinous act. They compelled common-or-garden deserters to wear some public mark of their transgression and stationed them in unpleasant areas until such a time as they had redeemed themselves in public, when they could be readmitted into the military fold.


The ancient Athenians had their own method of shaming troops who left their posts: they published the names of absentees. In many armies persistent offenders were punished with branding or were tattooed. Spartan deserters were deprived of their civil rights and shunned by their fellow citizens. A warrior returning from a campaign without his shield could be a shameful sign that he had deserted and had brought disgrace among his family. Spartan mothers warned their warrior sons leaving home, ‘Come back carrying your shield, or lying on it!’


Over the centuries the names of one or two ordinary deserters from the ranks began to be recorded in military reports, together with a few details of their flight. In 480 BC, as the 300 Spartans and their allies prepared to make their heroic stand against the invading Persians at Thermopylae, they were betrayed by Ephialtes, a man from Malis who was said to have been a deserter from the Greek coalition of forces. He showed Xerxes, the Persian general, a goat-path that took the invaders behind the Greek lines. Herodotus writes: ‘As darkness fell, the Persian king sent his best troops to follow the hidden path and so come up behind the Greeks. At dawn on the third day of battle, the Greeks discovered that they had been betrayed.’


Now beset on several fronts, the coalition of Greek forces, including Thespians and Thebans, held on bravely before the Spartan king Leonidas was killed and most of the defending force, including all the Spartan contingent, with him. However, in turn, the Persians were defeated at Salamis in 480 BC and could not press home any advantage gained at Thermopylae. The Spartans put a price upon the head of the fleeing deserter Ephialtes; some time later he was killed in a brawl unrelated to the events at Thermopylae. All the same, the Spartans paid the killer his reward.


One so-called deserter from the ranks was immortalised, although in myth rather than history – Sinon. In the Homeric tradition, when the Greeks leave the wooden horse and its contingent of concealed warriors outside the walls of Troy, Sinon, reputed to be the greatest liar in the Greek ranks, is charged with the task of persuading the Trojans that he is a deserter and that it will be all right for them to open their gates and tow the horse inside. At first the Trojans were suspicious but, according to the second book of the Aeneid, Sinon was glib enough to persuade the citizens that he had fled the Greek ranks because Odysseus had nominated him as a human sacrifice in order to propitiate the gods and ensure the Greeks a safe voyage home. The self-proclaimed absconder declared that the rest of the army he had once served was on the high seas: ‘at this moment they are running free’. The Trojans believed him, dragged the edifice into their city and that night Sinon released the Greek warriors inside so that they could destroy the city.


Another ordinary deserter to emerge briefly from the mists of obscurity was Scyllias, a local man serving with the Persian fleet when it attacked the Greeks. Scyllias was famed for his prowess as a diver. Shortly before his desertion he had been employed to salvage treasure from a shipwrecked Persian vessel. In the process the diver had put aside several valuable items for himself, looking for an opportunity to make off unseen with his loot. The chance came when the Persian fleet sailed to take on the Greeks under Themistocles at what became the Battle of Artemisium.


Scyllias deserted his vessel with his appropriated goods and rowed across in the dark (although some accounts claim that he swam clutching his booty) to the Greek ships. The Persian seaman informed Themistocles of the situation and of the Persian battle plans. Armed with this knowledge Themistocles was able to win the battle and with that Scyllias disappeared from history, together with his booty.


An increasing number of desertions were recorded not just from the humble rank and file but from leaders of varying titles. Any officer with sufficient military skills and charisma who had at his disposal a substantial number of fighting soldiers realised that these men immediately under his command could be utilised for his own advancement or profit, as long as he could persuade or intimidate them into throwing in their lots with him.


As a result, it was not long before some leaders, for different reasons, were negotiating terms with opposing forces with some enthusiasm and no little skill. There are numerous accounts of such desertions in the Old Testament of the Bible. One of the first occurs in about 1000 BC, when David, the future King of Israel, hid from his former master Saul in the fortress of Ziklag. He was joined there by Amasai, a Levite soldier previously in command of thirty soldiers of Saul’s army. The First Book of Chronicles states that the Holy Spirit descended upon Amasai as he pledged his band to David with the words, ‘We are yours, O David, and with you, O son of Jesse!’


The first example of a royal desertion also occurs in the time of David. Absalom, the third son of King David, was horrified when his brother Ammon raped his half-sister Tamar. Their doting father, now a patriarch, did nothing about it. For years Absalom brooded over the injustice. Eventually he deserted King David with a number of followers and at Hebron declared himself the new King of Israel.


David sent three armies to crush his renegade son. Job, David’s general, routed the army of Absalom, who fled from the field of battle. David had ordered Job to spare his son’s life but the general knew that as long as Absalom lived he would be a threat to his father. The story went that as the vain Absalom fled on horseback his long tresses became entangled in the branches of a tree and he was left hanging. The Second Book of Samuel, verse 17, recounts what happened when the pursuers arrived and Job approached the still struggling Absalom. The general ‘took three darts in his hand and thrust them through the heart of Absalom while he was yet alive in the midst of the oak. And ten young men that bare Job’s armour compassed about and smote Absalom, and slew him.’


Ironically, a number of leaders from the Greek world who encouraged deserters to come over to them ended their own days in exile. Themistocles of Athens and Leotychides of Sparta both became involved with political factions in their respective countries and were driven into exile, taking refuge with their former adversaries, the Persians. Another Athenian, Hippias, was also driven from his state. He joined the Persian Army and in 490 advised its leader Darius I to invade the Greeks at Marathon. The attackers suffered a great defeat, presumably making Hippias as unpopular in Persia as he was in Athens.


As written records became more plentiful, more names of the first deserters were recorded, appearing briefly on tablets and then disappearing again. In 538 BC, when Cyrus, the Persian emperor, invaded Babylon, a general called Gobryas, a former vassal of Babylon, deserted and entered Babylon unopposed, now as a representative of Persia.


A more premeditated form of military desertion was practised by the Athenian nobleman Alcibiades who used a series of planned flights to secure both career advancement and self-preservation. Born in about 450 BC into a noble family, the son of a general killed in battle, Alcibiades was brought up by a kinsman, the orator and statesman Pericles. As a young man the ambitious Alcibiades used his wealth to promote himself as a politician in Athens, gaining considerable personal publicity by entering seven chariots, including the eventual winner and second and fourth place takers, for the races at Olympia.


In the Assembly, Alcibiades pressed successfully for Athens to enter into an alliance against Sparta. He was given joint command of a force sent to Sicily to pursue the campaign against the Spartans and their allies. However, Alcibiades had made enemies. He became involved in a scandal when throughout Athens a number of statues of Hermes, the messenger of the gods and patron of road travellers, were mutilated. Alcibiades was accused, probably falsely, of engineering this vandalism, but his opponents saw to it that he was dispatched with his army to Sicily before the general could face his accusers.


Once he had reached Sicily, Alcibiades was recalled to Athens to be tried for the desecration of the statues. On the return voyage he learned that he had been sentenced to death in absentia for his alleged crime. Alcibiades hastily abandoned his position as an Athenian general and entered into negotiations with Sparta, the enemy of Athens. In Alcibiades, Plutarch describes the events leading up to the general’s defection: ‘Seeing himself utterly hopeless of return to his native country, he sent to Sparta desiring safe conduct, and assuring them he would make them amends by his future services for all the mischief he had done them while he was their enemy.’


He persuaded the Spartans to grant him a safe passage, then, with a few companions, sailed in a trading ship to Sparta, where he became an adviser to King Agis I.


Alcibiades soon fell out with the Spartan monarch. Circumspectly he continued on his travels, next placing himself under the protection of a Persian governor called Tissaphernes.


By this time the Athenian forces were not faring well in their campaign against the Spartan alliance. Swallowing its collective pride at approaching one who had only recently deserted the cause, the Assembly begged Alcibiades to return and command the Athenian fleet. The former commander agreed. He set to work to rebuild the weakened Athenian forces. Unfortunately he was so dogmatic in his approach that he was soon being denounced in the Assembly as a tyrant, while the temples of Athens were said to resound to the prayers of mothers begging the gods not to let Alcibiades take their sons to the war.


At first the commander’s campaign went well. In 410 BC, he won a great victory over the Peloponnesian fleet, but four years later the Athenians were defeated at Notium. Alcibiades was blamed for this. He was dismissed by the Assembly and exiled to his castle on the western shores of the Hellespont. From this remote fastness he continued to meddle in politics. In 404 BC, at the instigation of Lysander, the Spartan commander, Alcibiades was murdered.


Even the mighty Alexander had to avert threatened desertions during his efforts to conquer much of the known world. In 327 BC, having fought his way across Syria, Egypt and Persia, he finally led his bedraggled, exhausted troops into India. It proved to be a conquest too far. Alexander fervently desired to cross the holy river Ganges but his veteran soldiers stopped and begged their revered leader to take them home, drawing attention to their pitiful condition. ‘We have conquered all the world but are ourselves destitute of all things.’ There was a great debate over the matter but Alexander sensed that if he did not lead his men back there was a strong possibility that there would be mass desertions. Reluctantly he began his great retreat.


The armies of ancient history varied greatly in their composition, but without exception they were affected by constant desertions from their ranks. Military authorities of all types did their best to forestall these absences with punishments and threats. There are even records in existence of how some civilisations tried to retain their more skilled soldiers and technicians by branding them, so that they could be recognised in any general sweeps of the populace. Nothing seemed to work. Then, as now, warriors of all sorts were prepared to defy authority by leaving their posts arbitrarily.


Towards the end of this period, seven years before the death of Alexander in 323 BC, the Roman Empire began its rise. The Romans adapted some of Alexander’s military strategies but they owed much of their success to the awesome efficiency of their army, the first professional, full-time, regularly paid military force in the world. But even this great institution suffered desertion from its military ranks.
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‘LET NO ONE SPARE A SOLDIER!’







To seduce the enemies’ soldiers from their allegiance and encourage them to surrender is of special service, for an adversary is more hurt by desertions than by slaughter.


– Epitoma rei militaris, Vegtius, c. 390 AD





In 146 BC, Rome conquered and occupied Greece after the Battle of Corinth. For hundreds of years, until the fourth century AD, Rome possessed the greatest empire in the world, comprising some 60 million people. At its zenith, its borders extended from the Mediterranean, across Europe and parts of North Africa, and as far as Assyria and Mesopotamia in the east.


Much of Rome’s power was due to its magnificent, highly organised army. But even these superbly trained, disciplined and closely monitored troops were as liable to desert as any other soldiers – if provoked enough. Over the next 300 years the Roman forces and their allies and adversaries threw up more than their share of unusual and ingenious absconders.


A major problem in retaining the strength of the legions lay with the strict internal discipline invoked. More culprits fled to avoid punishments such as flogging for disobeying an order than for any other reason. So many legionaries went absent without leave that Roman deserters even initiated the practice in battle of announcing their imminent defection by approaching the enemy with their shields, spears and swords extended before them in a conciliatory manner.


In an attempt to quell desertions the ruthless Roman Army steadily reinforced the number of cruel and harsh punishments in force for any men attempting to abscond, reflecting the concern that such attempts created for their superiors. As early as 214 BC, the Roman Marcus Claudius Marcellus captured the stronghold of Leontini in Sicily during the Second Punic War between Rome and Carthage. Marcellus found hundreds of Roman deserters hiding in the town and had them all beheaded. The action was of such enormity that it even caused some concern in Rome itself although, in Marcus Claudius Marcellus, Plutarch concluded that, all things considered, the general had been quite magnanimous: ‘…he violated none of the townsmen, only deserters, as many as he took.’


Indeed, punishments for Roman deserters were always harsh. Soldiers swore an oath upon enlistment to be faithful unto death. If an individual broke this oath and was recaptured after deserting, he could be subjected to the punishment of fustuarium. In this, a tribune would touch the condemned man lightly on his shoulder with a stick, a signal for his fellow soldiers to beat the victim to death with sticks and stones. The few hardy or lucky former legionaries to escape with their lives from such a thrashing were never allowed to return to Rome nor be aided by their families. In 391 AD, the Emperor Theodosius issued an edict giving permission for ordinary citizens to use force to defend their lands and property against any deserters: ‘Let no one spare a soldier when he becomes a robber.’


If a whole unit should desert or mutiny, the captured troops could be sentenced to decimation, whereby one man in ten was executed and the rest forced to live outside the military camp. Nevertheless, those deserters who stuck together and maintained their military discipline could occasionally present an impressive show of force. In 275 BC, a body of Campanian mercenaries employed by Rome mutinied at Rhegium and deserted, capturing the stronghold of Messana and holding it for some years, despite all the efforts of the regular Roman Army to retake it.


Rome took enormous pride in the ruthless results of its military training and found it difficult to believe that any untutored warriors could prevail against its forces. Little is known, for example, of the antecedents of Spartacus, the former slave and gladiator who led a revolt against the might of Rome between 73 BC and 71 BC. After his initial successes the Romans declared, on meagre evidence, that in order to have been so successful in battle against them, Spartacus must have learned his trade in some remote outpost of the Roman legions before deserting.


Two or three centuries later there were similar legends that St Paul had deserted from the Roman Army and changed his name from Saul of Tarsus in order to escape recapture, but there is no word of this anywhere in the Bible.


Nevertheless the Romans acknowledged the concept of desertion from an early period and even included a number of runaways in their abundant folklore. A story went that one of the city’s leaders in 390 BC, Marcus Furius Camillus, was so vilified by his rivals, who accused him of taking bribes from a defeated enemy and depriving his troops of some of their booty, that he left Rome in disgust and went into voluntary exile. However, when Rome was threatened by Gaul, Camillus, at the age of seventy-nine, returned with an army and defeated the barbarians, displaying his inherent loyalty to his homeland.


Among the early records of desertions were accounts of Roman uprisings and defections in occupied Britain. During the reign of Emperor Commodus from 177 to 192 AD, there was a great deal of discontent in the Roman Army, leading to a revolt of the legions in England, alarmed at news of the plotting and counter-plotting taking place in Rome in their enforced absence. Agitators stirred up trouble among the legions and, for a brief period, 1,500 soldiers left their posts. There were many other desertions all over the empire.


While the aristocracy was plotting and planning in ancient Rome, many ordinary soldiers were still doing their best to find ways of permanently detaching themselves from military servitude. One of these was Maternus, an obscure foot soldier fugitive with grandiose plans, which even extended to conquering Rome itself.


He gathered a small army of deserters, attacked and looted cities in Gaul and Spain, releasing any prisoners he found, many of whom joined his company. The Emperor Commodus was greatly concerned by the unexpected, and extremely unwelcome, effectiveness of Maternus. He ordered his provincial governors to hunt the Roman deserter down and kill him. Maternus then put his plan into action. He ordered his force to disband and to cross the Alps in small groups and meet up with him in Rome itself, where he hoped to assassinate the emperor and take his place.


Most of the force managed the long and hazardous journey and assembled in Rome during the festival of Cybele, the goddess of the fertile earth, held in March, but the plot was betrayed to Commodus by one of Maternus’s men, jealous of his leader’s success. Maternus and his men had to leave the city hastily, fortunate to escape with their lives. Nothing is known of what became of them afterwards.


In an era of treachery, many noble Romans also employed desertion as an important part of their strategies. One of these major defections occurred in 33 BC. A close friend of Julius Caesar and supporter in the Senate, for a time Mark Antony was left in charge of Italy while Caesar was fighting abroad. In 44 BC, Caesar was assassinated by a group of senators, including Brutus and Cassius, who feared that Caesar was on the verge of overthrowing the Republic in favour of a tyranny with him as tyrant. After the death of Caesar, Mark Antony joined with Lepidus and Octavian, Caesar’s great-nephew and adopted son, to hunt down Caesar’s killers. The three men formed the Second Triumvirate in 43 BC and began their rule of Rome.


The empire was divided among the three. Mark Antony became leader of Rome’s eastern provinces. He needed gold and grain and invited Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt, to visit him in Tarsus to discuss possible trade. Cleopatra arrived in a burnished barge, dressed as Aphrodite, the goddess of love, and accompanied by boys representing Cupid and girls in the guise of nymphs.


From that time, Mark Antony made Alexandria the centre of his activities, ignoring Rome. He fell in love with Cleopatra, thus antagonising Octavian, whose sister Octavia had earlier married Mark Antony. Antony spurned Octavia and sent her back to Rome, later divorcing her. Octavian declared war on Egypt, and Mark Antony threw in his lot with Cleopatra, thus deserting Rome.


His liaison with Cleopatra had lost Mark Antony the respect of the Roman people. He was defeated in several battles against the forces of Octavian. Finally he was outfought at the sea battle of Actium in 31 BC, when his own vessels deserted him. Cleopatra’s vessels broke through the Roman lines. She and Mark Antony then fled to Egypt, where they lived together for almost a year before Octavian and his forces reached them. Mark Antony committed suicide and, upon hearing the news, Cleopatra followed his example. A representative of Octavian’s broke in to Cleopatra’s chamber only to find the queen and one of her servants dead and another, Charmion, dying. According to Plutarch’s Life of Antony, Octavian’s man asked angrily: ‘Was this well done of your lady, Charmion?’


The servant replied quietly with almost her last breath: ‘Extremely well done, and as became the descendant of so many kings.’


Another Roman general to turn against his homeland during the same period was Quintus Labienus, in a desertion prompted mainly by envy and self-pity. Labienus was a Roman general and friend of Julius Caesar. He eventually turned against his patron, deserted Caesar’s cause and fought against him, believing that Caesar had not promoted him sufficiently.


Labienus first caught Julius Caesar’s eye as a fighting man and military administrator during the latter’s campaigns in Gaul from 58–50 BC. The general was quickly promoted to become Caesar’s right-hand man and chief of staff. He was second-in-command when Caesar invaded Britain. Labienus then went on to become governor of Cisalpine Gaul.


Unfortunately, Labienus, who was unsure of himself because of his lowly origins, proved to be an arrogant and harsh ruler. Although he owed so much to Julius Caesar he began to grow jealous of Mark Antony, feeling that Caesar preferred him. In time Labienus even began to criticise Julius Caesar in public.


Labienus blundered in his treatment of Commius, the King of the Atrebates tribe in Gaul, believing that the leader was plotting against Rome. Instead of marching on Commius, Labienus chose to send some troops to the king on pretence of holding discussions with him. Acting on the governor’s secret instructions the delegates then tried to murder Commius.


Commius managed to escape, vowing vengeance on Rome. The king launched a number of attacks and Mark Antony met him in battle. Commius lost much of his force but again managed to escape. He then contacted Mark Antony, promising to send him hostages and remain at peace, as long as he never had to make face-to-face contact with the Romans again.


Mark Antony agreed that, under the circumstances, these were reasonable conditions and agreed to them. Still not trusting the Romans, Commius left for Britain, where he founded a dynasty. When Labienus heard what had happened he was furious. He regarded Mark Antony’s pact with Commius as an implicit criticism of the manner in which Labienus had conducted negotiations with the king. Labienus was sure that Julius Caesar would condone Mark Antony’s attitude, and this made the governor even more rebellious.


For some time Labienus had been attracted to the cause of Pompey, Julius Caesar’s rival for the leadership of Rome. When civil war broke out between Caesar and Pompey, Labienus abandoned his old master and went over to Pompey. The defection meant a great deal to Pompey, who relied upon his new ally’s knowledge of Caesar’s forces. Soon Cicero was writing to a friend that Pompey ‘has Labienus at his side, who has no doubts about the weakness of Caesar’s forces’.


Even after Pompey had been defeated and killed, Labienus continued to oppose his mentor. His hatred of his old superior officer had intensified. When it was suggested that peace might be made between them, Labienus declared, ‘There can be no peace between us until Caesar’s head is brought back!’


When Julius Caesar was assassinated, Labienus feared that he would be hunted down and arrested by his heirs, the triumvirate of Mark Antony, Octavian and Lepidus. Crassus, who had become Governor of Syria, invaded Parthian territory but was killed. Mark Antony took over the invasion. Labienus became a general in the Parthian Army. He invaded Roman territories with some success, conquering Asia Minor, but was killed in a sudden counter-attack in 39 BC. Without Labienus’s leadership the Romans took back the lands he had won from them.


Other leaders besides Labienus began to use defections for their own ends and desertion became an accepted and approved military strategy. Even the Roman war machine could be outwitted at times, especially by mercenaries apparently prepared to switch allegiance in the heat of the conflict. This occurred at the Battle of Cannae in 216 BC, regarded as one of history’s great military encounters, in which Hannibal very nearly annihilated a powerful Roman Army.


Two years earlier, Hannibal, the Carthaginian enemy of Rome, had crossed the Alps from Spain into Italy and inflicted several defeats on the Romans. The Romans regrouped and sent an army of around 80,000 infantrymen and 6,000 cavalry to repel the invaders. Hannibal had 40,000 foot soldiers and 10,000 mounted men. The battle was conducted on an open field, with a river on one side and low hills on the other.


Among the Carthaginians were 500 Numidian mercenaries, warriors from north Africa. Before the battle had got under way, according to a pre-arranged stratagem, the Numidians ostentatiously refused to fight the massed Roman Army. As the Roman troops jeered, armed Carthaginians, simulating great concern, conducted the Numidians to the rear of their force and left them there. In his History of Rome, Livy wrote: ‘About 500 Numidians, carrying, besides their usual arms and missiles, swords concealed under their coats of mail, rode out from their own line, with their shields slung behind their backs, as though they were deserters.’


The battle started with a sudden Carthaginian cavalry attack, which broke the Roman right wing. The Roman infantry pressed forward in the centre but was halted by more Carthaginian horsemen. Suddenly the massed, hitherto inert Numidian ‘deserters’ produced the swords from beneath their tunics and fell upon the Romans, who were taken by surprise. The Roman soldiers were encircled and slain in their thousands. Over 47,000 infantrymen were killed and 10,000 mounted troops. Almost 20,000 were captured. The surviving Roman soldiers and officers, who had fled, were regarded as deserters and were formed into two new legions and sent in disgrace to garrison duty in Sicily.


Soon afterwards, Hannibal’s forces began to run short of supplies. The Romans launched attacks on Carthage and Hannibal had to return home to defend his country. He was defeated and fled, subsequently reduced to a life of wandering exile before he committed suicide by poison in 183 BC.


Rome often did its best to befriend and even train some of the princes of the lands it conquered, but it was a policy that had its dangers, as was evinced by the desertion of Arminius in 9 AD. The scion of a German noble family, Arminius had been educated in Rome as a part of the Roman policy of trying to bind its remoter lands and peoples together in the capital. He had been allowed to serve as an officer in the Roman auxiliary forces and had even been granted Roman citizenship.


However, none of this had diminished Arminius’s loyalty to his people. In his campaigns against the enemies of Rome in Thracia, Macedonia and Armenia, the young German had noticed that some of these oppressed tribes had fought bravely and occasionally had even come close to defeating the physically and numerically superior Roman forces. Arminius studied the ways in which the Romans deployed their forces and fought, and began to wonder whether his own people, the Cherusci, could rise successfully against the distant power of Rome. When he returned home he decided to abandon his allegiance to Rome. While they prepared their plans, Arminius and his father Segemerus took care to convince the local Roman governor Publius Quinctilius Varus that they were loyal servants of Rome.


In 9 AD, Arminius lured Varus away from the Rhine deep into the marshy forests of his own tribe’s territory by telling the governor that there were uprisings in the area that he would help the Romans put down.


The gullible Varus, more of a lawyer and administrator than a soldier, believed Arminius and set off in late summer into the thickly wooded area with three legions, three squadrons of cavalry and six cohorts of auxiliaries, accompanied by baggage wagons and even women and children. Before long the force became hopelessly extended along the slippery route, while the wagons came to a halt in the mud.


Varus had been warned what would happen in the forest by Segestes, Arminius’s father-in-law, who hated his daughter’s husband because Arminius had eloped with her. The Roman governor refused to believe that a Roman auxiliary officer would desert him in such a fashion, and thus would not abandon his plans.


At a pre-arranged time, the Cherusci leaders who had been guiding Varus disappeared into the trees of the Teutoburg Forest, and Arminius launched a massive attack at different sites along the track upon the bogged-down Romans. Arminius had fewer men than Varus, but he possessed the element of surprise and convinced the Romans that they were being attacked by a vastly superior force by ordering his men to clash their shields and shout as they appeared and disappeared among the trees.


The battle lasted for three days before the Romans were utterly defeated. Varus committed suicide by falling on his sword rather than become a prisoner of the Germans.


The defeat in the Teutoburg Forest had a traumatic effect upon the Romans. They virtually abandoned their plans to advance eastwards through Germany. Writing 100 years after the event the historian Suetonius remarked on the impact the defeat had had on the Emperor Augustus: ‘He was so greatly affected that for several months in succession he cut neither his beard nor his hair, and sometimes he would dash his head against a door, crying, “Quintus Varius, give me back my legions!”’


Today, under the name of Herman, Arminius is celebrated for having freed Germany from Roman rule, but he failed in his efforts to unite the German tribes. His efforts to assume command were treated with suspicion and in 21 AD he was murdered.


Even the Romans could not maintain their control forever. By the fourth century AD their empire in the west was beset on all sides. Barbarians encroached on almost every border. The German tribes advanced from the north. In the west, the Saxons, Jutes and Angles overran England. Desperately, Rome increased its army to a force of 600,000 men, diluting the standards of the once proud legions and causing one writer to complain: ‘Among us, deserters are frequent, because soldiers are the vilest part of each nation.’ Desertions and mutinies were rife, and skirmishes and then complete battles were lost. Across the whole crumbling Roman Empire, groups of deserters roamed in bandit hordes. In vain the authorities threatened to punish anyone harbouring such a fugitive, with massive fines being administered and some culprits even sentenced to hard labour. Young men of conscription age who cut off their thumbs to avoid military service were threatened with burning at the stake, or arrested and forced to serve anyway. Some of them were even conveyed to their units in wooden cages as a mark of shame for trying to avoid military service.


As unrest spread throughout the Roman Empire more and more troops were needed to combat revolts and invasions. For a time new recruits were paid only in clothing and equipment, not currency, leading to resentment and defections among newly arrived conscripts.


When an army was in the process of being raised, a red flag would be hoisted over the Capitoline Hill in Rome, a call to all those subject to conscription that they had thirty days in which to report to arms. Once this had been regarded as a clarion call to duty, but in the closing years of the empire it was merely a signal to many to put as much space as possible between themselves and their city.


Throughout its existence, the Roman Army, by virtue of its power and importance, had devoted more time and thought to its military procedures than any other civilisation before it – but even the Romans could not prevent their troops from deserting.


Finally, in 410 AD Alaric and his Visigoths invaded Rome, with over 30,000 Roman deserters in his ranks, bringing much of its empire to a close and causing the contemporary St Jerome to write elegiacally, ‘The city which had taken the whole world was itself taken.’


The Roman Army devoted considerable efforts to solving the problem of desertion among its ranks, but to no avail. Over its long history it had experimented with both punishments and coercion, from crucifying troops who deserted in battle to currying favour with more experienced legionaries by placing them in the rear ranks in battle, so that younger and thus expendable troops bore the brunt of the first attack. But nothing had prevented the steady exodus of those who preferred to serve no longer.
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PEACE AND NORTHUMBRIA







One by one the companies closest to him, one after the other, settled to flight, without giving battle.


– Michael Attaleiates, who was present at the engagement, confirms the effectiveness of Andronicus Ducas’s strategic desertion from the Battle of Manzikert in 1071





For hundreds of years after the breakup of the western part of the Roman Empire, Europe descended into wild lawlessness. Across the Continent in these Dark Ages, bands of marauding outlaws were increasingly reinforced by contingents of deserters, trained in the arts of war by the Romans and their adversaries and successors. In Britain, starting in about 360, the Picts and Scots renewed their forays from the north. Tribal leaders struggled for supremacy, while various military usurpers struggled to re-establish the remaining Roman garrisons for their own ambitious purposes. Later, Muslim armies swept across North Africa into Spain, while Arab armies occupied Roman Palestine and Syria. It was an age where every man had to look after himself, in which self-preservation ranked high and deserters were common, as were professional mercenaries, who transferred their allegiances effortlessly to the highest bidders.


The Scandinavian Vikings started attacking the coast of England in their clinker-built longships in the eighth century AD. In 793, they swooped on the monastery of Lindisfarne off the north-east coast. Monks were murdered, valuable items stolen and buildings burnt to the ground. This is often regarded as the beginning of the Viking Age and many attacks by the Norsemen on the shores of England; the scholar Alcuin wrote: ‘Never before has such a terror appeared in Britain.’


In April 991, a Viking leader called Olaf Tryggvason led a large fleet of ships to the river Blackwater near Maldon in Essex, and fought a battle against the English force waiting there for the invaders. Details of the battle are given in a fragment of an old English poem, ‘The Battle of Maldon’. Whether the poem is a piece of contemporary factual reporting or not is debatable, but the existing stanzas do deliver what is probably the first description of an English deserter.


The battle allegedly took place on an old causeway linking Northey Island to the south bank of the Blackwater estuary, near Maldon. The English defenders refused the Vikings’ shouted demands for tribute, and prepared to fight. The English, probably overconfident, refused the opportunity to block the causeway and keep the attackers at bay. Instead, contemptuously, they invited the Vikings to cross and fight them on the dry ground.


Several thousand Vikings were believed to be attacking the area at the time, but it is uncertain how many invaded Maldon. Those present at once charged across to fight the smaller English array waiting on the firm footing. At first the fighting swayed both ways, but when the English leader Ealdorman Byrhtnoth was killed the English forces started to panic. The first man in the poem recorded as taking flight is one Godric, the son of Ossa, who ‘leapt into the saddle of his lord’s own horse…’ and fled, followed by others, including two of his brothers. As a consequence, the thane Offa is recorded as shouting, ‘Godric, the cowardly son of Ossa, has betrayed us all!’


The existing form of the poem breaks off before reaching the end of the battle but it is plain that Godric was not the only English deserter on that day. Having reached the shelter of a wood, he was soon joined as the day progressed by other fugitives from the battle. The poet mentions drily that some of these skulking figures had at the council of war before the battle been the progenitors of ‘many a boastful speech’.


Fewer than a hundred years elapsed before the first English leader is recorded deserting his cause and his troops. In 1065, Harold was the Earl of Wessex and one of King Edward the Confessor’s supporters. His quick-tempered brother, Tostig, was the Earl of Northumbria and ruled his lands with such a heavy hand that his noblemen rose against him and deposed the earl. King Edward sent Harold with a small force to try to smooth matters out in the north. The royal emissary found the insurgents keen for peace but adamant in their refusal to have Tostig as their overlord again. They let it be known that they were willing to go to war rather than once more to be subjected to the iron rule of their former earl.


Despite his regard for his brother, Harold believed that the proposed civil war would do great harm to England. Acting on his own initiative, he agreed to the demands of the thanes and informed Tostig that in the cause of peace his exclusion was to be permanent.


Tostig was furious at his treatment and left the country with hatred in his heart for his brother. While the earl was abroad, King Edward died, naming Harold as his successor. Still incensed by his treatment in Northumbria, Tostig offered his services to Harold Hardrada, King of Norway, the last of the great Viking leaders, who was planning a bid for the English throne based on his distant blood ties with the former English ruler, Canute.


In September 1066, Hardrada sailed with a fleet of 300 vessels to make his challenge for the crown of England. He joined up with Tostig at the mouth of the river Tyne and the Norwegian force, augmented by Tostig’s supporters, landed further up the river, not far from York, defeating an English army at Fulford.


Hearing of the landing, King Harold of England force-marched his army to the north in a few days and met Hardrada’s force at Stamford Bridge on the river Derwent. Harold arrived so quickly that his army took the thousands of Norwegians by surprise. The English overpowered the contingent guarding the bridge across the Derwent and poured across the river to attack.


The battle was a fierce one. The Vikings rallied, with Hardrada leading by example, but then the Norwegian king was struck in the throat by an English arrow and died at once. Tostig took up the Viking banner and refused his brother’s proposal of a truce. In vain, Harold even offered Tostig, through an emissary, a third of his kingdom: ‘Your brother sends you greetings. He offers you peace and all of Northumbria.’ Fighting was resumed and the Norwegians were defeated with great slaughter. Tostig was one of the rebels to die.


It was becoming obvious to the leaders of subsidiary forces everywhere that they could exert a considerable influence on a battle by the manner in which they deployed their troops, even if this sometimes meant circumspectly galloping away from the combat.


In 1071, the armies of the Christian Byzantine Empire were defeated by the nomadic Seljuk Turks at the Battle of Manzikert. As a result, the Turks occupied the area of Anatolia, which is now known as Turkey. The Byzantine defeat was largely due to the desertion of one of its generals, Andronicus Ducas.


The Byzantine Emperor Romanus IV Diogenes was trapped with his army by the Turks in a valley near Manzikert, in what is now eastern Turkey. He called upon his reserves to come to his aid. The Byzantine reserves were commanded by the ambitious Andronicus Ducas, a general fiercely jealous of the Emperor Romanus. He realised that if he were to withdraw from the field with his army, not only might Romanus be killed but, in addition, Ducas would be able to get safely back to Constantinople to conspire to seize the vacant Byzantine throne.


At once Ducas gave the order to retire, setting a conspicuous example by spurring his mount from the field. As he headed for Constantinople he took care, a trifle prematurely in the opinion of some, to let everyone know en route that Romanus had been defeated.


Upon his return to safety Ducas joined in the plotting for power with a will. Emperor Romanus was captured by the Turks and ransomed for a huge sum. After a time the unfortunate emperor was released into the care of the unfeeling Ducas and died soon afterwards. The Seljuk Turks continued their advance and occupied and settled in Anatolia. The once powerful Byzantine Empire was reduced to its European component and a narrow strip of land along the Bosphorus.


The actions of would-be deserters were becoming less important to commanders, but the movements of whole units, plotted in advance by their chiefs, from one side to another, were about to become an important component in the strategy of war. While individual deserters continued to trouble their leaders, mass defections could affect the courses of whole battles and even campaigns.
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QUICK OR DEAD







Yon men will win all or die. None will flee for fear of death.


– Before the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314, Sir Ingram de Umfraville warns King Edward II that there will be no deserters among the opposing Scots





It was bad enough when members of the rank and file deserted, but another bane of the lives of military commanders was noble and well-placed followers who took their military commitments lightly and went off on in groups or on their own whenever the fancy took them.


During the Middle Ages, a nobleman-deserter responsible for the humiliation of a king was Piers Gaveston, a favourite of King Edward II of England and often regarded as a bad influence on the monarch. Gaveston, the son of a Gascon knight, had been a playmate of Edward II’s from an early age and their increasingly close relationship was regarded by his father Edward I’s strictly heterosexual noblemen as decidedly unhealthy.


In 1306, Gaveston and Prince Edward accompanied King Edward I on his campaign against Robert the Bruce in Scotland. The monarch was uneasy at the prospect.


Finding enough troops with which to march over the border had always been a problem. In 1299, Edward I had been so outraged by the rate of desertions when he strove to raise an army to go north, that he instructed all local officials to imprison anyone who refused to join this army. Such objectors were sometimes left to languish in captivity for long periods.


During the 1306 campaign, winter quarters were established at Lanercost. Soon many of the noblemen in the army grew bored with the lack of action. A number of them requested leave of absence in order to attend a great tournament in France. Unwilling to deplete his force, King Edward refused to let them go. Twenty-two of the highborn supplicants promptly left the army anyway and made their way to France for the tournament. The handsome and reckless Gaveston was one of the knights among their number.


The furious monarch ordered that the lands of all the deserting knights be confiscated. Later he relented and returned their estates, except in the case of Gaveston, already in Edward’s black books. In 1307, Piers Gaveston was exiled.
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