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‘And when the world is overcharged with inhabitants,


Then the last remedy is Warre;


Which provideth for every man,


By Victory – or Death.’


Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (11.30), 1651





Prologue


In Search of the Historic Truth




‘Our ears are accustomed as of our earliest age to listen to untruths, and our minds have been saturated over the ages as the depository of suppositions. We make the truth appear as extravagant and we turn falsified tales into truth.’


These words, written four thousand years ago by Sanchoniathon, a Phoenician, still hold good today





War has been a constant factor throughout human civilisation. Accounts of the convulsions that shook the world thousands of years ago, and which have been instrumental in altering the course of history, describe mostly the victor’s jubilation. Precious few are the accounts that mention the ugly backwash of merciless combat, the bloodshed and destruction that war left in its wake. We think of historic records as closely allied to the events as they really happened. That certain constants, which appear in the works of all the historians that lived during a specific period, and whose accounts have been handed down in various translations and amendments throughout the ages, are nothing but the truth. We do not ask on whose authority their story was told. A historian is always the supreme authority, since it is only through him that we penetrate into the world that he has chosen to set before us. Over three thousand years of epic narrative, a historian’s role was not to tell us how his king conducted himself, but to convince us to believe in what he wrote. Conflicts erupted to defend the ‘good’ against the ‘evil’, but when it came to doing battle, it was surprising how much the ‘good’ resembled the ‘evil’. Both sides used precisely the same means to kill each other. In the end, the ‘good’ proved victorious, because every god (and recording historian) was always on the side of the ‘good’, the winner.


Historic truth can never be fully attained because of the falsity of records on which it is based, especially if it concerns dates, numbers and reasons for the outbreak of mortal conflict. It is not falsehood by design. For example, Herodotus, the father of historians, was a Greek who saw and recorded events as a Greek, while his country’s enemies, Darius and Xerxes, were not. In Herodotus’s writings, a Greek’s ‘convenient pretext’ became a Persian’s ‘cunning trick’.


We know of King Alexander’s every move, of his victories, but what do we know about his enemies? Greece, land of philosophers, writers and historians, left us copious records on a giant of a man – all seen from the Greek perspective. At the same time Diodorus multiplied inaccuracies when he wrote of ‘the drunkard Alexander’, taking notes from Hieronymus of Cardia, using Ptolemy, who tried to inflate his own importance, as his principal source.


Can we really expect a fair account of the war against the Gaul in Caesar’s De bello gallico? After all, the author was also a general, and his account reflected his own vainglorious point of view.


The historian Flavius Josephus was a Roman citizen; but he was born Joseph ben Matthias, a Jew. Was it the Roman or was it the Jew who wrote the eye-witness account of the destruction by Roman legions of the Great Temple of Jerusalem, symbol of his own religious belief? He recorded the anxiety of the Jewish defenders before the siege, their despair, the determination to fight on, the Romans’ exhilaration after victory, and the bitterness too.


But the biggest riddle of all will always be who wrote Genesis, first book of the Bible. The interpretation of this work may give a clue to our past. This has led to great controversies. The dispute continues and will probably remain history’s great enigma. Was it Moses who dictated the Lord’s commandments when he came down from the mountain? Or was it an amalgam of many authors, including non-monotheists? ‘And God created the Heaven and the Earth …’ The third word in the original Hebrew text is ‘elohim’, for gods. It seems strange that such a sacred document, supposedly written by a monotheist, refers in its opening phrase to gods in the plural, whereas, in the rest of the Old Testament, God – Yahweh – appears in the singular. Were the ancient fathers inspired by a compilation of theological documents by Sanchoniathon,1 a contemporary of Semiramis and believer in many gods, who wrote his analysis of the world’s creation a thousand years before the coming of Moses? The Holy Scriptures were initially passed down by word of mouth in the Massorah. Around the eighth century BC, they were written down by learned men from Galilee in ancient Hebrew; in the third century BC, King Ptolemy II locked seventy wise men into individual cells and ordered them to translate the Hebrew Bible into Greek. It was in this translation, completed in just seventy days, that the term Yahweh Sebaoth, or god of armies, was changed into All Powerful Lord. This version was dissected by philosophers like Porphyrus, who engaged in a violent controversy with the saintly Eusebio, Bishop of Caesaria, who interpreted the scriptures according to the emerging faith of Christiana alleluia! In this manner, the original text of the ‘Book of Books’ passed many stages, translated, rectified, amended and diluted, to fit a specific period or religious need. How are we to distinguish historical fact from symbolic narration intended to convey a specific message? Our Holy Bible is not only the story of man’s salvation, but is the only source of ancient historic events as they happened. There is no other work that has had a greater influence on the development of our civilisation.


The past holds two certainties: first, it never changes, and second, there’s always something to discover. They still sing ballads about the great heroes of times long gone. They did not manage their affairs better in the past than modern man does now. Then, as now, battles decided the terrible business of war. The zeal with which campaigns were conducted often damaged the causes they were meant to promote. Human folly changed only in scale, but not in detail. To understand our present, nothing serves better than to study our past, with its myths, its fears, its honour, its glory, its trials and errors, and, finally, its bloody aftermath.


Perhaps Voltaire was right when he wrote: ‘All our ancient history is no more than accepted fiction.’ Ancient glory is mostly legends. Nobody knows what really happened then. One fact remains unshakeably anchored in narrative: antiquity did exist, and its momentous events did take place.


E.D.


Domaine de Valensole, summer 2002





Part One


Dies Iræ


(1479–1010 BC)


(Thutmosis to King David)





Introduction


A Madness of a Violent Kind




‘To destroy that for which a war is undertaken seems an act of madness, and madness of a very violent kind.’


Polybius


‘Because I tell you of things unknown to history, whether Greek or barbarian. It is frightful to speak of it and unbelievable to hear of it. I should gladly have passed over this disaster in silence, so that I might not get the reputation of recording something which must appear to posterity wholly degrading.’


Flavius Josephus, War of the Jews





Long before us, another world existed – that of antiquity. A people, in search of fertile earth, came out of the desert and marched into a land of nightmares, where nothing counted but killing, or being killed. They were confronted by a damning chain of events, a tangled web of carnage inflicted by ambitious men, interlaced with acts of treason, horror and brutality. The time we call ‘the cradle of humanity’ offers a sad monument to sheer ruthlessness, cruelty and horror. Nothing in our long, recorded history can compare to the sheer brutality of the distant past.


There had been conflicts before, but we do not know of them. Genocide didn’t start with antiquity; it goes way back to prehistoric times. For uncountable ages mankind, alone among animal creation, has been obsessed with war. Whenever two tribes fought for territory in order to enlarge their limited food resources, it was the stronger that beat up the weaker. Man began with stones and sticks and fire-sharpened spears. The invention of the bow was an enormous advance – now he could kill his brother from a distance. With metal knives and swords came the cutting edge of war and the beginning of regimented battles. And with them slaughter.


Men began to cut through every strategic and tactical problem as Alexander cut the proverbial Gordian knot, but they also cut through every political consideration and were never paralysed by a moral dilemma in their determination to eradicate cities, tribes, entire nations. Many gave evidence of their lust for blood, an almost physical delight in slaughter for its own sake. Satisfaction never abated this terrible lust for more blood. Soldiers became hardened automata, impersonal executors of their general’s whim.


There were also incredible feats of heroism, but even these personal sacrifices were sadly marred by brutality and horror in a never-ending series of conflicts and conquests. Battles were conducted, sometimes without much planning, with masses of foot-soldiers running at each other in frontal attacks, lines swaying back and forth over a growing number of dead as a result of indiscriminate slaughter. The victors shared in the spoils – the nobles were given land and the soldiers’ pay was booty. Antiquity knew only winners, those who demonstrated tenacity and purpose, boldness and skill, or commanded a vastly superior force. The end result was populations beaten into a submission they could neither fathom nor control. Some stood up and fought for their rights, others submitted patiently to the caprice of their enemies. Many conquerors were reckless, barbarous, and power mad beyond description; a few used their religious zeal in worldly matters. In the final analysis many were woefully disappointed, as anyone who commits positive evil so that doubtful good may ensue deserves to be.


History’s ‘foundation period’ was harsh. Climatic conditions changed; from the dry interior hordes poured forth in search of grassland. What had been sufficient for primitive tribal living was no longer sufficient for a rapidly advancing civilisation. Plato, among the giants of Greek philosophy, substituting Socrates’ voice for his own, predicted this worrisome aspect in his monumental work The Republic.1


SOCRATES: The country which was enough to support the original inhabitants will be too small now, and not enough.


GLAUCON: Quite true.


SOCRATES: Then a slice of our neighbour’s land will be wanted by us for pasture and tillage, and they will want a slice of ours, if, like ourselves, they exceed the limit of necessity, and give themselves up to the unlimited accumulation of wealth.


GLAUCON: That, Socrates, is inevitable.


SOCRATES: And so we shall go to war, Glaucon. Shall we not?


GLAUCON: Most certainly.


SOCRATES: Then, without determining as yet whether war does good or harm, thus much we may affirm, that now we have discovered war to be derived from causes which are also the causes of almost all the evils in States, private as well as public.


Nations living in the regions blessed by nature were required to defend what needed defending. The call for more manpower with improved weapons led to greater bloodshed. Atrociously high casualties were the accepted standard for doing battle. Though the casualties of a victor were relatively modest, those suffered by the vanquished reached catastrophic numbers. At the Battle of Gaugamela, Alexander’s casualties were given as 500 killed, while the Persian Darius suffered 300,000 slain. Those who managed to escape stood a chance of surviving for the next battle; the friendly wounded, who could not be treated, were ‘relieved of their suffering’. All the great warriors, we are told, perished heroically by thrust of lance or flight of arrow. Nobody recorded the unheroic death of the endless thousands who expired horribly of infections or gangrene as the direct result of battle wounds.2 The preferred medicine of the day was a talisman or some charm from a prophetess. For infectious diseases, especially those sexually transmitted, which were endemic in any fighting force, there was no cure. Potions of foxglove, sorrel, marjoram or hellebore cured anything from stomach pains to the common cold. Mushrooms provided male potency and courage. Bleeding a man white was the only remedy against snakebite. Diarrhoea, the most common of all afflictions in the field, took on epidemic proportions and often proved fatal. Battle injuries that could be healed were in general permanently incapacitating. Sword slashes were plastered over with the heated resin from the umbrella pine. Deeper cuts were sewn up with catgut. Amputated stumps were cauterised with a piece of red-hot metal sizzling on flesh. The only narcotic was a piece of hardwood clenched between the teeth, a resource reserved for those few lucky enough to receive some medical attention – the winners. The losers were left to bleed and rot. In antiquity it was certainly true that ‘nothing but a battle lost can be as sad as a battle won’.


The hecatomb of death was omnipresent on every field of battle. But what brought about these horrendous casualty figures of 200,000, 300,000, 400,000? Certainly not the casualties directly caused by combat. Yet the numbers did not lie – perhaps some were artificially inflated to heighten the glory of a victorious king. But death in and after battle was certainly massive. Nobody took account of the butchery of captives that followed battle, those put to the sword or pushed over a cliff. After every victory came near-indescribable carnage. Without pity, the defeated were slaughtered, together with their wives and children – often their entire tribe. Such is the plague that, throughout the ages, has distinguished war from all other human activity.


The prospect of sudden death is always frightening. Any unaccountable event causes panic. Natural phenomena fill populations with fear – storms send them praying to their gods, thunder announces their day of judgment, and a comet portends the dissolution of all life. Credulity is always greatest in a time of calamity. It was no different then – people were smitten with fright by the prophecy that the Apocalypse was nigh and the world was coming to its end. It had a pernicious effect upon the minds of the vulgar and induced fatalism. Nations adhered to the prophesies of crazed fanatics, rabid preachers stoked the flames of terror, while ruthless conquerors manipulated their credulous populations to a pitch of ungovernable fury against ‘the evil powers of their neighbours’. Seats of power were carved out, empires formed, civilisations overlapped others: Egyptian, Hebrew, Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, Roman and Barbarian. From the fall of every one of their mighty empires emerged ‘our enlightened civilisation’.


Antiquity was also an age in which the world was dominated largely by military autocracies, so that the course of history depended on the intellectual clarity and the decisions of comparatively few men. Men are only human, and react as such: all are born to greatness and all commit terrible blunders. The lessons learned were not of any great importance in the following period to any of the participants concerned. Being a king or a general does not make a man superior in any way. Only his mistakes are more costly; they lead to consequences way beyond those that follow any act of the average human. We like to think of these people as ordinary men who followed their call in a moment of need – the brave, the good and the ugly, the thinkers, the humanitarians and the butchers, every one a product of his time, believing he was fulfilling the destiny for which he had been chosen. Some clearly dominated the scene, in antiquity more than in any other historical period. And as in any other period, their vehicle was conquest by force. Some had vision and didn’t plan in terms of their hordes marching to devastate neighbouring lands; they didn’t dream of world domination, or founding an empire of a thousand years – because they believed that everyone was decent and would get along fine if only they could be guided along the right lines. Some men were truly larger than life – prophets, philosophers, humanitarians, and kings. They influenced history to a greater extent than ever since; they inspired their people by their example and brought their nation eternal fame.


‘It being my purpose to write the lives of Alexander the king, and of Caesar, by whom Pompey was destroyed, the multitude of their great actions affords so large a field that I were to blame if I should not by way of apology forewarn my readers that I have chosen rather to epitomize the most celebrated parts of their story, than to insist at large on every particular circumstance of it. It must be borne in mind that my design is not to write histories, but lives.’3


Candidates for greatness had to have all the characteristics that made a leader in any field: the charisma to captivate and hold a loyal following; the organisational skills to run and supply an army in the field; and the determination to enforce and maintain discipline. They were conquerors, governors, administrators and judges, all wrapped in one. In the region of his conquest, the leader had to know the geographical features, the religious and racial prejudices, the taboos and superstitions of his own men as well as those of the indigenous population. He was someone who shrewdly calculated his operations and then cold-bloodedly executed them.


Some of the truly greats went on to prove that war is as much a psychological as a physical matter. In most of the immortal victories of antiquity, the actual fighting took on almost a secondary importance. ‘For the profound truth of war is that the issue of battles is usually decided in the minds of the opposing commanders, not in the bodies of their men. The best history would be a register of their thoughts and emotions, with a mere background of events to throw them into relief. But the delusion to the contrary has been fostered by the typical military history, assessing the cause of a victory by statistical computations of the numbers engaged.’4


War is not only a science; war can become art. And these were the artists: Thutmosis, David, Themistocles, Scipio, Caesar – the ordinary great. But there were those who towered above them, the giants. Enshrined in this Olympus of the Great are Alexander the Macedonian, Hannibal the Carthaginian, and Napoleon. It was not by chance that two lived in antiquity.


If history has shown us anything, it has underlined the importance and difficulty of preparing for the unexpected. War has always come about through a fearful concentration of circumstances, and a major player in every war is the law of chance – the unforeseen and the unexpected. Chance and good fortune, or stupidity on the part of an opponent, play a much greater role in the outcome of any battle than a victorious general is willing to admit. It is said that one should not judge a country by its generals. There are good generals just as there are bad ones. And then there are lucky generals. Each leader of men knows about the power of luck and chance; only the great admit that it exists. Most consequences of a war are predictable. History has left us with a spate of examples to teach us a lesson. But does it really?


‘The only thing which history teaches us is that humanity never learns from history.’5





1


A Place Called Armageddon


Megiddo
15 May 1479 BC





‘Modern history properly begins with the year 1479 BC and treats of that epoch in the story of our race which we may call territorial imperialism. For thirty-four centuries, all political ambition, whether of the individual or of the race, has aimed at geographical extension, and at the subjugation of neighbouring tribes and peoples.’


Theodore H. Robinson, A History of Israel, 1945





The long night of recorded slaughter began with the first chronicle of a battle, engraved in hieroglyphs on to the funeral stele of a warrior pharaoh, two centuries before the exodus of Moses.1 It provides an account of bloodshed at har-Magiddo, the Mountain of Megiddo.2 The Bible3 calls the site by another name – one that has become synonymous with holocaust, a place of fire from heaven, where the forces of good and evil met and ‘all the kings assembled to fight the ultimate battle’ on the day of divine judgment – and then left behind a geography of death: a place called Armageddon!


The day began like any other since the Creation, with a golden sunrise. But then something else came to pass, overwhelming and horrible to those who lived through it and who left its record for us on the walls of Amun’s temple in Thebes. They bear witness to this momentous day of the first chronicled battle in history, the day when the King of Kadesh, ruler over Syria and all the tribes of Canaan, faced up to the Pharaoh Thutmosis, third of his name.


Centuries before, Egyptian armies had invaded the lands of Canaan and had brought with them their gods as well as their oppressive yoke. Generations of Syrians had been forced to labour in abject slavery under the whip of ruthless pharaohs. That would stop now. The Kadesh was confident; with his thousands of tribesmen and hundreds of war chariots ready to strike, he would whip the young Pharaoh and send him whimpering back to Egypt. He had blocked the two possible access routes, and thus the Egyptian host would be cut off. The perfect plan. But as the Kadesh King was to find out, in war there never is such a thing as ‘the perfect plan’.


‘The highest gift that man can aspire to is the knowledge of the divine. All other human qualities pale before it.’ Such was the grand philosophy of the ancient Egyptians. Isis, the greatest of divine powers, was creator of all, ruler over nature and the beginning of history. The Sphinx, crouching evilly before the temple, was its eternal guardian.4 To convert the heathen tribes of the Mediterranean to the true belief of their gods was supposed to have made the pharaohs cross the Red Sea. The historic truth certainly lies somewhere else. The lands beyond Egypt controlled the vital trade routes east, to the Fertile Crescent and beyond. Control of the routes was tantamount to a hold over the major portion of Asia Minor. This domination was maintained with the help of a strong army. Ahmose I, founder of the XVIII Dynasty (around 1580 BC), created a professional army with precise divisional duties. Soldiers on foot were armed with a variety of shields and spears, supported by archers. The Pharaonic army’s main weapon lay in its mobility; its war chariots spearheaded an attack much as a modern-day tank division strikes at the heart of the enemy’s defences. Three thousand years before Rommel and Patton, an Egyptian pharaoh recognised the value of such an attack plan and developed his tactical forces around it. Three warrior kings, Ahmose, Amenhotep I and Thutmosis I, expanded their empire into Syria and from there to the Euphrates. Their campaigns were nothing more than giant raids in which a region was overrun, cities burned, prisoners slaughtered and tribes enslaved.


At the time these events took place – May 1479 BC – Egypt was ruled by the Pharaoh Thutmosis III. In his homeland he was someone special from birth. At a young age he had wisdom as well as a spiritual and military maturity that impressed the court of the ruling Pharaoh, his aunt, Queen Hatshepsut, who appointed him leader of her armies. Though she had proven herself a great administrator of her Nile empire, she had remained militarily inactive in her outlying provinces. This encouraged the outbreak of open revolt in the territories conquered by her predecessors. After the Queen’s death, her nephew rose to the throne as Thutmosis III.


A movement for independence from Egypt was gaining rapid support in the land of Canaan.5 Its driving force was the King of Kadesh, Egypt’s surrogate ruler of Syria, who strove for personal control over the biblical lands – a region as volatile 3,500 years ago as it is today. The Kadesh had called into being an army from the local city kings, 330 of them, all eager to join in his revolt. His Canaanites were a rough lot, reasonably well armed with bronze swords, metal-tipped lances and a considerable number of war chariots. Most important, they held the advantage of terrain, centred on Megiddo, the vital road junction on the northern end of the Carmel range, straddling the trade routes from Egypt to the Euphrates. The walled-in fortress controlled three roads: the Northern Road from Dor to Megiddo and Jokneam, the Southern Road from Taanach to Megiddo, and the Arah Road from Aruna up the Wadi Arah. Only this road, actually a trail, led along the confinement of a narrow river gorge, and was therefore considered too perilous for major troop movements, as any force would become too strung out and could fall prey to an ambush.


Megiddo was to become one of the most fought over places in the history of mankind. Its biblical site (Tell el-Mutesellim), rediscovered in 1903,6 was built on a table mountain sticking out from a fertile plain that stretches into the valley of Jezreel (Joshua 17, 16). From this plain Mount Carmel rises sharply, guarding the Mediterranean shore; to its north are the hills of Galilee and the town of Nazareth, and to its right lies the massive Mount Tabor. Today the hill of Megiddo is sliced up like a wedding cake from which too many archaeological expeditions have taken a bite. The various strata show a continuous human presence lasting three thousand years. Nothing suggests that this hill was once the site of a series of decisive battles. After Thutmosis III came the army of Ramses II, and after him came the prophetess Deborah and ‘a great battle was being fought by the waters of Megiddo’. Gideon surprised the Midinites there, Saul lost the battle to the Philistines, and Josiah of Judah died there. ‘… Pharaoh Necho king of Egypt went up against the king of Assyria to the river Euphrates: and king Josiah went against him, and he slew him at Megiddo, when he had seen him.’ (2 Kings 23, 29). This passage from the Bible suffered in its translation. In actual fact, the Pharaoh Necho was going to the aid of the hated Assyrians, in other words ‘towards’ and not ‘against’ them, when Josiah tried to stop him.7 A series of stables was found at Megiddo that could hold at least 450 horses and 150 chariots. ‘And this is the reason of the levy which king Solomon raised; for to build … the wall of Jerusalem, and Hazor, and Megiddo’ (1 Kings 9, 15). It was in these stables that the first Crusaders tethered their horses two thousand years later, and the Templars built the fortress of Faba on top of the biblical town. Saladin invaded the valley of Megiddo, took the fortress and killed the Crusaders in a mighty massacre. The fortress changed hands many more times. It was there, on 16 April 1799, that French General Kleber took his 1,500 French to fight the 25,000 Turks of Achmed ‘the Butcher’ Pasha. When Kleber was surrounded, an attack by 600 French cuirassiers, led by young Napoleon Bonaparte, chased the Turks across the Jordan. And on 21 September 1918, Lord Allenby, with a British Expeditionary Force, pounded two Turkish armies, the seventh (Kemal) and eighth (Jerad), into submission in the last Battle of Megiddo. That fight took place 3,397 years after the first recorded Battle of Megiddo, in 1479 BC.


Thus, over thousands of years, Megiddo became the flashpoint for religious and political upheavals. But the first battle was fought for strictly economic reasons. Pharaonic Egypt was immensely rich, and depended on trade rather than conquest. Its traditional trade partners were the Kingdom of the Hittites, with its capital of Chattusas on the Halys, the Kingdom of the Mitanni, with Nineveh on the Tigris, and all the other people living in the Fertile Crescent around Babylon on the Euphrates. The main routes from Memphis were to Palmyra, Mari and Babylon on the Euphrates, Ashur on the Tigris, and from there downstream to Susa and Uruk. Or north via Gaza and Byblos to Ugarit and Tarsus on the Mediterranean and to Ephesus or Smyrna. He who controlled the routes controlled trade. And travel along these routes was governed by one fortress – Megiddo.


Once Pharaoh Thutmosis III, ruling from Thebes on the Nile, was informed of the growing unrest in his Canaan provinces, he reacted quickly and gathered an army of twenty thousand. It was the first time in history that a formation was called up which consisted entirely of highly trained, professional units. He divided his force into four divisions of five thousand regulars, each under a hry ptd (divisional commander), identifiable by their individually coloured shields. The key to the Pharaoh’s strength was in his mobile strike force. His foot divisions were reinforced by the super-weapon of its day, the war chariot, drawn by two horses and driven by a handler with two to three archers as mobile artillery. These rapid deployment units were highly trained and well officered. Until the advent of the warrior genius of Thutmosis, chariots were considered simply as transportation enabling nobility to enter a battle in style; without a coherent plan of attack, they had never before been used as a solid, unified strike force to deliver a fatal impact. Furthermore, Thutmosis was the first to fully grasp the importance of support: transport, supplies and bridge-builders permitted him to cover the distance from Egypt to Gaza in only ten days. After a brief rest, he pushed on to Yaham, located on the southern slope of the Carmel range.


Villagers had alerted the ruler of Syria, King of Kadesh, to a great cloud of dust coming out of the desert. This could only signify an army on the move. The Kadesh sent scout patrols along the two main approaches; they reported Egyptian troop movements on both roads. Based on these reports, he established two blocking positions on the northern and southern approaches to Megiddo and put all his available chariots, probably some six to seven hundred, into position behind the hill. From there they would be able to surge forward and attack along either of the two roads. But he failed to cover the third approach, the one through the Wadi Arah gorge. Thutmosis had employed a ruse; he ordered two minor detachments to advance along the main road and raise a great amount of dust by dragging bundles of cut branches behind their chariots in order to fool enemy scouts. Contrary to the counsel of his military advisers, he then opted for the perilous approach through the narrow Wadi Arah. With the bulk of his army, he set out from Yaham and pushed on unobserved to Aruna. The low, rolling plain gave way to a series of hills, covered by a dense forest of evergreen pine. When the army moved into the narrow defile, the canopy of trees brought blessed relief from the heat on the open plain. Egyptian officers scurried along the stretched-out columns, urging their men to more speed. The pounding of the chariot horses reverberated like thunder between the rocky ramparts. In seven hours of forced march, Thutmosis pushed his entire army past the dangerous passages. He may have been surprised that his forces had encountered no resistance, that the enemy had not put out sentries on the cliffs lining the river gorge. His ruse had worked. The cover of the coniferous forest ended just as the rays of a new day peeked over the distant mountains. Thutmosis reached the top of a ridge; in front of him the path fell away sharply into a wide plain that extended level for a great distance, a golden meadow reflecting the clear sky above, bordered by hills in the distance. A brook, fed by rushing waters from the mountainsides, divided the plain. The Pharaoh saw little of nature’s beauty – all he took in was the field of hard-baked earth before him, ideal for a charge by bronze-wheeled war chariots. From the midst of the tableland, shimmering in what promised to be another hot day, a volcanic cone rose steeply. On its summit, clearly outlined against the azure sky, stood a walled fortress.


The King of Kadesh stared in surprise at the Pharaoh’s army spilling from the Arah gorge and down into the Esdraelon plain (Emeq Yizreel) – right in between his two, disconnected Canaanite contingents. He dispatched messengers, ordering an immediate pull-back. This was achieved in time; now he could post his forces on the lower slope of the volcanic cone leading up to the fortress. Once more he had achieved the superior battle position. Thutmosis, facing an uphill struggle, put his foot divisions in the centre, backed up by a hundred war chariots, a minor portion of the chariots available to him. The rest he intended to use in a concerted manoeuvre on his wings. He placed these carts within easy striking range, well hidden from the enemy behind the dense foliage that rimmed the Quina brook.


The battle opened, as did every battle of antiquity, with a ceremony and a sacrifice. The King of Kadesh took a double-headed axe and went to the altar, a wooden platform erected in the centre of the field. A ram was tethered there. The King raised the axe high so that every one of his many thousand warriors could see the gleaming blade before he brought it down in a sweeping arc. He felled the sacrificial animal with a single stroke and dipped the axe into the flowing blood. Then he brandished the axe and chanted. From one end of the field to the other, his men took up the monotonous chant. They could use some cheering; many of the King’s troops didn’t believe they could beat a Pharaonic army on equal terms. Then all fell silent. The time for song and prayer was over; now it was time to do combat.


For a long period nothing happened; two armies faced each other without moving from their positions High above, almost invisible, eagles and vultures slowly soared and spiralled. As the sun climbed higher, and her molten rays drained the energy of the armies, patience was severely tested and nerves became frayed. The Kadesh counted on his opponent to start the offensive, attacking uphill, where the best warriors Syria and Canaan had to offer were lined up on the slopes of Mount Megiddo, while those of the Pharaoh were on the open plain, facing straight into the sun. The sun was climbing ever higher, and soon the Egyptians would begin to suffer from the heat. Still Thutmosis refused to give the order for attack; he allowed time for this to develop into a war of nerves in which he could count on the discipline of his troops and the efficiency of his water-carriers, scurrying along his lines with goatskins of water from the Quina brook. Indeed, the Egyptians were to prove themselves the more disciplined troop.


The heavily armoured men of the Kadesh were made up of nobles who considered it their obligation to prove their valour, move out in front and get slaughtered before the main clash had started. The King of Kadesh wanted to make sure that this would not happen. But he acted too late; a few of the younger Canaanite nobles, impatient over the long delay which severely tested their courage, broke ranks and moved ahead to engage in personal combat. Their personal shield-bearers, archers and sundry servants had to follow their masters without great conviction. It made them look like the mob they were. Sporadic fights broke out as more Canaanite nobles followed the first. This led to a dangerous outward bulge in the Kadesh’s fixed battle line. It left the King with no other option than to act before his entire front disintegrated. His war horns sounded the signal for a general attack. Abandoning their superior field position, they were marching into the glare of sunlight in which men and arms and mighty chariots with rearing horses shimmered in the heat. What should have been a straight line of attack began to weave like a snake. The Pharaoh Thutmosis, observing the enemy’s advance from his chariot, spotted the widening fault in the Canaan formation and immediately took advantage. A sound like a huge groan swept over plain and mountain, and the ground began to shake as thousands of Egyptian warriors began to move forward. The thunder grew louder as lines of yelling men headed for each other. Like a fast-flowing river, the two huge masses swept over the field, spreading out only to come together again. The bronze tips of lances gleamed dully in the yellow light. The waves picked up speed, wrecking and tearing apart everything that came their way. And then they were at each other’s throats. The entire field boiled in a weaving sea of madness, one side thundering through as the other retreated. Bodies were swept under the human flood. The Kadesh’s human wave overran the Pharaoh’s line, trampling across corpses. Their voices massed into an inhuman, wailing choir. A dry thorn bush burst into flames; the flames spread to a forest, adding heat and smoke to the already unbearable conditions. The dying went on unabated – men fell with gaping wounds, others staggered around gushing blood, yet others fell down from sheer exhaustion, or because their eyes smarted from the sweat, the heat and the dense smoke. Men fell because they couldn’t pump enough air into their burning lungs; and those who fell were trampled or speared or crushed, to lie one upon the other like the snows on Mount Hermon when the sunset turned the summit to fire. The chaos of battle was everywhere; men were groaning and swearing and praying to whatever god they believed in. In their midst stood the King of Kadesh, with confusion all around him. He admonished his men to attack. They remained hopelessly undisciplined, and that made them vulnerable. He knew that if this continued the Pharaoh’s men would come pouring around his wings; then his warriors might give in to the threat and run. And should that happen, Megiddo, and with it Canaan, was lost. For the moment, all seemed to be going well, as ever more Kadesh warriors came on hard and fast, howling like demons, ready to plunge into the mayhem. No pity was asked and none was given. Lances sliced into bellies and swords cut heads. The King of Kadesh’s men weren’t more than a few paces from breaking through the Pharaoh’s line, and he thought the battle won.
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His first indication of trouble was a flock of birds, wheeling into the sky from the copse alongside the Quina brook, before the Pharaoh’s armada of sickle-whirling chariots broke their cover and raced at his men from both sides. The carts streaked straight towards the surging mass of battling warriors, raising a great cloud of dust. The Kadesh didn’t know how many chariots came at them – five, six hundred, maybe more, madly careening across a no-man’s-land. Within arrow distance, the chariots divided and flooded towards his flanks. The chariot-mounted archers unleashed a deadly stream of cane-shafts straight into the backs of his Canaanites. But the Egyptians also suffered greatly – carthorses were speared and sank snorting to their knees and the carts catapulted through the air, breaking the necks of the archers. Other vehicles snapped their axles and came to a sudden halt; their crews were immediately dragged from the chariots and done to death.


By virtue of their sideward turn to fend off the Egyptian chariots, the Canaanites had left their centre undefended. As the new wave of Egyptian chariots struck, a shower of arrows felled the men of Kadesh before they were crushed under bronze wheels. Their king stared across the field, to a small rise, where that cursed Pharaoh with the sun’s rays bouncing off his golden helmet, this Thutmosis, sitting in his shining chariot of electrum on top of the hill, like the Angel of Death, watched his enemies die. Their blood would feed the ground so that the grass grew greener and thicker on the Plain of Esdraelon. The battle became a kaleidoscope of shifting shapes and colours. The din rose to an ‘Anvil Chorus’; the centre of the plain was the belly of the beast. More and more Egyptian chariots poured from their ambush position, followed by thousands in kettle helms. A blaze of banners flew above them. Individual knots of Canaanites were trying to make their stand. The Kadesh King was raising his sword arm to rally a group of his men when a wedge of Egyptians smashed into them with spears and bronze swords. The Egyptians surged forward, throwing the Canaanites into wild flight.


The Pharaoh launched his reserves in a final chariot charge. It proved to be the most destructive. Thutmosis, at the head of three hundred chariots with their evilly spinning sickle blades, sliced through the gap between the Kadesh forces and the hill fortress. Fifty, sixty carts abreast, the Egyptian war machine raced across the field. Nothing could stop the onrush of hundreds of well-protected horses racing before the carts; their bronze wheels rolled over their defenceless enemy as a wave sweeps over the shore. The Canaanites went down all over the plateau. Great swaths opened in the Canaanite ranks. Under the impact of the crazily spinning sickles, the Kadesh line staggered, crying, bleeding, twisting and falling. Thousands of Canaanites collapsed in heaps. In these final moments, thousands paid with their lives for having dared to stand up to the might of Egypt and the military genius of a pharaoh. He left behind a field of corpses, lying like ragged dolls in terrain that had turned from the ripe gold of an autumn’s morn to the red, ugly aftermath of a blooded battlefield. Armageddon!


Those who managed to escape the carnage abandoned their horses, their chariots and their arms. They scrambled uphill and clambered over the walls of Megiddo. Among the survivors was the Syrian King of Kadesh, looking down on the horrid carnage, the bloated corpses and the feeding vultures. He felt a throbbing pain behind his eyes. Previously the pain had always gone away after he had killed the men he had set out to kill. But not this time. How he cursed himself that, blinded by the heat of the battle, he had overlooked the presence of more Egyptian chariot reserves. Moments later, Pharaoh Thutmosis had put the whip to his three white stallions and – ‘like God Horus armed with talons’ – scattered before his carts all that was left of Syria’s best warriors, who were running away as if terrified by spirits.


The Egyptians were so taken by surprise by the ease of their victory that, instead of storming an undefended fortress, they stopped their winning drive to kill the wounded and strip them of armour and jewels. It was this rush for spoils which saved some Syrians. It gave the King of Kadesh time to organise the town’s defence. The wall hieroglyphs in Thebes provide no additional clue as to the length of the siege. Perhaps the defenders survived because the Pharaoh got tired of investing the fortress. The stele gives only an account of the booty recovered: 2,000 horses and 900 chariots.


Following his victory at Megiddo, Thutmosis pacified by the sword the rebellious kingdoms; their monarchs were executed and replaced by loyal nobles as surrogate kings. The Pharaoh stormed the stronghold of Kadesh, situated on the left bank of the Orontes (near Homs), then turned on the Aryans, who had invaded the fertile lands along the Great Bend of the Euphrates, and destroyed Aleppo, before he returned home to Thebes. To control the Mediterranean waters and the lands bordering it, Thutmosis ordered the construction of a war fleet. With it, he controlled Mediterranean trade and became the uncontested ruler of a vast empire. Even the far-off Babylonians and Hittites sent him ambassadors bearing precious gifts. When Thutmosis III died in 1447 BC, his reign had become the summit of Pharaonic rule.


‘Thutmosis was the first to build an empire in any real sense; he was the first world-hero. He made not only a world-wide impression upon his age, but an impression of a new order … and today, two of this king’s greatest monuments, his Heliopolitan obelisks, rise on opposite shores of the western ocean as memorials of the world’s first empire builder.’8


In 1288 BC, another pharaoh, Ramses II, set out on the road to Megiddo, this time to teach the Hittites a lesson. The Hittite King Mutallo had gathered a force and invaded Syria. Facing him was the army of Ramses, a pale copy of his illustrious predecessor, Thutmosis III. Ramses divided his army into four divisions: Re, Amon, Naarun and Ptah. At the head of his Amon division, he crossed the Orontes river north of Shabtuna, some eight miles south of Kadesh. King Mutallo lured Ramses into a trap. He had sent ‘deserters’ to inform the Pharaoh about the position of the Hittite army, placing it north of the town of Kadesh. The Hittites waited in ambush across the Orontes, and as the Pharaoh’s straggling Re division tried to cross it they were attacked by a great force of war chariots and driven into headless flight. Seventeen thousand of Mutallo’s foot-soldiers chased the Egyptians into the Pharaoh’s camp and captured it with all it contained – not only gold and jewels, but also the women, whom their warriors had basely left to their fate. Mutallo’s army became utterly distracted by plundering and the gross enjoyment of sexual pleasures. An élite unit of Ramses’ mercenaries smashed into the Hittites from their rear and the Pharaoh launched his remaining chariots, at the same time as his Amon division made an about-turn and attacked the Hittites from the north. Fortune dictated that his Ptah division, which had been lagging behind, was able to join the battle. Together they put the Hittites to flight. Six thousand of them, together with their king, Mutallo, managed to escape behind the fortified walls of Kadesh. One final time the god of fortune had smiled on the Egyptians. Megiddo 2 was the last battle ever to be won by an Egyptian empire entering its decline. From a single reference in the Book of Revelation (16, 14–16) comes the concept of catastrophic holocaust and ultimate destruction, which has reigned in mankind ever since. ‘For they are the spirits of devils, working miracles, which go forth unto the kings of the earth and of the whole world, to gather them to the battle of that great day of God Almighty … And He gathered them together into a place called in the Hebrew tongue Armageddon.’


The first Battle of Megiddo was decided by a surprise attack of mobile armour. In effect, it became history’s first tank battle.


Through his victory at Megiddo, Thutmosis III ended for hundreds of years any challenge to Egypt’s rule over Palestine, Syria, the Jordan valley and the Euphrates. For the following three centuries, the empire of the Pharaohs ruled supreme.
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The Secret of the Sinnor


Jerusalem
 18 August 1010 BC





‘Whosoever getteth up to the sinnor and smiteth the Jebusites …’


2 Samuel 5, 8





… And thus it came to be in yonder days, when the patriarchs walked on this earth, that the Lord ordered Moses to deliver the Children of Israel from the bondage of the Pharaoh in Egypt and He promised to lead them into paradise. The Promised Land. ‘Have not I brought up Israel out of the land of Egypt? and the Philistines from Caphtor?’ (Amos 9, 7).


A warrior tribe from Caphtor had invaded the Promised Land and threatened Israel’s very existence: the Philistines. They brought with them their gods and their culture. Whence they came, nobody knew. But where they went they left a trail of death and destruction. They rolled across countries like a human avalanche, their ox carts piled high with all their plunder. Armed with round shields and bronze swords, they had already obliterated the Hittite Empire; now it was Israel’s turn. They engaged in battle, killed the Israeli leaders, and – supreme blasphemy – stole the Holy Ark. The Bible remains strangely silent on this period. Nothing much is written about the Philistines, other than the story of Samson, an Israelite who never strayed from the path of righteousness. When he refused to pay homage to their pagan gods, he was betrayed by his great love, Delilah. Captured and chained to the pagan temple, he then used his superhuman strength to crack its pillars and bring the roof crashing down on the heads of the Philistine leaders. The Hebrew prophet Samuel offered a sacrifice to the Lord, which resulted in a plague epidemic among the Philistines; frightened by their misfortune, and to appease the one the Israelis called their Lord, they returned the Holy Ark. Despite the ravages of the plague,1 the Philistines were far from beaten and continued to inflict great harm on the Lord’s children. This Philistine yoke incited the Israelites to unite and choose a king. Their prophet Samuel had promised that a nagid (chief) would soon come to lead them from their enslavement. The first to claim this crown was a Benjamite whose name was Saul. He took on the title of melech (king), but he was a despot. The King had a young shield-bearer, ‘and his name was David …’ This David was an enthusiast with the means to raise the spirits of the children of Israel and lead them to their eventual triumph. When the strength of his people had been broken and hope was gone, David set out on a mission to weld together Judah and Israel into a united front against their Philistine oppressor. In the beginning, ambition and jealousy prompted many tribal leaders to refuse him their assistance. That didn’t stop him. Nothing would. He took a tribe, bowed, sullen and beaten down under a terrible yoke, and turned them into a nation of lions.


King David (1010–973 BC) is best known for killing the Philistine champion Goliath. ‘And there went out a champion named Goliath, of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span … And David put his hand in his bag, and took thence a stone, and slang it, and smote the Philistine in his forehead’ (1 Samuel 17, 4, 49). David was not only a giant-slayer, but also one of the great warriors of biblical times, and the first Hebrew to unite the twelve tribes of Judah and Israel into one great nation. Slaying the giant Goliath (with a slingshot) brought David great popular appeal, and this aroused the jealousy of King Saul. In order to regain ascendancy over David, he talked his son Jonathan and some of the Israelite tribes into doing battle with the Philistines ‘at Tanaach by the waters of Megiddo’ (Judges 5, 19). Saul and Jonathan went forth to what was their final combat. Down from Mount Gilboa poured the Philistines, and before Saul had time to set his men in order an overwhelming force was upon him. They chased Saul’s small army across the plain and slaughtered them. Having watched his son being killed, Saul threw himself on his sword to avoid capture.2 The corpses of Saul and Jonathan were impaled on the walls of the Philistine fortress of Beth-Shan. With the death of Saul, the first kingdom of Israel had come to an end, and its people fell into despair, without hope for atonement.


David, who lived at the time in Hebron, heard of Saul’s disaster: ‘The Lord helps only him who helps himself. He who stays put on his behind is lost.’ He took matters into his own hands and raised a small guerrilla force. Carefully planning his operation so that he never risked a major defeat, he and his band gradually forced the Philistines on the defensive, while David, on the other hand, constantly consolidated his forces, increased the size of his units from tiny bands of men to regiments capable of attacking larger enemy positions. In a series of ambushes in the hills and valleys of Judah, he struck where least expected and inflicted casualties on the Philistines. With every successful strike he raised the morale of the tribes, until the moment when his insurgents were able to hold a large area of Judaea against attack and he reorganised his forces into a regular army. This was when six tribes proclaimed David the King of Judah. Now he set out to unite all the twelve tribes.3 In a smart political move, he took as wife the daughter of Saul, then quickly eliminated most of his challengers. It was to take David seven years and more battles before the tribes accepted him as their universal king. At the head of his army he moved into Syria, where he defeated the Hadarezer King of Zobah; from there he marched across the desert to the Euphrates and smashed the Aramaean King, who was poised to invade the territory of the Assyrians. In this way David saved the Assyrians from extinction, a favour which they were to repay two centuries later by wiping out Israel. David then punished the Philistines of Beth-Shan, slayers of Jonathan and Saul.


Before he turned his attention to Jebus, one more battle was fought between David’s general Joab and Abner, who supported Saul’s only surviving son against David’s claim to the crown. Both Joab and Abner were valiant warriors and, at the appointed hour, they brought twelve of their men to the ‘Pool of Gibeon’ (north of Jerusalem). It was more of a western shoot-out than a battle, and it left all of them dead, except Joab.


To rule a united Judah and Israel called for a symbolic capital. There was but one place that was fit for the honour, the fortress of Jebus, built on the biblical Rock of Abraham. This sacred place would provide a uniting symbol for the children of Israel. The Lord had endowed David with power and greatness of soul, and now he devoted himself to this holy cause and made a solemn engagement to place the sacred Ark in a temple he would build on the rock. But first he had to capture the town from the hostile Jebusites. This promised to be no easy task. The city was located on a cliff and surrounded by formidable walls. For weeks the men of Joab tried to overcome the solid walls, and for weeks their attempts proved futile. They stormed with ladders and were met by arrows and stones until the path up the steep slope was marked by a trail of dead and wounded. Joab advised his king that the town was so strongly defended that the only means to open its gate was by starvation. David did not want more bloodshed, but he also didn’t have the time to await surrender through starvation. Some of his allied tribal forces were ready to abandon camp. He searched for a way to bring the siege to a rapid conclusion.


Lo and behold, the miracle of the Bible achieved what armed men had failed to do. The Lord, it was said, had descended one night from the heavens and opened the gate into the city. King David and his followers marched in without having to fight for it. The news of the fall of Jebus, brought about by an act of the Lord, and seen as nothing less than supernatural, spread to the remotest parts of Judah and Israel. This was a miracle, and everyone regarded it as such. Not even the King’s own men knew how the miracle had been achieved.


Despite the many sieges that were to follow in the centuries to come, involving the battering down of walls and the brutality this engendered, it was three millennia before a Bible-reading British army officer discovered David’s secret. The secret was concealed in ancient scriptures of which David must have had knowledge, and was contained in a brief reference to a sinnor. In Hebrew sinnor stood for gutter, but could also mean a shaft. A natural fault, widened by the ancient inhabitants of Jebus into a shaft, leading from the heart of the citadel to a source of water in the foundation rock. Over the centuries this shaft had fallen into disuse and been forgotten.
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In 1867, Captain Warren, a fervent student of the Holy Scriptures, spent his annual holiday in Jerusalem. He had read the biblical reference to Ain Sitti Maryam, the Fountain of Mary, where the Virgin washed her clothes. A deeply religious man, he wanted to satisfy his curiosity, and visited the spring, where water bubbled from a cut in the foundation rock as it had done for many thousands of years. It hadn’t always been called Fountain of Mary. Long before the coming of the Christian Messiah it was known as Gihon, ‘the Bubbler’. As Warren cupped water in his hands, he looked up and noticed what seemed like a man-made hole. He vaguely recalled a biblical reference that had escaped armies of archaeologists: ‘Whosoever getteth up to the gutter [sinnor] and smiteth the Jebusites’ (2 Samuel 5, 8). Could this be the biblical sinnor, the one by which David had smitten the Jebusites? Captain Warren passed a restless night, reading the passages over and over again. Getteth up the sinnor … sinnor … sinnor …


At sunrise Warren returned to the Virgin’s Fountain and, with the help of the sturdy shoulder of a German pilgrim, climbed into the hole. He was taking risks he knew he shouldn’t take, but curiosity got the better of him. Holding a flaming torch, he crawled on hands and knees. Millennia of wild animals had deposited their natural refuse. Soon the torch was of no use as the shaft had narrowed and the light was so close to his face that he was afraid of burning his whiskers. All his flame did was part the dense curtain of spider webs. The only inhabitants of this underworld were striped and hairy spiders and small scorpions, scurrying up the walls. The deeper he crawled, the fouler the air got. By now the shaft was so low that it forced him to wriggle along on his belly. He wanted to leave this dreadful place, but the prospect of doing so with the mystery as puzzling as ever and with nothing to show repelled him. The shaft came to a sudden end. There was precious little he could do; he was wedged like a cork in a bottle. Given the narrowness of the tunnel, he couldn’t even reverse! The air was so stale that breathing was difficult. He had raised a great amount of dry dust that made him cough, to the point of choking. He thought he was going to pass out and that nobody would ever find him again. For a moment he no longer cared, then his knee hit something pointed and the sharp pain refocused his senses. He tried to relight the torch but that proved impossible, given the enclosed space and the limited movement of his arms. He prodded the wall with a kind of hopeless determination, searching for cracks, when he felt a declivity in the tunnel roof, partially blocked by a stone. After he had managed to push the stone to one side he felt a slight updraught of air – the hole led to an exit somewhere above! In contortions, he worked himself into the shaft, which led straight up. He pushed his arms out in front, passing his hands over the smooth sides of the vertical rock chimney, when he touched steps cut into the rock. He knew he was close to resolving the age-old secret. For him the only way out of the tunnel was straight up. After a short distance, the shaft widened and turned so that he could climb on all fours, higher and higher. For the first time there was comfortable space around him, and he lit his torch. He reached a cave, perhaps a subterranean shelter, chipped from the rock. Another disappointment awaited him – a pile of rubble blocked the exit. He began attacking the pile, pulling at rocks and scraping at the loose earth in between. Once again a feeling of despondency overcame him. He prayed for a gleam of daylight, but his prayer drew no response. His torch had burned down, and with increasing desperation he groped blindly at the pile; his hands fastened around a big wedged-in stone. And then it happened: the block tumbled down, and through the opening rushed air. Dust clouded his vision before a patch of light shone through. He forced his body through the hole, crawled on hands and knees towards the light and found himself in bright daylight inside a rubble-strewn courtyard – in the centre of Jerusalem! After three thousand years he had solved the riddle of David’s conquest of Jerusalem. In his honour the tunnel was named Warren’s Shaft.4


The rest was revealed after more investigation by archaeologists, Bible scholars and historians who followed in the footsteps of Captain Warren. Somehow King David had stumbled on the ancient scripture that mentioned the shaft – or perhaps a friendly Jebusite told him about it. The King ordered his trusted General Joab to explore this possible route. They scoured the base of the cliffs, searching for the entrance into the shaft, until one of Joab’s men found it behind ‘the Bubbler’. They sent a boy into the shaft, armed with a torch. Within the hour the youngster was back with the news that it did indeed lead straight up and inside the walls of Jebus.


Joab’s dozen, specially chosen and sworn to secrecy, waited for nightfall before they ascended along the water shaft. They could not take along their cumbersome lances, not even their swords. Their only weapons were stealth and surprise. Once inside the narrow confines, they advanced with great caution; they didn’t dare use light for fear of discovery, and they didn’t know what strange beasts or other surprises to expect hiding in the pitch-black tunnel. They climbed higher and higher – and then stepped out into a darkened Jebus. Through the rabbit-warren of lanes, they made for the city gate. To their great relief they found only a few guards keeping watch, and all were staring over the wall and not behind them. The sound of feet must have alerted the Jebusites posted at the gate to the danger, because some turned round. They had just enough time for a startled oath before Joab’s group overpowered them, and before anyone could raise the alarm the silence of death closed their lips. The Israelites slid back the oak beam barring the heavy gate. When King David heard Joab’s signal, given with a ram’s horn – explained as the sound of a heavenly trumpet even to his own army – the King and his soldiers poured into the town without having to fight for it. By ruse, David took the town he renamed Yerushalaim. The secret of the sinnor died with David and Joab.5


With the fall of Jerusalem, and a series of astounding victories, David extended his empire from Lake Homs (Lebanon) to Ezion-Geber on the Red Sea. ‘And all the elders came to the king in Hebron; and King David made a league with them in Hebron before the Lord: and they anointed David king over Israel … and he reigned forty years’ (2 Samuel 5, 3–4). David took the titles of King of Judah and Israel, King of Jerusalem, King of Ammon, Governor of Aram (Damascus) and Edom, and King of Moab and Zobah.


‘So David dwelt in the fort and called it the city of David. And David built round about.’ He ordered a tabernacle to be built to shelter the Holiest of Holies, the Ark of the Covenant, but he died before construction began. To protect his united kingdom, David called into being a powerful army, an instrument with which he could dictate his will; the great changes wrought in Israel’s forces were a measure of the national changes effected during this period. While David was preoccupied with administering his vast territories by creating a political system that united a loose federation of tribes into a coherent nation, efficiently run by a civil service, the Philistines would not be put down and gathered a new army. So King David said: ‘We shall fall on them like the morning dew falls down on the dry earth and from them not a single one shall survive that day. Only once they are gone can I lead the children of Israel back to peace.’ He did as he promised and fell on his enemy’s vanguard in the Rephaim valley, having lain in ambush in a wood of mulberry trees. He annihilated the vanguard and caught up with the Philistines’ main force at Methegamma on the coastal plain, where he routed them. After this he conquered the coastal plains around Joppa (Jaffa) and reduced the remaining Canaanite strongholds. With General Joab he moved against the Moabites, Edomites and Ammonites. ‘And Joab drew nigh … unto the battle against the Syrians … And David gathered all Israel together … And the Syrians set themselves in array against David, and fought with him … and David slew the men of seven hundred chariots … and forty thousand horsemen’ (2 Samuel 10, 13–18). While he was besieging their fortress of Madaba, a strong relief force of Aramaeans moved against David. He waylaid them in the Yarmouk gorge. With this last threat removed, David, king of a united Israel, controlled all the main roads leading from the Occident and Egypt to Asia Minor. From their depth of despair, from the yoke of the Philistines, David had delivered Israel and given it greatness. As their king, he had to protect his people, and respond to outside charges as well as challenge from within. The remainder of his reign was not an easy one. For the love of the fair Bethsabe, David had committed mortal sin: first he stole the wife of a Hittite officer, Uri, and then had him killed. He took a second wife, Achinoam, who bore him a son, Amnon. When Amnon raped his half-sister Thamar (from David’s wife Bethsabe), her brother Absalom took revenge, and killed Amnon. That started a blood feud between the two royal households. Finally, Absalom revolted against his father. Chased by Joab, Absalom got his long hair entangled in the branches of a thorn tree and was killed.


The successor to David (accession to power 1006 BC) was his second son by Bethsabe, Solomon (born in 965 BC), who reorganised the army and, taking a page from the Egyptians’ book, introduced the chariot as its main weapon of attack. Yet he is best known for his Solomonian judgment. Two prostitutes gave birth on the same day. In the night, one accidentally suffocated her baby while asleep. She replaced her dead infant with that of her neighbour. In the morning, its real mother, having recognised the substitution, dragged the other woman before the King. A fair decision seemed impossible. Therefore, the King ordered the infant cut in two with one half given to each of the women. One accepted the judgment, but the other fell to her knees and called out in pain: ‘No, stop! I beg of you, let the child live. Hand it to this woman in one piece.’ Solomon recognised the cry from the heart of the real mother and the baby was given to her.


Solomon was Israel’s great builder-king. He finished the walls around Jerusalem. Most important, he concentrated on the work his father had promised – the Temple. The relic, originally a simple cedarwood casket, was sculpted by the finest artists and layered with pure gold. Two cherubim spread their wings over the Ark, a symbol of God’s presence and a military rallying point for the tribes. It took the best artists from Tyre seven years before the Temple was consecrated as a sanctuary for the distinctive monotheistic Israelite religion. Its foundations of quadrangular blocks went up along the side of the mountain; a portion of these have become the Wailing Wall.


What should have been a time of respite and a long-yearned-for peace was only the calm before the storm that was to affect the destiny of the children of Israel. Solomon passed away in 926 BC and with him died the dream of a unified Israelite empire. He was followed by his son Rehoboam (accession to power 926 BC), who could not stop the renewed rivalry between the northern and southern tribes. David and Solomon’s unified empire was shattered into two separate kingdoms, Judah and Israel, which then went for each other’s throats over the next two hundred years, much to the delight of their neighbours. The country was attacked from three sides: by Egypt in the Sinai, the Moabites on the Golan Heights, and the Philistines along the Jordan river. In Israel and Judah, fights broke out over who should be King. Eventually Ahab, son of Omri, took command and fought the Aramaeans to a standstill on the Golan Heights. But Ahab was spotted by an Aramaean archer, who fired an arrow into his chest. Despite his mortal wound, Ahab fought on until victory was valiantly achieved.
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