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INTRODUCTION

If you know Heaven and you know Earth, you make your victory complete.

—SUN TZU

MUCH HAS BEEN MADE IN LITERATURE of whether war is a science or an art. Is it simply the correct application of figures and statistics in a formulistic way to achieve a desired result, or are there too many unexplainable and unquantifiable variables? Perhaps, as with many other things, the answer lies somewhere in the middle. While we may be able to observe and predict some elements of war, others are beyond the study or control of generals and strategists, with weather and nature being in this last category.

The British historian, Sir Edward Shepherd Creasy, wrote one of the first books on pivotal battles in world history in 1851. It is telling that of the fifteen battles he chose for his work, thirteen, including Marathon, Syracuse, Gaugamela, Teutoburg, Châlons, Tours, Hastings, Calais, Blenheim, Poltava, Saratoga, Valmy, and Waterloo, were heavily impacted by weather events. In fact, meteorological conditions that favored one side seem to be the only constant among the various engagements. Even Lt. Col. Joseph B. Mitchell’s updated version of Creasy’s work, which features five additional nineteenth and twentieth century battles, includes at least four that were impacted by weather.

Weather, climate, and astronomical occurrences have influenced the waging of war by man since prehistory. Halley’s Comet helped to announce the fall of the Shang Dynasty in China, a solar eclipse frightened the Macedonian army enough at Pydna in 168 BC to ensure victory for the Romans, a massive rain storm turned the field of Agincourt to mud in 1415 and gave Henry V his legendary victory, fog secured the throne of England for Edward IV at Barnet in 1471, wind and disease conspired to wreck the Spanish Armada, snow served to prevent the American capture of Quebec in 1775 and confined the Revolution to the Thirteen Colonies, excessive heat gave rise to the legend of Saladin at the Horns of Hattin in 1187, freezing cold nearly stopped Washington’s crossing of the Delaware, and an earthquake helped to spark the Peloponnesian War. These serve as only a small portion of the many instances where nature has tipped the balance in combat.

Due to a combination of its destructive potential and unpredictable occurrence, the impact of nature has worried both common people and military commanders from ancient times to the present. It is perhaps not surprising then that many of the chief gods of ancient man involved some element of weather within their bailiwick, such as Jupiter, Zeus, Indra, Ba’al, and Horus. Many of these were at the same time gods of war as well, including the latter three. Numerous other cultures had additional, lesser deities who represented both weather and warfare, notably Theispas of Urartu, Tlaloc of the Aztec, Tohil of the Maya, Shala of Sumer, and the Norse god Thor. Man’s agricultural revolution had much to do with this, as weather was often the determining factor between years of plenty and years of starvation and ruin. Thus, more agricultural civilizations tended to worship chief gods who connected to farming while pastoral or nomadic people worshipped deities of various other elements, such as Tengri of the Mongols or Igaluk of the Inuit who represented the sky and moon respectively.

This close association between a successful control of the environment and victory in war is clearly seen in one of the most important Greek myths. As retold by Hesiod in his Theogony, the Titanomachy was a ten-year-long war between Zeus and the Olympians against Cronus and the Titans. Zeus’s acquisition of lightning—allowing him to control nature and defeat his father in battle—finally led Zeus’s upstart faction to victory over his father.

Then Zeus no longer held back his might; but straight his heart was filled with fury and he showed forth all his strength. From Heaven and from Olympus he came forthwith, hurling his lightning: The bold flew thick and fast from his strong hand together with thunder and lightning, whirling an awesome flame. The life-giving earth crashed around in burning, and the vast wood crackled loud with fire all about. All the land seethed, and Ocean’s streams and the unfruitful sea. The hot vapor lapped round the earthborn Titans: Flame unspeakable rose to the bright upper air: The flashing glare of the thunder-stone and lightning blinded their eyes for all that there were strong. Astounding heat seized Chaos: And to see with eyes and to hear the sound with ears it seemed even as if Earth and wide Heaven above came together; for such a mighty crash would have arisen if Earth were being hurled to ruin, and Heaven from on high were hurling her down; so great a crash was there while the gods were meeting together in strife. Also the winds brought rumbling earthquake and dust storm, thunder and lightning and the lurid thunderbolt, which are the shafts of great Zeus, and carried the clangor and the war cry into the midst of the two hosts. A horrible uproar of terrible strife arose: Mighty deeds were shown and the battle inclined. But until then, they kept at one another and fought continually in cruel war.1

Shortly afterward, the new inhabitants of Mt. Olympus became involved in an even greater struggle. Gaia, out of anger due to the treatment of the giants, gave birth to the monster, Typhon.

Strength was with his hands in all that he did and the feet of the strong god were untiring. From his shoulders grew a hundred heads of a snake, a fearful dragon, with dark, flickering tongues, and from under the brows of his eyes in his marvelous heads flashed fire, and fire burned from his heads as he glared. And there were voices in all his dreadful heads which uttered every kind of sound unspeakable; for at one time they made sounds such that the gods understood, but at another, the noise of a bull bellowing aloud in proud ungovernable fury; and at another, the sound of a lion, relentless of heart; and at another’s, sounds like whelps, wonderful to hear; and again, at another, he would hiss, so that the high mountains re-echoed.2

Though various versions of the story exist, in all Zeus once again relied upon his power over the forces of nature to defeat the enemy.

And through the two of them heat took hold on the dark-blue sea, through the thunder and lightning, and through the fire from the monster, and the scorching winds and blazing thunderbolt. The whole earth seethed, and sky and sea: and the long waves raged along the beaches round and about, at the rush of the deathless gods: and there arose an endless shaking.3

Nor was the idea of nature interacting with world affairs limited to the West. The Indian classic, the Mahabharata, mentions a number of natural and climatic occurrences that portended disaster in the upcoming Kurukshetra War, a legendary conflict in Vedic literature.

Strong winds are blowing fiercely and the dust ceaseth not. The earth is frequently trembling, and Rahu approacheth towards the sun. The white planet (Ketu) stayeth, having passed beyond the constellation Chitra. All this particularly bodeth the destruction of the Kurus. A fierce comet riseth, afflicting the constellation Pusya. This great planet will cause frightful mischief to both the armies.4

Nature affecting war was a universal human archetype.

The many variables and unknowns of warfare have been best described by the expression “fog of war,” after the following pronouncement by Clausewitz: “War is the realm of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is based are wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A sensitive and discriminating judgment is called for; a skilled intelligence to scent out the truth.” It is perhaps telling that this great theorist used a meteorological term to designate the unknown in war. Even as warfare became more professional and more of a science following the Enlightenment, weather remained an understood, but still often unpredictable component of fighting.

Over the past four thousand years, weather and nature have both hindered and helped various campaigns and battles, occasionally even altering the course of history in the process. In this vein it closely parallels the military history of disease, as both tended to be unpredictable and uncontrollable elements. Similarly, as technology and knowledge advanced, man’s understanding and control over both reached a point of, while not immunity, at least partial resistance. Today both pestilence and the elements of nature still affect the planning and waging of war, and yet they are variables that can be accounted for to some extent. Yet, as with many other elements in the fog of war, nature is hardly a domesticated force and continues to unpredictably affect or predictably constrain combat around the world.

This book will trace some of the most notable intersections between nature and war since ancient times. It is broken into three main sections, corresponding to astronomical events, weather, and finally attempts to influence or control these events. We will examine each particular phenomenon in an attempt to demonstrate man’s progress in both understanding and control up to the present day. While weather may not be the sine qua non of influences on victory in war, it is certainly a force to be both understood and studied.


1

COMETS

When beggars die there are no comets seen;

The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes.

—JULIUS CAESAR, ACT II, SCENE II, Lines 30–31

THE UNKNOWN THAT IS ASSOCIATED WITH the heavens has always scared man. Even long after the mechanics of eclipses was understood and the fear associated with them all but extinct, there still exists specters in outer space that stoke men’s fear. The Solar System is hardly empty, nor is it only populated by nine planets traveling in predictable circuits around the Sun. Asteroids, comets, and countless other rogue bodies also inhabit the system, often moving in more erratic ways. The spectacular and devastating show provided by the Hale-Bopp Comet as it plunged into Jupiter in 1997 certainly awakened many to the possibility that this could also happen to our planet. While modern governments and their citizens have more recently become concerned about the vast amount of rogue material in space that could collide with Earth and cause untold devastation, the ancients were no less cognizant nor less afraid of these objects. Yet for premodern man the issue of meteoroids and comets was not one of terrestrial damage but of divine foreboding. For civilizations that built themselves on the predictability of nature, it was the unpredictable that inspired fear.

The ancient Greeks named the various planets of our solar system αστηρ πλανητης, or wandering stars, due to their seemingly nomadic nature. Yet, despite their apparently erratic paths, even these objects had a predictable pattern to their heavenly journeys. Every so often though, these early astronomers would find in the night sky an object that surpassed explanation. These truly wandering objects seemed to arrive from nowhere, blazed forth periodically across the sky, and then disappeared into the infinite. The Greeks referred to these as “long-haired stars,” which came into the English language as “comets.” Pliny, in his Natural History, summed up the ancient view of these, describing them as, “a very terrible portent.”5 Though clearly there is no scientific connection between the arrival of a comet and current events, primitive men nonetheless connected the two. For his part, Pliny associated a presumed sighting over Egypt in the tenth century BC with the aforementioned battle between Zeus and Typhon. “A terrible comet was seen by the people of Ethiopia and Egypt, to which Typhon, the king of that period gave his name.”6 Halfway across Asia at the site of another great river valley civilization, the Aryans likewise associated the appearance of “a fierce comet” with the legendary Kurukshetra War.7

Comets were a terrifying force, used by some to explain events after the fact and by others to portend the outcome of future undertakings. Much like the turtle shells used by the oracles of Shang Dynasty China or the livers that were studied by the haruspices of Etruria and Rome, augurs used the shape, color, and direction of comets to differentiate observations. Pliny himself recorded at least eleven different types, including bearded-stars, javelin-stars, dagger-stars, quoit-stars, tub-stars, horned-star, torch-star, horse-star, shining comet, goat comet, and mane-shaped.8

A brief survey of history will reveal that the sighting and reading of comets was not restricted to merely political events and questions, but military ones as well. In a similar vein, generals lucky, or sometimes unlucky, enough to observe a comet before battle could use its sighting to dictate the battle ahead. Again, much as with lay political observers, comets also entered discussion after the fact to explain the outcome of wars. Finally, it is certainly likely that much of the literature available on the proximity of comets to monumental battles in history is mere propaganda. Yet even myths and tall tales could serve to drive decisions for future generations who acted upon them or their advice.

The first comet to be mentioned in historical records with certainty appears to have passed over China in 613 BC during the reign of King Qing. The Bamboo Annals mention that, “in his sixth year, a comet entered the Great Bear; and the king died.” Clearly, the chroniclers mentioned the astronomical occurrence due to this tragic event. Interestingly, an army of peasants defeated a superior chariot force, whose mission was to restore the ruler of Zi to power. As chariots were the elite units of the Chinese military at the time, this upset would have been just as jarring as the early demise of the monarch. It has been estimated that Halley’s Comet was visible from Earth around October of 619 BC, making this observation a possible sighting.

Four hundred years before this event, astronomers estimate that Halley’s Comet appeared over China around the year 1058 BC. While it was not recorded in any known Chinese text, the Shang Dynasty’s well-known practices of astronomy and divination leave it safe to assume that they would have seen the powerful portent. The years around its appearance saw the initial outbreak of rebellion in the Zhou lands to the west of the capital as well as the descent into depravity of King Di Xin. It would be surprising if the Zhou did not use the comet in their well-documented propaganda efforts to attract the other feudal lords along the Yellow River. Shortly after this, the two sides engaged in the Battle of Muye, which resulted in the fall of the Shang and the rise of the Zhou for the next seven hundred years.

Likewise, Assyriologist George Smith wrote in the 1870s that when Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon invaded Elam, “an enormous comet appeared, the tail of which stretched, like a great reptile, from the north to the south of the heavens.”9 More recent research has shown that Halley’s Comet did pass by Earth in April of 1142 BC.10 Yet, this was most likely a generation before Nebuchadnezzar took the throne. Interestingly though, one of his predecessors, Marduk-kabit-ahheshu did reign during that decade and is also recorded as having pushed back the forces of Elam from Babylon, bringing about an end to the Kassite Dynasty. Perhaps the story was simply resurrected and reused for the subsequent conquest as well.

The first comet observed in the West to be connected to a battle occurred during perhaps the most trying war in Greek history, the second Persian invasion. Pliny reported that a “horned-star” appeared over Greece in 480 BC shortly before the Greeks were engaged in the Battle of Salamis.11 Noah Webster, writing almost two thousand years later, connected the same comet to the outbreak of pestilence that crippled Xerxes’s army as it was retreating back to Asia following that titanic loss.12 It is interesting to note that neither Herodotus nor any more contemporaneous sources mention the appearance of the visitor in relation to the invasion.

Only fourteen years later, in 466 or 465 BC, sources report the appearance of two more heavenly visitors over the Greek homeland. The first appeared to the west and is said to have been visible at night for around eighty days beginning in June. Aristotle, in his Meteorology, connected its appearance with an earthquake in Achaea, perhaps the great Spartan earthquake that allegedly killed twenty thousand people and led to a revolt of the Helots.13 In his work On Religion, Daimachus recorded that “for seventy five days continually, there was seen in the heavens a vast fiery body, as if it had been a flaming cloud, not resting, but carried about with several intricate and broken movements.”14 More recently, astronomers have speculated that this may have in fact been the first recorded appearance of Halley’s Comet.15 Another interesting connection, certainly not lost on the ancients, was that around that time occurred the Battle of the Eurymedon. Following the Second Persian War, the various Greek states had organized into a permanent alliance to both free Ionia and forestall a third invasion of Hellas. In 466 BC word reached the Greeks that a Persian fleet and army were forming near the Eurymedon River in southern Asia Minor. The Athenian general Cimon was dispatched with a fleet of two hundred Greek ships, catching the Persians by surprise and decimating their armada before it was completed. A comet seen in the western part of the sky could have certainly been interpreted as a western victory over an eastern foe.

Around this time, the philosopher Anaxagoras is said to have predicted that a piece of a heavenly body would break off and fall to Earth. Sure enough, a meteorite appears to have fallen only a month or so later, landing at Aegospotami in the Hellespont. “When it afterwards came down to the ground in this district, and the people of the place recovering from their fear and astonishment came together, there was no fire to be seen, neither any sign of it; there was only a stone lying, big indeed.”16 As with most objects of heavenly origin, something of a local cult emerged around the rock, a factor only augmented by the disastrous Battle of Aegospotami, fought there between Athens and Sparta in 405 BC.17 Near the site of the meteor the Spartan fleet under Lysander destroyed the Athenian navy, bringing about the end of the Peloponnesian War. Plutarch records how, “some say the stone which fell down was a sign of this slaughter. For a stone of a great size did fall, according to the common belief, from heaven, at Aegospotami, which is shown to this day, and held in great esteem by the Chersonites.”18 Not surprisingly, ancient historians reported that a comet also visited at the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta. Various histories, including Thucydides, record the sighting of a comet for upwards of sixty days in 431 BC, an event which was later taken to herald the commencement of the Peloponnesian War.

The cult that arose around the meteorite at Aegospotami was not unique, as numerous other examples populate human history, often connecting with military events. Some scientists and historians argue that one of the more famous meteorites is the black stone set in the Kaaba in Mecca. According to Islamic beliefs, the rock fell from Paradise as a sign to Adam and Eve. The Austrian scientist Paul Partsch expanded upon that idea in the 1850s, proposing that the rock was of extraterrestrial origins. It was long worshipped and revered by local people even before the development of Islam in the region. Muhammad himself was famously chosen to replace the sacred object following a ritual cleaning of the Kaaba. The rock was subsequently damaged during a siege of the city by the Umayyads in 683 and was stolen and ransomed by the Qarmatians during their rebellion in the tenth century. The Romans also acquired a number of sacred meteorites from their conquests, most notably the Needle of Cybele from Phrygia, which was carried back to Rome and worshipped for centuries. In the Americas, a number of tribes utilized, worshipped, and built settlements around numerous large meteorites. For example, the Clackamas tribe of Oregon traditionally dipped their arrowheads in water that pooled in the giant Willamette meteorite, feeling that it would give them greater accuracy and strength in battle.

As mentioned before, many premodern writers attempted to associate the arrivals of comets with the onset of epidemic disease as well. Thus in the first century AD, Marcus Manilius linked a comet to the outbreak of plague that crippled Athens and led to the death of Pericles. “Death comes with those celestial torches, which threaten earth with the blaze of pyres unceasing, since heaven and nature’s self are stricken and seem doomed to share men’s tomb.” Later translator and poet in his own right, Alexander Pope, incorporated this still popular connection into his early eighteenth-century translation of the Iliad. Homer’s original description of Achilles and his helmet shining like a star was recast with much political and astrological license into the following passage:


Next, his high Head the Helmet grac’d; behind

The sweepy Crest hung floating in the Wind:

Like the red Star, that from his flaming Hair

Shakes down Disease, Pestilence, and War.19



The ancients knew the gods and heaven to be fickle however. In 394 BC another comet blazed across the sky of Greece. Once again, this date is in keeping with a presumed appearance by Halley’s Comet which most likely passed by Earth around 393–392 BC. With the fall of Athens, Sparta had become engaged with claiming various pieces of the Delian Empire. Predictably the various states of Greece joined with Persia to oppose these efforts, resulting in the Corinthian War of 395–387 BC. Around the time that Halley’s Comet made its appearance the forces of Sparta engaged those of Athens and Persia at the Battle of Cnidus. The entire Spartan fleet was captured and destroyed and its commander killed. Any hope the Lacedaemonians had of constructing a Spartan trans-Aegean empire were destroyed. Conon went on to rebuild the Long Walls of Athens and Greece again split into warring factions. Pliny recorded the event:

Other similar meteoric lights are “beams,” in Greek dokoi, for example one that appeared when the Spartans were defeated at sea and lost the empire of Greece. There also occurs a yawning of the actual sky, called chasma, and also something that looks like blood, and a fire that falls from it to the earth—the most alarming possible cause of terror to mankind.20

Shortly afterward though, the main Spartan army under Agesilaus II, which was returning from Asia Minor, managed to defeat the other Greeks at Coronea and return to Sparta. Several other battles followed before peace was restored in 387 BC. Persia retained Ionia and Sparta was to remain the dominant Greek power in Hellas for a generation. The initial shock foretold by the comet was in this case short-lived.

Twenty-three years later, in 371 BC, another comet appeared and heralded in yet another defeat for Sparta. On July 6 of that year the reconstituted Boeotian League under Epaminondas dealt a devastating blow to the storied Spartan phalanx, using superior tactics to compensate for weaker warriors. Sparta’s loss finally ended its dominance, which had existed in Hellas since the end of the Peloponnesian War and created a power vacuum that was soon to see the rise of Macedon to hegemony in the region. A similar event is described in 344 BC when a comet accompanied Timoleon’s invasion of Sicily and the subsequent defeat of Syracuse. Diodorus of Sicily described it as “the gods foretold success by an extraordinary prodigy; A burning torch appeared in the Heavens for an entire night and went before the fleet into Sicily.” Several other sources also reported long-lasting comets either at the Battle of Chaeronea in 338 BC, in which Philip of Macedon defeated the Greeks, or following his assassination and the rise to power of Alexander the Great three years later. Many of these stories were clearly later additions hoping to build on the prevailing fear and admiration for comets in Western society.

Roman sources overemphasized the appearance of comets when it came to their early rival for dominion in the western Mediterranean: Carthage. Interestingly, one of these involved the first verified sighting of Halley’s Comet in the West. In May of 240 BC the great comet blazed its away across the sky of North Africa. At that time, Hamilcar Barca was bloodily putting down a mercenary revolt after the city’s failure in the First Punic War. According to some later traditions, Hamilcar made his young son Hannibal swear under the light of the comet eternal animosity toward Rome. Interestingly, the family’s surname, Barca, comes from the Semitic word for lightning, another ancient portent. Livy, however, assigns Hannibal’s oath event to the latter’s ninth year, placing it around 238 BC.21 A similar event involving a different comet was described twenty years later as Hannibal prepared to launch the Second Punic War against Rome. As the Carthaginian’s success waned and Scipio invaded North Africa, another comet or meteor appeared in Rome. Finally, Livy recorded a terrible comet seen in Asia Minor around 184 BC, the same year that Hannibal was hunted down and killed in the area. As an epilogue, comets were also reported to have appeared in 150 BC at the outbreak of the Third Punic War and in 146 BC when the city of Carthage itself was destroyed.

Thirteen years after Hannibal’s initial descent into Italy, despite his failures to actually take the city of Rome, the inhabitants of the Republic were justifiably still fearful for the future and consulted various religious oracles. The augurs predicted that if the Idaean mother was brought from Pessinos to Rome, the enemy would be defeated.22 This cryptic reference to the eastern cult of Cybele led the Romans to send a team of ambassadors toward the allied kingdom of Pergamum. “He then handed over to them the sacred stone which the natives declared to be ‘the Mother of the Gods,’ and bade them carry it to Rome.”23 After a harrowing voyage, the delegation returned with the meteorite to Rome and ceremoniously installed it in a temple. Many undoubtedly connected the acquisition of this otherworldly rock with the subsequent defeat of Hannibal only a few years later.

Roman historians repeated this storyline with the Republic’s next great enemy, Mithridates of Pontus. Observers associated comets with his birth in 134 BC, his ascension to the throne in 119 BC, before his massacre of the Roman population of Asia Minor in 87 BC, and at his death in 63 BC.24 While some of these may be doubtful, it is taken as fact that the astronomical phenomenon of 87 BC was a visit by Halley’s Comet.

Perhaps one of the most successful uses of a comet for militaristic propaganda purposes came about as part of Octavian Augustus’s attempts to legitimize his position during the civil wars of 44–30 BC. Around the beginning of the new millennium, Ovid penned the following regarding Julius Caesar, “Caesar is a god in his own city … a fiery comet.”25 The poet went on to describe how following his death, sounds of battle were heard in the sky and “firebrands were seen, burning in the midst of the stars.”26 Caesar’s star, as it became known, was largely a later poetic attempt by the Romans to deify Augustus and his actions more than those of Caesar.27 In fact, additional sightings of comets became retroactively associated with Caesar’s birth, the rise of the First Triumvirate, and the beginning of his war with Pompey, which Cassius Dio recorded centuries later as, “fire which darted from east to west,” around 49 BC.28 Though once again many of these cannot be substantiated, it is known that Halley’s did revisit Earth in 87 BC ushering in Sulla’s conquests in the east that led directly to Caesar’s rise to power a generation later. In the years that followed the fall of Caesar and the outbreak of civil war in Rome, Pliny recorded the appearance of a comet, “that appeared at the time of the disaster at Modena,” where Decimus Brutus was besieged by Mark Antony in 44 BC.29 A century later in AD 66, the historian Josephus recorded the appearance of Halley’s Comet, “a comet, that continued a whole year,” as appearing before the outbreak of the Jewish rebellion that led to the destruction of that city by Titus Flavius.30 It is also important to note that to the ancients, the region that a comet appeared from and the direction in which it traveled were also of symbolic importance. Thus the mention by Cassius Dio of a comet traveling from east to west would have been used to show the shift in power and fortune between Pompey in the east and Augustus in the west.

Even with the advent of Christianity, the idea that comets were terrible portents of war and famine continued for over a thousand years. Constantine’s vision of a cross before the Battle of the Milvian Bridge could have been caused by a meteorite, parhelion, or comet. As recounted later by the emperor to Eusebius, “about noon, when the day was already beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the Sun, and bearing the inscription, Conquer by this. At this sight he himself was struck with amazement, and his whole army also, which followed him on this expedition, and witnessed the miracle.”31 Tradition holds that the Roman soldiers under his command then painted the symbol ΧΡ, for Christ, on their shields and thereafter defeated the army of Maxentius.32

A number of such heavenly visitors are recorded at various points during the collapse of Roman imperial rule. These include one in 399 AD which accompanied the invasion of Asia Minor by Tribigild, at Stilicho’s defeat of the Goths in 405 AD, a cross-shaped comet that witnessed Alaric’s sack of Rome in 410 AD, the return of Halley’s Comet in June of 451 AD in the same week that Attila the Hun’s forces were decimated by a Roman, Gothic, and Frankish army at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains, and finally at various points in the sixth century Goths and Germans ran rampant throughout Europe. Likewise, the fall of the Han Empire in China was also accompanied by the arrival of comets and meteors. In one of the most direct references to the effects of a comet on battle, Chinese historians record the appearance of just such an event in AD 185 as being the only reason that a group of well-armed and previously successful rebels stopped their advance on the imperial capital.33

One of the most well-documented appearances of Halley’s Comet in premodern times occurred in March of 1066. Only two months after Harold was enthroned in England, Halley’s Comet blazed across the skies, terrifying his vassals and citizens. As described by Theodricus Monachus in De antiquitate regum Norwagiensium, “For several days a comet appeared with a glowing red tail; and this prefigured the defeat of the English, which followed immediately afterwards.”34 Duke William of Normandy would employ the appearance of the comet as propaganda to discredit his rival, including a depiction of it in one of the opening scenes of the Bayeux Tapestry. Several months later his army landed in southeastern England and subsequently defeated Harold’s at the Battle of Hastings. The Bayeux Tapestry remains perhaps the earliest pictorial representation of Halley’s that survives to the present day.

Medieval European and Chinese historians recorded similar astral phenomena that occurred during the life of Tamerlane. Conquering vast swaths of Central and Southwest Asia, Tamerlane was viewed by contemporaries in much the same light as Mithridates and Hannibal. Three particular comets or meteors associated with him appeared in 1382, 1402, and 1405. The first saw the advent of his wars of conquest, the second the Battle of Ankara, and the third his death. Tamerlane actually used the comet of 1402, which moved from west to east across the sky, to bolster the fighting spirit of his men, predicting a great victory over the Ottomans should they attack. This is in keeping with Cassius Dio’s interpretation of the east-to-west comet that appeared during the civil war following the assassination of Caesar. Tamerlane’s subsequent victory at Ankara substantially weakened the Turkish empire, leading to a decade-long civil war that only his untimely death kept him from exploiting.

The fall of Constantinople in 1453, though not unforeseen, was still certainly viewed disastrously for the Western world. Despite calls by Popes Nicholas V and Calixtus III for the launching of a crusade against the Turks, little response came from Christendom. Meanwhile, Sultan Mehmed II continued to advance through southeastern Europe. As a lunar eclipse had accompanied the fall of Constantinople, eyes were undoubtedly focused on the night sky for any additional astral clues. As June of 1456 began, Halley’s Comet suddenly made an appearance across central Europe. Twenty years later Bartolomeo Platina in his Papal history recorded the appearance of the comet and Calixtus’s response.

A hairy and reddish comet appearing for several days; as the mathematicians predicted an enormous pest, a drought, some great calamity: Calixtus in order to avert the wrath of God, ordered processions to be held on certain days: in order that if any evils were impending, He would turn them wholly on the Turks.

Later fallacious legends even held that the Pope was driven to excommunicate the comet in order to allay the fears of the peasants. Shortly after the comet left the skies, the Turks launched their attack on Belgrade, a siege that was to last until July 22. The great victory of Christendom was to preserve the area until 1521, ironically only a few years before another appearance of Halley’s.

Emperor Maximilian proclaimed a meteorite that fell at Ensisheim, Germany in 1492 to be a good omen for his wars against the French and Turks. In a similar vein, a blood-red comet appeared in 1618 over Germany, heralding in the disastrous Thirty Years’ War. So influential was the event that a children’s rhyme arose from it, ever immortalizing not only the comet but fears of the phenomenon as well.


Eight things a comet always brings,

Wind, Famine, Plague, and Death to Kings,

War, Earthquake, Floods, and Dire Things.



The almost constant wars of the next two hundred years meant that the appearance of almost every comet can be connected in some way with a battle or conflict. In 1759 alone during the return of Halley’s Comet, a number of momentous engagements took place both in Europe and in America during the Seven Years’ War. Yet by this point few in Europe or America would have placed much emphasis on a connection between the events.

Perhaps the last great man of history to have a comet associated with his rise and fall was Napoleon Bonaparte. In August of 1769, Charles Messier observed a large comet that would eventually blaze across the sky for over a month. Though unknown at the time, born during the appearance of the “broom star” was Napoleon, a man who was to blaze his own path across Europe. Several more heavenly manifestations occurred during his rise to power, with the most famous being the Great Comet of 1811. For almost nine months a large comet hurtled across Europe, eastward from France, before being last seen in the Russian sky. Its termination was almost immediately followed by Napoleon’s ill-fated invasion of Russia, which some certainly saw as a terrestrial repetition of the celestial event of a year before. Much like Caesar before him, the former French emperor’s death was accompanied by a comet, which was said to have appeared over France at the time of his demise in 1821.

America was not exempt from this concern over the appearance of meteors and comets. From May to August of 1861, a bright comet streaked across the Northern Hemisphere, reaching its height in July just as the First Battle of Bull Run was breaking out. A soldier recorded at the time that, “We have been visited for a week past by a very large comet which at full day appears very bright and transparent; late at night the tail stretched nearly to the Zenith while the star was near the horizon.” In July of the next year, another great comet visited the night sky. Eventually christened the Swift-Tuttle Comet, its appearance during the Seven Days Battles heralded in the death and destruction that would see the halting of McClellan’s attempts to take Richmond.

Overall, human history has been interspersed with the arrival of comets, meteors, and other heavenly visitors for thousands of years. While comets may have had no actual physical impact on the battlefield, the fear they engendered had a certain psychological effect. Likewise, they became useful explanations for why a battle was lost or as a piece of propaganda to promote a leader or general. Clearly, the impact of comets came largely from their unpredictable nature. Even when Halley finally identified his comet and predicted its return, it bore little relevance to the thousands of others that could visit the planet or perhaps even impact it. The recent hypothesis that a vast comet impact created the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction has perhaps only increased our dread of the objects, reversing several centuries of scientific acceptance as harmless nighttime visitors. In 2013, the United Nations announced a plan for a worldwide effort to identify asteroids and comets that could potentially impact the planet, causing death and devastation.

Finally, the above-mentioned historical concerns may have in part inspired components of President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), launched in 1983. “Star Wars,” as it was derided in some media outlets, called for a collection of weapons platforms to both defend against nuclear attack and to deliver an offensive blow against the USSR. One of the more familiar components involved the development of kinetic weapons, nonexplosive objects that could be dropped from low orbit, accelerating to such a point that they would build up enough potential energy to make them capable of explosive power upon hitting the Earth. Known as Brilliant Pebbles, the weapons system became the centerpiece of the program before it was finally dismantled in the 1990s. The idea of harnessing the terrifying power of space in general and of falling objects specifically, marks a turning point in man’s millennia-old struggle to interpret heavenly visitors.
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ECLIPSES, THE SUN, AND THE MOON

To morrow, I believe, is to be an eclipse of the sun, and I think it perfectly meet and proper that the sun in the heavens, and the glory of the Republic should both go into obscurity and darkness together.

—BENJAMIN F. WADE, 1854

HEAVEN CONTAINS MUCH MORE THAN SIMPLY comets and asteroids. The motions and appearance of the planets, and especially their disappearance, were carefully tracked by almost all civilizations from the most primitive to the most advanced. Once again, early civilizations placed value on predictability and sought to use their observations to both calculate time and seasons as well as identify the will of the gods. Thus interpreters saw any minor deviation from a predicted path or an eclipse of the sun or moon as a negative omen.
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