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For Charlie Burton –

brave and adventurous and a great companion in adversity.
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INTRODUCTION


Stories involving incredible courage, in the face of unfavourable odds, have always inspired me. From my schooldays at Eton, I would sit enthralled, listening to the adventures of the likes of Scott, Shackleton and Hillary, all venturing to far-off lands, attempting feats most thought to be impossible. Hearing such thrilling escapades eventually drove me to embark on my own adventures around the globe. I’m also quite sure that their examples of bravery have helped drag me out of many a hairy encounter along the way. However, no story has captivated me more than that of ‘Colonel Lugs’ and the Royal Scots Greys. For Colonel Lugs was my father, and, while we were never to meet, I seem to have spent my life trying to emulate him, and it is his story that has inspired me to write this book.

My father joined the Royal Scots Greys when he was just eighteen. At the time, the Greys were a cavalry regiment, who were famous for using grey horses in battle, most notably in the Battle of Waterloo. On that muddy Belgian battlefield, just as Wellington’s British forces looked to be overwhelmed by Napoleon’s infantry, the horses of the Scots Greys thundered into the French line. With wild abandon, they viciously bayoneted one French soldier after another, even striking down their drummers and fifers without mercy. On seeing this dramatic change in fortunes, the previously demoralised 92nd Highlanders yelled ‘Scotland for ever!’ and, clad in kilts, roared into battle. This juggernaut of aggression forced the French back, giving the allies vital time to regroup, and eventually win the Napoleonic Wars in the most dramatic reversal of fortunes. For their heroic deeds, the Greys suffered particularly heavy losses but their sacrifice, just as the war had seemed lost, was for ever embroidered into military history.

Such stories of courage saw the Greys exalted and their beautiful grey horses known far and wide. It is for this reason my father was determined to join them. However, by the time the Second World War erupted in 1939, the regiment was not only about to undergo significant change, but also to face its greatest test, in which my father would play a crucial role.

On the outbreak of war, the Greys were initially sent to Palestine, to help keep the peace between the Jews and the Arabs. It seemed that their days as an elite fighting force were over. During the First World War, in the face of trench warfare and the machine gun, their horses had been virtually redundant, while the rapid advance of the tank and aircraft in the interim had also changed the military landscape. Horses now seemed a remnant of the past on the modern battlefield.

However, as the Greys were being put out to pasture in Palestine the war was turning against the British in north Africa. With the Italians in retreat, Rommel’s panzers had come to the rescue. Advancing on all fronts, they had destroyed Britain’s under-gunned, undermanned and under-armoured tanks, and looked to be an unstoppable force.

With British forces floundering and facing defeat, the decision was made to redeploy the Greys in more ways than one. Firstly, my father and his men would be sent to north Africa. Secondly, with their grey horses of little use in such a battle, the fateful decision was made to retrain the men for tank warfare. The prime minister, Winston Churchill, an ex-cavalry officer himself, said of this, ‘It has been heart-breaking for me to watch these splendid units waste away for a whole year . . . These historic regiments have a right to play a man’s part in the war.’

The task ahead of the Greys was monumental. Not only would my father and his men have to retrain and somehow master these mechanical beasts, they would then have to face off against Rommel’s fearsome division, who had been sweeping all before them. Psychologically, this must have been tough. A big reason many had joined the Greys was to experience the thrill of riding a horse into battle in the open air. Now they had to say goodbye to their beloved animals, of whom they had grown very fond.

From feeling the wind against their faces, the men now had to endure being crammed into a small, hot, metal box. With the hatch battened down, to prevent a grenade being lobbed inside, the conditions in the desert heat were unbearable. At times, with barely any fresh air available, it felt like being baked inside an oven. Because of this, like many others, my father ended up dispensing of his uniform and wore only shorts and canvas shoes. The smell inside was also unpleasant, not so much from the men’s sweat, but because the ventilator fans struggled to extract the cordite fumes after the main armament was fired. In time, the Greys would grow used to these conditions but how they must have yearned for their horses in those early days.

The training was also relentless, with the men bruised black and blue at the end of most days. Trundling over rough and uneven terrain, often for hours on end, the crew would bang their joints up against the protruding pieces of hot metal. There were certainly no home comforts either. Resources were so tight that the training tanks had no intercom, so instructors had to tie string to the trainee driver’s arms and guide them accordingly. Despite all of these obstacles, my father and his men did not complain. There was a war to be won, and, if they were to overcome Rommel’s panzers, they knew they had to focus all their energy on the job at hand.

Yet, after just a few short months of training, the British military could wait no more. Whether or not the Greys felt they were ready for action was unimportant. If they didn’t meet Rommel’s panzers in battle soon, then all would be lost. Thankfully, the British had upgraded their inferior tanks in the interim to the far superior American Grant tank. At least the Greys would have a machine whose armour and guns could finally match the Germans’, even if they were still novices on the battlefield.

Soon after, the Greys were hurled onto 1,400 miles of stony, scrub-covered desert, stretching between Cairo and Tripoli. Against all the odds, with shells bursting, tracers flying and minefields a constant hazard, they somehow held Rommel’s panzers at Alam el Halfa, then helped to turn the tide of the war by overcoming them during the Battle of El Alamein.

Over the course of those three days, the men suffered through the most appalling conditions. Cooped up inside their tanks, with no time to sleep, they manoeuvred their way through minefields and rain-sodden mud. All the while, they did battle with the ferocious German tanks and desperately tried to avoid the bombs being dropped from above by Italian planes. During this, my father shrugged off repeated injuries, the worst of which saw shell fragments just missing his femoral artery and what he described in a letter home to my mother as ‘other vital bits’. But the Greys’ training, firepower and refusal to yield soon saw Rommel’s panzers forced into a humiliating retreat. Just four months previously, the German tanks had crushed the Allies in Libya, where they had captured 25,000 troops. Now they were on the run.

Churchill later described this battle as the ‘turning of the Hinge of Fate’. He wrote, ‘Before Alamein, we never had a victory: after Alamein, we never had a defeat.’

While I beam with pride at the thought of my father leading his men to such a heroic victory, I believe the true measure of the man can be seen in the aftermath, as described by Lieutenant Colonel Aidan Sprot, in his fantastic book Swifter Than Eagles:


Colonel Lugs, during one of his recces, saw two Italians lying wounded away out in No Man’s Land. He took Astra out to pick them up while all available enemy arms were directed at him. He and Alec were lucky in that the only damage was a 20mm through a bogey wheel and a 5mm explosive bullet which hit the A/A gun and spattered their faces.



While my father had courageously and gallantly led his men into battle, it is stories such as this – going to the aid of the wounded, no matter for whom they fought, putting his own life on the line in the process – that made me idolise him. However, despite these momentous victories in north Africa, the war continued to rage throughout Europe. My father barely had time to enjoy the moment before he received orders to prepare for another mission impossible: the invasion of Italy.

As with the later D-Day landings in France, the Allies achieved a partial surprise by landing on the Salerno beaches against moderate German defences. The Greys, and their new Sherman II tanks, led the advance for some 2 miles inland before the enemy regrouped and forced an infantry retreat back to the beaches. I am told that, upon this retreat, my father stood in the middle of the road and, after being asked by a group of fleeing soldiers, ‘Which way to the beaches?’, he replied in his calm, unhurried manner, ‘You’re going the wrong way, the beaches are over there,’ pointing towards the front line. The soldiers sheepishly turned back, and helped to keep the Germans at bay.

At this time, it seems my father encountered a difficulty that I have also faced all my life – how to pronounce our surname. Sprot writes:


Two troopers, who were taken prisoner, escaped back and told us that, when they were being questioned, the German officer said to them, ‘We know your squadron leaders are Borwick, Roborough and Stewart, and your commanding officer is F-I-E-N-N-E-S, but we don’t know how to pronounce it. Is it Fee-ens or Fines?’



For the avoidance of doubt, I can declare once and for all, on behalf of myself and my father, that the correct pronunciation is ‘Fines’. In 2011, the New Yorker magazine even ran an article pointing this out in relation to my thespian cousin, Ralph. It seems we Fienneses have always had our work cut out in this regard.

In any event, just as it looked as though the Germans would force the British back into the sea, the Greys unleashed a devastating counterattack. Striking across the enemy’s flanks, they restored their position, then chased the retreating Germans up the toe of Italy until the whole of the Neapolitan plain lay below.

Just days after a humiliating defeat had looked on the cards, the Greys entered Naples to the cheers of grateful crowds. But, even in this moment of celebration, my father had no time to revel in glory. Sprot recalls, ‘While we were forcing our way through the melee, one would see the colonel charging about with a pick-helve knocking civilians off the tanks!’

General McCreery, the overall Allied commander, later thanked the Greys for the vital part they had played at Salerno. He claimed that it was entirely due to them that the Allies were not thrown off the beaches. Another tribute later came from Major General Graham, the officer in charge of the 56th Division at the landings, who wrote:


At the Salerno landing, I was indeed fortunate to have to work with my Division such a grand Regiment as the Greys. I shall never forget all they did at the time. There were some anxious moments but all was well in the end. That it was so was largely due to the steadfastness and indomitable spirit of your Regiment. There are many glorious episodes in your history, but what you did at Salerno will bear comparison with any.



Following this success, my father returned home to be with my mother for a few days, and it was during this time I was conceived. Yet he was never to know. Just weeks later, he returned to the regiment and, as he set off in his Dingo Jeep to check out enemy positions, he drove over a mine. While he did not immediately succumb to his wounds, he was to perish days later in hospital. Sprot writes warmly of my father on his passing: ‘This was a sad day, for the colonel was loved, admired and respected by all in the Regiment, and no finer officer had ever been in it.’

From all that I have read, and been told, my father was not only a legendary commander, but he was also a fine man. It is with immense regret that we were never to meet. As I grew older, and heard of his exploits, I saw it as my destiny that I too would one day follow in his footsteps, seeing action with the Greys in far-flung deserts and jungles, and serving my country by fighting the enemy of the day, which back in the time of the Cold War was the Soviet Union.

With this ambition driving me on, I eventually attended the Mons Officer Cadet School at Aldershot and soon after managed to pass into the Royal Scots Greys as a second lieutenant. For three years, I served as a troop leader, with twelve men and three 70-ton Conqueror tanks at my disposal. With a taste for danger, and an ambition to serve in the most elite units the British Army could offer, I soon set my eyes on joining the SAS. However, after completing the training course I was sadly thrown out in ignominy (more on which later). Undeterred, I volunteered to serve in the Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces in Dhofar for two years, during a time when the communist armies of China and the Soviet Union were looking to invade.

As a consequence of all of the above – my father’s courageous deeds, coupled with my own experiences in elite fighting units, as well as an avid interest in stories that involve impossible odds and incredible bravery – I have been inspired to write this book.

With great relish, I have cast my eyes back over 5,000 years of history, revelling in the tales of some of the most remarkable military units of all time. Whether it be fighting on the battlefield, storming forts and castles, rescuing hostages, high-stakes reconnaissance missions or the dramatic assassination of enemy leaders, these men have frequently succeeded against all odds and have often changed the face of history in doing so. But what has been the key to their successes? And what ultimately led to their downfalls? I have sought to answer these questions, and more, while also putting some forgotten, yet heroic, figures into the spotlight, including my father.


1

THE IMMORTALS

539 BC

On the sandy banks of ancient Babylon’s River Tigris, Cyrus the Great’s massive Persian army gathered outside the fortified city of Opis. This was a place of considerable strategic importance for Cyrus. If he could take Opis, then Babylon would inevitably fall, just as so many countries had done before it. But Opis was well defended by the Babylonian king Nabonidus, and Cyrus had been unable to break the siege through military might alone. To all intents and purposes, there appeared to be no way in. Yet, ever since his birth, Cyrus had defied the odds. Indeed, it is a miracle that he had even survived to this point.

The Greek historian, Herodotus, claimed that Cyrus’s grandfather, the Median king, Astyages, had a dream that signified that his as yet unborn grandson was a threat to his rule. Not wishing to take any chances, Astyages subsequently ordered one of his most trusted men, Harpagus, to kill the infant child upon his birth.

Unsurprisingly, this was not a task Harpagus particularly wanted to undertake. He subsequently passed it on to Mithradates, one of the royal shepherds. However, Mithradates also did not wish to murder a baby, particularly as his own wife was still grieving after having given birth to a stillborn child. At this, Mithradates concocted a plan. Taking the body of his stillborn child to the royal constabulary, he claimed it to be that of Cyrus. The constabulary had no reason not to believe him and took him at his word. With this, Mithradates proceeded to raise Cyrus as his own.

Despite the need for great secrecy regarding Cyrus’s true identity, the young boy still enjoyed playing the role of king with his playmates. In fact, he played the role a little too well. During one game, he so severely punished the son of a respected man of the Median community that Cyrus was called before King Astyages to be punished. However, upon seeing the 10-year-old Cyrus, the king immediately realised that it was none other than his own grandson. Harpagus had evidently not carried out the task as had been ordered. The punishment for such duplicity was severe. Herodotus records that Astyages proceeded to invite Harpagus to a banquet, where he cruelly served him the flesh of his own son.

Despite this, Astyages decided to spare Cyrus, sending him to Persia, where he rejoined his family. It was a decision he would soon regret, as it seems that his premonition had been true. In 553 BC, Cyrus rebelled against Astyages, with the vengeful Harpagus by his side. Going on to conquer the Median Empire, Cyrus mercifully spared his grandfather, but kept him in his court until his death. No doubt Astyages rued the day he had not ensured his grandson’s death.

After establishing himself as the new ruler of the combined Persian and Median kingdoms, Cyrus rapidly expanded his empire, whether through marriage, negotiation, outright slaughter or ingenuity. For instance, when meeting the Lydian forces in 546 BC Cyrus created an improvised camel corps from his baggage train, and placed the baying animals at the front of his formation. The unaccustomed smell and sight of the camels was reported to have thrown the Lydian cavalry into disarray and helped lead Cyrus’s forces to victory.

Such tactical brilliance soon saw the Persian Empire cover an area that included the modern countries of Turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kyrgyzstan and Afghanistan. The only remaining significant unconquered power in the Near East was the Neo-Babylonian Empire, which controlled Mesopotamia, as well as kingdoms such as Syria, Judea, Phoenicia and parts of Arabia. And Cyrus aimed to take them all, with the help of his elite special forces: the ‘Immortals’.

Unfortunately, beyond the writings of Herodotus, and Persian paintings or sculptures, historical knowledge of the Immortals is somewhat limited and inconsistent. Herodotus said of them:


Of these 10,000 chosen Persians the general was Hydarnes the son of Hydarnes; and these Persians were called ‘Immortals’, because, if any one of them made the number incomplete, being overcome either by death or disease, another man was chosen to his place, and they were never either more or fewer than 10,000.



While there are few specifics as to their training or recruitment, Herodotus claims that, from the age of five, all Persian boys would be ‘taught to ride, to use the bow and to speak the truth’. Such skills were practised and honed until the age of twenty, with the most important being the ability to tame a wild horse, as the Persians were renowned for their impressive horse-riding ability.

Following this, the Greek philosopher Strabo tells us that compulsory military service lasted from the age of twenty to twenty-four, where the young men were divided into companies of fifty, each under the command of a son of the nobility. After service, Strabo claims that the young men were demobilised but remained liable for military service until their fiftieth year. However, the very best of these men were recruited to the ranks of Cyrus’s elite killing machine.

With such incomplete information available, there are conflicting theories about how the Immortals lined up, and about what actual function they served. Many believe the Immortals were primarily infantry, though there may have been some cavalry. Some believe there was even an elite within an elite, whereby 1,000 of the Immortals’ best men served as bodyguards to the king, who were signified by having apple counterbalances on their spears. Pictures and sculptures from the time certainly prove that they carried spears, with the regular 9,000 having silver or golden pomegranate counterweights. They were certainly well looked after, travelling to battle in luxury caravans, with servants attending to their every need. The finest food and drink were always available, as was a harem of beautiful women. Whatever their purpose, it was the Immortals’ unique set of skills that helped Cyrus conquer kingdom after kingdom, with Babylon next on his agenda.

For months, Nabonidus had kept Cyrus and his Immortals at bay. Three walls of the Opis fortress were well defended by his soldiers, while the fourth backed onto the Tigris River. But this was a weakness Cyrus sought to exploit. If he could somehow get rid of the water, then he could attack the wall where the Babylonian defences were at their weakest.

As such, Cyrus’s engineers had spent weeks working to divert the water. Now the river outside the fortress was dry, and the path to Opis, and all of Babylon beyond it, lay open for Cyrus. All that stood in his way were Nabonidus’s forces and, as with so many before them, Cyrus and the Immortals were confident they would again overcome and add yet another kingdom to the ever-expanding Persian Empire.

In the blazing sun, the 10,000 Immortals waited for their king to give his order to attack. Surrounding him were his 1,000 elite guards, with apple counterbalances on the end of their 6ft spears. Whether these so-called apple bearers were officially ‘Immortals’ it is hard to say, but the king trusted them with his life. In front of them stood the main bulk of the Immortal forces, the sun shimmering off their bronze breastplates and helmets. To protect their faces from the dust being kicked up by the desert breeze, or the horses’ pounding, some of them wore a cloth cap, known as a Persian tiara, which they pulled over their faces. In their hands, they held their 6ft spears, some with golden pomegranate counterbalances, others with silver, their knuckles turning white in anticipation of the battle ahead. Meanwhile, the Persian archers stood before them, either side of the cavalry, their bows drawn and ready.

Suddenly, the call to attack echoed across the line. The archers immediately unleashed a torrent of arrows that blotted out the sun and on impact pierced the flesh of thousands of Nabonidus’s men. As screams filled the air, the cavalry thundered forward. With slingshots in their hands, they fired stones with unerring accuracy, knocking the enemy to the ground, taking out their eyes and fracturing their skulls with a vicious crack. The Immortals now followed. Some launched their spears over their heads, sending them soaring through the air and plunging into the chests of the enemy. Others ran into battle, raising their shields for protection in one hand, stabbing with their spears in the other, moving relentlessly onwards. Should they be outnumbered, they stabbed in one direction then used their heavy counterbalances to deliver a knockout blow in the other. With some spears breaking in two on impact, they reverted to using their daggers, slings, maces or bow and arrow to maim and kill any man who stood in their way.

As always, this form of attack was brutally effective. Before long, hardly any of the enemy were left standing, while any casualties or injuries in the Immortals’ ranks were immediately replaced by fresh recruits.

Surveying the dead bodies littered across the battlefield, Cyrus looked with satisfaction across the horizon – Opis was his, and the road to Babylon was now clear. Just days later, he seized the city and proclaimed himself ‘king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four corners of the world’.

However, while Cyrus became loved and adored in Babylon, and went on to expand his empire with the help of his Immortals, he was to meet a grisly death in 530 BC. There are many differing accounts regarding the precise nature of Cyrus’s death, but Herodotus claims that, after a savage and lengthy campaign against the Massagetae tribe, their queen, Tomyris, cut off Cyrus’s head and plunged it into a barrel of blood, apparently to signify his supposed insatiable appetite for blood and conquest.

Yet, even as Cyrus perished and was succeeded by his son Cambyses II, the Immortals endured. While they continued to guard their king and help expand his empire, they soon faced a situation that military might alone would not allow them to overcome.

Although the early years of Cambyses’ reign were relatively uneventful, there were already signs of things to come when he killed his young brother Smerdis, after seeing him as a rival. Herodotus has said of him, ‘They say that from birth Cambyses suffered from a serious illness, which some call the sacred sickness,’ and, ‘I have no doubt at all that Cambyses was completely out of his mind.’ Indeed, it was his rage at the broken promise of marriage that saw Cambyses embark on his first major conquest.

Herodotus claims that this situation arose when the Egyptian Pharaoh Amasis II decided against marrying off his own daughter to Cambyses, despite a promise to the contrary. He instead sent the daughter of the former pharaoh, Apries, in her place. Insulted and aggrieved, when the poor girl arrived at Cambyses II’s court, she immediately revealed Amasis’ deceit.

Cambyses was outraged and vowed revenge for such an affront. However, just as he mobilised his troops Amasis suddenly died, leaving Egypt in the hands of his son, Psametik III. But this did not deter Cambyses. By now, his heart was set on conquering Egypt and the death of Amasis would only make this easier than he had envisaged. After all, Psametik III was just a young man who had lived largely in the shadow of his father. And the odds against him were getting bigger with every passing day. Upon hearing of the Persians’ planned invasion, Psametik’s Greek allies had abandoned him. Meanwhile, his military counsel, Phanes of Halicarnassus, anticipating the slaughter to come, betrayed him and actually joined the Persians’ side, becoming a key source of intelligence.

With little option, Psametik decided to fall back on the tried and tested method of defence in such times: he fortified his position at Pelusium, near the mouth of the Nile. Awaiting the Persian attack, he hoped he could frustrate them long enough to find a better solution. In such siege situations, the Immortals were by now well aware that brute force rarely sufficed. If they were to attempt to storm the walls, they would be met by a hail of arrows, spears and boiling oil. Despite this, Cambyses was impatient to end the siege quickly and enjoy the spoils of victory.

While there are differing versions of what occurred next, I particularly like that of the second-century AD writer, Polyaenus. In his Strategems, he recounts that, while the Egyptians were initially successful in holding back the Persian advance, it was Cambyses’ knowledge of Egyptian beliefs and traditions that ultimately held the key to success.

In ancient Egypt, cats were not only a popular pet but they were also revered for being closely associated with the goddess Bastet, who appeared in Egyptian art with the body of a woman and the head of a cat, or as a sitting cat in a regal pose. If she should be insulted, it was said that she would inflict plague and disasters on humanity. One way to ensure insulting Bastet was to harm a cat. Herodotus has stated that cats were so highly regarded in ancient Egypt that the punishment for killing one was death. There are also stories in which Egyptians caught in a burning building preferred to save their cats before saving themselves. (On a side note, as an avid lover of cats, I believe this is exactly what my wife, Louise, would do in such a situation. Furthermore, in houses where a cat has died a natural death, its inhabitants would shave their eyebrows as a sign of their grief. This is definitely a tradition I will not be sharing with my wife.)

It was this knowledge of Egyptian culture and values that suddenly gave Cambyses a brilliant idea. He quickly ordered the Immortals to paint the image of Bastet on their shields and then round up as many of the animals as possible. It is quite amusing to think of these elite warriors scouring the countryside for these wild animals, but their efforts would prove to be worth it.

On Cambyses’ orders, the Immortals moved forward on Pelusium, in front of a line of thousands of meowing and screeching cats. The Egyptians were befuddled. They daren’t shoot at the animals, or risk marking Bastet’s image on the Immortals’ shields, for fear of insulting the goddess. As they dithered, the Immortals moved ever closer, led by their army of cats. As I write this, I can see my wife’s fourteen cats (yes, you read that correctly, fourteen!) all patrolling the house and the gardens. The thought of fourteen ganging up on me is not a pleasant one, so imagining thousands of these creatures going into battle is enough to make me sympathise with what happened next.

Unbelievably, as the Immortals approached the fortress, the Egyptians surrendered their position and took flight. At this sign of weakness, the Immortals showed no mercy, viciously striking down all who tried to escape. The slaughter was so great that Herodotus reported seeing the bones of the Egyptians still in the sand many years later. And, while those Egyptians not killed at Pelusium fled to the safety of Memphis, the Persian army was in full pursuit and soon took Memphis too, with equally bloody consequences, as Psametik was captured and executed.

With this act, Cambyses and the Immortals ended the sovereignty of Egypt and annexed it to Persia. However, such was Cambyses’ scorn for the Egyptians’ beliefs, and their pathetic defence, that, after the battle, he hurled cats into the faces of his defeated enemy, incredulous that they would surrender their country, and their freedom, for these common animals.

From this behaviour, it will not surprise you to learn that Cambyses soon came to resemble the stereotypical mad king. While he defiled and burnt the corpse of the pharaoh Amasis, he proceeded to slay a newborn Apis calf, worshipped as a god in Egyptian religion. Yet it seems the very beliefs he mocked would eventually have their revenge. Herodotus claims that, in April 522 BC, Cambyses died after his sword slid out of its scabbard and pierced his thigh, in the exact same place where he had stabbed the sacred Apis calf years before.

While Cambyses’ successors ensured that the might of the Persian Empire continued, with more countries and continents falling under their command, one remained elusive: Greece.

When Xerxes I took the Persian throne in 486 BC, Greece became his obsession. However, it would take more than cats for Xerxes to bend the country to his will. For, while only 300 men stood in the way of his massive army, these men were regarded as one of the greatest elite military units the world has ever known . . .


2

THE SPARTANS

480 BC

As the fierce sun beat down over the Spartan lands of ancient Greece, hundreds of thousands of Persian infantrymen marched to the narrow shore of Thermopylae. After taking the Greek capital of Athens, the Persian emperor, Xerxes, now looked to complete his conquest. And, for him, the conquest of Greece was personal, owing to his father’s failed attempt to claim it a decade earlier at the Battle of Marathon. Legend has it that, following this Greek victory, the official Athenian messenger ran all the way (26 miles) back to Athens to announce the Persians’ defeat. This was the origin of the marathon run, something I know through gruelling experience, having run seven marathons, on seven different continents, in seven days in 2003, just a few months after suffering a heart attack. Thankfully, I survived such a bitter ordeal, while the poor Athenian messenger did not.

In any event, the Persian invasion of Greece had been years in the making. While plans were perfected, intensive conscription had swollen the hordes of the Persian army to almost a million men. A relentless force, all that now seemingly stood in the way of Xerxes’ supposed destiny was a group of 300 men, with long oiled hair and thick beards.

Guarding a narrow passageway between the ocean and the mountains, these men blocked the only route to the southern regions of Lokris and Thessaly. Yet their presence seemed inconsequential. Countries such as Egypt and India had already bowed before Xerxes and these 300 men, armed with just wooden shields and spears, would surely yield. But the grizzled faces that peered from beneath their Corinthian helmets made it clear that, no matter the odds, they were prepared to die for their cause. Demaratus, the former Eurypontid king, would later say of the Spartans in such situations, ‘They do what the law commands and its command is always the same, not to flee in battle whatever the number of the enemy, but to stand and win, or die.’

Almost taking pity on this supposed last stand, Xerxes offered mercy. Sending an emissary to Leonidas, the Spartans’ inspirational 60-year-old leader, Xerxes invited them to surrender by handing over their arms. Leonidas’s subsequent response has gone down in legend: ‘Come and take them.’

This was an invitation Xerxes did not intend to decline. However, not wishing to waste the efforts of his Immortals on such infidels, he duly sent 10,000 of his second rank to finish them off. But, as the first line of Persian troops charged towards the Spartans, Leonidas suddenly ordered his men to group together. What seconds before was 300 disparate men now formed into a solid phalanx, creating a wall of shields and spears, and, with it, a ferocious fighting machine.

Before the Persians knew what they were up against, the first line of men felt the sharp tip of the Spartan spears rip through their flesh. Up close, they then saw the unrelenting black eyes of their enemy, as they took their last breath. The Spartan spear was thrust into their body then removed and planted into the next advancing Persian, the same motion repeated again and again. And if a spear should be broken or jammed into the flesh of the enemy, a sharp sword was always close at hand, eager for the next victim. Yet the Spartans felt no remorse. As one of the world’s first elite band of fighters, they had been trained to kill since birth.

A rugged mountainous region of Laconia, Sparta was world renowned for breeding fighters of startling obedience, resilience, intelligence and bloodthirsty ferocity. It was the only Greek state with a full-time professional army and, as such, from the moment a male took his first breath, he was trained for war. This is no exaggeration. Any male babies seen to be weak, or somehow unsuitable for the vigorous training ahead, were dropped into a pit and left for dead. The phrase ‘only the strongest survive’ has never been more apt. However, it also makes a mockery of all those slow starters in life, who go on to excel in their later years, myself included. When I was young, my mother used to put long blue ribbons in my curly hair, which led to some mistaking me for a girl. In Sparta, I surely would have been destined for the pit!

Sentimentality was one emotion the Spartans clearly lacked. From the age of five, the young Spartan boys were thrown headlong into their military training. Sent away to live in barracks, any sign of weakness was instantly leapt upon and corrected. While they were trained to fight, they also had to walk everywhere barefoot, so as to harden the soles of their feet on the hard terrain, as well as to harden their resolve. The goal was to create obedient, resilient, hardened warriors, and often these young boys would go through training that would even make the men of today’s elite special forces wince.

Once a year, the boys were taken to the Temple of Diana, where they were flogged one by one. During this flogging, they were expected to remain silent. If they cried out, this would be seen as a great source of shame. I know how they felt. In the 1950s, when I attended Eton, whenever I was beaten by the senior house prefect for a misdemeanour, I tried hard to keep my mouth shut for fear of being called a wimp.

A grisly story, which emphasises just how seriously the Spartan boys took this, involves a young boy who smuggled a fox cub into school. Hiding it under his cloak during his first lesson, the fox’s desperate attempts to escape saw it gnaw and claw at the boy’s chest and stomach, cutting him to pieces. Yet the boy never made a sound. Before the lesson ended, he had collapsed and died, but, in the eyes of the Spartans, his honour was intact.

To oversee their progress, each boy was allocated an older guardian, who was known as his ‘lover’. Homosexuality between the boys and their ‘lover’ was accepted, but every Spartan was expected to eventually get married. How else would the Spartans provide a constant supply of warriors for their killing factory?

As well as learning how to fight, and how to withstand pain, food was also withheld so as to ensure the boys would become self-sufficient. In order not to starve to death, the boys were meant to forage or steal their food, without getting caught. To encourage this, the Spartans even held an annual festival where chunks of cheese were left on rocks, guarded by men wielding weapons. The boys were expected to approach with stealth and cunning if they were to get the cheese without being detected. And, while there was the threat of a beating if they were caught, there was the double bonus of food, and respect, if they were not.

By the age of eighteen, the boys were conscripted into the Spartan army and issued with their armour and weapons. However, by far their most treasured possession was their shield. Demaratus of Sparta stated that, during combat, a hoplite (a heavily armed foot soldier) could lose his helmet or his weapon but, if he misplaced his shield without a good, proven and witnessed military reason, then ‘he be disgraced’.

Legend has it that mothers would tell their sons upon going into battle, ‘Come back with this shield or on it.’ The only choice any Spartan had was death or victory. Indeed, there was no tolerance for cowardice in Spartan society. When a traitor to Sparta took refuge in a sanctuary, rather than plead for his life, his mother was said to have taken a brick and placed it in the doorway. Following this example, the Spartans bricked up the temple door with the traitor left to die inside. He might have considered himself lucky. Any soldier accused of cowardice could be beaten up with impunity, forced to wear coloured ‘coward’ patches on his shirt and made to shave off one-half of his beard. Such soldiers were also not allowed to marry; presumably for fear that their offspring would inherit their cowardice.

Yet there was good reason the shield was considered so vital, as any man who lost it when in the phalanx could be putting the whole structure at risk. As Plutarch, the Greek biographer, explained, ‘They wear their helmet for their own sakes but carry their shields for the whole line.’ Nic Fields, in his book Thermopylae 480 BC: Last Stand of the 300, laid out why the shield was so crucial in this regard:


It was the hoplite shield that made the rigid phalanx formation viable. Half the shield protruded beyond the left-hand side of the hoplite. If the man on the left moved in close, he was protected by the shield overlap, which thus unguarded his covered side. Hence, hoplites stood shoulder to shoulder with their shields locked. Once this formation was broken, however, the advantage of the shield was lost; as Plutarch says (Moralia 241), the body armour of a hoplite may be for the individual’s protection, but the hoplite’s shield protected the whole phalanx.



For those Spartans who displayed exceptional fighting and survival skills, there was yet another prize – entry into the Spartans’ elite special forces, the 300. And, if the 300 was not prize enough, for a chosen few, there was the chance to become a member of the so-called Krypteia, the most elite Spartan military group of all.

As you might expect, entry into the Krypteia was far from easy. According to Plutarch, every autumn the leaders of Sparta would declare war on its helot (servant) population. Any soldier wishing to join the Krypteia could therefore kill a helot without fear of repercussions. In other words, the state sanctioned murder against its own citizens in order to strengthen its elite military unit. At night, the hopefuls would descend on the Laconian countryside, armed with knives, and would hunt down a helot to earn their stripes. But just killing any helot wouldn’t do. To really prove their worth, they aimed to kill the strongest in cold blood, all without being caught. While becoming a member of the Krypteia was considered very prestigious in its own right, it was often the only way for a Spartan to rise to the ranks of leadership in Sparta, as their king, Leonidas, had once done.

Leonidas was, however, said to descend from the dynasty of the mythological demigod Heracles. Such lineage meant he was always destined to be king, but there was also no doubt that the young Leonidas was an incredibly capable warrior, and leader, who earned the respect of his men the hard way. Plutarch said of his self-assurance: ‘When someone said to him, “Except for being king you are not at all superior to us,” Leonidas, son of Anaxandridas and brother of Cleomenes, replied, “But, were I not better than you, I should not be king.” ’

Such was Leonidas’s standing in Sparta, and beyond, that, when the Persian hordes sought to invade Greece, the confederated Greek council looked to him to defend it. Themistocles, an Athenian politician, suggested that, in order to conquer southern Greece, Xerxes and his army would need to travel through the narrow pass of Thermopylae. If Leonidas and his men could somehow block this route, then they might frustrate Xerxes just long enough for the Greeks to reassemble their forces.

While such an operation seemed unlikely, Leonidas already saw it, and his death, as his rightful destiny. Herodotus claims that the Oracle, who was consulted about important decisions in the ancient world, made the following prophecy to the Spartan leader:


For you, inhabitants of wide-wayed Sparta,

Either your great and glorious city must be wasted by Persian men,

Or, if not that, then the bound of Lacedaemon must mourn a dead king, from Heracles’ line.

The might of bulls or lions will not restrain him with opposing strength; for he has the might of Zeus.

I declare that he will not be restrained until he utterly tears apart one of these.



However, with estimates of the Persian forces ranging from 300,000 to over 2 million, Leonidas only selected those Spartans who had living sons for the operation, knowing that they were almost certain to die. But he was also not without hope, for he knew more than anyone the prowess of his men.

With the battle narrowed to a stretch of land between Mount Kallidromo and the sea, Leonidas knew that the Persians would have no option but to face his men head-on if they wanted to advance south. It would be a tiring, ferocious defence, in temperatures reaching over 40 degrees. Yet the Persians would be forced to do most of the running, with the Spartan phalanx just needing to hold firm.

On the first day of fighting, the Spartans’ line didn’t break. Repelling wave after wave of attacks, their spears killed one Persian every four seconds. Soon mountains of Persian bodies, amid pools of blood, piled up in front of the Spartan phalanx. This only made conditions even more difficult for the Persians. Forced to climb over the bodies of their comrades, they were unbalanced when they finally came face to face with the sea of spears. Before they could even raise their swords, they helpfully fell onto a spear, doing the Spartans’ job for them.

With Xerxes’ secondary military unit facing catastrophic losses, he decided it was time to put a quick end to matters. As such, he called upon the ‘Immortals’. But even the Persian army’s most elite force was no match for the 300. With Spartan spears over 2.5 metres long, compared to the Immortals’ 2-metre-long weapons, they merely repeated the fate of the thousands of infantrymen who perished before them. By the end of the first day, Persian casualties were in the thousands, while the Spartan 300 suffered only minor losses.

Facing off against a far superior enemy is actually something I have a little experience of. In the late 1960s, I volunteered to serve in the Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces in Dhofar, which were under threat from invading Marxists. With few resources, five Land Rovers and a maximum of thirty men at my disposal, I was expected to engage with the larger, and better equipped, so-called Adoo – ‘enemy’ in Arabic. Upon arrival, I also found my men looked to be unfit for service. Indeed, when Captain Southward-Heyton introduced me to them he warned, ‘Between you and me, it would be suicide to go anywhere near Adoo territory with this bunch in their present state.’ I soon realised that, if we were to survive, I had to be creative.

Night patrols were especially effective, as we could attack unseen, instilling terror into the enemy, while also making them believe we had a far larger force than was in fact the case. Working at night certainly suited my men and me, as daytime temperatures would frequently reach 50 degrees in the shade, making conditions unbearable. Another trick I learnt was, when under attack, if I were to shout ‘attack’ or ‘retreat’ at my men, they were to do the opposite. This allowed us to escape into the night while our superior enemy braced itself for the attack they thought was coming.

In daylight, I also made a great effort to showcase our ‘strength’. Near Adoo territory, I would set off mortars and allow my best marksmen to engage in shooting practice. While the mortars caused no actual damage, and only steel drums were hurt by gunshots, it still showed our enemy what we were capable of. Such psychological warfare was vital if we were to keep far larger forces at bay.

Intelligence on the enemy was also crucial. A key part of this was employing a local bedu guide, who was an expert in camel tracks and droppings. Sometimes he knew the name of a camel’s owner just by examining the shape of the hoof mark left in the dirt. By examining the texture of the animal’s droppings, he could even tell where the enemy had last eaten. It was truly incredible, not to mention very helpful in planning our patrols.

However, unlike the Spartans, I must admit that I found killing the enemy in close combat very hard to deal with. The first time this happened, the sad and surprised look on the man’s face as I shot him, before he had the chance to do the same to me, lived with me for a very long time. I’ve said previously that I felt a part of me died with him that day.

After a day of ferocious combat, Leonidas and his men retired to the mountains for the night to regroup. Around a campfire, they relished not only buying their Greek compatriots time, as they had promised, but also surviving another night on earth. Barring a miracle, they had all accepted that they would eventually die. They just had to withstand the Persians for as long as possible.

However, as they rested, Leonidas was alarmed to hear that there was a secret path over the mountains, which stretched beyond the Spartan line. If the Persians were to find this, they could bypass the Spartans and encircle them from behind, leaving the phalanx all but redundant. Fearing such an outcome, Leonidas sent a group of Greek fighters to guard the path. If the Persians were to find and cross it, all would be lost.

Meanwhile, Xerxes admonished his generals in his tent. The first day had been catastrophic. While his infantry had suffered thousands of losses, even his elite Immortals had failed to breach the Spartan wall. But, if he was to reach the southern regions, Xerxes had to somehow defeat this stubborn band of 300 men. Devoid of other ideas, Xerxes decided that the Spartans were bound to tire and it was only a matter of time before they broke. With close to a million men at his disposal, he believed he could afford to sacrifice a few second-class infantrymen to wear the Spartans down.

The following day, Xerxes launched a relentless assault on the Spartans. Minute after minute, hour after hour, waves of Persians crashed into the Spartan phalanx. But still they held firm. The intense heat, and little rest, saw their muscles cramp, and their arms and legs tire from holding up their heavy shield and spears, but as the sun set on the second day, thousands more Persians lay dead.

However, that night, catastrophe struck for Leonidas. A local resident called Ephialtes visited Xerxes with momentous news. Behind the Greek lines was a secret path that could lead to victory. Wasting little time, Xerxes sent his Immortals off into the night, where they made quick work of the Greek defence, and looked to surround the Spartans by daylight.

Having escaped slaughter at the hands of the Immortals, a Greek runner rushed to tell Leonidas that their defence had been breached. It was now clear that the phalanx of the 300 would no longer suffice on an open battlefield where they could be attacked on all sides. At this, Leonidas decided to utilise the skills of the Krypteia, with the head of Xerxes, no less, their target. Striking down the Persian leader would not only destroy the cohesiveness of their army, but also send a signal that no Persian was safe.

Approaching the bustling Persian camp at night, the Krypteia wrapped their blades to ensure they didn’t shimmer in the moonlight. Finding Xerxes’ tent, in this vast sea of men, was the easy part. Not only was it the grandest in the camp, but it was also surrounded by his caravan of slaves and women. However, getting to the tent itself, and through the thousands of Persians, and guards, undetected, would test them to their limits.

Sadly, their fate is lost to history. All we know for sure is their mission failed, as Xerxes survived the night and, at the break of dawn, ordered his men to finally kill off the Spartans. All that was left for Leonidas, and his men, was to somehow buy more time with one last heroic stand. Knowing death was now inevitable, Leonidas kept the best of his fighters with him, while he allowed the bulk of his army to escape in order to fight another day. This was the mark of a true leader.

At daylight, a Persian force of over 10,000 men charged at the last remnants of Leonidas’s forces. Even now, after days of fighting, and knowing death was imminent, the Spartans fought until their spears were shattered and their swords broken. Yet even that didn’t stop them, as they then continued to fight with their hands and teeth, heroically killing Xerxes’ brothers Abrocomes and Hyperanthes.

At this, Xerxes reached breaking point. With the Spartans scattered, he sent for his archers to finish them off. Plutarch claims that, upon seeing this, one of the Spartan soldiers said to Leonidas, ‘Because of the arrows of the barbarians it is impossible to see the sun.’ Leonidas replied, ‘Won’t it be nice, then, if we shall have shade in which to fight them?’

As the thousands of archers pulled back their bows, Leonidas issued a final cry to his Spartans, ‘Death or victory!’ Remembering what their training had taught them when faced with mass archery, they sprinted at the enemy, thus minimising the time they would be exposed to the deadly shower of arrows. Roaring out their battle cry, which was described by the war poet Aeschylus as ‘the noise of the scream of eagles’, Leonidas and his men fought until every last one of them was dead.

While the Persians claimed victory, they had suffered over 20,000 casualties. And, despite the death of the 300, the Spartans would ultimately endure. A year later the surviving Spartans reassembled with Greek forces and defeated the Persians at the Battle of Plataea, finally putting a decisive end to the Greco-Persian war, and ensuring the Spartans were renowned as the most brutal, and effective, fighting force in ancient Greece.

However, a rival had taken note of their every move, and now planned to use their skills against them. With this, the Spartans would soon be consigned to the history books . . .
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THE SACRED BAND OF THEBES

379 BC

The Persians might not have succeeded in conquering Greece but, by 400 BC, the country seemed intent on tearing itself apart. Its three major regions, Sparta, Athens and Thebes, each had a wildly different political outlook, which put them at loggerheads. While Athens was considered the model of democracy, Sparta was at the other end of the spectrum, regarded as the most autocratic military dictatorship in the ancient world. Meanwhile, Thebes was somewhere in the middle. Although its citizens clamoured for Athenian democracy, its ruling elite did all it could to keep hold of power.

This ideological battle was one Sparta kept a close watch on. Should Thebes suddenly follow Athens’ lead, then the rule of Sparta’s two kings, Agesilaus and Cleombrotus, could also come under threat. Agesilaus refused to counter such a situation. In his sixth decade, he had never lost a battle as leader of the Spartan race and was regarded as one of the most powerful kings in history. To Agesilaus, democracy was a threat that had to be crushed at all costs.

Consequently, Sparta embarked on an aggressive unilateralist policy towards the rest of Greece. As the citizens of Thebes rebelled, Agesilaus eventually marched on the city in 382 BC and proceeded to install a puppet Spartan government, consisting of Archias, Leontiades and Hypates. With this, all dissidents were brutally dealt with, causing many to flee the city rather than be imprisoned or executed.

One such dissident who fled to the safety of Athens was Pelopidas. According to Plutarch, his Greek biographer, Pelopidas came from great wealth but gave most of it away to the poor, preferring to live a simple life and immerse himself in the military. Such deeds made him an incredibly popular figure in Thebes, as did his daring, brave escapades on the battlefield, where he earned a reputation as one of the finest soldiers in the region. It was on the battlefield that he met Epaminondas, a fellow soldier who not only saved his life, but in time would also help him overthrow the Spartans.

Sadly, little is known about Epaminondas. What we do know has been cobbled together from accounts in Plutarch’s ‘Life of Pelopidas’, as well as briefly in the writings of Xenophon and Diodorus Siculus. From these sources, we know that, while Pelopidas fled to Athens, Epaminondas stayed in Thebes, where he had turned his back on the military and was now regarded as one of the region’s most admired philosophers. As such, the pro-Spartan leadership did not see him as a threat. This was to prove to be a catastrophic mistake.

While Pelopidas built a small resistance group from Athens, Epaminondas did likewise in Thebes. Joined by the likes of Charon and Gorgidas, they spied on the powers that be and fed information back, all the while planning an assault that would rock Thebes, as well as Sparta. And, by December 379 BC, they were ready to put it into action.

From his grand home in Thebes, Archias, the pro-Spartan Theban leader, hosted a raucous party. Joining him were his colleagues Leontiades and Hypates, as well as other nobles and politicians. Satisfied that all resistance had been wiped out, they had now settled into a life of debauchery, growing fat and drunk, with servants catering to their every whim and desire. Feasting on the finest food and wine, they all eagerly anticipated the evening’s main event, as twelve scantily clad hetairai, the most beautiful prostitutes in all of Thebes, suddenly waltzed into the room.

Enraptured, Archias immediately beckoned them to join him, so that he might get a closer look and take his pick. As the ladies of the night sashayed across the room, the drunken powerbrokers lustily watched on, eagerly awaiting their turn.

Yet, when one of the girls came near to Archias, he narrowed his eyes; something wasn’t right. Before he could act, a dagger was slashed across his throat. The girl was Pelopidas in disguise. As Archias collapsed into a pool of blood, the other disguised hetairai proceeded to slaughter everyone in the room. Pelopidas and Epaminondas’s anti-Spartan uprising had begun. Yet the job was only half done. There was still the small matter of the Spartan garrison based in the town, which would be sure to strike back.

However, as word rippled through the streets that Leontiades, Hypates and Archias were dead, the citizens of Thebes decided to take their chance. Breaking into the city’s armouries, they armed themselves and marched on the Spartans. Outnumbered, and facing a furious mob, the Spartans left the city without a fight, making a mockery of their ‘death or victory’ mantra. For now, Thebes was free of the Spartans. Yet everyone was well aware this was just a fleeting victory. King Agesilaus would surely not take this rebellion lightly. Hell was soon going to pay them a visit, hard and fast. If they were to survive the Spartan military juggernaut, the Thebans would need to be prepared.

No army had beaten Sparta’s mighty warriors in open battle for over 100 years. As seen in the previous chapter, their training regime was designed to build the toughest warriors on the planet. By contrast, Thebes didn’t even have a full-time army. All it had to offer were reservists who had only received the most basic training. Should they come head to head with the full force of the Spartans, it would be no contest. While Thebes soon found allies in the surrounding region of Boeotia and beyond, Pelopidas, Gorgidas and Epaminondas decided they needed to create a fulltime elite fighting unit of their own. They named it the ‘Sacred Band’ and it was destined to become one of the most unique special forces in military history.

Again, much detail has been lost as to the Sacred Band’s origins, but we know they took inspiration from the Spartans. Thus a force of 300 of Thebes’s most fearsome warriors was raised to go toe to toe with the Spartan 300 – but there was one crucial difference. Not only were all of the 300 Thebans homosexual, they were 150 couples.

While homosexuality was accepted in ancient Greece, it appears there were good military reasons the unit was to be composed of couples. The Spartan 300 had trained and fought together over many years. This had forged close bonds between the men, and meant they were willing to fight to the death for each other. To build such a relationship between men takes time, something Thebes did not have. Placing lovers in combat together was therefore designed to jump-start the process of building esprit de corps. Plato certainly approved of such a decision, observing that men might actually fight better next to their lovers, writing in his Symposium:


And if there were only some way of contriving that a state or an army should be made up of lovers and their beloved, they would be the very best governors of their own city, abstaining from all dishonour, and emulating one another in honour; and when fighting at each other’s side, although a mere handful, they would overcome the world. For what lover would not choose rather to be seen by all mankind than by his beloved, either when abandoning his post or throwing away his arms? He would be ready to die a thousand deaths rather than endure this. Or who would desert his beloved or fail him in the hour of danger?



Historians disagree about the exact date the Symposium was written but many believe it was before the Sacred Band was formed. Therefore, it might have even served as inspiration for the Band’s formation.

However, one definite source of inspiration arrived courtesy of Thebes’s most celebrated son: Hercules. Despite being married, the famous figure from Greek mythology had shared a passionate homosexual relationship with his charioteer, Iolaus, which saw them become a formidable fighting team. Their extraordinary devotion to each other, and legendary victories, was exactly what Epaminondas and Gorgidas hoped to recreate with the Sacred Band.

In all of my endeavours, I have always recognised the necessity of a strong bond within a team. When I volunteered to serve in Oman, I was put in charge of a platoon who were a mix of Omanis and Baluchis, who absolutely hated each other. When your focus should be on fighting the enemy, you certainly don’t need to be concerned about your men fighting among themselves. Only able to speak the most basic Arabic, I was also unable to understand what was being said as words flew between them, hot and bitter. I felt about as effective as a pint of oil in a stormbound ocean. When they argued about whose turn it was to be on watch, I suggested that we flip coins to decide. They looked at me as though I were mad. Such western games were unheard of. With all my initial attempts to find some harmony between them failing, I made it a top priority to fix this issue, before it dragged the whole platoon under.

Of course, if they were going to have any respect for each other they first had to gain respect for their leader. While brushing up on my Arabic, so I could finally understand what was going on, I also endeavoured to treat each man fairly, to avoid any allegations of favouritism. I also ensured I knew each man’s name and background. Such familiarity saw them warm to me, so much so that they eventually christened me Bachait bin Shemtot bin Samra, which apparently means ‘John, Son of Rags, Son of the Thorntree’. I’m not entirely sure if this was an affectionate name but it seemed they had at least come to respect me.

With this, I could start to train my team to fight as a unit, rather than as individuals. I wanted each man to realise why they, and their supposed enemy, were a vital cog in the overall machine. Without one, the others would all fall. Moreover, I also mixed them up so the Omanis and Baluchis were on the same team, rather than being separated. I told them, ‘We are now Recce Family whether we are Baluchi, British, Omani or Zanzibari.’ After this, I certainly had no noticeable issues between my men, while we also tried to protect Oman from the Marxist threat.

However, in my life, there has been no greater example of the importance of strong relationships than during my many polar expeditions. In subzero temperatures of below minus 50, while pulling a sledge weighing over 450lbs for hundreds of miles on end, it was important that I be accompanied by people I not only could trust, but also liked. Unsurprisingly, such arduous conditions could make one very cranky. Little incidents, such as a dropped biscuit crumb, could spark resentments that lasted for days. If I were to have embarked on an expedition with a team-mate whom I detested, then I don’t think we could have lasted long. Of course, my late wife, Ginny, was also a crucial part of my expedition team, taking charge of communications, as well as everything else in between. Our love for each other, and shared determination to reach our goals, inspired us both to push ourselves beyond all reason. I felt most proud when Ginny became the first woman ever to receive the coveted Polar Medal from Her Majesty the Queen in recognition of her vital work. For this reason alone, I believe the decision to fill the Band with lovers to be inspired, for it was Ginny who certainly inspired me to keep going in my darkest hours. However, if the Thebans were to defeat the Spartans, having a devoted team of warriors was just the first step.

Pelopidas now had to train these 300 part-time warriors so that they were a match for the most fearsome military unit of their time. Stationed at Cadmea, they lived together, trained together and fought together, with everything done to ensure that they worked as a team, rather than individuals. Building strength and endurance was vital, and involved the Band running for hour after hour, in the baking-hot Greek sun, as well as engaging in wrestling matches to increase their power and agility. Their training also included intense sword and spear drills, as well as how to form a phalanx, just like the Spartans.

By the summer of 378 BC, the time had almost come for the Sacred Band to prove their worth. After just six months of training, a 20,000-strong Spartan army marched on Thebes to reclaim its territory and strike down democracy. At its head was the Spartan king, Agesilaus.

Pelopidas knew his men were not yet strong enough, or disciplined enough, to match the Spartan phalanx. Like a game of rugby, the team that had the most powerful scrum could drive the other off the field. Pelopidas needed to buy time, and this is where Epaminondas came into his own.

Everyone knew of the Spartans’ legendary battle against the Persians at Thermopylae. But Epaminondas was aware that the Spartan phalanx had only worked because it had been deployed on flat, open terrain. Using this knowledge, the Sacred Band, and their Athenian allies, stood on high ground as the Spartans approached Thebes. If the Spartans wanted to fight, then they would have to do so on their terms.

On seeing the Theban formation, Agesilaus halted his men. He was also aware that his phalanx was useless when deployed on a slope. To be effective, he needed to entice the Thebans down to the flat ground. As such, he sent a few skirmishers to test the Theban and Athenian lines, only to find them easily dispatched. Still, he remained undeterred. While he couldn’t deploy his phalanx, and knew the Thebans held the advantage on the high ground, he still felt confident that he could break their lines by ordering the whole of his army to descend upon them. This tactic had previously proven successful in the 394 BC Battle of Coronea, and he had no reason to doubt its effectiveness against what he believed to be a bunch of reservists. However, the Sacred Band and its allies were ready for this.

As the Spartans marched towards them, the Theban forces pointed their spears upwards instead of towards the enemy, and propped their shields against their left knee instead of hoisting them at the shoulder, ready for battle. This totally threw Agesilaus. Unsure if he was sending his men into a trap, he ordered his army to stop. A standoff ensued, with the two armies just 200 metres apart, neither making the first move.

Agesilaus was the first to blink. He subsequently ordered his forces to back down and leave the battlefield. This was clearly a situation that required more thought than he had envisaged.

Thebes not only survived another day but this crucially gave the Sacred Band a psychological advantage. While they were not ready to meet the Spartans in battle, they could at least hold them at bay with mind games. This dynamic served them well for a few years but eventually the time came when they had no choice but to fight.

When the Spartan garrison defending the nearby city of Orchomenus momentarily left its post, Pelopidas decided it was too good an opportunity to turn down. Assembling the Sacred Band, they moved on Orchomenus only to find that the garrison had unexpectedly returned. Vastly outnumbered, Pelopidas was also not convinced the Band was ready for open battle. As such, he ordered his men to return to Thebes.

However, as they did so, Spartan forces, numbering between 1,000 and 2,000 troops, suddenly emerged before them. The Thebans were outnumbered, totally unprepared, and had no way to escape. According to Plutarch, at this one of the Sacred Band said to Pelopidas, ‘We are fallen into our enemy’s hands.’ Looking him square in the eye Pelopidas replied, ‘And why not they into ours?’ It was finally time to fight.

With a bloodthirsty roar, the Spartans charged towards them. Yelling above the noise, Pelopidas quickly ordered his men into a tightly packed unit, just as he had trained them to do month after month, year after year. This was something the Spartans were not expecting. They still thought they were fighting a bunch of part-time peasants, not an elite unit. Suddenly, the Sacred Band’s spears had torn through their ranks and killed their leader. At this, Pelopidas showed no mercy. The Sacred Band kept attacking, moving relentlessly and viciously forward. Stunned, and in total disarray, the surviving Spartans ran for their lives.

Although the battle was small, it was still a victory to cherish. The Spartans had never before been beaten by a smaller company than their own. Now the Sacred Band was confident it could go face to face with the Spartan army, if not yet the 300 itself. But Epaminondas wasn’t so sure. He still thought there was work to be done and relentlessly analysed the Spartan phalanx for weaknesses to exploit.

Through his own observations, and spies, he learnt that the Spartan army was not what it once was. By this time, there were perhaps fewer than 10 per cent actual Spartiates within its ranks. A true Spartiate was said to be someone who was born in Sparta and possessed enough land to be able to contribute to the state, and could spend their own time training to become a warrior. But, with each generation, the possession of land that entitled Spartans to citizenship, and allowed them the time to train, had been whittled away by laws of inheritance. Sparta was one of the very few places in the ancient Greek world where both men and women could inherit equally. Over time, this division of ownership meant fewer and fewer men inherited enough land to qualify and, as such, they could no longer devote their time to their training. This huge demographic shift now threatened Sparta’s long-standing dominance on the battlefield.

To fill the void, their vast army became increasingly dependent on non-Spartan allies, known as Perioeci. But these troops were not always reliable. Essentially made up of slaves, or farmers obliged to fight for their Spartan overlords, they had no real loyalty to the Spartan cause. This was a fault line that Epaminondas thought he could exploit. If the Thebans could somehow break the Perioeci’s allegiance, then the whole Spartan army would collapse. To do this, Epaminondas realised he had to show the Perioeci that the feared Spartan 300 could be defeated.
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