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To Todd J. Clark,

a Hero and a Patriot





Goin’ Up the Country


I’m going up the country

Baby, don’t you wanna go?

I’m going up the country

Baby, don’t you wanna go?

I’m going to some place

Where I’ve never been before

I’m going, I’m going

Where the water tastes like wine

I’m going where the water tastes like wine

We can jump in the water

Stay drunk all the time

I’m gonna leave this city, got to get away

I’m gonna leave this city, got to get away

All this fussing and fighting, man, you know I sure can’t stay

Now baby, pack your leaving trunk, you know we’ve got to leave today

Just exactly where we’re going I cannot say

But we might even leave the USA

’Cause there’s a brand new game that I wanna play

No use of you running or screaming and crying

’Cause you’ve got a home, man

Long as I’ve got mine

—Henry Thomas, 1920s American blues musician










LIST OF MAPS


	Anabasis to Cunaxa: Spring–November 401
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CAST OF CHARACTERS


	Abrokomas: Persian general on way to reconquer Egypt, so arrived too late for the Battle of Cunaxa, but was forgiven.

	Agesilaus: Spartan King 400–369 BCE. Eventually led short Spartan expedition against Persia, inheriting what was left of the Ten Thousand, including Xenophon, who became his protégé.

	Anaxibios: Spartan nauarchos (admiral) who first scorned the Ten Thousand at Byzantium, then reversed course and sent them to campaign with the Persians in Asia Minor.

	Ariaeus: Cyrus the Younger’s most prominent Persian supporter, he commanded his left wing at Cunaxa, but after the battle gradually shifted loyalty back to the Great King and ultimately abandoned the Ten Thousand.

	Aristippus: Thessalian dynast and early supporter of Cyrus the Younger. The Persian sent him money for four thousand mercenaries; but Aristippus delivered only 1,500, plus the treacherous Menon.

	Artaxerxes II: Great King of Persia 404–358 BCE and eldest son of Darius II. He was also the older brother Cyrus II, who hired the Ten Thousand to overthrow him but instead died at Cunaxa.

	Cheirisophus: The Spartan general who becomes the leading general among the Ten Thousand after its leadership is treacherously captured by the Persians.

	Clearchus: 450–400 BCE. A Spartan renegade, he early became Cyrus the Younger’s chief recruiter of mercenaries and later the resulting Ten Thousand’s most influential general. After Cunaxa, Clearchus was tricked by Tissaphernes into coming to the Persian camp with four other Greek generals for a supposed negotiation. Instead, all were captured and later executed.

	Ctesias: A Greek from Cnidus, he was Artaxerxes’s personal physician and dressed his wound. He later published the Persika, a history of Persia from legendary times to 397 BCE, a volume filled with intrigue, which was true of the Achaemenids, but a whole lot more in it wasn’t.

	Cyrus the Great: 559–530 BCE. Founder of the Achaemenid dynasty and conqueror of most of what became the Persian Empire. He disappeared, along with his entire army, when he invaded the Inner Asian steppe.

	Cyrus the Younger: 423–401 BCE. Persian prince who attempted to overthrow his brother and died at the Battle of Cunaxa.

	Darius II: 423–404 BCE. It was during his reign as Great King that the Persians began backing the Spartans in the Peloponnesian War, a project that intensified with the appointment of Cyrus the Younger to distribute increasing amounts of cash.

	Dexippos: A Laconian periokoi and member of the Ten Thousand until, when put in command of a commandeered warship, he deserted and sailed out of the Black Sea to influence Anaxibios against his former comrades. Later, he returned to the army with Spartan general Kleandrus, only to cause a riot.

	Epyaxa: Wife of Syennesis, monarch of then–Persian dependency Cilicia, she visits and sleeps with Cyrus the Younger, along with providing substantial funds for the army. The episode takes place early in the march and was likely motivated by an attempt by Syennesis and his wife to hedge their bets between Cyrus and Artaxerxes.

	Kleandrus: Harmost (governor) of Byzantium, he came to Kalpe Harbor to assess the Ten Thousand. Due to Dexippos’s conduct a riot resulted. Kleandrus fled to the shore and threatened to declare the Ten Thousand personae non grata. Instead, he was charmed by Xenophon to the point of making Xenophon his guest-friend and offering to take command of the army, until unfavorable omens changed his mind.

	Menon: c. 420–400. Thessalian protégé of Aristippus, he joined the Ten Thousand with 1,500 troops and was initially highly regarded by the Persian prince. However, he disappointed Cyrus when he was assigned to escort Epyaxa back to her capital at Tarsus, losing two companies on the way along with proving unable to stop his troops from sacking the city when they arrived. Menon was one of the Greek generals captured and executed by the Persians. Xenophon despised Menon, perhaps because he too was recruited by Socrates to be part of his circle.

	Parysatis: c. 430–390 BCE. Half sister and wife of Darius II and mother of both Artaxerxes II and Cyrus the Younger. Sources indicate that Parysatis always supported Cyrus over his older brother and that she was mortified by his death at Cunaxa. She was tough, ruthless, and vengeful, as witnessed by the horrible revenge she had taken on those who had participated in Cyrus’s death. Ctesias says she even poisoned Artaxerxes’s queen and likely had her brother, Tissaphernes, killed.

	Pharnabazos: c. 430–373 BCE. Satrap of Hellespontine Phrygia, his chief rival was Tissaphernes, satrap of Lydia and Caria. An early supporter of Sparta in the Peloponnesian War.



Although he promptly warned Artaxerxes II that his brother was plotting against him, the Persian monarch gave Tissaphernes more credit in helping him prepare for the invasion of the Ten Thousand. Pharnabazos missed Cunaxa but was hostile to the Ten Thousand when they appeared in his province in late 400 BCE.

Later, Pharnabazos arranged with Anaxibios to have the Ten Thousand transported out of Asia. But when Pharnabazos snubbed Anaxibios, his term of office being over, and turned his bribes toward the new harmost in Byzantium, the latter turned to Xenophon to lead the army back to Asia. This resulted in an indecisive Spartan land campaign in Asia, first under Thibron, then Dercyllidas, and finally Agesilaus. Worse followed when Pharnabazos organized a fleet under the brilliant Athenian admiral Konon, which broke forever Spartan naval power in the Aegean at the battle of Cnidus in 394 BC.


	Proxenos: c. 430–400 BCE. A Boeotian commander and guest-friend of Cyrus the Younger, he supplied one of the largest contingents of troops for the Ten Thousand. Also a guest-friend of Xenophon’s, it was Proxenos who extended the invitation to his young associate to join Cyrus. According to Xenophon, his friend proved a mediocre commander because he was too solicitous of his men. Proxenos was one of the Athenian generals tricked and captured by Tissaphernes.

	Seuthes: 384–? BCE. Sometime in November 400 BCE, Seuthes, a Thracian princeling and later king of Odrysae, hired Xenophon and the now numerically diminished Ten Thousand, using them to conduct a highly successful campaign against the Thynoi, which drew other Thracians to his standard and allowed him to consolidate his rule. However, he proved extremely reluctant to pay Xenophon and his companions.

	Socrates: 469–399 BCE. Viewed by many as the founder of Western philosophy. Apparently, he purposely drew Xenophon into the intellectual circle surrounding him and then served as his mentor and advisor.

	Thibron: d. 391 BCE. The general initially sent to lead the Spartan invasion of Asia Minor in 399 BCE. To supplement his own force, Thibron hired the remains of the Ten Thousand, though he was plainly prejudiced against Xenophon. His subsequent military operations did not prove successful.

	Tiribazos: d. 362 BCE. Close friend and ally of the Great King with a power base in western Armenia, he initially approached the Ten Thousand with a truce proposal and later sought and failed to ambush them. It was Tirabazos who read out the terms of the pro-Spartan King’s Peace of 386 BCE to Greek delegates called to Sardis.

	Tissaphernes: d 395 BCE. Satrap of Lydia and likely Caria from 421 to his downfall and death in 395. Immensely clever and dangerous, it was he who managed to kidnap much of the Ten Thousand’s leadership. Earlier, during the last stages of the Peloponnesian War, he clashed with Cyrus the Younger over the support given the Spartans, and the two remained archenemies. Hence, when he found out about Cyrus’s plans for rebellion, Tissaphernes immediately rode to the Great King’s aid and played an important role at the Battle of Cunaxa. Subsequently, he became the chief tormentor of the Ten Thousand. However, the Great King’s mother hated Tissaphernes and his sister, who was Artaxerses’s wife, until she managed to poison the wife and arrange for Tissaphernes’s execution.

	Xerxes: Great King 486–465 BCE. It was Xerxes who orchestrated the second Persian invasion of mainland Greece in 480. Much larger than its predecessor, it proved a far greater disaster than Darius’s decade-earlier defeat at Marathon. Not only was the large Persian fleet crushingly defeated in September at the Battle of Salamis; but the hulking Persian army was virtually annihilated the following year at Plataea.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

I want to explain several methodological choices I have made during the process of writing. Even a cursory glance at my footnotes will reveal that I have relied heavily on the words of Xenophon. Admittedly, there was another first-person participant on the Persian side: Ctesias, the Great King’s physician, who was at Cunaxa and provided useful details that have survived from his Persika, a massive twenty-three-book history of the region. But Ctesias also wrote that he had personally seen the mantichora, a lion-sized creature with three rows of teeth, a human’s face, a trumpet for a voice, and the speed of a deer, capable of shooting foot-long stingers from its tail and with a voracious appetite for human flesh. Virtually all the other sources lived hundreds of years after the events in Anabasis took place.

Xenophon was on the scene throughout. Of course, he was always the smartest boy in the tent by his own accounting. But he was also a professional soldier, and his detailed descriptions of how a phalanx deployed and fought under a variety of conditions are truly revealing, demonstrating just how flexible it could be so long as the participants knew what they were doing. In his telling, he undoubtedly bent events to his own advantage; but it seems likely that his Socratic training simply did not allow him to totally break from what actually happened. From a military historian’s perspective, Xenophon was almost always the best choice.

Still, some might complain I have used him too much in the form of long quotations. In this regard I must plead guilty, especially since, as a graduate student, I was bored to the point of somnambulance by them and can honestly say that in my subsequent work it’s a rare quotation that trails on for more than a sentence or two.

But Anabasis presented a truly exceptional case. Outside of Caesar’s Commentaries, this is the only first-person campaign account that remains of an ancient world full of war. Just as it would be with Caesar, it only makes sense to take full advantage of Xenophon’s own words. In particular, Anabasis is truly stunning in its cruelty, and Xenophon didn’t just participate, he directed it. When he did—had somebody’s throat cut during an interrogation, for instance—I wanted him to personally tell the reader about it. This was truly a heartless age, and there was no source better than a key participant to reveal it.





I INTRODUCTION

After thirty years working for the government, another decade as an academic, and over a million words in print, I had settled in for some retirement reading—so many books to revisit, so many books that I meant to read but never got around to.

One of the first was the Old Testament, and the version I chose was the Septuagint, translated into Greek by seventy-two Hebrew scholars at the command of Ptolemy II of Egypt, sometime in the first half of the third century BCE. The Bible is many things, but to a military historian it reflected a truly dangerous landscape, a world of aggression and war, a terrain where entire populations were wiped out or moved around like chess pieces, a psychological landscape where even the gods were angry, competitive, and genocidally inclined. Above all, it was an environment of human exploitation, and Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire and the Hellenistic monarchies that followed did nothing to change that.

This led me down the path of reading more Greek history, which I’d not focused on in depth since my doctoral exams. Now, with my life in the slow lane, I could afford the time, and a vacation to southern Italy and Sicily provided the occasion.

There was a magnificence to Herodotus I hadn’t remembered, a vast Greek tragedy of Persian hybris and its consequences, engineered from afar by omnipotent Olympians whose justice was inescapable. Plus, its impact was cinematic—as I read, my TV-conditioned mind turned it into a melodramatic serial in living color. This was history that grabbed you.

Thucydides’s approach in The History of the Peloponnesian War was notably different. Participants were still motivated largely by what they thought the gods told them, and also by revenge; but the historian added an additional level of abstraction where power relationships might be analyzed. Since this marked the birth of political theory, I was surprised by how infrequently such passages appeared; however, Thucydides was a historian, and his primary objective was to describe the events of what he considered an all-important war. As I read, it was also eye-opening to realize that whatever the oracles and seers might have told the contenders, on these pages the gods were in no way responsible for outcomes.

Yet none of this was a greater surprise than what happened when I settled into our hotel room in Catania to read more of Book VIII: Thucydides just stopped! Right in the middle of the chapter—411 BCE, with six years left in the war. “I shouldn’t have gotten the cheapest version for my Kindle”1 was my only plausible explanation.

The next day, I found myself in the great quarry in Syracuse, the final destination for most of the seven thousand prisoners who were the survivors of the all-but-annihilated Athenian expedition against Syracuse—a venture that cost Athens forty thousand combatants and changed the course of the Peloponnesian War, as meticulously described by Thucydides. The place was huge and cavernous, its white limestone smoothed and turned a dirty gray by time. Kids yelled to hear their own echoes; I wondered if anybody else thought they heard the ghosts of those Athenian prisoners.

It didn’t take long to solve the mystery of the disappearing Thucydides. It wasn’t just my version; it was everybody’s. He simply stopped. No one knows why. The best guess of scholars is that he died suddenly. That’s the way ancient history mostly spools out; it can give you a lot and then nothing.

But Thucydides had a historical teammate, Xenophon, who had grabbed the baton and who took the story all the way down to 362 BCE and the indecisive Battle of Mantinea, a work Romans later titled Hellenica.

Xenophon demonstrated that the Peloponnesian War settled nothing; the Greeks remained as fractious and warlike as ever. Initially, Xenophon’s description of the political and military landscape seemed to up his predecessor’s standards. But as I read, I began to notice that the gods seemed to be having their way with the humans again. Also, although Xenophon was an Athenian, he was an exile and plainly pro-Spartan in his viewpoint, especially when it came to Agesilaus, one of the two Spartan kings and a major belligerent.

But if Hellenica was disappointing, it did remind me that in graduate school I had learned that Xenophon was a participant in, and author of, another book—one describing an invasion of Persia by a mercenary army of ten thousand Greeks led by a pretender to the Persian throne, along with their unlikely escape after he and their own leadership were killed. Anabasis (“going up-country”) is the title most frequently applied, and the one I brought down from the cloud and quickly wolfed down during the remainder of our trip. By this time, I was hooked. I wanted to learn all I could about this improbable walkabout.

In recent years, there has been some superb scholarship around Xenophon’s work, much of it collected in the invaluable Landmark edition of Anabasis. But even with this useful exposure, I remained hopeful that a military historian’s perspective on these events would add something of the dimensionality that I know to be true of ancient warfare. The fighting forces involved, the Greeks and Persians, did not occupy a level playing field. Topographically, the pivotal battle of Cunaxa may have taken place on flat terrain, but the Greek and Persian forces were a step function apart—armies raised for different reasons, and, trained and equipped accordingly, they proved both predictable and incompatible when the fighting began.

There were, at the time, four distinct breeds of warfare, each one having a socioeconomic basis: steppe nomadic, imperial agricultural, city-state balance of power, and maritime-commercial. Granted, there was some overlap. Athens consistently waged war in both of the last two categories. It was also possible to graft two types of forces together, but the bonds were almost inevitably weak and temporary. In the ancient world of war, you were basically what you were. But if you were good enough, you could find yourself at the center of events. Today, that is very much in dispute.

War, an institution that always thrived in dark places, is now ever more reviled. Rightly so. But inevitably there has been the projection of this mindset upon the study of the past, even the deep past. Arguably, this has been productive, because it has opened the field to new perspectives on women, slaves, and the sociological and psychological undercurrents of ancient societies. Most all of this has been for the good. But it can lead—and has led—to the trivialization of the role of warfare, which I believe is misguided. Xenophon, though he would achieve renown as a philosopher and historian, plainly thought of himself as primarily a military man, one who could write positively about personally supervising the execution of a recalcitrant informant to better motivate his captured companion.

Despite contemporary trends, the past that ancient historians thought to record remains a violent place, and one in which the Greeks succeeded in large part because they were the most warlike people on earth. For the sake of brevity, I’ll cite a single piece of evidence, the inscription on the tomb of one of history’s greatest tragedians: “Beneath this stone lies Aeschylus, son of Euphorion, the Athenian, who died in the wheat-bearing land of Gela; of his noble prowess the grove of Marathon can speak, and the long-haired Persian knows it well.”2 The plays are not mentioned. Aeschylus, or the family member who composed this epitaph, quite apparently thought his feats as a warrior were more important.

Xenophon would have agreed, as would have his mentor Socrates, as well as most Hellenic males. It had been that way for a long time, really for as long as the Greeks had inhabited Greece (a very flexible and expansible concept) and would continue until an equally warlike but much better-organized and relentless Rome put an end to Hellenic military superiority.

With this perspective in mind, I began to realize that the Ten Thousand, shorn of their leadership by Persian treachery, had become something quite remarkable: a rapidly evolving entity, one destined to form a unique and utterly parasitic social structure using its military prowess to obtain not simply sustenance, but human captives, preferably young and attractive ones, to be exploited sexually or as labor, and then sold into slavery for other valuables. Because prior events revealed the Ten Thousand to be virtually unassailable militarily, this rogue army became what amounted to a perpetual-motion meat machine, devouring humans and spitting out slaves. Yet these Greeks knew their Homer, and like Ulysses, they wanted to go home. Hence, the condition proved temporary.

Still, the concept of a pirate army fascinated me, since I knew there was precedent for it in the past, the very deep past, and shockingly in the present—reinvented by slave-taking jihadists epitomized by Boko Haram. Indeed, much of what I saw happening in Anabasis could be better explained by looking further back, and also by broadening the aperture to include any evidence that makes sense.

This story begs for context and also more depth. That’s why it’s worth not just reading Anabasis, but bringing Xenophon up to date; unfolding his tale in a way that benefits from contemporary scholarship, psychological insights, and moral sensibilities. And it seemed to me the best way of achieving it was through the “matryoshka principle” of Russian nested dolls: the tale of the Ten Thousand, being encompassed by the larger saga of Greece versus Persia, which in turn was enclosed by the nature of war in the ancient world. And as with the Russian dolls, to get to the core, first we must break open the outer shell.





II WAR

Before getting into the nature of ancient warfare, it makes sense to come up with a working definition. Plainly, simple violence and actual war differ fundamentally, and since humans were prone to the former long before they practiced the latter, this will help us differentiate the two.

For our purposes, actual war should include most of the following characteristics. There must be an element of premeditation and planning, along with a motivation beyond simple revenge. Nor should war be focused on the individual or those closely related, but instead should be concerned primarily with societal issues, the intent being to resolve them by force, using the resources of the group. Similarly, war implies direction by some form of military leadership, along with a willingness on the part of those led to participate in a protracted campaign aimed at palpable economic and political objectives, even if these are as simple as defense and survival. Participants also are presumed ready to apply and receive lethal violence in pursuit of these objectives and in accordance with the dictates of command authority. Finally, the enterprise must be aimed at results, good or ill, more lasting than momentary.1

On these admittedly rather complicated grounds, it appears that humans didn’t invent war. Ants did, perhaps as long as fifty million years ago. And in light of what the Ten Thousand became, it’s worth looking into their insect progenitors.

First, it’s important to acknowledge that only a tiny minority of the vast number of ant species exhibit behavior analogous to human warfare. Also, because it is practiced against termites and other species of ants, it can be argued that it remains simply a sophisticated form of predation, whatever its martial similarities.

Still, it remains the case that a number of species—pavement ants, African weaver ants, and several members of the genus Formica do in fact conduct organized combat against colonies made up of their own kind. It’s also true that warlike interaction frequently occurs between closely related species.2

Unlike humans, it is their genes that predestine these ants for a martial existence. They are the result of haplodiploid reproduction, female offspring of a central queen, sharing three-fourths of their genes with their numerous sisters, and therefore ready to sacrifice for the group because it is their best chance to perpetuate their own genes. That said, these genes produce anatomically deviant “soldier castes,” along with behaviors such as scouting, mass recruitment, territorial aggression, slave-taking, and queen-overthrow—all of them eerily paralleling what goes on with human warfare, particularly among the sedentary.

But there is another brand of aggressive behavior practiced by a few species of African and Central and South American nomadic ants—the best known being Eciton burchellii—which is also worth considering. Driven by genetic adaptations based primarily on group predation and nomadism—both reinforcing each other, and served by queens able to lay huge quantities of eggs rapidly—Eciton burchellii form massive columns of predators so cooperative and efficient that they literally strip their path of all resident animal life, thereby necessitating continual movement.

As I considered what Xenophon’s ten thousand warriors became, these ants kept infiltrating my thoughts as tiny advocates for the proposition that war had actual utility. No one is more ruthless at eliminating the superfluous than Mother Nature. If war did not provide some survival advantage to the practicing species, we can presume it would not exist. It’s also worth noting that these kinds of martially analogous behaviors are associated with very large numbers, as big or bigger than the largest human combat forces.

But it took a long time for us to reach that point. Though always subject to new evidence, it is now believed that that our species, Homo sapiens, was finalized around 300,000 years ago. This implies that our unique mutation-driven vocal and syntactical capabilities were fully developed and ready for truly advanced language, awaiting only the time and experience to set off the explosive force of cultural evolution that has propelled us ever since. Unlike the Darwinian branch, cultural evolution could build on the experiences of each generation by passing it on to the next. Other branches of our clan, Neanderthals and Denisovans, may have shared some of these capabilities, but we seemed particularly adept, and were, after all, the ones who survived.

But that took time. Our numbers were very small, and we had at least one failed attempt to march out of our African birthplace—something our chunky Neanderthal cousins evidently managed much better in a glacial time. But still, we had many advantages, and because we are them, it is possible to postulate some of what they were.

We lived in small bands of twenty-five to fifty, hunting and gathering—lives set to the pace of ripening edible plants and lumbering herds. This was an era of very big animals, and bringing one down meant a protein bonanza for the band that might last for months. While women likely brought in most of the calories in the form of edible plants, hunting these great beasts was logically a male pursuit and preoccupation.

Occasionally, a herd might be run off a cliff; but for the most part, victims had to be separated and then confronted and killed. This was exceptionally dangerous, requiring clubs or spears along with close coordination among the attackers—arguably the origin of the small-unit tactics that came to be the building blocks of successful armies. Meanwhile, it must also have produced a sequence of injury-laced feasts along with stirring tales of heroism, the best of them stitched together by poetic bards and passed forward, ultimately to become the spirit behind the close-in fighting of leadership, and also the tightly packed, spear-based style of warfare practiced first by the Sumerians and then the Greeks.

Because they were us, and also armed, there must always have been interpersonal violence. But not war; there were just too few people and too little to fight over. Possessions were limited to what could be carried or dragged, and humans, like most species on the move, were not driven to defend any particular territory, though the potential existed for something stationary and valuable.

This began to happen sporadically around twelve thousand years ago, as the last glacial era came to a close and the really big animals lost their heat-keeping advantage and began to die off, clearly accelerated by humans. In response, some settled down around rich alternative food sources, such as shellfish reefs, and this in turn seems to have set off the process of social complexity to include larger populations, more diverse material culture, unequal reward structures, and also increased violence. But the survival of such communities was bound to its food source, which was generally finite. When the shell beds ran out, people moved on and returned to the old way of life tailored to new conditions.

Prey was smaller and swifter, and around 40,000 BCE humans adapted with two major innovations. First, they formed an alliance with wolves, who obligingly turned into dogs ready to help with the hunt, thus marking humanity’s earliest success with domestication, a revolutionary force destined to change the human stage entirely. Second, a growing understanding of basic physical principles such as centripetal force and energy transfer led us to create a series of new weapons—the atlatl, the sling, and the bow—all of them combining significant lethality with portability.3 The bow in particular maximized these qualities.

And by approximately 20,000 BCE, it was clearly no longer being used just for hunting. In two remarkable Spanish cave paintings at Morella la Vella in Castellón, which constitute the earliest depiction of humans fighting, all the combatants are armed with bows.4 In the mingling of these stick figures with lethal intent, some have seen the origins of true warfare, even double-envelopment tactics by disciplined fighting forces.5 Yet to a skeptical eye, the action looks confused, with all the participants on the run, apparently looking to get off a quick shot—a visual metaphor for combat motivated by personal issues and revenge. So, violence and conflict between humans was emerging. But true war required a more substantial stage.

This began to take shape around 10,500 BCE in the Middle East, the initial steps usually attributed to a population subsequently known as the Natufians. Originally nomadic hunter-gatherers specializing in gazelle, these Natufians supposedly happened upon several rich stands of wild cereal (emmer wheat and wild barley) in the hills above the Mediterranean in what is today southern Lebanon.

Recognizing a good thing, they are assumed to have begun harvesting the fields and eventually settled down in their proximity as grain yields climbed—the act of collection greatly increasing the chances of reseeding. From a plant perspective, humans were high-quality dispersal agents. So much so that they began to compete for our attention, employing relatively plastic genetics to generate carbohydrate bait to further intensify their appeal. It followed that the humans obligingly began to sow seed grain into what formerly were self-germinating fields, and in the process became farmers—but also left themselves open to opportunistic invaders in the form of weeds,6 relentless parasites that guaranteed that a life down on the farm would be a life full of toil.

Meanwhile, the swift and lasting spread of agriculture was enshured by further domestication exploits among the beasts of the field with the capacity to join the humans. Goats, sheep, pigs, and the ancestors of modern bovines and equines—one by one they entered into the partnership dogs had pioneered, their flexible genetics rendering them steadily more useful for things beyond eating. Over time, sheep and goats sprouted long, textile-worthy fleece, horses could be ridden, the bovines might be used for transport, and pigs would prove meticulous garbage collectors.

The archaeological record indicates that all of this was accompanied by a parallel process of social complexity among the humans, in terms of organization, task specialization, and an enriched and diversified material culture. Accordingly, numbers increased dramatically. On average, population at Natufian sites tripled, group sizes growing toward the point of sustaining endogamy (breeding within a single locality), a threshold that would make it less necessary to get along with neighboring populations.7 But that was a matter for the future. During its first two thousand or so years, the unceasing spread of these revolutionary communities appears to have taken place peacefully, or at least no more violently than was prevalent among contemporaneous advanced hunter-gatherers.

Yet these budding social structures were subject to a basic internal contradiction that would have profound significance for the future. Put simply, our ruminant partners were inclined to step on or eat the crops,8 creating an obvious incentive to move them out and beyond settled areas, attended by those who increasingly became professional shepherds.

Out here, the countryside surrounding the early settlements in the Anatolian Peninsula and the highlands above the Mediterranean coast, they were at least free of the weeds and living a life of mobility that had always been the human agenda. The sheep and goats (ovicaprids) they were tending were capable of explosive fertility and resultant prosperity when traded with the increasingly well-stocked agricultural communities that likely were still viewed as home base. For if these shepherds were mobile, they were not yet nomadic.9 Yet the increasing growth and utility of their own herds continuously urged them to wander farther afield until around 6000 BCE, when they reached the point of a completely independent lifestyle.

But if shepherding was a high-gain proposition, it was also risky business, since the ovicaprids they were tending could only live for a few days without fresh pasture and a sudden freeze could wipe out everything edible and reachable overnight. The whole flock would die, and this meant starvation. The only potential salvation lay in the agricultural communities and their grain surpluses; but now they had nothing to trade. They could only take, and this may have been at the root of true warfare.

Meanwhile, the dramatic spread of agriculture throughout the region was accompanied by ever-intensifying social complexity. By around 6200 BCE, places like Qal’at Jarmo and Ali Kosh possessed a much-enriched technological culture, with a considerably wider inventory of tools and artifacts. At Tepe Guran we see the introduction of that all-purpose hallmark of sedentary existence, pottery.10 But there are also signs of strife. Housing, which began the period as loosely clustered circular huts, progressed steadily toward ever more tightly grouped rectangular mud-brick structures, indicating at least some growing requirement for defense.11

These trends seem to have reached an initial florescence at Çatal Hüyük, a remarkably sophisticated community that thrived in what is now southern Turkey, between approximately 6250 and 5400 BCE. Archaeological excavation revealed a community consisting of around a thousand houses and a population on the order of five to six thousand; Çatal Hüyük was one of the largest and plainly wealthiest sites of the period ever found. Although it had no defensive wall, the rectangular dwellings were packed together pueblo-like, so that the town’s outer edges formed a single barrier.12

Also, mixed among the remains of weapons usually associated with hunting was an assortment of baked-clay sling balls and stone mace heads. The latter was particularly suggestive in light of being the first weapon specifically developed to kill humans, a conclusion warranted by the unusual number of skull fractures found at Çatal Hüyük. It was also the first to be destined for obsolescence when combatants took to wearing helmets.

Meanwhile, a dramatic jump in the emerging pattern of violence took place around 5500 BCE, the primary evidence being circumvallation, the construction of walled fortifications around population centers.

Circumvallation was not unprecedented. The massive and fabled walls of Jericho appeared around 8000 BCE.13 Twelve feet high and six feet thick, an estimated 1,800 feet in circumference, the walls were a mute indicator of both the place’s unprecedented wealth—perhaps derived from trading Dead Sea salt—and the need to protect it. But these fortifications stood alone for 2,500 years, and then, rather suddenly, equivalents began to spring up again, as town after town in the Middle East either was destroyed, built walled fortifications, or both.14

What was responsible? Had the forces of social complexity simply reached a stage that it had turned these agricultural communities against each other? This was certainly possible; but why had so many simultaneously perceived the environment as being dangerous enough to undertake the massive task of circumvallation? What had changed?

The best theory at present is that the process was catalyzed by a now-independent shepherd culture that, initially driven by hunger and desperation, had decided to attack the settled because that’s where grain stores and other good things were to be found and taken. But even if they managed to surprise their victims, getting away with the loot was an inherent problem, since they came on foot and could be run down. Logically, the best counter to pursuit was brutality, a level of violence that would leave the victims passive and in a state of shock. Killing quickly and without emotion must have come naturally to shepherds; but verifying this pattern of aggression, and establishing their role in the growing mayhem, remain difficult. One thing is clear, however: War marched steadily onward, becoming a universal feature of the settled societies emergent in what we know as the Middle East by 3300 BCE, when things got even more intense with the introduction of bronze and the wheel.

Yet warfare’s future had already taken a wildly divergent path nine hundred years earlier, far to the north, along the edges of the vast steppe above the Black Sea. Here the rich grasslands could support bigger animals, and pastoralists added cattle to their herds—and after a while the wild horses indigenous to the steppe. At first it was just for meat, since horse hoofs could poke through ice in winter to reach the grass below, which helped keep them from starving like sheep and goats.

But carbon dating of remaining bones and teeth indicated that, beginning around 4200 BCE, horses started living much longer. This meant they were being used for another purpose. Careful analysis of grooves worn in teeth by what must have been bits, along with characteristic human pelvic and lower-back changes, has now firmly established that the horses were being ridden.15

This added the mobility to reach much farther out into the virgin grasslands of the deep steppe, a capacity further energized around 3000 BCE with the introduction of















































[image: A map illustrates the Anabasis to Cunaxa journey of the Ten Thousand, a historical military expedition from Spring to November 401 BCE.]
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