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  INTRODUCTION


  THE MAIN CHRONOLOGICAL PERIOD of focus in The Spartans will be from 480 to 360 BC, that
  is, within the Classical era of Greek history, from the time when Sparta, as head of the new Peloponnesian League, led the loyalist Greeks in their defence of their homeland against a massive
  Persian invasion, down to the time of Spartas crisis as a society and collapse as a great Greek power three or four generations later. Within that period we shall follow the story of
  Spartas developing difficulties with its Peloponnesian League allies, the major disaster of a massive earthquake followed by a prolonged and potentially deadly revolt of its servile class of
  Helots, Spartas increasing differences with and then major military confrontation with Athens and its take-over from Athens as the Great Power of the Aegean Greek world, followed by its
  severe and ultimately terminal overstretch.


  The narrative will be interspersed with snapshot biographies, set off from the main text, that will both bring the story of the past vividly and personally to life, and explore and illustrate
  underlying historical themes and processes. In order to place the years from 480 to 360 in context, an account will first be given of the formation of the Spartan state in the early historical
  period of Greece, and especially in the seventh and sixth centuries, together with a backwards glance at the prehistory of the region of Laconia within which all Spartan
  history must be firmly located. Then, to illustrate the depth of Spartas plunge from power and grace, the storyline will be continued on as far as the ineffectual resistance led by Sparta to
  the might of Alexander the Great, and their much happier decision to side with the future Roman emperor Augustus.


  Besides the chronological narrative there is another, no less fascinating and important side to our Spartan story, what can be summed up as the Spartan myth. Spartas enormously protracted
  period of exceptional success, both as a society and as a great power, naturally attracted unusual attention from outside observers, often admiring, sometimes deeply critical. Despite its ultimate
  failure, catastrophe and collapse in real-power terms, Spartas hold over non-Spartan Greek and foreign imaginations grew, and continues today to grow, ever stronger and more complicated. It
  began with Socrates pupils Critias and Plato (a relative of Critias) in the late fifth and fourth century BC, and has continued almost without a pause let alone break
  via the Romans, who liked to think they were genetically related to the Spartans, and such Renaissance and early modern thinkers as More, Machiavelli and Rousseau who admired Spartas
  prodigious political stability and order, on through to the Nazis in the twentieth century AD and their contemporary would-be emulators today. Deeply xenophobic, the
  Spartans were considered in antiquity to be as intriguing, extreme and even alien as they probably should be considered by us today.


  Sparta was the original utopia (Thomas More, who coined the word Utopia in 1516, had Sparta very centrally in mind), but it was an authoritarian, hierarchical and repressive utopia, not a utopia
  of liberal creativity and free expression. The principal focus of the community was on the use of war for self-preservation and the domination of others. Unlike other Greek cities, which satisfied
  their hunger for land by exporting population to form new colonial cities among non-Greek natives, the Spartans attacked, subdued or enslaved their fellow-Greek
  neighbours in the southern Peloponnese.


  The image or mirage of Sparta is therefore at least ambivalent and double-faceted. Against the positive image of the Spartans up-lifting warrior ideal of
  collective self-sacrifice, emblematized in the Thermopylae story, has to be pitted their lack of high cultural achievement, their refusal for the most part of open government, both at home and
  abroad, and their brutally efficient suppression for several centuries of a whole enslaved Greek people.


  The book will be divided into three Parts. The first, Go, tell the Spartans!, which has also been used as the title of a movie based on the Vietnam War, is named after the opening
  words of the famous contemporary epitaph on the Thermopylae battle-dead attributed to Simonides. It examines the evolution of one of the most intriguing of ancient societies and cultures, one that
  has left a deep mark on the development of the West. While Athens is justly credited with phenomenal achievements in visual art, architecture, theatre, philosophy and democratic politics, the
  ideals and traditions of its greatest rival, Sparta, are equally potent and enduring: duty, discipline, the nobility of arms in a cause worth dying for, the sacrifice of the individual for the
  greater good of the community and the triumph of will over seemingly insuperable obstacles.


  This first Part explains how Sparta evolved into the most powerful fighting force in the ancient Greek world without ever completely transcending or obscuring the traces of its origins in a
  group of villages on the banks of the river Eurotas in the southern Peloponnese. It grew in the first place through subjugating or enslaving its immediate neighbours in Laconia and Messenia, who
  became known respectively as the Helots (Captives) and Perioeci (Outdwellers), and by controlling easily the largest city-state territory in the entire Greek world, some
  8,000 square kilometres, more than twice the territory of the second largest city, Syracuse, and more than three times Athenss territory of Attica (about 2,500 square kilometres).


  Consider first Spartas territorial base in Laconia and Messenia. It is not only the sheer size of the territory that came to be called Lacedaemon that provokes wonder and
  merits the historians attention. It is also its agricultural fertility, richness in mineral wealth and secure enclosedness. Above all, we should note the presence of two large riverine plains divided by one of the highest mountain ranges in all Greece, and the occurrence of large natural deposits of iron ore with an unusually high iron content. Human
  settlement is attested in southern Laconia as early as the Neolithic period. The caves at Pirgos Dirou in the Mani are today a notable tourist attraction for their multihued stalagmites and
  stalactites that can be inspected at close hand from a guided boat. But here a small settlement flourished in the fourth millennium BC, as heaps of bones silently attest.
  Elsewhere in the southern Peloponnese, it was not before the third millennium, otherwise known as the Early Bronze Age, that substantial settlement was established over a
  wide area. It was during this millennium and this cultural phase, some archaeologists and anthropologists believe, that the Mediterreanean triad of dietary staples  grain, the olive and the
  grapevine  first put down unshakeably firm roots. This simple but explosive combination lay behind the far more impressive developments of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, dated between
  about 2000 and 1100 BC.
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      The southern Peloponnese: Spartas home territory of Laconia and Messenia

    

  


  Well before the latter date, settlements in Laconia numbered in the hundreds, and their size might reach up to several thousands of inhabitants. The main area of concentration was the alluvial
  valley of the perennial Eurotas river, and in particular its lower or Helos plain, and its upper or Spartan plain. Homers Iliad, a text probably put together in monumental form
  somewhere around 700 BC but stretching back in its origins at least as far as 1100 BC, the very end of the Bronze Age, contains in its second Book a
  famous Catalogue of the Ships. This lists the ships that King Agamemnon of Mycenae rich in gold was able to muster in pursuit of his aim of recovering from Troy on the Hellespont the
  sister-in-law, Helen, wife of his brother Menelaus, whom the dastardly Trojan prince Paris had allegedly stolen away. Or so the epic Greek legend had it. It is not possible to authenticate, even in
  its basic plotline, the story of the Iliad, which may be immortal precisely because it is essentially fictional. Anyway, Menelauss kingdom, as listed in the Catalogue, contained a
  place called Helos by the sea, and a place  of course  called Sparta. Homeric Helos may have been situated at a place called today Ayios Stephanos (St Stephen), where substantial Late
  Bronze Age remains have been excavated. But as yet no material remains have been found anywhere in Laconia to match up to the sort of palace that Homers descriptions (in the Odyssey
  as well as the Iliad) would lead one to expect, and it may be that Laconia in the Late Bronze Age was in fact  as opposed to Homeric fantasy  divided up between a number of
  princedoms, none of which could claim overall suzerainty of the region as a whole.


  Between 1100 and 700 BC, something quite drastic happened in Laconia, as elsewhere in the Peloponnese and indeed throughout what historians and archaeologists call the
  Mycenaean world. The palaces of Mycenae and Tiryns in the Argolid, and Pylos in Messenia, and others in other regions of central and southern Greece had been burned and
  destroyed in about 1200, and the civilization of which they had been the focus melted away, to be succeeded by an era so relatively impoverished culturally that it has often been referred to as a
  Dark Age. Of course, the darkness was neither total nor uniform over all post-Mycenaean Greece, but in few regions was it as obscure and prolonged as in Laconia. Some of the previous inhabitants
  remained in place, though scattered and diminished, but they seem to have been eventually dominated by a group or groups of incomers from further to the north and northwest, people who came to call
  themselves Dorians and spoke a Doric dialect of Greek. These incomers were in the main the ancestors of the historical Spartans. One sign of their novelty is that the site of the main settlement
  that they built, in Sparta, had not been of any importance during the previous Mycenaean Bronze Age. It therefore carried no direct associations of a more glorious past  such associations
  clustered rather at Therapne to the south-east and Amyclae a few kilometres more or less due south.


  By the middle of the eighth century, the new Spartans felt confident enough to try to spread their influence and control further south in Laconia, incorporating Amyclae along the way as a fifth
  constituent village to add to the original four (Cynosura, Mesoa, Limnae and Pitana) and transforming Therapne into a major cult-centre devoted to Menelaus and his controversial wife Helen, and to
  her divine brothers, the Dioscuri, otherwise known as Castor and Pollux. By about 735 the control even of the whole Eurotas valley and its surrounds was not enough, either politically or
  economically, for the aggressive and expansionist Spartans. They cast their greedy eyes westwards, to Messenia, overlooking  or looking round  the formidable obstacle posed by the
  intervening Taygetus mountain chain that rises to over 2,400 metres (8,000 feet) at its peak. In what was probably a series of raids and border skirmishes, rather than a concerted invasion as the
  later sources liked to project it, the Spartans eventually defeated their Messenian neighbours and transformed the inhabitants of the main Pamisus riverine alluvial valley of south-west Peloponnese into serf-like peasants, working what had been their land under compulsion for the benefit of their new and largely unwelcome Spartan masters. As
  Thucydides was to point out three centuries later, these Messenians were the larger portion of the subject group known collectively as Helots. But probably the idea of Helotage had been developed
  first or simultaneously in Laconia, in the southernmost part of the Eurotas valley. At any rate, some later sources wrongly derived the name Helots etymologically from the town or region called
  Helos, probably because that is where the major, and original, concentration of Helots was to be found.


  These Helots are the single most important human fact about ancient Sparta. Divided into two main groups, the Messenians to the west of Mt Taygetus and the Laconians to its east, the Helots
  provided the Spartans with the economic basis of their unique lifestyle. They vastly outnumbered the full Spartan citizens, who in self-defence called themselves Homoioi or Similars
  (not Equals, as it is often wrongly translated; the English word Peers perhaps comes close in meaning, though it, like French pair, is derived from Latin
  par, equal). This was because they were all equal and alike in one respect only, in being members of the dominant military master-caste. The Spartans were exceptionally
  successful masters, keeping the Helots in subjection for more than three centuries. But they did so at considerable cost. The threat of Helot revolt, especially from the Messenians, was almost
  constant, and the Spartans responded by turning themselves into a sort of permanently armed camp, Fortress Sparta. Male Spartan citizens were forbidden any other trade, profession or business than
  war, and they acquired the reputation of being the Marines of the entire Greek world, a uniquely professional and motivated fighting force. Sparta had to be on a constant state of alert and
  readiness, for enemies within as well as without.


  Like other Greeks, the Spartans attributed the foundation of their extraordinary state and society to the reforms of one man. The individual hero credited with this unique achievement was
  Lycurgus, whose name translates roughly as Wolf-Worker. He was a mixture perhaps of George Washington  and Pol Pot. Quite possibly, too, he was
  entirely mythical. Winston Churchill once referred to Soviet Russia as a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma. He could have used the same words of Lycurgus. When faced with the
  contradictory evidence for this miracle-worker, the historical and moral biographer Plutarch (writing in about AD 100) was so baffled that he concluded plausibly enough that
  there must have been more than one Lycurgus. All the same, he chose to compose the life of only one of them, comparing him honorifically with the Roman founding father, King Numa. Aristotle writing
  in the fourth century BC had been considerably less glowing in his appraisal of the lawgivers achievements, but Rousseau if anything outdid even Plutarch in his
  praise.


  The legend of Lycurgus postulated a remarkable Year Zero scenario when, at a moment of deep crisis, he was able to persuade his fellow Spartans to introduce the comprehensive and
  compulsory educational cycle called the Agoge (agg, literally a raising, as of cattle). This system of education, training and socialisation turned boys into
  fighting men whose reputation for discipline, courage and skill was unsurpassed. He was credited also with utterly reforming the Spartans political system and introducing perhaps the
  earliest system of Greek citizen self-government. Lycurgus may have been a myth, in our sense, but it was for the laws that he had supposedly given them that the Spartans who perished at
  Thermopylae gave their lives so willingly.


  Apart from the educational and political systems, Lycurgus was credited with altering decisively the psychological make-up of the citizens. Though the Lycurgan system had many
  bizarre aspects to an outsiders view, the Spartans own belief in their ideology was absolute. Throughout Spartan history there were very few defectors  or whingers. At the
  heart of it all lay paranoia and a preoccupation with secrecy, both in the circumstances wholly rational. While justly famed for their hoplite battle tactics of co-ordinated mass infantry
  manoeuvres, in which eight-deep shield walls bulldozered the enemy off the field of battle or terrorized them into giving up and running away, the Spartans were also enthralled by espionage and intelligence gathering. They pioneered many methods of secret communication. Sinisterly, the most promising teenage boys on the threshold of adulthood were enrolled in a
  kind of secret police force known as the Crypteia (roughly Special Ops Brigade), the principal aim of which was to murder selected troublemaking Helots and spread terror among the
  rest.


  This is just one of many aspects of the Spartan system that modern readers will find hard to stomach, or indeed credit. Lycurgus, however, in creating a system in which individuals first
  loyalty was to the group and above all the state rather than to family or friends, introduced a novel understanding of what being a polits (citizen) meant. It may not have been the
  intention, but the concept would change the course of Western civilization. The first Part of the book ends with the Persian Wars of 480479, the mighty clash between the huge and autocratic
  Persian Empire and a small grouping of loyalist Greek cities fighting to defend not just their homeland but their way of life. Against all the odds, at Thermopylae, Salamis, Plataea and Mycale, the
  loyalist Greeks put aside their differences and fought like men possessed, as in a way they were, with an ideal of freedom. They not only repulsed the Persian invasion but laid the groundwork for a
  remarkable advance of Greek power and culture both east and west, in what we call the Classical period of Greek civilisation and history.


  The successful Greek resistance was led overall by the Spartans, and they led from the front. The engagement at Thermopylae, in which King Leonidas commanded a small force of Greek hoplites,
  including 300 hand-picked Spartan champions, and held up the Persian advance crucially for several days, was technically a defeat. But morally speaking  from the point of view of mores and
  morale  it was a great victory, and, as Napoleon was to observe, the morale factor in warfare outweighs all other factors in a ratio of three to one. This epic resistance at Thermopylae will
  provide a suitable climax to the first Part, not least because it is the single most formative element in the composite, complex and enduring Spartan myth.


  The second Part of the book is entitled The Spartan Myth. It focuses on the epic confrontation between Sparta and Athens and their respective allies that
  is usually known for short as the Peloponnesian War but which I shall call the Athenian War (431404), since I shall be looking at it from the Spartan viewpoint, as the War against the
  Athenians. The books exploration of the contradictions and surprises within Spartan society will thus be linked to a strong narrative of the disastrous conflict between Sparta and Athens and
  their respective allies, which had its origins almost as soon as their joint repulse of the Persians had ended. Athens and Sparta represented two alternative and increasingly incompatible ways of
  being. Athens was democratic, individualistic, radical, commercial, sea-based. Sparta was land-based, hierarchical, oligarchically minded, above all conservative, prone to overvalue its version of
  the past and inclined to dismiss innovations such as coined money and siege warfare. The cold war that broke out between Sparta and Athens in the aftermath of the Persian Wars soon turned
  uncomfortably hot.


  Following the heroic joint efforts of 479, Sparta withdrew from the mainly naval initiative led by Athens to liberate the remaining Aegean Greeks from the Persian empire. Some fifteen years
  later, the two cities had a major falling-out. Sparta had suffered a violent earthquake in about 464, followed by a large-scale Helot revolt. Other cities sent troops to help put down the revolt,
  but Athenss contribution  even though masterminded by the pro-Spartan Cimon, who had even called one of his sons Lacedaemonius or Spartan  was soon sent packing.
  The Spartans simply did not want several thousands of democratically minded citizen-soldiers running loose among their Greek servile underclass in their tightly controlled territory. In 458 or 457,
  the two fought a pitched battle against each other at Tanagra in Boeotia. A peace of sorts was patched up in 445, but when outright war finally came in 431, no one was surprised.


  Greek cities had been fighting each other since time immemorial. The Ephesian philosopher Heraclitus called war the father of all, and king of all. Yet the Athenian War was to
  prove unprecedentedly and incomparably savage and destructive. Greece, the ancient travel writer Pausanias later wrote, had up until then walked steadily on both feet,
  but this War toppled it over as if by an earthquake. Nothing could better illustrate its topsy-turvy quality than an episode in the seventh year of the War, in 425. Incredible news reached the
  outside world of an extraordinary happening on Sphacteria, a small island just off the south-west coast of Messenia and within Spartas home territory. A 400-strong force of Spartan and
  Perioecic hoplites, including 120 of the elite Homoioi or Peers, had surrendered there following a twelve-week blockade by Athenian forces aided by descendants of former Messenian Helots. This
  event shook the Greek world. It simply was not supposed to happen. For it contradicted absolutely the Spartan myth, as laid down and exemplified most famously at Thermopylae, the myth of Never
  Surrender.


  Militarily speaking, the siege of Sphacteria was a side-show in the Athenian War, a war of unprecedented duration, scale and savagery. Psychologically, however, it was devastating. Even the
  Great Plague (possibly a form of typhus) that struck Athens in 430 and caused the loss of perhaps 30 per cent of the Athenians fighting forces seemed a relatively normal occurrence by
  comparison with the Spartans surrender at Sphacteria. This was, in the words of Thucydides, the Athenian general and the Wars principal historian:


  
    
      the event that caused more surprise among the Hellenes


      [Greeks] than anything else that happened in the war.1

    

  


  So shocked were the Spartans by what had happened that they sued for peace  even though they had themselves started the war and had by no means yet achieved their stated
  objective of liberating Athens Greek subjects. Indeed, adding insult to injury, the Athenians rejected the Spartans peace overtures outright and hung on to the 120 Spartan prisoners
  as hostages for the remainder of the first  ten-year  phase of the War.


  To the Greeks as a whole, and to the Spartans in particular, it was inconceivable that 120 products of the Agoge education system would surrender after a mere eighty days of privation, thirst
  and hunger. When questioned about that very fact, one of the prisoners in Athens is said to have given as his reason for surrendering that he hadnt been involved
  in a fair fight, man to man. He hadnt been fighting against true men in regular warfare using masculine weapons. Instead, he had been brought low by what he called the enemies
  spindles, which he claimed were incapable of distinguishing a true warrior from a born coward. The reference of spindles, Thucydides explains, was to arrows 
  ignoble, cowardly, long-distance weapons, typically womanish. But what would that Spartan prisoners wife and the rest of the Spartan women have made of his justification?


  The Spartan myth was persuasively labelled a mirage in the 1930s, by the French scholar Franois Ollier, because the relation between the myth and reality was and is
  sometimes so hard to perceive without distortion. It remains potent to this day. Perhaps the most interesting and controversial of all its many facets is the position of Spartan women. As ever,
  Athens provides a useful comparison and counterpoint. An Athenian girl would receive no formal education beyond training for the domestic duties required of a good Athenian wife and mother 
  weaving, food preparation, childcare, household management. A daughter was routinely fed smaller rations than her brothers. At puberty she would be sequestered in her fathers or other male
  guardians house until she was married off to a man who, if he could afford to, would keep her as much as possible out of the public eye and would think it dishonourable even to hear her
  talked about among unrelated men. She was not allowed to own any significant amount of property in her own right and had no official say in Athens much vaunted democracy. Significantly, the
  women of Athens of whom we hear most were not Athenian citizen women at all, but the hetaerae or upmarket prostitutes who were powerful but definitely beyond the acceptable social
  pale.


  In sharp and complete contrast, Spartan women were  allegedly  active, prominent, powerful, surprisingly independent-minded, and positively garrulous. Girls had a similar education
  to that of the boys, though separate. Many could read and write. Young virgins, oiled head to toe, ran races, then danced by night to worship their gods and goddesses. By
  day, ultimately to attract suitors, they threw the javelin and discus, wrestled  sometimes, again allegedly, with the boys  and performed gymnastics, all completely naked and in full
  public view, to the consternation of Greek visitors from other cities. They were also keen on the horses. One breeder, Cynisca (sister of King Agesilaus II), was the first woman ever to win a crown
  at the otherwise relentlessly masculine Olympic Games, in the four-horse chariot-race. I won with a team of fast-footed horses  so read in part her own self-praising
  inscription. Stormin Cynisca, indeed, though she should in all fairness have given a mention to the anonymous, and male, charioteer. The reputation of Spartan girls and women for outstanding
  physical beauty went right back as far as Helen of Troy  or Helen of Sparta, as she of course was originally. But so too did their reputation for being fast and loose. The derogatory epithet
  thigh-flashers was coined just for them even though, as we shall see, the Spartan-made bronze figurines depicting typical young female Spartans in athletic (and thigh-revealing) pose
  tell a story rather of vitality, grace and vigour.


  Spartan women could own property, including land, and though they had no official voice in the Spartan warrior Assembly, they clearly found other ways to make their views known and felt. There
  is even a collection of Sayings of Spartan Women, preserved by Plutarch, something unthinkable in the case of Athenian women. Spartan women, moreover, were freed from the everyday drudgery
  that was their Athenian sisters normal lot. Helot women and men did the housework for them, cooked, wove, childminded, and so on. The women were left with only the satisfactions of
  motherhood, which they took very seriously indeed. Sexually, too, they seemed to be independent, although alleged Spartan customs regarding wife-swapping are not entirely easy either to credit or
  to comprehend. Certainly, with their men often away at war or practising for it, they sought emotional satisfaction with other women. Certainly, strong women acquired such positions of
  authority that they could be considered a political force or  depending on outlook  menace.


  Not that Sparta was any kind of feminist utopia. Much of the physical training, for example, was severely eugenic in aim. But such was the womens apparent emancipation to non-Spartan eyes
  that Aristotle actually blamed them for Spartas eventual demise as a great power, on the grounds that they had never submitted themselves satisfactorily to the Lycurgan regimen imposed on
  and accepted by their men. That was probably a judgment warped by the typically sexist outlook of the average Greek citizen male, but it pays a backhanded compliment to what was surely the most
  remarkable group of women in all Greece.


  Spartas victory in the Athenian War had been won with great difficulty and at great cost. The War had plumbed new depths of savagery, leading Thucydides to question the Greeks hold
  on civilization and humanity. Brutal sieges occurred, massacres of women and children, wholesale rapine and the destruction of entire communities, the selling of thousands of Greeks into slavery,
  and, not least, ferocious outbreaks of stasis or civil war  Thucydides account of the civil war on Corcyra (modern Corfu) in 427 is a chilling classic of political
  analysis.


  To start with, the conflict was a stalemate of Athenian sea-power versus Spartan land-power, neither side being able decisively to gain the upper hand in the others preferred sphere. But
  then, in 415, the Athenians over-reached themselves, inspired by the evil genius of Alcibiades, a kind of false Pericles (who had been his guardian after his own fathers death in battle).
  They despatched a huge armada to Sicily, ostensibly in defence of kinsmen but in reality either to conquer the whole island or at least to secure further resources for a renewal of
  the war with Sparta that had been temporarily in abeyance since 421. Alcibiades, the prime mover in this high-risk venture, was as much hated by his jealous political rivals as he was loved by the
  Athenian masses for his flamboyantly extrovert lifestyle. He had entered no fewer than seven four-horse chariot teams at the Olympics of 416 and, after almost inevitably carrying off the crown with
  one of them, commissioned no lesser a poet than Euripides to write the victory ode for him.


  Yet the Sicilian expedition had been launched with the illest of ill omens  a wide-scale mutilation throughout the city of Athens of sacred images of Hermes, the god of travellers. For
  his alleged implication in this and other sacrileges, Alcibiades was recalled to stand trial on a capital charge, but jumped ship in southern Italy  and went over to the enemy. It was
  supposedly at his suggestion that Sparta both fortified a garrison post permanently within Athenss own home territory, thereby cutting off the city from its silver resources and prompting
  thousands of slaves to desert, and sent an effective Spartan general to help with the defence of Sicily, above all Syracuse. Both measures were crucial to Athenss eventual catastrophic
  defeat.


  The Sicilian campaign thus got off to the worst of all possible starts, and was further bedevilled by ineptitude and dithering and difference of opinion within the high command. Moreover, the
  principal Sicilian enemy city, Syracuse, was exceptionally well equipped both materially and morally to withstand the assault. The Athenian forces, after failing to take Syracuse by siege and
  suffering a major naval defeat in that citys Great Harbour in 413, found themselves taken prisoner and, if not killed outright, ignominiously consigned to a lingering and painful death by
  starvation in Syracuses stone quarries. Out of so many who left Athens in 415, as Thucydides ruefully recorded, so few eventually returned.


  In retrospect the Sicilian disaster was the turning point in the Athenian War, though campaigning continued for a further decade, mainly by sea in the eastern Aegean and in and around the
  Hellespont (Dardanelles). In line with the general paradoxical quality of the struggle, this decade saw Sparta go cap in hand to Persia in order to raise the cash needed to build a fleet capable of
  defeating the Athenians in their own sphere and on their own element. Inevitably, such a policy of kowtowing to the oriental barbarian met resistance from the conservative Spartan commanders, but
  one figure, Lysander, proved more than equal to the task, becoming in the process something like a roving King of the High Seas. His personal relationship with one of the
  sons of the Persian Great King ensured a steady supply of cash to Sparta at the crucial time, and between 407 and 405, Lysander was able to forge the instrument of Athenss doom. In 405 at
  Aegospotami in the Hellespont, Athenss last fleet was finally overcome. Lysanders treatment of prisoners of war was savage  he had their right hands cut off, and then sent the
  men back to Athens as a terrible omen of the fate in store for the city. After a siege lasting the winter of 405/4, which left Athenians dying of starvation on the streets, Lysander was free to
  dictate Spartas terms of unconditional surrender.


  The Athenian empire, with its bold ideas of democracy, free commerce and rational progress, had been eclipsed, never to shine again quite so brightly or in quite the same ways. Sparta, it now
  seemed, had the chance of building a different sort of empire in its stead. Yet in 400 BC, at the time of the disputed accession of Agesilaus II, the following oracle was
  unhelpfully in circulation:


  
    
      Boasting Sparta, be careful not to sprout


      a crippled kingship ...


      unexpected troubles will overtake you ...2

    

  


  The Spartans were a notoriously pious, or as we might say superstitious, people, always quick to believe omens, especially inconvenient ones. The third Part of the book, entitled A
  Crippled Kingship, reveals just how that doom-laden prediction came in a way to be fulfilled.


  In the space of three decades, a little more than a human generation, Sparta would suffer humiliating military defeat, invasion of its home territory, and, most shocking of all to the system,
  the revolt and liberation of the greater part of the Helot serfs on whom the Spartans power and way of life fundamentally depended. The key character in this remarkable peripety was the
  crippled king of whom the oracle  or so it was of course interpreted in retrospect  had spoken. Agesilaus, the ultimate Spartan, was the embodiment of all
  the weaknesses as well as the strengths of this extraordinary people, being both literally and metaphorically lame.


  Lysander, though an aristocrat, was not a king, and the Spartans were wedded to their curious dual kingship. This went back, traditionally, to the very foundation of the city, and the two kings
  from two separate royal houses stoutly maintained their lineal descent from the hero-god Heracles. The duality led inevitably to divided counsels  dynastic rivalries, succession anxieties,
  faction-fighting. But because it was traditional, and because it was divinely ordained, it was deemed good and unalterable. Lysander therefore, unable to gain access to one of the lawful thrones
  and thwarted in his desire to carve out a kind of alternative kingship for himself, decided to turn kingmaker.


  His chosen candidate, in the succession dispute of 400, was his former beloved, the aforementioned cripple Agesilaus, half-brother to the deceased Agis II. Since Agesilaus had not been expected
  to become king, he had been treated more or less like any other ordinary Spartan, and had, for example, gone through the Agoge, with great success. But against him were his physical deformity, the
  fact that Agis had recognized a son of his, Leotychidas, as his legitimate successor, and  not least  the oracle about a crippled kingship. The powerful Lysanders
  intervention tipped the balance. The oracle was explained away as referring to a metaphorically crippled kingship, that is, a kingship occupied by an illegitimate person  such as Lysander
  claimed Leotychidas was, because he was the son, not of Agis, but of the Athenian interloper Alcibiades! (The dates would just fit.) Finally, Lysander could point out that Agesilauss
  disability had in no way compromised his success in the Agoge and that, in times of huge and disorienting change, Agesilaus would stand for Spartan traditionalism. These arguments prevailed with
  the Gerousia, Spartas Senate, and Agesilaus was chosen king.


  If Lysander had hoped in effect to rule through Agesilaus, he was quickly disabused and disappointed. Agesilaus had his own agenda, even if that did in large measure coincide with
  Lysanders vaulting ambition for an Aegean-wide as well as mainland Greek empire. Unfortunately for Sparta, however, Agesilaus proved to be an inflexible,
  excessively Spartan leader, unable to adapt to a world in a state of flux. He was thus to preside actively as well as passively over Spartas last victories and spectacular decline during the
  next three to four decades.


  The Athenian War, it soon emerged, had transformed not only the Greek world generally but also Sparta itself. The adage of Lord Acton  absolute power corrupts absolutely  applied
  vigorously in this case. The cult of frugality and conspicuous non-consumption that had served Sparta well in the past by disguising actual differences of wealth among the self-styled Peers gave
  way to a more individualistic and self-serving ethic of which Lysander, though himself materially austere, was a talisman. Spartan citizen numbers had already begun to fall steeply, aggravated by
  greed for accumulations of land and other forms of personal wealth. By 371 there were only about 1,500 adult male Spartan warrior citizens  compared to some 25,000 Athenians, for example.
  The rapidly increasing disparity of numbers between citizens and Helots became really frightening, and the expedient of freeing supposedly reliable Helots and arming them was a double-edged
  sword.


  Foreign policy too, in Agesilauss hands, proved massively counterproductive. Within a decade of the Athenian Wars end, Sparta found itself fighting not only Persia but also a
  coalition of the principal mainland Greek states including two of its own former Peloponnesian League allies, Corinth and the Boeotian federation, which were allied with Spartas oldest
  Peloponnesian enemy, Argos, and a somewhat revived Athens. Moreover, Spartas claim to empire was backed by no such ideological manifesto as Athenss support of liberation from Persia
  and domestic democratic self-governance. All it had to offer was brute force deployed in support of the minority of wealthy citizens in its subject states, against the common people as a whole.
  Plutarch put it very nicely when he compared the actuality of the Spartans empire, notwithstanding their claims to having freed the subjects of Athens, to the pouring of vinegar into sweet
  wine.


  Ultimately, the Spartans themselves helped to fashion their own nemesis, in the form of the Thebes-dominated federal state of Boeotia under the inspired leadership of
  Epaminondas (a philosopher as well as a brilliant general) and Pelopidas. Within just a few years Sparta suffered its first ever major defeat in pitched hoplite battle, at Leuctra in 371, and the
  first ever invasion by land of its home territory by a hostile force, in the winter of 370/69. After some three centuries of enslavement, the Messenian Helots were at last liberated thanks to
  Epaminondas and reacquired their own polis or city of Messene, the massive fortifications of which still inspire amazement today.


  Sparta as a real-world earthly city never recovered fully from the liberation of the Messenian Helots, though the Spartans clung on to the Helots of Laconia as their severely reduced economic
  base for another century and a half. Without the Messenians, they were left with a full tradition but less than half a full rationale. Agesilaus, active to the end of his very long life, hired
  himself out as a mercenary commander to raise funds to refill the citys anyway never very healthy coffers. He died in north Africa, aged 84, and his embalmed body was brought back to Sparta
  for the extraordinary funeral that was the hereditary right and rite of dead Spartan kings. But by 360 the ritual was an empty one.


  Nonetheless, although Sparta never regained its former terrestrial power, the myth and legend of Sparta waxed mightily. The final chapter of the book sketches some of the more interesting and
  important highways and byways of the Spartan mirage, paying attention specially to the place and roles accorded to Leonidas. The High Priest of Jerusalem, for example, in the early third century
  BC, found it politically expedient to claim a kinship link with Sparta  going right back to Moses, no less. The Romans, too, were so fascinated by Sparta, seeing in
  it many of the virtues and values they themselves held dear, that they also invented a spurious link of kinship between their two utterly unrelated peoples.


  More tangible benefits were provided by the Spartans themselves for Hellenistic and Roman period tourists, who visited a Sparta that became a kind of theme park or
  museum of its  significantly imaginary  past. For example, in the third century of our era, the Spartans built a semicircular amphitheatre within the age-old sanctuary of Artemis
  Orthia, once integral to the Agoge, in order to give sado-tourists a better view of the spuriously antique flogging ritual of diamastigsis, whereby Spartan youths were flogged in
  front of Artemiss altar, preferably to death, but at least to a state of unbowed bloodiness. How were the mighty fallen. Perhaps its not entirely surprising, though, that the
  philhellenes who wished for the liberation of Greece from the Ottoman empire or the founders of the British public school system in the nineteenth century should have seen in classical Sparta
  certain virtues worth emulating and instilling. Or that the adjectives Spartan and laconic should have entered mainstream English vocabulary in the ancient
  Spartans by then somewhat tarnished honour. At any rate, two great empires, the Roman and the British, do indeed owe a good deal to Sparta: a good deal more, anyhow, than we, the
  Spartans cultural heirs in the West, are today always prepared to admit, and at least as much as we owe, directly, to the Athenians. Sparta, to put it laconically, lives.
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      Spartas western territory: Messenia
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