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INTRODUCTION

‘Every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier,’ said the lexicographer Dr Samuel Johnson to his biographer James Boswell. Across the two millennia covered by this book all sorts and conditions of men have found themselves in uniform. Some, like the Spartan Aristodemos, killed fighting the Persians at Plataea in 479 BC, had been brought up in a society that valued military virtues and expected its young men to demonstrate them. Indeed, the 17th-century Japanese warrior Kato Kiyomasa opined that ‘a samurai who practices dancing … should be ordered to commit hara kiri.’ Others, like Sergeant Charles Windolph of the US 7th Cavalry, who fought at the battle of Little Bighorn, became a successful soldier in one army only after dodging conscription into another. The military career of the Serb Konstantin Mihailovic was even more unpredictable: captured by the Turks, he fought for them as a janissary, but at last gratefully returned to his own people.

Young men often found war appealing for all the wrong reasons. ‘It was like a game for us,’ thought an Iranian child soldier of the 1980s, ‘I was a little boy who wanted to play with guns.’ Edward Costello joined the British 95th Rifles because he ‘was highly delighted with the smart appearance of the men, and with their green uniform.’ Many of history’s soldiers were not ashamed to do battle for money. Sydnam Poyntz, who fought in both the Thirty Years’ War and the English Civil War, changed sides when it suited him. He reported ruefully that he ‘sent home often tymes Mony to my Wife, who it seems spent at home what I got abroad.’ In contrast, there were soldiers who fought for firmly held convictions. Nehemiah Wharton, London apprentice turned Parliamentarian sergeant, had strong Puritan beliefs, which encouraged him and his comrades to plunder houses they thought owned by ‘Papists’ and to ‘purify’ parish churches by smashing stained glass windows and burning altar rails.

Whatever a man’s reasons for enlisting, his first experience of battle often came as a shock. US Lieutenant Alex Vernon, preparing for action in the Gulf, admitted: ‘I cannot handle this. I am not cut out for it. All I want to do is cry.’ However, once the action had started he coped well. Faced with an Iraqi bunker that was too close for his tank’s main armament and too well-protected for its machine gun, he told his driver: “‘Hit the bunker, Reynolds. Crush it.” We barely noticed the bump.’ Deneys Reitz, a Boer commando in South Africa, was struck by the emptiness of his first battlefield, and then horrified by the ‘ashen faces and staring eyeballs’ of the first dead he saw. This ‘came as a great shock, for I had pictured the dignity of death in battle, but I now saw that it was horrible to look upon.’

Most soldiers found that the strain of prolonged action eventually wore them down. In March 1918, with the British Army reeling under the impact of the German spring offensive, Private ‘Fen’ Noakes experienced the fatalism of sheer exhaustion. ‘I ran for some distance with the rest,’ he admitted, ‘and then, with a feeling of disgust for the whole job, I slowed down to a walk. I really didn’t care which way things went.’ ‘The losses get to you sooner or later,’ wrote John Young, an American Squad Leader in Vietnam. ‘Sooner or later you realise that the only objective is simple survival. War burns away the veneer of what we call civilisation, and shows you that the last 10,000 years have not made much difference in what we are.’

However, in war, there were those who thrived. Tom Derrick, an Australian infantry officer who won the Victoria Cross in 1943, was a natural fighter, both on the battlefield and off it. Faced with a strong Japanese position, he told his company commander, who wanted to refer the problem to the commanding officer: ‘Bugger the CO. Just give me twenty minutes and we’ll have the place.’ Later, hit by a burst of machine-gun fire, he faced death with equanimity: ‘I’ve been hit. I think it’s curtains. I’ve copped it in the fruit and nuts [guts].’ He insisted that other wounded should be evacuated first, and died the next day.

Sometimes soldiers hated their enemy. Blaise de Monluc, who fought in the French Wars of Religion, boasted that his path could be charted by bodies hanging from trees. His contemporary François de La Noue, abhorred war, suggesting that chivalrous acts should be remembered because ‘those who follow the profession of arms may learn to imitate them and avoid the cruelties and base acts which many of them perpetrate because they do not know or do not wish to know how to curb their hatred.’ Sauk war chief Black Hawk ‘had a good opinion’ of a brave and skilled opponent, and declared that ‘it would give me pleasure to shake him by the hand.’

A Second World War Russian soldier admitted that he had doubted tales of German atrocities until he reached recaptured Russian territory and discovered that they were true. Later, ‘some of us vented our hatred on German civilians, even on some who claimed to be Communists, in ways I shudder to think of.’ Charles Upham, one of the only three men to win the Victoria Cross twice, acknowledged that hatred of Germany and her allies has played its part in his success: ‘I hated Germans,’ he said. Donald Burgett, serving in an American parachute infantry regiment during the Battle of the Bulge in the winter of 1944–45, saw his enemies as abstract objects: it was a case of kill or be killed. Yet when he encountered a badly wounded German who was immediately shot by another American, Burgett threatened to blow the man’s brains out if he ever did such a thing again, and the German’s imploring face frequently returned to haunt him.

There were moments of euphoria. Charles Windolph recalled that: ‘You felt that you were somebody when you were on a good horse… You were part of a proud outfit that had a fighting reputation, and you were ready for a fight or a frolic.’ Captain Cavalié Mercer, commanding a Royal Horse Artillery battery at Waterloo, described the sheer euphoria of driving off a French attack: ‘Intoxicated with success, I was singing out, “Beautiful! – Beautiful.”’ Yet he was profoundly upset when one of his men was hit by a cannon ball. ‘I shall never forget the scream the poor lad gave when struck… That scream went to my very soul. For I accused myself of having caused his misfortune.’

The threat of sudden death often proved less alarming than the prospect of painful wounds. Edward Costello was shot in the knee in 1810 and evacuated to a hospital in Portugal. ‘The heat of the weather was intense and affected our wounds dreadfully,’ he wrote. ‘Doctors were scarce … maggots were engendered in the sores, and the bandages, when withdrawn, brought away lumps of putrid flesh and maggots.’ He eventually cured himself by ‘syringing sweet oil into my wounds.’ Just outside Bastogne in 1944 one of Donald Burgett’s comrades was hit in the stomach. The paratroopers piled the protruding entrails on a tattered raincoat, washed them as best they could, and then bound the man’s abdomen with strips of coat while they waited for him to be evacuated.

Happily not all soldiers’ memories are of battle. Food looms large in their recollections, and there are striking similarities in the military diet across the ages. An 18th-century soldier of the British 68th Foot Regiment remembered good rations of bread, cheese, beef and pork, but far more common were things like the ‘double baked hard-tack’ which formed the staple of the Byzantine Army, the ‘corn dodgers’ – corn-meal cooked with water – of the American Civil War, the cabbage soup and buckwheat porridge of the Russian Army, and the ‘stodgy, lumpy and tasteless’ K-Rations of the US Army.

Soldiers could be extraordinarily sentimental. John Beatty, a Union infantry officer in the American Civil War, mused on how his thoughts tuned ‘to the cottage home, to wife and children,’ and he found comfort in ‘those sweet old church songs, familiar from earliest childhood.’ A First World War British soldier described the excellent food available in Egypt, but added: ‘I would rather have come to dear old Blighty and as cold as it is to stand in the food queues all day just to get amongst a little bit of civilisation to hear the Old English language spoken once more.’

War affected its participants in a variety of ways. ‘I returned from the war selfish,’ thought Alex Vernon, ‘the world had robbed me, and now it owed me.’ Charles Upham went back to farming, and shunned fame’s spotlight. ‘I don’t want to be treated differently from any other bastard,’ he declared. Some veterans came to feel that they were closer to other soldiers – even the very men that they had fought against – than to civilians who had not shared the experience. Fen Noakes argued that should ‘the fighting men … of both sides come together there can be no doubt that complete unanimity would result.’ Military service often combined the best of times and the worst of times, events which were painful to remember but were never quite forgettable, catalogued, in these pages, in words which demand our attention.

Richard Holmes, 2009


THE ANCIENT WORLD

He who loses his life falling in the front ranks, brings glory to his father, his comrades and his city… Never do the name and glory of his bravery die out, but he is immortal even as he lies in his grave.

(Tyrtaios fragment 12)


 

PEKAH, SON OF REMALIAH

Ancient Israel at War 853–586 BC

Brad Kelle

Pekah, son of Remaliah, was arguably the most significant figure in Israel’s history during the 8th century BC, and is known to us from both the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament and Assyrian inscriptions. He affected the reigns of five different Israelite kings, and dramatically altered the course of Israelite policy in relation to Aram-Damascus, Judah, and Assyria. Although all reconstructions of ancient persons remain tentative, it seems that during the course of his military career Pekah progressed from being a common soldier, to a rebel leader, to a royal officer, to the sole ruler of the northern kingdom of Israel. The Hebrew Bible/Old Testament records a few specific pieces of biographical information for him: firstly, before he became king he served as a military officer to the preceding king; secondly, he reigned for 20 years in Israel; thirdly, while he was king, he joined King Rezin of Damascus in an attack on Jerusalem. Pekah’s life also provides a glimpse of the experiences of being a soldier in ancient Israel.

The significant part of Pekah’s career began around 750 BC when Rezin, who had recently usurped the throne, launched his effort to throw off Assyrian control of the west, and to re-establish Aramean dominance in Syria-Palestine. Probably due to his desire to replace Assyrian control, Rezin immediately initiated hostilities against Israel, where the central administration in Samaria had been pro-Assyrian in its foreign policy since the time of Jehu (c. 841). While Rezin tried to gain control over the Israelite territories that most directly bordered his own, namely Gilead in the northern Transjordan and Galilee north of Samaria and west of the Jordan River, he was probably already working to form a coalition to oppose Assyrian dominance and to reassert the level of regional control that Damascus had possessed under Hazael in the 9th century.

Pekah was an Israelite soldier from Gilead, who evidently came to sympathize with the anti-Assyrian sentiments of his Aramean neighbour to the north. In this context, we can imagine what experiences he and his fellow soldiers underwent. As a ‘regular’ soldier in the standing army, Pekah may have been a member of a division of 50 or 100 infantrymen under the command of one ranking officer. At times joining with similar divisions and at times operating independently, Pekah’s division was probably a mobile infantry group, not stationed in any one town but moving from camp to camp throughout the region, yet having strong ties to its men’s ancestral home towns in the area. As an infantry group, its members almost certainly operated as foot soldiers, carrying a spear or javelin, personal shield, and perhaps a sword at their side. Standard dress was probably a short tunic and boots, while battle gear was likely to include scale armour, a breastplate, and perhaps a helmet. In a tumultuous border region like the Transjordan area of Gilead, a soldier like Pekah was probably involved in continual deployments and redeployments designed to counter Aramean moves into Israelite territory. At times, soldier divisions probably formed reaction forces and mobilized to besiege and retake towns that had fallen under Aramean occupation and plunder.

On other occasions, Pekah perhaps found himself temporarily garrisoned in a town in order to fortify it against Aramean advancement. It is not difficult to imagine that a border-region native like Pekah would have grown weary of the constant warfare within and destruction of his ancestral territory. To a soldier hailing from and serving in a territory so heavily influenced by the anti-Assyrian efforts of Damascus, the stubborn loyalty of the central Israelite government in Samaria to an Assyrian Empire without any strong presence in the region and the resulting hostilities with Aram-Damascus may have been difficult to support.

Perhaps for this reason, the presentations in later biblical and extra-biblical texts imply that when Rezin finally gained control of Gilead and Galilee, Pekah emerged from the Israelite ranks and was installed as ruler of these areas under Aramean oversight. Thus, Pekah emerged as a rival claimant to the throne in the Kingdom of Israel near the end of the reign of Jeroboam II, and both Assyrian and biblical texts present him as the primary ally of Rezin for the next two decades. He probably represented a significant faction of the Israelite population that saw the Damascus-led anti-Assyrian policy as the proper course for the kingdom at the time.

For the next 15 years after 750 BC, Pekah continued his presence as a rival ruler and fostered further division among the people of Israel over which foreign policy to follow. Because of this division within the kingdom, these years also saw a steady loss of territory and control by the central government in Samaria. Rezin and Pekah even jointly harassed Judah as early as the time of King Jotham (c. 750 BC): ‘In those days, the Lord began to send King Rezin of Aram and Pekah son of Remaliah against Judah.’ By the time of Jeroboam’s successors, Menahem (746–37 BC) and his son Pekahiah (736–35 BC), the king who sat in Samaria probably had firm control of only the capital city and its immediate vicinity, with Pekah holding Galilee and Gilead.

We cannot be certain about what happened next, but when Pekahiah succeeded his father Menahem to the Israelite throne in 736 BC, Pekah’s status may have changed. It was possibly at this point that King Pekahiah established Pekah as a shalish (‘officer’ or ‘captain’) within his military administration, which is how the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament remembers Pekah. This move would appear to have been an attempt to reunify the government and regain lost territory that was under Pekah’s rule or influence.

At times, the rank of shalish designated a personal assistant to the king, but Pekah’s experience as a ‘captain’ was more likely as a member of a group of commanding officers or elite warriors within the military organization.

However, given the long-standing history of Pekah’s rebellious activity, it is likely that he served only as one member among Pekahiah’s group of ‘captains’ rather than as a personal attendant of the king. A possible representation of Pekah in this capacity appears on an 8th-century seal found in the Samaria region. The seal, which was used to affix personal identifications to correspondence, bears the Hebrew name Pekah and pictures a striding figure with a wig, a short tunic, and a javelin in an upraised right hand. If the representation is Pekah, it shows him without a crown and is similar to the seals of other officers but not those of kings.

Pekah did not last in the role of Pekahiah’s captain, however. Around 735 BC, when the Assyrians withdrew from the west after having conquered Hamath in northern Syria, and Rezin’s coalition entered into open rebellion against Assyria, Pekah made his move on the throne in Samaria. As the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament indicates, sometime between September and November 734 BC, Pekah led a contingent of 50 men from Gilead into Samaria, assassinated Pekahiah in the palace citadel, and usurped control of the entire northern kingdom.


Pekah son of Remaliah, his [Pekahiah’s] captain, conspired against him with fifty of the Gileadites, and attacked him in Samaria, in the citadel of the palace along with Argob and Arieh; he killed him, and reigned in place of him.



His coup was both an internal palace revolt by a royal officer, and the product of rebel groups in particular areas that were sympathetic to Rezin’s anti-Assyrian movement. For over a century, Pekah’s royal predecessors in Samaria had successfully maintained at least powerful influence if not control over the southern kingdom. But, upon Pekah’s usurpation the Judean king, Ahaz, asserted his independence. He refused to join the anti-Assyrian coalition, so Rezin and Pekah led a coalition force south from Samaria and laid siege to Jerusalem shortly after Pekah’s coup: ‘Then King Rezin of Aram and King Pekah son of Remaliah of Israel came up to wage war on Jerusalem; they besieged Ahaz but could not conquer him.’ Seen more specifically from Pekah’s perspective, this siege was not simply about establishing a unified front against Assyria, but was an attempt to resubjugate Judah and gain a level of authority equal to those who had gone before him. When Tiglath-pileser III led the Assyrian Army down the Mediterranean coast in late 734 BC, Pekah withdrew from Jerusalem, separated from Rezin, and retreated into his capital at Samaria. He would never again leave the city. As the Assyrians systematically subdued the members of the coalition and killed Rezin, a pro-Assyrian overthrow movement apparently formed within Israel. Prophets began to describe Pekah and his capital as a promiscuous woman and sickening wound and to declare that it was God’s will to bring destruction upon them:


Plead with your mother [Samaria?], plead … that she put away her whoring from her face, and her adultery from between her breasts… When Ephraim saw his sickness, and Judah his wound, then Ephraim went to Assyria, and sent to the great king.



In this atmosphere, Tiglath-pileser did not need to attack Samaria. While Pekah remained barricaded in his capital, Tiglath-pileser designated Hoshea, a previously unknown figure who was perhaps the leader of the overthrow movement, as the new ruler of Israel, probably returning Judah to Israel’s control, and departed the region in early summer 731 BC: ‘[They killed] Pekah, their king, and I installed Hoshea [as king] over them.’

Exactly when and how Pekah met his end is unknown. He was probably able to hold out in Samaria until around October or November 731 BC, but was eventually deposed and killed by Hoshea: ‘Then Hoshea son of Elah made a conspiracy against Pekah son of Remaliah, attacked him, and killed him.’ Pekah had succeeded, however, in introducing the sentiments of rebellion against, and freedom from, Assyria that would surface repeatedly throughout the reign of his assassin Hoshea and ultimately result in Israel’s destruction by 720 BC.



ARISTODEMOS THE SPARTAN

The Greek and Persian Wars 499–386 BC

Philip de Souza

One of the many individuals whom we encounter in the course of Herodotus’ Histories is the Spartan citizen Aristodemos, who died at the battle of Plataea. Aristodemos was born to a Spartan couple in one of the five villages that comprised the ‘city’ of Sparta, probably some time between 520 and 515 BC. He was named after the mythical father of the first two Spartan kings. A Spartan father did not automatically have the right to raise his own sons. As soon as they were born he was obliged to show them to a group of older citizens who would inspect the infant and decide whether he was physically normal and likely to be a healthy child. Any children who failed this inspection were placed in an isolated gorge and left to die. The boys who passed the inspection were deliberately toughened from an early age by bathing them in wine, feeding them with plain food and getting them accustomed to enduring harsh conditions. On reaching the age of five, a boy was removed from his parental home and placed with other boys of the same age in a barracks. He stayed in this group until he reached manhood, around the age of 19 or 20, and was only then admitted to the ranks of Spartan citizens as one of the Equals, or citizens with full rights.

The upbringing of Spartan boys was organized as a formal training called the agoge, aimed at preparing them for their future role as citizen soldiers. It therefore concentrated on skills and attributes thought appropriate to a hoplite. Discipline, conformity and group values were emphasized, as were physical and mental toughness. Singing and dancing were compulsory, with a focus on keeping in time and learning to recite by heart the choral poems of the poet Tyrtaios. From the age of ten athletic training, singing and dancing were also competitive, with regular prizes for the best boys and tests to determine if they were strong enough to proceed from one stage to the next. The young boys went barefoot and wore very little clothing, being allowed only a single cloak for protection against the weather. They often exercised naked, as did the Spartan girls, who were not put through the agoge, but were raised to be fit and tough, so that they would produce strong healthy children. Food was simple and scarce, both to encourage a slim physique and to accustom the boys to function properly while hungry. This also encouraged them to steal additional food, which was not disapproved of because it promoted stealth and resourcefulness, but they were severely punished if they were so careless as to be caught. A famous story was told of the Spartan boy who was caught by one of his elders and tried to hide a fox that he was carrying in his cloak. The fox gnawed through his stomach, but the boy did not cry out for fear of revealing it, so he died rather than be discovered. All stages of the agoge were supervised by older men, some of whom became close friends of individual boys. This practice often led to pederasty, but it was encouraged as a way of integrating the boys with the older men whom they would eventually join on a permanent basis as members of a syssition, or citizens’ barracks.

Aristodemos passed all the tests and was elected to one of the syssitia. He was now a full Spartan citizen and had to be ready to be called up into action as part of the Spartan Army, which usually comprised men aged between 20 and 40. When he reached his mid-20s he was required to take a wife. His choice of partner would to some extent have been his own, but it may have required the approval of the senior men of his village, and the girl’s father would have had to approve of him as a husband. Men normally married women five or so years younger than them. The purpose of marriage was to produce more children for the Spartan state, so that the numbers of Spartans were maintained. A close emotional bond between husband and wife was not considered necessary. Until the age of 30 Aristodemos did not live with his wife, but stayed in the barracks with his syssition comrades. His visits to his wife were supposed to be carried out only in darkness and not too frequently. They were, however, expected to result in pregnancy. If they did not, he would not have
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