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  INTRODUCTION


  Traditional military history books present a chronicle of battles and wars and the commanders and troops who fought them. 100 Turning Points in Military History takes a different approach. It presents battles and wars and people aplenty, but they are not its ultimate subjects. This book is about the turning points that not only make military history dynamic but also crucial to the story of humanity and civilization. Here we enumerate and explore the 100 decisions, acts, innovations, errors, ideas, successes, and failures that shaped the evolution of military art and science—strategy, tactics, and technology—and, in doing so, shaped the course of world history.


  Please note the absence of the definite article in title of the book. This is not the 100 turning points in military history. That is because just as every history book is a story or set of stories, history itself is a fiction. To the degree possible, responsible history is based on records, recollections, and reports analyzed with the intention of objectivity. Nevertheless, the best history can do is achieve the status of plausible fiction. No sequence of human events can be reported with perfect objectivity. Perceptions vary, motives are not objectively measurable, and, while deliberate bias may be avoided, no history should ever be mistaken for an objective presentation of objective reality.


  A mere chronological listing of events may seem objective, but in fact it is only tedious and dull and therefore gives the appearance of objectivity. When we read a long, complex novel—Tolstoy’s War and Peace, say—or see a richly plotted movie—David Lean’s classic Lawrence of Arabia comes to mind—we can struggle to remember all the names, characters, and scenes, but in truth we do no such thing. Instead, we do what the novelist or the filmmaker wants us to do, which is to focus on what drives the story, what we call the “plot,” and what propels the plot. These points of propulsion are the turning points in the novel or the film. History, I believe, can be very usefully understood not as a chronological recitation of things, events, and people but as turning points: the decisions, acts, innovations, errors, ideas, success, and failures on which the shape of some key aspect of our collective lives—past, present, and future—depends. In military history, turning points create what we call “destiny” or “direction.” They embody strategic, tactical, technological, political, geopolitical, and moral “values” and “ideals” as well as “flaws,” “foibles,” and “faults” in these areas. They measure the changing pulse of military development through time.


  This book does not claim to present “Military History,” let alone “What Is Most Important in Military History.” Instead, it identifies 100 points at which the course of global military history turned on its way to the state of military power today. Each turning point is a moment at which that course could have gone this way or that. I believe we benefit from knowing something about these points of development and decision so that we can more productively understand and evaluate the history, present state, and future direction of the military enterprise, an enterprise to which nations and civilizations have devoted treasure and lives for better and for worse since the first day human beings organized themselves into communities.



  Battle of Megiddo: The Birth of Warfare (1457 BC)


  Near Kibbutz Megiddo, a little less than 19 miles southeast of the Israeli port city of Haifa, is Tel Megiddo. In the fifteenth century BC, it was a fortress city guarding passage into Mesopotamia. Today it is a “tel,” an archaeological mound, a historical midden heap, an unnatural hill formed by generation upon generation of human beings living, building, destroying, and rebuilding on one single spot.


  Megiddo was the scene of numerous ancient battles, as well as one fought early in the twentieth century between troops of the British Empire on one side and the Ottoman and German Empires on the other toward the end of World War I (September 19–25, 1918). But more famous than any of these was the battle fought between Egyptian forces commanded by Pharaoh Thutmose III (1481–1425 BC) and a rebellious alliance of Canaanite states led by the Mitanni king of Kadesh on or about April 16, 1457 BC.


  There are at least three reasons for the battle’s renown. Number one, it was the first battle of which there is any appreciable record. It was not the first battle ever fought, but it was the very first to enter history. As far as the study of the past is concerned, it may be regarded as the birth of warfare.


  The second reason to pay attention to Megiddo is that it was the first recorded use of the composite bow—a bow made from horn laminated together with wood and sinew. The final reason for the battle’s enduring fame is that the site of this engagement, which involved as many as 35,000 combatants, of which some 16,700 were killed, wounded, or captured, gave its name to End Times combat prophesied in the New Testament’s Book of Revelation: Armageddon .


  Those of a philosophical turn of mind will find this third reason the most important of the three. To be sure, there is a grim poetry in history’s first recorded battle having bestowed its name on what will be history’s very last battle. Nevertheless, the first and second reasons are of greater importance for military history—and the second probably even greater than the first. For the status of Megiddo as humankind’s first recorded battle has an element of accident about it. It is first, most likely, only because one particular set of records happened to survive while records of other battles, perhaps both earlier and of greater consequence, were lost in time’s unforgiving maw. We should note, however, that the numbers involved—10,000 to 20,000 men under the command of Thutmose III versus 10,000 to 15,000 commanded by the king of Kadesh—are considerable (though many ancient battles involved far more). The butcher’s bill this battle produced is terrible as well. Four thousand Egyptians were killed and 1,000 wounded. If we arbitrarily figure the presence of 15,000 men, this represents a casualty rate of 30 percent. For most of the history of warfare, a casualty rate of “just” 10 percent has been considered very heavy, severe, even catastrophic. Let’s say that the King of Kadesh led 12,500 men at Megiddo. His losses of 11,700—including 8,300 killed and 3,400 made prisoner—represented total annihilation: Armageddon indeed.
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Megiddo, Israel, is believed to be the site of the first battle (1457 BC) of which any account exists.
PHOTOGRAPH (2007) BY JAMES EMERY, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

  
  That Megiddo occasioned the first recorded use of the composite bow suggests a genuine turning point in military history. Flighted arrows almost certainly appeared prior to 18,000 BC, more than 3,000 years before Megiddo, but the composite bow used at Megiddo, which featured a wooden core with horn glued to the face of the bow stave and sinew glued to the back, enabled this weapon to be made shorter than the earlier “common,” or “self,” bow and yet also to store and deliver more potential energy than the longer bow. The compact size made the composite bow much easier to handle on horseback. (Think of the nineteenth-century cavalryman’s short carbine versus the infantryman’s long musket or rifle.) The increased ratio of the pull to the energy stored and released delivered a deadlier and more accurate flight over a longer range.


  The introduction of the common bow had been a game changer in hunting and whatever version of warfare existed before Megiddo. It was history’s first true “standoff” weapon—a weapon that extended the killing range of a hunter or soldier far beyond the reach of his arm and hand wielding an edged weapon. The composite bow added to this more accuracy, velocity, and range. It elevated warfare several steps beyond sheer muscle power. In effect, the composite bow democratized combat by empowering more warriors, even those of mediocre strength, to be effective killers.



  The Battle of Megiddo followed the decline of Egyptian influence in Palestine and Mittani, a region that encompassed modern northern Syria and southeastern Turkey. Seeking to restore Egyptian power, Thutmose III led a series of campaigns by which he managed first to regain control of Palestine. He then invaded Mittani, only to be checked in his advance by a coalition of perhaps as many as 330 Syrian and Palestinian princes under the military leadership of the king of Kadesh (fl. 1460s BC).


  On April 16, 1457—as calculated from an ancient Egyptian account (although scholars have also dated the battle to 1482 BC and 1479 BC)—near what was then the northern Palestinian fortress city of Megiddo, which guarded entry into Mesopotamia, the Mitanni king’s coalition troops engaged the Egyptians. The record provides a vivid picture of Thutmose’s strategy in this battle. He took the bold and risky step of dividing his forces in the face of the enemy—not just in two, but in three contingents, which were arrayed in a concave formation. The two outer wings threatened the coalition’s flanks while the center, personally commanded by the pharaoh, led the main offensive against the center of the coalition’s line. This enveloping attack was made at dawn and carried out with complete surprise. The will of the somewhat outnumbered coalition army seems to have collapsed quickly and completely, and those troops closest to the town of Megiddo fell back into it, closing the gates behind them. This left the coalition encampment for the Egyptians to loot.


  Up to this point in the battle, Megiddo represents a stunning Egyptian strategic and tactical triumph; however, the opportunity to plunder rapidly overcame the discipline of the Egyptian forces. It is recorded that 924 chariots and 200 suits of armor were captured. But, distracted by loot, the Egyptians failed to pursue the scattering coalition forces, and many men, including the king of Kadesh and the prince of Megiddo, found safety within the walls of the city. Those who had already retreated into the fortress town did not dare open the gates. Instead they tied their garments together, improvising ropes that allowed them to pull their brothers-in-arms up and over the walls.


  Having succumbed to the temptation of treasure, the Egyptians sacrificed the opportunity to make quick work of the coalition and to capture Megiddo itself. Undaunted, Thutmose laid siege to the city. The operation stretched over weeks and then months. Finally, after a full seven months, the starving occupants of Megiddo surrendered at last.


  The victory of Thutmose, delayed though it was, both revived Egyptian power and pushed the Egyptian empire into southwestern Asia. Except for the Mitanni king of Kadesh himself, the other princes of the coalition instantly declared their allegiance to Egypt and its pharaoh. The great kingdoms of Babylonia and Assyria, along with the Hittites, pledged to pay tribute as the pharaoh’s vassals. The greatness of Egypt was reborn.



  Tiglath-Pileser III: The Birth of Military Civilization (745–727 BC)


  King of Assyria from 745 to 727 BC, Tiglath-Pileser returned the kingdom to its former preeminence in the Middle East and transformed it into an empire ruled by an imperial government that lasted a hundred years. His farreaching conquests encompassed Babylonia, Syria, and Palestine. The growth and stability this monarch-commander achieved were products of the military culture he established. It was so thoroughly developed that we may identify Assyria as the birthplace of military civilization.


  Son of Adadnirari III, Tiglath-Pileser III came to power in 745 BC by defeating his brother in a fight to succeed to their father’s throne. The young Tiglath-Pileser had already served as governor of the province of Calah, where he proved himself a masterful administrator. As king, he made skillful use of his provincial governors, assigning his strongest and most loyal to the larger Assyrian provinces, which, he well knew, had long been agitating for independence. In the outlying regions and in minor provinces, the new king installed governors he judged worthy but who were less well-known to him personally.


  When he had assumed the throne, the Assyrian army was a militia composed of peasants called to military service only during times of crisis and released once the immediate need had been satisfied. Tiglathpileser disbanded the militia and created in its place the kingdom’s first standing army, a professional force made up primarily of Assyrians but significantly supplemented by foreign mercenaries and troops from vassal states. The army he created was the center of the most efficient and sophisticated administrative and financial system in the ancient world up to this time.


  The standing army was the engine of Assyria’s economy, which effectively became a state dedicated to the enterprise of making war. Virtually all the growing empire’s prosperity was derived from the spoils of military conquest and by the close supervision of trade throughout both the central and outlying, acquired empire. The military command structure was virtually indistinguishable from the bureaucracy that administered the civilian government. Indeed, no state’s military and civilian spheres would be as intimately related until the rise of fascism and Nazism in the mid-twentieth century. With the military operating as a seamless extension of the imperial regime, Tiglath-Pileser III was able to establish centralized imperial control over a far-flung empire.


  Since the military was both the heart and engine of this empire, no expense was spared to strengthen it. The military focused the energy and efforts of all Assyrian society. In the realm of technology, Assyrians were the first people to recognize and promote the advantages of iron over bronze. The transformation first took place in weapons manufacture, but this was extended to the fashioning of other implements and artifacts. Much as the advancement of military technology in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries spawned innovation in the civilian industrial and consumer sectors, so the technological progress of the Assyrian military advanced Assyrian material civilization as well.


  Assyria’s transition to iron weaponry began before Tiglath-Pileser, as early as 1100 BC, but the king spurred and accelerated the further development of military technology. Not only did he foster continuous improvement of arms, he also instituted regimens of training that intensively focused on their efficient use. Organization was also key to the Assyrian military. As in other armies of the period, the state’s infantry was made up mostly of spearmen. Inherently slow-moving, the Assyrian spearmen during the regime of Tiglath-Pileser were nevertheless swifter and more agile than those of any other comparable force. They were essential to Assyrian combat doctrine, as the objective of any battle was to bring it to culmination in an overwhelming and irresistible advance of massed spearmen.


  The operational foundation of Tiglath-Pileser’s army consisted of spearmen, but he also developed large units of archers, who were not only better organized than the bowmen of opposing armies but also better equipped. Their bows were stronger, and the arrows they fired were iron tipped. The effect of massed and deadly accurate arrow volleys was to create panic and confusion in the enemy ranks, which laid them open to the next phase of battle, a closely coordinated charge of charioteers and cavalry.


  A corps of two-wheeled horse-drawn chariots was the principal shock force of the Assyrian army. Its mission was to smash through enemy infantry lines after they had been initially disrupted by archers. While the chief combat virtue of the chariot charge was its brute force, under Tiglath-Pileser, cavalry troops were closely coordinated with the charioteers to run down the individual enemy foot soldiers as they sought to flee the wheeled onslaught.


  All the Assyrian combat arms—archers, spearmen, cavalry, and charioteers—were used in greater numbers than those of the forces defending against them. Tiglath-Pileser’s military civilization allowed him to wield forces of unprecedented size, equipped with the most advanced weapons, and operating at a very high state of organization and coordination. Sheer numbers and brute force were important, but Tiglath-Pileser also valued individual training and skill. His cavalry, for example, included Assyrian nobility as well as highly paid Scythian mercenaries. Both fought with skill, daring, and discipline.


  Tiglath-Pileser recognized that the scale of his imperial ambitions required that his military develop the art of siegecraft to overcome fortifications. For this reason, the siege trains that accompanied his attack columns brought with them a large assortment of ingenious equipment, including heavy battering rams and the materials to quickly build mobile siege towers, which were protected from defenders’ flaming arrows by dampened leather hides. Moreover, because his armies routinely ranged far beyond familiar Assyrian landscapes, Tiglath-Pileser ensured that his forces were trained to move and fight on a wide array of terrain. These expeditionary forces often numbered more than 100,000 men, so he also developed elaborate logistical organization and technology to sustain them in the field. As Tiglath-Pileser saw it, the military was the direct projection of imperial power. As such, it had to combine organizational efficiency with overwhelming force and, last but not least, a willingness to inflict on the enemy both terror and cruelty.


  Tiglath-Pileser III introduced military civilization through a series of conflicts historians call the Assyrian Wars. He instigated the first of these in 746 BC and prosecuted them until his death in 727. During this span, he relentlessly carried out a three-pronged strategy aimed at quelling the Aramaean revolt south of Babylonia, annexing Syria, and reclaiming the northern borders around Urartu, northeast of the Tigris and Euphrates Valleys. In 746 he led his forces into Babylonia, where he joined his vassal King Nabu-nasir (fl. 747–734 BC) to fight at Radhan along the Tigris and then to cross that river to the banks of the Uknu. After subjugating this region, Tiglath-Pileser did not simply march on. In each critical city he captured, the Assyrian king left trusted administrators. He also built permanent, amply garrisoned forts, which served as imperial administrative and enforcement centers.


  By about 744, Tiglath-Pileser had secured his southern borders. Without intermission, he aimed his further conquests toward the northern territories of Urartu. He knew he would be facing large and well-equipped forces, so he began with a campaign intended to divert them. He campaigned first in Media (modern central Iran) before turning north, toward Uratu proper. After pillaging the unprotected territories around Media, the Assyrian army advanced to Syria and defeated leading elements of an army from Urartu in 743. This accomplished, Tiglath-Pileser deemed his own army ready for a showdown battle at Kishtan against Urartu forces under King Sarduri II (760–730 BC). The result was a massive Assyrian victory in which the Urartu forces were routed and Sarduri II was forced to retreat behind his border.


  Urartu was laid open to the Assyrian advance. For the next three years, Tiglath-Pileser laid siege to Arpad—a defiant Urartu-backed city in Syria—until it finally broke in 740, yielding to him more than 70,000 prisoners. To send the message that resisting Assyria meant annihilation, Tiglath-Pileser not only seized and held the prisoners, he leveled Arpad. This set the pattern for all ensuing Assyrian military conquest, and until his death in 727, Tiglath-Pileser III waged virtually continuous warfare. He subjugated Hamah in 739. By the following year, his Assyria comprised about eighty provinces. In 732 he went on to take Damascus and Syria, as well as southern Iraq the following year. The Assyrians drove the rebellious Chaldean prince Ukin-zer (r. 732–729 BC) from Babylon in 729 so that at the time of Tiglath-Pileser’s death, the Assyrian Empire stretched from the Persian Gulf to the Armenian mountain ranges and south to Egypt.


  The Assyrian Wars were continued by Tiglath-Pileser’s successors through 609 BC. By that time, however, Assyria’s many enemies had learned the bitter lessons of doing combat against a military civilization. The empire Tiglath-Pileser III had so spectacularly expanded finally began to recede.



  Sun Tzu: The Birth of Strategy (c. 511 BC)


  In all of China’s long military history, perhaps only a single early figure is widely familiar in the West. His name is not that of a celebrated warrior but a strategist—and, at least among nonspecialists, it eclipses all others, including the name of the most celebrated and influential strategist in the West itself, nineteenth-century Prussian Carl von Clausewitz.


  For all his enduring fame, remarkably little is known about Sun Tzu (544 BC?–496 BC?). He may have been born in the state of Qi or perhaps Wu. Two important historical texts, The Spring and Autumn Annals (official record of the state of Lu) and Records of the Grand Historian (a history of ancient China completed about 94 BC by a Han official named Sima Qian), do agree that Sun Tzu was born late in what is called China’s Spring and Autumn period, roughly between 771 and 476 BC. Both sources also identify him as a general and military advisor in service to King Helü of Wu, a position he acquired about 512 BC. The two histories paint Sun Tzu as a victorious commander, and both conclude that his military success prompted him to write The Art of War. Sima Qian makes specific mention of the Battle of Boju, which, fought in 506 BC, was a decisive Wu victory over Chu. The only problem with this information is that the Zuo zhuan, a text written earlier than Records, provides history’s most detailed account of the Battle of Boju yet makes no mention at all of Sun Tzu. As if this historical obscurity were not sufficiently dense, some historians believe that Sun Tzu was a fiction, a nom de plume applied to a combination of writers.


  To read world history is to conclude that war is something of a human reflex, an activity nearly as inevitable and automatic as breathing and eating. The simplest definition of what armies do—they kill people and break things—supports this basic view. Whether he was a person or several people, Sun Tzu was the first military thinker to systematically consider the nature and conduct of war and to reduce it to a subject for logical analysis. His reason for doing this was not idle curiosity but a conviction that “war is a matter of vital importance to the state; the province of life and death; the road to survival or ruin.” For these reasons, it “is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied.” Thus, Sun Tzu may identified as the father of strategy.


  Sun Tzu laid down what today would be called principles of war, the basic factors that successful strategy must deal with. The five principles Sun Tzu described are moral influence, weather, terrain, command, and doctrine. The first of these he defined as the trust of people in their leaders. The second and third are self-explanatory. As for the fourth, “command” encompassed all the skills, qualities, and overall competence of the general. The fifth, “doctrine,” took in organization, command and control, and logistics.


  Beyond the principles Sun Tzu specifically enumerated were those he derived from some of them. The most important of these are speed, knowing your enemy, and what we might call the art of winning without fighting. This last derivative principle Sun Tzu regarded as the very zenith of military genius.


  The art of winning without fighting is about intimidation, the ability to demonstrate to a prospective adversary that armed conflict with your forces would be futile. Some modern historians suggest the famous—or infamous—“Star Wars” program (officially the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI) begun under U.S. President Ronald Reagan in 1984 is an example of winning without fighting. According to this view, the Soviet Union, America’s prime superpower adversary at the time, was intimidated by what its intelligence experts believed was a rapidly developing U.S. military technology capable of neutralizing the Soviet nuclear offensive threat. In truth, the U.S. technology was far from complete, and many in both the military and scientific communities thought SDI was a tremendously costly fantasy. No matter, in panic, the Soviet government spent economically crippling sums in a vain effort to build their own SDI-like system. The resulting financial crisis, some argue, brought the Soviet Union and, with it, the Cold War to an end—all without firing a shot.


  Related to the principle of winning without fighting is the concept of the “indirect approach” to war, the earliest articulation of which came from Sun Tzu. To approach war indirectly is to think in terms of neutralizing or paralyzing the enemy rather than killing him. In modern warfare, this may be seen in the so-called island-hopping strategy employed by the Americans in the Pacific theater of World War II. Instead of seeking to attack all Japanese garrisons on every one of the outlying islands that formed a great arc intended to defend the Japanese home islands, the U.S. commanders attacked selectively, destroying the enemy on some islands while leaving enemy forces on others to “wither on the vine” (as Admiral Chester Nimitz put it), neutralized and paralyzed because the U.S. victories elsewhere had cut them off from reinforcement, supply, or retreat.


  “Indirect” also described an overall policy of attacking weakness while avoiding strength. In this, Sun Tzu elevated strategic pragmatism above such romantic values as glory and gallantry. In this sense, indirect war may be seen as a principle of modern asymmetric warfare, including guerrilla and insurgent strategies.


  In ancient Asia, The Art of War figured prominently in the battles of ancient China’s Warring States period, spanning 403 BC to 221 BC. During this tumultuous era, many wars were fought among seven nations—Zhao, Qi, Qin, Chu, Han, Wei, and Yan—for control over eastern China. Some historians believe that The Art of War was not merely influential in this period but also served as a strategic manual for all the principal commanders.


  Sun Tzu’s work did not reach the West until The Art of War was translated by an eighteenth-century French Jesuit missionary to China, Père Jean Joseph Marie Amiot, whose edition was published in Paris in 1772. The book was translated into Russian in 1860 and appeared in several German translations during the later nineteenth century. Yet it was never of more than academic and historical interest in the West until Mao Zedong gave much of the credit for the victory he led in the Chinese Civil War to his reading of Sun Tzu. Assuming this praise was genuine, we can conclude that the 2,500-year-old Art of War was instrumental in the birth of a communist China, arguably the single most disruptive event in postwar military and political history prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.


  Beyond question, The Art of War did help shape Mao’s thinking about the role of indirect war in asymmetric, or guerrilla, warfare, which has been the dominant mode of armed conflict since the end of World War II. Ho Chi Minh ordered a Vietnamese translation of the book for distribution to all his military officers, and, ever since its encounters with Japan, North Korea, and North Vietnam, the U.S. military has made The Art of War required reading for all officers.


  Yet the true genius of The Art of War is that, like the indirect approach to warfare it discusses, it approaches military strategy itself almost indirectly. The book is as much a manual of Taoist strategy as it is of military strategy. Sun Tzu emphasizes naturalness and “effortless action” to assert one’s will in the world, whether it is the will of an individual, a military, or a nation. This Taoist approach to matters military may help to explain why The Art of War has enjoyed such popularity among Western civilian readers, especially in the realm of business strategy and the art of corporate leadership. It was never a narrowly military text.


  When Sun Tzu wrote his most famous maxim—“Every battle is won or lost before it is ever fought”—he set the battlespace not in the field but in the mind and imagination of the commanders. Indeed, as Sun Tzu saw it, the kinetic action of combat was almost superfluous, since the outcome of battle, barring some accident or freak of nature, was virtually inevitable. Wherever it was applied, The Art of War brought a heightened intellectualism both to strategy and to its execution, making the former more efficient and the latter at least potentially less costly in lives and economic destruction.



  Spartans at Thermopylae: The Perfection of Military Civilization (480 BC)


  In 490 BC, under Emperor Darius, Persia tried and failed to add Greece to its empire. A decade later, in 480 BC and under Xerxes I the Great, Persia tried again. This time, the emperor assembled an army whose size reflected the vastness of his realm. The Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–c. 425 BC) reported that, marching into Greece, the army paused for water and ended up drinking the River Echeidorus dry. He put Persian numbers at 2,124,000 warriors, but modern scholars estimate that it was more probably between 120,000 and 300,000 men—a number still sufficiently large to have prompted several Greek cities to surrender at the army’s mere approach.


  Athens united with its traditional rival, Sparta, to resist the invasion. A congress of those Greek city-states that had not yet surrendered was convened early in 480 BC. The Athenian politician and general Themistocles recommended Athens’s new fleet of triremes block the straits of Artemisium, which would force Xerxes to land at a place obliging him to march overland through Thermopylae, a narrow pass with very steep walls. This natural bottleneck could be efficiently defended by forces far smaller than the those of the invader. The idea was here to delay passage of the Persians long enough for Greek naval forces to attack the Persian fleet supporting the invasion and for the main body of allied Greek land forces to position themselves advantageously. The more intense the battle at Thermopylae, the costlier it would be to the Persians—even though the Greeks knew the invader would eventually break through.


  By this period in Greek history, the Spartans were acknowledged as the region’s preeminent military power. The city-state’s King Leonidas I decided that the holding tactic could be carried out with a minimal force consisting of the very best soldiers Sparta could deploy. Accordingly, he handpicked just 300 men from his own royal bodyguard. His plan was to attach whatever soldiers from other states of the Greek anti-Persian alliance could be found during the march to Thermopylae. But Leonidas and his men understood that they were about to fight to the death.


  The Battle of Thermopylae is history entangled in mythology, but both the history and the mythology tell us that Sparta had created a civilization wholly based on military pursuits. War, for Sparta, was a way of life, and a martial imperative was pervasive throughout society. Spartan culture was shaped to serve this imperative, not with mindless violence—though violence there surely was—but with systematic rigor and discipline.


  For male Spartiates—as full citizens of Sparta were called—military service was not only obligatory but the only occupation permitted them. A class of slaves, the Helots, attended to farming and other menial labor. A middle class of free men, called Perioeci, were tradespeople and merchants. Spartiate boys commenced military life when they turned seven. At that age, they were removed from home and family and installed in barracks together with other Spartiate children. Here they were subjected to the agoge, a program of military education that seems to moderns—and, indeed, seemed to contemporary visitors from outside Sparta—extravagantly sadistic. Perhaps it was, but the brutality was purposeful and wholly organic to the Spartan social system.


  At the agoge, children and young men learned a kind of dance called the pyrriche, which was performed while brandishing weapons. The idea was to make such martial actions natural—to create a kind of muscle memory for the movements of warfare. The dance also strengthened a bond among warriors-in-the-making.


  At twelve, a Spartiate child became a “youth,” or meirakion. His hair was close-cropped, he went barefoot in all weather and on all terrain, and he wore nothing but a thin veil, the krypteia. His military training was expanded to include practical exercises in sheer cunning. The meirakion’s rations were severely reduced, and he was now required to devise ways to steal his food—or starve. There was no punishment for theft, but if unsuccessful—if he were caught stealing—the meirakion would be severely whipped. It was believed that the more painful the punishment, the more quickly the young man would learn to steal successfully, with speed, daring, and stealth, all qualities indispensable in a warrior.


  In the barracks of the agoge, the meirakion were divided into units, each of which was supervised by an older warrior, called an eirena, who in turn was under the command of a superior officer, or paidonomos. Chain of command, so essential in coordinating successful military action, was continually instilled in Spartan youngsters. At eighteen, the meirakion was deemed an adult and was enrolled in the army. He would serve actively until the age of 30, at which point he would continue in less-active roles as needed until he retired at 60. In the army, the smallest organizational unit, the enomoty, was the equivalent of the modern company. It was composed of 30 soldiers under the command of a captain (enomotarch). Total loyalty was forged within this unit, the members of which swore loyalty oaths to one another.


  Each individual warrior was trained to become one with his enomoty, with the army, and with the Spartan state. He was also relentlessly drilled so that his weapons became an extension of his body. Spartan weapons were the most technologically advanced in the ancient world. They consisted of a variety of specialized offensive weapons—swords and spears—and a unique shield, often called the Old Bashing Shield, which combined defensive and offensive functions, warding off blows as well as savagely bashing the enemy. Typically the shield was an heir-loom, passed down from father (or widow) to son. Thus, it symbolized family and tradition. It was decorated with the letter lambda, standing for Lacedaemon, the antique name for Sparta. And so it also symbolized the state. Made of wood clad in bronze and leather, it was much larger and heavier than shields carried by other armies. It was also essential to the basic battle formation of the Spartan land forces: the phalanx. The phalanx multiplied the combat effectiveness of the individual soldier exponentially so that the power of the whole of an attacking force quite literally became greater than the sum of its parts.


  Spartan warriors typically advanced against an enemy in phalanx, shields strapped to each warrior’s left arm and overlapping on front and flanks to create a kind of mobile fortress. In the right hand, each soldier carried a spear. In the front rank of the phalanx, the spears were extended fully, but the next few ranks also aimed their spears outward, in between the interlocked shields. In this way, at least three ranks of attackers brought their primary weapon to bear.
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Modern view of the Thermopylae Pass in the area of the Phocian Wall, where the Spartan “300” stood against the Persian legions of Xerxes I
PHOTOGRAPH (2011) BY FKERASAR. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS



  The Old Bashing Shield is a practical symbol of Spartan military civilization. It expressed the belief that the individual was indispensable to the triumph of the group and that by protecting the group, the individual defended himself. Moreover, the Old Bashing Shield was integral to each soldier, just as each soldier was integral to the phalanx in which he fought. The phalanx, in turn, was integral to the army, the army to the state, and the state to the army. Thus, at Thermopylae it was not merely a dedicated force of skilled warriors who fought but the projection of the Spartan state itself, the Spartan ethos, and the Spartan civilization.
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  On the march to Thermopylae, Leonidas and his 300 picked up perhaps 7,000 non-Spartan soldiers from allied Greek states. The entire force was deployed to the narrowest portion of the Thermopylae pass, called the “middle gate,” which had a defensive wall the Phocians had built years earlier. When locals told Leonidas that a mountain trail existed by which Xerxes might be able to outflank his position, he sent 1,000 of his Phocian auxiliaries to position themselves at a high point overlooking the trail.


  As Leonidas knew would happen, many of the non-Spartan troops were terrified by the prospect of doing battle against vastly superior numbers. They were good warriors, but they had not been raised in a true military civilization. Plutarch writes that when one of these soldiers exclaimed in fear that the “arrows of the barbarians” would block out the sun itself, Leonidas calmly replied, “Won’t it be nice, then, if we shall have shade in which to fight them?”


  Xerxes sent an emissary to Leonidas, offering terms. All Greeks would remain free men under the honorific title “Friends of the Persian People” if they would allow themselves to be resettled on land that the Persian monarch promised would be better than what they now had.


  Leonidas calmly refused this offer, and the emissary delivered the refusal to Xerxes. The emperor sent him back with a demand: “Hand over your arms.” To this Leonidas replied, “Come and take them.”


  As Spartiate solders were thoroughly enculturated as warriors, Spartan commanders devoted much of their time and thought to strategy and tactics. Without question, Leonidas understood that his stand at Thermopylae was ultimately a suicide mission. Yet he did not conceive it as a futile mission. While the army of Xerxes vastly outnumbered his forces at Thermopylae, Leonidas had chosen terrain strategically. It was ideal for infantry on the defense. The landscape was far too rugged for cavalry—the favored arm of Persia—and the middle gate was much too narrow for attack by a wide battle formation of cavalry or infantry. Xerxes would be unable to bring a mass of weapons to bear. Instead he would be obliged to hurl one fraction of his army after another against the defenders. Trickled out this way, he would undoubtedly incur heavy losses—at least until he could finally break through.


  The Battle of Thermopylae spanned three days. It began with a barrage of Persian arrows from the bows of 5,000 archers. Although massive, the barrage was ineffective. The arrows were fired from perhaps a hundred yards, which meant that most of their energy was spent by the time they reached their targets. The Spartan shields readily deflected the missiles.


  After the failure of the arrow attack, Xerxes sent 10,000 Medes and Cissians against the Spartan position at the middle gate. The defenders fought in front of the old Phocian Wall, where the narrow pass was narrowest. Few attacking troops could be brought into contact with the Spartans at any one time, and by fighting in front of the wall instead of from behind it, the defenders were able to maneuver freely and more aggressively cut down the attackers as they squeezed through the pass. When Greek warriors in the front line tired, they slipped back behind the wall and were continuously replaced by fresh troops.


  Unable to maneuver in the confined space of the pass, Xerxes continued to send warriors into the battle by frontal assault, 10,000 at a time, of which number he could bring but a small fraction into contact at any one time. Despite their being far superior in numbers, the Persians were being steadily worn down. Near the end of the first day of battle, wave after Persian wave had been shredded. According to the Greek physician and historian Ctesias, only two or three Spartans had been killed.


  Xerxes at last unleashed 10,000 of his “Immortals,” a cadre of his most elite troops. Apparently recognizing the higher quality of these warriors, Leonidas adopted a new tactic. He ordered his men to feign a retreat, thereby drawing the Immortals deeper into the pass. As the enemy advanced deeper, the Spartans broke into a run, making the retreat look like a rout. This prompted the Immortals to dissolve their orderly formation and run, helter-skelter, in pursuit of what they took to be the fleeing Spartans. At this point, the Spartans suddenly turned about-face and counterattacked. Stunned, many of the Immortals were killed. And in this way, Day 1 ended.


  Xerxes, who assumed the Greek casualties had to be nearly as great as his own, renewed the frontal assaults on the second day. He soon recognized that his assumption was mistaken, and by midday he aborted the assault. Withdrawing into his camp, Xerxes huddled with his lieutenants, struggling to formulate a new tactic. A Trachinian traitor named Ephialtes came to him in camp, offering to guide the Persians to the mountain path Ephialtes believed was unknown to Leonidas. From here the Persians could outflank the Spartan position. That evening, Xerxes put 20,000 Immortals under the command of a general named Hydarnes and tasked him with enveloping the Greek position. Under cover of darkness, Hydarnes deployed his men in the flanking position and awaited daylight before making his next move.


  At first light of the third day, sentries among the Phocians stationed above the path heard the rustle of leaves. They alerted their comrades to the presence of the Persians. Instead of attacking, however, the Phocians withdrew to a nearby hill. Instantly recognizing that these soldiers were no Spartans—for they had withdrawn even before battle had begun—Hydarnes decided not to lose the element of surprise by attacking them. Instead he skirted the Phocians and extended his encirclement of the principal Greek force.


  Fortunately, a Phocian runner had been dispatched to alert Leonidas to the Persian presence. The king assembled his commanders for a council of war. Some urged withdrawal. Instead of arguing with them or ordering them to stay and fight, Leonidas announced only that he would continue to defend his 300 Spartans. Shortly after this, Leonidas explicitly released his non-Spartan allies, but some 2,000 chose to remain. These soldiers battled the Persians head-on in an open field—and were quickly wiped out.


  Leonidas was likewise determined to fight to the death. In part, this would serve a moral purpose, showing the Persians how determined Greek warriors were. More tactically, the fatal clash would be a rearguard action that would allow the Greek allies to live to fight another day and to buy time for Greek sea forces to attack and scatter the Persian fleet supporting the ground invasion.


  The final day of battle at Thermopylae was the ultimate expression of a military civilization, a state founded on a warrior ethos. Ten thousand Persian light infantry and cavalry charged against the Spartan front line. This time, the Spartan 300 did not merely block the attack. They countercharged, engaging the Persian line as it approached in a wider part of the pass. Leonidas had but one purpose: to slaughter as many of the enemy as possible.


  The Spartans fought with their spears until every one of them had been shattered. That is when they took up their secondary weapon, the xiphos, or short sword. Herodotus records that this combat claimed the lives of two of Xerxes’ brothers, Abrocomes and Hyperanthes. Leonidas was also slain early in the combat, the victim of Persian archers. Although the Persians and the Greeks fought over the body of the slain king, the Greeks retained possession. Herodotus writes that the Spartans “defended themselves to the last, those who still had swords using them, and the others resisting with their hands and teeth.”


  In the immediate aftermath of Thermopylae, the Greeks yielded all of Attica to Xerxes, who razed Athens to the ground. But he dared not attack Sparta, a city-state saved by its demonstration not merely of military prowess but of a civilization so steeped in war that it was perceived as incapable of surrender.



  Battles of Gaugamela and Hydaspes: Alexander Proves His Genius for War (331 and 326 BC)


  The son of Philip II of Macedon, who reigned from 359 to 336 BC, Alexander III, known to history as Alexander the Great, was born in Pella, Macedon, and was tutored by no less a figure than Aristotle. He succeeded to the Macedonian throne on the death of his father in 336 BC and immediately turned his attention to matters of security at home, liquidating many of his rivals and consolidating his political power. Accomplishing this by the spring of 334 BC, he embarked on the military expeditions that would occupy the rest of his life. By the time of his death in 323 BC at the age of 32, the undefeated Alexander had conquered the greater part of the known world, building a vast empire that stretched from Greece to northwestern India. In the process, he created a paradigm for global military conquest to loom in the consciousness of empire builders and generalissimos for millennia to come.


  After securing his homeland of Macedon, Alexander’s first objective was the liberation of the Greek cities in Asia. Crossing the Hellespont with an army of about 40,000 men, he defeated the Persian army under Emperor Darius III at the Battle of Issus (in modern Turkey) and went on to defeat enemies throughout western Asia Minor. In July 332 BC, Alexander stormed the city of Tyre (in modern Lebanon) and then met with Darius III, who desperately negotiated with him in a forlorn effort to dissuade him from further attacks on his empire. When Darius finished his plea, Alexander responded that he intended to take all of Persia. This prompted the Persian to offer him his daughter in marriage. Alexander pointed out that she was already his captive and that he could marry her whenever he wished.


  The campaign of conquest continued. During 332–331 BC, Alexander occupied Egypt, which offered little resistance. Learning next that Darius was massing his army in Mesopotamia, Alexander dashed back to Tyre, turned east to cross the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers and came upon a spectacular 200,000-man force arrayed for battle on the Plain of Gaugamela, near Nineveh. To oppose this host, Alexander had no more than 47,000 men. He halted about seven miles from the Persian encampment, where, incredibly, he received another abject offer of appeasement from Darius—though the Persian forces outnumbered him better than four to one. He proposed to give the Macedonian 30,000 gold talents (about $1 billion in modern money) and half his kingdom. He added—yet again—his daughter’s hand.


  By way of response, Alexander attacked.


  The Persians were deployed in two long, deep lines of infantry, with cavalry protecting each flank. Chariots were arrayed in front of the entire force, and a large troop of elephants were positioned in front of the center. Anticipating that Alexander would make a night attack, Darius kept his entire army standing at the ready all night so that when Alexander finally struck—in broad daylight—they were already exhausted.


  The Macedonian commander moved in from the right, advancing “in echelon”—that is, with his fighting units arranged diagonally rather than perpendicular to the line of advance. With his customary genius, Alexander deployed his forces masterfully. He used his fabled “Companions,” elite cavalry troops, to deliver the initial punishing blows. In the approach, these warriors were screened by Alexander’s light infantry. Behind the Companions and the light infantry were the hypaspists, Alexander’s equivalent of hoplites, superb infantry warriors, each armed chiefly with a shield, a long “dory” spear, and short swords—the latter used mainly as backup weapons in case the spear was lost or shattered.


  The Companions and hypaspists formed the main phalanx of the attack. Alexander ensured that behind each hypaspist unit a column of light cavalry and infantry was available to protect the flank of the main phalanx. His objective was always to ward off envelopment by the enemy. In addition, he held back a single phalanx of Thessalian infantry to serve as a tactical reserve. Typically, ancients either fought with absolutely every man they had or held reserve forces at some distance from the battlefield. Instead, Alexander used a tactical reserve—a maneuvering force deliberately held back to influence the future course of combat. Military historians believe that Gaugamela was the first recorded instance of the use of such a reserve. It is typical of Alexander’s exquisite, patient, and efficient tactical sense.


  The echelon approach took advantage of an advancing line’s natural tendency to drift rightward in their advance. Most commanders dismissed this drift as a kind of annoying tactical bug. Alexander saw it as a feature. He exaggerated it, and the movement forced the Persians to continually shift leftward, a maneuver that opened up gaps in their line. Alexander knew that such vulnerabilities did not last long, and, sighting a promising gap, he immediately pointed his attack into it. His frontline cavalry and hypaspists charged through the opening in wedge formation. They sliced through, penetrating the Persian line and sending Darius himself into full flight. Not surprisingly, this created panic throughout the units closest to the emperor. The Persian left and center imploded.


  Alexander also took note, however, that in the meantime his own left flank had been driven back by a massed Persian cavalry charge. With great personal discipline, he left the ongoing attack to subordinate commanders and rode back to his own lines to personally direct the battle for his endangered flank. He used his tactical reserve to hold the line. Only when he was certain that the threat had been neutralized did he return to leading the main assault, driving it all the way to the Persian rear lines, effectively ending the main phase of the Battle of Guagamela.


  Alexander being Alexander, he did not bask in the moment of victory. Instead he rallied his entire army in hot pursuit of the routed Persians. For the loss of 500 killed and some 3,000 wounded, Alexander the Great claimed the lives of at least 50,000 Persians at Gaugamela. Having hounded and scattered the survivors of the battle, he advanced into Babylon, which surrendered to him without a fight.


  From Babylon, Alexander marched into the very heart of Persia. After sacking the imperial capital of Persepolis, he swung north to Ecbatana (Hamadan), where Darius had taken refuge. Seeing the approach of the Macedonians, Darius continued his flight eastward. Alexander was not about to let him get away. He detached a flying column of no more than 500 of his strongest men, leading them in a grueling forced march that covered 400 miles in 11 days. This spectacular feat revealed yet another dimension of Alexander’s military leadership. A tactical master, he was also willing to require maximum physical performance in a single-minded effort to accomplish his mission. By the time Alexander caught up with what was doubtless a stunned Darius, only 60 of his original 500 had managed to keep up with him. The rest were staggered by exhaustion. As it turned out, a clique of Persian nobles led by the satrap of Bactria, Bessus, assassinated their emperor before Alexander closed in. The result of this murder was that the great Persian Empire lay wide open to the great Alexander.


  Even now, the Macedonian did not stop. This was a third dimension of his approach to combat. Impeccable tactics and a willingness to take the attack to the extremes of human endurance were joined to relentless tenacity. He now gave chase to the slayers of Darius. In the course of the long pursuit, during 329 BC, Alexander also consolidated his gains and pushed ever eastward


  

  

  

  

  

  


  The Bronze Soldier of Tallinn: Cyber Becomes the New Battlefield (2007)


  On April 27, 2007, the City Council of Tallinn, Estonia’s capital, voted to move a Soviet World War II monument, “The Bronze Soldier of Tallinn,” from a downtown city park to the Defense Forces Cemetery outside the city proper. Estonia had been occupied by the Soviet Red Army in World War II and was a Soviet state until the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. The nearly 70 percent of the Estonian population who are ethnic Estonians thought of the Bronze Soldier as a hateful artifact from the days of Soviet oppression. The country’s ethnic Russians—about 25 percent of Estonia’s population—regarded the monument as a sacred memorial to Red Army heroism. The decision to relocate it sparked protests and even riots.


  By 2007 Estonia was widely nicknamed “e-Stonia” because it was so thoroughly wired, its 1.3 million citizens more completely networked and dependent on the internet than most other people in the world. Two years earlier the Estonian government had put most of its operations entirely online. All official documents were executed and signed electronically, cabinet meetings were conducted in cyberspace, and Estonians began voting online. By 2007, 61 percent of the Estonian population accessed their bank accounts online exclusively, and 95 percent of all banking transactions were electronic.


  From a military point of view, no nation presented a richer cyber target than Estonia. The protests and riots that broke out at the end of April 2007 were immediately followed in cyberspace by a barrage of distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks. Tens of thousands of linked computers swamped key Estonian websites with log-on requests, thereby effectively disabling them. Some of the attacks emanated from individuals, but most were carried out by international botnets, networked computers normally used by disreputable e-commerce providers to disseminate spam. Because large-scale botnet assaults in 2007 were costly and complex to mount, their use implied state support. Indeed, during the attacks, Russian online forums and chat rooms hummed with calls to action and even included explicit instructions on how to participate in the DDoS attacks. The servers of a government network designed to handle 2 million megabits of traffic per second were flooded with some 200 million megabits per second. The websites of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Justice were forced to shut down, and the majority Reform Party website was defaced with digital graffiti that included a Hitler-esque cookie-duster moustache scrawled across the face of Prime Minister Andrus Ansip. On May 3 the DDoS botnets were unleashed against Estonian private-sector websites and servers, quickly forcing most of the country’s banks to shut down. Ripples of the attack reached well into the international banking community.


  Throughout the cyber siege, Moscow denied involvement in the attacks, the volume of which peaked on May 9, the Russian anniversary of the end of World War II. By this time, the Estonian government had scrambled to respond by quadrupling the data capacity of its systems, and the attacks began to subside. On May 15, however, Russian hackers managed briefly to disable the national toll-free emergency phone number.


  To this day, there is no definitive evidence conclusively connecting the Russian military or civilian government to the cyberattacks, but circumstantial evidence abounds. Konstantin Goloskokov, a leading member of a pro-Kremlin Russian youth organization called Nashi, admitted that Nashi had been involved. Goloskokov was not only a Nashi activist but also assistant to Sergei Markov, a Duma Deputy (the equivalent of a U.S. member of Congress). Indeed, Nashi (a Russian word meaning “ours,” it is the short form of Youth Democratic Anti-Fascist Movement, “NASHI”) is officially funded by private Russian business interests, but its creation on April 15, 2005, was enthusiastically endorsed by the Russian government. By 2007 it was receiving the vigorous endorsement of prominent government figures, including Vladislav Surkov, at the time first deputy chief of the presidential staff and, since December 2011, Russia’s deputy prime minister.


  The Estonian government had no doubt that Russia was waging cyber war. Estonia had joined the European Union and had also become a member of NATO in 2004. During the cyberattacks, NATO rushed to consider invoking Article 5 of the NATO treaty, by which each member pledges to consider an attack on any member as an attack on them all. In the end, NATO leadership backed down. As the Estonian minister of defense explained, “At present, NATO does not define cyber-attacks as a clear military action. This means that the provisions of Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty . . . will not automatically be extended to the attacked country.”


  When the NATO treaty was enacted in 1949, cyberspace existed neither as a concept nor, of course, as a battlespace—the equivalent of land, sea, and air. Article 5 could be triggered only by an “armed attack.” As NATO leaders saw it, a cyberattack was not an “armed attack.” Yet as Sarwar Kashmeri, national security expert and fellow at the Peace & War Center of Norwich University, put it, “Technology had transformed NATO’s ring of steel around its members to a fence of tissue paper.”



  There is some truth in this. Nevertheless, after the 2007 cyberattack on Estonia, NATO began planning cyber defenses for itself and its members. A NATO policy on cyber defense was quickly approved in January 2008, and on May 14, Estonia, Germany, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Slovak Republic, and Spain signed a memorandum of understanding formally establishing the Cooperative Cyber Defense Centre of Excellence (CCDCOE) in Tallinn. Both Turkey and the United States signed on before the end of 2008, and other members joined between 2010 and 2013.


  The thinking of the defenders was nevertheless far behind that of the aggressors. In 1999 two Chinese air force colonels, Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, published a book known in English as Unrestricted Warfare. The “age of technological integration and globalization,” the authors argued, the age of the internet just then emerging, had “realigned the relationship of weapons to war, while the appearance of weapons of new concepts, and particularly new concepts of weapons, [had] gradually blurred the face of war.” In all ages past, war was defined exclusively by the use of armed force. Now, the Chinese colonels asked, “Does a single ‘hacker’ attack count as a hostile act or not? Can using financial instruments to destroy a country’s economy be seen as a battle?” Attempt to answer such questions using the traditional definitions of war, the authors warned, and they will remain unanswerable. “When we suddenly realize that all these non-war actions may be the new factors constituting future warfare, we have to come up with a new name for this new form of war: Warfare which transcends all boundaries and limits, in short: unrestricted warfare.”


  Qiao and Wang’s book predicted that cyberspace would increasingly figure as a battlespace for what the authors called “war in which information technology is used to obtain or suppress information.” In such a war, “there is nothing . . . that cannot become a weapon”; therefore, “our understanding of weapons must have an awareness that breaks through all boundaries.” A “single man-made stock-market crash, a single computer virus invasion, or a single rumor or scandal that results in a fluctuation in the enemy country’s exchange rates or exposes the leaders of an enemy country on the internet, all can be included in the ranks of new-concept weapons,” weapons “that are closely linked to the lives of the common people.” The “digital fighter is taking over the role formerly played by the ‘blood and iron’ warrior” so that “warfare is no longer . . . an exclusive imperial garden where professional soldiers alone can mingle.”


  On June 23, 2009, the United States recognized the emergence of cyberspace as the fourth domain of war—after land, sea, and air—by creating the U.S. Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM) with a mission to “conduct full spectrum military cyberspace operations in order to enable actions in all domains, ensure U.S./ Allied freedom of action in cyberspace and deny the same to our adversaries.”
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