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THE BATTLE OF ARBELA

Near the Village of Gaugamela in Persia, 331 BC

BILL FAWCETT




In the fourth century BC there was only one real world power, Persia. That empire had already conquered all of the Greek cities along the eastern shore of the Aegean. When Athens dared to involve itself in the revolt of one of these formerly Greek cities, the Persian emperors felt they had no option but to conquer all of Greece. Twice they tried, and, to the amazement of even the Greek city-states, failed. Eventually the many fractious cities were united under the military control of Philip of Macedon. His son, Alexander, saw it as his divine duty to protect all of Greece. The conquest of the Persian Empire by Alexander the Great was an astounding feat, and there is no question of the brilliance of his generalship or the organizational brilliance of Alexander’s father, Philip. His supply system alone was centuries ahead of anyone else’s. Reinforcements of Macedonian troops arrived even as he prepared to cross into India. The conquest is even more amazing when you compare the relative populations and wealth of all Greece and Macedon to that of the Persian Empire ruled by Darius III: there were at least ten times as many subjects in Persia as Alexander controlled. Worse yet, Greece was poor, while Persia had a rich and thriving economy. With so little work at home, many Greeks found it necessary to hire themselves as mercenaries, often to Darius.

In modern terms, Alexander’s invasion of the Persian Empire would be the equivalent of Canada invading the United States, but only being able to move troops over the bridges near Detroit. So how did Alexander win and Darius lose? The Macedonian king had three advantages that made all the difference. First, he inherited a truly first-class and innovative military machine from another military and political genius, his father, Philip. The next advantage was the men he led. Man for man, Alexander’s Greek mounted and infantry forces were both better armed, better trained, and often better supplied than any force they met. The phalanxes, massive formations often sixteen men deep, were armed with the sarissa, a metal-tipped spear eighteen feet long. This far outreached any weapon they faced, even the twelve-foot spears of the Greek mercenaries. The man-for-man superiority of the Greek infantry was recognized by Darius and his predecessors, who made phalanxes of Greek mercenaries a key element in all of the armies they formed. Interestingly, and to Alexander’s disadvantage, Darius III had been able to hire several thousand Greeks to fight for him at Issus only a year earlier. Still Alexander’s Greek soldiers were superior in training, weapons, and attitude. The final advantage Alexander had was himself. He was not only a brilliant tactician and strategist, but also charismatic and courageous.

Darius III was fighting to retain his throne, and after losing to Alexander the year before at Issus, the Persian emperor needed to prove himself capable of defending his empire. Darius III was by no means either inexperienced or stupid. In fact, he managed to choose the ground for this pivotal battle and had several days to prepare it. His army was at least three times the size of Alexander’s, and had exotic weapons, such as elephants and scythe-bladed chariots, which the invading Macedonian army did not. In the decisive arm, cavalry, Darius had nearly five times the number of horsemen Alexander led. Many of Darius’s horsemen were also much more heavily armored, covered head to toe in scale mail, and were armed with lances. So the battle was fought at the place Darius III chose, the field he had leveled for his chariots, near his capital, and he made the first moves, so, in theory, he had the initiative. Darius did almost everything needed to ensure a victory, but all of this could not overcome what turned out to be a fatal flaw, one which lost him both this battle and his empire.

Once they were close to where Darius’s army waited near the town of Arbela, the Macedonians moved cautiously to within a few miles of the Persian army, which stood ready to meet them. They arrived just as the sun was setting. Rather than rush into battle, they camped and rested. Every Greek knew they were greatly outnumbered and far from home. If defeated, their nearest safe haven lay over a thousand miles away. This could have caused morale to collapse, but combined with their faith in their commander, the situation instead engendered great resolve among Alexander’s men. In contrast, Darius III had gathered forces from all parts of the empire, including Indian cavalry and slingers from the mountains of what is today Afghanistan. They did not all speak the same language, and most had never even seen Darius III. The first manifestation of Darius’s great flaw revealed itself as the Greek army approached. Darius was sitting in camp less than seven miles from Alexander’s army with an army that was relatively rested and ready for battle, and even though his opponent’s men were exhausted from several days of hard marching, he did nothing. Rather than move to attack the camp, Darius allowed the Greek army three full days to recover from what had been a difficult march. You could rationalize that the Persian emperor felt that the advantage of fighting on a large, smooth battlefield he had prepared outweighed the tactic of hitting his enemy when they were vulnerable. Whatever the reason, by not even sending a part of his army to harass the Greeks, Darius gave up the strategic initiative. In effect he committed his much larger army to waiting for the Greeks to come to them.

Finally, on the third day after arriving, the Greeks formed up and marched onto a set of hills that afforded almost every man a good look at the massive number of soldiers arrayed against them. After studying the Persian army before him, Alexander made the risky decision to withdraw into his camp once more. This might have compromised the vital morale of the men, who were now aware of how badly they were outnumbered. The decision appears to have been the right one, however, for there is no record of the Greeks losing any of their confidence. Perhaps this is in part because the Persians had the much smaller army of Alexander in plain sight and yet simply allowed it to march away. The Persians also returned to their camp, having stood ready for a fourth long day awaiting Alexander’s attack.

Still, the night before the battle had to be a difficult one for every Greek in Alexander’s army, as well as for the commander himself. One of the classic methods for a smaller force to defeat a much larger one is to attack at night. The confusion and guaranteed lack of control could enable an inferior force to disrupt and scatter their opponents. It was said that this was suggested by Parmenion, Alexander’s trusted second in command. But confidently the Macedonian king simply stated that he would not “steal” an empire through such a victory. Pickets were ordered out and the Greek army was able to get another night’s rest. Alexander himself remained awake until he had formulated a plan, and then was said to have slept soundly, having to be awakened long after sunrise by his generals.

The Persian emperor was also aware of the possibility of a night attack. His reaction was to order his entire army to stand to arms all night. This loss of nerve meant that by the time the battle started, men and horses had already been awake and in their armor almost twenty-four hours. Compare this to driving all night and then competing as the center in an NFL football game. Before the first arrow flew at Arbela, the Persian side was already tired. Not only had Darius failed to harass the Greek army when it was exhausted from marching, but now his fear of a night attack had reversed the situation, with well-rested Greeks now facing physically depleted Persians.

Darius, his army still at arms from the night before, seems to have waited unmoving as the Greek army formed up and marched onto his chosen battlefield. He had selected and carefully prepared the area so it was smooth and contained no hidden hazards for his chariots, elephants, or cavalry. His army, if tired from standing at arms all day, was in place. The Persian emperor had a massive superiority in the numbers, if not the quality, of his army. At this point, nearly everything seemed to have gone Darius’s way. But this appearance was most certainly deceiving.
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Alexander marched his army out in an “oblique order”—that is, with one side farther forward than the other. The left side of his line was “refused,” or held back, and was also much shorter than the Persian right (each side being described as if you were looking forward from the center of that side). So Alexander’s left side would be to Darius’s right flank, or side. Darius did not order his longer and larger right to attack and envelop the shorter Greek left. Instead, he waited. Alexander then continued to extend his line even wider (facing the right side of Darius’s army), and even angled his advance so that he threatened to shift the entire battle off the battlefield Darius III had sacrificed so much to fight upon.

The Persian army was too large and difficult to command to shift as easily in reaction. To prevent the movement of the Greeks, Darius chose to thin the forces in the center to extend his line and send them to reinforce his extending right, rather than move his entire army. Finally Darius acted, probably to stop the shift by Alexander’s army. The Persian emperor ordered much of the cavalry on his left wing to attack and halt Alexander’s sidestepping movement. In reaction to this new Persian attack, Minedas, commander of the Greek left, counterattacked at the head of a much smaller force of horsemen. These riders suddenly halted well short of the attacking Persians and seemed to then turn and run.

Trained cavalry can maintain its formation at almost any pace so long as the riders make an effort to stay together. But if you are pursuing a fleeing enemy, each rider urges his mount to its greatest speed and the formation is lost. This seems to have happened when the formed Persian units broke ranks to pursue the “fleeing” Greek horsemen. Then, as planned, Minedas’s Greek horsemen rode back, moving through corridors left by a large force of infantry that had moved forward unseen behind his cavalry. These phalanxes then closed ranks. The unformed and thus even more than normally vulnerable Persian cavalry slammed into an unexpected wall of spears. Bravely, the Persian horsemen threw themselves at the phalanxes again and again. This Alexandrian infantry was only four to six ranks deep, far less deep than the traditional sixteen-man-deep formation, so it must have appeared tantalizingly vulnerable. More Persian units followed, both cavalry and infantry, hoping to break through the thin Greek line. But the Greeks under Parmenion held, just barely. Minedas’s horsemen reformed and attacked to protect the flanks of their infantry, and most movement stopped. The Greeks’ left flank held and the reinforced right flank of Darius’s army was soon completely committed.

In reaction to seeing his right tied up and making little progress, Darius released his chariots and elephants. The faster chariots moved quickly across the smoothed battlefield, the scythes on their wheels flashing in the morning sunlight. Chariots were already falling from favor because the horses pulling them were so vulnerable; so it proved in this case, as Macedonian javelins brought down the horses of almost every chariot before they could reach the phalanxes. Then the elephants arrived, but, forewarned, the Greeks were prepared and opened paths the frightened elephants could pass through. Agonized by javelins and arrows, the elephants ran right through and past Alexander’s entire army, doing little harm.

Darius then ordered a general advance, supporting the melee on his right. Soon, Parmenion on the Greek left was involved with the Persian right, once again fighting the much larger force to a standstill. When the Macedonian right had advanced, it left a gap where it had joined with their center. Seeing this gap, a large unit of Indian horse charged through. But even these horsemen were just as quickly engaged and defeated by Greek phalanxes that had been stationed in reserve behind the army and stopped. Later another Persian cavalry unit managed to fight its way around one flank, and they made for the camp where Darius’s family, who had always traveled with and been well treated by Alexander since their capture the year before at Issus, were held. Those riders were repulsed by light infantry left behind at the camp, and also had no effect on the battle.
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At this point, both flanks of Alexander’s army were under immense pressure. Badly outnumbered, both wings fought to hold their own and no longer advanced. Hard pressed by what seemed an endless supply of Persians, the Greeks and Macedonians were tiring, and there were no reserves to take their places. The strategy Darius used, that of overwhelming the flanks of a smaller army, is sound and has many times been successful. It almost was this time. But in his efforts to collapse either flank of the Macedonian army, Darius had continually sent units away from the center, where he stood, to reinforce both attacks. At this point, understanding his opponent, Alexander led his last uncommitted phalanxes and the best of his cavalry, including his bodyguards, the elite Companions, into an all-out attack against the center of the Persian line.

Formed into a giant wedge comprised of both cavalry and infantry, with Alexander and his Companions at the point, they smashed into the still large mass of Persian infantry in the center and began to cut their way through to where Darius himself sat enthroned. The Companions arced around, angling to penetrate to where the Persian emperor and his generals stood. As the Macedonian phalanxes accompanying the Companions pushed back less-well-armored and outclassed Persian foot soldiers, there was a good chance that Darius would be caught between the Companions and the Greek foot. His own elite infantry, three thousand Royal Guards, or Immortals, formed up, braced for the impact of the Companions, and were swept aside after just a few minutes of hard fighting. As he had a year before when hard pressed, Darius III, emperor of the largest empire in the world, turned tail and fled. The battle was hardly decided, much less lost, but seeing himself at risk, Darius ran with the Greek horsemen close behind. Alexander broke off his pursuit of Darius to save Parmenion and his left flank from being overwhelmed. At every point, the thinner Greek line was hard pressed to hold on. But when word spread through the ranks of the Persians that Darius had deserted, the army units began to withdraw or simply disintegrate. Amazingly, Darius continued to run, even though he was soon able to gather around him almost thirty thousand infantry who had yet to fight. That thirty thousand was almost as many infantry as Alexander had started with. So, with the loss of his nerve, Darius III also lost his empire. Darius continued to run, and his remaining army soon melted away. Several weeks later his own generals killed him.

Why did Darius III lose? The battle was fought where he wanted, how he wanted (at least at first), and he had massive superiority in numbers. But Alexander based his plan on one fact: when they had battled the year before at Issus, the conflict had been decided when Darius III fled the field. Simply put, it appears the Persian emperor was unable to face personal danger. Darius III lost two battles and the largest empire in the world because he was a coward.









EXODUS

The Exodus as a Military Mistake

Biblical Egypt

BRIAN THOMSEN




Normally, a military contingent dispatched to return runaway slaves might be considered an overwhelming force, and in the pre-Spartacus days of the Book of Exodus, the idea of the Israelite slaves fighting back was about as remote as the chance that the pharaoh’s funeral would be a quiet and humble affair.

But the pharaoh’s forces failed against Moses and his supreme commander.

According to the good book (via King James):

 

15 And the LORD said unto Moses, Wherefore criest thou unto me? speak unto the children of Israel, that they go forward:
 
16 But lift thou up thy rod, and stretch out thine hand over the sea, and divide it: and the children of Israel shall go on dry ground through the midst of the sea.
 
17 And I, behold, I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians, and they shall follow them: and I will get me honour upon Pharaoh, and upon all his host, upon his chariots, and upon his horsemen.


18 And the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I have gotten me honour upon Pharaoh, upon his chariots, and upon his horsemen.
 
19 And the angel of God, which went before the camp of Israel, removed and went behind them; and the pillar of the cloud went from before their face, and stood behind them:
 
20 And it came between the camp of the Egyptians and the camp of Israel; and it was a cloud and darkness to them, but it gave light by night to these: so that the one came not near the other all the night.
 
21 And Moses stretched out his hand over the sea; and the LORD caused the sea to go back by a strong east wind all that night, and made the sea dry land, and the waters were divided.
 
22 And the children of Israel went into the midst of the sea upon the dry ground: and the waters were a wall unto them on their right hand, and on their left.
 
23 And the Egyptians pursued, and went in after them to the midst of the sea, even all Pharaoh’s horses, his chariots, and his horsemen.
 
24 And it came to pass, that in the morning watch the LORD looked unto the host of the Egyptians through the pillar of fire and of the cloud, and troubled the host of the Egyptians,
 
25 And took off their chariot wheels, that they drave them heavily: so that the Egyptians said, Let us f lee from the face of Israel; for the LORD fighteth for them against the Egyptians.
 
26 And the LORD said unto Moses, Stretch out thine hand over the sea, that the waters may come again upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots, and upon their horsemen.
 
27 And Moses stretched forth his hand over the sea, and the sea returned to his strength when the morning appeared; and the Egyptians f led against it; and the LORD overthrew the Egyptians in the midst of the sea.


28 And the waters returned, and covered the chariots, and the horsemen, and all the host of Pharaoh that came into the sea after them; there remained not so much as one of them.

 

Whether one is willing to accept the quite literal deus ex machina intervention on behalf of the fleeing Israelites or discount it altogether, it is nonetheless fair to point out several examples of gross incompetence on the part of the pharaoh’s forces that doomed their recovery mission from the very beginning.

To begin with, the pharaoh assumed that his slave nation would realize life and survival outside of his domain would be even tougher than their slavery existence. This was both naïve and very wrong. The Israelites had been welcomed into Egypt as a free people fleeing a famine. Later, they had been enslaved to prevent them from someday dominating the country. But there were simply far too many Israelites to keep enslaved by just the supervisors. So when, led by Moses, they up and left (possibly assisted by a series of natural disasters, like maybe ten plagues), that is what happened.

If even the most conservative estimates are correct, the number of Israelites involved in the Exodus was large enough that a simple changing of minds would not have been possible in an immediate enough time. There were too many to persuade. By the time the pharaoh realized the Chosen People were well on their way, an off-site retrieval strategy became necessary, rather than a simple act of herding them back within the city, as one would errant goats and sheep.

The cavalry and chariot force should have been adequate for this task.

Moving out in pursuit they would also be fine…obviously overtaking the escaping Israelites in a fraction of the time the mass of fleeing former slaves could cover ground, since they would have been forced to travel at the rate of their slowest member.

The problem and fatal flaw in the plan was the delay in pursuit, which not only allowed the Israelites to put enough distance between themselves and their pursuers, but also allowed them the chance to arrive at a different terrain. The delay may have resulted from hesitation, or the time it took to mobilize the army, or the confusion caused by the plagues, or even the loss of so many Jewish scribes and assistants. But it occurred.

The biblical authors claim they made it to the Red Sea, which the Lord parted for them.

Biblical scholars argue that it was really the Reed Sea, or perhaps the Bitter Lakes. In either case, the problem is the same—marshy terrain.

On one hand, you have the slaves traveling on foot, with the occasional minor beast of burden bearing their meager possessions.

On the other hand, you have the pursuers: armored charioteers mastering strong steeds with maximum agility.

Sure, they can make up for lost time and perhaps show off their great agility by herding the wayward slaves back from whence they came…until they reach “the sea,” which is a problem—a problem that soon becomes insurmountable. The chariots, with their own weight and the weight of their armor-laden drivers over wheels designed for speed on sand or stone, sank into the soft ground. The chariot-mounted units, the most elite of all Egyptian forces, soon slowed to a standstill, or, perhaps more accurately, to a “sinkstill.” Following the Israelites, they would have bogged down in the marsh and mud, tripping their steeds, halting their pursuit, and thwarting their mission.


The delay of the pursuit allowed the change of terrain, a military mistake of biblical proportion. The Israelites escaped from the finest military unit of their day and marched on into the desert, saved by swamp and by a mistake in timing and organization—a case where there may have been divine intervention, but earthly incompetence was miracle enough.









THE BATTLE OF CANNAE

Italy, 216 BC

BILL FAWCETT




It takes a lot to be the poster battle in all of ancient history, not only for losing big-time, but for being the prime example for two thousand years of a total and complete disaster. The Punic War Battle of Cannae between the armies of Rome and Carthage, without dispute, holds this dubious distinction. The slaughter of Rome’s largest and best-equipped army to date was the result of several factors—including some good old-fashioned bullheaded ignorance by the Roman commander—all of which conspired to make this encounter one of the great stupidity-based defeats in history. Even measured against the Roman military disasters of Carrhae and Teutoburg Wald, the Battle of Cannae was not only the most bungled, but also brought Rome closer to destruction than any other loss in that empire’s history.

By the time of the battle in 216 BC, Hannibal had already crossed the Alps, gained allies among the Gauls, and devastated one entire Roman army at Trebia, in 218 BC. (Remember, BC years count down so 218 BC is two years before 216 BC. In that period, dating was more local, and most dates were recorded as something like “the fourth year of the Reign of Pyrrhus.” The AD/BC system was imposed on all dates only in recent history, in order to give historians a common dating baseline.)

As the Carthaginian commander arrived in what we now call northern Italy, he was able to add thousands of local warriors to the Spanish and Numidian troops that survived the march from Spain and across the Alps. The area had been conquered only recently by Rome and was still restive under their rule. Hannibal next defeated a large Roman army at Trebia, where he used tactics similar to those he had used at Cannae two years later, so no Roman commander should have been surprised to see them again. Hannibal then went on to threaten many of Rome’s allied cities in the vain hope they would join his side. The Carthaginian then returned north to camp in the Gallic territories just south of the Alps. Unable to defeat the Romans, Hannibal still needed to remain a threat so Rome could not raise armies to attack Carthage or Spain. So he and his army waited. Two years later, Hannibal’s welcome in the friendly Gallic states had worn thin, primarily due to the effects of feeding an army of almost forty thousand men. Food shortages, inflation, and the occasional pillaging by his soldiers had taken their toll. Because of rising pressure from Gauls where he was camped in the lands of leaders, the Carthaginian had to start moving his army as soon as possible. This meant they began to threaten Rome and her allies earlier in the spring than normal. But in the two years that had passed, Rome had doubled the size of their army, so they too were anxious for a battle, where the consuls were sure they would defeat Hannibal. All of Rome was eager for a battle, and also, it was shown, very overconfident.


To understand why Rome lost at Cannae, you have to understand the nature of the Roman army in the third century BC. The flexible, responsive Roman legion known as unquestionably the best army in the world for four hundred years was still more than a century away. The army of Rome at this time was comprised of levies of citizens, and, since each person had to supply his own equipment, only the richest could afford to become cavalry. This resulted in mounted units that were small and not highly disciplined. It’s always hard to tell the rich and important to shape up and obey orders. Hannibal’s cavalry, in contrast, was one of his strongest arms, employing highly skilled and experienced African and Spanish horsemen.

The short sword and pila (throwing spears) had by this time replaced the pike as the main Roman infantry weapon. Some of the triari, the back line formed by the most experienced troops, however, still occasionally carried a long spear. More important, the smaller, flexible formations were still evolving, and the leadership skills to command such movements simply hadn’t been developed yet. Before Cannae and Trebia, Roman armies had usually won by simply overwhelming their opponents. This led to the overconfidence and a feeling that the one-sided loss at Trebia had been a fluke. Yet two years earlier at Trebia, Rome had also lost most of her experienced soldiers and commanders. The new army was larger, well equipped, and confident, but inexperienced at nearly every level. The Roman army of 216 B.C. was merely a hammer, not yet a sword.

The leadership of their army showed the Greek roots of Rome. When threatened or at war, the Greek city-states had for centuries appointed a dictator. They gave this man total power for the crisis, including command of the army and control of the government. But too often these dictators liked the power the crisis gave them, and often declared the situation, and their near-absolute control of the city, to be ongoing for years. While the office was supposed to be held only for a limited time, normally a year, there was the slight problem of who told the man who controlled the army, the navy, the economy, and bureaucrats it was time to give up all that power. Many didn’t, even in that bastion of democracy, Athens. As a result of this problem, a system evolved in Rome where each year the Senate elected two men, not one, called consuls, who split the control of the army. When operating separately, each controlled the legions that were with them. When together, they were equals, alternating command daily. Sometimes this obviously awkward system of command rotation would work. But when it didn’t, as at Cannae, it set the stage for disaster.

The two consuls commanding the Roman army at Cannae were L. Aemilius Paullus and C. Terentius Varro. Aemilius Paullus was an experienced soldier. Varro was a politician eager for the military glory that would further his status in the Senate. Varro had no military experience on any level. Still, the men got along, and for some time Aemilius was able to moderate Varro’s lust for glory. Aemilius was unwilling to face Hannibal’s army on a flat battlefield, which favored Carthage’s more numerous and experienced cavalry, so the experienced soldier resisted the urge to fight Hannibal when that leader’s smaller army offered the Romans battle several times.

Between them, the consuls commanded over fifty thousand Romans, versus Hannibal’s forty thousand, half of whom were undependable Gauls and other locals enlisted mostly at the promise of loot. For weeks, the two armies waited within a few miles of each other, the Romans on the hills and the Carthaginians on the level river plain below them. Aemilius’s continued refusal to be drawn into battle on the field of Hannibal’s choice irked Varro. Since the loss at Trebia, the Roman army had been under the command of Fabius the Delayer. The rebuilt Roman legions were felt to have been, man for man, inferior to Hannibal’s army. Because of this, Fabius had spent the last two years shadowing the Carthaginians without directly engaging them. A large part of the Senate never liked this strategy, including Senator Varro, and he chafed at Aemilius continuing to avoid battle even though Rome clearly had the larger army.

Interestingly, though his army was famous for them, records show that no elephants remained with Hannibal’s army by this time, and so no elephants took part in the Battle of Cannae. Not that they were needed.

After spending Aemilius’s day as commander on nearby heights where they were safe from the far-superior Carthaginian cavalry, it was Varro’s turn in control. He decided to force the other consul to fight. Varro led the entire Roman army down onto the plains adjacent to the Aufidus (now called the Ofanto) River. Night fell and the Romans camped on the plain. The next day it was Aemilius’s turn to command, and, with his entire army already deployed near the river, it was impossible to withdraw. Varro had forced the battle, and it would be fought in terrain that favored Hannibal and his cavalry.

To maximize the impact of their superior numbers, the Romans formed into a massive column, deeper than it was wide, and prepared to smash through the center of the Carthaginian army. If the Carthaginians had tried to face this in the traditional manner of placing their best units in the center as well, the strategy just might have worked. But Hannibal used his numerous Numidian light cavalry, allies from Africa, to screen the fact that he had reorganized his formation. The change should not have been a surprise to the Romans, as he had used a similar formation to defeat them at Trebia two years earlier, but no one seems to have considered that he might do it again. The Carthaginian placed his best armored and trained troops, mostly raised in what is today Spain, on both flanks. On the far ends of his line, opposite the weaker Roman horsemen, were Hannibal’s cavalry, who were better trained, more heavily armored, and much greater in number than the patrician Roman horsemen. This left the numerous but least well trained and armed Gauls facing the Roman column. Once Hannibal had completed organizing his army, and without the Romans having time to react to how his forces were now placed, the Carthaginian pulled his light troops back into reserve and the Gauls rushed forward. And the battle began.

The Roman light infantry, the velites, also fell back, and the superior Roman infantry smashed into the Gauls at the center of Hannibal’s line. The Romans’ plan to make their column deeper, in order to give it even greater impact and put more pressure to the front, left the flanks open. Aemilius and Varro’s plan was to smash right through the Carthaginian center, then turn both ways to surround both flanks.

The flanks of the Roman army, now moving forward in its long column, were to be protected by their cavalry. No one expected the Roman cavalry to defeat the Africans’ horsemen, only to hold long enough to break through the center. Instead, the Roman horsemen collapsed almost instantly and fled from battle toward their camp in the hills, most not even stopping there. The light Numidian horsemen kept after the Roman horsemen. The Carthaginian armored Spanish and Celtic horsemen, after a short pursuit, turned back toward the infantry battle. Long swords swung against the large Roman shields and armor to little effect. Meanwhile, the more tightly packed legionnaires’ short swords thrust out from behind the wall of Roman shields to slaughter the lightly armored Gallic infantry in front of their massive column. The Roman legions pushed forward in their thick mass, constantly pressing back the Gauls. The Roman infantry was now separated from their fleeing cavalry, and soon also their light infantry, which had also been driven away by the Carthaginian horsemen. The determined Roman infantry ignored these setbacks and drove forward. The Gauls continued to fall back grudgingly, and their formation began to bend. After some time, the inevitable result of the uneven duel was that the Gauls were being forced back. The Roman infantry kept slowly advancing over the bodies of the dead or dying Gauls.
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It was only at this point that Hannibal finally set his best infantry into motion. They were not used to reinforce the collapsing center of the Carthaginian line, which by now had bent back and was near breaking, but rather against the sides of the ponderous Roman column. The Roman advance stopped as men turned to deal with the new threat on both flanks. Suddenly, the Romans found themselves surrounded on three sides, but with such a deep and wide formation most of the men were too far behind their comrades to fight. Their thick, deep column meant that less than ten percent of them, those on the outside, could actually fight.

The inexperienced Roman soldiers and officers were unable to change formations in the middle of the battle, and so they pushed harder. The apparent hope was to smash out the Gauls before the two flank attacks could have any effect. It was the worst decision they could have made, because continuing to push forward doomed the army.

Hannibal, having personally held back from the fighting, saw the Romans continue forward, and sent his light infantry around behind the tightly packed Roman formation. Fortunately for Hannibal, the heavy horsemen also returned at this point and attacked the rear of the Roman column. The triari, the back line of the Roman army, was forced to turn about and face the cavalry. This stopped the forward movement of the entire army. The Roman army was surrounded, most of its men packed into the center and unable to fight, its superior numbers wasted and everyone trapped. What followed was a slaughter. Of the more than fifty thousand men who marched down from the hills under Varro, less than ten thousand, perhaps as few as three thousand, survived.

So how did the Romans lose this battle? It started with a system that allowed Varro, a politician with no military experience and a personal agenda, to command Rome’s only major field army. In addition, they fought the battle on terrain that definitely worked in Hannibal’s favor, allowing his cavalry to be used to its full advantage. Plus, they chose arguably the worst possible formation to make use of their better infantry and greater numbers. There were no tactics, much less any finesse, to the Roman movements once the battle started. They simply formed up in what resembled a giant phalanx and pushed forward, allowing a smaller army to completely surround them.

Rome survived, which must have amazed Hannibal, and Varro actually showed great courage and presence over the next few days while rallying the remnants of his army. Then, in 204 BC, Scipio Africanus and yet another Roman army defeated the last of those veteran African and Spanish soldiers who had enveloped the Romans at Cannae in a battle near Carthage itself. The city and empire of Carthage surrendered and the second Punic War ended.

There is no question that Hannibal was a genius, perhaps one of the greatest commanders in history. But at Cannae he had a lot of help. There was the split in command that made no military sense, and this put in control an inexperienced commander who used unimaginative tactics. Then Varro’s movement into the valley ensured that they fought on the opponent’s battlefield and terrain of choice. Any one of these command errors could cause the loss of a battle. Finally, neither Varro nor any of the Roman commanders seems to have reacted in any way to the Carthaginian change in formation or flank attacks. Together these mistakes created what may well have been the most one-sided military defeat in all history.









THE BATTLE OF CARRHAE

Parthia, 53 BC

BILL FAWCETT



There is little to question about the motives that drove Marcus Crassus to one of the worst defeats in Roman history. He was one of the Triumvirate, three equal leaders who ruled Rome jointly. The other two members were Gaius Julius Caesar and Gnaeus Pompeius (Pompey), already known because of his many military victories as Magnus the Great. Crassus was the richest man in Rome, which was the wealthiest city in the world. But more than wealth, Romans valued power and prestige. Neither the Senate nor his fellow triumvirs wanted a war with Parthia, located mostly in present-day Turkey. There was a neutrality treaty between the countries, and Parthia had grown to as large an area as the semifeudal nobility could govern and was no real threat to Rome itself. But Crassus, even after leading the legions that defeated the slave rebellion of Spartacus, detested being in the shadow of both Caesar and Pompey. So he gathered a large army and set off to conquer Parthia.


The army Crassus formed looked, on paper, to be able to overwhelm Parthia. Marcus Crassus had seven legions (perhaps twenty thousand of the best infantry in the world), a thousand Gallic, and three thousand Asian light horsemen armed primarily with spears. Before leaving, he was joined by an additional six thousand lightly armored horsemen under the Roman ally Artabazus, the king of Armenia. This force was twice as large as the total of all Parthian forces. There was one major difference. Whereas the Roman force was primarily an infantry army with light cavalry supporting it, the Parthian armies were all comprised of cataphracts, heavily armored horsemen similar to medieval knights, riding horses also protected by armor (called barding). The bulk of the Parthian army consisted of horse archers. And these horse archers were equipped with a composite bow, one that fired an arrow farther and harder than any other type of bow—hard enough, the Romans found to their great consternation, to penetrate even the armor worn by the legionnaires.

Having decided his defeat of Spartacus made him a military genius on the same level as Caesar and Pompey, Crassus proceeded to ignore the advice of not only his local allies, but even the augeries of the priests, who were an integral part of every Roman army.

Crassus’s first bad decision was to pursue an unnecessary war, but his big mistake was how he went about it. Everyone seems to have advised him to take his infantry into Parthia by way of a chain of mountains and hills. This would have put the Parthian cavalry at a disadvantage, as they could neither form up nor charge effectively. But the desire for instant glory seems to have blinded Marcus Crassus to the risks of taking the faster route across the flat river valleys of Mesopotamia. His desire to do so was encouraged by the local leader of a kingdom on the border of Parthia, the chieftain Arimanes. Arimanes “reinforced” the Romans with nearly six thousand of his own horsemen. The local noble also assured Crassus that the Parthian army was already beaten and retreating at the mere rumor that the Roman commander was coming. Unknown to Crassus, Arimanes was actually allied to the Parthians and, when push came to shove, neither he nor his horsemen could be found. Crassus’s desire to take this desert route was reinforced by the fact that he would be able to add a few thousand more men to his army by picking them up from the border fort garrisons that lay along his chosen route—garrisons put there because the level terrain made it the obvious route for a Parthian cavalry to invade going the other way.

Convinced that he had to move into Parthia quickly or the entire Parthian army would escape, taking with it his bid for military glory, Crassus ordered the Roman army onto the perfect terrain for cavalry—terrain that was also the worst type possible for his infantry to meet a mobile foe on.

As the campaign started, Crassus felt his military genius was being proven again. Making a river crossing into hostile territory has always been hard, but by using the cover of a major thunderstorm, Crassus was able to cross the river that marked the border of Parthia without opposition and occupy the minor city of Teugama. His brilliance proven, to himself at least, Crassus never made another good decision.

In reaction to the Romans’ treaty-breaking invasion, the Parthian king, Orodes II, took half his army into Armenia to punish Artabazus for his assistance to the Romans. The other half of the Parthian army remained behind under the command of a noble named Surena, often called just Suren, who was also the head of one of the seven clans that shared power in Parthia. Accompanying Suren’s less than three thousand cataphracts were thousands of horse archers. It is likely that Suren was simply planning to slow down the Roman army in order to buy time for Orodes II to drive Armenia from the war and reunite the entire army for a final battle against the Romans.

So the Roman army sat near a river in a desert, and they needed only to follow this same river to eventually reach the two capitals of Parthia. But rather than follow the meandering river and take a few extra weeks to arrive at the capital, Crassus allowed himself to be convinced by Arimanes to take the “faster” route across country. He was told that this would enable him to reach the Parthian capitals before they could be reinforced. Nearly all of Crassus’s lieutenants advised against this, but he ordered them to march. At first things went well; the land near the river was lush and green, and the wells frequent. But as they pushed inland, the land turned to empty desert. After convincing Crassus to push into this waste even more quickly, Arimanes took his entire force away, promising to disrupt the “retreating” Parthians—supposedly to delay them so the Romans could have their battle, but more likely just to have a good laugh and collect his rewards.

The Roman commander then received a letter from Artabazus saying he could not send the rest of the army he had promised. Orodes II had invaded Armenia and all of Artabazus’s forces were needed to defend his own country. But this did not cause Crassus to hesitate. All he wanted was a fast and glorious victory, so that was all he saw. No argument by his second in command, Cassius, who later made the unkindest cut of Shakespearean fame, could sway the triumvir.

After several more thirsty days the Romans approached the town of Carrhae. Near it sat the half of the Parthian army that had remained behind and their commander, Suren. Crassus now went from being obstinately in command to indecisive. At first, he ordered a line formed with cavalry at each side, this being the classic Roman attack formation. But as the light Parthian horsemen swept easily around the flanks, he ordered the entire army into a large square. This change may have been necessary, but the square meant that the whole army was now barely able to move.

Suren is said to have prepared his cataphracts for a massive charge. Before it could start, he saw the depth of the Roman line and their numbers, and ordered the heavy horsemen to hold, presenting a constant threat that held the Roman army in its square formation. Instead of charging the square, Suren ordered his horse archers to begin firing into the static Roman force. It was an unpleasant surprise to the Romans that the Parthians’ arrows were delivered with enough force that they could penetrate the legionnaires’ armor. After an intense barrage, the fire slackened and the Romans took heart, knowing that a horseman could only carry a limited number of arrows. But their joy was short-lived, as Suren brought up camels carrying tens of thousands of additional arrows, and the arrow storm began again, continuing for hours.

When a large Parthian force appeared at the rear of the Roman square, Crassus ordered his son, Publius, to take the Gallic horsemen, his best cavalry, five hundred foot archers, and seven cohorts of infantry to drive off and destroy the smaller Parthian force. This force appeared to be comprised of mostly unarmored horse archers. The Parthian archers fled and Publius followed. When both forces were some distance from the main battle, the Parthians turned and charged into the Romans with what cataphracts accompanied them, while both Roman flanks were suddenly fired upon by the horse archers. The Gauls rode forward to meet the Parthian heavy cavalry, and discovered that their spears could not penetrate the cataphracts’ armor. In desperation they began to grab hold of the heavily armored Parthians’ lances, if they survived to do it, dragging both Gaul and Parthian to the ground. Missing your dive at the metal-tipped twelve-foot lance often meant being skewered by it, and most of the Gauls eventually were. Soon the Gauls and the light infantry tried another desperate measure to stop the heavily armored horsemen. They dived under the cataphracts’ horses to stab the animals where they weren’t protected. This was also a near-suicidal attack. As his position worsened, Publius sent his father a desperate request for reinforcements.

Before long, most of the remaining Gauls were on foot, and both flanks of the Roman detachment’s battle line were collapsing under the rain of arrows. Publius ordered the entire force to retreat to and form up on a small hill. Facing outward in every direction, they soon thwarted the cataphracts. The trouble was that a thick clump of men capping a single hill created a nearly ideal target for the horse archers. As his men fell around him, it became apparent no help was coming and Crassus’s son committed suicide. He chose the traditional manner and ordered his armor bearer to stab him. After Publius died, those who remained surrendered. The survivors numbered less than five hundred out of the force of four thousand that had marched out just a few hours earlier.

While Publius’s force was being slaughtered, Crassus was changing formation. With the pressure on the back of the Roman square gone, with all the Parthian cavalry off slaughtering Publius, Crassus ordered a return to an attack formation. When he received the message telling of his son’s
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