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‘The ultimate military purpose of war is the destruction of the enemy’s ability to fight and the will to fight.’

On War

General Carl von Clausewitz
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Introduction


‘In war, the morale is to the physical as three is to one.’

– Napoleon Bonaparte, after Austerlitz 1805



Night falls the same way on a Tuscan lakeshore, a riverbank in the woods of Virginia and a firelit sky above Tokyo Bay. The hour before battle has a smell – in earlier times, woodsmoke, oiled leather, hot rope; later, it is cordite and aviation fuel – that concentrates the mind as surely as a final prayer. Men have always taken stock then, counting their numbers, testing the edge on a blade or the breech of a rifle, searching a leader’s face for the look that says this day can be won. To the American aircrews on the Mariana Islands, their mission for what would become known as the ‘Great Tokyo Fire Raid’ seemed like a one-way mission. Sergeant William J. ‘Reb’ Carter remembered only four words: ‘Heavy losses are anticipated . . .’ What follows in the first minutes after dawn is rarely chaos. It is usually the opposite: a pattern laid down in advance – by a single imagining mind or by a culture’s ingrained habit of war – meeting the stubborn variability of weather, ground, fear, luck and the enemy. This book examines these patterns and focuses on pivotal moments that have influenced the course of military history.

Battle: The Moments that Transformed Warfare from Ancient Greece to Ukraine is an attempt to tell this vast story not through abstraction or dry generalisation, but through specific moments – the great battles we celebrate or commemorate where the currents of history met, clashed and redirected the fate of armies. Each example I have chosen rests on in-depth research, ranging from ancient chronicles to modern military records, a myriad of excellent publications and journals, as well as visiting, where possible, some of the battlefields described in these pages.

It’s easy to label a battle ‘great’; harder to prove it earned the term. The criteria I have used here is not simply selecting the biggest and the most famous. Far from it. The narrative of Battle asks whether a fight altered the direction of a war or a campaign; whether it proved to be a genuine hinge – strategic, political or technological – on which later events turned. Opinions will differ; they always do. National perspectives or personal enthusiasm for certain eras have a way of skewing lists; yet my ambition is to make the case with evidence rather than awe, and to show that the title ‘greatest’ must be corroborated by consequence. There is a temptation to fall in love with spectacle – cavalry glittering on a ridge line, fleets like floating cities – but spectacle is the least trustworthy witness in history, and the quickest to undermine accuracy.

Across three millennia the tools and distances of fighting have changed beyond recognition. The bow extended the killing range and reshaped battle lines; gunpowder taught armies to harness chemical energy into disciplined firepower; steel and oil put mobility and protection into iron vehicles; airframes and engines lifted combat above the map grid; radar made the invisible visible; computing has rendered information a weapon no less lethal than a bullet, and drones dominate our news cycle. Tactics, kit and supply lines matter only if they sustain morale – the lifeblood of any army – and if a commander can persuade tired, frightened troops to do hard things in bad places, repeatedly until the job is done. Numbers on paper, meanwhile, are promises that must be kept by food, cartridges, fuel and the willingness to hold ground a little longer than the other side.

Morale is not noise and flag-waving. It is the quiet discipline to keep formation when the horizon darkens with horse; to reload in Flanders mud when the machine gun will not pause; to hold a staircase in a freezing Russian factory while the roof comes down. Julius Caesar’s legions at Alesia in 52 BCE did not merely outfight a coalition that far outnumbered them – they believed their works, their training and their general would hold, even when surrounded by enemies inside and out. That conviction – of a system and a leader – turned numbers into a flawed metric. Two thousand years later, on the Volga, the Red Army employed the same cruel arithmetic in the ruins of Stalingrad in 1942–3. The city was a slaughterhouse, yet it taught Soviet soldiers that the blitzkrieg could be halted and then broken, room by room, stairwell by stairwell. When the snow finally sealed the Wehrmacht’s premier formation, the Sixth Army, into its pocket, it was not only the German order of battle that had been destroyed – it was also the aura of Nazi invincibility that had gone ahead of it.

Morale, of course, is vital. As is discipline. A long apprenticeship in drill that becomes second nature. It can also be personal – a single figure who can make exhausted men square their shoulders and go again. Sometimes it is simply the knowledge that the wagons will arrive when they’re meant to, that the next volley will not be the last, that the river crossing behind you is still held. And it can break, suddenly. At Isandlwana in 1879, the British belief in their own invulnerability punctured like a drum skin; at Sedan in 1940, allied units that had never seen a Stuka up close learned how terror can move faster than any tank. Belief can quickly fragment if not monitored.

Leadership is therefore essential; a quality measured in the clarity of decisions taken at speed and under pressure. The best commanders respect pressure without being paralysed by it; they accept risk when it is necessary and refuse it when it is mere bravado. Lord Vice-Admiral Horatio Nelson – a man as susceptible to anxiety and exhaustion as any sailor – confronted both his failing body and the fog of war as his fleet sailed towards Trafalgar in 1805, with a plan that cut across habit. He would not drift parallel to the enemy and trade broadsides; he would split his force into two spearheads and drive at the heart and rear of the Franco–Spanish line, smashing cohesion before help could come. It was a simple geometry that depended on timing and nerve, exposing the bows of his ships to murderous raking fire but promising decisive effect and allowing a smaller fleet to bring local superiority to bear. He chose to lead from the front because leadership is partly theatre: a way of telling men that the worst of it will not be delegated. His order that went up at 11.45 – ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’ – was not inspiration in isolation; it drew strength from days of careful preparation and from the trust his captains had in the man who sent it.

But as I will argue, it can misfire just as decisively. In the tangle of the Virginia wilderness in 1863, Major General Joseph Hooker began the Chancellorsville campaign buoyed by numbers, only to flinch at the key moment. Faced with the Confederate genius that was Robert E. Lee, who divided his smaller army again in the face of superior forces, Hooker ceded the initiative, surrendered high ground and allowed Stonewall Jackson’s corps to march unseen to his flank. What followed was a sledgehammer blow that sent the Federal line reeling – before darkness saved it from total collapse. The Confederates’ triumph was costly – Jackson was mortally wounded by his own pickets – but the lesson stands: leadership is less about slogans than about keeping your nerve while the map turns strange and the enemy refuses to do what he’s told.

At other times leadership is a refusal. Fabius Maximus, mocked as the ‘Delayer’, saved Rome with a policy of harassment and denial after the catastrophic loss of its legions at Lake Trasimene in 217 BCE. He achieved it by not doing the one thing every Roman senator and citizen demanded – fight Hannibal now. Instead, he held back, protected the capital and ensured the great Carthaginian general was forced instead to plunder as best he could. He had gained a victory at Trasimene, but his strategic objective of bringing his enemy to the peace table to ensure Carthage’s survival was fatally flawed.

Innovation in tactics and technology is not constant progress so much as a series of jolts: an old method suddenly becomes untenable because someone, somewhere, chooses to do a new thing with existing tools – or no matter if they are outgunned or outnumbered. At Agincourt in 1415, the English longbow and a treacherous field turned French numbers into liability; at Marston Moor in 1644, Parliament’s disciplined cavalry tactics won the day; at Lepanto in 1571, long-range gunnery and fire control tore the heart out of the supremely powerful Ottoman fleet; over southern England in 1940, radar knitted with fighter control to multiply the lethality of the Royal Air Force.

Innovation may be found not in the weapon but in the ways it is used. When Major General Curtis LeMay stripped his B-29 bombers of defensive guns, dropped to low altitude and turned Tokyo into a grid fire in March 1945, he married aircraft design, incendiary chemistry and ruthless tactical adaptation into a single horrifying effect. Sixteen square miles of the Japanese capital vanished in a night, hundreds of thousands were killed or made homeless, war production was crippled.

Innovation often looks – at first – like folly. The first use of shock ‘Storm Troops’ by Germany on the Western Front in 1918 seemed a miracle before they exhausted themselves and outran their logistic support; within two decades German military leaders had perfected the coordination of combined arms: artillery, infantry and aircraft. The English adopted ‘indirect’ naval gunnery (firing at enemy ships that were beyond the direct line of sight) but when the mathematics settled, the horizon ceased to be a limit. Even the bayonet, declared useless against fortified positions, became a vital psychological weapon in places no one imagined it could matter, such as Rorke’s Drift. New tools demand new habits, and armies are slow learners until fear forces their homework to be done.

Subterfuge wears many uniforms. Sometimes it is the camouflage jacket and a decoy tank; at other times nothing more elaborate than a curve of land and the patience to let a pursuer overreach. Hannibal Barca had neither the numbers nor the supply train to duel Rome on Rome’s terms. What he had was an eye for ground – and a gift for concealment. Marching along the northern shores of Lake Trasimene, he saw the natural amphitheatre that could turn Roman momentum into its own trap. He let the consul Flaminius chase him; fixed the enemy’s attention on the column before them, then loosed his hidden wings from the hills. As mist and panic thickened between water and reed bank, the advantage of discipline evaporated. It was not simply an ambush; it was brutally efficient choreography.

Subterfuge can create grand theatre, too. The Allied deception before D-Day in 1944, from phantom armies to double agents, manufactured a false reality that persisted long after boots hit Normandy. At Yorktown in 1781, General George Washington and his French ally Lieutenant General Comte de Rochambeau marched and countermarched until the besieged British garrison believed a mirage, then closed the jaws with a French fleet led by Admiral Comte de Grasse. The Soviets gave this art a doctrine – ‘maskirovka’ – mixing radio silence, feints, dummy bridges and a blizzard of false reports. In 1944, while newspapers were thick with the allied success at Normandy, Operation Bagration acted as an armoured tsunami against Germany’s Army Group Centre that guarded any advance into central Europe. But, precisely because the true scale and axis of the blow had been successfully disguised until movement itself became proof, it was too late. It would end the war in eastern Europe far quicker than Operation Overlord would do in the west. The cleanest victories are won when the enemy realises the truth only as it breaks over him.

Timing and numbers are the physics of war. Napoleon at Austerlitz in 1805 taught future commanders how to read a map with a clock in hand: feint weakness, draw an enemy down from high ground and strike for the centre while his flanks are still marching. At Midway in June 1942, American dive-bombers arrived over Japanese carriers at the one minute when decks were cluttered with refuelling aircraft and open torpedo warmers, and when struck became funeral pyres. At Tenochtitlán in 1521, the fortunes of Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés were aided by his canny allegiances with enemies of the far more powerful Aztecs whom he would go on to defeat before he subjugated and destroyed a whole civilisation.

My choices in these pages are eclectic by design. Some are set-piece engagements where the result was brutally clear by evening’s end; others shaped the outcome of longer struggles by eroding the enemy’s options. A few are remembered chiefly for a technological turning point – the first true battle of radar, the moment a tank became the point of the spear – but even those are presented not as museum pieces but as living tests of adaptation. It is easy to collect ‘firsts’; it is more useful to watch how professionals and conscripts, generals and privates, tried to make sense of the ‘first’ while shells were landing around them.

The method throughout is straightforward. Wherever possible, each entry is anchored in testimony: the voices of the people who were there. From the earliest Greek accounts through Roman commentators and the chroniclers who followed, into the rich paper trail of diaries, letters, official orders and news reports of modern warfare. The aim is not merely to reconstruct movement on a map, but to translate fear, resolve, confusion and relief into a story that explains why this unit turned and not that one, why this slope mattered and that hedge did not, and how the feel of a weapon in the hand changed the choice a soldier made.

The cast ranges widely. You will find Greek hoplites locking shields on a dusty plain; Macedonian companions breaking a king’s centre; a Chinese warlord’s rowers blistering their palms to drive a ram home; Swedish musketeers biting cartridges with blackened teeth; parliamentary dragoons pulling up short in a Yorkshire hedgerow to deliver a volley into royalist troops; American engineers tunnelling their way towards British defensive positions in the War of Independence; French paratroopers trapped in their valley forts desperately seeking cover from North Vietnamese artillery barrages. Their stories intersect even when centuries apart. A British radar plotter tracing an incoming German raid would have recognised the value of an Athenian scout watching for the shift of wind in a narrow strait – information translated into fresh orders that brought victory.

This attention to detail serves a broader purpose. It allows us to see that ‘morale’ is not simply courage and that ‘leadership’ is not simply charisma. It shows why ‘innovation’ is as often something borrowed or stolen as it is invented; why ‘subterfuge’ most often looks like good staff work rather than derring-do; and why ‘timing and numbers’ are where theory meets the stubborn arithmetic of supply and exhaustion. Consider Nelson again. His conference aboard HMS Victory did not end with a flourish and a toast; it resulted in a schematic, the division of his fleet into ‘Lee’ and ‘Windward’ columns and the instruction to break the enemy where support would be slowest. It also resulted in a decision to be seen – choosing to fight in the biggest ships not merely for weight of shot but to show his men that the risk was shared. In retrospect the decisions look inevitable; at the time they were wagers on wind, skill and the hope in an enemy’s error.

Consider the other viewpoint: a victory that reveals its price even as the shouting rises. The Vietnamese secured a stunning propaganda victory with the Tet Offensive of 1968, as images of fighting in the streets of Saigon and the attack on the US Embassy shattered the American public’s confidence, yet the price the Vietnamese paid was immense: tens of thousands of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops were killed or captured, their clandestine networks in the South were severely weakened, and the offensive left them militarily depleted. Great leadership sees the ground and takes the chance; great leadership also knows when the currency has been spent too freely. The Vietnamese leadership – particularly General Võ Nguyên Giáp and the politburo in Hanoi – concluded that the cost in manpower was unsustainable and shifted their tactics back towards a more cautious, protracted struggle of guerrilla warfare, relying on attrition and the erosion of US public will rather than risking the destruction of their fighting forces in head-on battles.

Battle is unavoidably written against a contemporary backdrop. To read of sieges is to think of cities in our news right now, such as Gaza and Kyiv; to trace a supply route on a 1944 map is to understand why today’s generals obsess over depots and railheads and, yes, to relieve a city under threat of famine. When a drone swarm sinks a Russian warship in the Black Sea or threatens oil tankers in the Straits of Hormuz, it is not a break with the past but a continuation of a story that runs through Spanish galleys set alight in the English Channel four centuries ago. War renews itself not because men are unimaginative but because they are inventive, and because states insist – sometimes with reason, sometimes with hubris – that certain objectives are worth the cost. To make sense of that insistence, and to challenge it where it rests on myth, we return to the places where myth is born: the battles whose names are handed down as either cautionary tale or to celebrate.

What, then, should you, the reader, expect from this book? Not an encyclopaedia, but a guided tour of decisive moments. Gaugamela in 331 BCE is here because it shows the combination of training, deception and shock that allowed Alexander the Great’s army to break a far larger Persian one; the Teutoburg Forest in 9 CE because it reveals how deadly and repeated coordinated attacks can dissolve a Roman legion beneath trees; Red Cliffs in 208 CE because naval war on a river can tilt the destiny of an empire; the Siege of Malta in 1565 because a garrison’s endurance – and a single leader’s will – can hold back a seemingly overwhelming tide; Blenheim in 1704 and Austerlitz in 1805 because timing and concentration can smash alliances; Trafalgar because tactical clarity can reorder oceans; Verdun in 1916 because morale, once galvanised, can overcome the odds; Zama in 202 BCE and Kaiserschlact in 1918 because adaptation in the face of a feared weapon – elephants in one age, Storm Troops in another – turns shock into opportunity; the Battle of Britain because technology, integrated with doctrine, can decide theatres; Tokyo because the marriage of machine and method can terrorise a nation; Bagration because the orchestration of scale and surprise can erase an enemy’s secure defences in an instant.

Finally, a word about tone. I have steered away from romanticising or moralising. My narrative begins with Clausewitz’s hard truth – that the purpose of war, for the soldier, is to break the enemy’s ability and will to fight – and it asks what, in specific circumstances, made that happen: who planned well and who did not; which weapons favoured which formation; whether courage, cunning or the calendar proved decisive; and where the costs were borne. If this sometimes has my narrative focusing on a supply column stalling on a muddy road or towards a misread signal flag, so much the better. As far as my research has informed me, battles are not chess problems solved by lone geniuses; they are human-engineered systems failing, surviving or overcoming under stress of combat.

War is never truly finished. It leaves a trail – in borders redrawn, in monuments raised, in gaps on a family tree. One just has to look at the destruction in the Gaza Strip, the boiling pot that is Kashmir, the fighting in Ukraine or the tension in Iran to see that. The battles in this book are not frozen museum pieces. They are living artefacts, reinterpreted in each generation’s wars, lessons mined and sometimes misapplied by the planners and politicians of a later age. Hannibal’s perfect ambush at Lake Trasimene appears in staff colleges and field manuals; Gustavus Adolphus reinventing mobile warfare with combined arms during the Thirty Years’ War; Sepp Dietrich’s panzers in the Ardennes informs doctrine on concentration of force; the deception that opened the Yom Kippur War can be studied by cyber units planning how to blind a network before they breach it. What binds my selections is not general interest but the recognition that these fundamental elements – morale, leadership, innovation, subterfuge, timing and numbers – remain the scaffolding on which every fight is built.

If there is a bias here from my thoughts and conclusions, it’s for adhering to the words of the Prussian military strategist Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, ‘No plan survives first contact with the enemy.’ Above all, it is for the threads I have chosen that run through it all. The age, the uniforms, the weapons change – of course they do, and they must – the questions, however, do not. To chart this evolution is to understand not only how battles were fought, but how history itself was made. Of course my choices are subjective, but I believe they represent a platform for you to go and do your own journey into this incredibly complex and captivating subject.

Iain MacGregor (FRHistS) London,
May 2026




PART I

Morale




Marathon, 490 BCE

When citizen soldiers turned the tide of empire


‘The trophy of Marathon will never grow old.’

– Plutarch1



Mentioning the Battle of Marathon automatically conjures up a vision of a weary, sweating athlete, crossing the line of the eponymous endurance race, on the verge of exhaustion and exuding a mixture of relief and elation. Whether it be in Boston, London, Paris or Tokyo, the marathon is now a global phenomenon whose distance of 26.2 miles (42.2 kilometres) is internationally established with world records set for both sexes (for both disabled and non-disabled people) and huge prize money at stake.

This peacetime event, as most of us know, has a significant military lineage that stretches back to ancient Greece and the cradle of western civilisation that was threatened by a powerful adversary to the east – Persia – in the fifth century BCE. It would culminate in the historic battle dated to 490 BCE (probably August), between the city state of Athens and its Greek allies, on the vast plains of Marathon, bordering the eastern coast of the Attic Peninsula.2 Following this surprising victory, the later legend would recount how the Athenian messenger Philippides3 ran from the plain and did not stop until he had reached the gates of Athens to give news to its leaders of the Athenian victory. Upon doing so, he abruptly collapsed and died of heat exhaustion. As a story, it cannot be beaten; yet, as a metaphor for Greek perseverance and risk-taking, in sealing a remarkable victory, it is apt.

In the high summer of that year, Athens, like Greece itself, was a city gripped by fear. A Persian army had arrived at its door on the nearby bay near the town of Marathon. It had been sent on the command of Darius I, the ‘King of the Eastern World’. His planned offensive was not to just punish an errant neighbour, whose forces were regularly attacking his ships and forward bases, but to destroy them once and for all. History records Darius as a benign autocrat of the Achaemenids, the first transcontinental empire in ancient history, that stretched from northwest India, through modern-day Iran and Iraq, across Anatolia and up to the shores of the Aegean Sea.

Darius ruled over dozens of vassal states and ethnic groups. He could be generous and trusting to those peoples who accepted Persian rule, but on the other hand, capable of a barbaric cruelty to those who stood up to him. Under the rule of his father Cyrus the Great, Persian armed forces, which had previously been based around the levy system known as the kara,4 were replaced by a standing army of primarily conscripts known as the spada. Organisation of the Persian army of infantry, archers and cavalry was traditionally understood to have been organised around the decimal system. The Greeks when facing at least 10,000 Persians, labelled them a ‘myriad’. The entire army was usually led by a trusted noble, close to the monarch. Famously, the elite shock troops, the trusted 10,000-strong bodyguard of the king, were the Immortals.5 Training to join the army began at fifteen years of age, and as early as five years for the sons of the Persian nobility who would be expected to command units.

To see Darius’s army on the march must have been a dazzling and somewhat intimidating sight. The Greek historian Herodotus lived under Persian rule and would have seen them many times and recorded the make-up of the army on the march. Each major unit was identified by different coloured uniforms of purple, yellow and blue. The Immortals wore distinctive felt caps (tiaras), brightly coloured sleeved tunics over shirts and trousers, and impressive ornamental protective gear. As an elite unit they were given the best equipment, carrying wicker shields, bows, quivers and arrows, long spears decorated with either a silver or gold knob, and daggers.6 This army had not only cemented Darius’s position as king of the empire his father had bequeathed him, but had expanded it towards Greece. The Persian formula for war and conquest to be followed by a seamless transition of bringing their defeated enemy into the empire had worked successfully up until this point. The Greek city states, however, would become grit in this smooth machinery of administrative rule.

The Athenians had meddled in foreign affairs for the past several years, encouraging dissent and open rebellion by Greek regions and the Ionian cities of Miletus, Ephesus and Sardis under the rule of Darius in Asia Minor, which bristled at the heavy taxation and one-sided trade agreements forced upon
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A citizen army’s unexpected victory proved that imperial power could be defeated by resolve and cohesion. From Hutchinson’s History of the Nations, published 1915.
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