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  To the memory of two women: 

Christine de Pizan, the first woman to make a living by her pen, who in 1410 published a treatise on arms and fortifications; 

and Marie von Clausewitz, who worked as a researcher and editor on her husband’s landmark book On War, and who brought the project to completion and publication after his death. 








  
  Introduction


So you want to write a fantasy battle. And you’re feeling a little bit intimidated. 
You don’t know a lot about military tactics. You couldn’t tell a mangonel from a trebuchet even if your fief depended on it. You’re no good at chess. You’re not the kind of person who cares deeply about tanks. And, you’d try to learn something, but either you just don’t get on well with non-fiction, or you haven’t a clue where to start. The internet is full of neckbeards who will laugh you to scorn for your uphill heavy cavalry charge, but, fingers crossed, they’re never going to read your book. You asked your cover artist to put a princess on the front, with a sword and a pretty dress, specifically to warn them off.
All the same, you’ve got this big battle scene coming up at the end of the book, where the princess, the dark wizard, and the trusted allies are finally going to team up to defeat the real bad guys. It’s going to be epic. It’s going to be magical. It’s going to be…what, exactly?
You have no idea what needs to happen. How does a battle get fought? 
Yep. We’ve all been there. I assure you that none of us emerge from the womb with an instinctive knowledge of battle tactics. We all have to start somewhere, and that’s why I’ve written this little book.
My goal is to be short, easy to read, and give you just enough information to tackle that battle scene with confidence, and with an idea of where to go looking for more if you need it. First, though, I want to reassure you that if I can understand these things, then you can, too. 
I knew basically nothing about military tactics ten years ago, when I decided that I wanted to write a historical fantasy based on the two hundred year history of the medieval crusader states. I wasn’t even particularly interested in military tactics at the time, but it turns out that if you spend the best part of a decade obsessively reading and trying to understand medieval history, especially the bits with wars in…well, you end up picking up quite a lot of information on military matters. And then you end up liking it for its own sake.
And then, one fine February day, a dictator in another hemisphere decides it’d be cool to invade a neighbouring country. As the largest-scale land war of your lifetime unfolds amidst unspeakable horror and destruction, you begin to realise just how much of what you know about medieval warfare is still true, to some extent, today.
Not everyone has the same experience as I have. Many people undoubtedly have more. In the interests of full disclosure, I have neither a history degree nor any formal military training. My expertise, such as it is, is closely focused on warfare during the high middle ages, approximately AD 1000-1300, and I’m weak on post-industrial warfare. Since this is a short book, it will also contain a number of wild generalisations, to say nothing of gaps—I've spent very little time discussing either siege or urban warfare, for instance. 
(Another area that I will not be discussing in this book is that of wound care, field hospitals, and camp hygiene in medieval camps and on medieval battlefields. For information on these topics, please consult Piers D. Mitchell’s book Medicine in the Crusades: Warfare, Wounds, and the Medieval Surgeon, which is thoroughly readable and engaging.)
All this is to say that by far the best way to learn anything about this topic is not to stop with this book, but to go on and read some resources from people who actually know what they’re talking about. 
The two books on medieval military history that have taught me the most are John France’s Western Warfare in the Age of the Crusades, 1000–1300, and Victory in the East: A Military History of the First Crusade. Both of those books are available for loan on the Internet Archive. I can also suggest The Origins of War: From the Stone Age to Alexander the Great by Arther Ferrill if you’re working with a more ancient, Bronze-Age style of warfare.
There are also classic works on military tactics which have influenced real battles throughout history. De Rei Militari is a Roman treatise, by Vegetius, which was highly influential through late antiquity and the Middle Ages. A more recent work is On War by Carl von Clausewitz, first published in 1832 and still extremely influential today. From the twentieth century, two standard works are Strategy by BH Liddell Hart and Military Misfortunes by Cohen and Gooch. I have to admit that to date I have read only the last of these. (And it was fascinating!)
Most of what I’ve included in this book is based on my study of individual battles, mostly from the crusades. A familiarity with real battles is going to be invaluable, and the reason is simple: every battle is absolutely unique. Each and every battle that has ever been, has been fought for different reasons, on different terrain, with different weapons, under different weather conditions, with different commanders making different gambles and different mistakes. It is by studying individual battles that you’ll truly begin to comprehend the diversity of what can happen in war. For this purpose, I would strongly recommend familiarising yourself with the Osprey Campaign series. This series contains 391 works by military historians, and while I haven’t read a lot of them, every single one I have read has been invaluable. They are short books, full of detailed illustrations and pretty diagrams, providing scholarly yet readable accounts of battles from all across history. If you’re writing a fantasy battle with, say, a medieval-style setting, you could do much worse than look up a few of the Osprey Campaign books about medieval battles and familiarise yourself with the contents.
That said, while all battles are unique, there are also some basic principles that tend to remain the same across time and space—and will also apply to your fantasy battles, since your magical elements will naturally correspond to some element of real-world warfare. This little book is intended to tell you about these points of commonality. 
Let’s begin—but not with the battle itself. First, we’ll need to back up a bit and lay some foundations.






  
  Societies at War


Not all societies and cultures are the same as each other, and certainly they don’t all resemble modern Australian (or UK, or American) culture. Their beliefs, technology, resources, and economies may all be radically different, and all of these things will have an impact on how they make war. As you plan your fantasy, you’ll need to spend some time thinking about the different ways that your fantasy culture’s worldbuilding will matter for your battle scenes. 
For instance, here are some examples from real history.
During the Middle Ages, the way the Italian merchant cities like Venice, Pisa, and Genoa made war was quite different to the way that the feudal lords of northwestern Europe made war. In northwestern Europe—specifically France, England, and Germany—the economy was mostly land-based. Agriculture was the source of wealth. Technology moved very slowly, making it impractical to increase the land’s yield in that way. As a result, if you wanted to get richer, you had to expand the amount of land whose resources you could exploit. As a result, petty warfare between landowners became endemic. People were constantly carrying out small-scale raids to weaken their neighbours’ control of their land, while building castles to consolidate their own control of their own land.
In the Italian trading cities, however, the source of wealth was quite different. Access to the Mediterranean Sea meant merchants could travel far and wide, buying African gold, Syrian glass, and Byzantine silk—then bring it to the Italian ports from whence it would make the long journey through the mountains to the hungry markets of northwestern Europe. Foodstuffs, slaves, and livestock could then be brought back to the trading ports and set out on their way to markets around the Mediterranean. Expanding your wealth was therefore about expanding your trade, not your land. As a result, rather than owning tracts of land dotted with formidable castles, Italian nobles lived together in luxury in their own cities in unfortified villas. Economic realities made it profitable for them to work together with their neighbours rather than to be constantly squabbling. When they did go to war, it was usually a naval war rather than a land war. It was usually a war with one of the other big trading cities—like the thirteenth-century War of St Sabas, which pitted Venice and Pisa against Genoa and was fought all around the Mediterranean for decades. And the prize was not land—it was trading rights and quarters in the big trading cities: Alexandria, Acre, Constantinople, and others. 
Since war was of primary importance to northwestern Europe, being the main way of increasing wealth, the lords of northwestern Europe were all trained as warriors from an early age. But since the main way to increase wealth in Italy was trade, a noble’s primary occupation would be as a merchant, not a warrior. So, in Italy warriors became specialised and monetised. As the middle ages gave way to the Renaissance, land wars in Italy were fought by mercenaries, or condottieres. Whole armies would hire themselves out to whoever could afford to employ them, often changing sides whenever the money ran out. Two cities could go to war and never put any of their own men on the battlefield. Not only that, but the mercenaries had little incentive to die or be killed for their employers. What they were motivated to do was to earn money—and one of the most profitable ways to fight a battle was to capture as many of the opposing army’s warriors as you could, then hold them to ransom. Some battles were almost entirely bloodless, determined by how many prisoners could be captured by either side. 
Another society that fought quite differently to the feudal lords of northwestern Europe was the Byzantine Empire. Whenever these two cultures faced off on the battlefield, the French or Norman lords would shake their heads in disbelief. Their idea of honour was tied to warfare: you proved yourself respectable by fighting, bravely and often. This was not as important to the more pragmatic Byzantines. While everybody avoided pitched battle if they could help it, even the feudal knights of western Europe, the Byzantines considered it perfectly honourable to do so through deception and cunning. Whenever the Byzantine Empire was invaded, even at the height of its power, the emperor’s first instinct was often not to respond with armed force but with negotiators. Invading armies need to be supplied
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