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PREFACE

There are essentially two different ways to write history. One is to present it as a seamless whole, with the historian passing on knowledge and analysis as they must be. The second is to present to the reader the problems of understanding and explaining the past, making it clear that there is not one correct answer or approach, but rather a number of possible ‘takes’ on the past. In popular works, the former approach is adopted, largely, it appears, because of a view that readers do not wish to be introduced to problems.

In my view, this is unsatisfactory. First, for intellectual reasons, as there is no single history to be told. Second, because I believe that it is inappropriate for historians to talk down to their readers, imagining that people who can face the complexities of living, working and thinking in modern societies cannot grasp the complexities of analysing the past and would not be interested in doing so.

It is now far harder than it was a few years ago to write a history of war, illustrated or otherwise. There is one major reason: it is no longer satisfactory to take simply a Western approach to the subject, and to see the history of war essentially in terms of the development of European military systems and their spread and impact round the world. That this is the established approach can be clearly seen. The Cambridge Illustrated History of Warfare (1995), a first-rate work edited by Geoffrey Parker, has on the title page the addition ‘The Triumph of the West’ and accepts that it is ‘open to the charge of Eurocentrism’. The Oxford Illustrated History of Modern War (1997), edited by Charles Townshend, adopts a similar approach, essentially by defining modern war as Western warfare.

Reader expectation, marketing pressures, the availability of sources, and linguistic limitations all combine to push in the same direction, but I have tried in this work to devote more space to non-Western warfare than is customary. This serves two purposes. First, it throws much light on important aspects of military history, and, second, it offers a new context within which to judge Western developments. However, the broader geographical range exacerbates the standard authorial problems of choice of emphasis, balance between description and analysis, and deciding how best to explain change. Doubtless all these problems will emerge in the text that follows. In order to cover non-Western developments, it is necessary to mention more names and dates than some readers will be comfortable with, but it is important to introduce those interested in the history of war to the range and variety of military developments in the past. Hopefully, readers will be excited to be introduced to some subjects and areas that are new to them and will welcome the challenge of deciding how best they would have organised this topic. I would be very glad to hear from them.

I would like to thank the students I have taught at Exeter on undergraduate and postgraduate courses on the history of war for providing much of the stimulus to face this question. While writing this book, I benefited from the opportunity to develop ideas presented by lecturing to the Triangle Institute for Security Studies, the Near-East–South Asia Center for Strategic Studies, and the Oxford Conference in Education, as well as at Georgetown, High Point and Rutgers Universities, the Universities of Delaware, Maryland, North Carolina, and Tennessee, and for the United States Naval War College, College of Continuing Education, Strategy and Policy Division at Annapolis, Washington and Naples. Comments on earlier drafts by Simon Barton, David Braund, Richard Connell, John France, David Gates, Jan Glete, David Graff, Stewart Lone, Peter Lorge, Stephen Mitchell, Stephen Morillo, Michael Prestwich, John Rich and Everett Wheeler were most useful, but they are not responsible for such errors as remain. I would like to thank Christopher Feeney for commissioning this book and Paul Ingrams for proving an exemplary copy editor. It is a great pleasure to dedicate it to old friends.
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INTRODUCTION

What is the history of war? I know from teaching students and talking with others from a wide range of backgrounds that war today is generally seen as organised conflict waged by armed forces, and that the emphasis in any discussion, either of why one side prevailed or of how change occurred, is on weaponry. Indeed, mechanisation plays a major role in the modern concept of war. There is a focus on the capabilities of particular weapons and weapons systems, and a belief that progress stems from their improvement. This stress on the material culture of war can also be seen with discussion of earlier eras. Thus, with, for example, the Iron Age replacing the Bronze Age, the emphasis is on how the superior cutting power of iron and the relative ease of making iron weapons led to a change in civilisations.

Weaponry is certainly important, but, as we know from observing modern conflicts, such as the Vietnam War and the Russian attempt to dominate Afghanistan, it is not always the best armed that prevail. Indeed, war, seen as an attempt to impose will, involves more than victory in battle.

Yet to focus solely on battle for a moment, there is another problem stemming from the Western perception, namely the assumption that the ‘face of battle’, the essentials of war, are in some fashion timeless, as they involve men being willing to undergo the trial of combat. In practice, the understanding of loss and suffering, at both the level of ordinary soldiers and that of societies as a whole, is far more culturally conditioned than any emphasis on the sameness of battle might suggest. At the crudest of levels, the willingness to suffer losses varies, and this helps to determine both military success and differences in combat across the world in any one period. To contrast the willingness of the Western powers to suffer heavy losses in the two World Wars, especially the First, with their reluctance to do so subsequently, and also the different attitudes towards casualties of the Americans and the North Vietnamese in the Vietnam War, is to be aware of a situation that has a wider historical resonance. It is far from clear that variations and changes in these ‘cultural’ factors should play a smaller role in the history of war than weaponry. Morale remains the single most important factor in war.

The same is true of organisational issues: how troops were organised on the battlefield, the nature of force structures, and the organisation of societies for conflict. Instead of assuming that these were driven by weaponry, specifically how best to use weapons, and maybe also how to move and supply them, it is necessary to appreciate the autonomous character of organisational factors and their close linkage with social patterns and developments. A parallel case can be made with the causes of war. Looked at differently, armies and navies are organisations with objectives, and, in assessing their capability and effectiveness, it is necessary to consider how these objectives changed, and how far such changes created pressures for adaptation. In short, a demand-led account has to be set alongside the more familiar supply-side assessment that presents improvements in weaponry or increases in numbers without considering the wider context.

Territorial aggrandisement was an important theme in warfare, as was a related interest in preventing threatening developments in international relations. These encouraged an emphasis on particular types of force structure and military doctrine. But force was also frequently used to contain or suppress domestic disaffection, and this led to different requirements. It is necessary to move away from the notion of war as essentially a struggle between organised regular forces. Instead, it is pertinent to emphasise the role of irregular forces in warfare. Terrorism and guerrilla activities should be included in the discussion of military history.

Note on Dating

CE (Common Era) and BCE (Before Common Era) are used throughout this book. Those not familiar with the terms may read them as ‘AD’ and ‘BC’.


1

UNTIL THE CREATION OF THE

ISLAMIC WORLD

Any periodisation in military history is at once open to question. In this book, we depart from the standard Classical, Medieval, Early Modern, Late Modern divisions organised round events in European history, such as the onset of the Italian Wars in 1494, or the end of the Napoleonic Wars with the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, and, instead, search for periods of division first defined in terms of major developments in relations between parts of the world that stemmed from war, and, subsequently, in centuries, with the focus within them on these relations. The first section of this book thus closes with the movements of peoples that put pressure on settled societies in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries CE, culminating with the dramatic expansion of Islamic power that created a new world from the Atlantic to central Asia, a span of power that had not been matched by the great empires of antiquity, such as those of Macedonia under Alexander the Great, Han China or imperial Rome. Within this period, war was framed by the natural and human environment.

Fighting is not some result of the corruption of humankind by society: it is integral to human society. From the outset, humans competed with other animals, and fed and protected themselves as a result of these struggles. There was far less contrast between this and fighting other humans than in modern culture. Instead, the pattern in long-standing modern hunter-gatherer societies, such as those in Amazonia and New Guinea, indicates a situation that was formerly far more common. For example, among the Native population of North America, there appears to have been no sharp distinction between raiding other human groups and hunting animals. The two activities merged. In part, this may be because non-tribal members were not viewed as human beings, or at least as full persons. Although the context was very different, the treatment of enemies as beasts or as subhuman can also be seen in the case of some conflict by modern and earlier states. Sometimes the raising of this threshold is a necessary precursor to war. To return to the Natives of North America, it is very difficult to define what war meant to them. Instead, there was both ‘public’ warfare, in the form of conflict between tribes, and ‘private’ warfare, raids with no particular sanction, often designed to prove manhood, as well as hunting.

[image: Images]

Arch of Titus on the Forum in Rome. The commemoration of victory provides important clues to armies and warmaking in the ancient world, although it is also necessary to note the extent to which conventions about contents affected presentation. An inside relief shows the booty taken by Titus after the fall of Jerusalem on 8 September 70 CE. The Jewish revolt, which broke out in 66 CE, was a major challenge to the Roman position in the Middle East.
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Around the globe, hunter-gatherers became more successful and more dominant in the animal world in the prehistoric period. They made more successful weapons, especially composite tools – points and blades mounted in wood or bone hafts – which were developed in areas of early settlement, such as Israel, about 45,000 BCE. Bows and arrows, harpoons, and spear throwers were used in Europe from about 35,000 BCE, and Clovis points, made by chipping rocks into sharp, flat shapes in order to produce large stone points able to pierce the hides of mammoths, in North America from about 10,000 BCE. In some coastal areas, humans used boats, and the earliest evidence of their use relates to the migration from south-east Asia to Australia about 60,000 years ago.

Humans also had important physiological and social advantages over animals. They could perspire and move at the same time, a major advantage in both pursuit and flight. Their ability to communicate through language was also significant, as was being able to organise into groups, an important ability in hunting herds of megafauna (mastodons and mammoths). Learning processes helped to ensure that innovations spread and were improved. Humans were also able to develop their tools, testing the opportunities presented by stone, wood, bone, hide, antler, fire and clay to create weapons, shelters, and pottery. About 10,000 BCE, the Japanese, for example, began to use bows and arrows, which gave greater range and penetrative power than the spears and axes hitherto thrown at animals. Spears and arrows were originally stone-tipped.

The improvement in temperature at the close of the Ice Age further enhanced the situation for humans: the animals they hunted became more plentiful as it became warmer. Some animals also fell victim to humans: the megafauna were wiped out – in Europe by about 10,000 BCE and North America by about 9000 BCE – and humans were able to dominate the other animals. Some animals were domesticated, the first – dogs, in the Middle East – in about 11,000 BCE, while humans were increasingly able to confront other carnivores, such as bears and wolves, and to reduce the competition they posed for food as well as their threat to humans. The greater numbers of humans made possible by improved temperatures helped in raising their capability.

So also did the development of agriculture, as humans moved from harvesting wild cereals, which they did in the Middle East from at least 17,000 BCE, to cultivating crops. This became large-scale in western Asia and north China by about 7000 BCE, in Egypt by 6000 BCE, and in northern India and central Europe by 5000 BCE. The spread of agriculture accentuated the development of permanent settlements and led to important innovations in irrigation and in the processing and storage of food. Metalworking and trade both became important, as food surpluses made it possible for some workers to specialise in other tasks. This led to urbanisation, with cities, such as Uruk in Mesopotamia, developing from about 3500 BCE.

Economic development was linked to growing social organisation, not least the emergence of a powerful élite that provided political direction. States followed, Narmer uniting the towns along the lower Nile in about 3,100 BCE. Control and clashing interests encouraged the walling of settlements and large-scale conflict. In the north China plain in the third millennium BCE, walled settlements and metal weapons appeared.

At the same time, it is difficult to assess patterns of causation and change in the development of warfare. Archaeological evidence of conflict consists of weapons, defences and marks on human skeletons. This evidence is valuable, but does not explain the motives for conflict. Skeletal remains showing violence as a cause of death may indicate war, but may also indicate murder or feud. There has been debate about the propensity of early peoples for conflict, and about the extent to which this conflict was unlimited. Debate has focused on whether early warfare contained important limiting ‘ritual’ and symbolic elements.

The impact of the natural and human environment on warfare over subsequent millennia is apparent in a number of ways. For example, the possibilities that the horse brought for operational and tactical flexibility were denied to societies, such as those in the Americas and Australasia, that lacked the horse. The horse was the fundamental technology affecting patterns of warfare. Once horses were domesticated, a range of possibilities opened up to their riders for making military use of them. Long before the coming of stirrups, most of these possibilities had already been explored with success: the Scythians were feared archers and the Sarmatians had heavy cavalry.

More generally, the natural environment shaped force structures, military opportunities, and the way in which war was waged. Warfare was different in the tropical forested regions of Kerala in southern India and in south-east Asia, in which elephants were used, from the situation further north, in much of India and in China, in both of which, particularly in the plains of northern India and northern China, cavalry could play a major role, and thus lessen the impact of elephants. As far as naval power and conflict were concerned, there were also major differences framed by the natural environment. Inland seas, such as the Baltic, Black and Mediterranean, lacked the tidal range of oceans. Furthermore, the presence or absence of islands where water could be taken on was important to naval operations. There was also a major difference between coastlines that provided anchorages and supplies, and those that did not.

The human environment, more specifically the density of population and the nature of its economic, social and political organisation also greatly affected force structures and warfare. The natural and human environments combined to ensure a variety of military systems. The creation and development of specialised forces – those trained regulars under the control of ‘states’ that engage most attention in military history – for long occurred against the background of a world in which there was a general lack of such specialisation. Furthermore, such forces were also less frequently under ‘state’ control than today, because some units were mercenary bands prepared to change allegiance.

The paucity of state-directed regular forces, a very definite contrast to the last hundred years, owed much to the absence of powerful sovereign authority across much of the world. Instead, it is commonly more appropriate to think of tribal and feudal organisation, rather than a state-centric system. This, and the resulting diversity in the political background to military activity, was evidence of the vitality of different traditions, rather than an anachronistic and doomed resistance to the diffusion of a progressive model. In other words, ‘best practice’ varied, and was largely set by natural and human environments, rather than being some unitary concept dictated by weaponry and doctrine.

Diversity owed much to the environment: to the interaction of military capability and activity with environmental constraints and opportunities. This interaction was itself dynamic. Climate, vegetation and animal populations could, and did, change. For example, the domestication and use of horses spread. However, there were still constraints: horses could not be used in some areas, such as the tsetse-fly belt of Africa or the mountainous terrain of Norway; whereas in others, such as Hungary and Mongolia, cavalry could operate easily. When, in the First World War, horses were used in heavily infected areas in East Africa, the ‘equine wastage’ rate was 100 per cent per month.

In areas of developed state power, such as China, the Achaemenid Persian empire (c. 550–c. 330 BCE), and in republican and, even more so, in imperial Rome, state-controlled forces had a long history; whereas, elsewhere, they were created, or imposed, far more recently. Some early military powers could wield strong forces. Thanks to imperial power, the relatively low productivity of pre-nineteenth-century agrarian economies was not incompatible with large forces, while the constraints that primitive control and command technology and practices placed on centralisation did not prevent a considerable measure of organisational alignment over large areas, as in the case of the Inca empire in South America in the fifteenth century.

The size of some of these forces could be considerable. In China, in the Warring States period (403–221 BCE), improved weapons and the use of mass infantry formations led to some of the largest military engagements yet recorded, although the reliability of the literary sources that record very large armies and high casualties is in question. The legions (citizen regulars) of the Roman army at the beginning of the second century CE contained about 160,000 men, although there were also about 220,000 men in auxiliary regiments, as well as naval forces and tribal semi-irregulars. The Byzantine (Eastern Roman) empire had a total army size of about a third of a million in the mid-sixth century. There was also a navy. The army of Song China was maybe 1.25 million men strong by 1041.

These forces were based on sophisticated and wide-ranging systems for raising and supporting troops. Thus, in the Achaemenid Persian empire, land was granted in return for military service, graded as horse-land, bow-land and chariot-land according to what had to be provided. The information was recorded in a census maintained by army scribes. When personal service was not required, a tax had to be paid in silver, which thus gave the government the ability to move resources more easily. These resources could be employed to pay mercenaries and helped ensure that large armies could be fielded by the Persians, as in the unsuccessful invasions of Greece that were stopped by defeats at Marathon (490 BCE), Salamis (480 BCE) and Plataea (479 BCE). In 490, the Persian expeditionary force was less than 30,000 men strong, but for the Plataea campaign the Persians had about 200,000 men.

The situation in such empires was different to tribal warfare societies, where force was an expression of collective social power, rather than the authority of the state; although, in most states, warfare and force were also expressions of collective social power. The strength of states and cultures was indicated by the ability of many to survive conquest by tribal warfare societies. For example, conquests of China were not followed by the destruction of its society and culture. Instead, ‘barbarian’ conquerors, such as the Manchu in the seventeenth century, acculturated to the China they conquered. It can be argued that the Romans (who were not a tribal power) at least partially acculturated to the Greeks they conquered.

In states, notions and practices of service, duty and discipline combined in order to make military specialisation and hierarchy possible and effective. In tribal societies, in contrast, this process was challenged by customs and ideas that were more contractual and, in some respects, egalitarian. There was a conditionality of military behaviour in the steppe tribes of central Asia or the Native peoples of North America that was very different to patterns of military control in societies such as Ming China (1368–1644 CE) that had a more authoritarian political ideology and practice. Native American use of weapons and tactics allowed for more autonomy on the part of individual warriors than was the case with Chinese soldiers, although it is important not to underrate the role of organised tactics and discipline among Native Americans, certainly by the eighteenth century. More generally, the extent to which it is helpful to differentiate between state and pre-state warfare is a matter of debate.

The complex relationship and frequent conflict between settled states and native peoples (a distinction that is not always easy to draw) was not the sole dynamic in war and military organisation. There was also warfare between states. This was particularly intense in the Middle East where a number of cultures clashed from soon after the development of cities. Mesopotamia and Egypt supported a series of states, each of which sought to defeat local rivals and then to expand. The first empire in western Asia was founded in about 2300 BCE by Sargon, who united the city states of Sumer (southern Mesopotamia) and conquered neighbouring regions including Elam (south-west Persia) and south-eastern Anatolia. The empire collapsed, in large part due to an extended drought, and the Gutians took advantage of the resulting disorder. An empire based on the city of Ur followed (the Ur III Empire, c. 2111–c. 2004 BCE), and, later, the Babylonian empire of Hammurabi.

In the fifteenth century BCE, an expanding Egypt challenged the Mitanni empire of Mesopotamia for dominance of the region west of Mesopotamia proper, the climax being the dramatic, daring victory of Thutmosis III of Egypt over a Syrian coalition at Megiddo in about 1460 BCE. In the thirteenth century, however, Egypt had to give ground before a revitalised and expanding Hittite kingdom (based in Anatolia) that asserted its dominance in the Syrian region. There was another climax of sorts at Kadesh in about 1285 BCE, where Rameses II narrowly escaped defeat, despite his propagandist claim of victory. In about 1260, the two powers negotiated a treaty acknowledging Hittite expansion and establishing a zone of influence for the two kingdoms in the Syrian region. Further east, the Hittites had destroyed Babylon in a raid in 1596 BCE.

Both the Egyptians and the Hittites used bronze weapons. The Hittites’ precocious but very limited use of iron was not a significant factor at this stage. The Assyrians were the first to make systematic use of iron in military technology. The Egyptians also made good use of the bow. This itself was not a static weapon. The composite bow, in which the stave of wood is laminated, was first attested in the West in Mesopotamia in about 2200 BCE. Compound bows, made of more than one piece of wood glued together, a technique that provided greater force, followed. The combination of the compound bow with the light, two-wheeled chariot, beginning in the seventeenth century BCE in Egypt and the Middle East, has been seen by some commentators as a tactical revolution that ushered in mass confrontations of chariots carrying archers in the Later Bronze Age; although, at the same time, it is important to avoid a weapons-based determinism.

Egyptian forces were able to operate not only north into the Levant but also south into Nubia, which was conquered on several occasions, including in about 1965 BCE and c. 1492–1471 BCE, with the frontier established at the 4th Cataract on the Nile in c. 1446 BCE. The Egyptian army developed during the period. Impressions can be gained from temple carvings. These show a use of bowmen mounted on chariots as well as of infantry using swords, battle-axes and other cutting and hitting weapons.

Meanwhile, new weapons were developing in other areas, frequently as a result of their spread from regions in which they were already in use. Thus, in the Aegean, the spear began to be used in about 2000 BCE, while the sword developed during the Bronze Age, eventually becoming both a cutting and a thrusting weapon. Chariots were prominent in the Near East in the Middle and Late Bronze Age, while in Iron Age Britain (700 BCE – 50 CE), the powerful were buried with their chariot and spear. In China, the use of chariots, composite bows, and bronze-tipped spears and halberds developed in the second millennium BCE. In Japan, where bows played a major role, the compound bow was in use by about 300 BCE.

The Hittite empire disintegrated following attacks by the mysterious ‘Sea Peoples’ at the end of the Bronze Age in about 1200 BCE. This was an aspect of a more widespread collapse, also seen in the fall of Mycenaean Greece, Troy, and the Syrian and Canaanite cities, that appears to have been triggered partly by invaders and rebels, and the resulting crises in international trade and political control. This collapse marked the end of the Bronze Age and the entry of iron weapons.

A series of other empires based on conquest subsequently developed. The Kushites expanded north along the Nile valley into Egypt, all of which they controlled from the late eighth century BCE, and south into the central Sudan. The Assyrian empire, founded in 950 BCE, and greatly strengthened under Assurnasipal II (r. 883–859 BCE), conquered not only Mesopotamia, where Babylon was destroyed in 689 BCE, and Phoenicia – the coast of modern Lebanon – but also Egypt, creating the first empire to span from the Persian Gulf to the Nile: Memphis was captured in 671 BCE and Thebes in 663 BCE. The Assyrians had a large, well-organised army that was effective in both campaign and battle, and were particularly good with both siegecraft and cavalry. Assyrian military success came partly from their use of iron weapons (they were one of the first cultures to make the transition from bronze) and from their great ability to supply horses, on which their cavalry and prominent chariot corps depended. They had the first real cavalry and were notable for the first effective use of an army integrated with all arms. Success in siegecraft ensured that Assyrian advances, whether or not they led to battle, could not be resisted by remaining behind walls, as was often the case in warfare.

There was an element of holy war in Assyrian campaigning as they saw themselves spreading the domain and worship of their god Ashur. Their terroristic style of rule, which involved mass killings, torture and deportation, failed, however, because it bred hatred that fostered rebellions. The debilitating attempt to take and hold Egypt, the rebellion of the Babylonians, and the rise of the neighbouring Medes, who aligned with Babylon to destroy the Assyrian capital Nineveh in 612 BCE, were responsible for the downfall of Assyria. Seven years later, the armies of Babylonia and Media defeated those of Assyria and Egypt at Carchemish.
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Charioteer and Horse. Stone panel from the palace of Sargon II (745–705 BCE). Assyrian power spread under Sargon, with gains in Palestine, where the kingdom of Israel was conquered in 722–4 BCE, and Persia. The ability to supply horses, on which their cavalry and prominent chariot corps depended, was important to Assyrian success. They had the first real cavalry. (Heritage Image Partnership)
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Assyrian storming of an Egyptian city, from the military campaign of Assurbanipal against Egypt. His father, Esarhaddon (r. 680–69 BCE), the son of Sennacherib, conquered northern Egypt in 671–69 BCE. Assurbanipal campaigned further up the Nile, destroying Thebes in 663 BCE. Stone relief from the palace in Nineveh, showing archers playing a role for both attackers and defenders. (British Museum)
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Siege of the Jewish-held town of Lachish by Sennacherib, 701 BCE. Sennacherib (r. 704–681 BCE), the son of Sargon II, was an active ruler who destroyed Babylon in 689 and, in 701, unsuccessfully attacked Judah, the southerly of the two Jewish kingdoms, which had a capital at Jerusalem.
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Assyrian troops pursuing Arabs c. 645 BCE. Stone panel from the North Palace of Ashurbanipal in Nineveh. Cavalry, using spears or bows, camel-borne archers, infantry and charioteers are all depicted. The mobile Arabs posed a challenge to the control of neighbouring areas by established states.
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Assyrian archers. Bronze mountings from the door of the palace at Balawat (Yeni-Assur), Iraq, built under Salmaneser III, 859–824 BCE. (Istanbul Archaeological Museum)
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Assyrian assault on city with battering ram. Prominent role of archers on both sides. Success in siegecraft ensured that Assyrian advances could not be resisted simply by remaining behind walls. (British Museum)
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Assyrian troops from the period of Tiglathpileser III (744–727 BCE).

The subsequent Babylonian empire under Nebuchadnezzar II reached to Palestine, where Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 BCE, but it was overthrown in 539 BCE by a far more wide-ranging empire, that of the Persians under Cyrus the Great (r. 559–30). He had already defeated Croesus, King of Lydia in 547–546 BCE, allegedly in part by using camels to disconcert the opposing cavalry, extending his power to the Aegean. Cyrus was to be killed by the nomadic Massagetae when he campaigned into central Asia in 530 BCE, but his successor, Cambyses II, conquered Egypt in 525 BCE. The Persians were particularly effective in cavalry warfare and were also successful in siegecraft, a necessary skill if permanent gains were to be sought.
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To continue the familiar account entails discussing the warfare of Greece and its neighbours. This leads to a stress on the Greek innovation of the citizen hoplite soldier fighting in phalanx formations in pitched battles that helped settle disputes between Greek city states speedily so that agricultural life could be resumed. City states, with their distinctive citizen militias, undermine any straight polarity between tribal warfare societies and imperial states. This leads to a focus on the Persian failure to conquer Greece in 490 and 480–479. Thereafter, first Sparta, and then Athens, formed leagues of cities (in Athens’s case based on naval power), but were unable to convert these into durable empires. The attention then shifts to the rise of Macedon. The autonomy of the Greek city states was lost at the hands of the Macedonians with their larger phalanx and heavy cavalry, the key victory being Philip II’s triumph at Chaeronea in 338 over Thebes and Athens. His unity of purpose triumphed over the squabbling Greeks. Philip’s son Alexander the Great conquered the Persian empire from 334 BCE to his death in 323. The wars of Alexander’s successors in the Hellenistic period produced from c. 280 BCE a de facto balance of power between the successor kingdoms of Macedon (ruled by the Antigonids), Syria, including Iraq and Persia (Seleucids) and Egypt (Ptolemies), that was only disrupted by the incursion of Rome in 200 BCE, immediately following their defeat of Hannibal. Hellenistic warfare was characterised by the development of tendencies seen in Alexander’s campaigning, including the much greater use of siege warfare. Hellenistic armies relied on the different resource bases of the particular kingdoms, although their cores fought in a similar style. The familiar approach would culminate in the rise of Rome, not least its eventually successful struggle with Carthage for dominance of the middle and western Mediterranean in the Punic Wars (264–241 BCE, 218–202 BCE, and 149–146 BCE), and its conquest of Macedon and the Ptolemaic empire in Egypt.
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Alexander the Great defeating the Persians under Darius III at the battle of Issus (333 BCE), as depicted in a first-century (CE) Roman mosaic. This battle opened the way for Alexander to advance into Phoenicia, Palestine and Egypt, before he returned to Syria and turned east to defeat Darius at Gaugamela (331 BCE) near Nineveh, the decisive defeat of the Persian army.

These conflicts were indeed important, and provide a rich diet of famous generals and battles, such as Alexander’s victories at Issus (333 BCE) and Gaugamela (331 BCE), and Hannibal’s over the Romans at Trasimene (217 BCE) and Cannae (216 BCE), each of the battles won against larger armies. In addition, it is possible to recapture in some detail the organisation, tactics and weaponry of the Roman army and this encourages attention, not least because the military history of so much of the ancient world is obscure in comparison, including that of settled societies such as Phoenicia. Furthermore, Greece, Macedon and, even more, Rome helped frame the subsequent military imagination of Europeans; although the claim that Greek hoplites pioneered the Western way of war is overblown. Latin texts, such as those of Vegetius, were seen as providing valuable guides, and practices allegedly modelled on those of Rome enjoyed considerable prestige. This can be seen, for example, in sixteenth-century interest in Classical models, in Marshal Saxe’s idea in the 1730s and 1740s of reviving the legion, as well as in Napoleon’s search for iconographical validation in terms of Roman models, and in the German search, in their planning for what was to be the First World War, for a battle of annihilation to match Hannibal’s success over the Romans at Cannae. Ironically, like Hannibal, the Germans in the twentieth century proved adept at winning battles while losing the war.
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Hadrian’s Wall. By the early years of the second century CE, the Romans had abandoned their occupation of southern and central Scotland. Instead, they developed a frontier at the narrowest part of the island, the Tyne–Solway line. This was consolidated by the construction of Hadrian’s Wall from about 122.

[image: Images]

Water Trough and Watchtower, Hadrian’s Wall.

The Romans were particularly impressive, not only for the training and discipline that enabled them to march at a formidable rate, to deploy in a variety of planned formations, to perform complex manoeuvres on the battlefield and to manoeuvre effectively there, but also for the range of physical and military environments that they mastered; although in that, as in roadbuilding, they had been anticipated to a certain extent by the Persians. Having unified Italy, in campaigning that also entailed resistance to Celtic attack from the north, and to invasion in 280 BCE by Pyrrhus, King of Epirus in Greece, whose army included elephants, the Romans eventually triumphed in the Punic Wars, wide-ranging struggles that involved conflict in Italy, Sicily, Spain and North Africa – where, in 202 BCE, Scipio won a decisive victory over Hannibal at Zama. In the First Punic War, the Romans benefited from superior resources, and in the Second from the combination of greater manpower and Hannibal’s strategic mistakes.

Warfare with Carthage had obliged the Romans to build a fleet in the First Punic War in order to contest the waters off Sicily, although, in general, in the ancient world, naval power was mainly logistical and used for the projection of land forces. The adaptability shown in building up the navy, with the Romans literally copying the design of Carthaginian ships, was also shown in other aspects of Roman military development, including incorporating the infantry organisation of the Sammites, borrowing the javelins and sword types used by their enemies, and adopting Hannibal’s infantry and cavalry tactics. The large size of the army of republican Rome derived from their organisation of the peoples of Italy into various citizen and allied statuses, all of which were required to serve in the Roman army. Like the Han, the Romans believed in a mass army based on the adult males of the farming population. This provided huge reserves of manpower for use against Carthage.

Having defeated Hannibal, the Roman legionaries, with their short stabbing iron sword, heavy javelin and shield, fighting together shoulder-to-shoulder, were involved in conflict in Greece and further east. Rome became the leading power in the eastern Mediterranean, thanks to their ability to defeat the Macedonian phalanx of spearmen at Cynoscephalae (197 BCE) and, especially, Pydna (168 BCE). However, these battles were close-run things and it is unclear that the Roman legion was superior to the phalanx. Polybius’s claim to this effect was largely Roman propaganda aimed at discouraging further Greek revolts. The Greeks argued that the Romans had been lucky. In practice, the Romans had superior manpower, resources, willpower and organisation. It is noteworthy that legions changed to a phalanx formation in the late empire, largely in a response to barbarian cavalry and to a decline in the quality of manpower.

In the first century BCE, Mithridates, King of Pontus, the leading power in Anatolia, was defeated, while Julius Caesar conquered Gaul (France), and Egypt was annexed. In the following century, most of Britain, and much of the northern Balkans, were conquered, Dacia (modern Romania), followed in 101–6 CE; although the defeat of the Emperor Augustus’s army in Germany in 9 CE was a severe blow that encouraged caution on that frontier. Successive campaigns showed the range of Roman power and its offensive capability. For example, a stone bridge was built across the Danube to support operations in Dacia. In 116 CE, the Emperor Trajan (r. 98–117) advanced as far as the Persian Gulf, having overcome Armenia and Parthia, but he was soon faced by serious revolts. Southern Mesopotamia was held only till 117, when a Parthian client king was installed.

Trajan’s Parthian war demonstrated Rome’s offensive capability, but also its lack of staying power east of the Euphrates. The war exposed Rome’s over-extension, and also showed the limits of Roman expansion. Trajan’s successor, Hadrian (r. 117–38), abandoned Trajan’s Mesopotamian conquests and shifted to a policy of consolidation and fixed, defensive frontiers, with large legionary forces in permanent garrisons on or close to the frontier. Eastern wars required a build-up of forces from the other frontiers, especially the Danube and the Rhine. In addition, between the mid-70s CE and the mid-second century, there was a permanent shift in the distribution of legions, particularly from the Rhine to the Danube and the Eastern provinces. Hence the limits on Roman manpower exposed Rome’s weakness to war on two fronts, which events were to force on them in the third century CE. There was no adequate strategic reserve until Constantine created a field army in the early fourth century.

Military history understood as a record of campaigns and sieges is of only limited value in this period – not so much because of the nature of the available sources, but because many societies appear to have put the emphasis less on battle than on raids. Furthermore, it is necessary to emphasise the military challenge posed to the empires that tend to form the building blocks of military history by peoples that are less well known. In China, for example, the Zhou dynasty (c. 1050–256 BCE), originally a frontier power to the west, that had overthrown the Shang dynasty (c. 1600–c. 1050 BCE), was, in turn, attacked by border people, especially the Di and the Xianyun from the bend in the Yellow River to the north-west. Chariots played a major role in conflict in this period. Their use had spread to China from central Asia in about 1200 BCE and, thereafter, chariot-borne nobles played a crucial part in battle. This was a type of warfare centred on a social élite.

There was a marked change in the character of Chinese warfare during the Warring States period (403–221 BCE), in which warring regional lords ignored and finally overthrew the weak power of the Zhou. These lords became in effect independent. The most successful of these dynasties in the end was the Qin, who, in 221–206 BCE, ruled in all of China after a major series of conquests by King Zheng (r. 247–210 BCE) in 230–221 BCE. Zheng took a new title, First Emperor, for himself. Disciplined mass armies of infantry and cavalry came to dominate conflict in China, and new weapons, for example, in the fourth century, the crossbow, were introduced. The scale of conflict grew, a development that drew on organisational strength, and led, in the fourth and third centuries, to the development of military treatises, for example those of Sunzi and Sun Bin. The rise of mass armies, a product of population growth and the introduction of conscription, ensured that chariots no longer played an important role. With iron weapons, infantry became more effective; but it was also necessary to develop iron casting. Much of the Chinese infantry was armed with spears. Cavalry was introduced from the fourth century, as the northern state of Jin responded to the horsemen of non-Chinese peoples to the north. Siege warfare developed with the use of siege towers and stone-throwing catapults (both also used by the Romans) against cities protected by thick earth walls.

This period suggests that institutions, not technology, drove change in Chinese military history. The first element of the Warring States’s ‘military revolution’ to appear was conscription of mass infantry armies, and these were the result of developments in administrative technique and in the extension of state authority over rural populations. Use of iron weapons on a large scale, and the introduction of the crossbow, came later. When gunpowder weapons subsequently appeared they did not transform warfare in China to anywhere near the extent they did in Europe.
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Han China, Terracotta army (above and opposite). In silent testimony to power, thousands of life-size terracotta soldiers and horses were buried near the tomb of King Zheng (r. 247–10 BCE) who conquered much of China in 230–221 BCE and took the title First Emperor. The power of the Qin dynasty was extended south of the Yangtze in the 220s and to the South China Sea in 209 BCE.
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The marked growth of Chinese power under the Qin in the third century BCE, with major extensions of territorial control (it far exceeded the Shang and the Zhou, both loose hegemonies limited to north China), brought new external opponents, especially among the nomadic steppe people to the north. The Qin and their predecessors in the Warring States period built a series of walls, including the Long Walls of Wei, Zhao and Yan (c. 353–290 BCE), which testified to the sense of challenge from the nomadic people in the arid steppe north of China, and their well-trained mounted archers. They also indicated the organisational powers at the disposal of the major states.

The Qin empire was overly dependent on the character of the emperor. Zheng’s death was followed by conflict in the ruling family, military disaffection and popular uprisings. The eventual civil war was won by Gaozu, who took the title King of Han. The Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE), built a new Great Wall to prevent attack from the north, and also established a system of garrisons to provide cohesion to their far-flung empire, which eventually extended into Korea, Vietnam and central Asia. Similarities between the military arrangements of the Roman and Han empires included sophisticated logistical systems, and the use both of military colonies and of non-native or imperial troops.

The Han were challenged by the Xiongnu confederation of nomadic tribes, which was unified in 210–209 BCE, and was the first empire to control all of Mongolia. The Xiongnu, whose relationship with the Huns is controversial, were a formidable threat. The Han responded not only with walls but also with large-scale offensives during the years 201–200 BCE (a disaster that ended with the army encircled and the Emperor suing for peace) and 129–87 BCE, that of 97 BCE involving the use of about 210,000 troops. To confront the Xiongnu, the Han had to build up their cavalry, while chariots ceased to play a role. Much of this cavalry was made up of allied forces, while reliance on conscription to raise a mass army was replaced by the build-up of a smaller professional force. The tension between the two has frequently played a role in military history.

However, the campaigns launched by Emperor Wu, the ‘Martial Emperor’, who replaced the payment of subsidies by a policy of repeated offensives, failed. Advancing into the vast distances to the north, the Han found it difficult to engage their opponents, and were soon obliged to retreat as supplies ran out. A few victories in battle could not compensate for the heavy costs in manpower and money, and the campaigning was unable to destroy the coherence of the Xiongnu, although the establishment of garrisons and colonists in Gansu helped sever links between the Xiongnu and the Qiang of Tibet.

The policy of advancing into Xiongnu territory was finally discarded and replaced by a defensive strategy. Eventually, peace was negotiated on the basis of ostensible tribute by the Xiongnu and more than ample gifts from the Han, the latter a heavy and continuing charge on imperial resources. In large part in order to strengthen China against the Xiongnu, by gaining both allies and horses, the Han extended their military power into central Asia, forcing Ferghana in 101 BCE to acknowledge Chinese overlordship. Another army was sent beyond the Pamirs in 97 CE in order to maintain this hegemony. The Han also extended their power to the south, taking control of the kingdom of Southern Yue after 137 BCE and defeating the Dian of Yunnan in 109 BCE, making them a tributary state, and suppressing subsequent rebellions. The Qin presence in the south was expanded and consolidated, and this secured a southward migration of settlers that was of great importance in the reshaping of China.

The Xiongnu empire collapsed between 60 and 53 BCE, more through political instability and regionalism than Chinese pressure, and the southern shanyu (branch) of the Xiongnu became Chinese clients in 52 BCE. The elimination of the northern shanyu by a Han expeditionary force in 36 BCE again brought most of the Xiongnu under one leader (the southern shanyu). During the reign of the usurper Wang Mang (r. 9–25 CE), war again broke out between China and the Xiongnu. The Xiongnu had the upper hand until 46 CE, when a succession struggle among them produced a second north–south split. The Southern Xiongnu became subsidised ‘tributary’ clients of the restored Han empire in 50 CE, while sporadic hostilities continued between China and the Northern Xiongnu, with the Han using the Southern against the North Xiongnu.

In both Han China and imperial Rome, although central government sought to monopolise force and to ensure
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