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Dedicated to the memory of the 243 members of the British Armed Forces who lost their lives in the Falklands War, including 20-year-old Welsh Guardsman, Ian Dale.





In memory of
 Clifford Norden
1899–1918

 

Clifford Norden was my great-uncle. He was the brother of my grandmother, Constance. He died on the Somme, only ten days before the end of the First World War. In 2014 my father and my sisters, my three nieces and I visited his grave in Molenbeek, Belgium. My sister Tracey read out Rupert Brooke’s famous poem, ‘The Soldier’, by his gravestone.

 

If I should die, think only this of me; 

That there’s some corner of a foreign field 

That is for ever England. There shall be 

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam, 

A body of England’s breathing English air, 

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,

A pulse in the eternal mind, no less

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;

And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.




‘The general who advances without coveting fame and retreats without fearing disgrace, whose only thought is to protect his country and do good service for his sovereign, is the jewel of the kingdom.’

Sun Tzu

‘The function of the general is not to fight the battle, but to direct it.’

Adolf von Schell

‘No man is fit to command another that cannot command himself.’

Robert E. Lee

‘Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and character. But if you must be without one, be without strategy.’

Norman Schwarzkopf

‘It is not the general who wins the war but the soldiers who fight it, and the best general is the one who makes the soldiers want to fight.’

Unknown (attributed to many military thinkers)

‘The most important thing I learned is that soldiers watch what their leaders do. You can give them classes and lecture them forever, but it is your personal example they will follow.’

General Colin Powell

‘Be an example to your men, in your duty and in private life. Never spare yourself and let your troops see that you don’t in your endurance of fatigue and privation. Always be tactful and well-mannered. Avoid excessive sharpness or harshness of voice, which usually indicates the man who has shortcomings of his own to hide.’

German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel
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Introduction

By Iain Dale

THE ONE THEME that runs through the history of virtually every country in the world, right from the dawn of time, is war. Military history continues to be one of the most thriving genres in our non-fiction literature. Military strategy continues to fascinate, and yet for many it remains a mystery. 

The aim of this book is to introduce sixty-nine of the most important practitioners of the art of ‘generalship’ to an audience that may be familiar with many of the names and know something of the wars and conflicts they took part in, but that is the extent of their knowledge. 

We may think we know what the word ‘general’ means and what a general actually does. But do we really? 

The word ‘general’ is defined in the Cambridge English Dictionary as:

General, n.
an officer of very high rank, especially in the army.

This seems overly simplistic. Clearly it denotes the title and rank of a senior army officer, usually one who commands units larger than a regiment. However, a general can also be a staff officer who does not command troops but who plans their operations in the field.

Wikipedia tells us that: ‘In the United States the rank of general ranks above a three-star lieutenant general and below the special wartime five-star ranks of General of the Army or General of the Air Force. Since the higher ranks of General of the Army and General of the Air Force have been reserved for significant wartime use only (in modern times they were recreated for the Second World War), the rank of general is usually the highest general officer rank in the modern forces.’ Since General Bradley died in 1981, the United States has not appointed any five-star generals.

Different countries’ armies have different ranks below general, and it is rare for someone to reach the rank with less than twenty years’ service. In the United States and the United Kingdom, you must become a brigadier general then a major general then a lieutenant general, before reaching the ultimate rank. In the British Army the supreme rank is that of Field Marshal. The last Field Marshal to be appointed to the rank was Sir Michael Walker in 2003. 

This is the eleventh book in the series, which started when I was at Biteback with The Honourable Ladies, two volumes of biographies of all the women elected to the House of Commons between 1918–2017. These were followed by The Prime Ministers, The Presidents, Kings and Queens, The Dictators, British General Election Campaigns 1830–2019, British By-Elections (Biteback), The Taoiseach (Swift Press). 

In the end you judge a book by its contents and I think every single one of the sixty-nine contributors to this book has done a brilliant job. There is a consistency of style among the vast majority of essays, but I did give some latitude to those who had had some personal experience of the particular general they were writing about. 

The sixty-nine generals featured in this book do not comprise a list of the sixty-nine greatest generals of all time. Such a list is almost impossible to compile. How do you compare the achievements of a commander in ancient Rome to those of a Second World War general? I venture to suggest it is impossible. That does not mean people have not tried.

If you base the list purely on battles won, this would be the Top Ten Generals of All Time:


1. Napoleon Bonaparte 56

2. Duke of Wellington 29

3. Khalid ibn al-Walid 26

4. Julius Caesar 23

5. Alexander the Great 23

6. Takeda Shingen 22

7. Oda Nobunaga 21

8. Maurice of Nassau 21

9. Cao Cao 20

10. Bernard Montgomery 19


Only five of those feature in this book. There are other notable omissions. Several who might have featured, such as Alexander the Great, Ulysses S. Grant and Oliver Cromwell, feature in one of my previous books in this series – notably The Presidents, Kings and Queens and The Dictators. 

Blake Stillwell published a Top Ten list based on statistical analysis on the We Are the Mighty website in 2024:


1. Alexander the Great

2. Georgy Zhukov

3. Frederick the Great

4. Ulysses S. Grant

5. Hannibal Barca

6. Khalid ibn al-Walid

7. Takeda Shingen

8. Duke of Wellington

9. Julius Caesar

10. Napoleon Bonaparte


Within these pages you will find generals from all around the world, although I do not pretend it is representative. Fourteen are from the Second World War era, eight from the First World War. Thirteen are from the United States, with fifteen hailing from Britain. Four lived before the birth of Christ, with a further five living in the first millennium. Eight are from Asia, three from Africa, eleven are from Prussia/Germany, with four each from Italy and France.

I started by compiling a shortlist of around 130 generals, and intended to cut it down to fifty. This proved impossible, hence we end up with a list of sixty-nine. The selection was certainly more of an art than a science. I took advice from several expert military historians and some living generals. I fully appreciate that I could have picked any number of other generals, or left out some of those I did end up choosing. The selection is mine alone. 

I selected the sixty-nine generals included in this book nearly four years before its publication. Are there generals I now regret not including? Of course. Khalid ibn al-Walid and Takeda Shingen, certainly. Although Alexander the Great was in The Dictators, in hindsight I should have included him here too.

I was very clear with the authors that part of the remit was to fulfil the subtitle of the book and explain how the lives and strategies of the various generals have shaped our modern world. I won’t presume to impart my views on what makes a ‘good general’ as I am not qualified to do so. I will leave that to General Lord Richard Dannatt, to whom I am so grateful for having written such an excellent Foreword.

The sixty-nine contributors to the book have done a sterling job. No one writes essays in books like this because they are motivated by money, so I am doubly grateful. The most enjoyable part of the publishing process for me is putting the jigsaw together – matching the contributor with their subject. 

Many of the contributors are household names like Dominic Selwood, Peter Snow, Nick Thomas-Symonds, Simon Heffer and Tim Shipman. Many have contributed to some of my other books, but in this volume many are new contributors from the world of military history, or they are generals themselves. There is also a smattering of young writers like Emily Fox, Connor Hand, Chris Humphris and Alex Puffette, each of whom has written a superb chapter.

I would like to thank my publisher, Rupert Lancaster, and his team at Hodder & Stoughton, my agent Gordon Wise at Curtis Brown and former agent Matthew Cole at Northbank. 

If you spot any mistakes, please do let me know by emailing me at info@iaindale.com and we can correct them for future editions.

I hope you enjoy what lies ahead in the rest of this book and do recommend it to friends. It is also available as an eBook and audiobook.




Foreword

By General Lord Richard Dannatt

IAIN DALE MUST be congratulated for having brought together an incredible team of distinguished authors to create a kaleidoscopic perspective on generals and generalship. The canvas stretches in time from the much-quoted but much less read aphorisms of Sun Tzu in the fifth century BC to the acclaimed achievements of General David Petraeus in the twenty-first century. The geographic swathe covers the continents and oceans of our world. The pace is breathtaking. 

This foreword, which I am honoured to have been invited to write, attempts to set out some of the principles, parameters and perspectives that the reader might find useful in reaching individual judgements about the success or failure of the sixty-nine generals discussed in this book. Lest any of my contemporaries think I am claiming any monopoly of wisdom, I am merely holding up a lens through which the reader might look in reaching their own judgements about the military leaders examined.

An initial dilemma at the outset is whether generalship is an art or a science. There is no doubt that warfare is the history of invention and counter-invention, not only in the development of the instruments of war, but also developments in the thinking about war. Contemporary British military doctrine holds that there are three components of fighting power – the precious capability with which generals are entrusted. 

The physical component is the weapons or hardware that soldiers have at their disposal; hardware that has developed over the centuries from the primitive to the highest technology of today. The moral component is the motivation and will of soldiers to fight. This is an individual matter, but soldiers fight in teams and their success is significantly determined by good or bad leadership. Napoleon Bonaparte is credited with the dictum that the moral is to the physical as three is to one. He knew from experience that high morale and keen motivation were vital. Certainly, the ratio that Napoleon attributed will have fluctuated throughout history, but his principle remains sound. 

The third component of fighting power is the conceptual component: the ability to think, to codify those thoughts and then inculcate them into the force available to a general. Thus the conceptual component has a corporate element to it, the underlying thoughts or concepts that shape the behaviour of an army, and an individual element, the determination by a general as to how he will conceive a winning plan that makes best use of the military capability available to him, or her.

It is this latter element that gives rise to the notion of generalship as an art. To fully appreciate this requires an understanding of the different levels of war; levels that place different requirements on decisionmakers and leaders. Whether such structured thinking was commonplace amongst the generals analysed in the earlier chapters of this book is a moot point, but contemporary military thinking broadly recognises three principal levels of war – the strategic, the operational and the tactical. 

At the lowest or most practical level is the tactical level of war. This is where soldiers, in large or small groups, apply physical violence to win battles or engagements. This is the brutal face of soldiering whether fought toe-to-toe or at arm’s length. And it is worth remembering that generals were not born as generals, they all began their careers at the tactical level, leading groups of warriors, sharing the hardships and building up their own levels of experience and expertise. 

At the other end of the telescope, the highest level of war is the strategic level. This is where the overarching decisions are made about whether a nation or state should engage in an act of war and for what purpose. What are the perceived wrongs to be righted and what objectives are to be achieved? This grand strategy is essentially the business of governments, while military strategy is that element of overall strategy in which the military professionals articulate what is technically practical to achieve.

However, it is at the middle level – the operational level of war – where generals principally exercise their art. If the strategic level is where the big ideas are conceived and the tactical level is where the fighting actually takes place, it is the operational level that provides the gearing between the strategic and the tactical. The operational level is where campaigns are designed, orchestrating tactical level battles and engagements into an effective plan to achieve strategic objectives. 

This is the stuff of generals. It is their use of imagination, drawing on previously acquired training and experience, where generals craft their campaign designs and set out to their subordinate commanders what is to be achieved to gain success in the endeavour. And although this contemporary codification may not have been a deliberate thought process in the minds of the generals discussed in the early chapters of this book, it will almost certainly have been the handrail of thought followed by those described in the later part of the book – along with the complementary concept of Auftragstaktik. 

Originally conceived by German military thinkers in the nineteenth century, Auftragstaktik – or Mission Command in its anglicised application – is a method of command and delegation where the military commander gives subordinate leaders an overall picture of what is to be achieved – a statement of intent – next, delegates tasks to subordinates, and then supervises the development of the campaign or operation in an appropriate way. 

Some subordinates will need little supervision, others will need more guidance; however, the key to success is to allow subordinate commanders to use their imagination and initiative within the overall parameters of the statement of intent to achieve success in the campaign. This is the power of the confident general unlocking the skill of his subordinates. In this equation, trust is a two-way requirement. 

Another key characteristic of the operational level of war is the utility of manoeuvre – the ability to outmanoeuvre an opponent in time and space. If an opposing commander, or the rank and file of his soldiery, believes they have been outmanoeuvred, then defeat is in their mind, their morale collapses and potentially the issue is decided. Two thousand years ago at the battle of Cannae, Hannibal outmanoeuvred his Roman opponents, completed a double envelopment, and achieved a stunning success on the battlefield. Closer to our own age, the German blitzkrieg onslaught in May and June 1940 in France, while brilliant in operational design, failed to achieve overall strategic success – Britain and her allies ultimately defeated Nazi Germany, albeit five long years later.

Expanding discussion of the varying techniques that generals might employ at the operational level of war, the counterpoint to Auftragstaktik is Befehlstaktik, another German concept – anglicised as Directive Control – in which the direct orders set out in an operational design are carried out by subordinate commanders without discretion or the flexibility to use initiative. While it can be said that more liberal and democratic countries opt towards Mission Command, more centralised states opt towards Directive Control. 

The battles by the Red Army, pushing back the German Wehrmacht in 1943–5, are a classic example. The irony today is that NATO states offering training and equipment to Ukraine have been from the NATO-Mission Command school of thought, while the senior leadership of the Ukrainian armed forces have remained wedded to the Soviet centralised style of command, such that potential success on the battlefield has not materialised. Fortunes may yet change.

But it is not as simple as this analysis might suggest. The other side of the coin to manoeuvre at the operational level that generals inhabit is attrition – the brutal application of force on force, and the bloody reality of the loss of human life sometimes at atrocious levels. Whether war is a science or an art remains moot, but there is no doubt that the science of warfare had reached a level in the American Civil War and then the early years of the First World War in which the mastery on the battlefield of firepower from artillery and machine guns had neutralised the potential gains of manoeuvre and driven the defender into trenches surrounded by mines and barbed wire. 

It took years of costly experimentation before Allied generals came up with a battle-winning formula in which infantry, tanks, artillery, air power and modern communications combined together to produce success on the battlefield. The supreme irony is that it was not the victorious Allies who took away the lessons from the Hundred Days Campaign of 1918 to hone their future capability, but the vanquished Germans, who developed their future force, equipment and tactics to produce their operational brilliance of May and June 1940. 

But while the operational brilliance of the German generals Guderian or Rommel might be compared to the achievements of Montgomery in the Western Desert and in Europe or Slim in the Far East, ultimately it was these latter British generals who produced strategic success. In campaign design there is a place for both manoeuvre and attrition on the battlefield, thus combining the art and the science of warfare. The successful general will be the one who knows which lever to pull and when.

In summary, this fascinating book does not pretend to be a history of warfare or a textbook to guide generals to success in a campaign, but it provides a myriad of glimpses into the minds and action of men and women in command in war. And war is the most brutal of human activities that places extraordinary pressure on those charged with achieving success, so often at the cost of so many of their fellow human beings. ‘War is hell,’ said General William Sherman in the American Civil War, and hell is not a place in which to linger. To succeed a general needs skill, experience, determination, imagination, confidence and luck. In which order those requirements come is something of a lottery itself. 

Times, contexts, technology all change, but there are some enduring trends and truths that I believe the reader will enjoy discovering from these instructive case studies. Iain Dale has been well supported in this ambitious challenge by so many friends and colleagues contributing to this enlightening volume. And a final word – when all else fails – the successful general can do no worse than march to the sound of the guns!

General The Lord Dannatt GCB CBE MC DL is a former Chief of the General Staff and co-author of Victory to Defeat: The British Army 1918 to 1940, and author of Boots on the Ground: Britain and her Army since 1945. 





1

Sun Tzu

China, c.544–c.496 BC

By Jonathan Clements

Birth name: Unknown

Date of birth: c.544 BC

Place of birth: Qi (modern Shandong region)

Education: Unknown

Married to: Unknown

Children: Unknown

Date of death: c.496 BC or later

Site of grave: Unknown

Quotation: ‘It is not the pinnacle of martial achievement to fight and win a hundred battles. It is the pinnacle of martial achievement to win without fighting.’

OFTEN QUOTED, SELDOM read, the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu has been widely acclaimed as one of world history’s greatest military thinkers. There have been trendy attempts to co-opt his ideas in boardroom politics, and his axioms adorn the chapter heads of many a military academy manual, even if few of the students ever actually open a copy of his remarkably short book.

Bingfa, or ‘Military Methods’, more commonly translated as The Art of War, was written sometime before 512 BC, when a king bragged to Sun Tzu that he had read ‘all of your thirteen chapters’. Its author’s full name is unknown; it may have been Sun Wu, or Sun Bin, but was certainly not Sun Tzu/Zi, which simply means ‘Master Sun’.

Sun Tzu was accorded the honour of a biographical entry in The Grand Scribe’s Records, a history of the known world written several centuries after his death, when the contending kingdoms of the ‘Warring States’ had been united into what we now call China. Notably, however, even the Grand Scribe had nothing to say of his military achievements. The later Zuo Zhuan, a commentary on an ancient history that also functions as a Who’s Who of Bronze Age China, does not mention him at all.

Born in the north-eastern kingdom of Qi (today’s Shandong province), he served somewhere among the squabbling dukedoms and kingdoms, possibly ending his career in the service of the state of Wu, today’s Shanghai region. Stories about his encounter with Helü, the boastful king of Wu, are the only concrete sightings of him in the historical record, although an apocryphal text, The Questions of Wu, discovered in an ancient Chinese grave in 1972, purports to be a dialogue between Sun Tzu and Helü’s heir, which would suggest he served in the kingdom in some capacity for up to thirty years.

Sun Tzu wore his lack of celebrity as a badge of honour. ‘In olden times,’ he wrote, ‘the truly skilled warriors won easy victories. Hence, when those skilled warriors were victorious, their wisdom brought them no fame.’ The Art of War offers a remarkably modern critique of the way that old soldiers tell stories of their struggles; Sun Tzu chides them for being so incompetent that there were any struggles to be had in the first place. 

‘It is not the pinnacle of martial achievement to fight and win a hundred battles,’ he writes. ‘It is the pinnacle of martial achievement to win without fighting.’

In spite of his fame as the ultimate strategist, much of Sun Tzu’s strategy was aimed at avoiding war at all costs. His first chapter reads less like a book than a checklist, in which the general advises his royal masters to verify that they are in a position to win at minimal expense. 

‘When considering your plans, you should ask: which ruler has the political upper hand? Which general is most capable? Who is favoured by the weather and terrain? Who enjoys the greater efficiency of organisation? Who has the stronger army? Whose officers and men are best trained? Who rewards and punishes clearly? Then you will know who will win and who will lose.’

Sun Tzu’s second chapter, ‘Waging War’, is a non-stop rant about the damages that a war does on the home front: the costs of men and materiel, and the disruption to families and farms. He outlines the likelihood of domestic inflation as a war drains the local economy, and the knock-on effect this can have with political unrest and sedition. It is only then, with something of a weary sigh, that he accepts that if a conflict is truly inevitable, he has some thoughts on how to win it.

His sympathy for the common soldier has no equal in military thought. ‘And so, do not march in search of fame,’ he cautions. ‘Do not retreat in fear of dishonour. But keep your men safe, and bring the best advantage to your superiors, that you may be a treasure to your nation.’

His numbered bullet points of the crucial factors are: (1) Politics (2) Weather (3) Terrain (4) Leadership (5) Training, which he compares to musical notes: few in number, but infinite in potential variation. Only if a commander is sure that all these conditions are in his favour, should he start the fight, moving ‘like a millstone crushing an egg’.

One gets the sense with The Art of War that Sun Tzu saw it as a vital part of his own strategy for personal survival, offering dire warnings to belligerent princelings that war was never to be taken lightly, and only considered as the last possible resort. There is an entire chapter on ‘Espionage’, not merely in a tactical sense for reconnaissance, but in terms of embedded assets within rival kingdoms, misinformation campaigns and double agents. Sun Tzu would do literally anything to prevent a war, and is not above sending a suicide mission to put off an enemy leader before trouble begins. It will, he notes, save lives elsewhere.

Training was also of vital importance to Sun Tzu, not only in martial arts, but in the focus necessary to resist surprise attacks and hold positions under enemy fire. Sun Tzu’s army would have war drums and banners, flashily deployed to make his troops appear to be elsewhere, fearsome arrays of soldiers whose discipline itself functioned as a scare tactic.

His mastery of training is the subject of the most famous anecdote about him, when King Helü, an avowed fan of his work, asked if it was really true that he could train anyone. Sun Tzu replied that he surely could, leading Helü to order him to put the women of his royal harem through boot camp. Sun Tzu protested that it was not appropriate, but the king insisted with the immortal words: ‘What could possibly go wrong?’

Sun Tzu duly began instructing a company of court ladies in drum signals, marching and the presentation of arms, largely met with giggles and protests. Exasperated with his recruits’ behaviour, Sun dragged the two most mischievous out of the ranks, forced them to their knees and ordered for them to be beheaded.

Helü protested that this was going a bit too far, only for Sun Tzu to quote The Art of War right back at him: ‘Some orders from your prince should not be followed.’

Within three days, the surviving court ladies were a honed military machine, marching in perfect ranks, effortlessly traversing assault courses, and drilling with spears like seasoned troops. Helü, however, refused to come out of his palace to inspect them.

‘The king likes the words,’ commented Sun Tzu, ‘but he cannot handle the reality.’

It took Helü six days to admit that he had got what he deserved by gambling with his concubines’ lives, and Sun Tzu appears to have remained at his court as either a general or a military adviser. He hence had something to do with a subsequent military success by the state of Wu – sources disagree, either he led Helü’s army at the Battle of Boju, or was not there at all. Helü’s army seized territory in the nearby kingdom of Chu, but halted its advance on Sun Tzu’s counsel, on the ground that it should not overstretch its supply lines. It subsequently advanced once it was sure of resupply, and by 506 BC, the relatively small state of Wu had occupied the capital of Chu.

Sun Tzu’s military thought was based on what, today, are extremely small distances. He writes of task forces with a maximum range of 400 miles, and urges the princely commander to consider the importance of the baggage trains and support staff, which lack the speed and manoeuvrability of the chariots or foot soldiers. Despite such archaic technology, his words still carry powerful weight in modern times, and some of his comments are timeless.

‘Crossing salt marshes, do not linger, get out fast. But if your foe attacks while you are in the marsh, be sure to take cover in the reeds, and keep the trees to your rear. When the trees move, he is coming. Where obstacles appear in the thick grasses, he hopes to mislead you. If birds take flight, it means ambush. If beasts stampede, it means a surprise attack.’

There has been considerable debate about the historicity of Sun Tzu, from authors who doubt his service in Wu, to post-modern textual analysts who doubt that he existed at all. Certainly, the thirteen chapters of The Art of War, as they were copied, recopied and consulted in the centuries since his death, contain several non sequiturs and anachronisms that suggest they have been at least partly garbled. 

This should come as no surprise, bearing in mind the infamous literary purges of the First Emperor of China in the 3rd century BC, and the fact that these ‘books’ were ‘written’ before the existence of paper, carved into vertical bamboo strips bound with perishable hide, turning every archaeological excavation into a combination of a jigsaw and a game of matchsticks. There are also some notable omissions – nothing specifically on chariots, for example, and an oddly progressive lack of interest in omens and portents. This has led some to suggest that the entirety of The Art of War is the work of a later author, perhaps even Sun Tzu’s legendary grandson Sun Bin.

Moreover, modern readers have a better sense of the works of Sun Tzu than hundreds of generations of generals before them. Modern editions of Sun Tzu incorporate lost passages unearthed from tombs, and speculative conflations of the existing work with passages from other books that may have been lifted from a more complete original. I have clung here to discussion of the ‘thirteen chapters’, because that was the work of Sun Tzu as it was known to the thousands of military men who consulted him and quoted from him in the two and a half millennia since his death. 

It is these thirteen chapters that were so revered by the general Cao Cao of the Three Kingdoms, that so inspired Mao’s On Guerrilla Warfare; that were credited by Japan’s Admiral Tōgō for his victory against the Russian fleet in 1905, and by Colin Powell for the speedy mobilisation of Desert Shield in the Gulf War. 

I vividly remember the sight of Powell on the news, handing out medals to support officers in 1991, complimenting them on keeping the ammunition coming and the vehicles running, and thinking to myself at the time that it was exactly what Sun Tzu would have said.

The historical record cannot confirm Sun Tzu’s presence at a single battle. There are no tales whatsoever of his battlefield prowess or heroism in a tight spot. If the stories are true, that is because he was the greatest general of all, and won without fighting.

‘Know the enemy, and know yourself. Win without danger. Know the terrain and the variables, and you shall win every time.’

Jonathan Clements is the author of many books on Asian history, including A Brief History of China, The Emperor’s Feast: A History of China in Twelve Meals, and Rebel Island: The Incredible History of Taiwan. His The Art of War: A New Translation is published by Constable.
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Themistocles

Greece, c.524–459 BC

By David Sawtell

Birth name: Themistocles

Date of birth: c.524 BC

Place of birth: Phrearrhii, east of Olymbos in modern-day Greece

Education: Tutored by Mnesiphilus of Phrearrhii

Married to: Archippe; second wife unknown

Children: Neocles, Diocles, Archeptolis, Polyeuctus, Cleophantus (sons); Mnesiptolema, Italia, Sybaris, Nichomache, Asia (daughters)

Military training: Traditional Athenian hoplite

Date of death: 459 BC

Site of grave: Possibly Magnesia on the Meander, near Tekin in modern-day Turkey

Quotation: ‘The opportunity is now yours to be the saviour of Greece – but only if you do as I say.’ Herodotus.

THE PERSIAN WARS fought between the Greek city states and the Achaemenid, or Persian, Empire in the fifth century BC changed the destiny of European politics and culture forever. If King Darius the Great or his son, King Xerxes, had succeeded in bringing the numerous independence-minded Hellenic city states under their control, it is highly unlikely that the Athenian democratic experiment, together with classical Greek philosophy and literature, would have been more than a curious footnote in European history. Instead, a collection of states that had sharpened their armed prowess on internecine conflict with each other was able to form a loose alliance that repelled one of the greatest armed forces that the ancient world had ever seen.

Both ancient and modern audiences have been drawn to the heroic, but ultimately doomed, last stand of King Leonidas of Sparta at the strategic narrow pass at the ‘hot gates’ of Thermopylae, on the Greek mainland facing the island of Euboea. As celebrated in the 2007 Zack Snyder film, 300, he led a small coalition of Spartan advance forces and other Greek contingents into a three-day engagement, before ultimately being defeated by a Persian flanking manoeuvre. The 2014 sequel, 300: Rise of an Empire, went on to give Themistocles the Hollywood treatment. This all-action account, however, did not do justice to his crowning achievements: the prescience to recognise and prepare for the emerging Persian threat.

Themistocles was not the son of a king, or even an aristocrat. Plutarch describes his family as ‘too obscure to further his reputation’. His career was the product of a remarkable political experiment in Athens. The sixth-century political and economic reforms transformed the Athenian political system from an oligarchic and frequently tyrannical form of government to one giving direct voting rights to adult male citizens in the form of a policy-making Assembly. Suddenly, a man in the position of Themistocles, aged around fifteen years old at the time of these reforms, was given a pathway to influence and power.

This democracy found itself at the intersection of two growing powers. Hellenic civilisation had spread widely, and Greek states could be found in Sicily (including, in particular, Syracuse), Italy, and the western part of what is now Turkey. Concurrent with this expansion of the Greek world, the Achaemenid Empire had succeeded in overthrowing a number of ancient kingdoms, including Babylon and Egypt, subjugated Macedonia, and ruled over the western Greek city states in Asia Minor. The trigger for Persian interest in the Greek mainland powers can be traced to the failed Ionian and associated revolts from Persian rule in 499–493 BC, and the limited and unsuccessful attempts by Athens with other Greek states to intervene in a region they considered to be part of the Greek world.

While his education is uncertain, it is possible that, as a boy, Themistocles was tutored by Mnesiphilus of Phrearrhii, who had made his career out of political skill and practical intelligence. Throughout his career, Themistocles demonstrated that he was well-versed in practical solution finding. 

Themistocles was elected to the position of eponymous archon, the most powerful of the Athenian office holders, in c.492/493 BC, when he was approximately thirty-one years old. His early political career demonstrated one of the central tenets of Themistoclean policy: the importance of a strong navy to the future of Athens. He identified the need for a new port, Piraeus, with far stronger natural defences than its existing facilities. 

He also began a policy of ship-building that would subsequently receive a major boost in 483 BC when a rich new supply of silver was discovered in Athens’ mine at Laurium. He successfully persuaded the Assembly to use this new-found wealth to fund the construction of 200 new ships, defeating his political rival, Aristides the Just, who had proposed sharing the wealth among the Athenians. His rival found himself ostracised from the city following a popular vote in 482 BC.

It was the hoplite warriors of Athens, the heavily armed foot soldiers, and not its sailors, who would bear the brunt of the first phase of Persian attacks on the Greek mainland. In 491 BC, King Darius sent envoys across Greece demanding earth and water; that is, submission. Themistocles advocated opposition to Persia, and saw front-line combat at the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC. The Greek general Miltiades placed his forces carefully to ensure that they would not be outflanked by the Persian forces, deliberately weakening his centre so as to reinforce his wings. Plutarch places Themistocles and Aristides in the hard-pressed centre of the Athenian formation. The Athenian hoplites were able to form a crescent-shaped formation around the Persians as their centre dropped back, catching them in a pincer manoeuvre.

Miltiades had won glory, but his political career was short-lived. His fall was rapid, being placed on trial for his life before dying. Furthermore, the Persian campaign had not been without success for Darius, sacking Eretria and receiving the submission of numerous Greek city-states. To Themistocles, the Persian defeat and withdrawal following Marathon was a brief respite before the resumption of war.

The new Persian king, Xerxes I, raised one of the largest fighting forces ever seen in human history to conquer the Greek mainland. From 483 BC, he sent emissaries to demand earth and water from all Greek city states, save for Sparta (who had violated the emissaries previously sent by Darius by throwing them into a well) and Athens. Once again, numerous Greek city-states Medized, favouring the Persians, while others remained neutral. 

When the Persian army departed Sardis for Greece in 480 BC, the forces garnered by Xerxes hopelessly outnumbered the Greek contingents. While nearly 700 city-states were invited to join an alliance of Greek states at a confederacy held near Corinth, only seventy attended. For Themistocles, leading the Athenian delegation, this was to be the challenge he had spent his lifetime preparing his city for.

While the formal leadership of land and naval forces went to the traditional military power of Sparta, we find Themistocles working to influence overall strategy. It was Themistocles who persuaded the Greek Congress to attempt to meet Persian forces in choke points to the north of the mainland. Alongside the Spartan general Euaenetus, he led a 10,000-strong force to a narrow pass near Mount Olympus called the Vale of Tempe. In a foreshadowing of Thermopylae, and unlike Leonidas, when intelligence reached him that a path existed that could bypass this location, he withdrew these forces, preserving them for the future vital land battles at the end of the war.

At the same time that Leonidas made his defence at Thermopylae, Themistocles had embarked with the Athenian contingent of the combined Greek fleet. Pursuant to his strategy, it was planned that they would hold the Persian naval forces at the narrow sea at Artemisium, on the northern slopes of Euboaea. The Persians, however, split their forces around the island, threatening to surround the significantly smaller Greek force. 

With typical Themistoclean guile, he took a large bribe from the Euboaeans, and used small portions of it to bribe the overall Spartan commander and other Greek leaders to persuade them to remain. The Greek fleet blunted the Persian naval force, whose flanking force was sunk by a major storm. For the first time, Greek naval tactics had been proven to be successful against what was on paper a far better equipped Persian navy.

The collapse at Thermopylae meant that Themistocles had to withdraw. Classical authors, however, recognised the importance of Artemisium; Plutarch records this fragment from the Theban poet Pindar:

Where Athenians’ valiant sons set in radiance eternal

Liberty’s corner-stone.

Before the battle of Artemisium, Themistocles had made preparatory steps for the salvation of the Athenian people from the advancing Persian army. In a shrewd manoeuvre, he ordered the recall of any and all ostracised Athenians, restoring Aristides the Just to military command. Themistocles was able to persuade the Athenians through the generous interpretation of a Delphic prophecy and manipulation of their religion to abandon the physical city itself, leaving Xerxes with only an empty shell to put to the torch a week after the engagement at Artemisium.

The naval battle of Salamis, just off the coast of Athens, was the crowning achievement of decades of Themistoclean policy, together with his incredible capacity for political expedience in the furtherance of his long-term goals. The Spartans refused to engage on land beyond the Isthmus of Corinth, which separated the Peloponnese from mainland Greece. Themistocles used all his political nous to stop the fleet from sailing there, abandoning Athens and the mainland. In so doing, Themistocles played both sides; at the same time as he threatened the Spartan commander, Eurybiades, with the withdrawal of the large Athenian contingent from the fleet, he sent a trusted household slave to Xerxes, prompting him to close off the Greek retreat to the Isthmus. 

The resulting battle at Salamis was a complete triumph for the Greek forces. Unable to make use of their superior numbers in the narrow straits, the Persian formations were torn apart and destroyed. While Xerxes himself watched on, his naval forces were devastated, together with the possibility of supplying and equipping the bulk of his land army over the coming winter. Themistocles’s victory forced him to take himself and the bulk of his forces back into Asia, leaving the balance of his army, led by Mardonius, to winter in Thessaly.

While Themistocles was given significant honours by the Greeks, including a remarkable 300 hoplite escort by the Spartans, he had no discernible role in the closing stages of the Persian war, including the conclusive land and naval victories at Plataea and Mycale respectively. Instead, again with remarkable foresight, he turned his eyes to the preparation of Athens for the forthcoming struggle with Sparta and its allies. Before the city itself was rebuilt, he directed that the wall around Athens should be restored, duping the Spartan envoys with a remarkable display of deception before Sparta could intervene to stop them. 

A new generation of Athenian leaders, led by Cimon, the son of Miltiades, brought an end to Themistocles’s political power in Athens. The Athenian Assembly voted to ostracise him in 471 BC, while the Spartans demanded his trial before the General Congress of the Greeks. Remarkably, following some years wandering the Greek city-states, Themistocles emerged in the court of the Persian king. The new king, Artaxerxes I, took him into his service, giving him the governorship of three large cities in modern-day Turkey. It was this dignity in the protection of his erstwhile enemies following distinguished warfare against them which led to Napoleon’s famous reference to Themistocles in his formal surrender letter to the British Prince Regent in July 1815:

Royal Highness: Exposed to the factions which divide my country, and to the enmity of the Great Powers of Europe, I have terminated my political career; and I come, like Themistocles, to throw myself upon the hospitality of the British people.

When ordered to send military aid against the Delian League, however, it appears that Themistocles committed suicide in 459 BC so as to avoid taking up arms against Athens.

In the short term, Themistocles had not only ensured the survival of Athens, but created the conditions for its immediate success. Its pivot from hoplite-based land warfare to a new naval strategy recreated the city-state as a major sea power. Athens created the Delian League. The 470s saw the genesis of the Athenian Golden Age, before that was occluded by the Peloponnesian Wars with Sparta.

As tempting as it is to follow Aristotle in portraying Themistocles as a populist democrat in opposition to an aristocratic polity, his career was far more nuanced than this. His talents were in practical political persuasion; at significant moments, we see those skills being deployed to steer powerful political players such as the Greek naval leaders towards his longer-term policy of Athenian security through naval sea power. His power plays in Athens were personal, not party-political.

Dr David Sawtell KC read History for his degree and MPhil at the University of Cambridge, before undertaking his PhD in law at the university. He is a practising barrister, as well as a Bye-Fellow at Peterhouse, University of Cambridge, and a Visiting Fellow at King’s College London.
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Scipio Africanus

Rome, c.235–183 BC

By Alexander Howard

Birth name: Publius Cornelius Scipio, later Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus

Date of birth: c.235 BC

Place of birth: Rome

Education: Aristocratic Roman schooling 

Married to: Aemilia Tertia Paulla

Children: Gnaeus, Lucius, Publius, Cornelia (Major), Cornelia (Minor)

Military training: Roman martial education (Polybian-style)

Date of death: 183 BC (commonly accepted)

Site of grave: Unknown: Campania (Liternum), Hypogaeum Scipionum (Rome) 

Quotation: ‘I brought all of Africa to your feet, but kept nothing for myself save my epithet, Africanus.’ 

LITTLE IS KNOWN about Scipio. He was born around 235 BC, into the great patrician family (or gens), the Cornelii Scipiones. His father had been consul, like his father’s father, and his great-grandfather before him. Thus, as a wealthy Roman aristocrat, Scipio would have certainly received a paideia (education) in Greek culture; something that he would espouse, but ultimately, haunt him politically. Patrician privilege came with a cost, however, since Roman elites were expected to fight from a young age. 

Therefore, when Hannibal first ravaged the Romans in Italy, Scipio was there. At seventeen, he distinguished himself on the losing side of his father’s army at the Battle of Ticinius (218 BC). Seeing pater mortally surrounded, the teen urged his companions to the rescue; but they dithered in hesitation at this command, forcing Scipio alone to charge the enemy. Afterwards, according to Pliny the Elder, he was honoured with the Corona Civica, a military decoration he refused to accept. 

Coincidentally, Ticinius, now Ticino, lies on a tributary of the river Po. Millennia later, Le Petit Caporal himself would prove his own bravery on the same Italian river, at the Battle of Lodi (1796). Auguring Napoleon Bonaparte, likewise, Scipio thereafter held ‘a universally acknowledged reputation for bravery, [and] he in subsequent times refrained from exposing his person without sufficient reason, when his country reposed her hopes of success on him.’ 

In the following years, the fortunes of Rome – and that of the Cornelii Scipiones themselves – were dire. Excluding their allies, the Second Punic War (218–201 BC) is expected to have cost Rome a staggering 20 per cent of its manpower, or approximately 120,000 lives. Running rampant, Hannibal massacred Italy, and elsewhere both Scipio’s father and uncle perished campaigning against the Carthaginians in Iberia. In a (un)constitutionally unprecedented move, the Senate nominated Scipio to resume his dead father’s operations, despite being aged only twenty-four, and having never previously held the customary rank of consul. 

First, Scipio struck the axis of the enemy’s power in Spain, at the fortified city of New Carthage (now Cartegena). Cryptically, he told his men little about his tactics to do so, except that Neptune himself had revealed them to him in his sleep. Here, one must picture a city defended on three sides by water, with only a narrow isthmus to afford assault. Yet Scipio had secretly learned from local fishermen that sections of the lagoon were indeed fordable, particularly when the water recedes in the evening. 

As a result, the Roman general ordered an attack on the isthmus’ defences – and, having ‘fixed’ the full attention of the besieged there, covertly sent half a thousand men across the (now) shallow water, to scale undefended sections of the city. Neptune had surely delivered the city to Scipio. Inside the defences, soon began the customary slaughter of inhabitants: ‘in towns taken by the Romans, one may often see not only the corpses of human beings, but dogs cut in half, and the dismembered limbs of other animals.’ 

What should we make of Scipio himself? The New Carthage episode (209 BC) reveals not only the general’s premeditated ability as a strategist and tactician, but also, personal glimpses of a very calculating individual. While massacring innocents might offend the proclivities of the modern reader, amongst ancient societies, it was a ruthless measure to pacify the vanquished and intimidate further local opposition. Once the citadel had completely capitulated, the killing immediately ceased. 

Thereafter, Scipio ordered the (surviving) citizens of the city freed, and the local artisans enslaved to support the Roman war effort – so long as the conflict endured. To this ‘merciful’ proclamation, we are told the townsfolk rejoiced ‘owing to their unexpected delivery and made obeisance to Scipio’. In sum, his actions here should be seen as neither vindictive nor benevolent, but instead, motivated by a psychological and political pragmatism. 

Such was Scipio’s supposed piety, since coming of age, he never engaged in public or private business, without having first climbed the Capitol hill to propitiate Jupiter Optimus Maximus. This deliberate practice, like his ‘assistance’ from Neptune, quickly led to titillating gossip about his person; was Scipio part of a divine race? Was Scipio nocturnally communicating with the gods? Was Scipio’s real father a huge clandestine serpent? Tantalisingly, he only augmented these rumours by neither confirming nor denying them, which was why the citizens of Rome ‘entrusted the heavy burden of his important command, to a man who had by no means reached full maturity.’ Overall, while we may doubt the conviction of the man’s piety, we cannot reproach his calculated use of superstition. 

Cicero fondly remembers Scipio as a cosmopolitan lover of arts and literature, evinced also through his patronage and friendship with the Roman poet Ennius. Yet, for conservatives like Cato, Scipio’s lifestyle polarised the Roman world through his philhellenism, or Greek cultural inclinations. Supposedly averse to statues and portraits of himself, even his physical appearance seemed Greek; his hair was groomed long, but his face was kept clean-shaven, imitating Alexander. Unlike that choleric Macedonian, however, Scipio was a man widely celebrated for his restraint.

This temperance proved key in Scipio’s magnum opus as a tactician, at the Battle of Ilipa (206 BC). For several days, he had lulled his enemy to believe that he would place his legions in the centre, with the fickle Spanish allies on the flanks; to counter this, the outnumbering Carthaginians mirrored this with their own arrangements. Next, unexpectedly, the Roman general ordered his men to eat breakfast earlier than usual and led out his forces. Forsaking food to oppose them, the hasty Carthaginians now discovered a reverse arrangement, with the legions on the wings. Worse, the Romans bided their time, and did not advance for hours. 

Scipio had demoralised the Carthaginians twofold: hunger sapped their fighting energy, and with the enemy poised to attack at any second, they dared not alter formation. When he finally did attack, predictably, the legions flanked forwards and made short work of their Iberian adversaries. Tormentingly, Carthage’s elite troops could render them no succour, since Rome’s own Iberians loomed menacingly over them, refraining from combat itself. Encircling the enemy, his concave assault quickly transformed into carnage. Thanks to his sly dispositions, Scipio had won the battle before it even began – against all odds, he had successfully delivered Spain into the hands of Rome. 

Too successfully perhaps. The elections of 205 BC gathered the largest crowds that the lengthy war had yet seen; most Romans did not come to vote, however, but gaze upon their hero. In a landslide, Scipio unanimously won the consulship at thirty-one, despite the minimum requirement age of forty-two. Jealous, the Senate eyed him with suspicion; even more intolerable to these republicans, the thronging Iberians had tried to hail Scipio as a king, which he deftly denied. 

When he presented his two demands – a triumph and command of the legions to conquer Africa – the Senate rejected them both. Instead, he was restricted to levy his own volunteers and given the disgraced remnants of Cannae’s survivors. With this motley force, Scipio crossed into Africa, and, after winning a series of further pitched battles and sieges, dragged Hannibal begrudgingly back to defend Carthage itself. 

The cataclysmic Battle of Zama (202 BC) met ‘not only the two greatest soldiers of their time, but the equals of any king or commander in the whole history of the world.’ Despite being struck dumb in mutual admiration for one another, Hannibal and Scipio failed to reach terms. True to their reputations, like a violent chessboard, the following battle witnessed each invincible general check, then countercheck one another in a tense struggle. With every other tactical option exhausted, it eventually devolved into a down-to-the-wire infantry slog. 

Finally, like Blücher’s arrival at Waterloo, the bloodshed was decided by Scipio’s timely Numidians; indeed, Zama might have been ‘the nearest-run thing you ever saw in your life.’ Hannibal Barca was beaten, the Second Punic War won, and not even the Senate could deny Scipio his triumph now. For his efforts, his name received the agnomen: Africanus. 

Now danger lurked from the east. In a nightmarish coalition, Hannibal gave counsel to the strongest successors of Alexander’s empire, the Seleucids. Once again, Rome sought Scipio for its salvation. Modestly, he subordinated himself under the command of his brother Lucius; though, tellingly, when the enemy attempted to bribe the Romans, it was Africanus that they approached unsuccessfully. On the battlefield, the Seleucids proved equally inept against Scipio; outnumbered, the brothers won a crushing victory at Magnesia (190 BC), in present-day Turkey. 

Apposite to the reader, an apocryphal story here stages Scipio asking Hannibal warmly about history’s greatest generals. Hannibal ranked Alexander first, Pyrrhus second, and himself third. To this, Africanus laughed, ‘What would you have said if you had conquered me?’ Flatteringly, the Carthaginian replied, ‘Then I would have placed Hannibal before all other commanders.’ 

Twice a rescuer of Rome, for some, Scipio had become insufferable. Senatorial opponents found his Greek mannerisms, haughty speeches, military accomplishments and immense popularity unbearable. Led by Cato, they complained that ‘his nods were equivalent to decrees of the Senate and orders of the people.’ A baseless series of trials ensued. When pressured to publish his finances for the Seleucid campaign, Scipio snatched the account books from his brother, and tore them to shreds on the Senate floor. Indignantly, he demanded why they had not similarly inquired into their newfound mastery of Spain, Africa, and Asia. His accusers were stunned. 

The attack was renewed three years later, when Cato exploited Scipio’s graecophilia to suggest that he had accepted Seleucid bribes. In a final act of calculation, Scipio pointed out that today was the anniversary of Zama, and (as he had done so his entire life), he marched away with approbation to offer thanks to Jupiter Capitolinus. Feeling ostracised unfairly, he left Rome, never to return. Sickness claimed his life in Campania around the age of fifty-three, dying within the same year as his nemesis Hannibal. He was acquitted of all charges. 

So, why does Scipio Africanus deserve recognition in this book? When he received his first major command in 210 BC, the SPQR existed as a regional power confined to Italy, with its two Tyrrhenian islands. Within a stunning series of twenty years, his efforts had propelled Rome to eclipse the entire Mediterranean – a lateral power now acutely felt from the Pillars of Hercules to the Bosphorus Strait. He had avenged his father’s death, saved his country, and defeated the greatest general of his age. In gratitude, he died exiled away from the same city that owed him its life. 

His tombstone read bitterly: ‘Ungrateful fatherland, you shall not even have my bones.’ 

Alexander Howard is a recent graduate of the University of Oxford, currently teaching Classical Civilisation and History at Esher Sixth Form College, Surrey.
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Hannibal

Carthage, 247–c.181 BC

By Simon Elliott

Birth name: Hannibal Barca

Date of birth: 247 BC

Place of birth: Carthage

Education: Carthage

Married to: Imilce

Children: Possibly a son

Military training: Under his father

Date of death: 183–181 BC

Site of grave: Libyssa, Bithynia

Quotation: ‘God has given to man no sharper spur to victory than contempt of death.’ Livy, The History of Rome.

HANNIBAL WAS THE pre-eminent commander of the Carthaginian empire in the western Mediterranean, which fought a series of sanguineous conflicts with the growing might of republican Rome in the third and second centuries BC. Today we call them the First, Second and Third Punic Wars. Hannibal led the Carthaginians in the second, and came closer to destroying Roman power than any other opponent until the fourth century AD.

He was born in the Carthaginian capital, Carthage, in 247 BC; his father was the great Carthaginian general Hamilcar Barca. The Carthaginians were originally Phoenician settlers, who set up trading colonies in modern Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco. Carthage itself was first settled around 814 BC by colonists from the Levantine city of Tyre, it becoming the dominant regional settlement as the incomers spread their hegemony throughout the region. 

By 300 BC their commercial empire featured a vast network of colonies and vassal states across the western Mediterranean, linked together by Carthage’s traditional military strength: naval power. Their region of control included much of North Africa from central Libya westwards, southern and eastern Spain, the Balearic Islands, Sardinia, Corsica and, latterly, Malta and key cities in Sicily. It was the last two, firmly in the central Mediterranean, which set Carthage on its century-long death struggle with Rome. 

While North Africa features a deep chronological layer cake of various peoples dominating this very fertile part of the Mediterranean, it is the Carthaginians who are best known. As the Phoenicians arrived and began establishing their colonies, they encountered the native peoples long established there. These were the Berbers, a diverse collection of ethnic groups linked by their usage of Berber languages, part of the Afroasiatic language family. 

By the time the Carthaginians arrived there were three distinct groupings: the Garamantes who inhabited the Libyan Maghreb, the Numidians resident in modern Tunisia and eastern Algeria, and the Mauri of Mauretania in western Algeria and Morocco. The latter two provided many of the troops in Carthaginian armies, in particular the javelin-armed light cavalry. 

As the Carthaginian empire continued to grow, its relationship with the Numidians and Mauri further blossomed, the two cultures in effect becoming politically symbiotic. This can be seen in the later regional built environment, for example at Constantine (Roman Cirta) in modern Algeria, the city in the clouds. Founded by the Carthaginians on a plateau 640m high in the Atlas Mountains, it later became a regional capital for the Numidians. 

Given its nature as a mercantile empire, Carthaginian armies included more mercenaries and allied troops than many of their opponents, including Rome. Generals were elected, building out their armies around a core of Carthaginian troops, which could include trained war elephants of the African forest type. A civic cavalry could also be levied from wealthier citizens, often armoured and fighting with a short spear and sword, together with native Berber horse. 

When necessary, a levy of citizen foot could also be raised, and in large numbers. Some of these spearmen became highly experienced, as with those who fought with Hannibal in Italy. They were armed with long thrusting spears, often armoured, and carried substantial round shields. Meanwhile key Carthaginian mercenaries included Numidians and Mauri (in addition to those directly employed by Carthage), Spaniards, Gauls, various Italian peoples and Balearic slingers. 

With Carthage’s expansion into Rome’s growing sphere of influence in the central Mediterranean, conflict between the two regional superpowers became inevitable. The First Punic War broke out in 264 BC over control of the key Sicilian city of Messina. This lasted until 241 BC, with Rome the victor after mastering Carthaginian maritime technology. 

The loss had a dramatic impact on Carthage, with its aristocracy bent on revenge. Hannibal’s father took him at an early age to Spain, which featured many of the empire’s key colonies. There he was made to swear he would be eternally hostile to Rome. From that point his life was defined by conflict with the Romans. After Hamilcar’s death in 228 BC, Hannibal was given his first command in Spain, serving under his father’s son-in-law and successor Hasdrubal. When the latter was assassinated in 221 BC, the Carthaginian army elected Hannibal its commander-in-chief, a move quickly ratified by the empire’s leadership in Carthage. 

Hannibal knew that Spain would play the key role in any forthcoming conflict with Rome, given the sea control in the western Mediterranean the Carthaginians had enjoyed before the First Punic War had now disappeared after Rome’s victory in the first conflict. He therefore set about consolidating Punic control of the Iberian peninsula. In the process he made Cartagena his main base of operations. 

With Hannibal’s successes in Spain, another war with Rome loomed. This, the Second Punic War, was a true zero-sum game where there would be only one winner, and total defeat for the loser. This conflict broke out in 218 BC and lasted seventeen years, with Hannibal the instigator. 

He knew that the Roman fleet at the outset of the conflict would cut off the Carthaginian North African homeland from its colonies in Spain. His plan to mitigate this was one of the most audacious military strategies of all time, a bold invasion of Italy through southern Gaul and the Alps. Leaving his brother Hasdrubal in charge of Punic forces in Spain and North Africa with 20,000 men, Hannibal crossed the river Ebro in north-eastern Spain in May 218 BC, and then marched through the Pyrenees, the event that spurred Rome to declare war. His own force totalled 70,000 and included 37 elephants. 

Aside from the desertion of some Spaniards, this army was still largely intact by the time he reached the river Rhône in south-eastern Gaul, with little
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