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			The Battle of Marathon

			Key information

			
					When: 13 September 490 B.C.

					Where: Marathon (Greece)

					Context: The Greco-Persian Wars (490-479 B.C.)

					Belligerents: Athens and Plataea (city of Boeotia) against the Persian Empire

					Commanders and leaders:	Miltiades, Athenian strategist (550-489 B.C.)

	Callimachus of Aphidna, Athenian polemarch (6th century-498 B.C.)

	Datis the Mede, Persian admiral (late 6th century-early 5th century B.C.)

	Artaphernes, Persian general (late 6th century-early 5th century B.C.)




					Outcome: Greek victory

					Victims:	Greek side: approximately 192 dead

	Persian side: approximately 6 400 dead




			

			Introduction

			A decisive victory of the Greeks over the Persian forces, the Battle of Marathon ended the first Greco-Persian war in 490 B.C. This is one of the most famous feats in ancient history.

			In 490 B.C., Darius I, king of the Persian Empire (522-486 B.C.), wished to extend his hegemony to the Aegean Sea and mainland Greece. To do this, his army first occupied Thrace and Macedonia, then headed towards the city of Athens. The Persian king was indeed driven by his desire to punish the Greek cities, which were guilty of having supported the Ionians, who revolted against Persia in 499 B.C. After having conquered and looted several islands in the Aegean Sea, Datis, commander of the Persian fleet, landed his troops in the plains of Marathon (on the east coast of Attica, about 40 kilometers from Athens). After five days of facing one another, the Persian army was defeated and had to return to Minor Asia.

			From then on, the Athenian propaganda appropriated the battle and turned this victory into a mythical event, by extolling the courage of the hoplites (foot soldiers of Ancient Greece), who fought, risking their lives to defend their land and maintain their independence.

			
				
					Good to know

					There are very few ancient sources on this period. As the Persians did not leave any written testimony of their history, the main sources are Greek: therefore, we are dependent on The Histories by Herodotus (Greek historian, 484-420 B.C.) and Bibliotheca historica by Diodorus Siculus (Greek historian, 90-30 B.C.). The story of the Greco-Persian Wars told by Herodotus, dating from 445 B.C., constitutes the most contemporary source to the facts. To write this book, the historian used several Attic, Spartan and Ionian oral sources that he collected during his travels. Despite some approximations and the liberties taken with regards to reality, The Histories remains a valuable book, which attempts to clarify the events in the light of the Greek and Persian perspectives.

				

			

		


		
			Political and social context

			The Battle of Marathon took place during the Greco-Persian Wars (490-479 B.C.). It was the culmination of a conflict between some Greek cities and the Persian Empire.

			The conflict can be broken down into three parts:

			
					The expansion of the Persian Empire (6th century B.C.);

					The revolt of Ionia and its repression (499-497 B.C.);

					The Aegean strategy of Darius I (491-490 B.C.).

			

			Expansion of the Persian Empire

			In the early 5th century B.C., the Persian Empire extended from modern day Pakistan to the Mediterranean coast and Egypt. Eager to expand his possessions, Cyrus II the Great (Persian king, c. 556-530 B.C.) defeated the Greek colonies in Minor Asia, called the Ionian cities, around 550 B.C. 

			Around 513 B.C., his successor Darius I reorganized his vast empire by creating provinces (called satrapies) and building two administrative cities: Susa and Persepolis. Keen to make further conquests, he gained new territories by invading the Indus Valley (Northern India).

			Once his eastern base was consolidated, Darius I turned to the Black Sea, where he wanted to extend his influence to control the trade of precious metals, wheat and wood. He then began a series of conquests by taking the cities of Thrace and defeating the kingdom of Macedonia. Thrace gave him considerable benefits, as the area was rich in forests and silver mines. The Persians also gained control of two strategic straits:

			
					The Hellespont (Dardanelles) and the islands that controlled its entry (Imbros and Lemnos);

					The Bosphorus and the ports of Byzantium and Chalcedon (city of Minor Asia).

			

			From then on, the empire controlled maritime traffic between the Aegean and the Black Sea. The Athenians, eager to dominate the lucrative market of the Black Sea, also established colonies at the Hellespont. Therefore, the progress of the Persians towards the west jeopardized their desires, soon causing a rivalry to rise between them. 

			To perfect his economic domination, the Persian king attacked the Scythians (settled north of the Black Sea, in South Russia) who were constantly earning wealth thanks to the trade relations they had with the Greek cities. However, he failed in his defeat and was forced to retreat. He then turned to the conquest of Greece.

			The Ionian Revolt

			Darius I sailed to mainland Greece with the intention of defeating Athens and Eretria, as well as dominating the periphery of the Aegean Sea. In addition, he wanted to avenge the cities that had come to the aid of the Ionians during their revolt against the Persians.

			Ionia (the western coast of modern day Turkey) was composed of a dozen autonomous cities, all subject to Persian power from 540 B.C. They were able to retain their language, religion and customs, but were governed by the tyrant nominated by the Persian king. One of the cities, however, had a special status that gave it some independence: Miletus. Nonetheless, despite its relative autonomy, it also suffered from the Persian commercial dominance in the Aegean. Thus, as royal taxes increased, the Ionian cities grew indignant and expressed their desire for emancipation. They were also weakened economically by the limited trade in the Aegean, especially since the capture of Byzantium.

			Therefore, Aristagoras, the tyrant of Miletus (late 6th century B.C.), proposed to the Persian satrap of Lydia that he conquer the Cyclades (Greek archipelago of the Aegean Sea) in the name of the empire; however, he did not honor his commitment. Driven by the fear of being assassinated or deposed, Aristagoras encouraged the people of Miletus to revolt. He proclaimed equal citizenship (called Isonomia) for Miletus and for all of the Ionian cities, which, therefore, chased away their tyrants. Aristagoras found military aid in Athens and Eretria – which was limited, but official – to face the Persian army.

			
				
					Good to know

					Isonomia (from the Greek isos, meaning “equal” and nomos, meaning “law”) refers to the equality of citizens before the law. This notion appeared with Cleisthenes (Athenian statesman, second half of the 6th century B.C.) in the reforms introduced in 508-507 B.C. This political upheaval established the foundations of Athenian democracy, namely by strengthening the power of the ecclesia, a sovereign assembly that exercised legislative power and in which any citizen could participate. When revolts began against Darius I, Miletus therefore followed in the footsteps of Athens. This did not please the Persians at all, who had become accustomed to installing tyrants at the head of the Greek cities and were fundamentally opposed to the democratic conception of politics.

				

			

			For six years, fighting raged. The Ionians won the first battles, and in 497 B.C., other cities began to revolt, such as Cyprus and Thrace. However, these cities definitively lay down their arms in 494 B.C. Miletus, lacking resources to power its fleets and mercenaries, found itself alone in facing the enemy. That same year, the city was attacked and a year later, the last islands were once again defeated by the Persian army.

			The victory of his army awakened the expansionist desires of Darius I, or at least his willingness to establish regimes that would be in his favor in Greece. The role played by Athens and Eretria during this revolt ended up convincing him to impose his authority on both shores of the Aegean Sea.

			The Aegean strategy of Darius I

			The failed campaign of 492 B.C.

			Darius I organized a first expedition against Greece in 492 B.C. Herodotus reports that in the spring, the Persian king sent his son-in-law, Mardonius (died in 479 B.C.) to Minor Asia in order to gather their troops and lead them to Thrace to restore the authority lost in the Ionian revolt. The land army crossed the Hellespont and defeated the Macedonian, Thracian and Phrygian people, but the fleet, which was heading towards Acanthus, suffered heavy losses during a storm near Mount Athos. Mardonius then ordered a withdrawal of troops, which led to him being temporarily relieved of his role as commander.

			The expedition of 491 B.C.

			The following year, Darius I prepared a new campaign. He sent royal heralds (also called ambassadors) to many Greek cities to ask for “earth and water” (Herodotus The Histories, Book V: 17) as a sign of submission. Athens and Sparta refused and killed the Persian ambassadors, which was equivalent to a declaration of war. 

			In response, Darius I mobilized his land and naval forces and placed them under the command of Admiral Datis and General Artaphernes, who received, according to Herodotus, the “mission to enslave them and bring their people into his presence” (Herodotus, Book VI: 94).

			He then set up an Aegean strategy to defeat the Greek islands before reaching Athens and Eretria: this was a success. The two largest islands, Delos and Naxos, were seized without violence. From there, the conquest of the remaining islands was simple and the Persian army managed to easily defeat the Cyclades. The goal of Darius I was achieved. He eliminated any competition at sea before approaching the coast.

			Landing on the island of Evia, the battle for the seizing of Eretria by the Persian fleet marked a bloody and murderous episode of the expedition. Facing the enemy alone, the city was besieged for six days, after which the city was looted and burned. Citizens were then deported to Susa, the capital of the Persian king. 

			Advised by Hippias, the deposed Athenian tyrant who found refuge with the Persians, Datis accosted his troops in the plains of Marathon on 13 September 490 B.C. After the announcement of this intrusion, the Athenians were joined by the Plataeans and set off to rescue them. The Spartans were also called upon, but the celebration of a religious festival required them to wait ten days before setting off on the road and when they reached the battlefield, the battle was already over. The Athenians therefore found themselves almost alone against the Persians when the battle broke out. However, Datis chose not to deploy all of his troops in the plains and sent a part of the cavalry to Phalerum, one of the three ports of Athens, in order to quickly capture the city.

			
				
					Good to know

					The dating of the Battle of Marathon is still approximate today. Two dates are usually stated: 12 and 13 September 490 B.C., the latter being the most commonly accepted by historians. This date is the day of the landing of the Persian troops in the plains of Marathon.

				

			

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Miltiades, Athenian general

			The son of Cimon Coalemos (Athenian Olympic champion, died in 524 B.C.), Miltiades belonged to a long line of Athenian aristocrats: the Philaids. 

			He became archon in 524 B.C., and from 518 B.C. he was responsible for the administration of the Thracian Chersonese (Thracian region governed by Athens) and was directly subjected to the Persian tutelage over the region. During the expedition led by Darius I against the Scythians, Miltiades was forced to campaign by his side, leading a contingent of the fleet. This experience taught him many things about the Persian military operations which would be of great help to him in the Battle of Marathon.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Philaids were a family closely related to the exercise of tyranny. Miltiades led the Chersonese of Thrace in a very authoritarian manner. His ancestor Cypselus (657-627 B.C.) was also the first tyrant of Corinth. Therefore, Athenian propaganda somewhat diluted the truth: Miltiades certainly saved democracy in Marathon, but he did not fight to defend this idea.

				

			

			In 499 B.C., Miltiades was not involved in the Ionian revolt, but took the opportunity to reconquer the islands of Lemnos and Imbros that were previously under Persian rule. Fearing the vengeance of Darius I, he fled to Athens in 492 B.C., where he became leader of the oligarchic party (a form of government in which authority is in the hands of a few individuals) and was elected general two years later.

			When the Persians invaded Marathon, he decided not to wait for the enemy behind the walls of Athens and set out with the Athenian hoplites towards the city. Moreover, he held important information as he knew about the Persian weaponry and therefore knew that the Athenians were better equipped for a hand-to-hand fight. After five days of facing one another, he decided to launch an attack, despite his lack of Spartan reinforcements. By doing this, he tried to gain time to join Athens, which was also threatened. The victory at Marathon earned him success, but his fame did not last long: he was wounded during the expedition he launched on his own against Paros (wealthy Cycladic island) and ended up being defeated. The consequences of this were serious: the Athenian Democratic Party accused him of treason for having led a personal expedition with the army of the city. Miltiades was then sent to prison. Unable to pay the fine, he died in prison in 489 B.C.

			Callimachus of Aphidna, Athenian polemarch

			There are very few sources that discuss Callimachus of Aphidna. This Athenian polemarch (army chief who also had religious functions) was born in the 6th century B.C. and died in 489 B.C., thus leaving very few traces.

			
				
					Good to know

					The polemarch is the third of nine archontes (magistrates of the Athenian city). As a military judge, he had the administrative charge of military affairs. He was the commander in chief of the armies.

				

			

			However, it appears that he played an important role in the Battle of Marathon. Indeed, Herodotus states “Miltiades thus

			
			Datis the Mede, Persian admiral

			
			
			
			Artaphernes, Persian general
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