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INTRODUCTION

“War is hell,” said William Tecumseh Sherman. But it has also spawned some mind-bending true stories.

Consider: a topless dancer saved the Roman Empire, and Daniel Boone was once tried for treason. One conflict broke out because of a soccer game while another was halted so a soccer game could be played. An African-American unit managed to serve on both sides during the Civil War. And Santa Anna, the general who massacred the defenders of the Alamo, was instrumental in the invention of modern chewing gum.

I am a lifelong history enthusiast lucky enough to be earning a living doing what I love: making history documentaries. A few years ago I got the chance to produce a series of history minutes for THE HISTORY CHANNEL.® The Timelab 2000® series, hosted by Sam Waterston, was so well received that it led to my first book, The Greatest Stories Never Told. I filled that book with the kind of history I love—stories that turn your expectations upside down and leave you shaking your head in wonderment. Happily, readers and critics enjoyed the stories as much as I did.

Now I have turned my attention to the subject of war and warriors, human experience at its most concentrated and extreme. For better or worse, war has been a fundamental part of history, touching every generation and reaching into every corner of the globe. “War means fighting,” said Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, “and fighting means killing.” Hard words, and true. But there is more to war than death and destruction. War can be a catalyst for change, an engine for innovation, and an arena for valor, deceit, intrigue, ambition, audacity, folly, and, yes, humor. That’s what makes military history so compelling.

Beyond the big-name battles and celebrated soldiers lies a wealth of amazing characters and unbelievable happenings. As I did for my first book, I set out on a quest for the unusual, the surprising, and the ironic—stories that cry out to be told. Here they are in your hand, gathered from more than two thousand years of history. The very first one is about an elite military unit composed entirely of gay soldiers, and the last is about Pentagon pizza deliveries predicting the start of the first Gulf War. In between you can find out why George Washington’s house was named after the inventor of grog, what the Mafia did to help win World War II, and how a Civil War general who didn’t know a note of music still managed to write a song that everybody knows.

Though I have read a fair bit of history, I was quite amazed by some of the stories I came across. Each of them has been painstakingly researched and carefully fact-checked. Many a fascinating tale has failed to make the cut because it didn’t hold up under scrutiny. The ones that made it in, bizarre as they might seem, are as true as I know how to make them.

“It is well that war is so terrible,” blurted out Robert E. Lee in the midst of a battle, “or we should grow to love it.” Human beings have been fascinated by war since the dawn of history. What could be more dramatic, after all, than high-stakes, life-and-death conflict on a grand scale? For all of war’s horrors, its pull remains strong. I hope that the stories that follow truly do “astonish, bewilder, and stupefy.” I also hope they will prompt readers to ponder the ultimate folly of war, and why it is that we never quite manage to make it a thing of the past.





371 B.C.

THE SACRED BAND

An elite fighting unit like no other.

 

The Spartans of ancient Greece were among the most famous and fearsome warriors of all time. Never have there been a people more single-mindedly devoted to the military arts. Spartan boys were taken from home to attend military school at age seven, and every male between twenty and sixty had to serve in the armed forces. The result was that Sparta fielded the most powerful military force in Greece.

Nevertheless, the vaunted Spartan army was defeated by Thebes at the battle of Leuctra in 371 B.C. The turning point in the battle came when an elite Theban military unit known as the Sacred Band led a breakthrough against the Spartan right wing. Famed for both its fighting ability and its unusual makeup, the Sacred Band consisted of 300 soldiers who all had something in common.

They were gay.

This one-of-a-kind unit consisted of 150 homosexual couples. The idea was that every man would be motivated to fight to his maximum ability both to protect his lover and to avoid shaming himself in front of his lover. In modern military jargon, it was thought that this Theban “band of lovers” would enjoy a high degree of unit cohesion.

And it worked. The Sacred Band stood undefeated for more than thirty years. When it was finally overcome in battle against Macedonians, it is said that the unit was so unwilling to yield that every single man fought to the death.

“PERISH ANY MAN WHO SUSPECTS THAT THESE MEN EITHER DID OR SUFFERED ANYTHING THAT WAS BASE.”

— PHILIP II OF MACEDON, VIEWING THE BODIES OF THE SACRED BAND SLAIN IN BATTLE BY HIS ARMY
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The Spartans were the original men of few words. Sparta was part of a larger area known as Laconia, which is where the word “laconic” comes from. The story is told that Philip II sent a threatening message to the Spartans, warning, “If I enter Laconia, I will level it to the ground.” The Spartans’ one-word reply: “If . . .”
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The Spartans’ daily regimen was so demanding that Plutarch claimed they were the only men in the world for whom war was a welcome rest from training.





213 B.C.

ARCHIMEDES’ SECRET WEAPON

How one old man held off an entire Roman fleet.

 

In 213 B.C., a Roman fleet under the command of Marcus Claudius Marcellus attacked the Greek city-state of Syracuse. Marcellus was confident he could take Syracuse in five days. Instead, it took more than a year, thanks to the ingenuity of one old man.

Archimedes.

Archimedes is best remembered for shouting “Eureka!” in his bath and running through the streets naked. But there was much more to the man than that. He was Einstein and Edison combined, the greatest scientist of the ancient world, and also a brilliant inventor. As the military adviser to the king of Syracuse, he spent years devising mysterious “engines” to protect the city. When the Romans came, Syracuse put Archimedes’ machines to work.

There were large catapults capable of hurling rocks the size of wagons, and small catapults called “scorpions” that shot darts at the Romans. A giant grappling claw lifted Roman ships by the bow and smashed them against the rocks. Mousetrap-like mechanisms levered giant weights down upon Roman siege ladders.

Then there were the mirrors.

Archimedes, according to several chroniclers, created a series of mirrors that could focus the sun’s energy on ships and cause them to burst into flame—a death ray in the ancient world.

Marcellus had to admit he could not take the city by storm. He was forced to lay siege to it for many months before he finally found a way in. Archimedes was killed in the sack of the city, but not before demonstrating that the genius of one man could prove equal to all the military might in Rome.

“ARCHIMEDES USES MY SHIPS TO LADLE SEAWATER INTO HIS WINE CUPS.”

— ROMAN GENERAL MARCUS CLAUDIUS MARCELLUS

[image: ]

Archimedes so terrorized Roman sailors that every time they spied a rope or a piece of wood sticking out from the walls of Syracuse, they feared it was another of his fearsome engines, and fled. “The Romans” said Plutarch, “began to think they were fighting with the gods.”

Numerous historians have expressed skepticism about the mirrors. But in 1747, French scientist George-Louis Leclerc de Buffon pulled off a successful demonstration of the technique. He used an array of mirrors to make a piece of wood two hundred feet away burst into flame. It was a great PR stunt that made him famous across Europe.





52 B.C.

UP AGAINST THE WALL

Hail Caesar and the bold tactics that led to his greatest victory.

[image: ]

Julius Caesar had just suffered his first defeat in six years as a proconsul. The tribes of Gaul, united at last, were threatening his demise. A long way from Rome, he was short on food, and had no hope of reinforcements.

This was the prologue for one of the most boldly conceived battles in military history.

When Caesar came upon an army of eighty thousand Gauls holed up in the fortified town of Alesia, he ordered his legions to build a siege wall encircling the town. Then Caesar learned that another army of two hundred thousand Gauls was coming to crush his army and lift the siege. What to do?

Caesar’s solution was as daring as it was innovative. He ordered his legions to build a second set of fortifications around the city. While the first wall faced inward, this one faced outward, encircling his army and protecting it from the outside.

Military history records nothing else like it. Caesar had surrounded an army larger than his own, and then found himself surrounded by a second, still larger army. When the Gauls attacked, the Roman forces between the two walls found themselves fighting in both directions, against armies that outnumbered them six to one.

Impossible as it seems, Caesar won this battle, personally leading his reserve force out of the fortifications to attack at a critical moment. He defeated the army surrounding him, forcing the surrender of Alesia and the army within.

That decisive victory brought peace to Gaul. Caesar’s reputation, already glittering, soared to new heights. And an emperor’s throne awaited.

[image: ]

The double siege walls built by Caesar’s army were one of the greatest military engineering feats in history. These reconstructed fortifications show the complexity of the walls, complete with earthworks, trenches filled with sharpened stakes, wooden guard towers, and palisade walls. Remarkably, the Romans completed the two sets of fortifications in little over a month.



The captured soldiers inside the town became the slaves of the soldiers who had defeated them. They were lucky. After conquering one rebellious town, Caesar ordered that everyone who had borne arms against him should have their hands chopped off, as a warning to others. Caesar’s eight-year conquest of Gaul made him rich, famous, and powerful, but the province paid a high price: a million dead, a million more enslaved, and eight hundred towns taken by storm.
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The inner and outer lines of Caesar’s fortifications were about two hundred yards apart at their closest point, nearly a thousand yards apart at their widest.





60 A.D.

WARRIOR PRINCESS

She took on the armies of Rome . . . and almost beat them.

[image: ]

Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. And Queen Boudicca had been worse than scorned by the Romans. After the death of her husband, who was king of a Celtic tribe known as the Iceni, Roman authorities moved in to annex his kingdom, plunder his property, and humiliate his family. When Boudicca dared to protest, she was flogged and her daughters were raped.

The Romans soon discovered the error of their ways.

Boudicca vowed vengeance, and raised a huge army of Celts to expel the Roman oppressors. She attacked a Roman colony at Colchester, slaughtering its residents and putting it to the torch. Informed that the Roman Ninth Legion was rushing to the colony’s aid, she laid an ambush and annihilated 1,500 elite Roman infantryman.

When the Roman governor heard she was marching on London, he and his forces abandoned the city. A prudent move. Boudicca’s angry army murdered and mutilated everyone they found there, and burned London to the ground.

The Romans were terrified of Boudicca. Though no strangers to the brutality of war themselves, her blood lust astounded them. “The British could not wait to cut throats, hang, burn, and crucify,” wrote Roman historian Tacitus, who estimated that her army killed seventy thousand Roman soldiers and civilians.

Eventually the Romans scraped together an army to meet Boudicca in battle, and defeated the Celts. Tens of thousands of Boudicca’s soldiers were slaughtered, and she chose to take poison rather than be captured.

Rome would rule Britain for three more centuries . . . but they never forgot the warrior woman who almost voted them off the island.

[image: ]

Boudicca’s torching of London left an indelible mark on the city that remains to this day. Archaeologists digging down through the strata have found a layer of ash three feet thick from the time of the fire that testifies to the total destruction she wreaked upon the city.

[image: ]

“SHE WAS VERY TALL, IN APPEARANCE MOST TERRIFYING, IN THE GLANCE OF HER EYE MOST FIERCE . . .A GREAT MASS OF THE TAWNIEST HAIR FELL TO HER HIPS.”

— ROMAN HISTORIAN DIO CASSIUS, DESCRIBING BOUDICCA





532

DARING DANCER

The circus girl who saved an empire.

 

Theodora was a striptease dancer with one heck of an act. Crowds flocked to the circus in Constantinople to watch her dance half-naked with lions. One of those who found himself mesmerized by Theodora was Justinian, nephew of the emperor and next in line to rule the Byzantine Empire. He fell in love with the beautiful Theodora and married her. When Justinian eventually became emperor, Theodora became his empress.

Lucky for him—because her fearlessness would one day save his empire.

A few years into Justinian’s reign, a tax revolt broke out. There was chaos and rioting in the streets. It seemed the end of Justinian’s reign might be at hand. Shaken, the emperor prepared to flee. A ship was ordered to stand by, ready at any moment to take him and his wife into exile.

But Theodora wouldn’t have it. The one time circus girl made it clear she would rather die than surrender the royal rank she had attained. “Royalty is a good burial shroud,” Theodora calmly told her husband.

Her words filled Justinian with new resolve. Instead of fleeing, he sent out his imperial guard to fight the rebels, who were eventually crushed.

Justinian and Theodora reigned together for another twenty-one years, and Justinian for seventeen more years after her death.

“MAY I NEVER BE SEPARATED FROM THIS PURPLE.”

— THEODORA, EXPRESSING HER FIERCE DESIRE TO HOLD ON TO HER ROYAL STATUS

Men of senatorial rank were forbidden to marry actresses and dancers, who were considered little better than prostitutes. Justinian had to convince his uncle, the emperor, to repeal that law so he could marry Theodora.
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Famed nineteenth-century actress Sarah Bernhardt as Theodora.





732

AN ISLAMIC EUROPE?

Imagine Notre Dame Cathedral as a mosque. It could have happened but for one pivotal battle.

[image: ]

In the year 610, the angel Gabriel came to the Prophet Muhammad in a dream. Thus was Islam born, and it soon spread like wildfire. By the year 732, just one hundred years after Muhammad’s death, an Arab empire with thirty million Muslim subjects stretched from India all the way to Spain. It seemed only a matter of time before all of Europe fell under Islam’s sway.

Some of the most ardent converts were nomadic Moors in North Africa. They were determined to spread the word with their swords. In 732, a mighty army of eighty thousand Moors roared through Spain, crossed the Pyrenees Mountains, and rode into what is now France. “Everything gave way to their scimitars,” wrote one Arab chronicler. The Moors swept away everything in their path, and came within a hundred miles of Paris.

But fate intervened in the form of Charles, king of the Franks. He led his army south from Paris and met the Moors near the town of Tours. In a desperate battle, his foot soldiers beat off attack after attack from the Moorish horsemen, and finally routed the enemy.

The Battle of Tours may have been one of the most important in history. Had the Moors been victorious there, much of Europe might have been dominated by Islam instead of Christianity . . . and the world would be a very different place.

 

The battle earned King Charles a ferocious nickname. Henceforth he became known as Charles Martel, in English, Charles the Hammer.

“THE TWO GREAT HOSTS OF THE TWO LANGUAGES AND THE TWO CREEDS WERE SET IN ARRAY AGAINST EACH OTHER.”

— AN ARAB CHRONICLER OF THE BATTLE





832

SPOILS OF WAR

How an Islamic invasion led to one of the world’s wonders.
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An army of Arabs, Berbers, and Spanish Moors invaded Sicily in 832. They were known to Europeans as the Saracens. Within fifty years they had taken over most of the island, and they ruled it in the name of Islam for two centuries.

In 1004 the Saracens sacked the Italian city-state of Pisa. The citizens there thought of themselves as traders, not fighters, but in response to Saracen attacks they built up a navy to defend themselves. Then they turned the tables on their one-time invaders, undertaking a daring raid on Palermo, the capital of Saracen Sicily. They ravaged the city, sinking many Saracen ships. Only one enemy vessel remained afloat, and it was used to bring back a shipload of plunder.

Back home, the powers that be decided that a portion of the booty should be used to fund the construction of a grand cathedral, which was duly built. A cathedral wouldn’t be complete without a bell tower, and in 1172 a wealthy widow named Berta Di Bernardo left “sixty coins” in her will for the construction of one. Work began immediately but kept getting interrupted by battles with Florence and other Italian city-states. It took almost two centuries to finish it.

Maybe that’s where the problem began. Or maybe it would have happened anyway, what with the structure’s shallow foundation and shifting subsoil. For of course the cathedral bell tower that the Pisans built had a flaw. A flaw that would one day be seen as it’s greatest glory, and make it known around the world.

From an Islamic invasion and a widow’s will: the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

[image: ]

In the summer of 1944, the fate of the tower was in the hands of U.S. Army sergeant Leon Weckstein. The Germans were thought to be using the tower as an observation post. Weckstein was sent forward with orders to call in an artillery barrage if he saw any movement in it. “Had I seen the glitter of one shiny button, even for a second, the tower would have become a pile of gravel,” he said later. Seeing nothing suspicious, however, Weckstein held off giving the order for the tower’s destruction. Eventually, Allied generals decided to spare the landmark.

[image: ]

The tower wasn’t even finished in 1298 when the first commission was formed to look into its stability. Seventeen such commissions have been formed over the centuries, some helping, some hurting. Scientists believe that the most recent commission’s efforts have stabilized the tower for the next few hundred years.





1090

HISTORY’S HITMEN

The group that may have been the world’s first terrorists.

[image: ]

During the eleventh century, a rebellious Islamic sect took command of a mountaintop castle outside of Teheran. They set about trying to win converts, and soon held a chain of castles across the Middle East.

This breakaway group of radical Shiites waged war against the rulers of the Islamic world, chiefly through acts of terrorism and “hits” carried out on political leaders. Their weapon of choice was the dagger, and they murdered princes, scholars, crusaders, and caliphs—whoever were their enemies of the moment.

In many ways, they were the Al-Qaeda of their day. Their specialty was dramatic, high-profile killings—sometimes for the purpose of advancing their agenda, other times to raise money. Members of the group believed that the murders they carried out would earn them immediate and eternal bliss.

For more than 150 years they held sway. In the 1200s, Mongol warriors, led by Genghis Khan’s grandson, Hulagu, captured their mountain strongholds, and their reign of terror was over.

Crusaders brought tales of this faction back to Europe. Their very name evoked shivers of terror, and it is still remembered today. Whenever a political leader is murdered, it evokes the memory of this ancient cult whose methods seem all too modern.

The Assassins.
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The word “assassin” is actually a corruption of the group’s original name, the Hashishi. Crusaders wrongly thought that meant the terrorists were hashish eaters, which added to their fearsome reputation. Other stories, mostly myths, also circulated about the sect. One told of how their leader ordered two followers to jump off a tower to their deaths simply to demonstrate to some visitors from the West the total authority he held over his men.



The founder of the Assassins was Hassan-I-Sabbah. Among those he ordered executed were both of his sons, one for drinking wine. His sect could be flexible in its allegiances. They executed Crusader leaders, but also carried out execution attempts on behalf of the Crusaders when it suited them.
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The ruins of an Assassin castle in Syria. It was a virtually impregnable fortress with three layers of defensive walls.





1207

THE SWALLOWS OF VOLOHAI

How did cat whiskers and bird wings help Genghis Kahn conquer an empire?

 

Genghis Khan was a brilliant military leader who united the Mongol tribes and created a fearsome army with himself at its head. In 1207 his men swept across the Gobi Desert and began to attack China. But they were halted at the walled city of Volohai, their dreams of conquest stalled. Here the hard-riding Mongols discovered that their cavalry tactics were virtually useless in attacking a heavily fortified city.

It was time for some outside-the-box thinking, and the great Khan was up to the challenge. He offered to end the siege in exchange for an unusual tribute: one thousand cats and ten thousand swallows. One can imagine the puzzlement of the town’s defenders upon receiving this message, but they decided to comply.

Wrong decision.

When they delivered the tribute, Kahn ordered his men to tie puffs of cotton to the animals’ tails, and then set the cotton on fire. The frightened creatures fled back to their city. A thousand fires seemed to break out everywhere at the same time, and the citizens of Volohai rushed to fight them.

At that moment, the Mongols attacked!

Volohai fell. And though it would take decades, all of China would follow.

 

Another strategy of Khan was to march newly captured locals at the front of his ranks. Inhabitants of the area under attack would be hesitant to hurt their neighbors, shielding the Mongols until they got close




OEBPS/images/p11b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p11a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p23b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p23a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p13a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p25b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p19b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p15b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p25a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p15a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p17b.jpg





OEBPS/images/p17a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p20.jpg





OEBPS/images/p22.jpg





OEBPS/images/p24.jpg





OEBPS/images/title1.jpg
¢ Collins

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers






OEBPS/images/title2.jpg
H

HISTORY. Presents

The
GREATEST WAR
STORIES NEVER TOLD

10O Tales from Military History to Astonish.
Bewilder. <\ Stupefy

by Rick Beyer





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

The Greatest
War Stories
Never Told





OEBPS/images/p14.jpg





OEBPS/images/p16.jpg





