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Introduction


About

This is a book about warfare. Not war on a macro scale, so no great wars and fierce battles and generals with big egos, no cunning tactics or heroic actions. Instead war as seen through the eyes of the great majority, i.e. the people who were fighting, supporting and suffering it. The scope of the book is further limited to ancient and medieval warfare, more precisely the pre-gunpowder era. You will not find phenomena like military–industrial complexes, total war or nuclear deterrence here, not even bombards or musketeers. This book is about war in a time when fighting, both the why and how of it, was up close and personal. Within these boundaries, the text tries to touch many aspects of warfare, like life in an army, reasons for and methods of fighting, morale and many more.

This is not a scientific text. Most information comes from secondary, not primary sources and has not been peer-reviewed. However I have checked each reference, discarded obsolete theories and filtered out bias from historical sources, to ensure accuracy. I have pondered and weighed the writings of ancient historians, who wrote for propaganda reasons instead of hunting for facts, and also scrutinized the works of modern historians, some of whom still have a tendency to theorize rather than research. Many of them focus on a handful of ancestors who have left written sources, but ignore the vast silent majority. Where possible I have dug up information that is not colored by the personal views of a few writers. I think I have a done a decent job and can present a realistic view on the matter.

There is no large continuous narrative in the book; it is not a story. It is not even organized chronologically, but by subject. For each one, examples from various ages are picked from the long line of history to illustrate them. There are many observations, with a number of quotes from the past, to give our ancestors a voice of their own, and a few illustrations. Many of these are brief; if you want details then check the books and websites that are referenced. Where possible things are quantified, to go beyond vague statements and show what was really involved in waging war. Many examples come from Europe, because it has the most well documented history and it is the most familiar to me. China, Japan and America occasionally pop up, but India and Africa left very few records, so are almost entirely absent. This is not to say that nothing happened there. I think that most of the observations in the text apply to the wider world, as many patterns appear again and again in different places and times.

This is part of the motivation for this book. I wrote it out of the fascination for that everlasting 'paradox' of history, namely that some things remain the same throughout the ages, while others change face completely. I hope that the reader will perceive the same differences. War is just one aspect of human society where this applies to, one that I take an interest in too, from a different angle.

In the second half of the 20th century CE a large part of the world grew accustomed to peace, war being a rare phenomenon at the fringes. But in the pre-industrial age it was an integral part of society, shaping it as well as being shaped by it. Today, with the world apparently striving to rid itself of the boons of the industrial revolution, war is once more slowly becoming ubiquitous. Hopefully the reader will, while exploring the text, gain new insights about what once was, what is now and what might be, and thus put things into perspective. With war being such a strong scourge of life and being so often misunderstood, this book may prove its worth.



Definition of warfare

Before launching into the subject of warfare, it should be clear what I am talking about. This prompts a little digression into biology. I define war like many anthropologists do: "War is organized, lethal violence between groups of the same species". This rules out almost all the fighting in the animal kingdom. Carnivores hunt herbivores, which is aggression among species, so not within the same species. Animals of the same breed also fight among each other, usually over food, territorial claims, mating rights or something related to that. Yet these are fights between individuals, not groups. War only occurs among social species. That does not mean that all strife is war. Humans quarrel like animals, though over a wider range of prizes like money, status, insults, honor, perceived crimes, religion, even claims of black magic.1 But a mugger assaulting a passerby, a conflict between two neighbors and even murder are not organized group violence. War requires a group of warriors to band together and go out to fight, with the aim of defeating the enemy, often followed by looting, subjugating and/or killing.

One group battling another is not exclusively a human thing. Social animals like monkeys, wolves, even meerkats, fight over food and territory. However they tend to brawl only when they happen to run into each other. What is lacking is the organization, the strategy. This involves envisioning a goal, planning and (non-friendly!) empathy towards the enemy. It requires a level of intelligence not found in any species but humans, apes, ravens, killer whales, elephants, octopuses and the like. Of all of these, only two species actually engage in war: humans and chimpanzees.

There is fierce debate about the origin of war. The 'deep rooters' state that war is as ancient as our species and may have played a part in forming us into what we are now. It is part of our cultural attitudes and possible even in our genes. The opposite side, 'shallow rooters', point out that there is scant evidence of war in the stone age. Groups that came into conflict just migrated elsewhere. According to them warfare arose only with the agricultural revolution and the establishment of hierarchical societies.

From my definition it must follow that I am in the camp of the deep rooters. We are, by nature, a bloodthirsty species. The level of violence and organization increases through history, but the origins were there from the start. Chimpanzees go out on raids to steal females of rival tribes and kill males; our ancestors very likely did the same. According to my definition this is war, however primitive. When our civilization evolved, violence remained with us. Tribal chiefs were war chiefs, not peace leaders; Romans enjoyed gladiatorial combat; ancient India, like many other parts of the world, was plagued by endemic warfare;2 American soldiers tortured Iraqi prisoners in the Abu Ghraib prison, to name but a few random examples.

This does not mean that mankind is disposed to waging war all the time. Species that would wage war constantly would quickly wipe themselves out. Just like an aptitude for war, we also have an instinct for cooperation. To quote Karl Jaspers: "The warrior is a human type, but not everyone is a warrior." 3 In humans these instincts are powerful yet conflicting, one to cooperate to strengthen the group; the other to fight other groups.

This may be a result of our social organization, developed during our early years as a species. Doyne Dawson provides a good analysis of how this may have come to be.4 Many social animals group in bands of related females with some males in the periphery. With humans and chimps, it is the other way around: bands of related males with females in the periphery. Females gather food; males hunt and wage war. Though unlike many animals, they don't fight for themselves, but for their group. War is xenophobic, 'us' against 'them', an instinct that seems to be in our very genes. It has allowed us to dominate all other animal species, though domination does not have to be realized through war. This instinct may also be our undoing, if we forget to strategize peace along with it.
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Chapter 1: Starting a war

Wars are a (violent) means to settle conflicts. Ultimately all of them, and also lesser conflicts, are fought about power, wealth and/or prestige. These can and could take on many forms, which in the pre-industrial age could be somewhat different than nowadays, like theft, adultery, insults, accusations of sorcery, desire for loot or tribute, disposing a rival ruler, too high taxes and more. Usually they were started to gain something, or to prevent losing it. The most common prizes are described in the sections below, followed by the twists and turns that led to war, or not.


Revenge

Throughout history, revenge is often the official reason to start a war. Nothing justifies violence better than retribution for wrongdoings, either real or perceived. This held true in the stone age and perpetuated through history right up to our own time. The Iceni tried to exterminate the Romans in Britain after their queen Boudica had been flogged and her daughters raped by them and also because the Roman governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus was busy destroying druidic sites in north;1 Genghis Khan invaded the Khwarazmian Empire when his envoys had been beheaded; Adolf Hitler dragged Germany into the Second World War because of bitterness about the fate of the Germans after the first.

In the past revenge was more important than it is now, because cities, heads of state, clan chiefs and even heads of ordinary families mainly derived status from their ability to defend their subjects against danger, especially from other men. Masculinity was associated with strength and violence, symbolized by carrying weapons, effected by using them. If a man's reputation was tarnished, he was not just damaged, but his whole position was in danger. He could stand to lose respect of his peers, wealth, home, family, everything! Therefore he was quick to strike back to restore it.

A common phenomenon in pre-industrial societies, and in some cultures still present today, was the feud. An act of misdoing, like insults, theft, adultery, rape, arson, murder or something else, prompted the victim to strike back at the offender. Attempts at mediation might be performed, but were often unsuccessful, because honor was at stake. A feud differed from personal revenge in that its burden was laid not on the individual, but on his entire family or even clan. There were rules that specified how it was to be made public, who was obliged to participate, what means could be used, how much retribution was acceptable. Feuds could be quenched by peace settlements, but could also simmer for years and flare up again later. To the modern reader, accustomed to impartial law courts, feuding may seem primitive, ineffective and promoting strife rather than limiting it. But in older societies it was, and in some conservative areas still is, viewed as a means to keep the peace - at least some level of it, as feuds keep simmering and sometimes boil over. A limited level of violence was considered normal. To a feuding society, a completely non-violent peace is incomprehensible.2

Feuding was a matter between families but it was invidiuals who started them. One man, or sometimes a woman, committed a crime and then his/her whole family had to pay 'blood money' as a penalty, called "weregild", "główszczyzna", "diya" or other names. If they did not pay, or sometimes even if they did, the other side took violent revenge, again an action of the whole family. The trouble was that family was not strictly defined, so people could be related to one side by one bloodline and simultaneously to the other side via another line. Therefore kinsmen could find themselves enemies.3 Such feuding between small groups cannot be considered warfare. But it could also involve entire towns and if a noble or royal family was involved, feuds could become wars between states. These could be as complicated as feuds between smaller families: a tangle of loyalties, vengeance, and shifting alliances. In these cases political motives definitely played an important part too. According to many historians, most medieval warfare was feuding.

A colorful example of the interweaving of geopolitical motives and honor is the fate of Count Willem II of Holland. In 1256 CE he was campaigning against the Frisians, trying to extend his power over West Frisia. Being the only one with a horse, he rode ahead of the infantry to scout. The Frisians ambushed him when his horse fell through the weak surface ice of a stream and then they killed the count. Shortly after Hollanders pointed out their mistake:  "Wat hebdi ghedaen? Ghi hebt den coninc selve doot."  In modern English: 'What have you done? You have killed the king himself.' The Frisians secretly buried the body in the village of Hoogwoud. Later an old geezer told Willem's son Floris what had happened. In 1258 CE Floris launched a new campaign against the Frisians and was victorious. He retrieved the body and reburied it at Middelburg, far from the Frisians. Thus he restored the family honor and enhanced his personal prestige.4

The attack of the Great Viking Army of the 9th century CE started as revenge by the sons of chieftain Ragnar, who had been killed by the English king Aella in a pit of venomous snakes. Ironically, Aella had captured Ragnar while he was conducting a raid in England. The sons gathered men and supplies from all over Scandinavia, which took several years.5 They landed in 865 CE and managed to kill Aella within a year. But many warriors had secondary motives: obtaining loot and land (see below). So the vikings did not stop there but kept on fighting, for a full 13 years more, until the English finally managed to defeat them.

In 1210 CE, after several years of fighting, the Mongols submitted the Tangut people of the Western Xia. One condition of the peace agreement was that they had to provide troops to the Mongols for their other campaigns. In 1217 CE, when the Mongols set out to conquer the Qara Khitai empire and again in 1219 CE when the Khwarazmian empire was the target, they were commanded to do so, but refused. Genghis Khan was infuriated by this act of defiance and in 1225 CE, when his western campaigns where concluded, he came down hard on the Tanguts and in two years destroyed them, though he died himself too.

As stated and illustrated above, revenge was not always a personal thing. If a leader could spread personal or political revenge motivations to his men, they would fight more fiercely. Therefore commanders went to great lengths to justify their campaigns. Even if the real aim of a war was land, power or something equally worldly, is was portrayed as an endeavor to maintain or restore honor. The leaders depicted enemies as barbarians or infidels who deserved to be killed, and recalled past attacks by the other side. Much of the Macedonian invasion of Achaemenid Persia in 334 BCE was veiled as a Greek revenge for the Persian attacks in the 5th century BCE, though only 1/7 of the army was Greek.6 The ancient Romans even made payback a cornerstone of their strategy. When a Roman army was beaten, which happened more often than most people realize, the Romans did not slink away to lick their wounds and admit defeat. They just assembled a new army and engaged the enemy once more, in the name of revenge of the earlier defeat.
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Women

Though women rarely fought in wars, they were often the subject in them, especially the early ones. In all primitive tribes men, somewhat similar to the animals discussed in the introduction, fought over women. For small hunter-gatherer tribes, young, fertile females were important prizes because they were key to producing offspring. Also, they were one of the few things worth fighting over in societies with meager economies.

Most marriages were peaceful arrangements, but all too often a tribe found itself with a shortage of women, through attrition and polygamy. If it could not resolve that problem through peaceful means, it would try to raid neighboring tribes to obtain them. Cultural anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon lived among the Yanomami of the Amazon basin, who at the time of study were still largely unspoiled by modern society. These were semi-sedentary horticulturalists, mostly feeding on bananas, possibly more aggressive than nomadic hunter-gatherers. He saw firsthand how Yanomami tribes traded and raided for women. In their own words: "Yahi yamakö buhii makuwi, suwä käbä yamakö buhii baröwo." In English: 'Though we like meat, we like women more'.1 Despite being coveted prizes, the women were often beaten by their men and had very little say in which men they got to be married to. Meanwhile the men raised their sons to be as aggressive as themselves, in order to be able to hold their own in an aggressive society. The Yanomami called themselves "waiteri", 'fierce'. While the women got kidnapped, the men often got killed in the struggles. Chagnon estimated that some 25% - 30% of men met their end in fighting, both in internal conflicts and in inter-tribe war.2

Geography played a role too. In the fertile lowlands of the region where the Yanomami lived population density was the highest and so was the frequency of war and kidnapping of women. The less fertile highlands were more peaceful. When Chagnon observed them he counted that in the lowlands 17% of the women had been kidnapped against 12% in the highlands. The number of men that participated in killing others was twice as high in the lowlands. br/>The Yanomami were not they only ones who behaved this way. Similar reports came from Papua, Australia and other parts of the world, where other tribes proved just as warlike, also frequently seeking women as prizes.

Fighting over women was not limited to small tribes. According to the ancient Greek Iliad, the Trojan War that was made famous by it was fought over the beautiful Helen of Troy. Medieval literature has many examples of knights eloping with pretty ladies, often with her family trying to hunt them down. The nature of the kidnappings is not always clear, as medieval writers frequently used the Latin term "raptus", which could mean rape, abduction, seduction and elopement. Many tales were just stories to entertain medieval readers, but others were reality.

A nice example are count Baldwin I of Flanders and Judith, daughter of Charles I, king of West Francia. Baldwin fancied Judith, though she was above his station, so marriage was out of the question. Instead, somewhere around Christmas 861 CE, he abducted her. Judith, 19 years old but already a widow twice over, actively participated in the adventure, so the love may well have been mutual. Charles was furious. He stripped Baldwin of his titles, pressed bishops into excommunicating him and tried to take the pair prisoner, in vain. They appealed to the pope and a year later the three managed to convince the king to consent to the marriage, though he refused to attend it. The king needed Baldwin as an ally against incursions of the vikings, or possibly hoped that he would perish in combat against them. Baldwin did not die so quickly. As first margrave of Flanders he started build up his lands from a swampy border region to a prosperous province.

Especially in Germanic societies women had a lot more independence than in tribes like those of the Yanomami. Though they rarely fought themselves, they often spurred their men on to be brave, defend them and take revenge for real or imaginary misdeeds. This could backfire too. An amusing illustration comes from Brennu-Njal's saga. Gunnar, a medieval Icelander, noticed that his wife Hallgerda had been stealing:

"Now men ride home from the Thing, and many rode to Lithend. Hallgerda set food on the hoard, and in came cheese and butter. Gunnar knew that such food was not to be looked for in his house, and asked Hallgerda whence it came?

'Thence,' she says, 'whence thou mightest well eat of it; besides, it is no man's business to trouble himself with housekeeping.'

Gunnar got wroth and said, 'Ill indeed is it if I am a partaker with thieves'; and with that he gave her a slap on the cheek.

She said she would bear that slap in mind and repay it if she could.

Gunnar was immersed in the feuding that rages through the saga. Long after the incident described above, he found himself besieged by enemies. They managed to cut his bowstring, so he turned to his wife for an improvisation:

"Then Gunnar said to Hallgerda, 'Give me two locks of thy hair, and ye two, my mother and thou, twist them together into a bowstring for me.'

'Does aught lie on it?' she says.

'My life lies on it,' he said; 'for they will never come to close quarters with me if I can keep them off with my bow.'

'Well!' she says, 'now I will call to thy mind that slap on the face which thou gavest me; and I care never a whit whether thou holdest out a long while or a short.'

Gunnar had no choice than to fight on without his bow. He slew many enemies, but in the end they got him and killed him.3
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Livestock

The dog was domesticated during the latest glacial period. Shortly after the retreat of the ice people started to tame other animals too: goats, sheep, pigs, cows and later other species. These animals were sources of milk, meat, wool, leather and horns, but mostly the first two, so in short: food. Often food was more important than women, paradoxically more so in larger and more complex societies, which had higher population density and were more prone to famine. As prizes in war, animals were superior to other foodstuffs like cereals, vegetables, fruit and other crops. The latter were available only during certain periods of the year and had to be laboriously harvested before they were ready for consumption. They were bulky and often perishable too.

Animals however could simply be driven off to another pasture, if there was enough grazing ground available. They were like treasure chests on legs, providing wealth to who could control them. For example the Assyrians in several cases seized tens of thousands of sheep, goats, donkeys, horses, mules and oxen from their enemies.1 The only downside to animals as booty was that they moved slowly, slower than horses and even slower than men on foot. A significant number of cattle raids failed, not when the attackers moved in, but when they trudged back out, to be counterattacked by the angry owners of the livestock. Nonetheless the number of successes was high enough to let the raiders keep on trying.

Consequently, most conflicts in pastoral societies were about grazing rights, sources of water and the animals themselves. Some cattle raids even made it into heroic literature, like the Irish "Táin Bó Cúailnge", 'The driving-off of the cows of Cooley', which features the Celtic mythical hero Cú Chulainn. In many societies, cattle / other livestock raiding was almost a 'national pastime', neighbors raiding each other and being raided in turn. Despite the limited scope and the apparent lack of gain, these were important wars for the warriors that waged them. In those they could gain wealth and status, or at least keep up their reputation.

Nowhere was cattle more important than on the Eurasian steppe. This was and still is prime pastoral country, where the weather varies from year to year. Sometimes there was (and still is) bad weather several years in a row, which could devastate herds and quickly lead to famine.2 When that happened, the nomads that inhabited these lands fought over the food sources to survive. Some tribes won, some lost. Some of the losers were assimilated, some enslaved, some killed. Others packed their things and migrated to new lands. Nomads had no qualms about moving their home; it was said that their children could ride before they could walk. The quality of grazing grounds could operate as a force of migration in two directions. Tribes that had little could be forced to move elsewhere; tribes with plenty could increase their strength and expand their territory. In general on the Eurasian steppes there has always been a gradual shift of migrations westward, towards more fertile lands.3

Stealing livestock was not exclusively an activity of nomadic tribes. Also Semi-nomads and sedentary pastoralists, farmers with cattle, practiced it, as is demonstrated by the Celtic example above, among others. Cattle raiding has persisted up to modern times. It is still being practiced in areas that retain a pastoral economy, like in the African Sahel.
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Slaves

Slavery was practiced in many places in all the centuries covered by this book. All ancient states and proto-states employed prisoners of war as slaves. The Greek city state of Sparta enslaved the entire population of neighboring Laconia and Messenia; the bottom layer of viking society was made up of "thralls"; Muslims enslaved Christians; Christians enslaved Muslims; and so on. Pre-industrial societies did not have machines and were always short of labor, so cheap slaves who could be pushed to their limits without impunity were welcome additions to the labor force. Captured warriors and leaders were usually killed, to remove the strongest enemies and strike terror into the hearts of the rest. Meanwhile lesser men were often spared, then put to work on farms, or worse, in mines. Women were employed on farms too but also as housemaids and very often as concubines.

The biggest employer of slaves was the Roman Empire, which acquired most of them as prisoners of war. At its height, they formed 10% - 15% of the population. Their lives were short and tough, with little chance of becoming free men. Several times they revolted, most famously in 73 BCE, when a former gladiatorial fighter named Spartacus led an army of slaves for two years. However they were not some modern slave liberation movement, no revolutionary force that tried to change the lot of their fellow slaves. Once freed, some fled back to their homeland; most stuck to plundering Italy, until the Romans rallied and defeated them.

In 869 CE, "Zanj" African slaves who worked in Sawad (modern day southern Iraq) in the Abbasid Caliphate revolted against their masters too. They held out for 14 years, waging guerrilla war against the Abbasids. For a time they tried to set up their own state. They built forts, collected taxes and minted coins. Ultimately this revolt too was crushed by the ruling dynasty.

Like livestock, slaves were 'movable loot', easy to transport and thus attractive to raiders, though much more intelligent and sometimes rebellious. There are no reports about slaves questioning the morality of the slave system, but plenty of examples of people trying to work themselves up and out of it. Some failed and lived their lives as slaves and died as such. Others managed to break free, so slavery was not always a life sentence. Some former slaves even attained to high positions. A few examples: The Turk Alp-Tegin was captured and sold as a slave, but managed to rise to the position of governor in later life; the Yemenite Alam al-Malika was a "jarya", a slave singer who was appointed chief advisor by her king and effective head of state after his death; the famous Genghis Khan himself was briefly enslaved by the Tayichiuds when he was still Temüjin, a young chieftain.



[image: Assyrians with prisoners of war]
Assyrians with prisoners of war


[image: Looting and enslavement, from Des cas des nobles hommes et femmes]
Looting and enslavement,

from Des cas des nobles hommes et femmes





Loot

Most people in the pre-modern era were poor. Poor in an absolute sense, lacking modern wealth like abundant food, good healthcare, comfortable houses, household machines, plentiful entertainment and more. They were also poor in a relative sense, having an income that was just a fraction of that of the upper classes in their time. As will be explained below, many warriors did not receive regular pay, thus had to gain income in another form. So many people were always on the lookout for a little extra wealth. War, with the chaos that it brought, was a means to that end.

Plunderers preferred portable wealth, which they could take home and there invest in proper capital: land, houses, livestock. That could mean hunting for money, yet in many times and places economies were weak and money was scarce. Attractive alternatives were valuable goods like fine clothing, jewelry or artwork, yet these too were rare. So looters often settled for things of lesser value: livestock and slaves, which have been detailed above; tools; weaponry; or simply food.

One group of people who are well known for their raiding are the vikings of Scandinavia, who happened to live in a northern Europe that was still quite backward at the time (9th - 10th centuries CE). They were not a single people or nation; 'viking' basically means raider, so refers to an activity instead of ethnicity or nationality. But of course vikings in the modern sense were the traders and raiders from Scandinavia and other parts of northern Europe. It has been said that their raids were prompted by overpopulation, but that is false. It was the upper class, hungry for wealth, their appetite wetted by increasing the trade of their age, who sailed to foreign coasts.1 They took money from the more wealthier Middle East, through trade rather than plunder. In western Europe they looted the gold and silver from monasteries and livestock from the farmers. They also rounded up the farmers themselves, using and selling them as slaves. Raiding was a normal occupation for them, as is described for example in the Heimskringla:  "Hann hafði land lítið. Þáfór hann jafnan í hernað á sumrum, herjaði á Skotland og Suðureyjar, Írland og Bretland og aflaði sér svo fjár."  In modern English: 'He had little land. Therefore he always went harrying in summer, raiding Scotland and the Hebrides, Ireland and Britain and thus gained wealth for himself.' The vikings were not the only ones raiding for loot. At the time, almost all people in Europe did it. For a while, the vikings were just better at it.

A common method to gain loot was piracy. Pirates used the vastness of the seas to pop up unexpected, strike, plunder, then disappear again into the wide blue. They attacked ships, but also coastal settlements. The vikings mentioned above used their naval agility to practice sea trade, but if the people on the shores appeared to be weak, switched to piracy instead. English churches, filled with gold and silver, were prime targets. At the other side of the world, Japanese pirates, called "wōkòu", 'little robbers' by the Chinese, likewise alternated between trade and theft, scouring the coasts of China from the 13th to the 17th centuries CE. They did not go after precious metals but after rice. In between west and east, piracy was endemic in the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and other seas. Pirates were so common that many people regarded them simply as a kind of natural phenomenon: human predators, akin to carnivores in the animal kingdom.

In the 2nd and 1st century BCE the Roman empire controlled most of the Mediterranean, but not all. The wars of the Romans had fragmented states in and around Asia Minor. Plundering and corruption made many people desperately poor and drove hem into piracy. Over time these pirates grew so powerful that they did not just attack ships and villages, but sailed in large fleets, looted entire towns and defiled temples. They even held the young Gaius Julius Caesar hostage for a while. The Romans launched several campaigns to stamp out the piracy, with varying success. Eventually the pirates threatened the grain supply to Rome and the senate was forced to act decisively. They gave Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus a strong fleet and massive budget to weed them out. Pompey finished the job in record time and showed himself to be more than just a military commander. The majority of the pirates were not enslaved, but settled on land to pursue peaceful lives as farmers.

Even the upper classes, which were relatively rich to begin with, were always eager for more. Sargon of Akkad ("Šarru-kīnu", 'true king' in Akkadian), often lauded as the first emperor ever, was overlord of a realm composed of many city-states. However he did not rule much, acting more as a bandit than a king. When he conquered a town he demolished its walls, extracted heavy tribute and moved on to the next target. The conquered towns hated Sargon thoroughly and, despite the damage to their town walls, rebelled whenever the Akkadians appeared to weaken.

Another example are the knights of the High Middle Age. Not all of them were comfortably wealthy and not all were very chivalrous. Many had small fiefs that made them little better of than peasants, and the armor, weapons and horses of knights were expensive. When a war presented itself, they jumped into it, eager to gain loot.2 Sometimes they provoked war just to be able to wring some wealth out of it.

Loot was the prime motivation for many warriors. In 21 CE the Roman army, where pillaging was normally strictly controlled, was given free reign against the rebel Julius Sacrovir. According to Tacitus, the soldiers were so enthusiastic about that, that they protested against resting on the march, in order to get to their target city as soon as possible. In some less disciplined armies warriors were so eager to obtain loot that they did not wait for permission but started pillaging as soon as they reached the wagon train of an enemy army, before the battle was over. In several cases this allowed to enemy to recover and causing the side of the greedy warriors to lose the fight, for example at the battles of Megiddo, Gaugamela and Tours, among others. Therefore professional armies had strict rules that forbade premature looting and made sure that everybody got their share when the fighting was done. One of the measures that made Genghis Khan's grip on his men so strong was that he made sure that all loot was distributed properly over his entire army.

Plundering was not limited to individuals or small groups. States happily indulged in it, both to weaken their enemies and enrich themselves. After victory in the Battle of Megiddo in 1457 BCE pharaoh Thutmose III boasted that he had seized 2041 mares, 191 foals, 924 chariots, 200 suits of armor, 502 bows, 1929 cattle, 22,500 sheep, 304 prisoners and 83 hands of dead enemies. Later, in the Assyrian state, booty was not a substantial but essential part of the income of the state. Without it, it could not support its upper class and its large army, which of course was the key element in obtaining loot.3

It was not always necessary to engage in war directly to profit from it. When the Roman Comitia Centuriata had to approve a military expedition to Sicily in 265 BCE, which would later lead to the First Punic War, many equites voted in favor, mostly because they stood to gain from selling provisions and equipment, plus organizing the sale of prisoners of war as slaves.4 In Japan, poor farmers supplemented their income by stripping armor from dead samurai and selling the pieces on the market.5

In rare cases wars benefited the area where they were waged more than they caused damage. For example from 1348 CE to 1340 CE, the English king Edward III campaigned in the Low Countries, fighting little but having to pay for the upkeep of his army all the time. The total expenditure was more than 400,000 pounds sterling. From this sum supplies and replacement horses were bought; lodging, wages and even minstrels paid for; alms distributed. Much of this happened in the Low Countries, where the economy received a significant boost.6
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Land and water

After the retreat of the ice after the last glacial humans did not only domesticate animals, but also plants. Many kinds of cereals, roots, vegetables and fruit proved to be both edible and suitable for cultivation. They produced about ten times more nutrition per unit of surface than animals did, so allowed the land to support dense populations. Yet they required a lot of labor too. Modern agriculture produces so much surplus that a group of farmers as small as 2% of the population can feed themselves and the other 98%. But in ancient and medieval times production was far less efficient. Our ancestors lacked machines, industrial fertilizers, pesticides and other agricultural fancies. To keep the granaries stacked at least 50% of the population had to work on the fields, in some places up to 90%. Consequently most wealth was agricultural wealth, tied to the land as much as the crops themselves. So land meant wealth and wealth meant land.

Nowhere this was more visible than in East Asia. Unlike the western end of Eurasia the farmers cultivated not mainly wheat, but rice. Planted with rice, the fields could feed very large populations, though they required much labor too. The daimyo of medieval Japan were allocated a stipend that was measured in koku, not a monetary unit but a measure of volume, about 180 liters of rice. Rice was money; the daimyo paid for their castles, retainers and luxuries with rice.

When waging large wars, ancient and medieval rulers were often out to conquer land. The land could be taxed, if not in money then in food, and with the yield they could fund their activities. For the peasants tilling the soil, in many cases it did not matter who ruled them, as long as the tax burden was not too heavy. Therefore entire provinces and even countries could change hands without too much change for the people who lived in them. But sometimes the financial strain did become too heavy, especially when bad weather caused bad harvests and the taxes were not lowered accordingly. Then rulers had to fight their own peasantry, not to gain land, but to keep it. Romans, Franks and many minor kings had to contend with the trouble. In China, most changes of dynasty were brought on by peasant rebellions. These rebellions were sometimes suppressed but at other times toppled the existing dynasty, replacing it with a new one that would be brought down by another rebellion sooner or later.

An example is the fall of the Chinese Sui dynasty. The Sui had come to power in 581 CE, re-unifying China after the War of the Eight Princes. At first the Sui were beneficial to the peasants. The dynasty set up an equal-field system that aimed to reduce economic inequality and improve agricultural productivity. It also reorganized the government, the standardized the coinage and dug the Grand Canal. Yet it overstretched its resources by embarking on large construction projects and wars against the Chen dynasty, the Turks, Goguryeo and Vietnam. All of which cost money, prompting heavy taxes. Many farmers were conscripted to engage in construction work or fight battles rather than tilling their fields. They were so loath to serve in the army that they broke their limbs on purpose, to escape conscription. When the wars against Goguryeo resulted in defeats and an empty treasury in 617 CE, it was enough. Emperor Yang was assassinated by his advisors. Li Yuan, an aristocrat from the north, led a peasant uprising, toppled the government and founded the T'ang dynasty a year after the start of the rebellion. Ironically, the T'ang adopted many of the reforms that the Sui had introduced.

In East Asia, the farmers of China and the nomads of the Eurasian steppe regarded each other with mutual contempt. The Chinese regarded their civilization advanced and their country the center of the world; they thought of nomads as fickle barbarians. The nomads in turn regarded the Chinese peasants as lowly soil-grubbers. As a result, when the Mongols conquered large parts of Asia in the 13th century CE, they destroyed many irrigation systems and killed lots of peasants, unaware of their worth. Only when Chinese officials pointed out that in the long run taxes yielded more money than plunder, did they start to turn around.

All this did not mean that the nomads did not value land. Among themselves they fought over it many times, before and after the Pax Mongolica. However the nomads battled over pastures, not agricultural land. Some parts of the Ukraine and Hungary are suitable for both agriculture and livestock farming. In times that nomads were weak, farmers were dominant there; when they were strong, shepherds.

Land was most valuable when it was fertile, which for most part meant well-watered. Rivers provided fish, transport routes and water for irrigation, which enabled even deserts and high mountains to become productive. Countries and regions like Egypt, the Fertile Crescent in the Middle East, the Ganges plain of India and eastern China could flourish only because of their large rivers, the water of which was spread through irrigation. All these regions were frequently raided by tribes from the surrounding hills and mountains, and sometimes conquered too. Most of the regions mentioned above were so attractive that they have been conquered many times through the ages, every time by different peoples.

Though in pre-industrial times arable land was a very valuable and coveted thing, there were exceptions. It seems that in medieval Ireland there was a state of under-population that lasted centuries. There were not enough people to till the available soil. As as result, farmers were a more desirable 'possession' for local nobility than land. This affected warfare: most Irish fought unarmored, relying on speed and ambushes. In their own words:

"For our maner is, of this land

Till follow and ficht and ficht fleand

And nocht till stand in plane melle

Quhill the ta part discumfit be.

In modern English: 'For our manner is, of this land, to follow and fight, and fight while fleeing, and not to stand in plain melee until the other side is defeated.' Killing people was counterproductive; subduing them, or preventing them being subdued, was more important. This meant that even the ubiquitous cattle raiding was not always total. If a warlord stole all the cattle from a group of farmers they would starve, so he made sure to steal only part of their flocks.1
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Influence and power

Wars were not always fought for immediate gain. Calculating belligerents aimed to increase their might and influence, to reap rewards in the long term. This applied to both small scale conflicts and larger inter-state wars. Often states were simply not able to entirely conquer rival states, so instead they plundered and forced concessions. The latter could be the abdication of a hostile ruler or a change in the political system, oaths of fidelity, trade rights, a small part of the enemy territory, a yearly tribute, prisoners to be sacrificed, or something else of value. If the demands were not too excessive, the losing side would grudgingly concede.

For example steppe nomads were known for raiding and plundering, but many times they simply wanted to trade, demanding that markets be open to them.12 In the early years of the conflict between the Chinese Han dynasty and the Xiongnu steppe nomads the latter were able to strike a favorable agreement with four basic points:3


	A Chinese princess (actually a concubine) was to be given in marriage to the leader of the Xiongnu

	Fixed annual payments of food, silk and wine to the Xiongnu

	Equal 'brotherly' status between the two states

	A fixed border between the two states



Which in the end failed to stop Xiongnu raids.

History is full of examples of wars with clear goals, victory deals and safety measures. To name a few: The Social War of 91 BCE - 87 BCE was about the distribution of power between Rome and her allies. The wars between the Romans / Byzantines on one side and the Parthian / Sassanid Persians on the other side, which lasted centuries, were essentially a struggle over control of the lucrative trade routes between East and West. In 1098 CE the crusader Bohemond I played a pivotal role in conquering Antioch, yet made sure that afterwards the city was to become his personal possession. A few years later, in 1192 CE, Richard I the Lionheart failed to conquer Jerusalem, but struck a deal with Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub that allowed Christian pilgrims access to the city.

Sometimes military might was used not to gain a new advantage over the enemy, but to retain an existing one. Alexander the Great, while on campaign in Persia, kept Athens from rebelling in his absence by controlling the grain supply from the Black Sea through the Bosporus. The Assyrians kidnapped statues of the city gods of their enemies and held them hostage to keep them in check.4

But often concessions were not the end of the matter. Not all wars were offensive in the sense that one side aimed to wrest something from another. Just as many were the reverse, fought to free a group from the other's yoke. Often this was a fight for whole or partial political independence, the freedom to sort out their own affairs. Some examples are the Frisians fighting the County of Holland to retain their independence in the High Middle Age;7 the Scots fighting the English to (re)gain it; the American tribes that joined Hernán Cortés to rid themselves of the oppression of the Aztecs.

Such 'freedom' wars were usually started when the victor of a previous conflict victor weakened at some point. This could be attack from another party, or simply a natural disaster like a few bad harvests in a row. Another signal for a break often was a change in leadership, for example a young king succeeding his father. The youngster would be unproven, possibly not as formidable as his parent and certainly less experienced. Therefore it was customary for many fresh kings to launch a military campaign immediately after their ascendance to the throne, to show that like their fathers they too were made of stern stuff and prevent such rebellions from rising up. Preferably such a campaign would be aimed at a weaker opponent, so that the change of winning was high.5 To quote Hittite king Hattusilis III:

"I have heard that my brother is grown into a man and goes often to hunt ... My brother, you should not stay at home. Go out into the enemy country and defeat the enemy! But when you go out, go against a country on which you are three or four times superior." 6

In the first century BCE, Gaius Julius Caesar had to fight for ten years to subdue the Gauls. Clearly they did not like that and fought to retain, and later regain, their freedom. But it would be a mistake to think that the idea could always be summarized as 'Go away, let us live in peace!'. The slogan of the Gauls fighting against the Romans was more something like 'Go away, let us live in war!'. The Gauls formed a still mostly tribal society. Their aristocrats, who led them in the war against the Romans, gained loot and prestige from raiding neighboring tribes. This was what enhanced their status, attracted followers, increased their power. A Pax Romana enforced by Roman legions would make that nearly impossible, eroding their position, something they were unwilling to let happen. So they fought the Romans, effectively with the aim to be able to fight among themselves.8 Ironically the same considerations applied to the Romans, who had to keep conquering to maintain their image of strength. A similar self-promoting attitude to war could be found in other places too, for example in the northern Andes, even after the Inca had unified the region. War leaders called "cinchecona", 'they who are valiant', led communities in defense, but sometimes also provoked war to increase their status and wealth.9

The balance between offense and defense, overpowering the other side or slipping away from power, could be very fluid. Byzantine emperor Alexios I Komnenos called for help from the Catholic Christians only when the pressure of the Seljuk Turks on his borders became too great. In response, the pope was able to lure the knights of the west into action with the concept of a crusade. He sought to move the knights away from fighting each other in feuds, but also to increase the power of the papacy. When the army of the First Crusade arrived at Constantinople, Alexios wanted to use the crusaders for his own purposes and demanded oaths of fealty from them. The crusaders objected and the two Christian factions briefly fought each other instead of the Turks, before a compromise was struck.

In China, floods and bad harvests frequently prompted revolts that sometimes grew into nation-wide rebellions, which were led by a mix of bandits, local militias and even some troops of the central government. The latter tried to suppress rebellions and establish or maintain a centralized power, while others sought independence. Many people shifted their allegiance, simply trying to back the winning side.10

Often it was the interests of the 'big men' that were at stake in war. For the common people, it often did not matter much who won or lost. They simply hoped that the war would blow over without too much damage to their own lives and businesses. When in the first century BCE the Roman Empire started to descend into civil war and leaders tried to sway people to their side, the response was wary and tepid, even in the light of promises of food and justice.11

Often people were pressured to change sides, if only briefly. Very often this meant that the population was forced to feed invading armies and sometimes even house them. Individual lives could be affected in other ways too. In the Anabasis, Xenophon described how the Greeks captured two Persians and tried to force them to act as guides. The first man stubbornly refused and then they killed him in front of the other, who promptly gave in to their wishes.12
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Religion

In modern times science takes the lead in explaining the world around us. Magic has been pushed back to the realms of fantasy, religion is reduced to mysticism and sometimes the role of a morale compass. Our ancestors did not make such clear distinction between rationality and spirituality. They fought wars with all their ability, insight and common sense, but they did not ignore the gods either. To them, gods and magic were real.1 Alexander the Great never went into battle without making a sacrifice to the gods;2 Romans had a priest throw a blood-tipped spear across the border before starting a war; vikings threw a spear towards the enemy before battle to dedicate those would fall to Óðinn; Christian medieval armies often fasted, prayed and confessed to cleanse their souls and make sure that their god was on their side; the Maya timed their campaigns to match favorable situations, predicted by astrology. And when a battle was won, there would be other sacrifices to thank the gods for their help. At least to those gods that were helpful, which was the majority, but not all. The ancient Greeks sacrificed to Ares, their god of war, not to invoke his support, but to keep him out of their way, as he was a fickle god who would determine the fate of a warrior at the roll of the dice.

However, not everyone looked towards the gods for support and counsel. As the Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu said:  "Prohibit the taking of omens, and do away with superstitious doubts. Then, until death itself comes, no calamity need be feared." 3

The ways of the gods were mysterious, so people tried to grasp their intent. The Romans employed augurs to interpret omens, so they could figure out if an upcoming enterprise was favored by the gods or not. One type of augury popular with armies was "tripudium", performed by a "pullarius", by way of feeding a soft cake to a bunch of "pulli", chickens. If the birds would jump on the food that was favorable; if they ignored it, made a ruckus or fled, that was unfavorable. Livy tells an amusing tale about tripudi, which is probably mostly fiction, but shows how divinations could and would be manipulated. In 293 BCE consul Lucius Papirius Cursor was campaigning against the Samnites. On the eve of a battle he had his pullarius consult the chickens. They refused to eat, but the pullarius, fearing the wrath of the consul, lied and told his boss that they had eaten so greedily that the food had spilled from their mouths. Delighted, the general plunged into the fight, but then heard the truth from other pullari. By this stage he was fully committed to the battle and could not pull back. Instead he sent the offending pullarius to the front line, to test his claims. At the start of the battle the man was struck by a javelin and went down. Papirius cried out that he had been divinely punished and the gods were clearly taking part in the battle. At that moment a crow passed in front of him and gave a loud 'caw', a favorable omen. The Romans went ahead and won the battle, though by a narrow margin, so the omens proved correct in every way.

Victories and defeats were often attributed to divine intervention or the lack thereof. A famous example are the failed Mongol-Korean invasions of Japan of 1374 CE and 1381 CE, both of which were decided by "kamikaze", 'divine winds' that wrecked the fleets of the invaders. Yet one must take care with such religions ideas coming down through history, as many historical accounts of battles were written down by the few literates among the general population, who were often clergy ... biased in favor of religion. Research shows that in this case the attacks were beaten off by samurai and their fortifications and that the divine winds were probably no more than easterly winds that allowed the attackers to swiftly sail back to Korea. Though both the victorious Japanese and losing Mongols were happy to see the hands of the gods in the outcome.4

Particularly gruesome to the modern eye were the wars that several Mesoamerican cultures waged. Their aim was to capture prisoners, who were later ritually offered to their gods. For the Aztecs this was a central dogma. They offered blood to pay their debt to the gods and keep the sun going round. Taking captives in war was considered proper; killing enemies on the battlefield sloppy. As offering the blood of captives was preferred, but the Aztecs also donated their own, through self-mutilation. The most desirable captives were strong warriors, probably because that was a way for the warrior elite to demonstrate their might and increase their prestige. The Aztecs were not alone in capturing people as prizes for the gods. The Maya and several other Mesoamerican cultures did it too, as well as the Chinese from the Shang dynasty, possibly the Celts in Europe and other peoples. Even the Romans temporarily practiced it, during the Second Punic War, when Hannibal Barca pressed them hard and they became desperate.5

Religion was important outside of war too. In 490 BCE, the Persians landed at Marathon to attack Greece. They were stalled by hoplites from Athens and Plataea, who were afraid to attack to powerful Persians. They sent the messenger Pheidippides to Sparta to ask for help. However the Spartans were engaged in the religious festival of Carneia, during which all military activity was suspended. Not even the threat of an all out Persian invasion could convince them to abandon their holy duties. Only when the festival was over they took up their arms and force-marched 220 kilometers to Marathon in just 3 days, arriving at the battlefield 1 day too late.

Christians preached peace and non-violence, but in practice they often ended up at the violent side. In Europe, knights and religious priests often came from the same aristocratic families. Both owned land, both shared several responsibilities within the feudal system, including warfare. Nobles had chapels in their castles and bishops had castles and private armies too. So many a bishop waged war just as much his fellow noblemen.6 In order to not shed any blood they wielded blunt weapons instead of sharp ones, though any fool could see that these were made to kill. Sometimes abbots raided each other's monasteries. Before the 'pagan' vikings descended on Ireland in the 9th century CE, the Christian Irish raided their fellow countrymen just as often.7 On the other side of the world, in Japan, it was no different. Buddhist monasteries were also entangled in the twists and turns of politics. The monasteries employed whole armies of "sohei", warrior monks, who challenged the ruling samurai elite.

Fighting with the help of the gods was an ancient practice, but fighting for a god happened only after monotheism had established itself. After the Jews, the Arabs were among the first to wage war in the name of their god. Muhammad called upon the Muslims to spread their faith and fight unbelievers. This they did, conquering North Africa and South Asia in less than a century. Religious zeal was an important factor in their success. Promises of a happy afterlife were a great motivator but most warriors wanted to survive wars. Their more worldly morale too was bolstered by the idea that Allah stood by them and could gain them victory. It made them fight with greater ferocity and tenacity.

It was another monotheistic religion that responded. In principle the Christian Catholic church abhorred violence. When Christian warriors spilled blood, they had to confess and do penance, generally 40 days8, though it is unclear how strictly these rules were adhered to in practice. Confronted with reality, opinions in the church were divided: some disapproved of all violence; some allowed it, within constraints. In general 'just war', that was war waged against 'evil', i.e. bandits, invaders or pagans, approved by kings or church officials, was acceptable; 'unjust' war against fellow Christians was not. In the former pillaging and plundering was acceptable, in the latter not, so it was not the act itself that was just or unjust, but it was made such by the circumstances in which it was committed!9 Warriors in medieval Europe were acutely aware of this and took pains to show that their cause was just. Mercenaries switched wars when one became unjust and another lawful.

When the Muslims started to assault Christian lands, the church expanded the concept of just war. Warriors who engaged in a 'holy war' did not have to do penance, war was the penance. They were allowed to atone for their sins by fighting these wars.10 These wars were called crusades by later historians. People at the time used words like 'journey', 'expedition', 'pilgrimage', 'taking the cross' and 'soldiers of Christ'. The Catholic church engaged in an effective campaign of preaching to recruit holy warriors, inspiring them, making sure they received blessings and that their affairs that they left behind were in good order when they set out on crusade.

This suited the European knights very well. Over the course of three centuries, many participated in one of several crusades. Some acted out of genuine piety, like Raymond IV, Count of Toulouse, during the First Crusade; others like Baldwin I of Jerusalem and Bohemond I of Antioch were clearly out for land and loot; for most knights it was a mix of the two.

Not only knights fought in the crusades. The First Crusade was preceded by the People's Crusade and there were two children crusades, one German and one French. These were probably more pious than the knightly endeavors. However they were horribly opportunistic too and all ended in disaster. The People's Crusade descended into brigandry several times on route through the Balkans and once in Muslim territory, was wiped out by a Turkish army. The children, who were actually "pueri", 'youngsters' or 'poor', not nearly as young as later writers portrayed them, never reached the Levant. They either perished during mountain marches, abandoned the enterprise prematurely or were captured by slavers and sold on slave markets.1112

The Fourth Crusade was the worst of all. Its leaders struck a deal with the city state of Venice to provide naval transports and warships.13 When they arrived at Venice they had less warriors than agreed and more importantly, less money. The Venetians, who had turned half their economy around to meet their end of the bargain, were furious. They diverted the crusade to attack the Christian town of Zara, a rival of Venice. This prompted many knights to abandon the enterprise in disgust. Next a Byzantine pretender to the throne drew the army into an attack on Constantinople, which was stormed, captured and sacked. This was the beginning of the end for the Byzantine empire and hurt the crusading ideal more than an attack in the Levant could ever have helped it.

Not all Christians went along with the papal doctrine of waging holy war against the infidels to redeem one's soul. Some were not crusaders but pilgrims; others switched between these two roles. The Italian city states Venice, Genoa, Pisa and others were important in providing transport, yet also schemed to gain control of lucrative trade routes.14 It took the Muslims some two centuries to oust the crusaders from the Levant because they were divided and political incentives were much more important than religious zeal.15

Other wars where religion played a part showed complex motivations too. The Spanish reconquista started out as a power struggle between nobles, where Christians and Muslims were happy to fight their religious brethren as well as each other. Only around 1200 CE did the Catholic church turn it into a religious war. Meanwhile the eastern Orthodox Church regarded war just as long as it was fought against barbarians, religious or not. That church invoked the cross as divine protection, not as as something fighting other beliefs.16 Others too treated religious zeal more as an excuse for conquest and colonization of 'pagan' lands, or even attacks on fellow (heretical) Christians. Examples are the 'crusades' of the Teutonic Order into the Baltic area in the 13th century CE; the Albigensian Crusade in the same century; Anglo-Norman incursions into Ireland in the 12th century CE.
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Intermezzo: Attack

So there were plenty of incentives to start a war. But of course wars were costly and risky too. Yet they were fought, and frequently too. Sometimes it was no more than the very human opportunistic belief that, despite both sides being equally strong, the other side would surely quickly lose. In cases were whole states were involved, the run-up usually was more calculated, to gain power of some kind. Most of this strife was settled in a civilized way, by disputes, arbitration, or brief fights by individuals. Conflicts between a handful of people were often too insignificant to start a war. However fights between two men could drag family, friends and other allies into them, followed by allies of allies. Especially in hierarchical societies conflicts between leaders could pull their whole tribe, chiefdom, proto-state or state with them. Thus a small conflict could escalate into a full war.1

However in general wars were not started overnight. They were often violent and deadly, and our ancestors were just as keen not to die as modern people, so they thought twice before they stuck out their necks. Already in the stone age warriors maintained a kind of 'ladder' of violence, with each step presenting an opportunity to resolve the conflict, the next step being used only when that failed. This was observed by anthropologists as late as the 20th century CE, when there were still a few tribes left that displayed this exact behavior. Napoleon Chagnon, who has been mentioned earlier, discerned five levels. The lowest form of physical conflict was the chest pounding duel, a ritualized form of combat where men would alternate in hitting each other on the chest and see who would be able to take the most beatings. Hitting on the side was similar, with hits on the side instead of the chest, bringing the risk of more severe injuries. The club fight would be fought with clubs and stone axes, between groups rather than individuals, where men could be killed. Likewise the spear-throwing fight was a type of group combat with even more lethal risk. Finally, the raid was an attack on a neighboring village to kill enemies and kidnap women.

Of all these types of fights, only the last one can be constituted as war. All the others are partly ritualized in order to minimize casualties. Similar reports of formalized 'war' came from Papua, Māori New Zealand, South Sudan and other parts of the world. Most spear / bow fights were ritualistic, with warriors showing off bravery by disdaining shield cover. All shouting, showing off and skirmishing was aborted when somebody was actually killed.

More advanced societies turned out to be not so different. There too ritualized combat was tried before two sides launched into war. Pre-modern historians often described battles as duels between heroic commanders, who performed astounding martial feats, while the common soldiers ran a sideshow: 'champion warfare'. Battles would commence with heroes boasting their formidable ancestry and prowess, trying to intimidate their opponents. If that was not enough, they would engage in one-on-one combat, possible ending the larger army-scale battle before it had really begun. There is evidence that the small kingdoms of the Early Middle Age too frequently engaged in ritual warfare, including small raids, skirmishes and boastful standoffs, which were seldom recorded by contemporary historians. Non-ritual warfare, including bloody battles and conquest, were much rarer.3 Other examples are the duels in the Trojan War as described in the Greek Iliad; the fight between David and Goliath in the Bible; the Battle of the 300 Champions; struggles in the medieval Chanson de Roland; almost all battles in classical Japan.

We should not take all these accounts at face value. Historical writers did not want to portray facts, but wrote propaganda for the victors, or more specifically the leaders of the victorious side. Often they quoted the 'classics' just to show off their erudition, without verifying if theories postulated in those classics were true or even relevant.4 Also they praised courage but glossed over fear, ignored mistakes of their sponsors and related hearsay instead of eyewitness accounts. Some would, consciously, reduce battles to just the opening scenes and reduce those even further to duels between two leaders, who according to the story decided the whole fight between the two of them, as described above. All this paints a distorted picture of reality, where the ordinary warriors did play an important role.

Despite safeguards like ritualistic combat, deadly warfare could and did occur. However it was nothing like the total wars of the modern era, which could and can mobilize and wreck entire nations. Our ancestors appear to have been wiser, or more probably simply lacked the means for total wars. Rather than fighting great battles they mostly stuck to strategy that involved little risk, preferring to wear the enemy down through attrition. To quote John Keegan: "For enormous periods of time, even in Western Europe, crucible of the conquering impulse, warfare was not triumphalist but a cautious, local, piecemeal, protracted and indecisive business."5 Most of this aggression was 'irregular' warfare: skirmishes, raids, reconnaissance, patrolling and guarding. Often the distinction between war and marauding was vague and warriors engaged in looting, pillaging, rape, kidnapping, extortion, arson, vandalism and murder. This does not mean that all pre-modern warriors were base thugs. At the courts and in the churches they discerned between 'just' war and ordinary banditry, even when the lines were blurred in war itself. Warriors labored to demonstrate that the fighting they had done was on the good side, not the bad.

Though early warfare was generally not as destructive as modern combat, it was much more frequent. Tribes raided each other all the time; the ancient Greek considered piracy as honorable as trading; medieval lords feuded almost constantly. In times and places where central government was weak, which in ancient and medieval times was most of them, war was endemic.67 For example Celtic Iberia was dotted with villages, all fortified, which fought against each other every year. Only after the Roman Empire conquered the area in the last two centuries BCE did the Pax Romana settle the dust. And even then there were occasional rebellions, petty wars and other strife. During the 8th - 10th century CE Moors, Magyar horsemen and vikings raided central Europe, including the mighty Frankish empire, many times. However all other Europeans, including the Franks, raided too. According to the Royal Frankish Annals 792 CE was the only year in Charlemagne's reign when the Franks did not go on campaign, though there was an expedition to Benevento in the winter later that year, so even that was no exception.8
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Intermezzo: Defense

In general people started wars to gain something. Of course others who had more to lose than to gain sought ways of defense.

The most straightforward method was deterrence. Fortifications and defensive armies made aggressors think twice before attacking. They might be able to overcome the defenses, but suffer losses along the way. Defenses could thus divert an attack to somewhere else or stop it dead in its tracks. See chapter 5 for more details on fortifications and how those were tackled.

Another common strategy to guarantee non-aggression from enemies or even unthrustworthy allies was to take hostages. Especially children of the aristocracy, the likely future leaders of enemies, were prized assets. Hostages could be taken after a victory, or by making threats before the conflict had even started. Noble hostages, as befitting their station, were not thrown into dungeons but treated well, making the enemy more likely to hand them over. Often they would receive an education at the court that held them hostage and be returned after they had reached adulthood. Of course this was a way to instill them with the culture of, and feelings of friendship to, the side that housed them.1

Such methods did not always work. A spectacular example of failure is that of George Castriot a.k.a. Skanderbeg, the son of a noble in Albania in the early 15th century CE. At the age of 10 and once more at 18, he was kept at the court of the mighty Ottoman empire as a hostage. He fought in their army, gained wealth, lands and rank, eventually becoming a "sanjakbey", 'lord of the standard'. For many years he ignored the struggles of his countrymen against the Ottomans, but at the age of 38 suddenly made a turnabout and set himself up as a rebel. For the remaining 25 years of his life he fought against the Turks, and sometimes against his fickle ally Venice too, using guerrilla tactics and generally being a thorn in the side of the Ottomans.

Another way to prevent fighting was to convert assault into extortion by bribery. Examples are various Chinese dynasties bribing some nomad tribes at their borders to guard against other nomads; the Eastern Roman empire paying tribute to the Huns to keep their raids at bay; medieval Frankish and English kings paying Danegeld to invading vikings. In the words of the vikings themselves around the Battle of Maldon:

"It is for you to send treasure quickly in return for peace, and it will be better for you all that you buy off an attack with tribute, rather than that men so fierce in battle as we should give you battle. There is no need that we destroy each other, if you are rich enough for this."

This too did not always work well. When the viking attacks on Francia and Britain had increased from small raids to invasions of whole armies, the local rulers indeed bought them off with silver. The amounts were staggering, often thousands, up to tens of thousands of kilograms of silver per year. Looking back, the bribes seem counterproductive, as it prompted other vikings to follow up, again and again, to extract more money. But the impact of the payments was not as detrimental as would it would seem on first sight. The cost of raising armies, being defeated and then raided may have been higher than paying the marauders off.2 Also, only part of the silver ended up in Scandinavia. Much of it was spent by the vikings in the same lands they had attacked, on food, women, goods, weapons and whatever else they needed or fancied. Thus they drained local economies, but stimulated them too.3 Normandy, taken over by Hrólfr the Dane in the early 9th century CE, actually served as a market for viking raiders in England.4

Large empires did not limit themselves to bribery. They tried to pacify their borders by spreading their trade, culture and organization. They did so in different ways. The Chinese tried to 'sinicize' the nomads on their borders, by establishing colonies, spreading language and religion, imposing laws and more. They bribed some tribes in fighting off others, trying to 'divide and conquer'. In some instances this backfired, most famously when they supported a young Mongolian prince named Temüjin, who gained the title Genghis Khan and founded the Mongol empire that later would conquer all of China.

The Romans fostered the idea to bring peace through conquest, replacing inter-tribal warfare with the Pax Romana. The tribes were not regarded as opponents in war, but rebels against the law of the Romans, so the latter considered war against them not as aggression, but bringing peace. Of course the other side did not get a say in the matter ... This idea was still alive during the Middle Ages, centuries after the demise of the Roman empire. The Franks appealed to it, against the Bretons, the Basques and the Slavs;5; others made use of the theory too.

Not everybody agreed with this patronizing Roman policy. When a province was conquered by the Romans, especially in the first 20 - 30 years after, a rebellion sometimes reared its ugly head. The Romans, always more belligerent than the Chinese, knew the dangers of such movements. They raced their troops towards the place and tried to stamp it out as fast as possible, to prevent the enemy gaining wealth, prestige, arms and momentum.6



[image: Matsumoto castle]
Matsumoto castle


[image: Galloway hoard]
Galloway hoard





Chapter 2: The barracks

Though war in our time is increasingly fought by robots, throughout history it was waged by men (and a few women). To wage war, belligerents need warriors, who need to be recruited, trained, employed and - alas to a limited degree - kept alive. So where did those warriors come from?

A first observation is that generally it was young men who waged war. They had the most to gain and the least to lose, plus the recklessness of youth. However, older men did not drop out of the occupation en masse; experience was useful. As will be seen below, many armies enlisted men in the range from 15 - 20 to 50 - 60 years. Excavations by the Council for British Archaeology of two medieval military cemeteries yielded an average age of 28 - 29 years.1

The second observation is that in many early societies there was no clear distinction between citizen, bandit and warrior. A good example were the (in)famous vikings of Scandinavia. A young Danish boy would probably grow up on a farm and learn the life of a farmer. If he had several brothers or his family had enough "thralls", i.e. slaves, his help would not be needed on the farm and he would be free to join a ship crew and become a raider, scouring foreign lands in search of adventure, loot and fame. He might go on raids in several years, gain experience and grow into a seasoned warrior. As such, he could end up in the Great Viking Army of the 9th century CE and fight to conquer, not just raid. By then he would probably have taken a wife and settle down in the Danelaw as a ... farmer.

Not all societies allowed such a fluid attitude to warfare as the vikings. Some were dedicated to it; some devoted their energies to civil life. But all had to be ready to take up arms when violence raised its ugly head. They did so in various ways. A number of different 'recruitment' models can be discerned, which are detailed below.


Warrior class

The first model of 'recruitment' of warriors is the warrior class. This was the way that early tribes worked. As in small tribes there were no social classes, this simply meant every fit and able man; all were warriors. When they were not at war they provided meat through hunting; all were hunters. Many of the skills used in hunting, like wielding weapons, killing and teamwork, applied to warfare too, so hunting often was a school to learn the art of war. This concept applied well beyond small primitive tribes. For example the armies of the Mongol empire, in winter, engaged in the "nerge", a massive hunt where large groups of animals were rounded up to provide meat for the lean season ahead. It also served to practice military skills: coordination of units spread out thinly; keeping the lines intact to let no animals escape; individual combat against predatory animals.

Hunting was supplemented by mock combat, "hastilude" in medieval Latin. Unlike modern martial arts sports, there were few rules and the practice fights were quite close to actual combat. Warriors fought with real weapons and held back but little. Medieval 'jousts' were duels between two knights on horseback; 'tournaments' included combat between large groups and mock field tactics. These practice bouts were more than just combat training. In tournaments knights could also gain money by winning, show off against peers, socialize with their class and generally enjoy themselves.

Both hunting and mock combat were not without danger. Some hunters got disemboweled by boars; riders fell off their horses; warriors were cut down by their peers, accidentally or in the anger of the fight.1 Sometimes feuds spilled over in tournaments and warriors killed each other for real. The Catholic Church, powerful at the time, abhorred by the violence and condemned tournaments. Yet despite the risks the aristocrats kept on doing it, both to show off and sharpen their skill.

The system of training through hunting and mock combat remained in place when societies became more advanced. Throughout the centuries, hunting and fighting were the favorite pastimes of the warrior elites.

Tribes or other societies with many warriors are what Edward James calls 'militarized societies'. There is no clear distinction between warrior and civilian; all (free) adult men have the right to carry weapons and are expected to use them in war; the leader is both political chief and war chief; economy and culture are permeated by warfare.2 With rise of pastoralism and later even more with agriculture, societies became more stratified. More people were only part-time warriors, or not at all. The strongest, most aggressive and cunning men came out on top and became leaders. Yet they could not fight everybody by themselves. So each gathered a group of strong warriors around him, who formed his bodyguard. This was called a "comitatus" by the Romans who described German war-bands, "drótt" or "hirð" in Old Norse and many other names in other cultures. A nobleman with some power could gather a war-band; the army of a king often was a collection of war-bands of nobles under him.

Together leader and men fought for loot, or power as a means to it, because the bodyguard did not fight for free. In the words of the vikings: "Gjöf s´r æ til gjalda". In modern English: 'A gift always looks for a return'. Each leader was obliged to reward his men with feasts, good food and drink, women and luxuries. This was not regular pay, a fixed wage; the bodyguard shared in the ups and downs of the leader. A good leader picked the right targets and thus ensured maybe not a steady, though at least a plentiful supply of the good things in life. In the words of the skalds:

"Then glory in battle to Hrothgar was given,

Waxing of war-fame, that willingly kinsmen

Obeyed his bidding, till the boys grew to manhood,

A numerous band.

It burned in his spirit

To urge his folk to found a great building,

A mead-hall grander than men of the era

He is eager to build a great hall in which he may feast his retainers

Ever had heard of, and in it to share

With young and old all of the blessings." 3

The need to supply warriors with wealth explains the aggressive behavior of the war chiefs. Each had to raid to gain loot to satisfy his men, and to continue raiding to keep them happy and bound to him. They rewarded the men with feasts and honors, and coerced them by showing off their wealth, power and even cultural sophistication.

A good example of war-bands in the most informal way are the vikings. The viking raiding bands were centered around a war chief, often a "jarl". The first bands were no larger than a few dozen warriors. Later the Danes fielded armies of several thousand men, like the 'Great Viking Army' that terrorized England from 865 CE to 878 CE. Early viking forces were not field armies led a by a supreme commander, out on conquest, but a loose collection of war-bands that aimed for loot. Sometimes they banded together for strength, other times groups split off to plunder a region for themselves. Both leaders and followers went home when they had gathered enough wealth, to be replaced by fresh recruits who were eager for spoils themselves.4

The model of the war chief and his band of warriors can be found at many points in history, far beyond the vikings. The Romans described Germanic warriors as the ultimate barbarians; the Celts formed a proto-society of tribes centered around war chiefs; Japanese warriors in the Heian period fought duels rather than wars; the conquests of the Mongols were basically large raids for booty.

The internal loyalty of the warrior group worked two ways. The leader was required to be strong and successful, gain wealth and glory and then share that freely with his men; the men were honor-bound to stand by their chief in good times, but also bad times. They were prepared to fight and die for him, or avenge him if he was killed.5 Their motivation was a mix of honor and knowledge that once defeated, they could expect no mercy from the enemy. Meanwhile the leader had to be the bravest and strongest of them all. Chieftain and warriors swore oaths of loyalty, which were at least as binding as laws in our time. For example in the Old English poem "The Battle of Maldon", Earl Bryhtnoth's men swore to:


	not to forget the goods and wealth received from their lord

	to always fight before their lord

	to wrest glory from the foemen they face

	that they will not flee one foot-step from the battle

	to avenge their lord if he is slain or die trying

	to avenge their lord and fight themselves until slain6



This was the 'ideal' as the Roman historian Tacitus too described it. It is unclear how many war-bands lived up to this, fought and died together with their lord. They would however have the duty to avenge his death, though this might not heave meant to die all. There was a similarity between a war-band and a (virtual) family and also between vengeance and a feud.7

The warriors that surrounded a war chief were all hand picked, strong men, brave and proficient with weapons. Within this inner ring of trustees there was often a pecking order and substantial rivalry. Also there was an outer ring of lesser warriors who hoped to join the band at the center. Especially young men who still had to prove themselves, with little to lose and everything to gain, like all young men took great risks to get noticed. Often they would challenge enemies to duels, first boasting of their own prowess and reciting the deeds of their ancestors before engaging in combat.

The Mongols took the concept of the war-band the furthest. Genghis Khan broke the traditional warrior bonds, which ran along hereditary lines. He promoted his warriors on ability, not ancestry. He also set up the "Keshig", an inner circle of trusted lieutenants. This also included promising youngsters, who could learn from the veterans. Thus the Keshig was a kind of proto war academy.

The military might of warrior elites made them powerful in the political arena too. Everywhere in pre-modern times tribes, chiefdoms, proto-states and states were headed by a warrior elite. Sometimes priests would surpass them and in a few cases even merchants, but usually it was the warriors who were at the top. The 'armies' that they constituted were quite small. A minor warlord would have a bodyguard of a few dozen men; kings could finance a few hundred. The "hokoshu" of the Ashikaga shoguns in Japan numbered 350 men.8 They could act as either a small standalone army or form the tough nucleus of a larger one, because they:


	were selected on physical strength, bravery and aggression

	were bound together by a fierce warrior ethos that includes honor, duty and courage

	had enough time to hone their skills to a fine edge

	had enough money to obtain the best equipment



The second cause in the list above was probably the most important. Warriors fought better if they were tenacious and brave, best if they stuck together as a group and felt a close bond with their leader. Chieftains and tribes had this cohesion because all warriors were related by family ties; war-bands because of the booty-honor relation between leader and men; Roman legions because of strict discipline; medieval armies because of knightly honor and feudal bonds between lords and vassals. In ancient German tribes the war chief was called the 'first', "fürst" in German, a word that over time came to mean 'prince' or 'king'. The bond between chief and men was as strong in medieval times as it was in the ancient era, with many men fighting to the death if they had to.9

In many times and places the job of a professional warrior became (semi-)hereditary and the warriors became something of a permanent caste. Some medieval theorists divided society in three classes: "oratores", those who pray; "laboratores", those who work; "bellatores", those who fight. This was the basis for the 'feudalism' model, derived from the term 'fief', a grant of land. According to several later historians, kings and high nobles would rent lands to knights who in turn rented it to farmers that worked it and paid taxes. In return, nobles and knights would fight to protect the farmers. The whole was seen like a pyramid of social hierarchies. Reality was much more nuanced than this simple model. Many farmers did not rent but owned their land and took up arms too; the feudal bonds of vassalage were a complex web of overlapping loyalties and duties; the power of kings grew but slowly. The people at the time never used the word feudalism, which was invented in the 18th century CE.

Despite the social complexity, during the Middle Ages a kind of feodal system with a distinct class of knightly warriors did develop, especially in Francia after 1000 CE. Feudalism was most common in West Europe with its fertile soils. The forests of East Europe did not yield enough for a viable feudal system. Fudal knights were a class apart. Not tied to labor in the fields they had the time to hone their martial skills. Also they had the money to pay for equipment, which could be costly. In Europe, during the Late Middle Age equipment became heavier over time thus even costlier. As a result, the knightly class became more exclusive.

In the European Middle Ages, at the age of around 7 years a young knight-to-be would be assigned to senior, often a relative, who would teach him how to strengthen his physique and push himself to his limits, learn horsemanship, courtship and of course fighting.10 At that age he was a 'page'. In the Early Middle Age he was generally made a knight in puberty. In the Late Middle Age equipment became heavier and required more strength, so the system was refined. Pages were first promoted to 'squire', later full knight at 16 - 17 years of age, or as late as 20. This long and thorough training made sure that an adult knight was worth several common warriors in battle.

It is interesting to compare these knights of western Europe with another feudal warrior class, the samurai of Japan. Both came from humble beginnings: the English word 'knight' (old English "cniht"), Latin "miles" and Japanese "samurai" all meant servant. Originally, that is what they were: "werra" or "bushi", i.e. 'warriors', who served the aristocracy.11 In Europe the aristocracy consisted of two classes, warriors and priests; in Japan they were one. Gradually, over several centuries, the warriors worked themselves up, changing warfare from a skill to a specialized craft, reserved for a happy few. In 1185 CE the samurai established the shogunate, sidelining the emperor and his courtiers, effectively grabbing power in Japan. In Europe, during the 13th and 14th centuries CE the word knight became synonymous with nobility, excluding lower classes. This change was gradual and in some places happened later than others.

In the 12th and 13th centuries CE both knights and samurai developed a code of honor, called 'chivalry' and "bushido" respectively. There were similarities between the two, like stress on honesty and fighting fair. There were differences too: chivalry paid more attention to religious duty and protecting the weak, while bushido stressed loyalty to one's lord and death before dishonor. Knights quested after the Holy Grail; samurai could commit "seppuku", ritual suicide by slicing one's abdomen, rather than facing dishonor. The first recorded instance of seppuku was that of Minamoto no Tametomo in 1170 CE. However it must be stressed that these codes were ideals that were written down by churchmen and scholars, who hoped that the warriors would live up to them, which was not always the case. The fact that they were conceived implies that in reality most warriors behaved quite different, betraying others, fleeing from battle and acting more like bandits than heroes. Also the definition of the honor codes changed through times. The shape they are in in modern times differs from early conceptions.

The might of full-time warriors in battle and the high position in society made warrior classes consider themselves an elite. Many saw nothing wrong in taking things from 'lesser men'. When the difference between warriors and commoners became semi-hereditary, like in the Late Middle Age in Europe, the former expected to be treated different, better than the latter. Nobles were hard to kill because they had good armor. If they were cornered, they fought until they could fight no more and then surrendered, to be ransomed for substantial sums of money. In early medieval Europe ransoming was rare, because the area was poor at the time. People engaged in bloody feuding, butchering each other in an almost endless cycle of killings and revenge killings. Both nobles and commoners alike were killed and left for the ravens.12 But in the 11th century CE, in areas where knights and castles dominated, with a stronger economy, noble families were rich and ransom became more common. Knights were worth substantial sums; upper nobility huge sums; kings several years of royal revenue.1314 So killing nobles became bad practice, because dead men did not yield money. In the Late Middle Age legislation caught up with the phenomenon and there were lawsuits about people refusing to pay their ransom, being claimed by multiple ransomers, arguments about who got which part of the ransom, et cetera.15 This increasingly formalized ransoming was a largely a western European High Middle Age phenomenon, though there are also Asian examples, like the Battle of Manzikert. In most places and times, warfare remained brutal.16

For common footsoldiers, ransom was not an option because of their poverty. When they were captured in battle, there was no money to buy their freedom, so they were usually killed or enslaved. Fortunately their fate was not always so harsh. A 15th century chronicle relates how Flemish fighters who had botched a battle were disrobed and sent home naked in disgrace instead.17 Sometimes footsoldiers broke the rules and took prisoners too. From the Rijmkroniek van Woeringen by Jan van Heelu, describing the Battle of Woeringen in 1288 CE:

"Doen dit die ghebueren sagen

Dat die heeren des plagen

Datsi die viande alle vingen,

Ende om goet lieten verdinghen

Doen woudense met ane winnen

Ende gingen oec des selves beginnen.



Daer bi lieten si hare slaen,

Ende gingen dapperlike vaen,

Die ane hen ghenade sochten;

Maer diere ieghen vochten

Die sloegen si alle thant doot."

In modern English: 'When they saw that the lords took all their enemies prisoner to extort ransoms from them, they started doing it themselves too. They stopped striking and bravely took prisoner all those who sought mercy, but those who fought on, they all struck dead.'
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Militia

In war, strength counts, and there is strength in numbers, something that small warrior elites could not supply. Yet the vast majority of states could not afford to maintain a large standing army either, which simply was too expensive. The solution was a militia: civilians who normally went on with their daily lives, but in times of war briefly took up arms. Because of the limited training and lack of professional leaders the militias were essentially amateurs in war. Nonetheless they proved themselves capable fighters against the enemies of their time. In most states the warrior class formed the core of the army, supplemented by militia troops.

The Mesoamerican city state of Teotihuacan exploited this model to its maximum, using its large population to field armies that were larger than any predecessor or successor state managed. At its peak it had a population of possibly 200,000 people, enough to field an army of several thousand men for a short campaign with putting too much strain on the economy. Other examples are the militias of Greek city states and the early Roman empire. People fought to defend their state, or to go on to the offensive if that was deemed necessary. War was dangerous to life and limb, but the warriors stood to gain something too. Fighting in the armies gave them the right to vote in political assemblies. The city militias of the ancient world were mainly recruited from the upper class. Being something of an elite, they had an "esprit de corps", a bond among their kind and a feeling of superiority, which elevated them above conscripts.

The amount of support of the ancient state for the citizen-warriors was small. Sometimes it paid for food, sometimes nothing at all. Warriors had to provide their own equipment. Often they were neither forbidden, nor encouraged, but required to keep weapons at home. This was normal practice in ancient and medieval times. The weapons had to remain at home; in peacetime it often was forbidden to carry weapons in public. But when war was on hand those rules were turned around.2 There were large differences in wealth among citizens, so there were large differences in weaponry too. The early Roman infantry, after the Servian reforms of the 6th century BCE, discerned five classes according to Livy:


	Wealth 100,000 aces. Armed with helmet, breastplate, greaves, round shield, spear and sword.

	Wealth 75,000 aces. Armed with helmet, greaves, long shield, spear and sword.

	Wealth 50,000 aces. Armed with helmet, long shield, spear and sword.

	Wealth 25,000 aces. Armed with spear and javelin.

	Wealth 11,000 aces. Armed with sling and stones.



Despite differences in wealth, all were "adsidui", 'persistent', i.e. men who owned land. "Proletarrii", 'proletarians', did not have to and were not allowed to serve in the army.

Cavalry was even more exclusive than heavy infantry. In classical Athens 40% of fit males served as hoplites, 2% as cavalry and the rest as light infantry or rowers.3 All were grouped in tribal units, a tradition that harked back to times before Athens became a large city.

Not all states and proto-states relied on militias. Some had large numbers of slaves, who worked in mines, on the fields and in households. These states could send large numbers of professional warriors on long campaigns because the slaves did most of the work at home and kept the economy running. Some examples are the Macedonia of Philip II and Alexander the Great1 and the vikings of early medieval Scandinavia, though slavery was practiced all over the world.

Part-time warriors were less effective than professionals, so efforts were made to keep them as war-ready as possible. In classical Greece, in times of peace, militia warriors trained for war, through athletic competitions but also with weapons. Medieval city militias engaged in competitions at festivals, some of which had implicit military aspects. Some of these are still celebrated in modern times, though by now more for folklore and tourism than for practice for war. Again the wealthier classes could afford to spend more time training than the poor. In 1363 CE the English king Edward III forbade commoners to engage in “hurling of stones, loggats, quoits, handball, football, club ball, cambuc, cockfighting, and other games of no value”. Instead they were urged to practice with bows and arrows on Sundays and holidays.

Other states checked the strength of their warriors every year. For example in the Frankish empire of the Early Middle Age and the Parthian empire of 247 BCE - 224 CE there were yearly musters where every man liable for military service had to turn up with weapons, armor and, if applicable, a warhorse. In the Shahnameh, writer Ferdowsi claims that 10th century CE Parthian cavalrymen had to bring a horse with barding; armor consisting of mail, a breastplate, arm and legs plates; shield; sword; lance; mace, axe or club; two bows; thirty arrows and two bowstrings. Clearly the troops from this example came from the upper class. Often the yearly muster was a call to start a military campaign, but not always. It also served as a social event where kings could reaffirm their bonds with nobles, engage in politics, pass laws and gauge the amount of support they had.4

Serving in the militia was not an individual choice between the hardships and dangers of war on one side and the promise of influence and loot on the other. In most states it was an obligation. Fit and wealthy males were expected to fight when the need arose. As mentioned above, in return they got political influence; those who were too poor to fight were excluded from the decision making process.

Roman militiamen had to serve from 17 to 46 years of age, stretched to 50 when the empire was hard pressed. Persian males of high birth were taught horsemanship, archery and telling truth from 5 to 20 years of age, after which they were liable for military service up to their 50th year. Aztec teenagers were enrolled into "Telpuchcalli" schools that taught not only history, religion and crafts, but also warfare. Most of them ended up as farmers or craftsmen, but in times of war they marched with the full-time warriors.

Men who would fail to turn up for military service were fined; deserters in active war were often executed. The wealthier the man, the heavier the penalties. In the law code issued by King Ine of Wessex in the late 7th century CE a "ceorl", a wealthy peasant, would be fined 30 shillings for failing muster; a "gesiþ", a low noble, had to pay 60 shillings if he had no land and 120 if he had.5 Aristocrats stood to lose much more than just money, namely their titles and land, basically the foundations of their wealth and power.

Nonetheless military service was often unpopular. It was not only the prospect of hardship and danger that deterred men. Many were farmers who could simply not afford to be away from their lands too long. So some men tried to shirk their duty, especially in the lower ranks. Their excuses were varied. Some stated to be too poor; some claimed that their services were required locally by their overlords; some to have been summoned by royal princes. A number of these complaints were genuine worries, for example the fear of a greedy local lord trying to use the uncertain position of a farmer in military service to wrest away his lands in his absence.6

Richer people could afford another escape route: they bought off the military service. They paid "scutage", 'shield money', instead of doing actual fighting. This started as an improvisational method, but in several times and places became institutional, the fine gradually shifting to a kind of tax.7 The lower classes too were partially spared. Over time people were clustered in small groups where just one of them had to actually fight, with the others supporting him financially. There were strategic military reasons for the change, like the need to be able to respond quickly to the raids of vikings, Magyars and Moors, but social and financial factors also played a part. These were the beginnings of a feudal system, where lower classes paid for the arms and training of a class of professional warriors, as described in the previous section. Effectively this was a kind of return to a model where wars were fought by a warrior elite, though the lower classes still provided auxiliary militia/conscript troops.

The feudal evolution was gradual and unsteady. The situation drifted from conscription to feudalism and back several times, and also at different times in different places. The Assyrian "ilku", dating back to the Bronze Age, shows the complexity. It could refer to ­land, the work done on that land, the delivery of the land's yield, the service obligations attached to it, the tenure­ holder himself, or goods, animals and services used to support ilku­ service. Sometimes it was paid in coin, in food, or in supplies for military campaigns.8

Likewise the divide between aristocracy and farmers could be thin and fluid. For example in Japan in 702 CE the "Taiho" code was instituted, one of the common medieval laws which promised land in return for military service. Here too the rich bought themselves out. Over time more and more wealthy land owners rented their lands to "samurai", 'those who serve'. So farmers founded the famous samurai warrior class, who centuries later would take over the country. However there are also numerous examples of impoverished samurai who could not maintain their status and were forced to turn back to farming.9 In Europe and other parts of the world the situation was similar. Only by the 16th century CE samurai were starting to be paid and became distinct from farmers.10

In the Late Middle Age, militias made a comeback. In Europe the population was growing again and more people moved to towns and cities. At the same time, as described in the previous section, knighthood became more and more restricted to a small upper class. Their small number tilted the balance of power in favor of the townspeople. Some kings allowed "communes" to defend themselves, outside the feudal structure. Occasionally they used these militias in war too, with varying success.11 From the second half of the 12th century CE the townsfolk of western Europe started to organize themselves without explicit consent from the kings. The basis of these militias were town guilds, which were plenty in the Late Middle Age. At first the city militias were inexperienced and made many mistakes in battle. They tended to attack to rashly, getting themselves into trouble and routing too early, when there was still a chance of winning the fight.12 Militia troops were at their best defending their homes. They relied on difficult terrain that they knew well and was also unsuitable for horse-riding nobility to fight in. They used guerrilla tactics, raiding the enemy and avoiding its full force. When they were forced to engage in a battle, they fought defensively but tenaciously.13 In Japan too the samurai started to be supported by militia troops: the "ashigaru", 'footsoldiers'.14

Despite their weaknesses, militias gradually became more powerful and started to rival the traditional warrior classes. The nobility did not appreciate this development at all. In the words of historian Godfrey of Breuil in the 12th century CE:

"They had no respect and no fear of authority, but only wanted to regain the freedom which they claimed to possess as an inheritance from their first ancestors, from the creation of the world. They did not know that bondage was the penalty for original sin. There no longer existed any difference between the great and the humble, but a rather dangerous confusion carrying in its wake the destruction of institutions which now, in accordance with God's will, were ordained by the wisdom and authority of the great. The madness of the rebels went so far that they united in order to seek their freedom."15

The Flemish city militias were organized in five classes, a (probably unconscious) echo of the earlier Roman organization mentioned before.16 The idea of being brothers in arms fighting for a guild or city gave the men a sense of comradeship. They trained regularly and clad themselves in uniforms. All this made them much more formidable than the ad hoc militias of the earlier middle ages. In the early 14th century they became so strong that they started to defeat knightly armies.17
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Conscripts

Both the militia system and conscription were mass recruitment schemes. The difference was that participation in a militia force was voluntary, while serving as a conscript was mandatory. In practice there was not much difference between the two, as social pressures could be just as powerful as legal ones.

In Classical Athens men were trained from their 18th until their 20th year, then liable for military service up to the age of 60. Warriors younger than 20 or older than 60 would be used as garrison troops.1 In the Roman Empire and its successor kingdoms the age limit was lower, around 14 - 15 years.2 The Romans also had a body length limit: minimum around 170 cm for the regular army, more for elite troops.3 Mongol toddlers received their first play handbow at the age of 2 and sometimes rode with the army as herders or rearguards as early as 14 years. All their adult men were liable for military service, except doctors, undertakers and priests. Early medieval England had the "fyrd", a levy of men to serve on land, and the "lith", for service at sea.

In less strictly organized societies many conscripts were not happy with military duty. It tore them away from their work, upon which their families and themselves depended. Also, they feared the rigors and dangers of military life. They were prone to desert in battle and also slow to assemble for it. From a letter of an official to the Neo-Assyrian king Sargon II, way back to the 8th century BCE:

"As to the replacement for the dead concerning which the king told the magnates: 'Provide the replacement!' – nobody has given us anything. The deficit of our dead [and] invalid soldiers who did not go to the campaign with us is ???; the magnates won't give it to us, [nor] have they given their straw, [nor] have they worked with us."4

In Holland in the 14th century CE there were 14 days between call to arms and "wapentake".5 Good enough for a planned campaign, but not for swift action. Therefore conscripts were best used in a semi-permanent defensive role. When the vikings attacked northwestern Europe in the Early Middle Age, states built ring forts where the population could take shelter. These also served as strongholds from which counterattacks could be launched. The garrisons of these forts were made up of conscripts.67

Normally only a small part of available men would be called up for war and serve for a limited amount of time. During the Late Middle Age in Europe, both nobles and unfree were obliged to serve 40 days in the army. If the war lasted longer, they had to be paid. Leaders did not do that; instead men who had done their duty were rotated out and fresh troops in. Only if the situation became dire a general call to arms was issued and the majority of fit adult men would arm themselves.8

In early medieval Europe a distinction was made between "pueri" or "iuvenis", boys or youths, and "comes", older warriors. The term boys did not necessarily refer to men who had not come of age, but to men who had not yet married and settled down as farmers. The former often dwelt with their lord and learned the trade of war. They might also be send out to handle civilian and political matters in the provinces. Once they had proven their worth they would be awarded land and would become a kind of settled militia force, called upon in times of war. This distinction between young and old mainly applied to the lower nobility. Common peasants were tied to their land from a young age.

In China, large conscripts armies became common in the Warring States Period, 475 BCE - 221 BCE. Later, in the 6th and 7th century CE, China employed the "fubing" and "mubing" systems, were farmers had to serve as part-time warriors, rotating among each other. The further they lived away from garrison cities, the longer they had to serve, but also less frequent. The age limits were higher than in some of the previous examples: from 20 to 60 years of age. Because of an asymmetrical distribution of garrisons over the country, in some regions most men were part of the system, in others less, or just a small fraction. While on duty, these farmer-warriors trained for actual combat, or went out on short campaigns. Over time, some of these coalesced into border garrisons, serving for periods up to 4 years, then being free to pursue civilian life. At first many such conscripts were volunteers who were eager for loot or a higher rank. When the number of military expeditions declined and the was more and more garrison duty, morale sank and many tried to desert. Later still there was a further shift towards voluntary, paid service, transforming those garrisons to professional standing armies (see ahead), though small.9

A land-for-service system could deteriorate over time if the population grew but its allotment of land did not. In such cases farmers found it increasingly difficult to meet the military demands of the state. This happened for example in Achaemenid Persia, where border regions were settled by pioneers. When such a region became stable, people would find themselves on thirds, quarters or even smaller parts of the original land grants.10

Like militia, in general conscripts were never a mob of peasants armed with pitchforks. Their training, experience, weapons and armor were inferior to those of the professional warriors, but not completely absent. Some were farmers, some were townsmen, all were free men with enough wealth to be able to afford some weaponry. Also all served many times and over time acquired substantial military experience.

When a powerful states defeated a neighbor in a border war, they usually did not conquer it because they lacked both manpower and incentive. Instead they made the defeated state a vassal. Vassal states were required to pay a regular tribute. Often they had to supply the victor with troops too. So these warriors did not fight for their own people but for an other. Most of them did not volunteer for such military service and had to be conscripted. However many were recruited from the lower classes, working in marginal jobs or being unemployed. Serving in an army included risk of wounds or death, but also offered better pay and a (minor) share in the loot. In the Roman empire allies were required to provide only warriors, not money.11 Conscripts from allies could gain Roman citizenship with all its benefits. Therefore many actually welcomed the opportunity. They resembled mercenaries (see next section) more than conscripts.

In expansionist states, recruiting men for military service was quite easy. The promise of rewards, in the form of booty, land and offices, or simply political influence, attracted many men. Once a state started to run out of room to expand and had to switch to defensive warfare, service was less popular. The Romans could keep it up for several centuries because their state could afford to pay wages to its standing army. In its successor states, which were less centralized, nobles preferred to stay at home and grow rich from their lands. However kings were still a major power factor and could bind warriors with political favors.

In the late 13th century CE in Europe the system of unwritten bonds of obligation between upper and lower classes started to erode. A monetary economy developed and regarding military recruitment there was a shift to written contracts. Instead of gaining political rights, the fighters received money, which of course could buy some influence too.
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Mercenaries

Though it seems unlikely in pre-industrial societies where there were no machines, some degree of unemployment could occur. A few areas actually suffered from overpopulation. Some people responded by migrating away to set up a settled life somewhere else. Others opted for a more volatile existence, at least until they have made some fortune. They became traders and adventurers. In areas where there was a lot of fighting and quite a strong warrior culture the bolder ones could find work as warriors for hire, i.e. mercenaries. The word 'mercenary' derives from "mercer", 'buy and sell'.1 Mercenaries were not related to their employers by ties of family, tribe, polity, ethnicity, religion or another common type of bond. They fought for money. When war subsided and peace settled in once more, some of them would return to a life of farming or another civilian occupations, while others remained mercenaries and sought employment elsewhere.

Unlike warrior elites or militia troops, mercenaries were not loyal to a city, state or people, only to their employers. In the ancient era, different groups of Greek mercenaries operating in Persia often ended up fighting at both sides of a conflict. A famous example is the 10,000 of Xenophon and their counterparts at the Battle of Cunaxa in 401 BCE. Though they were skilled in war, their attitude to it was ambivalent. Decisive victories were not in their interest, as those would make them unemployed. In the case of the 10,000, their employer was actually killed in the decisive Battle of Cunaxa, forcing them to their famous long retreat described in the Anabasis. Another example are the condottieri of medieval Europe. According to historian Maurice Keen the famous 14th century CE mercenary John Hawkwood, when he met two friars at Montecchio and they wished him peace, responded:  "May God take away your alms. Do you not know that I live by war and that peace would be my undoing?"  2

While militia were at their best defending their homelands, mercenaries were the strongest in offense. Not all employers could or would pay their soldiers well. So the men complemented their income with looting. Frequently this attracted the scum of society: criminals, drunkards, thugs and loafers, but also adventurers and former regulars. Many of them acted as bandits, making surprise attacks on castles and towns and setting themselves up as robber knights.3

Because of their vile ways and their inherent lack of loyalty, mercenaries had to prove their worth to their paymasters and this they did. When properly paid, they fought with skill and tenacity. Often mercenary troops were the last to leave the battlefield, their units retaining cohesion even when a battle was lost and other troops were running away with their tails between their legs. They had to, because if they fled nobody would show them mercy.

If they were shrewd, strong and flexible, individual mercenaries could work themselves up from the bottom to the top of society. For example a man named Mercadier succeeded Lobar the Wold in 1183 CE as leader of the Brabançons, a rough band of mercenaries. A year later he entered the service of king Richard I the Lionheart, sticking with him for a period of 15 years. While the king was away in the Outremer, Mercadier defended his lands in France and upon return again acted as his right hand man. When Richard died in 1199 CE he avenged the death of his patron, then switched to serve Eleanor of Aquitaine. He was assassinated in 1200 CE by men-at-arms in employ of a rival mercenary captain.

In the bleaker periods of history, for example the Ancient dark Age in the eastern Mediterranean, and the Early Middle Age in Europe, there were but few mercenaries to be found. In these times the economies were simple, agricultural and bleak, oiled by barter and other non-monetary agreements. There simply was not enough money to pay mercenaries. In the European Middle Ages that started to change with the rise of the vikings in 9th century CE. Vikings raided, but were just as happy to act as counter-raiding forces for hire, even against fellow vikings.4 It must be remembered that 'viking' is just a label; it included Scandinavians but also other northern Europeans.

In the Late Middle Age, from around 1300 CE, mercenaries became more and more common and started to replace the knightly armies, step by step. European mercenaries organized themselves in bands that frequently changed composition, yet their internal cohesion was strong. They often behaved as thugs on the outside, but on the inside maintained discipline, because they knew very well that individually they were not worth much. The most (in)famous mercenary companies were the Gran Companyia Catalana (Great Catalan Company), the Great Company and the White Company, next to several others and numerous smaller, nameless bands. The Great Catalan Company was the first and lasted 88 years, from 1302 CE to 1390 CE. Many other companies originated during the Hundred Year's War and often lasted no more than a few years. In Italy they supplied the majority of the troops for the small city states. Originally these men were known as "coterelli", later as "rotten", "roten", "ruta", "routiers" and later still "condottieri".11 The largest companies numbered several thousand men, possibly up to 10,000.12

Kings appreciated their value. Unlike nobility, which could be obstinate or even rebellious, mercenaries were loyal, as long as they were paid. Richard I the Lionheart kept them content by paying them well: Welsh footsoldiers 2 pennies per day and cavalry 4 pennies, or 6 if they had two horses; compared to 1 shilling (= 12 pennies) for knights.5 The emperors of Byzantium set up the Varangian Guard, made up of vikings, who were also known as the 'Emperor's Wineskins', because they liked to drink much and were allowed to. Clearly to the emperor, and some other rulers, mercenaries were important, though never as much as regular feudal troops.

Though they could provide valuable fighting power to their employers, to the civilians in the countries where they operated mercenaries were often a curse. After Carthage had lost the First Punic War, it had trouble paying wages to its mercenaries, who then felt betrayed and fought the Carthaginians for three years.6 Even the soldiers of the famous Roman army were prone to plunder if left unattended by their officers. During his campaigns in Gaul Gaius Julius Caesar pulled his troops out of a town of the Atuatuci tribe to prevent just that.7 Other mercenaries did not need an excuse to transgress. When there was no war going on they degenerated to bandits, harassing the countryside and helping themselves to loot where they could find it. They attacked churches, forts and villages, plundered and murdered, while the people in power failed to quell their depredations.8 In the words of 14th century historian Jean Froissart:

"There were also some from different countries, who were great captains and pillagers, that would not, on any account, leave the country; such as Germans, Brabanters, Flemings, Hainaulters, Gascons and bad Frenchmen, who had been impoverished by the war; these persons persevered in their wickedness, and did afterwards much mischief to the kingdom."9

Italian city states were caught between a rock and a hard place. Bands of condottieri, necessary to fight other city states, posed a grave threat, both in war and in peacetime. Sometimes they bought them off, sometimes they employed them, sometimes they raised city militias to fight them, all with varying degrees of success. In some cases some nobles proved themselves no better than the mercenaries and played downright evil schemes. On noticing a mercenary company approaching, they first sold their lands to a city, then joined the mercenary company and won their possessions back by force.10

Mercenaries did not plunder all the time. For example when the Gran Companyia Catalana hunkered down for the winter in Artaki in 1303 CE, according to their chronicler Ramon Muntaner they made a deal with the local people:

"And they made the following arrangements: namely, that each person's host was obliged to give him bread, wine, oats, salted pork fat, cheese, vegetables, a bed, and everything that he might need: for, with the exception of fresh meat and seasonings, each host had to provide his guest with everything else. And those twelve men assigned a suitable price to each thing, and they instructed the host to keep a tally of each thing used by the person who was lodging in his house, and to carry this out from the first day of November until the end of March."13

However when the accounts were made up in February, almost all men had consumed more than had been agreed upon. According to Muntaner the leader Roger de Flor paid the remainder from his own pocket, but his story seems heavily biased towards his employer. More probably significant parts of the debts remained unpaid.

Not all mercenaries were bandits and swindlers at heart. In the 14th century CE the Swiss fought themselves to independence from the Holy Roman Empire. Well trained in warfare and faced with a meager economy, they did not stop at that; many let themselves be hired as mercenaries. They were known for their rapid marches, loyalty and ferocity in battle. The Swiss did not take prisoners during battle, but afterwards they did, much more often than is usually assumed. They fought for whomever paid them, but never against their fellow countrymen.

In 1455 CE, faced with the paradox of mercenary usefulness versus their side effects, the French king Charles VII took the final remaining step. Instead of disbanding his mercenary armies after the campaign season, he kept them together through the winter and later years. This was the return of the standing army. The change was not immediate, but got underway with fits and starts. Paid troops fought side by side with feudal levies for decades.1415
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Regulars

Regular soldiers are the mainstay of all modern state armies, but in pre-industrial times they were the exception. Regulars are professional soldiers, not part-time warriors. They are paid steady wages, funded by taxes, both in wartime and peacetime. This is loosely implied by the name 'soldier', which derives from the Latin "solidus", a Roman / Byzantine coin.1

Regular pay requires a solid tax base that does not waver when there is a war around, or more importantly, when there is not. Only the strongest, most stable states could afford a regular army and those were rare, making regulars rare too. The Achaemenid Persian Immortals might have been paid in coin, yet it can also have been food rations, clothing and other goods in kind. The Greek Spartans were professional warriors, though they were paid in land rather than money, approaching a feudal system.

The earliest examples of centralized states with a standing army of regulars are the Mahājanapadas, 16 Indian kingdoms that existed roughly in the period from 600 BCE to 350 BCE, especially the kingdom of Maghada, and their successor the Mauryan empire from 320 BCE to 185 BCE. The main source of information on this is the Arthaśhāstra a.k.a. Canakya, a text written somewhere in the 4th or 3rd century BCE. It is a theoretical work, representing an ideal rather than the reality, though probably close to the latter. The text describes how taxes were levied on mainly the peasants and landlords. Warriors ("Kshatriya") and Priests ("Brahamana") were exempt. The taxes funded an army that was recruited in six different ways: the "maula" (standing army); the "bhŗtya" (hirelings); the "śreņi" (guild mercenaries); the "mitra" (allies); the "amitra" (enemy deserters) and the "āţavis" (tribal warriors).2 So the army was not entirely made up of regulars, though they did form its core.

Men had different reasons for enlisting in a professional army. Some cared not about the risk, genuinely seeking danger. Some reveled in the comradeship, the pride of being part of a powerful group, and/or symbols like medals. Some hoped to make a career, earning promotions throughout the years. Others looked forward to a good pension or a piece of land after retirement. The financial rewards could be substantial and the soldiers knew their worth. In T'ang China, veterans several times mutinied when their pensions were too low to their liking.3

No regular army was as large, famous and effective as the (later) Roman army. It started out as a militia force, but gradually transformed to a standing army of regular soldiers. The shift was necessary because when the empire expanded, military campaigns lasted longer and longer. By the time that Roman republican soldiers were campaigning in Iberia they could be up to 6 years away from home, too long for a normal Roman life.4

The original militia army was founded by the king Servius Tullius in the 6th century BCE, who opted for a Greek model. The soldiers were armed as hoplites. The wealthiest had the best equipment, and also the most political power. In the early 4th century BCE the state started to pay its soldiers; in the 3rd century BCE it also provided their equipment. Finally, in 107 BCE, Gaius Marius opened the army for the "proletarii", the commoners, fully supported by the state. The result was a force of professional warriors, payed by taxes: a regular army. Only the generals were still recruited from the ranks of the senators, half military and half civilian officials, many of whom were military amateurs. But they were supported by a backbone of very experienced centurions, who made sure that the system worked.

During the reign of Augustus the army professionalized even further. Soldiers had to swear allegiance to the emperor, had to serve for 20 years and remain in the reserve for 5 more. They were forbidden to marry until they resigned from the army, upon which they were allotted a piece of land. Senators were gradually removed from the higher ranks, until the officer core too was manned by professionals. Yet even in this advanced professional army there was still some conscription.

For poor Romans, a career in the army was an interesting possibility. Most were recruited between 18 and 23 years of age and went on to serve many years. In the time of Gaius Julius Caesar Roman legionnaires were paid 125 denarii per year, which was less than the average wage of a laborer. However they could supplement their income by looting after a military victory. After the reforms of Gaius Marius, a full term of service was 16 years and 4 more as a reserve. These numbers were increased to 20 and 5 respectively under Augustus (plus 1 year more when in the navy). In the 3rd century CE, when Rome had real trouble recruiting enough solders, the age limit was lowered to 18 and the term lengthened to 28 years.5 From 52 CE to 284 CE, after serving a full term with an honorable discharge, non-citizen soldiers received a military diploma. This earned them citizenship ("civitas"), which included rights to vote, property, protection by the law and more. Apart from civitas this gave them the right marry legally, exempted them from the poll tax and public services, allowed them to become a priest and freed them from the obligation to quarter other soldiers in their houses.6

Soldiers who performed well could earn promotion. In theory advancement was based on ability, but in practice patronage and cronyism played a large part.7 Promotion could earn the men higher wages. Non commissioned officers earned 1.5 to 3 times more than ordinary soldiers.8 Centurions, depending on position, up to 10 times more.9 The army took measures to ensure that the soldiers did not waste all their money right away. They were obliged to leave half their pay, the "deposito", in keeping by the legion staff.10 Also they had to pay for funeral insurance.11

Life in the army involved much less fighting than modern people often envision. But it was no cakewalk either. Soldiers were recruited at the age of around 18 to 23, so would be discharged at 38 - 43, or 43 - 48 if you include the years as reservists. Upon entry, they were tattooed to mark them as Roman soldiers.12 They were trained to by physically fit and they had to, as the army on the march relied little on wagons and much on strong legs. After the reforms of Gaius Marius, they had to carry weapons, shield, armor, bedroll, mantle, three days of rations, cooking gear, sack and bag, two wooden or iron sticks and either pickaxe, shovel, sod cutter or sickle.13 In the words of Plutarch:

"Setting out on the expedition, he labored to perfect his army as it went along, practicing his men in all kinds of running and in long marches, and compelling them to carry their own baggage, and to prepare their own food. Hence, in after times, men who were fond of toil and did whatever was enjoined upon them completely and without a murmur, and were called Marian Mules."

The entire load of armor, weapons, equipment and rations may have weighed as much as 40 - 45 kilograms. Heavy equipment like tents and grain mills, shared by units of eight men, were carried by (animal) mules. Any artillery prompted the used of more pack animals, and wagons.14

Discipline in the army was harsh. Officers encouraged aggression; cowardice was punished by restricting the offenders to a diet of barley, the food of slaves and animals, instead of wheat. In cases of severe cowardice an entire unit was punished with 'decimation', where 1 out of 10 men in the unit, selected at random, would be executed. The rest would be forced to eat barley and had to camp away from the main force. Sleeping on the watch, stealing and homosexuality were also punished, with death, though individually, not collectively.15 In peacetime, the army often engaged in hunting bandits, though it remained an army, not a police force.16 However it it was not at full battle readiness all the time. Boredom, neglected training and distraction by non-military duties undermined this.17 Also, units tended to be dispersed, soldiers being away gathering supplies, escorting officials, sent off on special missions, being sick, et cetera. This meant that effective strength could by as low as 1/3 of strength on paper.18 Of course when war loomed, units were gathered together again.

The Romans housed their soldiers in military camps, away from the civilian population. The Mamluks (see next section) did the same, as well as the Chinese. States that did not ran the risk of soldiers engaging in drinking, brawls, theft, whoring and looting graves.19 The problem was worse with conscripts than with regular soldiers. Nonetheless when an army was stationed somewhere for a prolonged period of time, military and civilian inevitably started to mix. Soldiers traded with merchants and women performed many housekeeping services. Some married the soldiers, though those marriages were not recognized by the state. However when a soldier completed his service and retired from the army, those marriages could be legalized.

A professional army like the Roman army could afford to train its men not only for warfare. It also had specialists in other fields. This made it much more flexible, versatile and efficient. A standard Roman legion at full strength, which was rare, numbered some 6,000 men. Most were ordinary soldiers, but a legion also counted around 500 principales (non commissioned officers) and 600 immunes (specialists). Principales included the standard bearer, the "aquilifier", 59 signifiers, 59 "optiones" and 59 "tessarii" (both aides to centurions), "cornicines" (horn blowers) and others. Immunes included drill and weapons instructors, medical staff, military police, quartermasters, traders, hunters, surveyors, architects, engineers, carpenters, smiths, artillerymen, clerks and musicians. Both principales and immunes received better pay than the ordinary legionnaires and were excluded from guard duty, latrine duty and labor, though in battle fought just as any Roman soldier. Other armies, possibly less professional than the Roman one, included some staff and specialists too.

Military service spread Roman culture among its soldiers, citizens and auxiliaries alike, something they took with them after they signed off. The Roman army was a reflection of the Roman society. The early army was a militia force, made up of Roman citizens. The reforms of Gaius Marius brought a larger influx of the lower classes, making it more heterogeneous. This also introduced patron ("patronus") - client ("cliens") relationships into the army, just like in Roman civil society. Over time this grew in importance. For example Gaius Julius Caesar's force started out as a rather green and loose collection of legions. During his campaigns in Gaul they gathered experience, but also loyalty to the general in person because he recruited them, paid them well and fought with them.

The professional Roman army lasted several centuries, but in the 3rd century CE its tax base became seriously eroded and underpayment of the military became a large problem. Many armies turned into war-bands with former commanders as chiefs, or local aristocrats set up private armies, or bodyguards settled down as part-time farmers to support themselves. Where once money from land flowed through the state to the soldiers, increasingly soldiers were being 'paid' in land. Meanwhile emperors increasingly relied on personal bodyguards, the "bucelarii", 'hardtack eaters' whom they still paid from taxes. As often, the transition was gradual. The Romans discerned "dominium", ownership, from "possessio", possession. So at first the landlords retained ownership of the land, while the soldiers possessed it and supported themselves from it. Only later did the lines between the classes start to blur.20
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Slaves

On first sight it is surprising that some armies employed slaves as warriors. One would expect slaves to be disloyal to their masters and prone to change sides at the first opportunity. Yet slavery came in many forms and slave warriors were used, with success too.

The ancient Greek Spartans conquered Laconia and Messenia and enslaved the people as "helots", establishing themselves as a ruling warrior class. The suppression was harsh, but not always as rigid as some historians would make us believe. Some helots owned land and had a little freedom. Some would even fight alongside "spartiates", full Spartan citizens. They were badly needed as auxiliary warriors, because the Spartans themselves lacked the numbers to wage large wars. According to Herodotus, there were seven helots for each Spartan warrior at the Battle of Plataea. But of course the Spartans made sure they were always in control.

Muslims states made much use of "ghilman", slave warriors. The most famous example of theses are the Mamluks of medieval Egypt. The Arabs conquered Egypt from 639 CE to 642 CE. The times being the Middle Ages, with limited state control and plenty of wars, there was need of armies even after the Muslims had conquered far beyond its borders. The Quran prohibited Muslims fighting other Muslims, though in reality that command was often ignored. Because of this prohibition, but also because they needed a military force without ties to noble families that might betray them, the Abbasid sultans who ruled the country started to recruit warriors outside their realm in the early 9th century CE. Their agents purchased young boys on the slave markets of the Middle East, many of them Christian Turks and Circassians. After being bought, they were converted to Islam and given training in both military and civil matters. They were instilled with the "Furūsiyya": the "ulum" ('science'), "funun" ('arts') and "adab" ('literature'), a collection of skills involved with mounted warfare, plus many other proficiencies. Thus the "Mamluks" ('owned') were created.

The Mamluks turned out to be capable troops. More capable than the sultans had aimed for. They became more and more useful and their influence grew through the years, until they started to depose and install sultans by themselves. After the Battle of Ain Jalut they took over the sultanate. This shows that though in theory being slaves, in reality they were an elite. They did not seek liberation from their slavery because as slaves they could reach higher than as 'free' men.

In the 13th century CE the Mandekalu army of the Mali empire was in need of extra warriors, because of the empire's growing size and hierarchy. Its core of "farari" ('brave men') and "horon", free men, was supplemented by "jonow", 'slaves'. Most of them were use for simple work like garrison duty, but if the need was felt they fought in battles too.
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Mixed recruitment

The categorization given above suggests that there were six models of recruiting warriors that were clearly distinct. They were not. States did not limit themselves to a single model, they often mixed several and/or shifted back and forth between a few. Below are listed several examples.

The neo-Assyrian army of the 10th - 7th century BCE consisted of a inner core of elite royal guards (a warrior class); a middle ring of long term professionals, including foreigners (regulars + mercenaries); an outer ring of short term conscripts, who could also act as laborers (conscripts / militia).1

Under Alexander the Great, the Macedonians conquered the Persian empire. They lacked the numbers to take on that vast empire, garrison cities and replenish their losses. Therefore they incorporated defeated enemies into their ranks. This was possible because it was not a fight of one nation against another. Conquered people saw a change of leadership at the high political level, but their closer loyalties, to family, tribe and clan, were untouched. As long as the new ruler payed well, they saw no qualms to work for him.

The Romans employed fixed taxes to pay for the upkeep of their standing army. Most of this was indirect, i.e. there was no one-on-one relationship between taxes and expenditure. They had taxes like "tributum" and "stipendium", provincial taxes paid to governors or to "publicani", tax middlemen. These annual taxes were supplemented by ad hoc temporary taxes to fund temporary military campaigns. Other ancient and medieval states used the same model. Examples of temporary taxes are the Athenian "eisphora" , levied only in times of war; the taxes of Alfred the Great to fight off the vikings; the 'Saladin tithe' of 1188 CE, used to fund a crusade; the English poll tax of 1381 CE, so high that it prompted a revolt, to name but a few.

The Byzantine army started out as a successor to the professional late Roman army. During the 7th and 8th centuries CE this became untenable and the empire shifted to a "theémata" militia system with farmer-soldiers. Later, during the 11th century CE, landholdings had fragmented so much that there were too few farmers wealthy enough to equip themselves properly. Instead they paid taxes that were used to fund regular and mercenary troops.

The core of the armies of the Chinese consisted of conscripts, but there was great variety over time. In some periods there was a (smaller) number of regulars too, paid by taxes. For example the fubing system of the T'ang dynasty (618 CE - 907 CE) gradually and partially shifted to a regular army. The Song (960 CE - 1279 CE) and Yuan (1271 CE - 1368 CE) dynasties that came later relied even more on a standing army. Later the Ming dynasty went in the opposite direction, over time changing from regulars to conscription. Soldiers were paid both in food and coin.2

The Mongols, who under Genghis Khan and his successors conquered the largest empire in history, were nomads: hunters and herders. Their internal wars were fluid, tribes absorbing and assimilating others, or breaking up. In general, when waging war, these kind of peoples were superior to farmers. Nomads were used to traveling all the time, sleeping under the open sky, coping with hunger and harsh weather. In short, all things warriors had to cope with too. They were used to hunt and kill, activities that nudged close to combat against enemies. Yet they often lacked the numbers to overcome their agricultural counterparts. You could say that nomads against farmers was a struggle of quality versus quantity, a fight that the Mongols could not win in the long run. They solved the problem by recruiting other steppe peoples and artillery specialists from China, though only after Genghis Khan unified the Mongols first. After their great conquests a large part of the Mongol army was a mix of conscripts and slaves, with a very thin line between the two. Some joined willingly, attracted by the prospect of loot; others were forced into the ranks and kept in line by harsh disciplinary methods.




Intermezzo: Women

Though the vast majority of warriors were men, women played a part too, in various ways.

Most common were women acting in supporting roles. Many armies toured with a train of merchants, squires, grooms and camp women. They handled much of the logistics, cooking, laundry, repairs, nursing, de-lousing, selling sex, burying the dead: in general keeping the warriors in fighting shape. Armies in the pre-gunpowder era were not so distinct from civilian society as modern armies and thus women too interacted a lot more with warriors.

Even women who were not involved in military life were well prepared to step up from household work if there was a need to. In 1347 CE, while a fleet was preparing to resupply Calais, a heavily loaden barge ran aground. It required the muscular strength of 300 women, not men, to pull her free.1 In 1304 CE the town of Zierikzee was under siege. When the besiegers launched an assault, the defenders tried to hold them back. The women fought too:

"De vrouwen onder hem ghemene droeghen ter mure al de stene, die daer lagen op de straten si ne wouden den mannen niet laten doen anders dan si hem weren. Gheviel brant, si wouden keren; si wouden selve sien ter vure ente mans bleven ter mure ende wederstaen de Vlaemschen roten. [...] Daer mocht men vrouwen sien ghebaren, alsof si mannen hadde ghewesen."

In Modern English: "The women among them dragged the stones, which lay there in the streets, to the walls. They did not want the men to do anything else than defend them. If there was a fire, they extinguished it; they preferred to stay with the fire and have their men withstand the Flemish ranks. There one could see women working as if they were men." 2

Some women went further than that and moved into combat zones. They brought water to thirsty warriors or hauled ammunition in sieges. Some even assisted sappers in their work. Others actually participated in the fighting, though from a a distance, by pouring boiling water on the enemy, throwing stones, firing crossbows and operating siege machines.

Women partaking in hand-to-hand combat as true warriors were few and far between. Sometimes noblewomen defended castles when the men were away, sometimes they even commanded troops in battle, but apparently never fought in the front ranks.3 Once and again a female warrior, who did wield weapons popped up, always one among many men. There are records of a few famous heroines like Joan of Arc of France, who inspired men and actually partook in the fighting; the Japanese onna-musha Tomoe Gozen; the Mongol warrior princess Khutulun; Big Margot, standard bearer for the Flemings in the Battle of Roosebeke; Jeanne Hachette who defended the walls of Beauvais with an axe; a handful of others. Yet all in in all they were rare.

There were a few exceptions to the rule. First the ancient Scythians of the Eurasian steppes. Among them, many women fought as horse archers, where muscular strength was but a minor factor. They rode horses and shot arrows just as well as their male counterparts. Just as among the males, it was mostly young women who did the fighting, settling down once they married.4

A second example are the "onna-musha" of medieval Japan. These were the wives of "bushi", 'warriors'. They received some military training. The naginata, the Japanese sword staff, was favored among them. However they were not expected to partake in wars, except for defending their home if the enemy attacked it. A handful went further and did fight in battles.

The third example are the bodyguards of several Indian and Persian rulers, starting with Chandragupta Maurya. These women were selected on physical strength, well trained and paid. They protected the kings and their harems, though it is unlikely they fought on the battlefield.
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Chapter 3: Boots, horseshoes and sails

In modern armed forces, there are distinct branches: army, navy and air force. Some states are trying to set up a fourth, the space force. In pre-industrial times there were only army and navy. Within these, several sub-branches were discerned, which today have largely merged but were quite distinct in the past.


Light infantry

The first armies were exclusively light infantry. Most of them were missile troops: javelin throwers, slingers, archers. As secondary weapons they used knives, axes and the like, but throwing and shooting was their main mode of attack. To some extent they used the same weapon skills that were required for hunting.

Though theoretically missile troops, armed with the strongest missile launchers like heavy bows or crossbows, could engage from a few hundreds of meters away, in reality they lacked both accuracy and hitting power at their extreme range. So most missile combat took placed at several tens of meters distance. This meant that the warriors could look their opponents in the eye. It required strong nerves to close in to a suitable range, with the risk of the enemy firing their missiles first and hitting you, then throw or shoot yourself.

Shields were the foremost defense against missile fire, though missile troops themselves did not always carry them. Many men lacked armor too. They relied on speed, evading rather than withstanding close range attacks. Cavalry were the bane of missile troops, as they had the speed to hunt them down, but if in a good position, missile troops could shoot horses too.

In battle, light infantry performed several tasks:


	Scouting: Every commander wanted to know what he was up against. Missile troops, with their high speed and maneuverability, were well suited to the job.

	Screening: Heavy infantry often needed time to form ranks, during which they were vulnerable. Missile troops acted as a screen to shield them until they were ready, threatening everyone who got too close. Away from the battlefield, on the march through heavy terrain, this role was vital.1

	Skirmishing: Though usually not the decisive arm in battle, missile troops helped to soften up the enemy by firing many missiles and causing some wounds. This weakened the other side and made it ready for an assault by heavier troops.

	Pursuit: If/when the enemy ranks broke, heavy infantry was often too slow to pursue them, and made themselves vulnerable by breaking their formation. Missile troops, lightly armed and loosely organized from the start, had no such problems. Often it was their job to run the enemy down, take prisoners and kill others.



In classical Greece, the "peltasts" (javelin throwers) of Trace, Balearic slingers and archers of Crete were famous for their skill and effectiveness. Yet light infantry in general were often recruited from the poor, who could not afford heavy armor, let alone horses. With missile weapons they could still be effective, as illustrated above. Often the men were young too, vigorous enough to keep up a lot of running back and forth. They frequently fought in the opening phase of a battle. When the fight erupted in earnest, they retreated to the rear or the flanks and provided cover fire against anyone who tried to break through.

Off the battlefield, in sieges, missile troops were even more at home. They were at their best fighting from strong positions: heights, either natural (hills, mountains) or artificial (walls, forts), preferably behind cover.

Not all light infantry were poor, young, lightly armored missile troops. In the days before the rise of heavy infantry (see next section), all infantry was 'light'. The Japanese warriors, including nobles, of the classical period used bows, swords and spears in equal measure; medieval Catalonia had Almogavars, lightly armed yet shock troops.



[image: Assyrian slingers]
Assyrian slingers


[image: Almogavars by Jose Moreno Carbonero]
Almogavars by Jose Moreno Carbonero





Heavy infantry

A common misconception is that heavy infantry was always heavily armed and armored. Though that was often the case, the defining characteristic of heavy infantry is that it fights in close formation. Warriors were packed close together, presenting a 'wall' of weapons, shields and armor to the enemy that was hard to break through. Even if the weapons did not find their targets, a heavy infantry formation could often push a lighter group backwards, into trouble. The tightness of the formation set it apart from light infantry, who fought in a more flexible, looser formation. Heavy infantry was somewhat stronger in attack and significantly stronger in defense, but moved slow, as keeping close together in a run was nearly impossible.

Heavy infantrymen could not move swiftly and dodge missiles, so they had to find another way to protect themselves. Their primary defensive weapon was the shield (too). Infantry could and did use larger shields than cavalry, covering at least the torso and the upper legs. They aligned them together, or even had them overlap. In those cases the shield of one man would partially cover the right side of the men to his left, who would in turn cover the man to his left and so on. Greek historians noted that the instinctive desire to get behind shield cover could lead their phalanx formations to creep slowly to the right during a battle.

Shields can only cover so much of a body. Warriors who could afford it supplemented them with armor. A helmet was the minimum; shin guards welcome; a full set with cuirass, arm and leg protection best of all. In many armies, wearing good armor brought the obligation to stand and fight to the end, where a less well protected warrior might be allowed to run away if the fighting became too dangerous. Then again, the extra danger also gave the right to a knight's share in the loot, which was more than that of an ordinary footman.1

The distinction between light and heavy infantry, lightly and heavily armored warriors, was not a hard one. Light infantry often wielded missile weapons but could also use hand weapons; heavy infantry like Roman legionnaires carried two "pila" (javelins) next to their swords; heavy infantry would spread out and fight in a loose formation if the situation demanded it. The Byzantines fielded infantry that had spears and swords and bows, so were multi-role troops.

In the Late Middle Age in Europe, infantry developed to counter the threat of heavy cavalry charges. The infantry formations wielded a mix of weapons and thus their formation was heterogeneous too. Pikemen formed the first line, jutting out their pikes and deterring both horses and riders. However it could be that during the charge a few horsemen managed to break through. These were dealt with by men in the second line, wielding long weapons like goedendags, two-handed axes, halberds or claymores to hook, drag and hack the knights from their saddles. Then the third group, armed with swords, daggers, clubs and shorter axes would move in to finish them off.2

The shape and density of heavy infantry formations depended on the situation. In close order, ready for combat, each spearman or pikeman occupied about 3 feet (1,5 mtrs.) in width. Warriors that wielded slashing or smashing weapons needed some more room, possible up to twice as much. In marching order all used about 6 feet (3 mtrs.)in width, in order to walk easily.

Besides width an infantry formation also had depth. Spearmen and pikemen preferred formations of at least several rows deep, so that the spears/pikes of the second, third, up to five rows stuck out beyond the first rank. Usually there were even more rows, to provide reserves. The average Greek phalanx was eight rows in depth. An extreme example is the Theban phalanx of Epaminondas in the 4th century BCE, the left flank of which was a staggering 50 rows deep. Warriors with shorter weapons could limit themselves to 1 or 2 rows, but often had a few more. This allowed them to stop gaps that appeared if a front line warrior was wounded, killed or backed away. If numbers were lacking, a formation could be forced to be thinned in depth and stretched in width in order to prevent being outflanked.

When two groups of heavy infantry met in combat, it was not a hack-and-slash feast like we see in movies. Both sides were keen to break the formation of the enemy, but more to keep their own intact. It was more pushing, shoving, stabbing and hammering than killing. Perhaps surpirsingly, skill with arms was not the decisive quality of the heavy infantry warriors. Maintaining formation was vital, so discipline and bravery much more important.

This kind of fighting was heavy work, as any man who has practiced the martial arts can confirm. Battles could last an hour or even several hours, but human stamina does not last that long. So frequently, every 5 to 20 minutes or so, both sides would back off a little and take a breather, before engaging once more. During such lulls, where possible, wounded were carried away, broken weapons were replaced, ranks straightened and morale patched up. This way of fighting is called the 'pulse model', which many though not all historians support. Once the front lines were exhausted, people in the rear took their place, taking care not to disrupt the battle line. Commanders had to time these shifts carefully. Too late, and the first line of fighters would succumb to fatigue; too soon, and the enemy might perceive a weakness and strike hard with their last line of warriors.
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Cavalry

The first armies consisted of infantry only. It took many centuries for a new, second branch to develop: cavalry.

The first horses were probably domesticated on the Eurasian steppes, around 3500 BCE. These were small animals, used to draw ploughs, carts and wagons. Sumerian kings and other leaders were riding wagons, probably pulled by donkeys, onagers or hybrids, into battle around 3000 BCE. These wagons were prestige vehicles with limited speed and maneuverability, which probably served mostly as transports, though they might have been used to chase down routing enemies.1 Groups of warriors who ride to battle and then dismount to fight are called mounted infantry, not cavalry proper.

True war chariots required two developments, namely the spoked wheel and large, strong horses, which too probably originated from the steppes, around 2000 BCE. For the time, the construction of chariots was state of the art and costly. The horses too were expensive, so chariots on the whole were fast and pricey, the ancient equivalent of a sports car. Only the rich and powerful could afford them and they loved it. Therefore chariot warfare was something for the elite; it did not affect the common man much.

In the early 1st millennium BCE the shift began from driving chariots to riding horses themselves. People had probably tried to do so for centuries, yet the horses were too small. Once larger, stronger steeds had been bred, true cavalry appeared. Because horses do not need flat terrain, cavalry was much more flexible than chariots. However difficulties with breeding horses large enough, controlling them properly and using them in large groups made the transition gradual, lasting several centuries.2

Both chariots and true cavalry acted as mobile missile platforms. With them, archers armed with composite bows galloped in, rained arrows on their opponents and swiftly sprinted out again if the enemy fought back. Skilled horse archers could fire arrows both forward and backward. The latter was called the 'Parthian shot' by the Romans. The riders combined this with sudden charges and feigned retreats to confuse and demoralize enemies. This was they way in which all Eurasian steppe nomads from the 9th century BCE to the 18th century CE fought and they were at times very successful with it. Examples are the Cimmerians, Saka, Xiongnu and Huns of the ancient era and Turks, Mongols and others from the medieval period, all of whom fanned out beyond the steppe and made an impact on sedentary civilizations around them.

Apart from attacking with missiles, the tasks of this light cavalry were more or less the same as those of light infantry: scouting, screening, harassing, outflanking and pursuit. Because of their greater mobility, cavalry was often somewhat better at them than infantry, except in very rough terrain, where the horses could barely go forward or not at all.

Just as light infantry gave rise to heavy infantry, so did heavy cavalry come into existence. These acted as shock troops, charging into enemy ranks with the aim to break them, after which other troops could follow up and finish the job. The Macedonians were the first to employ heavy cavalry, in the 4th century BCE. The riders wielded spears and swords, though depended much on the size, weight and strength of their horses to ride down defending infantry. The sight, sound and feel of a massed horde of cavalry, charging the last few tens of meters at full gallop, the ground shaking under their hooves, was often enough to break the morale of defenders. Cavalry relied on this shock effect, because it exploited the main advantages of the heavy horse, speed and momentum, to the full. If the infantry broke the horsemen would charge into the gaps in their formation and use that momentum to break it apart further. However such a charge was terrifying for the horses and riders too. There was a risk stumbling and falling, of being shot, of ending up in a chaotic formation and meeting a spear point. If the defenders managed to stand their ground, a melee would ensue, where horses would be less effective, and prone to bolt too.3

Almost all warriors rode into battle with a shield and/or some kind of armor, but their horses were unprotected. Often their mounts were shot down from under them. Therefore people started to safeguard their horses too, with leather, scale, lamellar or mail barding. At first these were simple pieces to protect the most vulnerable parts, i.e. the front. Somewhere at the end of the 1st millennium BCE the Persians created almost fully armored horse-rider pairs, called "cataphracts" by the Greeks, which means 'armored' or 'covered with armor'. Other peoples copied the example, though not everywhere. In China, after the Warring States period, massive infantry armies were dominant; in Africa below the Sahara, trypanosomiasis spread by tse-tse flies killed almost all the horses; in America there were no large steeds until the arrival of the Europeans.

Europe was a latecomer on the heavy cavalry scene, but over the course over several centuries, equipped first riders and then horses with heavier and heavier armor, until they fielded the most formidable cavalry in the world: the medieval knights. The number of knights rose in the 11th and 12th centuries CE, then decreased again in the 13th and 14th as the requirements for armor rose until only the richest could afford them. While around 1300 CE an ordinary horse would cost 12 Parisian pounds, on average the horse of a squire cost 48 and high ranking nobles owned horses worth more than 100, up to 300.4 A knight would own several such horses, a lord more.5 Steppe horses were cheaper; on average each common Mongol warrior went into battle with 3 - 4 horses, noblemen even more.

Horses had to be bred, trained and fed and thus were a large drain on the finances of armies that employed them. In most armies, with the exception of steppe armies, cavalry was a minority to infantry. Especially in East Asia, with a large population of peasants supported by rice agriculture, infantry was heavily dominant. Still being able to afford a horse and driving a chariot or sitting high atop a mount gave more status to cavalry than infantry. Also, attacking with a bow, spear or couched lance were difficult skills to master, for both rider and horse. 6 Cavalry tended to be associated with nobility, which made them feel superior. In the days of chariots that feeling was very true, the chariot warriors forming an elite that ruled over peasants. True cavalry diluted that distinction somewhat because more people could afford a horse than a chariot, but a substantial social distance remained.

Though feeling noble, cavalry did not always act such. When a battle went awry, cavalry could ride away, leaving the slower moving infantry at the mercy of the enemy. Commanders sometimes turned this phenomenon around by ordering their knights to dismount and fight on foot. Knowing that their ranks were bolstered by experienced fighters who had to fight with them to the end, could greatly bolster the morale of the infantry.7
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Navies

Before and to some degree also during the Age of Sail, travel by sea was uncomfortable and dangerous. Many ships had open decks, exposing crew and passengers to the elements; sailing was slow so journeys were long; navigation was primitive; pirates could pop up almost anywhere; storms wrecked many a ship. Ancient and medieval captains tended to keep close to the shores so that they would not lose their way and could seek the safety of a harbor when bad weather moved in. Nonetheless journeys by sea could save travelers from long detours by land, or simply be the only way to get from one shore to another. In war, the sea was mostly a transport 'lane' where cargo and passengers were carried over. Of course fighting groups would try to block or capture enemy transports and next fight enemies trying to do the same to them, giving rise to naval combat. Despite the vastness of the seas, geography, currents, weather and the need for fast routes steered the vast majority of shipping through a limited number of 'pinch points', where most naval battles took place too.1

To fight at sea, the first requirement was of course ships. The simplest model for fielding (watering?) a fleet was starting with small numbers. Rich and powerful people would finance a ship, its equipment and possibly pay the crew too. In return they would gain a major share of loot on raids, or be compensated from taxes by a more developed state. In regions where the sea was important, levies were often counted in 'ships'. i.e. the complement of men that was necessary to man a ship. For example the Frisian "heervaart" was spread over several "ambachten", 'amts', which were subdivided in "koggen", 'cogs'.2

States that relied heavily on naval trade went further than a handful of big men: they maintained standing (floating?) navies. At its height ancient Athens had a fleet of about 250 ships, more in times of war, less after defeat in battle. Once the city deteriorated in the 4th century CE it lacked the manpower to man them all.

This, combined with the high cost of ship maintenance, kept most states from having a real navy. They ended up somewhere in the middle between private ships and permanent fleets. In times of war, they bought the services of civilian captains, who acted as part-time maritime mercenaries, or conscripted ships and crews, just like they did with armies on land. Richard I the Lionheart of England paid 2/3 of the cost of his ships.3 The states supplied weapons and food, mostly durable stuff like cheese, salted meat, legumes and wine, for the duration of the campaign. Meanwhile the captains retained ownership of their ships. When the war was over, they returned to trading.4 Often merchants did not appreciate their wartime duties and shirked them. In 1343 CE, conscript merchant vessels transported the English king Edward III and his army across the Channel, but then abandoned him and returned to their normal trading, leaving the king stranded in France.5

A fluid mix of trade and war was the most common arrangement, with the empasis on the first. But in medieval Venice it was the other way around: the ships were primarily warships, owned by the state, and rented for trading in times of peace.6 In the Roman empire warships were owned by the state too. In peacetime they were used for many different purposes: military tasks like patrolling and pirate hunting; but also transporting VIPs, troops, supplies and miscellaneous goods; participating in "naumachiae", i.e. naval games in the Colosseum, and as escape route for politicians.7

When there was fighting at sea, it could be piracy (attacking any ships) or privateering (attacking enemy ships). The first privateering licenses and letters of marque that mandated captains to engage in privateering date back to the 13th century CE, though the actual practice is millennia old. As described above, there was little difference between civilian, criminal and military naval activity.

An example is the career of John Crabbe, born in the late 13th century CE in Muide, Flanders. He entered history in 1305 CE as a pirate, seizing a merchant ship in the Bay of Biscay. This could be considered privateering, as it was a Dutch ship and Holland and Flanders were traditional enemies, though it looked more like piracy. He is known to have operated from Aberdeen and captured several Hainault and English ships, selling the goods in Flanders. When famine hit that region in 1316 CE, Count Robert brought him back home, made him admiral and ordered him to acquire food. He did so by seizing English ships. When the English king complained to the count, Robert conveniently stated that Crabbe was a criminal and would be tortured if found, but that his whereabouts were unknown. Crabbe settled in Berwick in Scotland, became a burgess and played an important part in its defense when the English tried to take the town in 1318 CE. In 1332 CE they finally captured him. Many people demanded restitution of money for all the damage he had inflicted. But after much political and financial turns the English got him to assist in the attack on Berwick and eventually pardoned him for all his crimes. He assisted the English King Edward III in several campaigns, at sea and on land, until his death in 1352 CE.

When Wendish towns banded together in the 13th century CE, a coalition that was the forerunner of the Hanseatic League, one of their major goals was to fight off Swedish and Karelian pirates, who were endemic in the Baltic.8 Other seas were no different. As mentioned earlier Japanese "wōkòu" harassed the coasts of China and Korea; the Romans had their hands full eradicating pirate 'kingdoms'; the Knights Hospitaller on Rhodes were as much pirates as they were crusaders.

In the 9th century BCE states in the Eastern Mediterranean started to employ long, sleek galleys with shallow draft and a ram at the front. These required relatively few sailors but a lot of rowers. Early galleys housed 20 - 30; Greek trières / triremes 170; a massive Roman deceres 572. The oarsmen provided the ship with speed, even going against the wind, and with the capacity to make short sprints in battle. These war galleys were not very seaworthy and always had to stay near the coast to avoid high waves and be able to seek shelter quickly.

In the Late Middle Age many galleys were partially rowed by slaves, but not so earlier ships. The captains of war galleys had to have rowers who could be relied on. Crews were conscripts or militia and earned a modest wage. Viking galleys were manned by warriors who used their personal chests as benches and were as much warriors as rowers. In ancient Mediterranean galleys row benches were stacked vertically to obtain more rowing power without making the ships too long. The rowers at the top benches, who handled longer and heavier oars, were paid more than those at the bottom. Before the men were put on a ship, they practiced dry rowing on land.

Rowing was hard work, too hard to keep up all day long. On voyages lasting more than a few hours only a part of the crew worked at the oars, while the others rested. Galleys could not carry enough food and especially fresh water for their large crews. Preferably they moved into a harbor, so they could be resupplied. Without that they could remain at sea for two or three days maximum. Because of their relatively low weight and draft, it was possible to pull a galley onto a beach. After this, most of the crew disembarked and slept on the beach, wrapped in their cloaks. Meals were prepared there too, grain ground into flour with hand mills and then baked into bread. At sea, the crew voided their bowels over the side, or in case of panic in the heat of battle into the hull itself.

Life on board a ship generally was unsavory. Viking ships were considered to be seaworthy if they had to be bailed dry only twice a day.9 The modern trières replica Olympias had to be cleaned every 5 days due to the stench of stale sweat, even with the use of modern toilets. Sometimes fleets could be smelled before they could be seen. In all of history, on the few ships large enough for officer's quarters, these were invariably positioned where the air blew away from: on galleys in the bow; on sailing ships in the stern. Both food and water spoiled quickly and if they could not be replenished frequently, people had to cope with moldy biscuit filled with worms, rotten meat, putrid water polluted by fat and hairs, and sour wine.10 Both landlubbers and experienced seamen would get seasick and were not always in a position to puke overboard.

Despite the discomforts of many people in a cramped space, galleys were popular on rivers, lakes, in shallows and of course in the Mediterranean. From the 12th century CE onward they were gradually replaced by sailing ships, a transition that took centuries. Tail rudders, lateen sails and improved rigging improved sailing ships, while galleys evolved much less. Lastly, sailing ships were better at carrying lots of guns, though that is outside of the scope of this book.

With generic sailing ships like cogs, there was little difference between merchant ships and warships. The former might sacrifice some cargo space in return for higher fore and aft castles, changes that could be effected within a single day of work.11 Other ship types too fulfilled multiple roles. Here are the words of a skald (translated by By Thorbjørn Hornklove), who describes a war fleet that contains knarrs, which were broad-hulled trading ships:

"Heard hast how the high-born one

in the Hafrsfjord fought,

the keen-eyed king's son,

'gainst Kjotvi the Wealthy.

Came their knarrs from the east,

eager for combat,

with gaping figureheads."

Fighting at sea was a tight affair because there was little room on the ship decks. According to Jean Froissart naval combat was fiercer than land combat. Ships could be overpowered in boarding, rammed and sunk, or sometimes set on fire. When that happened the possibilities of flight were few. Survivors could jump overboard an try to swim away, but safe ground could very well be out of reach. Marines could not swim in heavy armor; rowers at the lower banks of a galley might not be able to get out of the ship at all. This meant that all ran a significant risk of drowning. Their best hope was to be picked up by friendly ships that were still floating. The Roman navy even employed small rescue boats to pick up stragglers.
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Chapter 4: Campaigns

As described in chapter 1, the why of war varied much. The how was equally diverse. Terrain and weather were at least as important as the men who fought, setting limits on when, where and how fighting could be done. Fighting battles was just one aspect of military campaigns; getting an army to the battlefield in one piece was at least as important.


Armies

Wars are mostly waged with armies, made up of many warriors. Yet how many, exactly? The number varies wildly with time, place, means and purpose. Claims by historical writers that some armies numbered a million men or more are nonsense; 100,000 men was a very large army. In general in the ancient era armies were hundreds up to tens of thousands in size. In the Middle Ages they rarely exceeded a few thousand. The actual figure depended on the scale of the war and the way its was being fought. Some examples to show the great variation:


	Most raids among the 20th century CE Yanomami were carried out by a part of the adult males of a single village, ranging from just a handful to some 60 maximum. In rare cases multiple villages would band together to form larger groups.

	In 789 CE the first ever viking raid on England, at Lindisfarne, was carried out by the warriors of 3 ships, probably less than 100 men. The Great Viking Army that plundered England 70 years later numbered maybe a few thousand, sometimes grouping together and other times splitting into smaller bands. The "hirð" (bodyguard) of the 9th century CE Norse king Olaf Haraldsson Geirstadalf varied between 120 and 300 men.1

	In 1338 CE a total of 52 villages in West Frisia could raise about 3,500 - 4,000 men.2

	In 1398 CE at maximum 7.5% of the population of Dutch towns could be called to arms, probably less among the peasantry in the countryside.3 In 1355 CE the town of Gent alone, from a population of some 55,000 - 60,000 people, could muster 7,500 men, about as many as all the Holland and Zeeland regions combined.4 In case of "heervaart", an offensive campaign, numbers were lower than for a "landweer", defense of the country.

	At the siege of Jerusalem in 1099 CE the crusaders probably numbered 12,000 men, 10% of whom were knights. In later battles they fielded armies of only some 1,000 men, with a higher proportion of knights.

	In 401 BCE the 'Ten Thousand' of the Anabasis were actually 13,000 before the Battle of Cunaxa and 10,400 after. Two years later, having traveled back to Greece, their number was down to 6,000, due to attrition, desertion, battle losses and fragmentation.

	In the 14th century CE Flanders and England each could summon a maximum of around 10,000 - 15,000 men, though this was rare and could not be maintained for more than a few weeks.5

	Normal 'peacetime' strength of the army of the Roman republic was 4 legions (19,200 legionaries at full strength), divided equally between two consuls. After each campaigning season they were disbanded and re-recruited in the next year.

	In 334 BCE Alexander the Great entered Asia Minor with an army of about 50,000 men plus 10,000 support personnel. During the 10 year campaign that followed in which he conquered the Persian empire, it fluctuated significantly in size because of losses in battle, leaving behind garrisons and receiving reinforcements. The number fell as low as some 25,000 while on campaign at the Oxus (Amu Darya) river and rose to the size of a moloch of 120,000 near the Indus, which was only possible because of the fertile landscape that provided enough food. Before setting off for the journey back west it was slimmed to 40,000, then losing 3/4 of its men because of the harsh conditions in the desert. During the entire 10 year campaign it also changed composition, the number of Macedonians and Greeks decreasing and the number of Persians increasing.6

	At its peak in the 12th century CE, the navy of the Song dynasty of southern China numbered 20 squadrons, some 52,000 men, including sailors, marines and support personnel.

	In 58 BCE Gaius Julius Caesar got command of 4 legions, which he used to subdue all of Gaul. During the campaign this increased to 11 legions in 49 BCE. Sometimes these operated together, sometimes in smaller groups.

	The Mongol army that in 1237 CE invaded what is now Russia was a large force of 120,000 men, with many more horses, and sheep and cattle to feed them. The core was made of Mongols but it included many other steppe peoples too, many of them Turkic. After three years of campaigning battle losses, partially alleviated by recruitment of conquered peoples, had lowered that to around 65,000.

	In 480 BCE the Persian king Xerxes came down on Greece with one of the largest armies ever fielded, possibly 300,000 men. It was temporarily halted at the narrow pass near Thermopylae by 300 Spartan, 700 Thespian and 400 Theban hoplites.



A larger army was not always better. It required more food, marched slower (see below) and could not always make full use of its numerical strength in battle. Timur Lenk summed it up nicely: "It is better to be on hand with ten men than absent with ten thousand." The main reason that Hannibal Barca marched his Carthaginian army from Gaul to Italy in 218 BCE as quickly as he did was that there were no supply stations of note along the way. The army had to keep moving to prevent starvation.

An army did not consist of warriors and leaders alone. In many of them, there were more support personnel than fighting men: cooks, smiths, stable boys, wagon-drivers, merchants, clerks, prostitutes, foragers, engineers, washing women, priests, carpenters, entertainers. These provided essential services, like keeping the army fed, repairing equipment, doing laundry, building bridges. Some would be family or regular servants of the warriors, others temporary helpers.

Most armies, especially the large ones, were temporary organizations that were scraped together for a campaign and disbanded immediately after. For many warriors, a field army would have been the largest group of people they would ever see gathered together. In short campaigns, there was not much time to get to know many, but long campaigns like those of Alexander the Great knitted the army together psychologically. This strengthened its cohesion and made it more formidable. After all, men were more ready to fight and die for comrades than for strangers.

Cohesion was further strengthened by cultural ties. Tribes were small close knit communities; both armies of city states and knightly armies consisted of men of the same social class; regular armies were held together by professional pride. In general, homogeneity in language, customs and of course martial values made an army stronger.

The nomads of the steppe were accustomed to a harsh life, making them good warriors. Many times these nomads conquered sedentary populations militarily, only to find themselves gradually being conquered culturally in return. The nomads were aware of the 'corrupting' influence of sedentary cultures and tried to keep apart from it. In the words of Bilge, a warlord from the 8th century CE:

"Because some ignorant people accepted this invitation and came near the plain in order to settle (in China), many of your people are dead. If you go into that country, O Turkish people, you will die. But if you dwell in the land of the Ötüken and send caravans and convoys, and if you stay in the forest of Ötüken, where there is neither wealth nor trouble, then you will continue to preserve an everlasting empire, O Turkish people, and you will always eat your fill." 7
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Environment

All professional generals know how much terrain and weather can influence military campaigns. In the pre-industrial era, without motorized transport, canned food or competent medics this was doubly true. Armies crossed low mountains only when there was no other way and high mountains like the Himalayas not at all. As noted above, in 218 BCE Hannibal Barca crossed from Iberia to Italy with a large army. He had trouble with unfit soldiers while crossing the Pyrenees; had to build a temporary bridge over the river Rhône for his elephants; encountered steep slopes, cold and hostile tribes in the Alps. Along the way, he lost 2/3 of his army and almost all his elephants due to desertions, combat, accidents and bad weather.1

Forests, or worse jungles and swamps were avoided too when possible, because their ruggedness broke up units into small groups and hampered cavalry severely and in general favored defenders over attackers a lot. In the Battle of Teutoburg Forest in 9 CE the mighty Roman army was ambushed in the forest and lost three legions against German tribal warriors who knew the terrain and exploited the narrow pathways to the fullest. In 879 CE Alfred of Wessex, who had been defeated by the Danes, hid in the marshes of Somerset, safe from attack, rebuilding his strength before he counter-attacked the Danes.

Deserts were formidable barriers too, crossed as quickly as possible. At the Battle of Hattin in 1187 CE the Muslims deliberately denied the crusaders access to water, defeating them more with thirst and smoke than with weapons. In 1218 CE part of the success of the Mongols in Khwarezmia came from surprise, as they crossed the Kyzyl Kum desert, which had been deemed impassable by their enemies. The Mongols achieved it by riding from one oasis to another with the help of local guides.

In general terrain dictated the ways that armies were organized and fought. In mountain areas, small tribes were fiercely independent of each other and larger lowland states; the steppes of Eurasia brought forth swift moving cavalry armies; for much of its history China was divided in a northern and southern half, separated by the Yangtze river, fought over by river navies.

Almost always armies restricted themselves to a campaigning season, which lasted only part of the year. Alexander the Great, chasing the fleeing Persian Darius III, halted at Persepolis for 4 months because the Zagros mountains were an insurmountable barrier in the winter. Likewise, Darius was bottled up in Ecbatana, surrounded by a barren Media that could not feed his men. Only in late spring, when the snow had melted and corn had ripened, both started moving again.2 In the tropics the campaign season was the dry season, for example June to September in South America, when roads were passable. In Europe and Asia armies fought during the warmer part of the year. The yearly muster of the Franks was 1 March at first, later shifted to 1 May. Only then there was enough fodder available for the horses and enough sunlight to light the marches.3 Once autumn came, rains turned roads to mud, making travel hard or even impossible. This could happen in spring too, from melting snow. In Russia they discern a spring and an autumn "rasputitsa", 'season of bad roads', until today. Even in summer roads could be bad, with the feet of many men and hooves of animals throwing up vast dust clouds, while the throats were already thirsty from the summer heat.

In agricultural societies, the campaign season was not only governed by conditions for armies, but also the demands of agriculture on those who fought. Many of them were farmers, who first and foremost had to care for their crops. In 1066 CE Harold the Saxon disbanded most of his army in the autumn because they had to bring in the harvest. One half of his enemies, the vikings, had actually been keen for two centuries to attack in late autumn, because they knew that at that time the harvest was in and the surplus livestock slaughtered, so the food stores were at their fullest. The old Icelandic Calendar marked Heyrannir, the 10th month, as hay making month. If one scrutinizes historical records, there is almost no evidence of feuding during this time, as everybody, from young to old, poor to rich, was too busy haying. Records of war among the Maya show that most occurred during the dry season, few during planting and none during harvest.

In the autumn, most agricultural work was concluded, but then, as noted above, the weather deteriorated. Winter at northern latitudes was even worse. Campaigning in winter cold weakened warriors, who often had no houses to shelter in, just tents and blankets. In deep winter forstbite was a real danger. Also there was no grass for horses to graze on. So warriors were generally stationed in winter quarters: forts or houses of civilians, with sturdy walls and solid roofs to keep the cold and precipitation out, or camps of their own. The first method could be quite a burden to civilians, who had to house strangers and feed them to, with monetary compensation not always forthcoming.

Wintering warriors did not fight until the next spring, though there were exceptions to this rule. Sometimes armies ventured out for short, limited attacks. Medieval campaigning in Holland seems to have been going on throughout the year, possibly because its sea climate dampened the extremes of winter.4 In some cases the winter season was actually more suitable for fighting than the warm months. Peasants, after working hard on ploughing, sowing, harvesting and slaughtering had their hands mostly free during the cold months.5 The Mongols too favored winter campaigns. Winter cold froze many rivers, allowing them to cross them without difficulty. Unlike most horses, their tough steppe horses had little need for fodder and could dig under the snow to find food to graze on.

Fighting at sea was even more restricted to a campaign season than on land. In ancient times the Mediterranean was considered safe for sailing from May to September, risky in spring and autumn, foolhardy from November to March. In the winter even the professional Roman navy saw no need to patrol the seas and engaged in private trade instead, only on short trips in calm weather of course.6 On rougher seas the season for activity was shorter still. In September 1346 CE Carlo Grimaldi scored a victory against the English fleet but refused to follow up in in October, knowing full well that the Channel would by then be too dangerous for his galleys.7
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Travel

To do battle, warriors first had to travel to the battlefield. In an age without motorized transport this was as difficult as the battle itself. Armies spent much more time marching to and from battles than in them, so 'combat' meant a lot of walking and camping, day after day, with possibly only a brief battle at the end lasting less than a day. Durable water sacks, backpacks that did not chafe the shoulders and sturdy boots were at least as important as weapons and armor. Marching in an army was difficult and significantly slower than hiking individually, because the men were loaded with arms and equipment; had to adjust their movements to the average of large groups; often walked on bad roads that had been damaged by thousands of preceding footsteps.

Yet an attacking army had to move as swiftly as possible. The first and most important reason was food and water, with firewood and fodder for animals coming close after. As mentioned before, big armies had many mouths to feed and could literally eat the land bare. An army in hostile territory could sometimes buy supplies from a population that was ambivalent to the fighting. However large armies prompted overdemand, which led to rising prices, then angry warriors and finally plunder instead of purchase.1 Therefore, and also because locals often were hostile from the start, they hid their stocks, and themselves. All this enticed attacking armies to resort to 'forced purchase', requisition without compensation, or downright pillaging.

An army that tried to live off the land had to disperse to find enough supplies. Such a scattered force was vulnerable to attack. Foragers, be they merchants, hunters or looters, could be ambushed and never return from their foraging missions.2 Large armies had to plan their routes and schedules to match the wealth or poverty of regions and the times of harvest, but this was not an exact science. Weather might delay or advance harvests; people might hide their stores or move them behind the walls of fortresses; crop failure could jeopardize proper supply. At times the defenders were so determined that they applied 'scorched earth' tactics, removing all food, shelter and anything else of use to the attackers, so as to wear them out. For example the Scythians practiced this in 513 BCE against the Persians;3 Darius III of Persia tried it against Alexander the Great during his march up to Gaugamela in 331 BCE. When the Norman English marched into the heart of Irish Connacht in the late 11th century CE, they found the land emptied and burned so thoroughly that they were forced to turn around and abandon their attack.4 The Romans had a word for it: "vastatio", 'devastation'.5

Another way to make sure of ample food was to bring it along. This put a severe strain on the logistics. While the poor survived on just 1/2 kilograms of food per day, soldiers and laborers who engaged in heavy activity required twice as much or maybe three times as much.6 There also was a need for variety: bread, some meat and also fresh vegetables. Next to food the men also required water, at least 2 liters per day, possibly double that amount due to all the exertion they faced. Horses required a lot of water, around 1 liter of water per 10 kilograms of body weight, also depending on exertion, temperature and type of food. Preferably this would be taken from streams and lakes on route, but if that was not possible, for example in a desert, it had to be brought along too. Supplies like animal fodder and firewood too were seldom carried, almost always obtained locally. In many armies warriors were farmers who were quite familiar with the process of harvesting and gathering supplies.

In 334 BCE Alexander the Great entered Asia with enough food to last his army 30 days, sufficient to get through the lean days of spring.7 In 325 BCE he faced a crossing from the river Indus to Makran through the barren deserts of Baluchistan, where little food and water was available. For this trek, he assembled a massive stockpile of provisions (including water), enough to feed and water his army of 40,000 men for 4 months. But most of the food was grain, oil, lard, cheese, fish, wine, vinegar, beer and preserved meat, no fresh fruit or vegetables, so many men came down with scurvy.8 In 218 BCE scurvy was a problem too on the shorter journey by Hannibal Barca and his army through the Alps9; also in 1218 CE at the Siege of Damietta by the Christian crusaders,10 to name some examples. The medieval Byzantines tried to vary the diet of the rations: bucellatum (hard tack) for 2 days in 3, bread for 1 day in 3, salt pork for 1 day in 3, mutton for 2 days in 3, wine and sour wine on alternate days. All this was supplemented with fish, cheese, oil and vegetables, depending on availability. It should be noted that medieval wheat and barley contained more protein than modern varieties.11 Standard rations for the classic Roman soldiers consisted of 60% - 75% cereals (to convert to bread or porridge), pulses like lentils and chickpeas, dried or salted meat like bacon, cheese, salt, sour wine and olive oil if available. Fruit was not part of the diet, though individual soldiers could gather it while on campaign. There was no army kitchen; soldiers prepared their own food. When it was not possible to grind wheat and/or cook food they relied on hardtack, bread baked a second time into hard biscuit.12 Sometimes they ate this for so long that on occasions they had access to better meals again, like after a successful siege, they were sick for days from eating cooked food.

On long marches, warriors carried loads ranging from 20 to 35, maybe 40 kilograms maximum, averaging on 30 kilograms.13 However most of this was weapons, armor and camping equipment (see chapter 2), leaving little room for rations. Many warriors could carry food enough for just a few days of eating. Cavalrymen, on horseback, hauled more than infantry. In the 13th century CE Mongol heavy cavalrymen under Genghis Khan were obliged to bring a coat of mail or scale armor; a helmet; two composite bows; a quiver large enough for 60 arrows; a scimitar, axe, mace or lance; horse clothing, a lasso, rope, cooking pots; dried meat; a water bottle; files for sharpening arrowheads; needle and thread and other tools. A group of ten men, an "arban", also carried a tent.

The ancient Assyrians may have been the first to try to address the load problem. They set up supply dumps in advance where the army could restock. This required a stable and reliable bureaucracy, something which the predecessors of the Assyrians did not yet possess. Later empires did the same. In the Byzantine empire it was mandatory for people to supply the army while it crossed their province. The value of the supplies was subtracted from the normal tax that citizens had to pay and if it went beyond that, they were compensated in cash. Besides food, the population also had to provide lodging, have craftsmen execute repairs, maintain roads and bridges and provide raw materials like wood and charcoal.14 Towns and villages had to provide that against fixed prices, which were often below market value. They were entitled to be compensated for the price difference, but those repayments could take many months and were sometimes incomplete. Because all of this the local population was not happy about supporting armies passing through their region, even if friendly. Of course supply via dumps was only possible as long as the army marched within its own realm; in enemy territory, the men were once more on their own. In hostile Persian territory, Alexander the Great always sent troops ahead of his main army to submit the local population and set up supply depots.15

Another solution was to bring beasts of burden, like oxen, horses, mules and camels, which could carry more than humans. A horse could bear some 90 kilograms on average, mules 85, donkeys 60, pack goats only 15, bactrian camels as much as 180. Often they carried more because they were overloaded. Carts and wagons too made transport more efficient, increasing the load to some 1,100 kilograms per horse, though only on hard roads and bridges, which were very rare, even in the Roman empire. On bad roads or simply soil the load could drop to just 200 kilograms per draft horse, still more than the burden on the back of a pack horse. Wagons also slowed down the army considerably. Nomads, used to herding, favored a different approach: they drove herds of cattle with the army as a walking larder of meat. This supplemented their travel diet of unsalted butter, dried milk curd and dried meat. If this supply system failed and the army went hungry, they would start eating their horses.

So horses could carry three times more than men and camels even more.16 The trouble was that the animals required food themselves too. A horse that had to work ate about 2% - 3% of its body weight per day and about 10 times more water than a human. Camels were more efficient and could go up to a week without food or water, but on average still ate 1.5% of their body weight per day and had to refill their water supply after such long dry trips. Many animals could help themselves to food by grazing grass, though only in areas where grass was abundant enough and in seasons when it was growing. Even then they could not sustain long marches, as grass is not nutritious enough to support the animals while performing work like carrying heavy loads. About 2/3 of their diet could be filled from grazing, the remaining 1/3 had to be more nutritious fodder, which had to be carried too. The armies of the Eurasian steppes were at an advantage because their small but tough steppe horses could sustain themselves on shrubs if they had to. This was partially offset by the large number of horses employed, on average 3 - 4 per rider. All animals needed at least 1 day of rest per week, or they would wear out and die sooner or later.

So on long treks most, and on very long ones simply all, the carrying capacity of animals was used up by food for the animals themselves. All this meant that without some sources of food along the way, the maximum operational range of marching armies was some 2 - 3 weeks. In desert areas without sources of water, that had to be brought too, limiting the reach to just 3 - 5 days.17 When Alexander the Great and a small company embarked on a trip to the Egyptian Siwa oasis in 332 BCE they had enough water for 4 days, depending on smaller oases for the rest. But his guides lost their way in a storm and the company almost perished. Only a sudden rain shower saved the men.18

The most efficient food transports were ships. Even a small ship could carry about 10 tons of cargo; large ones 100 tons or several hundred. Many large offensive campaigns followed river routes so that supply ships could keep shadowing the army. Of course this restricted the number of possible attack routes. Fleets at sea could do the same as river transports. The massive Persian army of Xerxes mentioned earlier could be sustained only with the help of its fleet. Once the Greeks achieved naval dominance at the Battle of Salamis, the major part of the army was forced to retreat.

Large armies could only be successful if they had a good grasp on their logistics. The famous Roman army was at first a bit amateuristic in this regard, but learned quickly during the Punic Wars around 200 BCE and afterwards was very professional. It established strategic, operational and tactical supply bases and routinely supplied armies over distances of hundreds of kilometers, over both sea and land.19 For example for the invasion of Africa in 204 BCE the Romans used 400 cargo ships, ten times more than the number of warships. These transports carried 45 days worth of food and water for the entire army.20 Most of the supplies were gathered by the "publicani", who also acted as tax collectors. These people handled supplies well, but were not above making large profits along the way.21

Sometimes the situation made such good logistics impossible. When Gaius Julius Caesar attacked Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in west Greece in 48 BCE his supply lines were cut and his soldiers were forced to eat barley and chara, which they endured only because they were hardened veterans.22

Of course logistics could fail. An example that made the soldiers miserable is the Weardale campaign of the English against the Scots in 1327 CE. Their army chased the Scots through rough terrain and decided to leave wagons and pack horses behind for speed. As a result the soldiers lacked food, were first exhausted by summer heat, next lacked shelter and were soaked from rain, thus suffered much. The Scots too ran out of food, but compensated by plundering the countryside. Eventually the English had to give up and retreated.23

In concontrast to what the previous example suggests, a good way to lighten the strain on the logistics was to march quickly, as more speed meant less food per kilometer marched. This had tactical advantages too: it could allow to attack an enemy when he was not ready, or even make a full surprise attack. Philip of Macedon allowed only 1 attendant per 10 soldiers, banned carriages and trained his men to carry 30 days of supplies in long hot summer marches.24 His son Alexander the Great valued speed too, allowing 1 attendant per 6 infantrymen and 1 for each cavalryman. At Sousia (Tus) he actually burned the wagons of auxiliary troops, including servants and other noncombatantants, so that they were forced to do without.25 On long campaigns like Alexander's the warriors were also accompanied by unofficial followers like women, merchants and profiteers, possible as many as 1 per every 2 warriors. On average, the Romans allotted 1 pack animal per 8 man team, or 1 per 7 if it was an artillery crew.26 Roth estimates the ratio of soldiers to followers for the very professional Roman army at just 1 per 4 soldiers.27

Marching was only half the story of traveling. Every night the army sat down to eat dinner, do laundry and repairs, care for wounds and get some rest. It was the habit of the Romans to build a fortified camp every night. The Macedonians of Alexander the Great did the same and even the vikings used temporary forts, though not every night.28 During the night Romans kept watch in 4 shifts, each lasting 3 hours. Note that there were always 12 Roman hours in a day and 12 in a night, so in summer the former were longer than in winter and the latter the other way around. For some soldiers this meant that even a night halt could not guarantee a full night's sleep.

The Romans used their excellent paved roads for trade, but mostly to march their armies quickly to where they were needed. According to Vegetius standard marching speed was 20 Roman miles (30 kilometers) in 5 hours in summer and a forced march 24 miles (36 kilometers), leaving enough time to set up and break camp.29 For example, the 500 kilometers from Rome to Brindisi could be covered in 15 days; Rome to Antioch 124 days (including 2 at sea).30 It is estimated that most armies marched slower, on average not near 6 but some 4 - 5 kilometers per hour, though more hours per day, reaching 25 - 30 kilometers per day. The actual marching speed was somewhat higher because troops generally rested for 5 to 10 minutes every hour.

Very large armies like those of Alexander the Great were hindered by their size (see below). Alexander's army marched 22 kilometers per day on average, 31 kilometers per day at maximum. When its cavalry and light troops were detached from the heavy infantry, for example when he was racing after Darius III, higher speeds were reached, up to 277 kilometers in 4 days, i.e. 69 kilometers per day.31 The speed of the infantry could be doubled on forced marches and tripled in emergencies, however such speeds were not sustainable over more than a few days. If a baggage train with carts and wagons was included, travel speed was significantly lower, about 15 kilometers per day for ox-drawn vehicles, 20 for horse-drawn ones. On the other hand cavalry that could move freely traveled about twice as fast as infantry. All this required level terrain and smooth ground or a hard road. Narrow bridges, forests or hills slowed men down, swamps and mountains made armies crawl like massive snails. For example the Khawak Pass in Afghanistan is 75 kilometers long, a distance that Alexander the Great's army would normally cover in 4 days. Because of its narrowness, it took them 16 - 17 days.32

Jungles, swamps, deserts and mountains all presented serious obstacles, forcing warriors to act as engineers. Strong states could and did tackle the bottlenecks. In the words of Sargon II of Akkad:

"As for Mount Simirriu, a lofty peak that thrusts up sharp as a spear point and whose summit, the dwelling of the goddess, Belet-ili, rises over the mountains, whose topmost summits, indeed, reach to the very sky, whose roots below thrust down to the depths of the netherworld, and which, like the back of a fish, offers no way to pass on either flank, and the ascent of which, from front to back, is exceedingly difficult, on the sides of which yawn chasms and mountain ravines, a fearsome spectacle to behold, discouraging to the ascent of chariotry and to the high spirits of steeds, the worst possible going for the ascent of infantry ... I provided my engineers with heavy copper picks, so they broke up the sharp peak of the mountain into fragments as if it was limestone, and made good going."

On a broad road, warriors might march 6 abreast; on a standard road 4; on a narrow path less, down to just 1. Each row spanned some 3 meters or more in depth, most for stepping and less for spacing between the rows. For cavalry, these numbers were about twice as large33. Carts and wagons were three times longer and four times wider than infantrymen. Well trained and disciplined warriors were able to march closer together. This meant that for large armies, in the morning the rear would get going several hours later than the front. The result was that the army could not make use of all daylight hours.

So far example on a 12 hour day the front of a pure infantry army might set out at daybreak and march for 8 hours (including rests), the rear following 4 hours later and arriving at the next camp at sunset. If these troops marched 4 abreast with 3 meters per row at a speed of 4.5 kilometers per hour and some space is allowed between units, the entire army could not be larger than some 20,000 men. If cavalry and baggage trains were included, its size would be even more limited. As a rule of thumb, 1,000 men walking four abreast will form a column 800 meters long without a baggage train, with one 1,200 meters.34 So an army of 20,000 would form a huge snaky column 4 meters wide and 16 - 24 kilometers long! This is why large armies marched in separate columns over different roads, to converge again when battle was imminent.

Despite the opportunities it offered to surprise enemies, armies seldom moved during the night, as marching in the darkness of the pre-industrial times, without electrical lamps, was difficult and dangerous. The circadian rhythms of the warriors were disturbed, wearing them out; they tripped over obstacles and injured themselves; they lost their way and blundered into dangerous places. Any disturbance, unseen and unknown in the murk, got on their nerves, caused uncertainty or even panic. In the words of Appian describing the problems of the Roman general Corniﬁcius in 36 BCE:

"On the fourth day, with difficulty, they arrived at a waterless region ... Being ignorant of the roads and fearing ambushes, Corniﬁcius and his men did not dare to march through it by night, especially as there was no moon, nor could they endure it by day ... As it was now the hottest part of the summer, and since delay was impossible on account of the tormenting thirst, they no longer resisted their assailants."

Marching through enemy terrain was dangerous, be it light or dark. Small groups of warriors who split off from the main force ran the risk of being ambushed. Therefore professional armies kept strict discipline. For example the Knights Templar had a whole list of rules on who could leave the camp, how an alarm was to be raised, how to respond to alarms, what marching order to adhere to, to march in silence, when and how to attack and when not, et cetera. Sometimes a templar broke a rule by charging an enemy without permissions and afterwards was punished, despite the bravery of his deed.35
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Attritie

In wars, vijanden could be defeated by being chased away, beaten into surrender or of course being killed. Contrary to populair belief, being cut down was not the most common cause of death, neither among warriors, nor among civilians. It was two other horsemen of the apocalypse: disease and famine.

As explained in the previous section, warriors in attacking armies spent much time wearing themselves out on the march. When they finally arrived at their camp in the evening they had to do with tents instead of houses and sometimes not even that. Exposed to the elements, they suffered from the heat and especially the cold. Food was unvaried, often not fresh and could simply be scarce, further weakening them and sometimes killing them outright. In 1181 CE, the Gempei War in Japan was halted for two years because both sides were suffering from famine.

The need to keep armies together as a defense against counterattack meant lots of men camping close together with minimal sanitation. In these conditions, infectious diseases like typhus, typhoid, dysentery, cholera, influenza and diphtheria could take hold and plague armies.1 Often, especially during long campaigns, more warriors died from disease than in battle. Precisely how many is hard to estimate because their deaths were seldom recorded.

Some diseases were much more widespread and/or dangerous in the past than they are now. Alexander the Great probably catched malaria while traveling through Cilicia in 333 BCE. He was ill for a month, halting the progress of the entire army.2 In 430 BCE, during the Second Peloponnesian War, some kind of plague hit Athens, wiping out 30,000 citizens, including the famous general Pericles. It did not lead to an immediate defeat because the invading Spartan army, afraid of catching the disease also, turned around. In 1199 CE Richard I the Lionheart was hit by a crossbow bolt. It did not kill him, but the gangrene that resulted from the wound did. At the Siege of Harfleur in 1415 CE the English lost several thousand men, possibly a third of their army, to dysentery.

Of course warriors suffered wounds in battle too. In general, wounds from spears and other stabbing weapons were the easiest to treat, unless they had hit a vital organ. Wunds inflicted by cuts from swords or axes against unarmored men were worse because of severe bleeding. Location mattered: limbs would often heal well; chest wounds much less; damage to the face or abdomen was perilous. Often the body could cope with tissue damage, only to succumb from infection caused by dirt within a few days or weeks, so again it was disease that killed. Major wounds, like loss of part of a limb, were almost always fatal, due to shock and blood loss.

Most armies included some medical staff. Though they lacked modern knowledge and equipment, medical care was not so primitive as is often thought. Surgeons knew how to stem bleedings, set broken bones, use herbal anesthetics and anti-infection agents. The Roman army, after turning professional, employed "medici", who were part of the "immunes", specialists exempt from normal soldier duties. They were even aware of diseases spread by insects. In the words of Marcus Terentius Varro, translated by W.D. Hooper and H.B. Ash:

"When building ["valetudinaria", 'hospitals'] ... special care should be taken to place it at the foot of a wooded hill where it is exposed to health-giving winds. Care should be taken where there are swamps in the neighbourhood, because certain tiny creatures which cannot be seen by the eyes breed there. These float through the air and enter the body by the mouth and nose and cause serious disease.” 3

Another example of the proficiency of doctors of the past is the account of John Bradmore, who in 1399 CE removed an arrow from the nose of Henry V, taking care to widen the wound just enough and keep it clean. He wrote an account of it, extensively describing his methods and of course showing off his skill along the way.4

One source of trouble was that most armies, especially large ones, could not afford to stay in one place for long. To keep from starving, they had to keep moving (see above). So they marched fast with heavy loads, which was tough work even for fit warriors. Those that were afflicted by wounds or disease often could not keep up, or move at all. This meant that stragglers had fend for their own, try to recover and then to catch up with the main body again. In enemy territory, this could be a death sentence, with angry enemies picking off the few weakened stragglers and killing them.5 When there were fewer enemies around, they might seek refuge in a camp, or seek out civilian settlements.

Doctors could not cure all wounds. When these were not fatal they still could result in disfigurement. Some of this could have nasty side effects, not always medical. For example a warrior who lost an ear in battle looked similar to a thief who had been punished for a crime in the same way. The man might be treated as a criminal, unless people knew where his deformation originated.6 Worse, people could suffer loss of limbs, sight and such. Warriors who where so heavily mutliated might be cared for by their families, if those could bear the burden of an extra mouth to feed without any income in return. If not, the warrior would be reduced to beggarhood.
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Chapter 5: Battle

War is often envisioned as massive field battles, where two big armies fight it out on some field where they happen to meet. Some historians tend to focus on 'decisive battles' that 'changed the course of history' and Hollywood shows us brutal warriors charging each other and starting to cut off limbs at a rate that should finish the battle in minutes.

Again reality was less glamorous, more calculated and cautious. Our ancestors, acutely aware of the fragility of their lives, avoided head-on collisions as much as they could. In the words of the 6th century CE Byzantine Strategikon:

"To try simply to overpower the enemy in the open, hand to hand and face to face ... is very risky and can result in serious harm. A wise commander will not engage the enemy in a pitched battle unless a truly exceptional opportunity or advantage presents itself."

From a mixed tactical / strategic view, warfare can be divided in four forms. Listed in decreasing order of frequency these were raids, sieges, field battles and naval battles, and conquest. Each of these will be tackled in this chapter.


Raids

The most common form of warfare in the pre-industrial era was the least heroic one: raiding. Raids were the default, all other methods that are described in the following sections were secondary.1

The strategy of raiding was to move in fast, before the enemy was able to set up a decent defense; defeat or bypass them; grab the loot; retreat as fast as possible. The entire enterprise was designed to gain maximum plunder with minimal effort and more importantly minimal risk. Among the Yanomami of the Amazon basin a raid was considered to be a failure if the attackers lost even a single man.2 In general raids ranged from small scale, for example cattle rustling to gain a few sheep, to large campaigns where whole armies ravaged the enemy countryside for weeks.

History abounds with examples. Here is one from the Geste des Lorrains, in translation by John Gillingham:

"The march begins. Out in front are the scouts and incendiaries. After them come the foragers whose job it is to collect the spoils and carry them in the great baggage train. Soon all is in tumult. The peasants, having just come out to the fields, turn back, uttering loud cries. The shepherds gather their flocks and drive them towards the neighboring woods in the hope of saving them. The incendiaries set the villages on fire and the foragers visit and sack them. The terrified inhabitants are either burned or led away with their hands tied to be held for ransom. Everywhere bells ring the alarm; a surge of fear sweeps over the countryside. Wherever you look you can see helmets glinting in the sun, pennons waving in the breeze, the whole plain covered with horsemen. Money, cattle, mules and sheep are all seized. The smoke billows and spreads, flames crackle. Peasants and shepherds scatter in all directions." 3

Another prime example are the vikings of Scandinavia. They traded when there were opportunities to make an honest profit through business deals, but if the other party proved weak they just took what they wanted. Their favorite tactic was to row their ships, which had low draft, up rivers and strike deep inland. Once at their destination, if possible they rounded up all horses they could find, transforming themselves to mounted infantry. They pillaged heartily and then retreated before the defenders could react. The raids were well organized. The vikings often attacked at the end of autumn, when the harvest was in and most armies had retreated to winter quarters. If the defense proved brittle, the raiders did not retreat right away but wintered behind the walls of a temporary fort, or one they had conquered.4 Meanwhile the defenders mobilized slowly and then sought to seek battle, which the vikings often evaded. The former complained that the vikings 'did not play by the rules' of war, yet they did not care about that. Monasteries were a prime target, not because the 'pagan' vikings hated Christians, but because there was abundant loot to be found there.

A third example are the Franks of early Medieval Europe. Charlemagne, the first Holy Roman emperor, is often credited for his efforts to make the Carolingian empire a worthy successor of the Roman empire, including the Pax Romana that the Roman armies enforced. Yet most Frankish campaigns were raids to weaken enemies and gain plunder. Often they would raid repeatedly, year after year, until the other side paid up, further increasing the loot. Actually the scale of the Frankish raids was much larger than those of the vikings who raided the Franks.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, supplying troops in enemy territory was difficult. Raiding and plundering, 'living off the land', was a solution to that. Admittedly it forced armies to disperse and made them vulnerable to counterattack, but it did enable them to remain in the field much longer than they could have managed with supplies of their own. Several large raiding expeditions combined the strategic aim of weakening the enemy with keeping the raiding force itself fed. Some examples are the raids of the Huns, the Muslim ghazis and the Magyars in the Late Roman Era and Early Middle Age; the Umayyad invasion of Gaul in 732 CE that led to the famous Battle of Tours; the Grande Chevauchée of 1355 CE of the English into south France.

Though the primary aim of most raids was loot and not conquest, they could pave the way for that, especially when large kingdoms like that of the Franks were involved. Killing or enslaving people could rob the defenders of manpower and damage to crops and livestock could lead to food shortages.5 Chieftains, kings and other leaders whose duty it was to defend their people but proved unable to, quickly lost their legitimacy. This could cause rebellions and revolutions, further weakening the defenders. Strong attackers could then enforce concessions, or even follow up with conquest. There are examples, like from medieval Ireland, where attackers first raided settlements and then handed back the booty in exchange for submission by the defenders.6 In many times and places raiding went through a kind of pig cycle. Small states and other groups raided each other, one came out on top and conquered the others, then ran out of targets to raid, could no longer reward its warriors and finally broke down, restarting the cycle.

Of course people did not like being raided and took countermeasures. Most hill forts of the Late Bronze Age in Europe were temporary refuges where people and their livestock could take shelter. They were simple structures, often just a courtyard surrounded by one or more ramparts. Not all forts were based on hills; some were anchored on sea cliffs, peninsulas or even situated in lowland plains. Ring forts and fortified houses like Medieval English and Scottish "bastles", stone churches and other sturdy structures performed the same function.7 Those simple forts could not withstand determined attack but were often enough to convince raiders to seek easier targets elsewhere. When the raiders set down to attack anyway, stronger forts where needed, which could withstand a siege. These are not to be confused with castles, which served an economic and political function as well as a military one, though of course they could act as safehouses too. Unfortunately ancient and medieval historians frequently confounded camps, villages, forts and castles.8

Another defense was long walls, like Hadrian's Wall between England and Scotland in the 2nd century CE, Offa's Dyke in the 8th century CE in west England and of course the Great Wall of China, which was built, rebuilt and modified many times over the course of more than two millennia. These were never meant to stop raids, as the attackers could concentrate their forces at one point and overwhelm the defenses quite easily. But they could control border traffic and prevent slow infiltration, deterring small raids and forcing attackers to mount large ones. These too they would slow down, giving people on the other side time to take shelter, making it harder for the attackers to steal cattle or take slaves. Once the raiders had finally taken enough booty and traveled back, they were heavily burdened and slow. This applied to both barbarians and 'civilized' armies. Livy notes that the train of the Roman commander Manlius Vulso, returning from the Galatian campaign of 189 BCE, was so long and loaded with booty that it managed to march only 8 kilometers per day.9 Such slow attacks and retreats allowed defenders, if they had the strength, time to muster a defense force and to launch a counterattack, possibly preventing the loot from being carried over the border.

The most active form of defense was to raise an army in advance. This did not always result in a fight with the invaders. Just the presence of a defending army was a threat to small dispersed bands of raiders. It forced them to stick together for safety and this limited the amount of raiding they could do. Sometimes this was enough for the raiders to give up and go home.10
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Sieges

When citizens found themselves at risk from assault, they naturally tried to protect themselves. The easiest way was to flee into forests, swamps, mountains, in short in wilderness areas, and hide until the trouble was over. Changing the comforts of home for the primitiveness of wilderness camps was uncomfortable at the least, but of course it was better than getting killed. Defenders knew the terrain intimately and thus were often able to remain concealed from attackers, who did not. But the latter could steal livestock, supplies, household items and sometimes break and burn houses and farms out of sheer malice, so it was preferable to remain at home and defend.

The first villages in history were individual houses and hamlets grouped close together, not for fun but for protection. This came from having a sizable group of people capable of defense in one place and soon after also from walls and other fortifications. Jericho, one of the oldest towns, turned from a meeting place to a fixed settlement around 9600 BCE, grew from village to town over the course of several centuries and was equipped with a wall around 8000 BCE. Other towns and villages followed suit. Many an ancient settlement was situated on a hill and surrounded by walls, making it a hard nut to crack. Often assaulting such a place was just too costly, so any invaders did not even attempt it. To quote the Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu:

"Thus the highest form of generalship is to baulk the enemy’s plans; the next best is to prevent the junction of the enemy’s forces; the next in order is to attack the enemy’s army in the field; and the worst policy of all is to besiege walled cities. The rule is, not to besiege walled cities if it can possibly be avoided." 1

Early city walls were made of mudbrick, which were not hard and could be broken down with effort. Attackers lacked siege engines and thus had to resort to hacking and digging with hand tools. So breaking such walls apart took time and exposed the sappers to counterattack, neither of which early armies could afford. Logistics were not developed, so after only only a short time the attackers had to withdraw to resupply. Wars in the Early Bronze Age were mostly sieges, yet always brief, ending in a treaty where the side that had suffered the most made some concessions.

Things changed near the end of the Early Bronze Age with the rise of the Akkadian empire. The Akkadians developed siegecraft in earnest. They used sappers to dig through, not under, walls;2 employed siege towers to bring their archers to the same height as the defenders; built earth ramps for the final assault. This required a lot of manpower, which became available because of the victories of the besiegers. They could enslave and/or conscript defeated enemies and employ them as laborers or auxiliary troops. Large armies and successful sieges allowed the Akkadians to do what not had been done before, i.e. to conquer themselves an empire. Early fortified settlements were individual political units, ranging from single villages to province-sized city-states, with their fortifications guaranteeing independence. Siegecraft partially broke down that freedom, welding larger territories together into states by force.

Not only settlements were fortified. In between them forts guarded all kinds of important trade routes. These were manned by small permanent garrisons, even in peacetime, though in those times the garrison would not have been at full strength. Strongholds had stronger fortifications, a source water, stocks of food and ammunition; in short, everything needed to withstand a siege. When confronted with strongholds, raiders had to make the difficult choice of attacking them or bypassing them. The former was difficult and costly; the latter brought the risk of being attacked in the rear by a sortie of the garrison.

In late medieval Europe, the landscape was dotted with stone churches, fortified manor houses, towers, forts and true castles. There were so many that in some areas they were no more than a few kilometers apart. Thus in case of danger, inhabitants could reach such a place of refuge within an hour walking, half an hour running.

Like attacks on villages, towns and cities, sieges of strongholds were uncommon. Most of the time the garrison was occupied by keeping watch on the environment and running the day to day business. Life at a fort could be quite boring, as is illustrated by the 4th of the Semna despatches of the 2nd millennium BCE:

"Another letter which was brought to him from the retainer Ameny, who is in (the fortress) Khesef-medja'ew, as one fortress sending to another fortress. It is a communication to the Master, L.P.H., about the fact that the guardsman of Hieraconpolis, Senēw's son Herew's son Reniyokre, and the guardsman of Tjebew, Rensi's son Senwosret's son ditto, came to report to this servant in year 3, month 4 of Prōyet, day 2, at the time of breakfast, On business of the citizen, Khewsobk's son Mentuhotpe's son Khewsobk, who represented the Beneficiary of the Ruler's Table in the troop of Meha', saying, The patrol who went forth to patrol the desert-edge [...] the fortress Khesef-Medja'ew in year 3, month 3 of Prōyet, last day, have come to report to me, saying, We have found the track of 32 men and three asses, (which?) they have trodden [...] the patrol [...] my places' - so said he [...] order of the troop [...] on the desert-edge. This servant wrote about it to [...] fortress. It is a communication about it. (All the affairs of the King's Domain(?),) L.P.H., are safe." 3

During the Bronze Age, Iron Age and Middle Ages both siegecraft on one side and fortification on the other developed further. Many sieges were battles of attacks and counterattacks, not always physical fighting but also building and destroying structures. The attackers employed rams to batter down gates; defenders threw stones and boiling water down on them; attackers constructed rams with roofs over them; defenders tried to grab the rams with hooks. When a city was a port, attacks would be launched from sea, with siege engines mounted on ships. There, defenders also tried to snatch rams with ropes and had divers cut anchor cables. Attackers could also take on the walls, scaling them with ladders, by building ramps or employing siege towers. These constructions could range from simple tools to massive engineering works like the Helepolis of 305 BCE, which was 40 meters high, 20 wide, 150 tons heavy and required 3,400 men to move it. The defenders countered by setting up double walls with ditches or moats, creating a multi-layer barrier that could cost the attackers many lives. In the 1st millennium BCE The Indian city of Kosambi had walls, moats, ramparts 9 meters high, 20 meters wide, encircling an area of 50 hectares. It is estimated that it took 5,000 man-years to construct.4 In the late 5th century CE the western approach to the Byzantine capital Constantinople was fortified with the Theodosian Walls. These stretched for 5.7 kilometers and were a series of three walls and a moat, studded with 96 towers. Lesser towns and cities did not have such formidable defenses, but did what they could. During a siege they might even build extra layers on top of their walls. Meanwhile sappers tried to dig under the walls to bring them down; defenders dug counter-tunnels. This could end in fighting desperate battles underground, in cramped passages, mostly in darkness. The attackers could build contravellations to keep their troops safe from enemy fire; the defenders would build circumvallations to counter those. An example is the Greek siege of Syracuse in 415 BCE - 413 BCE, where walls were built and attacked for three years in a row. Alexander the Great actually fought more sieges than field battles: Halicarnassus (1 month); Tyre (7 months); Gaza (2 months); many Sogdian towns; the Pir-Sar fortress; other Indian towns and finally Multan, where he was seriously wounded. Siege engines could be used to fling stones, fire and offal into a stronghold, but the besieged worked to repair the damage, often at night.

From the above it should be clear that besieging and being besieged was more a question of destruction and construction than fighting. In case of villages, towns and cities the population was as much involved as the garrison, often doing most of the labor. Meanwhile both had to endure the physical and mental strain of a siege. Their fate could be different, for instance when an inner town, i.e. the area inside the walls, fell to the besiegers and put the population at their mercy, while the garrison retreated to a citadel and held out longer.

Despite the increasing sophistication of methods of attack, the advantage usually remained with the defenders. It was hard to take a well defended place, even harder if it was large, like a city. Defenders knew this. Often they avoided pitched battles and retreated behind their walls to wait it out.5 Then attackers either moved on to do some raiding or, if the target was really important, sat down to starve the defenders out. This could work well if the defenders were surprised and did not get enough time to prepare. Their supplies could only last so long and there was the ever present threat of the besiegers breaking in. In 1439 CE the Ottomans took Smederevo in just three months, by timing their attack well:

"He arrived at Smederevo at that time of summer when the fortress's granary and store house were empty. He kept the fortress under surveillance; after it had been blockaded for three months, it capitulated from lack of supplies."6

In 757 CE the T'ang city of Suiyang was besieged for 9 months. There the food situation got so dire that the garrison was forced to eat dogs, cats, rats and leather, finally resorting to cannibalism. In some cases lack of food led to dire emergency measures. When in 1098 CE the knights of the First Crusade had besieged and taken Antioch, shortly after they were besieged themselves and after a few months close to starvation. Then, spurred on by the claims of one Stephen of Valence, they discovered the 'holy lance', which boosted the morale of many, though not all.7 When the Romans under Gaius Julius Caesar besieged Alesia in 52 BCE there were too many mouths to feed, so the Gaulish warriors expelled the ordinary citizens, who actually had sought the protection of the fort. However the Romans did not allow them to go free, so the hapless people remained outside, trapped between two warring sides for days, hungry and terrified.8

Besiegers themselves also ran the risk of running out of food. The Anglo-Saxon chronicle noted that in 893 CE Edward, son of the English king Alfred of Wessex, cornered a routed Viking army on the islet of Thorney, where the English besieged them "for as long as their provisions lasted; but they had completed their term of service and used up their provisions." Despite victory looming ahead, the English army disbanded and the men returned to their homes, a while later passing King Alfred and their relief on the way. The vikings managed to escape.

In the early 13th century CE the Mongol army was still a cavalry force, inept at siegecraft, so the Mongols mostly limited themselves to raiding. Only later, after having captured Chinese specialists, they engaged in sieges. Meanwhile they tried everything in their power to reduce cities. They turned the Gaulish tactic around. In a "karash" they shielded their own troops with prisoners, to deter defenders from shooting at them. Once they conquered a city, they sacked very harshly, to terrorize other cities into quick surrender. Especially in the cities of Khwarezmia there was appalling devastation, though the demand for trade restored most of them to their former levels within a few years. Another tactic was to appear weak and unwary, so that the defenders were emboldened to make a sortie to surprise and scatter them and thus break the siege. Instead the Mongols withdrew for a while, lured the garrison further and further out and then re-engaged them in a field battle, won it and finally conquered the then defenseless city.

However in general defenders were prudent and made sure in advance they had reliable sources of water, ample food stocks (including salt), munitions, building materials9 and a garrison that could fight. This meant that sieges could last a long time. So this was (very) low intensity warfare with only an occasional skirmish. The rest of the time was filled with waiting, camp chores, waiting, constructing siege works or repairing walls, waiting, some gambling or other pastime and more waiting. In some cases small bonds of friendship could develop between besiegers and besieged, with men visiting each other, exchanging news and mixing jokes with threats. This did not mean that they were no longer enemies. Friendships were individual and small scale, but in the end larger motives were decisive.10 Many attacks, the threat of defeat and all the misary that came with that made sieges, especially for the defenders, a long and horrible trial, both physically and mentally. This hurt both the garrison and the civilian population.

Long sieges could be as hard on the besiegers as the besieged. The latter had roofs over their heads, while the former had to do with tents and makeshift huts. Especially in winter, they were often wet, cold and hungry; disease struck many a siege camp.11

The best that besiegers could hope for was betrayal: somebody inside the walls who, in return for money or another kind of reward, would secretly open a gate for them so that they could launch a surprise attack. This is how the crusaders captured Antioch first in 1097 CE and how many an impregnable fortress fell. In general, some sieges were abandoned; some won through starvation and/or surrender of the garrison; a small number accomplished by treachery; only a few through assault.

Once a siege was successful, the defenders were at the mercy of the victorious attackers. If they surrendered right away before a siege was started, the latter were usually lenient. The defeated garrison could march off with honor and civilians were treated fairly. This would also be the case if attackers and defenders negotiated an agreement while the siege had been going on for a while. If the besieged held out long before surrendering, warriors would often be captured and civilians were levied a 'fire tax', which robbed them of many of their goods. If they forced the attackers to an assault, the latter would very likely follow up by looting, raping, killing and enslavement on a large scale, usually three days long.12 This was how 'barbarian' armies operated but 'civilized' armies did just the same. In 332 BCE, after an exhausting siege lasting 7 months, Alexander the Great killed 6,000 defenders of Tyre, enslaved 30,000 citizens and executed 2,000 more, though those who sought sanctuary in a temple were spared. The Romans actually behaved more barbaric than others. They held on to the principle of "murum aries attigit", 'the ram touched the walls', i.e. after this had happened they did not accept any offer of surrender anymore, so the besieged either had to hold out or face their home being sacked. The worst example of Roman violence was the fate of Carthage after the Third Punic War, when it was razed to the ground, though this was an exception for which the Romans had strategic motives.

Though static defenses were powerful and useful, they were also costly and required constant maintenance, all in preparation for a war that might be years or decades in coming, or not at all. Therefore the amount of fortification varied a lot with time and place. Often fortifications were allowed to decay in times of peace, to be hastily restored when an enemy approched. In the Roman empire most of it interior was devoid of fortifications; the Romans relied on their strong armies and border forts. The same held true for the Persian empires and China, to name a few. In the Early Middle Age European towns were still unwalled, so in case in attack the people had to flee. European fortification took off in the time of the vikings. Around the 12th - 13th century the continent was littered with castles, signaling how weak states were at the time.
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Field battles

Sometimes armies abandoned the usual raiding and besieging and engaged each other head on, hoping to inflict a heavy defeat on the enemy. This was rare. It required both sides willing to give battle and estimating that they stood a good chance of winning it.12 Another possibility was that one side was running out of supplies and forced to seek battle against the other side, which felt confident in a stronger position. Sometimes the clash was even arranged through negotiations. The chariot armies of the 2nd millennium BCE needed level ground to operate, so agreed on a place with flat ground before starting the battle. Defenders stayed close to their home town, so they could retreat there if things went wrong; attackers hoped to defeat them squarely and then plunder the same town.3 Yet most battles were not negotiated and arranged in advance.

Even when two sides wanted to fight it out, meeting the enemy could be difficult. Without modern spying tools and communication armies sometimes simply missed each other, marching in different directions within a few tens of kilometers of each other. Some examples are the Macedonians under Alexander the Great versus the Persians under Darius III at Issos in 333 BCE and the Carthaginians under Hannibal Barca against the Romans in Tuscany in 218 BCE. When armies finally met they engaged with a lot of probing, maneuvering and caution. Commanders knew that the stakes were high and the chance of victory also brought the risk of defeat, so they often maneuvered to gain some kind of advantage: a better position, a threat to the enemy supply lines, weather that favored their own side the most, or whatever else could help them. Such maneuvering could take days, while the two armies probed, taunted and skirmished.

In some cases battles were joined quickly instead of tentatively. This could lead to both success and disaster. When the Romans arrived on the field of the Battle of Adrianople in 378 CE they were tired, thirsty and disordered after a long march, which was one of the reasons they lost the battle, and their emperor with it. On the other hand in 1066 CE at the Battle of Stamford Bridge Harold the Saxon's men were tired too but had the element of surprise. Despite their fatigue they attacked right away and won.

In most battles there was more time to prepare, and to fret. Once the day arrived when the real fight began, the mood grew tense. Most large battles required some preparation and started in the morning, giving the warriors time to have breakfast, gear up and break camp, though many men could eat little or nothing, being too nervous. Sensible commanders used the services of shamans, priests or other religious people, who beseeched the spirits and gods for their blessing. The ancient Greeks and Romans always sacrificed to the gods before a battle; augurs made divinations about its outcome; Catholic priests had warriors confess their sins; et cetera.4 Besides religion, nationalism, some other kind of brotherhood or simply a great leader could lift the spirits of the warriors.5

If the battle involved two large armies it would take one or more hours to array everybody properly. The preparation for the Battle of Issus in 333 BCE took all morning.6 Even when ready, it could take a long while before the fighting started, because both sides tried to lure the other into making a false move. At the Battle of Grunwald in 1410 CE most troops had to wait several hours, standing in thick armor under the blazing sun, waiting for the opening rounds while others tried to provoke the enemy into attacking first.

Meanwhile commanders tried bolster the morale of their own troops and simultaneously scare the enemy off by displays of strength and bravery. According to Procopius, at the Battle of Taginae in 552 CE the Ostrogoth king Totila tried to influence the battle by just showing off:

"But Totila now went alone into the space between the armies, not in order to engage in single combat, but in order to prevent his opponents from using the present opportunity. For he had learned that the two thousand Goths who had been missing were now drawing near, and so he sought to put off the engagement until their arrival by doing as follows. First of all, he was not at all reluctant to make an exhibition to the enemy of what manner of man he was. For the armor in which he was clad was abundantly plated with gold and the ample adornments which hung from his cheek-plates as well as from his helmet were not only of purple but in other respects befitting a king, marvellous in their abundance. And he himself, sitting upon a very large horse, began to perform the dance under arms skillfully between the armies. For he wheeled his horse round in a circle and then turned him again to the other side and so made him run round and round. And as he rode he hurled his javelin into the air and caught it again as it quivered above him, then passed it rapidly from hand to hand, shifting it with consummate skill, and he gloried in his practice in such matters, falling back on his shoulders, spreading his legs and leaning from side to side, like one who has been instructed with precision in the art of dancing from childhood. By these tactics he wore away the whole early part of the day. And wishing to prolong indefinitely the postponement of the battle, he sent to the Roman army saying that he wished to confer with them. But Narses declared that he must be trifling, seeing that he had been set on fighting at the time when there was opportunity to make proposals, but now, upon reaching the battle-field, he came forward to parley." 7

Leaders could be so important to morale that they did everything to appear fit, strong and able, or at least present. In the 9th century CE, a sick Breton commander had himself carried to the front of his battle line on a litter, rather than leave his troops without a leader.8 Commanders also inspired their troops with pre-battle motivation speeches. Several have been written down by historians yet most are literary fabrications of the writers. Yet we can be sure that the best were full of boasting for their own side, belittling the other, appealing to bravery and brotherhood and maybe with a sauce of rough soldiery humor. In large armies, these had to be repeated several times or transmitted by others, because their voices could not reach all men and loudspeakers had not yet been invented.

However when both sides were fully engaged, the confusion and throng meant they lost much of their control. Shouting did no longer suffice, they had to rely on runners and flags to get messages across the battlefield. In large battles this was often difficult if not impossible. Commanders just had to give good instructions to their subordinates before the battle and then trust their competence during it.

Leaders were important for another reason too. In ancient and early medieval times, many states had a culture of heroism. Commanders were required to impress their followers by leading from the front, plunging into the battle right from the start or shortly after, however dangerous. This could lead to rash attacks ending in the death of the commander and subsequent breakdown of the army.9 Even if there was less stress on heroism, they were still often compelled to physically take part. In small armies the participation of a warlord and his bodyguard made a lot of difference, so sooner or later they had to plunge into the thick of the fight. In larger armies such units were less important. During the High Middle Age leaders often commanded the reserve, which plugged holes rather than committed itself right away.

The chaos of battle, together with other factors, was one of the reasons that our ancestors were loath to fight night battles. Before the days of electrical lighting, moonless or cloudy nights were very dark. In such darkness even flags and other visual signals became useless. Units lost contact with each other, stumbled into the enemy or wandered off the battlefield all together without realizing it. This was exactly what happened at the Battle of Plataea in 479 BCE, where the Greeks had no choice but to execute a nightly retreat to get to a water supply.

Many battles opened with skirmishing by light infantry, as described in chapter 3, aimed to taunt the enemy and disrupt their lines. But most were decided by hand to hand combat. This was not a matter of mad, disorganized charges like one can see in Hollywood movies. Almost always the armies advanced slow, making sure of keeping their battle lines intact. Once they were close, everybody, from simple conscripts to professionals, would start shouting, banging shields, blasting trumpets, banging drums, all to whip themselves up and to frighten the other side. At this point all nerves were tight. Many a man would involuntarily void his bowels, which was doubly unpleasant if he was wearing much armor. Inexperienced warriors might feel the urge to either flee or rush forward and get it over with, but veterans, who would be in the first line, would restrain them. They knew that maintaining a closed front was vital for success. In the words of Snorri Sturluson about the Battle of Stiklestad in 1030 CE:

"Now when the battle order of the farmers was established, the landed men spoke to them exhorting the troops to watch their position, where each one was stationed, beneath which standard was his place, how far from his banner or how near to it. They asked the men to be alert and quick to take their places when the trumpets sounded and they heard the signal, and then keep step; because they still had to advance their army a very long distance and there was a chance that their lines might break during the march." 10

At the Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE the Greeks did the opposite, attacking with an infantry charge. This was considered to be an act of bravery, because of the risks involved.

Once joined, battle was a hellish ordeal. The shouting, clanging and stomping was a noise that many men were completely unaccustomed to in days when machines were not yet invented. The ancient Greeks intoned the "pæan", a song of praise that lifted both their own spirit and intimidated the enemy. Yet such songs were soon overtaken by curses, grunts and shrieks of pain, not to mention the sight of people mutilated, the smell of blood.

Uniforms were not used so it could sometimes be difficult to tell friend from foe. However some troops wore insignias or were recognizable by their armor; the Japanese used "sashimono", flags attached to small poles attached to the backs of their cuirasses. Also in small armies or units people knew their comrades-in-arms personally.

If combat between two infantry forces was hellish, the clash between heavy cavalry and infantry was downright terrifying. A charge of heavy cavalry would sound and feel like thunder in the earth, shaking the men into their bones and the core of their courage. Such a charge was not made at a gallop as that would disrupt the lines as much as a sprint by infantry. Instead the attackers came on at a trot, still around 250 meters per minute on average. Horses weighing some 400 kilograms, with an armor-clad warrior on top, were half a ton heavy battering rams hurtling towards the infantry lines. Under such an assault undisciplined infantry would shrink back, waver and some would break ranks. Horsemen charged into these gaps, the horses butting men aside and the rider hitting left and right. Even if the infantry managed to keep their ranks closed, they might be so hard pressed that in the dense throng some were crushed to death by their own men. However a charge was not without risk to the cavalry either. Stout or desperate infantry armed with spears or pikes would present a forest of spearpoints that could impale both horse and rider. If a horse fell, the horseman might end up under the animal, burdened and unable to move, facing the prospect of lasting minutes or just seconds before being killed by vengeful infantrymen.11

The nomads of the steppes, and to a lesser degree the Arabs and Bedouin, fought in a different way than the infantry armies of settled peoples. Their fighting skills were derived from hunting. Fast and mobile on horseback, they tried to provoke the enemy from a distance with archery. To defenders this way of fighting was unsettling because they were harassed continually, could not counterattack and could not get a rest. They frequently overestimated the number of horse archers because they seemed to come from all sides, which was bad for morale. Meanwhile the horsemen tried to lure them out, divide them and deal with each group separately. For them it was a fight for breath, wearing out horses, changing them just outside the battlefield but not being able to get much rest themselves.

Battles could be over quickly, within minutes, when one side managed to surprise the other and rout it immediately, or experienced warriors shattered the morale of lesser men at the first charge. Though usually they lasted several hours, or most of the day. The Battle of Agincourt in 1415 CE took about 3 hours, the intense fighting that decided it only half an hour.12 The Battle of Worringen in 1288 CE lasted 8 hours13, the Battle of Hastings in 1066 CE raged from 9 AM to dusk, 9 hours. Some even spanned several days, like the Battle of Yarmouk in 636 CE and the Battle of Jengland in 851 CE. These were mostly series of skirmishes, not head-on clashes between units of heavy infantry. Armies did not fight round the clock; at night they retreated to their camps and rested.

Warriors did not battle for hours on end continually. No human can last that long with the effort required for fighting. It is very likely that two sides in a battle fought for about 15 minutes and then retreated a little, panting and cursing and jeering at the others for a while, until at least one side had its breath back and could launch a new attack. It speaks for itself that stamina and bravery were very important and the frequency and intensity of the combat would degenerate through the hours. Large armies would rotate front and rear lines, but after a while all men would be tired. Sometimes a breakthrough was forced through sheer perseverance, sometimes from a ruse, by appearing weak and then suddenly launching an attack. 141516

Leaders were important, as they were the ones who inspired others to keep fighting. They would be stationed in the front ranks, along with the strongest warriors. The most important leader of all was the battlefield commander, who directed the fight as best as possible and had the toughest troops around him. Often he was a king or high noble and possibly the instigator of the battle. If he fell, this signaled that the army as a whole was about to disintegrate. Or worse, that the reason for the entire battle dissolved, like with the death of Cyrus the Younger in the Battle of Cunaxa in 401 BCE, which was fought to put him on the throne of Persia. Therefore commanders made sure they their well-being remained visible throughout the fight, often by raising a standard and keeping it high. Standards acted as rallying points and signaled where the commander was, and if he was still fighting. If the enemy brought the standard down it was likely, though not certain, that the commander too had fallen, which seriously damaged the morale of the rest of the army. Naturally, standards were hard fought over, more fiercely than at other fronts. 1718

Field battles were not won by killing all enemies. Shattering the enemy formation, or better morale, opened the way to victory. A broken formation could not defend itself properly anymore and if the men were weakened enough by wounds, fatigue and fear a breakthrough was often the trigger for a general rout. It was then that the real killing started. Victors would pursue fleeing warriors and cut them down from behind. This was bloodthirsty business, partly out of feelings of revenge, partly to make sure that the enemy, once down, stayed down. In the words of Guy Halsall:  "We must disabuse ourselves of notions derived from epic poetry, sanitising modern works or Hollywood. The final demise of an early medieval army was accompanied by hideous screams, pleas for mercy, crushed skulls, hacked limbs, ripped bodies and faces, gallons of blood, and spilt brains and intestines." 19 Most casualties, sometimes up to 95%, would be inflicted during that final phase, which means that often just 5% happened during the (potentially) long fighting phase before it.

In some cases a losing army might be able to execute a fighting retreat. Preferably the baggage train was the first to leave, followed by infantry and finally cavalry, who would act as a rearguard. If such a retreat was disordered, it could still turn into a general rout. Much depended on the morale and experience of the troops. There are many examples of battles where not the entire army, but isolated units of disciplined troops, veterans or professionals, were able to retain cohesion and cut themselves a way out of the battle. The 10,000 Greeks at the Battle of Cunaxa mentioned above are one example.

After a battle, the field was littered with dead and wounded warriors. The side that held the field was considered the winner, even it had suffered grievous losses itself, because it was able to gather the wounded and stragglers and so partially recover, while the other side was scattered and bound to lose them. Many defeated warriors were not killed but taken prisoner. Their fate varied. Nobles were usually ransomed (see chapter 2) because they yielded good money; commoners were often enslaved; some might be conscripted by the victorious side. If they were very lucky they would simply be released, possibly after swearing no longer to take up arms against the victors; if very unlucky they would still be executed.20 Much depended on the customs at the time and place. In ancient Greece it was customary for the losing side to request they were allowed to bury their dead after a battle, which was usually granted.
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Naval battles

Even in the pre-gunpowder age, navies used missiles to shoot at enemy ships. Like on land, battles opened with missile fire: arrows, sling stones, javelins and even caltrops. The crews of larger ships had the advantage of height. Those might also use light artillery like ballistae and/or catapults, mostly against the deck crews because those were not powerful enough to seriously damage ships.

At close range, large ships tried to simply run over smaller ones, or capsize them by turning them over with ropes. If they were more or less equally matched, the next stage was boarding. Grappling hooks, boarding bridges and other tools were used to grab an enemy ship and then the men would board it and engage in hand-to-hand fighting. Such combat was different than on land: the ground was unstable and sometimes slippery, especially after a lot of blood had been spilt. Sometimes crews covered their decks, if their ship had any, with sand to prevent this. The decks where cramped and prevented dense spear formations; fighting was more chaotic and individual. Some states like the Greek city-states or the Roman empire employed marines, soldiers trained a little for naval combat but mostly simply for fighting in general. On galleys with large crews of oarsmen, they could be joined by the rowers of the upper banks. On smaller ships it was the sailors who had to do the fighting. The most important difference with fighting on land was that in case of defeat there was nowhere to flee except your own ship - if the enemy would give you that chance. Thus defeat meant surrender or being slaughtered.

As mentioned in chapter 3, in the 9th century CE large war galleys appeared, equipped with a ram. Ramming remained an important tactic next to boarding for about two millennia. Proper ramming was never head on, always from the side at an angle, which required good steering and also fast rowing by the crew. The ramming speed had to be carefully judged, because if the clash was too hard a ramming ship might get stuck in the other and go down with it. Ideally the oars of the enemy were sheared off, or the ship was hit in the rear and punctured, causing it to make water and slow down. Galleys remained in use in for many centuries, but in the early 15th century CE they disappeared from the north European seas, being replaced by heavier sailing ships.

Not all galleys used ramming tactics. Naval battles with nimble viking longships were decided by boarding actions. The viking sometimes lashed their ships together to create a strong fighting platform, like in the Battle of Svolder in 999 CE. These could be bloody affairs. Arnórr Thordarson jarlaskáld described the aftermath of the Battle of Nesjar in 1016 CE as:

"Sandy corpses of Sveinn's men are cast from the south onto the beaches; far and wide people see where bodies float off Jutland. The wolf drags a heap of slain from the water; Olav's son made fasting forbidden for the eagle; the wolf tears a corpse in the bays."1

The main advantages of the viking ships were their speed and shallow draft, making them very suitable for raiding. When it came to sea battles, sailing ships like the medieval cog were stronger. A war cog had some attributes that a trade cog had not: oars, castles and light artillery, though one type of cog could be converted into the other within a day.2 In battle, heavier ships tried to ram smaller ones, which in turn tried to single out a single enemy vessel, swarm and overpower it in boarding before others could help. These were the tactics also used between Christians and Muslims in the Middle Ages in the Mediterranean.

Pre-industrial ships being made of wood, or sometimes reeds, could of course be attacked with fire. But actually they burned little and slow. The crews were more vulnerable to fire, for example from flaming arrows. Heavier incendiaries were also employed. Probably the sailors of Rhodes were the first to use fire pots in the 3rd century BCE. Other states expanded on the technique, using fire pots mounted on swinging yards or more advanced siphons that sprayed burning oil. From the 7th to the 14th centuries CE the Byzantine empire used the (in)famous Greek Fire, a mixture of petroleum and resins that kept burning even on water.3 More damaging than fire missiles or burning oil were fire ships: whole ships set on fire and set drifting towards the enemy by the wind and/or currents. Some examples are the naval battle at the end of the Siege of Syracuse in 413 BCE; the Siege of Tyre in 332 BCE (not a naval battle!); the Battle of Red Cliffs in 208 CE in China. Again the greatest danger of fire was to the crews. With nowhere to flee other than hostile waters, a large fire on a ship could mean a grim death for the men.

Despite the seas being mostly empty wastes, terrain and weather did play a role in naval warfare. Straits could be bottlenecks and currents determined trade routes, both to fight over. Shallows allowed flat bottomed ships to retreat from heavier vessels with more draft. Weather was a game maker and breaker. In the First Punic War, both Rome and Carthage lost more ships in storms than in battle. In 1066 CE William the Conqueror (at that time just William the Bastard) had to wait for 8 weeks before the winds had calmed enough to make a Channel crossing possible.
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Conquest

Nowadays many wars are wars of conquest, aiming to gain territory and then submit, assimilate or even exterminate the conquered population. In the pre-industrial age this was seldom the case.

Among the Yanomami, mentioned earlier, the maximum size of a village was about 300 people. Once a village grew beyond that, it tended to split into two and come into conflict with others. In the ensuing 'wars' stronger villages pushed the people of weaker ones to the periphery, i.e. the highlands. There was significantly less fighting among highland villages than in the more fertile lowlands, though highlanders sought to migrate back to the valleys if opportunity beckoned. 1 A lot of early 'conquest' in history consisted of such displacement. Earth was thinly populated back then, so that there were many empty areas to flee to, though those were less rich in food.

The first people to go truly conquering were the Akkadians in the late 3rd millennium BCE. Using large armies and siegecraft to reduce enemy strongholds, they then submitted the vanquished peoples. Thus they managed to establish an empire that spanned dozens of towns and cities. However their hold on the land was not strong. The Akkadians conquered, but did not rule. Their model, and that many a later bronze age state, was an ethnic core surrounded by vassal states. Those had to pay tribute but otherwise were mostly left to their own devices. The Akkadians, like many successor conquerors later on, tried to monopolize military power, so they could maintain their influence.2 But in the long term, something always went wrong. Either gradual weakening or sudden upheavals that shook their power. So as soon as the conquerors showed any sign of weakness, towns and cities rebelled and often regained their independence. Successors to the first Akkadian king Sargon had to reconquer their empire almost completely, again and again, until they ran out of steam and could hold it together no more.

The second (not the first) Assyrian empire went further. It kept its governors on a tight leash, maintained a postal service and a standing army, used terror and deportation to keep conquered peoples divided. This way they could keep a large empire together, though this too was not able to withstand large setbacks like floods, crop failures and large invasions.

Conquest could be a self-fueling phenomenon. When the Romans defeated Carthage in the Punic Wars, the Italian land was significantly depopulated. There were less farmers to draw conscripts from and more slaves. This spurred the transition from a militia army to a regular army, which of course had to be paid, largely with loot from new conquests.3

Some conquests were very gradual. For example the 'invasion' of Egypt by the Hyksos people ("heqau khasut", 'rulers of foreign lands' in ancient Egyptian) in the early 2nd millennium BCE started as immigration. For some two centuries the two peoples lived peacefully side by side. Only in the 17th century BCE, after the arrival of another wave of Hyksos, a war was started that changed the existing balance of power. Before, Lower Egypt had to pay tribute to Upper Egypt, but after victories from the Hyksos that situation was reversed.

Other conquests were simply incomplete. The mighty Achaemenid Persian empire was never able to, or possibly unwilling to, submit the Utians, a primitive people who probably inhabited the semi-arid region Carmania, though the Persian empire surrounded them on all sides. They did not pay tribute to the Persians; the latter paid tribute or toll to them, to allow their trade caravans free passage.4

In wars, victors started out with raiding and plundering. When they were strong enough to defeat the other side in a large battle, they demanded concessions, like tribute, abandoning certain gods, or the replacement of a leader. Conquest came only when they were so strong that they could beat the defenders again and again and finally submit the other side. However that did not include massive population changes. Rather, they installed themselves as a ruling elite, collecting taxes and dominating politics. For most part, the conquered population went on living like before, only acknowledging different lords. Even the former rulers might stay in power, no longer reigning as kings but as governors. Much of the robustness of such political structures depended on how well the conquerors integrated with the conquered.

A good example are the Mongols. During their early campaigns in China, frustrated by their inability to take large cities, they learned to be harsh. Especially in Khwarezmia they slaughtered many people, though they spared skilled workers that they could use. In rare cases they were lenient towards brave defenders. In 1260 CE Al-Mu'azzam Turanshah defended Aleppo so fiercely that they spared his life, though he died only a few days later from his ordeal during the siege. The nomads killed because they conquered far and wide and simply lacked the manpower to install sizable garrisons; terror was a good substitute. The Mongols, like many nomads, brought little culture of their own. Instead they adopted that of their conquered peoples. Some warrior peoples from the fringes of civilized lands, like the Scythians and Huns, limited themselves to raiding. Others, like the vikings, Turks, Magyars, Bulgars and Mongols did conquer and settle.

Some of these conquests resulted in small kingdoms, others large empires. History shows examples of both short-lived takeovers and long-lasting ones, and many in between. Some of the most dashing, raging, far-reaching conquests, like those of Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan, dissolved within a few generations. Others, like the expansion of the Roman empire, the Achaemenid Persian empire and the Islamic caliphates left legacies that echoed for centuries after. Yet even those had their limitations. The Roman empire conquered most of the territory of its arch rival the Parthian empire in 113 - 115 CE, including the capital Ctesiphon, yet had trouble holding on to the thinly populated land. Only two years later they had retreated to their pre-campaign borders.

The most lasting conquests were those that spread not only their power, but their culture. Examples are the Macedonians of Alexander the Great who spread Greek culture all the way up to India; the Arab conquests that brought a religion combined with much Arabian culture; the crusades that impacted the Levant; the Han Chinese who gradually sinicized all of China, through both conquest and assimilation. Others, like the Hyksos mentioned earlier and the viking settlers that followed in the footsteps of the raiders, simply integrated themselves into the ranks of the people that they fought, not affecting them greatly in the long run.
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Intermezzo: Heroes and cowards

Weather, terrain, logistics, maneuver, equipment and many other factors were all very important in deciding armed conflict. One more should be added to the list: the minds of the warriors.

Not all warriors were heroes. All knew that they ran a risk of being maimed or killed and many rightly feared it. To quote Ardant du Picq:

"Absolute bravery, which does not refuse battle even on unequal terms, trusting only to God or to destiny, is not natural in man; it is the result of moral culture. It is infinitely rare, because in the face of danger the animal sense of self-preservation always gains the upper hand. Man calculates his chances, with what errors we are about to see.

Now, man has a horror of death. In the bravest, a great sense of duty, which they alone are capable of understanding and living up to, is paramount. But the mass always cowers at sight of the phantom, death. Discipline is for the purpose of dominating that horror by a still greater horror, that of punishment or disgrace. But there always comes an instant when natural horror gets an upper hand over discipline, and the fighter flees."1

The Yanomami, before marching off for a raid, performed an elaborate ritual involving mock attacks, singing, shouting and applying war paint. Despite that, some of the more fainthearted men, especially the young and inexperienced, would fake disease and create other excuses to drop out.2 In the annals of the Assyrian king Sennacherib he boasted about his victory over the Elamites and described the effects of their defeat:

"They abandoned their tents and to save their lives they trampled the bodies of their (fallen) soldiers, they fled like young pigeons that are pursued. They were beside themselves (literally: their hearts were torn), they held back (?) their urine, but let their dung go into their chariots." 3

The crusader knights acknowledged that not everyone was always brave. There are reports of warriors fleeing battle, being rounded up and brought back but not punished, because everybody knew how they felt. Fulcher of Chartres admitted it in his writings: "We feigned bravery but feared death." Another historian, Jean de Joinville, described what fear did to him when he was captured by the Mamluks:

"He answered that they were talking about cutting off our heads. Many men then made confession to a brother of the Holy Trinity, named John, belonging to the retinue of count William of Flanders. I could not think of a single sin. At the same time I was thinking that the more I defended myself the worse it would be. Then I crossed myself and knelt at the foot of a Saracen who had a Danish axe in his hand, and said 'Thus was St. Agnes killed.' Guy d'Ibelin, constable of Cyprus, knelt beside me and made his confession to me. I answered him: 'I grant you absolution by the power which God has given me.' But when I got up, I could not remember what he had said or told me."

Many warriors drank alcohol before battle, if they could get it. Booze made men bold and uncautious, but that was often better than scared. A few went even further. A famous example were the berserkers ("berserkir", 'bear-shirts') of northern Europe. Theirs was a mystical cult that identified with were-creatures, men that were supposed to be able to change to animal shape and back. Before battle they whipped themselves into a frenzy, then charged in without armor and with utter disregard for their own safety. To their enemies it seemed like they were impervious to pain and maybe even wounds, which frightened them. Their condition may have been a mix of alcohol and drug abuse, hysteria, post traumatic stress disorder and general mental instability. Note however that there is still much debate of how much of their reputation was real and how much just boastful claims by medieval writers.4

Smart leaders knew how important morale was and tried to boost it. They made use of battle standards (see chapter 4) as rallying points. In medieval Italy a "carroccio" was a standard mounted on a wagon, which also served as a sanctuary for wounded warriors. Japanese sohei fielded a "mikoshi", a portable shrine, which was very similar in function. Roman legions carried "aquilae", 'eagles'. It was a great dishonor for a legion to lose an eagle and the legionaries went to great length to defend them, or to retrieve them if lost. Other armies, like the Swiss of the 15th century CE carried similar prestigious banners. Maya battle standards were considered sacred and their leaders themselves were so extravagantly decked out that they acted like walking rallying points too.

A better method than to rally men in battle was to prepare them for it. Very many pre-industrial societies included a warrior class (see chapter 2), full of aggression, disregard for death and a sense of honor; in short, a warrior ethos. It was instilled through training from a young age, initiation rites, bonding events like feasts and wapentakes and honoring those who had fallen in battle. In the 4th century BCE, Philip II of Macedon prepared the way for his son Alexander the Great by erasing old tribal bonds, fusing the men together into a warrior class and making them a proud, competitive lot. In the 13th century CE Genghis Khan did something similar, replacing the old aristocracy with an army that was divided into non-tribal units, where men were promoted on ability instead of pedigree.

Honor could lead to surreal situations. During a battle in medieval China, the son of a duke found himself opposite to a warrior who was better prepared, as he already had an arrow knocked to his bow. He shot, missed and knocked another arrow before the duke's son was ready to fire a shot himself. The latter became angry and called out: 'If you don't give me my turn, you are a base fellow!' His opponent relented and allowed the duke's son his turn, upon which he was shot dead.5

Despite all the propaganda, encouragements, penalties and coercion there were still many cases when the nerve of warriors broke down. A few deaths or flights could be handled, but once a tipping point was reached, whole units and armies could suddenly turn and run. After all, who wants to face death in stalwart defense while his fellow warriors left and right are fleeing with their tails between the legs? Here is a description of the flight of the French rearguard after their loss at the Battle of the Golden Spurs in 1302 CE:

"From the towers of the church of Notre Dame of Tournai, of the abbey of St. Martin and of the city, they could be seen fleeing along the roads, through hedges and fields, in such numbers that no one who had not seen it would believe it ... In the outskirts of the city and in the villages there were so many starving knights and foot-soldiers that it was a frightful sight. Those who managed to find food outside the town bartered their equipment for it. All that night and the next day those who came into the city were so terrified that many of them could not even eat." 6
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Chapter 6: Arms and armor

Many animals have weapons that are part of themselves: fangs, claws, horns. Humans have no such weaponry. So we invented weapons to extend our reach and punch, and used them to hunt animals as prey. The first weapons used in battle among humans were the same as those used in the hunt: bows, slings, spears and clubs. Later the deadly family of killing tools was expanded with more elaborate polearms, swords, crossbows and a few rare types like man catchers, zhua, shuriken and others. Below the whole range of weapons is divided into four categories: missile weapons, polearms, melee weapons and artillery. Defensive equipment like shields and armor is also listed and finally ... animals, which were used as 'tools' of war too.


Missile weapons

Missile weapons have the ability to attack enemies at a distance where they cannot counterattack you, unless they bring missile weapons too. The simplest missile weapons are ordinary stones. These were used in war and effectively too. They appear in Homer's Iliad as secondary weapons. In 272 BCE the famous general Pyrrhus of Epirus died when an angry woman in Argos threw a roof tile on his back that broke his spine.

The first true missile weapons date back to the stone age: javelins, self bows and slings. There was a wide variety in use: javelins were powerful but quickly spent; handbows ranged far but did less damage; slings were deadly but required lots of practice. Bows were the most common. The first armies were essentially archery armies. Assyrians used spearmen only to provide some shelter for archers. However the first bows were not very powerful. Ancient Greek archers tensed their bows only up their ears, not beyond. Later the bow was improved: 'angular' bows appeared in the 3rd millennium BCE; true composite bows in the 4th century BCE. The glue that held the parts of the composite bows together was vulnerable to moisture, so they were often stored in a protective case.

Crossbows were developed in the first half of the 1st millennium BCE. They were easier to handle than handbows. In China they became very popular and remained so for centuries; in the west they disappeared, to resurface in the Late Middle Age. Then the construction material, traditionally wood, was replaced by steel. Steel crossbows were so powerful that they could punch through heavy armor. Knights, who owed their low vulnerability to their splendid armor, objected. This moved the Catholic Church at the Second Council of the Lateran in 1139 CE to rule that crossbows could only be used against unbelievers and in 1179 CE to threaten its users with excommunication, all to no avail.1

In combat, missile weapons were often used to 'soften up' the enemy before hand-to-hand combat ensued. Training played an important part. Archers had to be strong to wield powerful bows and had to practice constantly to shoot with accuracy. Archeology has revealed skeletons of archers who had developed excessively strong right shoulders from a life of constant training. See chapter 2 for the attempts of English kings to ban all sports except archery.

On the defensive side experience mattered also. There are records of some (cross)bow bolts designed as 'whistling', i.e. producing a whistling sound in flight. Warriors recognized this sound and knew what it meant: a swarm of deadly missiles heading their way. Thus the missiles had a psychological as well as a physical effect.2 Under such a hail of missiles, either with or without whistling effect, inexperienced warriors tended to bunch together behind their shields, making them not less but more vulnerable to concentrated fire and follow-up attacks.3
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Polearms

Most missile weapons had limited ammunition and power, making them less effective against well protected targets. Therefore combat was often decided by fighters armed with hand weapons. Still, it was often preferable to keep the enemy at a distance. The ideal weapon for the job was the spear.

Spear wielding warriors preferred to operate in large, dense formations. The prime example is the phalanx of classical Greece. The Greek hoplite warrior, armed with spear and shield, appeared around 700 BCE, though dense phalanxes came later, possibly as late as 480 BCE. In a phalanx, the warriors tried to keep close together, though hampered by irregular terrain and maneuvers in battle. Such a formation formed a 'wall' of shields and spears that was hard to penetrate. Fighting in a phalanx did not require much skill, just discipline. At all times, even when faced with fierce charges by the enemy, the warriors had to stick together and when one of them fell, fill the gap as soon as possible.

The concept of a shield wall existed before and lasted far beyond ancient Greece. The classical Greek "doru", spear, was about 2.5 meters in length or a little more. The Macedonians under Alexander the Great wielded a "sarissa", a pike that was about twice as long, weighed 8 kilograms and was wielded with two hands, with shields strapped to their shoulders. The sarissa was a difficult weapon because its tip tended to vibrate uncontrollably, but it had extreme reach. Later cultures shortened the spear again. Warriors in a medieval Anglo-Saxon "shildburh" or viking "skjaldborg", which were less dense and deep, wielded spears that were 2.5 meters long once more.1

In the Late Middle Age in Europe, spear+shield walls gave way to more varied formations. Pikemen held off enemies, warriors armed with shorter weapons were designated to kill anyone who might break through. Meanwhile simple spears were often exchanged for winged spears and halberds, which could deflect weapons, hook shields, rip hamstrings or slash sideways.2 These weapons were developed to combat the heavier types of armor that started to become common in that period.
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Melee weapons

At close quarters, for example indoors, on ships, or simply when the other side pressed forward hard, neither missile weapons nor polearms were usable. At short range warriors resorted to melee weapons like clubs, hammers, axes and swords. It must be stressed that on the battlefield these were side arms, secondary weapons that where used when warriors could not use the big weapons like polearms or greatswords.

Clubs were easy to make: a simple tree branch could serve as a rough club. They are probably mankind's oldest weapon of war. A proper club was more than a gnarled branch: polished smooth, well balanced and possibly enhanced with spikes, like the poetically named morning star. Maces, hammers, axes and picks were intrinsically enhanced, reinforcing the end with a heavier blunt head or something sharp. All these weapons were 'maulers'. They were not suitable for skillful fencing, lacking both reach and speed. But they could deal mighty blows, shattering shields and buffeting enemies with and without armor alike. Maulers were used from the very beginnings of warfare and remained in use for millennia. Most were short and light enough to wield with one hand, leaving the other to carry a shield. Some were long and heavy, requiring two hands. This weakened the defense of the men who wielded them, but the threat of a strike from such a heavy weapon made many enemies shrink away from fighting.

All of these were outclassed by a weapon that at times achieved mythical status: the sword. Despite its fame it was less common than most people think and not a clearly superior weapon either. Polearms were more useful in dense formations; the aforementioned maulers did more damage; most were cheaper.

So why were swords so popular?


	Cost. Forging a blade that is both light, long, strong and sharp was no easy feat, especially with pre-industrial technology. Obtaining the proper middle ground in steel between hardness and flexibility was challenging for sword-smiths. Doing it right was more an art than a skill. Therefore, from the beginning of metallurgy up to the Late Middle Age, swords were expensive, making them status symbols. In several cultures leaders were buried with their most valuable possessions, including swords. Only in the Late Middle Age did smithing techniques improve so much that swords became common.

	Versatility. Most swords could cut, stab and parry, making them useful in many situations. They were very good against unarmored or lightly armored opponents and, when making stabbing attacks, could be useful even against heavily armored enemies.

	Ease of use. Unlike large battlefield weapons, a sword could be carried on the hip from a belt. When confronted with sudden danger, one could quickly draw a sword from a scabbard, rather than laboriously retrieving it from one's back.



Early bronze swords were seldom longer than dagger-length and prone to bend under stress. Later iron swords, the first appearing in India around 1200 BCE, were little better. Wrought iron was easy to work with but rather soft; cast iron hard but brittle and prone to rust; steel very difficult to get right.1 Only after 300 BCE, when Indians started produce "wootz" steel in large quantities, did steel weapons become common. So the first swords were short, but that did not make them less lethal. Early Roman armies fought with shields and spears, switching to short swords in the 3rd century BCE. The Roman gladius was probably developed based on and in response to Celtic swords. These were often used to stab opponents in the belly, inflicting horrible wounds that appalled their opponents, who were used to smaller and less severe spear wounds, mostly to limbs. When smithing techniques improved with innovations like pattern welding and the large bloomery furnace, both Romans and others started to adopt swords of medium length, which remained the mainstay for many centuries. In the west straight swords were most popular; in the east curved blades, good for slicing attacks, though that was a late medieval development. Even in America, where bronze and iron smithing never took off, people developed something sword like: the macuahuitl, a club studded with small obsidian blades, to execute slicing attacks.

In the Late Middle Age armor became so good that swords were rendered partly ineffective. Striking and slashing with the edge were replaced by thrusting with the tip, either one-handed or with two hands, one on the handle and one on the blade, a technique called half-swording. Warriors used their swords as tools in what basically was armed wrestling, trying to topple their opponent and then stab into vulnerable points like the throat or the visor, usually with a dagger instead of the sword. Of course if they met opponents who did not wear heavy armor, they could switch back to old fashioned slashing. Heavy armor allowed fighters to dispense with shields, so they started to use longer swords: 'bastard' swords that could be wielded with one or two hands, and full two-handers.



[image: Bishop Odo with club, Bayeux tapestry]
Bishop Odo with club, Bayeux tapestry


[image: Half-swording, from Gladiatoria]
Half-swording, from Gladiatoria





Artillery

Pre-gunpowder artillery was not nearly as powerful and decisive as modern artillery. It was mostly used in sieges; field artillery was rare.

The change from hand wielded missile weapons to artillery was subtle. The ancient Greeks started to use a heavy stationary crossbow called "gastraphetes", 'belly thrower', in the late 5th century BCE. Within a century they had developed it into torsion-powered machines like the ballista and catapult. The Chinese made numerous artillery devices, most noticeably the traction trebuchet, which required more men but could fire faster. These weapons threw large bolts or stones. The heaviest ones could batter down walls; lighter machines were used as anti-personnel weapons.

Operating siege engines required knowledge of construction and ballistics and the ability to read manuals, so it was a job for specialists. Only large and powerful states could afford to have an artillery branch in their army. 'Barbarians' could not and often did not even know about them. Being fired at with large projectiles by machines frightened them and prompted many an early surrender in a siege.

The Romans went further and developed mobile field artillery, including weapons like the "scorpio", a portable one-man torsion powered machine and the "carroballista", 'hand shooter', a heavier ballista that was mounted on a cart. The latter required a "contubernium", a team of nine men.

During the Middle Ages, field artillery disappeared in Europe, though siege engines remained in use. In the 12th century CE Byzantine or Arab engineers developed the (true) trebuchet, a counterweight catapult. This was a large machine that could fire missiles up to 1,500 kilograms several hundred meters away. Unlike ballistae and catapults, trebuchets could seriously damage fortifications. The rate of fire was slow, the heaviest ones managing only a few shots per day. Trebuchets were expensive machines that were disassembled after a siege, transported to the next and then re-assembled.
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Shields and armor

Every offense prompts a defense, so weapons that enhanced attacking power were countered by body armor that bolstered defense. Before gunpowder weapons started to punch bullets through armor in the Late Middle Age, armor was important. Throughout history it evolved, growing better with advancing technology, though there never was a steady single linear development from primitive to sophisticated. Light and heavy, cheap and expensive, primitive and refined types of armor existed side by side.

The first type of armor was not armor at all but a kind of defensive weapon: the shield. The first shields were made of leather or wicker. They were cheap, lightweight and effective against the dominant weapon of the day, the self bow. Later warriors were increasingly confronted with stabbing, slashing and bludgeoning weapons. In response shields were made of wood, sometimes reinforced with leather or even metal, all in all sturdier and heavier. Yet there are limits to what a man can carry and wield with one hand, so the heaviest body shields did not exceed 10 kilograms. Many were much lighter; vikings shields weighed only about 3 - 5 kilograms. These shields were more fragile but they could be used offensively too and weapons could get stuck in them, disarming an opponent. In societies where most warriors could not afford armor great value was placed on their shields. According to the Roman historian Tacitus:

"As for the horse-soldier, he is satisfied with a shield and spear; the foot-soldiers also scatter showers of missiles, each man having several and hurling them to an immense distance, and being naked or lightly clad with a little cloak. There is no display about their equipment: their shields alone are marked with very choice colors. A few only have corslets, and just one or two here and there a metal or leather helmet. [...] To abandon your shield is the basest of crimes; nor may a man thus disgraced be present at the sacred rites, or enter their council; many, indeed, after escaping from battle, have ended their infamy with the halter." 1

If an attack managed to bypass the shield, or when there was no shield at all, body armor was desirable. The first type of armor was made of cloth, from a few up to 30 layers on top of each other and stitched together to form a quilt. This kind of armor was not very durable but relatively cheap and quite effective. These gambesons were the most common type of body armor through the centuries. Even when they, and other types of armor, were made obsolete by gunpowder weapons, noblemen kept wearing them outside war, deeming them manly and fashionable. Another light type was leather, tougher than cloth. It was further strengthened by waxing it and in rare cases treating it with heated oil, which made it harder but also more brittle. Pure leather armor was relatively rare.

When war chariots were introduced in the 2nd millennium BCE, both driver and archer found themselves without shields, as both the horse rains and the bow required two hands to wield. The response was to step up body armor. Metal was introduced, in the form of small scales that were attached to an undercoat in an overlapping style, creating armor with the appearance of the scales of a fish: scale armor. This offered somewhat better protection than cloth or leather armor and breathed well, which was an advantage in warm subtropical climates.

Not everybody could afford heavy armor. Throughout most of history, many warriors went into battle partially protected or even completely unarmored. For example, archaeological evidence has revealed that most of the heavy hoplite infantrymen of ancient Greece lacked good armor. There were three times more helmets than greaves; ten times more helmets than cuirasses. Most hoplites were armed with just spear, shield and helmet.2 Early Samnite, Roman and Carthaginian armies used "toros" armor, which was no more than a small metal plate that protected only the central part of the chest. In later centuries too armor was rare, helmets considered to be the most important.

Somewhere halfway the first millennium CE armor was enhanced once more. The studs of the armor were no longer attached to the undercoat, but to each other, either overlapping or adjacent: lamellar armor. The result was a type of armor that was more stiff and warm but offered better protection. The studs, called "lames", could be made of leather, metal or horn. Lamellar armor remained the dominant type of medium - heavy armor in Asia.

But the real king of armor was mail. It was probably invented by the Celts in the 4th century BCE. It is often called 'chain mail', but that is a Victorian misnomer, just like 'ring mail', 'banded mail', scale mail' and 'plate mail'. Mail consisted of many small interlocking rings, preferably riveted together. With an aketon, a thinner varient of the gambeson, underneath it protected quite well against all kinds of attacks. It was also flexible and could be cleaned by rolling it around in barrel filled with sand, which scraped everything clean. All these qualities made it so desirable that it became the most popular armor in Europe and west Asia and remained so for about two millennia. Mail could be limited to short shirts ("byrnies") or protect most of the body ("hauberks") and the rings could be thin or thick. In some cases medieval knights wore two shirts of mail over each other.

The ultimate steel protection, plate armor, arose when European smiths mastered the technique of producing large plates ("lames") or steel in the 13th - 14th centuries CE. By then the manufacturing process started to shift from artisanal to industrial, individual smiths giving way to teams in workshops. Step by step mail was covered by plate, creating very heavy armor. By the 15th century full plate had replaced mail all together and was actually lighter than the mail+plate combination. Plate armor was difficult to make and repair and thus very expensive, but it offered excellent protection for anyone who could afford it. It was not as heavy as often thought, a full suit ranging from 15 to 25 kilograms.

Hybrid types existed too, like splint, coat of plates, brigandine and plated mail, all with their own strengths and weaknesses. Armor was useful in protecting warriors, but had disadvantages too:


	It was warm, sometimes very much so. This was a boon in the cold but a dire curse in hot weather, especially if humid too, like often in subtropical India. Roman heavy cavalry, modeled after Sassanid example, were called "Clibanarii", which translates as 'camp oven bearers'. There are reports of warriors taking off the armor during a lull in the fighting to cool down a bit, only to be killed by a sudden attack.3

	It was heavy, limiting speed somewhat but mostly draining strength, so it required endurance. Modern tests by the University of Leeds have shown that moving in full armor required about two times more energy than without. Some armor typess like lamellar, laminar and plate were also quite stiff, limiting freedom of movement even more. Of course these were major hindrances in a fight, where mobility was important.

	Many types like cloth, scale, laminar, lamellar and plate were difficult to clean and overtime accumulated rust, filth, lice and even ants.4 Wearing them was uncomfortable and increased the chance of diseases. This could only be remedied by frequent cleaning, scraping rust off with sand and vinegar, sometimes involving partial disassembly and re-assembly of the armor. For many maintenance of armor (and weapons) was a daily chore.

	Helmets limited hearing and vision, so warriors had trouble hearing shouted commands and keeping track of enemies and their movements. This was not so important in mass combat with broad ranks, but in a more fluid type of fight it could spell real trouble.



Ancient and medieval historians all agree that armor could provide good protection and save many a life. Yet it did not make warriors invulnerable. A bizarre example is the fate of William Keith of Galston at the Siege of Stirling Castle in 1337 CE, as described by Andrew Wyntoun. Keith climbed a castle wall but was struck by a stone thrown from the battlements. He fell from his ladder, smacked into his own spear that was sticking upright in the ground, impaling himself and killing him.

Walking around in armor all day long was uncomfortable. Sleeping in armor was possible, but prevented full rest, so was done only in emergencies when warriors faced the danger of a night attack. Getting into and out of armor could take quite some time, fastening and unfastening cords and straps. A full suit of plate armor could take as much as half an hour and the assistance of a squire was most helpful. Mail was one of the easiest to don or get out of; one can see pictures of warriors bending forward and simply shaking it off.

While the Europeans used heavy armor if they could afford it, many Asian traditions favored light or medium types, possibly because those were cheaper and quantity was more important than quality. The Chinese even experimented with paper armor, as early as 600 BCE. A bit like cloth, this was cheap and light, though deteriorated quickly when it as bing hacked into or when it got wet.5

Though protection was the main function of armor and shields, they had visual aspects too. When helmets started to enclose faces completely, it became hard to identify commanders. They responded by displaying coats of arms on their shields and body armor. In the High Middle Age identifying those evolved into a full profession: heraldry. It was not identification alone that prompted decoration. Warriors liked to show off their tribe, wealth and power, to intimidate the enemy. The ancient Scythians wore colorful trousers; Greeks and Romans put large plumes on top of their helmets; Japanese samurai wore frightening face masks.
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Animals

Poor animals. They never asked for war, never understood it and never benefited from it. Nonetheless humans 'conscripted' them, trained them and used them in their wars. Our ancestors employed several species of animals in auxiliary roles:


	Transport: Countless burdens were carried or pulled by horses, mules, donkeys, oxen, camels, yaks, elephants, reindeer, goats and dogs. Without them the operational range of many an army would have been much shorter.

	Food: Armies drove sheep, goats and cattle with them as a kind of walking food supply. If both the food that was carried and the livestock itself ran out, hunger struck. Then transport animals too would be eaten.

	Guarding: Dogs and in America llamas too were used to guard camps and other sites, especially at night. In 390 BCE it was a group of sacred geese which warned the citizens of Rome of a stealth attack by Gauls, though dogs and llamas enjoyed more renown in general.

	Messaging: Homing pigeons carried small messages from the front back home. Unfortunately they did not fly in the opposite direction.

	Tracking: Dogs sniffed out the trails of enemies.



Some animals were used in battle too, especially horses. The first armies consisted of infantry only. In the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE infantry was joined by a new branch: cavalry (see chapter 3). There were several species of animals that had the potential to serve as cavalry mounts, but most proved unsuitable: alpacas, llamas (too small); cattle, donkeys (too slow); zebras (too ill-tempered); deer (too skittish); reindeer (confined to the Arctic and also too skittish). Only a handful of species could and did get used: horses, camels and elephants. Even these had to be trained to respond properly to their riders and keep from bolting at the sight of bloodthirsty humans, terrible battle noise and the smell of blood.1 Warhorses were so thoroughly trained that they did not just overcome their natural instinct to flee, but fought together with their riders, biting and kicking.

The first horses were probably domesticated on the Eurasian steppes, around 3500 BCE. These were small animals, used to draw ploughs, carts and wagons. When people invented chariots horses made their appearance on the battlefield. Selective breeding made them a little larger and favored a strong back, so that they could be ridden. It seems people had experimented with that as early as 4500 BCE, though true cavalry did not become common until the second half of the 4th millennium BCE. Throughout the ancient era and the Middle Ages, the average horse stood about 13 to 14 hands (132 to 142 cm) at the shoulder. West European horses were a little smaller, some 12 hands (122 cm), until they mixed with taller breeds.2 On the Eurasian steppes the nomads rode steppe horses, which were a bit smaller too. However these horses had more endurance and could forage in wintertime, feeding on shrubs, making them much more versatile.

The first horses were steered with simple ropes, but soon the riders developed bit and bridle, making control of the horse much easier. Early horses were ridden bareback, which was uncomfortable for both horse and rider. Soon a kind of blanket was draped over the horse's back to reduce friction. After this the equipment used with horses evolved but slowly. Saddles appeared much later, possibly as late as 800 BCE, possibly first among the Scythians.3 The 'tree' a.k.a. 'cantled' saddle was not perfected until 200 BCE; the stirrup around 200 CE - 300 CE. Clearly horsemanship was more important for good riding than equipment. Barding, i.e. horse armor, may have been 'invented' by the Parthians around 200 BCE. Throughout history, only a small number horses were armored.

Dromedary camels were domesticated around 3000 BCE, Bactrian camels half a millennium later. It took many centuries, until 1200 BCE, before the camel saddle was developed and camels could be ridden like horses. Horses detested the smell of camels, so the latter could be used to shoo them off. Yet camel cavalry was rare because the animals were very awkward as fighting platforms. Instead warriors often used camels as transport animals and switched to horses when battle was at hand.

Among war animals, elephants were a special case. They are the largest land animals on Earth and so their mere appearance struck fear into the hearts of warriors who opposed them. Horses, even if trained for war, absolutely refused to go near them. Archers were mounted on the big animals, often several, shooting down from their elevated position. North African elephants (now extinct) and Asian elephants were used, African bush elephants not because they were too feral. The elephants themselves could be trained to fight too, sweeping with their tusks, smashing warriors with their trunks and trampling anyone who fell. Diodorus Siculus describes how the animals could wreak havoc among infantry:

"Some of the Macedonians were trodden under foot, armor and all, by the beasts and died, their bones crushed. Others were caught up by the elephants' trunks and, lifted on high, were dashed back down to the ground again, dying a fearful death. Many soldiers were pierced through by the tusks and died instantly, run through the whole body."4

However its was not easy to bring elephants to the battlefield. They moved slow and required lots of food (7% of their body weight per day) and water (100 - 150 liters per day). Enemies learned quickly how to deal with war elephants. They peppered them with arrows and javelins, sliced their tendons with swords, rammed spears into their abdomens and frightened them with noise and fire. All this could put the poor animals into a frenzy, causing them to stampede and overrun both friend and foe.5 Marco Polo describes how Mongols attacked war elephants in the Battle of Ngasaunggyan in 1277 CE:

"They plied their bows stoutly, shooting so many shafts at the advancing elephants that in a short space they had wounded or slain the greater part of them as well as of the men they carried. [...] When the elephants felt the smart of those arrows that pelted them like rain, they turned tail and fled, and nothing on earth would have induced them to turn and face the Tartars. So off they sped with such a noise and uproar. [...] And then too they plunged into the wood and rushed this way and that, dashing their castles against the trees, bursting their harness and smashing and destroying everything that was on them."

Nonetheless war elephants were used extensively in the ancient era and in south Asia up to modern times. In Indian empires, the elephant core was the pride of the army and sometimes wars were fought over areas where many elephants lived.

Not only horses, camels and elephants fought in battles. A few other species were also employed, even against each other. In 266 BCE, the people of Megara drove off the elephants of the besieging Macedonians by coating pigs with pitch, oil or resin, setting them alight, and driving the burning animals towards the enemy. The elephants were almost as terrified as the pigs and bolted, overrunning many Macedonians. The Chinese seem to have done something similar with burning monkeys, who set enemy camps on fire. A few large dogs fought in battle side by side with humans, not with fire but with their teeth.
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Intermezzo: Cost

With the exception of rare regular armies like the Roman army, warriors had to pay for their own equipment. This was serious business, because armor and weapons did not come cheap. In ancient times, and also in many times and places during the Middle Ages, only the upper classes could afford good equipment, which is why many warriors where recruited from them.

The Lex Ribuaria, penned somewhere around 700 CE in the Frankish empire, gives this list of costs:


	lance + shield 2s.

	sword with scabbard 7s.

	helmet 6s.

	coat of mail 12s.

	greaves 6 s.

	horse 12 s.



Where "s." stands for silver solidi, one being the price of an adult cow at the time. Clearly the full set was beyond the means of a common farmer, affordable only by nobles. Therefore many swords and suits of armor were not sold and bought on markets but were heirlooms, passed on from one generation to the next.1

In Europe, in the second half of the Middle Ages a market economy once more developed. Wages were paid less in kind and more in money. They were quite stable until the Black Death in the mid 14th century CE, after which wages rose, and prices too. On average a farmer in England earned 1 pound per year until 1350 CE, 1.5 pounds in 1400 CE, 2 pounds in 1450 CE and 3 pounds in 1500 CE.2 The income of a skilled worker was about twice as high; experts higher; nobles much higher. With rising wages, the prices of weapons and armor rose too, but not as much because production became more efficient. Thus throughout the Middle Ages the average amount of armor worn by warriors steadily increased, especially in the Late Middle Age.

There were rules about what equipment a warrior was to bring to war. For example the Frisian bailiff law of the 12th century CE stated that warriors had to bring at least a weapon: "fif werpnan, mith spade and mith forka, mith skelde and mith swerde" ('five missiles, with spade and fork, with shield and with sword'). The rest was determined by capital. Who owned less than 12 pounds "hi skel hebba koker and boga" ('he shall have quiver and bow'); 12 - 20 pounds "hi skel hebba spere and skeld" ('he shall have spear and shield'); 20 - 30 pounds "hi skel hebba thruch lang wepen" ('he shall have through long weapon'); 30 pounds or more "hi skel horses and wepnes ewarad wesa" ('he with horses and weapons shall be').3

In 1304 CE, after the defeat of the Flemings at Zierikzee, a mail tunic was estimated at 10 to 15 pounds, a shield at 1 pound and a goedendag at 10 shillings. Most citizens owned equipment worth between 20 and 40 pounds, some even 100.4 NB: 1 pound = 20 shillings = 240 pennies.

The rules that count Willem IV of Holland laid down in 1342 CE show the increasing armor and its cost relative to previous centuries. People who owned less than 50 pounds had to bring "spondier, laken colier, hersniere, wapenhanscoen, staf, knyf, end dat dair toe behoert" ('shoulder plates, woolen gambeson, helmet, gloves, staff, knife and all that comes with that'). Persons who owned 50 to 100 Dutch pounds were required to to bring "vol harnask, halsbergoele, wayele, coliere, hersniere, spondiere, end al harnask, dat tot sinen live behoert" ('coat of mail, coat of arms, leather gambeson, visored helmet, shoulder plates and other plates that could cover his body').5

It was not all about weapons and armor. During the age of knights, a fit, strong well-trained horse was as important as as a good, well-trained knight. A sumpter (pack horse) would cost somewhere between 5 and 20 shillings; a draft horse 2x as much; a hackney (ordinary riding horse) 8x as much; a rouncey (quality riding horse) 15x - 20x as much; a courser (fast hunting/war horse) 25x as much; a destrier (heavy war horse) 100x as much, in some cases up to 500x. Clearly only a very few wealthy nobles could afford the best horses.

Despite warriors often having to provide their own equipment, many military expenses fell to the state: barracks, food, naval transport, fortifications and siege engines, among others. This financial burden varied much. In peacetime the Chinese T'ang dynasty spent only 6% of its income on supporting its army. In times of rebellion or serious raiding by enemies this could rise to 25%, with war on multiple fronts as high as 60%.6 Governments tried to offload much of the burden to their citizens, requiring them to supply clothing, weapons, other equipment, horses and labor.
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Chapter 7: Ending a war

All things, good and bad, must come to an end. A resounding victory or defeat could finish a war, but this was uncommon. Many wars simply petered out because one, or both, sides had suffered too much to continue.


Statistics

Warfare was most common in areas were populations were dense and there was fierce competition over economic resources, especially land: hunting grounds, pastures and/or agricultural land. However a lot of the land was wilderness, much more than today. Throughout most of history, lands were wide and people few. Estimates of global world population are 2 million at the end of the latest glacial period; a few tens of millions at the time of the first cities; 200 million at the end of the classical era; 450 million at the end of the Middle Ages; 8 billion at the time of writing this book, with most of the industrial revolution in the past.1 Population density was less than 1 person per km2 in wilderness areas; 10 per km2 in sparsely populated agricultural states; around 100 per km2 in heavily urbanized provinces in the Late Middle Age; several hundreds per km2 nationwide in some modern countries, up to 1000+. So the manpower reserves available for armies were much lower than in modern times.

Because of the low population density, targets for large wars were far apart too. In fertile lands, villages could be as close together as an hour's walk, towns 10 - 20 kilometers apart. In areas with much forest, mountains, desert or other wilderness, the spread of the settlements was much thinner. Major cities with tens of thousands of inhabitants, international trade hubs, were often hundreds of kilometers apart. This made it almost impossible to march into another large country and submit all major towns and cities (see chapter 4).

In general only a small portion of the population were mobilized for war. The number of men of age suitable to the military (roughly 16 - 60 years) was about 50% of the male population, so 25% of the total population, 20% if you set the age limit somewhat stricter. Some of these men would be exempt from military duty (1% - 2%); were disabled (possibly 20%); or hovering on the fringe of society (1% - 2%), lowering the pool to 15% - 20% of the total population. However most of these were needed at home to keep the economy going. Of the pool of potential recruits, only a fraction fought in war at a given time, though men could rotate into and out of the army. A mobilization rate of about 10% of the total population was the maximum that societies could endure, but that was very rare and always brief. Some examples:


	Ancient Egypt was well protected by geographical barriers and for millennia had no need for a large military. It fielded an army of 10,000 - 20,000 men, growing during the New Kingdom and peaking at several tens of thousands during the reign of pharaoh Rameses II, out of a population that grew from about 1 million in the Old Kingdom via 2 million in the Middle Kingdom to 3 million in the New Kingdom. So the rate of warriors relative to the total population was around 1%.

	Most people would expect the Roman empire, famous for its military might, to have a higher ratio, yet for most of its history it did not. In 14 CE, at the end of the reign of the first emperor Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus, the Roman army, auxiliaries, Praetorian Guard and navy combined had a nominal strength of about 250,000 men, out of a population of maybe 60 million, a rate of 0.4%. By 200 CE, this had risen tot some 350,000.2 In the late Roman period the number of soldiers peaked at 400,000 - 500,000, from a population of possibly similar size.

	During the 6th and 7th century CE the Chinese empire had about 1% of the population under arms through the fubing and mubing.

	Some historians estimate the population of the Mongol empire in 1206 CE, after the unification but before the major conquests, at some 750,000 people. Its army probably numbered around 20,000 men, growing to 3x - 4x as large at the invasion of the Western Xia empire in 1209 CE, though according to the Secret History of the Mongols it totaled around 100,000 men. As the Mongols conquered further and further, they assimilated and conscripted other peoples and their armies grew larger.

	In the High Middle Age, England numbered about 5,000 manorial fiefs, each large enough to support a single knight, on a population of around 1.8 million, so only 0.25%. Each knight formed the core of a small team that included a few minor warriors, so the actual number of combatants would have been several times higher. The entire aristocracy, including squires and other lesser nobles, made up about 1% - 3% of the population in Western Europe. In Eastern Europe and Tokugawa Japan the proportion of knights/samurai was much higher, up to 10% - 15%, but there the difference between knight and peasant was much smaller. Many who formally belonged to the aristocracy were too poor in practice.



War cost lives, but not as many as most people think. Losses in battle of 10% were not uncommon, 30% was considered high, 50% catastrophic. Average casualties in Greek hoplite battles seem to have numbered 5% on the winning side, 14% on the losing side.3 However if the enemy was strong and attacked full force, fighting several harsh battles, the cost of mobilization could be high. According to Nathan Rosenstein, in the Roman army around 6.25% of the soldiers died every year: 1.5% from disease, 2.5% in combat and 2.25% from other causes. So this gave a recruit a 27.5% chance of surviving a full term of 20 years, against 46.5% in a civil career, if we assume that civilians suffered the same amount of diseases and other non-combat causes. If the legions were engaged in major battles, the combat mortality more than doubled, or reached 16% if the Romans were defeated.4 In the first two years of the Second Punic war the Romans lost a staggering 100,000 men, about 10% of men eligible for military service.5 These numbers are still minor when compared to major disasters that ravaged the pre-industrial world from time to time. Flood, famines and epidemics could kill as little as a few percent of the population, via 10% - 20% for a major disaster, up to 30% - 35% for a devastating epidemic like the Black Death of the mid-14th century CE. Of course war often prompted other disasters, like famine and/or disease.
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Suffering

The fate of defeated warriors varied. Usually only a minority would be killed in combat. More deserted or fled. They could perish in foreign lands, or make it back home, either to be scolded for cowardice or welcomed back warmly. The situation of those who did not manage to flee but were captured was more dangerous. In some cultures the losers would be captured and brought back to the towns of the victors, to be paraded about for a time, humiliated, possibly tortured and then killed. The Aztecs were notorious in this regard, but many other Mesoamerican city states too showed the same behavior. Showing off prisoners of war was needed to display strength and affirm the power of the rulers. Even civilized Rome did it; for example Gaius Julius Caesar brought his greatest opponent Vercingetorix to Rome in chains, imprisoned him for almost six years, then had him executed.

While the warriors fought, the great majority of the population was helpless. Able bodied men might join a militia force or be conscripted to help to defend, but the old, the young, the infirm and the women could only suffer the woes of war. Especially the direct aftermath of a stubborn siege could be terrible. From the Acta bellicosa describing the capture of Caen in 1346 CE:

"They killed with the sword all those they caught. But who had fled to their houses, the strong and the great, seeing the great mortality of their nation, and nothing except death for them to be imminent, surrendered themselves prisoners to their pursuers, but the footmen of the English army both nobles and commoners, did not accept any for ransom, they fell to the ground."

In some cases attacks were swift, surprising the defenders and allowing the attackers to take many slaves, rape and kill. If there was warning people might temporarily flee to fortified places like stone churches, hill forts, castles or walled towns, preferably taking valuables like livestock with them. Should such fortifications be out of reach, they might try hills, forests and mountains, which provided some shelter, but too little food, and hope for the enemy to pass by. On such flights it was not possible to take everything of value with them. Some money was hastily buried to be dug up later. That did not always happen, prompting several 'treasure hoards' that were discovered in the modern era.

Though very few women took active part in the wars themselves, they were just as much involved. The ladies of the upper class incited their men to it; the lower classes suffered from it. While the men were away fighting, it was the old, the young and most of all the women who had to work the land. The long barren wait for news from the front about the fate of their men was agonizing, reports of deaths shocking. If their men died, their best option was to remarry.

Should war sweep over the homes, they could be killed or enslaved and very probably raped. This could result in shame, trauma, dishonor, unwanted children, sexually transmitted disease, and/or losing their home. Their husbands might not return home, or as broken men, maimed and traumatized too. Without men, sometimes prostitution was the only for women to survive. For such women, the aftermath of wars was often much harder than the immediate effects.

In some cases invasions were so massive and overwhelming that hiding and waiting until the horror passed on was not an option for many. Men and women fled to other parts of their country or even beyond. Sometimes they were received graciously, the local people making room for them and feeding them. But many others were preyed upon by bandits or denied access to already overcrowded places.1

When the war was over, some refugees returned to their homestead, often finding their houses burned down, crops wasted, livestock stolen. Many died from hunger before they managed to build up their settlements again. Recovery from destruction of houses, burnt crops and depopulation could take from a single year to several years. Others stayed in the regions where they had fled to and tried to make a new start there.

A phenomenon that is largely absent from modern times is the displacement of entire peoples. Sometimes conquering invaders drove others out of their lands. Then they packed their portable goods and cattle and moved elsewhere, sometimes thousands of kilometers away. A prime example is the Migration Period of the Early Medieval Age in Europe, which saw the demise of the Western Roman Empire and where the entire ethnic map of the continent was redrawn. History houses many more migrations, for example the Bantu peoples who displaced the Pygmies and Khoisan in the southern half of Africa; the Ainu of Japan who were driven north by the Yamato, until they held only the northern island of Hokkaido; Arabs who fanned out from Arabia to the west and east; the Turks of Anatolia who originally came from Central Asia, to name but a few.
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Peace

To many historians, ancient and medieval history appears not a long stretch of peace with intermittent wars, but instead incessant war interrupted by an occasional temporary peace. Many ancestors viewed this as simply natural. For example the ancient Sumerians, Hittites and other peoples considered war to 'default' state of mankind. To them peace was something that gods (and kings) created for their own benefit, i.e. to create order that made their business prosper. Peace was an artificial construct that was put on top of the seething chaos of war.1

This may give the impression that pre-industrial people were obsessed with war. They were not. In the words of the ancient Greek historian Herodotus:  "No one is stupid enough to prefer war to peace; in peace sons bury their fathers and in war fathers bury their sons.”  Ancient and medieval society was more violent than modern civilization, but large scale warfare was rare. Like the tribes mentioned in chapter 1 large states tried diplomacy first, before reaching for the weapons. The Achaemenid Persian empire demanded gifts of earth and water, symbolizing submission; the Aztecs showed off their might in so called 'Flower Wars' before getting to the real thing. Of course these were not attempts to strike a mutually benefical agreement, but bids to subjugate the other side. Still, they were part of diplomacy, not fighting.

When war did occur, people tried to put a stop to it so that they could get on with their lives. When one side was losing it would often pay penalties and/or send hostages to the victors. Sometimes a formal treaty was signed by both sides, though this was rare.2 The English tried to buy off Danish viking raiders with 'Danegeld': 16,000 pounds in 994 CE, 24,000 in 1002 CE, 36,000 in 1007 CE, 48,000 in 1012 CE.3 The English kings resented this but local lords, afraid of being raided, often paid without their consent.4 Other examples are the peace treaty of 1274 BCE between Egypt and the Hittites after the Battle of Kadesh, which was recorded in two languages with some differences in the text; the Treaty of Eternal Peace of 532 CE between the Byzantine and Sassanid Persian empires, which lasted only 8 years; the Treaty of York of 1237 CE that defined the border between England and Scotland, which survived with little changes until this day; many others throughout history.

Victors seldom enjoyed a total victory, usually only a partial one. This gave the losing side leverage to extract concessions. In some cases a peace agreement was the result of elaborate negotiation. It could be a mix of land grants, exchanges of hostages, oaths to keep the peace, bribery, tribute, agreeing to respect local customs and/or religion, and many more. Such peace talks resembled business deals and to some degree they were.5 In large wars, where both sides took prisoners, they exchanged them too, like in the Punic Wars between Rome and Carthago.6

In a few cases the warriors themselves forced peace. In 1191 CE at Acre Christian and Muslim sappers were so fed up with their grim fight underground that they concluded their own peace agreement and withdrew, without consent from their commanders.7

People worked not only to end wars, but also to prevent them. In 989 CE the Catholic Church proclaimed "Pax Dei", 'Peace of God', forbidding violence against members of the church itself, though it said nothing about the other 98% of the population. In the 11th century CE this was expanded, violence being banned from churches, monasteries and cemeteries. A complementary "Treuga Dei", 'Truce of God', movement aimed to limit feuding and barred violence on Sundays and during Lent, also expanded later, until there were only 80 days per year left for fighting. Though many people honored these decrees, many others did not.

In Roman cities people were forbidden to bear arms; armies were confined to camps outside the cities. Those armies enforced peace which was, despite Roman arrogance, egocentrism and corruption, beneficial. When Rome conquered a region it always faced some rebellions afterwards in the next two generations, but seldom later, as people had become part of the "Pax Romana", 'Roman peace'. However that not all was well was indicated by the word "pax", which derives from "pacificare", 'to pacify', meaning to press into submission rather than invite to peace. Romans prided themselves to never surrender, (almost) always to conquer and submit others. They favored "pacem dare", 'to give peace', rather than "pacem petere", 'to seek peace', so it was quite one sided. In this regard the Aztec empire, destroyed when it was still growing, resembled the Roman empire much.8 Still, to many it was more advantageous to the violent competition outside Rome's borders.910 The Romans were quite exceptional in the ancient world; other peoples were willing to negotiate peace settlements that were much more balanced. Especially the Roman republic operated with the principle 'might makes right'. The later Roman empire, recognizing the value of a stable peace, valued it more.

A strategy that was invented by the Assyrians and practiced by the Romans too was to resettle some groups of conquered peoples in different areas. This disrupted their social cohesion, weakening their potential for rebellion. It also broke up some long lasting feuds, as taking away reasons to cause trouble.11

In the end, very very few societies were truly peaceful. Some tribes fought little because they lacked the numbers and incentives for war, but not the instinct. Only some who elevated reason over instinct reached true peacefulness, like the adherents of Jainism in India, for whom "ahimsha", 'non-violence', was and still is a core principle.
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