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Abstract. In 491 BC, King Darius of Persia decided to takatrol of the Aegean. The battles that resulted ace at
various locations on land, such as Marathon, aséatsuch as Artemision. These two battles aretotharked a
turning-point in the histories of both the Greeks #he Persians, for it was here that the mightyu3aoverreached
himself; he sent only part of the force he woulgeheustered, had he realised the serious thre&irdeks posed to his
armies. Though outnumbered, they fought bravelyteir homeland and for freedom, whereas his ménfonght for
money. This article explores the causes of contliet process of the battle, and the reasonssoesolution.
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I ntroduction

In 491 BC, King Darius of Persia decided to taketoa of the Aegean. To demonstrate that he wasinpist, he first
demanded the usual tokens of submission, the syondmith and watdf! Most city-states agreed, but Athens and Sparta
indicated their answer by executing the heraldsénmanner traditionally reserved for dispatchingymon criminaldf!

This led to confrontation—first on the plain of Nénon, and later, ordered by his son Xerxes, a&laeg-battle off the
coast from Artemision in 480 BC. The classical ariderodotus provides the most comprehensive saurtbe
Greco-Persian wars, if not necessarily the besividte "history" that in the modern-day sense wdédcalled historical
fiction—if he didn't know why a particular decisioras made, he improvised.

When he received news of his messengers' demiseisiveas understandably angered. According to Here] the
Persians sent 600 triremésyhich could carry around 24,000 soldi&¥s30 or 40 of these ships were turned into horse
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transport$” which collectively might have carried around 1@@®alry!® He wanted to punish them and restore the
feared tyrant Hippias as dictator in Athens onceemo

Darius chose the plain of Marathon because it wialsle for deployment of his caval3}.But politics may have also
been involved: years before, Hippias arrived withfather Pisistratus, a fellow tyrant; they theingd help from the
locals and took over Athens. Hippias may have letiehe could give a repeat performance with Peessaistance. He
had seen Eretria fall to treachery, and Greekswhdae were known for their disloyalty. "Some madeommentators
even suggest (there is no evidence) that Pergiategy was to draw the Athenians out of Athenshab ¢ither ... the city
could fall by treachery, or ... part of the Perdiarte could be transported to Athens while theé oé# pinned the
Athenian force down at MarathoR®

The Athenians played right into their hands, ag tinaditional response to invasion was alwaysdofront the enemy
head-on in the field rather than try to withstarglemge. Not only was this more honourable, it wassible, as the
Persians were known experts at siege warfare hieuAthenians' hoplites had the superior armouroigefieading off to
Marathon, Athens desperately sent a runner to &padsk for aid; this enormous distance he coviertte origin of the
concept and name of modern marathon réékeinfortunately, the Spartans were forbidden to mp military activities
until the full moon due to religious purpos&d.However, after this period they marched for Mavathat oncé*3! The
Persians feared the arrival of the Spartans, whre venowned even overseas for their military pravegerestingly,
Hippias' presence didn't bring the support theythaakd for, and didn't seem to be helping to betraycity.

THE PLAIN OF MARATHON
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The initial positions of the troops before the hlaBhe Greeks (blue) thinned their
centre to match the length of the Persians' suptmioe, but left their wings at

full strength, resulting in the illustrated ] shapée Persian fleet (red) waits some
way off to the east. This great distance to thpshiayed a crucial role in the
later stages of the batife.

Some sources (not Herodotus) tell of a combinecefof 9000 Athenians and 1000 Plataians on théebaktl 4]
Despite this, the combined Greek forces still ddrior numbers to those of the Persians. The Afimsncountered the
Persians' superior numbers by thinning and thukereag the middle ranks to about four men deep|daing the
wings at the proper strength of eight deep; by gltims they were able to spread their men out twesame length as the
enemy*® This prevented the Persian ranks, with their grelangth, from wrapping around them and pennimegntin.
While some historians believe this to be a grourehking strategy, it could be that it was purelggical solution to
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avoid being outflankef?®!

The skirmishing at Marathon was lengthy; eventydhg Persian centre began gaining ground. ThekGvaeys were
also successful, then turned and focussed theisttlon those who broke through their rafsThey chased after the
fleeing Persians and picked them off; when thei®essmade it to the coast, the Greeks began buthighips:®!

BATTLE OF MARATHON
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The Greek wings (blue) envelop the Persian wingd)(while their
strategically-thinned centre filled the gap madevieen thent?!

It is hard to believe that the Persians, while oigathe Greek centre and eventually moving furthiemd, could then
turn and flee bacto the sea when they were attacked from the re&@!dossible that the centre force, "realising ttsat
wings had broken and fled, also tried to returrossthe battlefield, and was thus takehdth flanks by the victorious
Greek wings % Fleeing was a monumental task in itself; the Resslikely had to go about 5 km to get to the ships
Despite the Greeks' attempts, the Persians managed after losing only seven of their shiff$ But rather than fleeing
altogether, they had a double purpose: not onlewleey saving themselves from being wiped out, these going to
attempt to sail back to Athens and take the cifpieethe Athenians could reach it on f&3t.If they beat the Athenian
troops home, they would still have won, regardigghe outcome on the battlefield.

There was apparently a signal from Athens of aedaghield on the shore, which showed them thewsiiyld be theirs.
But Herodotus' story is flawed: how could a singl®all shield be seen from such a distance, andisshed from other
shields held up incidentally? They could have simgadnd a messenger during the night; indeed, wuhdse
circumstances it seems likely that the shield digr@s Herodotus' fabrication, perhaps to make ttig/ snore dramatic.
Regardless, sailing back to Athens was a 100 kmthiat would take 10 hours—about the same lengtimef it would
take the land forces to march there. It was a mecleck race. However, the indomitable Atheniamad first; the
Persians, already weakened by the Greek forcesythatioice—they didn't even attempt a landing aileéd homéd??
As for the religiously disqualified Spartans, thayived after a lengthy three-day march, saw ngthiat dead Persians
piled in a heap, praised the Athenians' prowess papmptly went back hor®®! According to Herodotus, “the losses
were 6400 Persians for 192 Athenidff8“—an incredible feat.

Unlike the Spartans, the Athenians did not tradtedicated fighting force; they were no more skibkédombat than the
Persians. However, the horrific thought of what tdcappen if they lost probably drove them to geeis of bravery?®
Not only would the Persians have set up Hippiastirens as tyrant once more, they would have denthtrdrite, anc

forced Athenians to serve in the army of their Hatenqueror&®! After this victory, Themistocles, the Athenian
statesman, promoted building a larger navy. If @dent a superior force they might have to evadiat people by
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sea—and that would require a great number of sBipe enough, even after this stunning defeatuSavas only more
determined to conquer Athens and Sparta. Perhagaviné as a challenge, or merely wanted to avéimgbonour as they
had made a mockery of his armies. Regardless,Ughsto organise a full-scale invasion. Howeveew matters delayed
him, namely an uprising in Egypt, a quarrel amoisgsbns about the succession, and finally his déatas now up to
his son Xerxes to finish the job.

ARTEMISION

Xerxes built bridges, dug a canal through the Atpesinsula, and overall prepared the routes strdups could travel
unimpeded. He was planning a dual land and seaimvahis men would march to Thermopylae, whileghips sailed
around the coastline towards Artemision.

The actual figures for these forces given by ari@genrces cannot be fully trusted. Nonethelesslatistical
preparations were of a grand scale perhaps matehictyfigures. Food was stored in Thrace in prejosrfor the troop:
when they left this stockpile, they would have &org their own food or raid local farming villagd=or a very large
army, such food supplies wouldn't go far.

It was not until 481 that the Athenians learnethas impending attack; when they did, they turnethie famous oracle
of Apollo at Delphi. The response was that theyenterflee before the Persians—but despite this thage up their
minds to attempt a sea battle. They formed a leagthethe other states willing to resist, and m#usm vow not to
abandon their allies. They put the Spartans ingghaf the whole operation. This was the obviousaghto make; as the
Spartans had a dedicated, well-trained army, thenghe closest the Greeks had to professionditgsifield. They
called for help from Argos, Syracuse, Corcyra anet€; but it was a futile effort, no help ever caffiee spies sent to
Sardis were caught, but Xerxes merely showed thengtandeur of his army (hoping to scare them)leiithem go.

The Greek land and sea forces moved together sedlh could support the other; this preventedPérsians landing
men and wiping out the land forces, and simultasloprevented the Persian navy from merely avoidiregGreek fleet
and sailing around the coast to rejoin the armyotigh this method of double blockading, both theyaand navy of
their enemy became significantly redué&d Herodotus implies that the fleet of 271 trireni#87 of which were
Athenian) ... reached its station during the eleda&ys between Xerxes departure from Therma [wihahiny] and the
departure of his fleet?8l

Herodotus depicted Xerxes' advisor Artabanus asglg@ssimistic, and had him oppose the plannebatia. As
Herodotus' dramatisation depicts, there was nochairanywhere large enough to possibly hold sudeei if there was a
storm brewing. And indeed (with the power of Herdbhindsight) a storm turned out to be their ungpwhen the
Persians finally made an appearance, 400 warshipa anyriad of other craft were missing. Herodaags that the
sentinels on Euboia reported the vessels were wdegk the Magnesian coast, where a storm caught dffeguard in a
poor anchorage. However, they could not have philgiseen the wreck, as that location was outgtitsiurther alonc
the coast. They must have just assumed that tpe sld@re wrecked due to the recent weather andathélfat the ships
were fewer in number than reports had indicated.

The Greeks assumed that the ships were wrecketbdhe recent weather and the fact that the shgys fewer in
number than reports had indicated. A deserter iméar them that 200 Persian ships were being sent ttosvcoast; it
was decided that at midnight they would send theiire fleet off after them, as they had the grefaiee. The Greeks
chose to launch a head-on attack simultaneoustiziaps to prevent the rest of the Persian fleet fremlising where they
were going and penning them between their twodleetnd they probably didn't want to lose face byeaping to flee.
Herodotus says it was also to learn how the Pediékplous, a special warship, would affect future naval
confrontationg?°!

Logically, to the Persians a direct attack sourctedy, so they eagerly went out to fight when thay the enemy
approaching. Herodotus says the Greeks used asilednrmation; however he did not specify védwat formation it was
is open to debate. It could be that they groupethtielves stern-to-stern (much like buffaloes dinénwild), arrayed in
such a way that the enemy ships couldn't find atgaarget. In this way the Persians would be fortteram, meaning
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that "the speed and manoeuvrability of ... [dhekplous was] of no advantagé®®

The Greeks managed to commandeer 30 ships, afkth@ns were left to retreat in amazement. Medawlhiother
storm dissuaded the Greeks from following the o284); the gods intervened, and the ships wereajestrin the storm.

On top of this, an additional 53 Athenian shipsvad 2! However, despite these lucky victories, the Passiill had
superior numbers, which in the end won the dagHem. A mere 324 Greek shif’d were no match for the Persians'
fleet of 6533 In the final clash, the Greeks were getting theauhand, but damages prompted them to flee thie bat

The Greeks won an early victory against incredialds on land at Marathon, where they had slaugh&460 Persians

at the cost of only 192 of their own mé&fi.Darius' small punishment force had been beaterantf Greece was safe for
a few years due to Darius dealing with his own ibtes back home. When his son Xerxes took up thgskiip, he
attacked with greater strength. The Greeks realittiednore than a stalemate at Artemision. Theiaaing luck at
Marathon ran out here—indeed the god Apollo hadsadlvagainst a sea battle, and they had fooligimgried him.
Sunken and defeated, the Greeks limped off to datge prepare for the imminent invasion. The lediblk Marathon had
been won, but the crippling defeat at Artemisiogated this gain.
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