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Foreword

With the publication of Great Commanders, the Combat Studies
Institute continues its mission of publishing CGSC Faculty scholarship
and adding to the body of historical literature the thoughts and research
of these distinguished Professors. These analyses are both interesting and
useful in their discussion of what attributes and circumstances yield an
extraordinary commander of martial forces. As the editors point out, this
volume is not a study of the “greatest” commanders; rather, it is an exami-
nation of commanders who should be considered great. The seven leaders
examined, in the various domains of ground, sea, and air, each in their own
way successfully addressed the challenges of military endeavor in their
time and changed the world in which they lived. Not only should students
of history find this volume interesting, but practitioners of warfare, who
may be given the solemn duty and responsibility of command, may garner
insights into the qualities and abilities possessed by those commanders
deemed to be “great.”

CSI — The Past is Prologue!

Roderick M. Cox
Colonel, US Army
Director, Combat Studies Institute
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Preface

In the fall of 2010, members of the faculty of the Department of
Military at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College met with
Mr. Crosby Kemper, CEO of the Kansas City Public Library. The Library
has a very aggressive public outreach program that includes a number of
lectures series covering a wide range of areas and topics, but Mr. Kemper
was interested in adding a new program on military history. Accordingly,
he reached out to the Department of Military History at the Command and
General Staff College, which has one of the largest groupings of military
historians in the United States. The result of the discussions that followed
was a seven-part monthly lecture series co-sponsored with the Kansas City
Public Library by the CGSC Foundation and the National World War 1
Museum at Liberty Memorial. The lecture series began in November of
2010 and involved monthly presentations on great military commanders in
history. The lectures were given by subject matter experts from the CGSC
military history faculty. The essays in this collection are drawn from those
lectures.

We will begin with an introduction that discusses what makes a great
commander. The introduction will be followed by seven biographical
essays and a selected bibliography.

August 2012

Christopher R. Gabel, PhD
James H. Willbanks, PhD
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas
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Introduction
by Christopher R. Gabel, Ph.D.

The command of military forces in combat is unlike any other field
of human endeavor. If war is the ultimate form of human competition,
then the commander is the ultimate competitor. The commander operates
in an environment of chance, uncertainty, and chaos, in which the stakes
are, quite literally, life and death. He or she contends against an adversary
who is using every means, fair or foul, to foil his plans and bring about
his defeat. The commander is ultimately responsible for every variable
that factors into military success or failure—training, logistics, morale,
equipment, planning, and execution. The commander reaps the lion’s
share of plaudits in victory, but also must accept the blame in defeat,
warranted or not. Very often the line that separates fame and ignominy is
slender indeed.

It is not difficult to identify “great” commanders, though the
overwhelming majority of generals who win battles are never considered
“great.” Something more than a favorable ratio of wins to losses is needed
to establish greatness. From the perspective of history, the greatness of
a commander also hinges upon the context within which he operated.
Victories won against inept opponents, or victories which fail to lead
to the attainment of greater objectives, seldom elicit much admiration.
Victories won through the simple application of overwhelming superiority
in numbers or materiel are often similarly discounted. The truly great
commander is generally considered to be one who attains the unexpected
or the unprecedented; one who stands above his contemporaries through
his skill on the battlefield, or through the sheer magnitude of his
accomplishments.

In selecting the seven great commanders presented in this volume,
the contributors sought to cover a wide spectrum of military endeavor,
encompassing a very broad time-frame, different nationalities and cultures,
and representatives from ground, sea, and air warfare. The commanders
selected were masters of warfare in their particular time and environment.
Each capitalized upon the social, political, economic, and technological
conditions of his day to forge successful military forces and win significant
and noteworthy victories that profoundly altered the world in which he
lived.

Inregards to social context, the societies from which these seven leaders
sprang varied tremendously, ranging from the nomadic tribal cultures of
Asia to American industrial-age egalitarianism. Each commander faced



particular challenges in operating within the social norms of his day and
age. These norms govern how leaders are selected, who serves in the
military, and to what purpose military operations are conducted. The great
commander recognizes these norms, and extracts the maximum possible
military effectiveness from them.

Similarly, this study embraces a wide variety of political contexts.
Each of the seven commanders herein proved adept at operating within the
political milieu of his era, understanding if not manipulating the political
systems of his country to best advantage. Ascension to a position of high
command is as much a political as a military process, and the waging
of a successful military campaign relies first and foremost upon a clear
grasp of the political purpose underlying military operations. Three of
the seven were not only great commanders but also sovereign rulers. It is
probably axiomatic that any great commander is also politically astute, at
least within the military institution that produced him.

Warfare is also closely shaped by its economic context, and the
commanders in this study were both enabled and restrained by the
economic world in which they lived. Ultimately, economics determines
how many men, how much materiel, and how much treasure can be
expended in waging any given war, and the successful commander makes
the most of the resources his economy affords him.

Technology is commonly thought to be one of the key determinants in
victory or defeat, but wars won chiefly through technological superiority
are actually rather rare in history. Of the seven commanders represented
here, only one—Curtis LeMay—employed technology that was essentially
unavailable to his adversary. Even LeMay found that technology alone
does not automatically deliver victory. One mark of the great commander
is the ability to exploit commonly-available technology with a skill and
effectiveness that his opponent cannot match.

Finally, each of the commanders in this study demonstrated
extraordinary qualities of leadership in the cauldron of combat. Moral
courage, force of will, and a capacity for critical reasoning under stress are
all required for a commander to succeed in the chaos, fog, and friction of
war. All of the commanders represented in this volume possessed these
traits to a remarkable degree.

In a sense, the selected commanders are intended to be representative
rather than exhaustive. Many other generals could have been included—
some familiar names will be conspicuous by their absence. Since the
circumstances and context of every war differ, there is no intent to prove



that these are the “greatest” seven commanders ever—any attempt to
apply a “scorecard” mentality to war as practiced in different places and
times is essentially futile.

This volume begins with Alexander the Great, who wielded perhaps
the finest army ever to wage war prior to the advent of gunpowder, and
whose tactical and operational prowess bordered on genius. Born the heir
to the throne of a kingdom on the periphery of the Greek world, Alexander
used the military instrument forged by his father to overthrow the Persian
empire and carry his banners to the Indus River. Alexander’s battle were
tactical masterpieces, which is all the more remarkable considering that
he exercised personal leadership at the decisive place and time on the
battlefield.

Next is Genghis Khan, who forged an effective political and military
entity from the fractious horse-tribes of Asia and established through
conquest one of the great empires in history. A remarkably enlightened and
charismatic leader, Genghis Khan was also a superb strategist who set the
conditions for victory long before the first arrow was fired. His Mongols
were neither the first nor the last of the nomadic peoples to explode out
of the great steppes of Asia and overthrow dynasties from China to the
Middle East, but his conquests and those of his successors had a profound
and lasting impact upon the destiny of the entire Eurasian landmass.

Napoleon Bonaparte, like Alexander and Genghis Khan, was
possessed by a seemingly insatiable appetite for conquest. Napoleon also
was born on the periphery of the world he came to dominate, rising from
the minor nobility, ultimately to crown himself emperor. He harnessed the
forces unleashed by the French Revolution, creating a military instrument
that overthrew the status quo in Europe, and whose name has become
synonymous with aggressive maneuver warfare and battles of annihilation.
At its apogee, the Napoleonic empire encompassed virtually all of
Europe—with the exception of the British Isles. The fact that Napoleon’s
empire terminated at the English Channel is due largely to the efforts of
Horatio Nelson.

Nelson epitomized the art of naval warfare in the age of sail, and
through audacity, tactical prowess, and personal leadership shaped
the destiny of Europe. Something of a maverick within the venerable
Royal Navy, Nelson belies the stereotype of naval commanders as cold
and calculating technocrats rather than true leaders. His courage, both
physical and moral, was at its greatest when the stakes were highest.



John J. Pershing represents a new breed of commander for the
industrial age. He inaugurated the “American Century” by forging and
leading the United States’ first great expeditionary army—a hastily-raised
army of amateurs led by a handful of professionals, flung headlong into the
greatest war the world had ever seen. The product of a sleepy constabulary
army, Pershing created a mass industrial-age army capable of holding its
own among the great armies of Europe. Pershing himself sat at the highest
seats of power as one of the arbiters in the fate of Europe.

Erwin Rommel, the consummate troop leader, practiced the tactical
level of war in that conflict. With the advent of World War II, Rommel
made the transition from infantry to armor, winning fame as one of the
great practitioners of “blitzkrieg.” Given an independent command, in a
remote theater at the end of a tenuous supply line, Rommel cemented his
reputation as a master of mechanized combined arms warfare.

Finally, Curtis LeMay represents air power for this collection of essays.
A pioneer of military aviation, LeMay brought pre-nuclear strategic
bombing to its apogee in an aerial campaign that epitomized “total” war
in the 20" Century. He carried two burdens—the task of winning a war,
and the challenge of establishing the credibility of strategic, independent
air power. In what is perhaps the most technologically-oriented arena of
warfare, LeMay demonstrated personal courage, shrewd decision-making,
and inspirational leadership.

This project originated as a lecture series presented at the Kansas
City Public Library in 2010-2011. Both the lecture series and this book
are intended to encourage the audience to delve further into the study of
military history. No work of this sort can ever be the last word on the
subject, but hopefully this volume will serve as an illustrative introduction
to the topic of command in war, and will entice the reader to learn more
about the individual commanders, the eras in which they lived, and the
broader topic of military history.



Chapter 1
Alexander the Enigma
by Edward Bowie

The individual military achievements of Alexander of Macedon,
styled “The Great,” are singular. No other figure in military history
accomplished so much, at such a young age, in so short a period of time.
He launched his career as a commander at the tender age of 16 when,
while acting as the King’s temporary regent, he decisively subdued a
rebellion by wild Balkan hill tribes using only such residual troops as were
available to him while the Macedonian Army campaigned elsewhere. At
18, he proved a stalwart and surpassingly brave deputy commander during
the pivotal battle at Chaeronea against the last coalition of independent
Hellenic states and personally led the assault that destroyed the cream
of Greece’s fighting men; the fearsome Theban Sacred Band. Supreme
Macedonian Commander at 20, he ruthlessly obliterated the remnants of
Theban resistance, forced the majority of Greek states including proud,
once mighty, Athens into an unequal alliance, and even intimidated the
diminished, but still formidable, Spartans into quiescent neutrality.

At 21, he led an Army of fewer than 50,000 Macedonians and allied
Greeks across the Hellespont into “Asia.” In three years he established
firm control of Asia Minor, the ancient lands of the Levant, and Egypt.
A year later, he led his forces into the heart of the vast Persian Empire,
systematically destroyed its best armies, and made himself the head of a
superpower. Over the following five years he extended his reach to subjugate
the ferocious tribal states of the Hindu-Kush, the warrior kingdoms of the
Indus Valley, and the untamed peoples of the Hormuz. He was dead at 33,
having conquered an immense empire and actively planning additional
campaigns of subjugation in Arabia and the central Mediterranean.
Alexander’s is an unequalled record of military accomplishment for
sixteen years of effort. Still, the question presents itself; is conquest alone
sufficient to be designated a “Great Commander?”

Alexander the Great is perhaps the single most famous name in world
history. It is a name synonymous with military glory. Most school children
can assert with innocent exaggeration his alleged accomplishment - he
“conquered the world.” In fact he did no such thing. He did not even
conquer all of the Greco-centric world that his tutor Aristotle taught him
existed. In modern geographic perspective, Alexander’s conquests would



not fill all of northern Africa. From an ancient geo-political perspective,
however, his accomplishment should not be underestimated.

Figure 1. Alexander the Great bust in the British Museum (artist unknown) from
2d-1st Century BC. Photo by Andrew Dunn (3 December 2004)

In a sustained campaign lasting almost ten years (perhaps the longest
contiguous military operation in history) he gained control of an area
stretching further from West to East than the continental United States.
He subjugated or usurped sovereignty over almost every significant
civilization known to the classical Greeks. He spent virtually his entire
adulthood from age sixteen to thirty-two at war. He fought (literally
“fought,” as his habit was to exercise command by example in the front



rank) hundreds of engagements great and small against scores of diverse
enemies expert in widely different military practice - and he won them all.
His was by far the largest empire ever created up to his own time and he
extended the influence of Western Civilization beyond the Indus River and
north of the Himalayas. So, despite his singular fame and achievements,
it is surprising to discover just how much of an enigma the historical
Alexander and his empire actually are and how little can be known about
him or his accomplishments with certainty. No contemporaneous histories
or chronicles concerning Alexander survive. Modern scholarship knows
Alexander from no more than four ancient sources, the earliest reliable of
which was written more than 300 years after his death.’

First are the so called “Romances,” also known as the “Pseudo
Callisthenes,” after Alexander’s Athenian court historian killed by
Alexander under suspicion of treason (suggesting the possibility of bias),
and purporting to be based on his original writings. This work includes
some of the most famous and popular stories about Alexander, such as
his encounter with the philosopher Diogenes and the Gordian knot. Most
serious scholars, however, dismiss these as a series of mostly-fanciful
tales that began accruing in the 1st century BC and expanded through the
medieval period, perhaps as late as the 14th century. So it is sad to learn
that the many popular vignettes from Alexander’s life and many of his
most famous and often repeated quotations are under deep suspicion of
being apocryphal. Second was the work of Diodorus, a Greek historian
writing between 60 and 30 BC, but who fails (in his surviving works) to
cite his sources and whose status as a Sicilian-Greek scholar, a people
long oppressed by Macedonian overlords, may have given him an axe
to grind. Third was Plutarch, another Greek, albeit this time living in
the rapidly-Romanizing world of the early Ist Century AD. Plutarch
purportedly based his work on original contemporary sources consulted in
the Great Library of Alexandria, but his biographical sketch was part of a
comparative study in leadership, contrasting Alexander with Julius Caesar
and therefore subject to all the narrow focus and bias such a study implies.
Finally there was another Roman-Greek, Arrian, whose late 1st century
AD work has the great virtue, as Arrian claimed, of being based upon then
existing original sources, including the memoirs of Alexander’s intimate
colleague and subordinate commander, Ptolemy. Arrian himself was a
highly accomplished soldier and imperial administrator and was therefore
better positioned than most commentators to evaluate Alexander from a
military perspective. Given this paucity of reliable sources, attempting an
objective evaluation of Alexander is a daunting and precarious task.



Confusion extends even to his many titles. The appellation “Great”
was not current in his time. Indeed, during his reign and for a long time
after his death, Alexander was widely reviled in the Greek world and by the
many subjects of his Eastern Empire. The several Macedonian successors
to his fragmented empire had little incentive to venerate him lest their
own considerable accomplishments seem diminished by comparison. It
was the Romans of the 1st Century AD, a people historically inclined to
celebrate empire builders, who anointed Alexander “Great.” Itis, however,
a superlative the Romans used remarkably sparingly and was a sign of
their extraordinary esteem, having granted such title to no more than five
individuals in history as they knew it.?

Properly he was “King Alexander III of Macedon,” born a royal
prince of the quasi-Greek aristocracy that dominated the large and
geographically diverse area above the Greek peninsula that, at Alexander’s
birth, defined the porous cultural and geographical northern boundary
of the Greek world. The thin patina of classical Greek culture adopted
for generations by the Macedonian elite did not extend to the practice of
monogamy and Alexander’s father Phillip had at least two wives. Nor was
simple primogeniture a necessary guarantor of sovereign succession, so
Alexander’s rise to power was not inevitable. Alexander was one of several
royal princes and other contenders whom he managed to outmaneuver
— by means honorable or otherwise — to ascend the Macedonian throne.
Alexander also could and did claim the title “Hegemon” in as much as he
seized leadership of the coalition of notionally independent Greek states
forged by Phillip through war and intimidation into the League of Corinth.

“The Invincible” was an honorific Alexander also enjoyed in his
lifetime. Possibly, depending on the ancient source, this was a title suggested
to Phillip by the royal augurs during the celebration of Alexander’s birth.
Possibly it was a portent revealed, as she claimed, to his mother Olympias
during a mystical communion with the Gods. Certainly it was a prediction
made for him by the Oracle at Delphi during a visit Alexander made while
engaged in his brief war to be “elected,” or at least accepted, as Hegemon
of the Corinthian League. But since he was holding that unfortunate young
woman literally at sword point at the time, and as she knew Alexander
was seeking anything that would enhance his growing reputation and
legitimacy, she may well have been telling him something she thought
expedient. The prophecy of invincibility was repeated for him a few years
later by the Egyptian high priests of Amon at Siwa, but by then the Delphic
prediction had no doubt made its rounds and they too can be forgiven if
they were simply repeating something they knew Alexander wanted to



hear and that would help speed him on his way elsewhere. Whatever its
origin, Alexander’s public reputation as “invincible” probably became his
most controlling private motivation.

He came to be regarded by many in that pagan world as the
personification of the amalgamated Greek/Egyptian deity “Zeus-Amon.”
His mother Olympias, violently estranged from Philip early in Alexander’s
childhood, told him that it was Zeus, whom she alleged came to her in
the guise of a serpent and impregnated her with a lightning bolt, and not
Phillip, who was his real father. The Siwa priests also reinforced this divine
paternity, but they may again have simply been repeating a flattering and
prudent gossip. No doubt, given Alexander’s tremendous ambitions and
the odds arrayed against him in his attack on the Persian Empire, he found
this to be a useful, even if fictional, report. To be thought a demigod was
equally, no doubt, very pleasing to his oversized ego. Finally, Alexander
could with justice claim the Persian imperial title “Great King,” won by
right of his conquest and usurpation of the Persian Archemenid dynasty.
Indeed, in the last years of his life, this seems to have been the title and
role with which Alexander most closely identified —to the consternation
and disgruntlement of his Macedonian companions.

Given all of the ambiguity, what can be said about the private Alexander
with confidence? The combined sources suggest a man of out-sized talents
and abilities. He became king in 336 BC following the assassination of
Phillip by a disaffected courtier and the merciless elimination of other
contenders - a conspiracy in which Alexander may or may not have been
personally involved. At his ascension he was only 20 years old, but already
an impressive, even intimidating, figure despite his youth (although this is
something of a modern misperception for, by the standards of the ancient
world, he was not in fact extraordinarily young — Philip had been only
22 when he became king). Alexander had a complex and contradictory
character, the product of a chaotic and difficult childhood. From his
mother, a royal princess from the neighboring “barbarian” kingdom of
Epirus, he developed a multifarious cultural identity and a penchant for
the mystical rites and practices of the exotic nature cults to which she
was an initiate. From Phillip he received a practical tutorial in both power
politics and generalship from a man who was a master at both. Alexander’s
conspicuous paranoia was probably a product of his parents’ open mutual
hostility, the chronic and vicious intrigue of the Macedonian court, and
young Alexander’s own tenuous and shifting status as the royal heir
apparent. Besides which, as a Macedonian king, he was always a target
— even paranoids have real enemies. At his mother’s encouragement, he



found role models in the heroes of ancient myth, especially Achilles,
whose legendary martial prowess and courage he consciously sought to
emulate. Alexander acquired his Greek philosophical worldview from his
tutor Aristotle, brought by Philip from Athens to his capital at Pella to give
the prominent sons of Macedon some cultural polish and legitimacy. From
all of these sources and from his own eminence and precocious abilities he
developed his formidable and temperamental ego.?

For the analyst the problem of choosing among the many competing
ancient and modern interpretations of Alexander and his accomplishments
immediately presents itself. Do we embrace Alexander the builder who
founded great cities such as Alexandria and Kandahar, or Alexander the
demolisher who destroyed great cities such as Tyre and Persepolis? Do we
celebrate the pious intellectually enlightened protégé of Aristotle or the
megalomaniacal semi-barbarian whom often met any criticism or affront
with fatal violence? Do we accept biographer Mary Renaud’s version of
Alexander as the best and most visionary of princes - the great unifier of
people who bridged cultures, or historian Victor Davis Hanson’s description
of a supremely talented, but self-indulgent, dissipated, alcoholic thug — a
man who brought death and displacement to millions and enslavement
to thousands more? Even Alexander’s role in ushering in the so-called
Hellenistic Age when Western and Eastern cultural influences deeply
penetrated and profoundly influenced each other is a hotly debated subject
of historiography.* Was Alexander’s legacy a golden age of cultural
rapprochement, or murder, “ethnic cleansing,” and genocide? It is an often
remarked phenomenon that historical interpretations tend to say more
about the historian’s own time, bias, and personal temperament than about
the actual historical subject. In the limited historical records the scholar
and analyst can see in Alexander almost anything they are predisposed
to see and so there are as many Alexanders as there are commentators
who have interpreted him. Alexander’s personal contradictions and the
conflicting narratives ensure he will remain an enigma.’

Fortunately, within the theme of this book, the task is more manageable
as it need concern itself with only one aspect of Alexander’s identity —
that is, as a “Great Commander.” The introduction established the broad
criteria for the historical figures included in this book: “The commanders
selected were masters of warfare in their particular time and environment.
Each capitalized upon the social, political, economic, and technological
conditions of his day to forge successful military forces and win significant
and noteworthy victories that profoundly altered the world in which he
lived.”® By that standard, emphatically and unambiguously, Alexander
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was a Great Commander. He was a charismatic, bold, and inspiring leader.
He successfully managed the complex internal politics of a fractious and
touchy officer corps that reached precariously across several cultures.
He designed, executed, and sustained large military campaigns across
enormous distances without over-stressing his state’s demographic base
or bankrupting the economies upon which those operations depended. He
possessed a penetrating intellect and strategic sagacity. A gifted tactician,
he fought four major battles against competent and often numerically
superior forces on ground of their own choosing and not only defeated,
but utterly routed them. He was a master of military engineering, having
conducted six sieges of major cities and dozens — perhaps scores — of
smaller towns and fortresses. While never a focus of his action, he proved
adept and creative in naval and amphibious operations which were an
important adjunct to his campaigns in the Eastern Mediterranean and in
India. A brilliant logistician, he routinely supplied his forces in very difficult
circumstances that ranged over the entire spectrum of topographical and
climatic conditions in Eurasia. When confronted by every military method
or tactic that existed in his time, including terrorism and guerilla warfare,
Alexander adapted rapidly to dominate each. In sixteen years of near
constant military activity encompassing hundreds of separate engagements
he never lost a fight. In terms of purely tactical success, he was arguably
the greatest commander in history.

Alexander was also fortunate. Luck, as both Napoleon and Clausewitz
remind us, is a very significant factor in the achievements of any great
commander and Alexander was extraordinarily lucky on many levels. Not
least among these was his spectacular good fortune in inheriting the finest
army in the world as a legacy from his father. Phillip, who himself had
considerable claim to greatness, managed, in the space of little more than
a generation, to transform a nation composed primarily of sheep herds
(albeit, sheep herds inhabiting a region uniquely abundant in mineral and
agricultural resources) into the best equipped, best organized, and most
innovative fighting force in the hyper- militarized world of the 4th Century,
BC.” In a series of impressive campaigns, Phillip used his forces to first
secure control of the Northern Balkans and then to extend his hegemony
south. He eventually united all of the chronically fractious independent
city-states of classical Greece (excluding the rump state of Sparta) into
the nominally cooperative — if fragile and resentful — League of Corinth.

Phillip was himself fortunate to be operating in the comparatively
permissive environment of a Hellenic world destabilized by 150 years
of major warfare that began with the First Persian Invasion about 492.
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The Persian threat forced sweeping economic and political change on the
deeply conservative Greeks. Before they could adjust fully to the new social
realities, internecine Greek warfare reached apotheosis in twenty-seven
years of titanic and suicidal struggle for domination between Sparta and
Athens known as the Peloponnesian War. These conflicts left the former
great powers of Greece diminished and vulnerable. Weakened classical
Greek power, however, modifies, but does not entirely explain Phillip’s
accomplishments. He still had to subdue numerous Hellenic states for
whom war had become a near constant occupation and who could avail
themselves of the impressive military innovations and refinements which
desperate conflict had driven. To accomplish that, Phillip imaginatively
combined, refined, and improved on the best military practices of his age.

In forging the Macedonian military machine Phillip created the first
truly professional army in the Western world and established the template
upon which all current conventional armies are based. He standardized
equipment within formations organized according to their intended tactical
function. The rank and file (volunteers as well as conscripts) were issued
their kit gratis from government-operated armories and manufactories.
Pay and remuneration were standardized according to military rank
and duty without excessive regard to private status. Command and
administrative structures were rationalized and made permanent with
reasonable opportunity for advancement and recognition based (in part)
on merit and demonstrated ability. Institutionalized provision was made
for the full range of support functions from commissary through medical
services to disability and veterans’ pensions. Indirect command and
control was exercised through a regular and consistent chain of command
from army down to squad with orders relayed by an elaborate system
of voice commands, visual signals, and music. In contrast to the rather
xenophobic and ad hoc tendency of the Southern Greeks, Phillip adopted
and institutionalized the best innovations from both Greek and barbarian
military practice, recombining these elements into a singularly effective
and synergistic whole.

The Macedonian tactical system was based on four fundamental
elements: Heavy Infantry, Light Infantry, Light Cavalry and Heavy Cavalry,
but it also made indispensible use of traditionally armed troops, artillery
and engineers, naval forces and the specialized skills of local troops as
they were available. Phillip modeled his Heavy Infantry after the concepts
of the mercenary general, Iphicrates, who had extended the traditional
hoplite seven-foot stabbing spear into an eighteen- to twenty-foot pike.
In order to effectively manage this heavy and awkward weapon with two
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hands, individual body armor was greatly reduced or eliminated and the
large hoplon shield, from which Greek infantrymen (“hoplites™) derived
their name, shrunk to a light buckler that could be suspended from the
neck. The members of these modified phalanxes gained protection from the
standoff provided by the deep hedge of iron-tipped pikes. Groups of heavy
infantrymen were organized into disciplined “syntagma” or companies
composed of 256 pikemen arrayed in ranks and files of 16 men each. The
heavy Macedonian phalanx had relatively little tactical flexibility and was
slow moving, but it could generate enormous momentum in the attack and
could establish a formidably intractable defensive base.

Also following the ideas of Iphicrates, The Macedonians fielded large
formations of Light Infantry — primarily missile troops called “peltasts” —
who rapidly deployed in amorphous, but regulated formations to shower
enemy troops with barrages of arrows, javelins, and lead sling bullets,
relying on their own agility and mobility for protection. Light Cavalry also
relied primarily on missiles as their primary weapons; either short javelins
or arrows launched from composite bows. They performed the same range
of critical tasks — scouting, flank security, envelopment, and pursuit -
that modern armies rely upon mechanized cavalry to perform. Under the
right tactical circumstances they could even join a general assault against
disorganized or badly positioned infantry.

Heavy Cavalry, although perhaps inspired by the eccentric practice of
some wealthy steppe warriors, was Phillip’s unique military innovation
and was a key to the Macedonian approach to set-piece battle. These were
relatively heavily armored horseman armed with a 12-foot lance and a heavy
slashing saber. They were mounted on large powerful horses selected for
their aggressive spirit and conditioned through patient training to be steady
in the confusion of close-quarters combat. Phillip used his heavy horse in
the then-non-traditional role of mounted shock troops. He is even credited
with developing the remarkable mounted wedge formation designed to
penetrate and disrupt enemy infantry and cavalry lines. Although these
heavy horsemen were originally drawn from the sons of the aristocratic
elite (hence their famous status as “Companions”), they were eventually
expanded to include formations comprising the “able” from more modest
backgrounds and designated “hetairoi.” The same regularity and consistent
command and control Phillip had imposed on his infantry was extended to
his cavalry, which were organized into squadrons of 200-300 riders each
divided into troops of 50-60. These innovations gave Macedonian cavalry
a high degree of flexibility in deployment. They were capable of rapid
changes in direction of maneuver and attack with minimal disruption to
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their formation. In addition to his role as overall commander, Alexander
generally led the senior squadron of heavy cavalry as “Hipparch” and
placed himself at the very tip of the lead assault formation.

As well as these basic tactical elements, the Macedonian system also
comprised significant formations of medium infantry equipped similarly
to the traditional Greek hoplite, but under more uniform organization
and training. These medium phalanxes provided greater flexibility and
mobility than the heavy pikemen and provided the essential connective
link to the cavalry formations. They were also indispensible for specialist
tasks such as leading a breach assault or escalading a wall in a siege,
serving as marines in a naval fight, or providing a rapid infantry reaction to
an unexpected threat or opportunity. Phillip also created the first regularly
organized corps of engineers whose technical prowess and creativity
transformed the ancient practice of siege craft. Under assault from the
formidable Macedonian machines directed by highly skilled specialists,
Phillip and Alexander successfully concluded their sieges not in months
or years, as had been the traditional norm, but often in weeks — sometimes
days. The equipment and techniques they developed continued to define
siege warfare for millennia until they were eclipsed by the introduction of
gunpowder weapons in 13th Century AD. The engineers were also critical
in sustaining mobility over difficult terrain and bridging obstacles, an
essential element in Alexander’s scheme of relentless, all-season warfare.

While less frequently mentioned by historians, naval forces also
represented a vitally important capability for power projection and
sustainment. Although generally inferior to the largely Phoenician fleet
which served the Persian Empire, the Macedonian and allied Greek
fleet was nevertheless critical in securing Alexander’s supply lines and
protecting the transport ships which were the most efficient and practical
means of transporting the hundreds of tons of food and material required
daily by the army in the field.

Under Phillip, the Macedonian nobility was, for all practical purposes,
transformed into a professional officer corps. Alexander could and did rely
on a large group of capable subordinate commanders and staff officers. As
complement to his own remarkable skills, Alexander was well served by a
group of highly competent subordinate generals - many, such as Parmenion
and Ptolemy, justly famous in their own right - and some of whom went on
to rule powerful successor empires themselves.

Together, these elements made a military machine of unprecedented
agility, flexibility, and sustainability capable of adapting itself to dominate
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virtually any tactical situation, project power across enormous distances
and maintain a high operational tempo in difficult, poorly resourced
environments far from its strategic base. So sophisticated was the
Macedonian system that it even had what approached an institutionalized
tactical doctrine in which light forces deployed to create or to deny the
enemy tactical opportunities, the heavy infantry formed a solid base
of maneuver, and the heavy cavalry was used as a “hammer” to smash
through the enemy line then wheel and crush the enemy force against the
heavy infantry “anvil.” The medium infantry formed the flexible continuity
connecting the different formations ready to provide immediate support to
the cavalry and missile troops or act as a reserve. Alexander appreciated
the utility of this doctrine, but never allowed himself to be rigidly bound
by it. He always found his army able to adjust itself rapidly to his sudden
creative insights or unconventional inspirations.

In addition to these impressive capabilities, the Macedonian Army
possessed one final attribute that was equally important in explaining
Alexander’s unprecedented record of achievement. The Macedonian Army
was a fighting force of exceptional and terrifying ferocity. The average
Macedonian soldier was, even by the standard of his time, ruthless,
relentless, and remorseless. Collectively the Macedonians displayed a
singular bloody-mindedness seldom exceeded by any military force in
history. Terror and intimidation were primary weapons in their arsenal and
they used them with unapologetic vigor. Perhaps the only fundamentally
original innovation of Alexander was his technique of aggressively and
relentlessly pursuing a defeated enemy. In divergence from traditional
Greek warfare and in stark contrast to Asiatic practice, Alexander sought
not simply to defeat his enemies, but to annihilate them lest they later
discover the temerity to challenge him again. It was in pursuit operations
that the inherent ferocity of the Macedonian military found its most
terrifying outlet. It is not the least irony surrounding Alexander that in his
campaigns — ostensibly undertaken to restore Greek honor, liberty, and
fortune lost in persistent conflicts with Persia - he killed more Asian and
Greek soldiers than had died in the preceding 150 years combined.®

For all of the Macedonian Army’s extraordinary potential, to be
effective, any military force must be well-led and directed, and it was
the gifts of military planning and leadership that Alexander possessed in
greatest abundance. It was a legacy of traditional Greek warfare that the
military commander should put himself at risk by participating personally
in combat. Alexander, in this as in so much else, took the “heroic”
leadership model to an extreme. He generally placed himself in the thick
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of the most desperate fighting and plunged into the attack with reckless
disregard for his own safety - in the process setting a powerful example for
his men. Arrian relates that during a siege of an Indian fortress, Alexander,
impatient with the progress of his men storming the enemy wall,
impetuously seized a scaling ladder and clambered to the top accompanied
by just two companions. In the mad rush to join their commander, the
Macedonians over-crowded and broke the ladders, stranding Alexander
among the enemy. His men implored him to jump back down into the
many arms waiting to catch him, but, espying the enemy commander in
the interior court, Alexander instead leaped inside and killed the Indian
leader in personal combat. In the process, this tiny group of Macedonians
became the focus of the defenders and they were showered with arrows
- one penetrating Alexander’s lung. Alarmed and enraged, the remaining
Macedonians swarmed over the wall to secure what they assumed would
be a corpse. That he survived this commonly mortal wound says much
about Alexander’s physical stamina and toughness (as well as the modern
tendency to underestimate the sophistication of ancient medicine). In all,
the various sources record that Alexander received a total of eight major
wounds in combat - at least two of them very nearly fatal.

Beyond courageous, Alexander was what a modern publicist might
characterize as a “soldier’s soldier.” He extended himself to build bonds
of personal comradeship with his men, sharing their privations and
hardships, personally attending to their well being, generously sharing the
spoils of conquest, and enthusiastically joining in their rough humor and
braggadocio. This helps explain the passionate regard — even awe — in
which Alexander was for held for so long by his men.” However inspiring,
camaraderie and heroic personal leadership alone are not enough to define
a great commander. Alexander possessed other qualities that, although less
romantic, are even more important to a commander’s success.

Alexander was gifted with the ability that Frederick the Great called
“coup d’oeil,” a French term translating to the English “glimpse” or
“glance,” as in “the stroke of the eye.” Frederick defined it as the intuitive
(but educated) ability to nearly instantly size up the tactical possibilities
of terrain, deployment, and circumstance and to immediately act on this
insight to military advantage. Fairly or not, the formal set-piece battle
tends to be regarded as the acme of a general’s skill and so it is a little
surprising to discover that Alexander fought no more than four of them
(Granicus, Issus, Gaugamela, Hydaspes) as overall commander of which
his rout of Darius’ enormous army at Gaugamela is probably the best
known example. In all of these, in one way or another, Alexander fought
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from a position of significant disadvantage on terrain deliberately chosen
by the enemy. Invariably, he used his exceptional tactical perception of
the ground, the enemy’s psychology, faults in deployment, or fleeting
opportunities to seize the initiative and to both outfight and outgeneral his
opponents.

Alexander’s coup d’oeil shows to best advantage in the first battle
of his Persian invasion at the Granicus River. The local Persian Satrap
(Governor) Artaxserpies had gathered a strong force of local infantry
and light cavalry augmented by 18,000 Greek mercenary infantry led
by Memnon of Rhodes who had long been an implacable opponent to
Phillip’s expansionist policy. Memnon, well aware of Alexander’s limited
resources and the political fragility of the Greek coalition, had cautioned
Artaxserpies against a premature showdown with the Macedonians. He
advised a scorched earth withdraw, intended to trade space for time, exhaust
Alexander’s strained logistics, sap Greek moral, and allow reinforcement
from the huge military reserves in the Persian interior. Artaxserpies, loath
to see such damage done to his rich province and feeling honor (and
perhaps politically) bound to a forward defense of his territory, dismissed
Memnon’s counsel. He elected to confront Alexander from a favorable
defensive position on the high eastern bank of the fast flowing Granicus
River astride the Macedonian line of advance.

Although Alexander’s force was significantly stronger, the speed
and depth of the river made it difficult for cavalry and impractical for
infantry or to cross in good tactical order. To the experienced Macedonian
senior leaders, the strong defensive advantage of the high bank the
Persians occupied seemed to render any assault of the position suicidal.
General Parmenion (Phillip’s most trusted and experienced commander)
strongly advised Alexander against attacking and suggested instead that
they maneuver south to find a position in which they could exploit their
numerical advantage, especially in infantry.

Alexander came to a different conclusion. Strategically, he knew
that he had begun the campaign with the slimmest of financial reserves
and he was almost out of money. With superior Persian naval forces still
dominating the Eastern Mediterranean, his supply lines to Macedonia were
threatened, and food and other supplies were already short. Reflecting on
his shaky control of the allied Greek coalition, he dared show no sign of
weakness or hesitancy in command and he knew he was being closely
evaluated by his Macedonian and Greek troops in comparison to his father.

A quick survey of the Persian position also convinced him that it

17



was more vulnerable than it seemed. He noted that the Greek mercenary
infantry were poorly deployed and not in position to oppose rapidly a
crossing attempt. He sensed that the Persian infantrymen arrayed forward
were inexperienced, nervous and comparatively lightly armed. He intuited
that, as a result of long habit and their cultural pre-disposition as horse
warriors, the Persian leaders would focus their attention on their own and
Alexander’s cavalry formations. And he knew that none of the Persians had
seen Macedonian heavy cavalry in action and were probably unfamiliar
with its tactics and abilities. Finally, the Macedonians had arrived at the
Granicus in the afternoon and the Persians expected no significant action
to take place until the following day.

But rather than wait, Alexander called a hasty meeting with his
commanders and staff, sketched out a simple plan and immediately
deployed for battle. He engaged the Persian light infantry screen with
his missile troops, while his light cavalry made a series of flanking feints
north and south along the western bank, causing the Persians to extended
and thin their cavalry line. Sensing the opportune moment, Alexander
personally led his heavy cavalry in a pell-mell lunge across the river aimed
at the junction between the Persian cavalry and infantry on the right. The
Macedonian infantry, struggling across the swollen river in bad order but
with resolute determination, supported their cavalry as best they could.

Alexander and the Companions, in such formation as they could
manage while negotiating the river obstacles, plunged deeply into the
Persian line. Alexander personally engaged three of the enemy cavalry
commanders before being knocked from his horse by a vicious cut to
his neck. He was narrowly saved from a killing blow by the intervention
of one of his Noble Companion officers, Cleitus (“The Black™) who,
at tremendous personal risk, dismounted to defend the prostrate King
amid the swirling mélée. In a few minutes, the lightly equipped Persian
cavalry broke and dispersed under the furious onslaught of the heavy
Macedonian horsemen. Alexander remounted and wheeled his cavalry
to attack the Persian infantry from the rear. Assailed from two sides, the
Persians panicked. In moments, organized resistance collapsed and they
scattered in an attempt to evade the aggressive pursuit of the Macedonian
light forces. In the process they abandoned the relatively immobile 18,000
Greek mercenaries who had hardly been engaged.'®

Macedonian losses in the battle were between 300 and 400 dead.
The Persians left some 4,000 on the field and lost a further undetermined
number in the days of pursuit that followed. In a hopeless position, the
Greek mercenaries attempted to negotiate surrender. Alexander, outraged
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by what he regarded, under the circumstances, as their treason and mindful
of the message it would send, ruthlessly attacked and killed all but 2,000
of them at no recorded loss to his own force. The surviving mercenaries
were sent back to Macedonia as slaves for the state mines.

The Granicus battle displays Alexander’s gifts as a tactical commander.
It demonstrates his imaginative grasp of the unconventional approach and
his intuitive sense of the right moment and place for the decisive stroke.
It shows his prowess and recklessly heroic personal leadership and his
pitiless, relentlessly aggressive endeavor to destroy any who dared oppose
him.

In the perspective of the overarching campaign, the Granicus also
reveals another essential attribute of the great commander; the ability to
organize a series of tactical engagements and related actions into larger
operations to attain a deliberate strategic result. Effective strategic vision
is the true measure of supreme command and the most difficult and
elusive of all military skills. The strategic commander must set realistic
and achievable, if sometimes highly ambitious, grand objectives. He
must accurately assess the capabilities and qualities of his own and the
enemy’s forces. He must be able to predict with reasonable precision the
enemy’s reactions and responses to his actions, and counter them. He must
cope with unexpected enemy actions or unforeseen events without fatally
compromising his own strategic design. He must craft his operations to be
compatible with the nature and abilities of his forces and the prevailing
social, political, and economic conditions and expectations of the larger
society or he must alter those conditions to make them congruent with his
objectives. The supreme commander wears many hats and must master
much more than simple soldiering to achieve his strategic aims. With little
practical experience, Alexander demonstrated an astonishingly firm grasp
of strategy.

Alexander began the maneuvers that brought him to the Granicus in
334 BC, when he continued Phillip’s plan to punish the Persian Empire
(allegedly) in revenge for more than a century of depredations and the
persecution of the Greek cities in Asia Minor. The stated objectives were
to remove the immediate threat to the Greek cities on the Black Sea,
secure navigation in the Northeast Mediterranean, humble Persian pride
by exacting tribute, and liberate the vassal Greek cities of Asia Minor.
Privately, Alexander held or evolved much grander ambitions. He intended
to destroy, not merely punish, the Persian Empire, a feat that would gain
him immeasurable military glory. He may or may not have had a vision of
a grand “Empire of Man” uniting the peoples of the East and West, but he
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certainly intended to establish his personal authority over most of them.

Beyond unprecedented martial glory, Alexander held another
cherished dream. Aristotle had taught a model of geography that posited
a world composed of thee small continents—FEurope, Asia, and Africa—
surrounding the Mediterranean Sea and themselves bounded by a
surrounding ocean. Greek philosophers believed the “Great Surrounding
Ocean” was the source of all the world’s major rivers and that it could
(theoretically) be used to navigate between them. Alexander intended to
be the first to traverse the breadth of Asia, circumnavigate the Surrounding
Ocean and return triumphantly down the Nile as the only man to have
literally seen the “world.” If he had been confronted by a map of the
planet depicting its size and continental scale as we know it to be,
Alexander would have been stunned and deeply depressed. Based on his
own assumptions, however, a journey of conquest across what he thought
was a comparatively small Asia and Africa, seemed plausible (if startlingly
ambitious). Alexander correctly perceived his greatest obstacle, as well
as opportunity, in accomplishing this grand objective to be the vast and
fabulously wealthy Persian Empire to the east.

Although in decline and internally stressed, Persia was still the largest
and, at least notionally, the most powerful empire in the world. In 336,
after the assassination of his predecessor, Darius III assumed the title of
“Great King” and Achaemenid Emperor. Darius was scion of a people
known (inaccurately) in the West as Medes. He held tenuous sovereignty
over a vast, but often very loose confederation of semi-autonomous
Satrapies (Provinces) composed of the many varied peoples of modern
Southwest Asia and the Middle East. Darius inherited all the military
resources of a large, diverse, wealthy, and long established empire. The
Persian elite were originally a Turko-Iranian horse people who migrated
from the North during the chaos of the 11 century BC and eventually took
control of the areas once dominated by the ancient Assyrian and Egyptian
empires and beyond. Their principal military art derived from the light
cavalry traditions of the Eurasian Steppe warriors who wore little or no
body armor and whose primary weapons were the composite bow and
light javelin. They had absorbed the various fighting techniques of their
polyglot subjects, but the infantry of these, in keeping with dominant Asian
tradition, were much more lightly armed and armored than Greek troops.
Both Persian cavalry and infantry retained or adopted the preference for
missile engagement practiced by steppe cultures. The Persian elite had
grown to appreciate the potential of heavily armored Greek infantrymen
and their peculiar, but effective, practice of close quarter shock attack. Such
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troops, however, were not available among their indigenous populations
and they came to depend upon contingents of Greek vassal or mercenary
infantry as their most important source of reliable infantry. Ironically, this
is how Alexander came to kill more Greek soldiers in his campaigns than
had died in previous Persian-Greek conflict. Although it was wanton and
cruel, the destruction of Memnon’s men proved to be an effective shaping
operation. Thereafter, any Greek mercenary would think twice before
enlisting in Persian service against Alexander."!

Alexander’s operations after his victory on the Granicus River
demonstrate his strategic ability and judgment. Rather than charge pell-
mell into the heart of the Persian Empire, Alexander took pains to secure
his rear and develop a strong forward base from which to operate. His next
step after establishing an Asian foothold was to proceed with liberating
the Ionian Greek coastal cities. This was in keeping with the expectations
of the allied Greek coalition and with Alexander’s own propaganda. In
the process, Alexander also denied Darius the revenue and support of
some of his wealthiest and most populous provinces. Simultaneously,
seizure of the coast negated Persian naval superiority and the threat to
allied communications by means of a land campaign that denied the
Persian fleet secure bases in the Eastern Mediterranean. In the event, the
major coastal cities proved less than enthusiastic about their “liberation”
and remained surprisingly hostile to Alexander and loyal to Darius. Their
subjugation absorbed much more time and resources than Alexander had
hoped because they forced him to reduce by deliberate siege some of the
most formidable fortresses in the world. These included the ancient port
city of Tyre, regarded by conventional military wisdom as impregnable if
vigorously defended.

Tyre was a well garrisoned and fully fortified island located almost
one-half mile offshore, with two large harbors and no easy approaches. It
had its own flotilla of active warships and had been lavished with every
marvel of defensive engineering its conspicuous wealth could afford. The
Assyrians had besieged it in the 6™ century for over eleven years without
success. But in the end, it proved simply a challenge for Alexander’s
imagination and the skill of his engineers. During nine months of siege,
Alexander defeated and blockaded Tyre’s naval forces, systematically
cut it off from outside relief, constructed an enormous mole which
converted the island into a peninsula, and repelled all counter moves.
Alexander culminated his operation with a final assault on the breached
walls by the ferocious Macedonian infantry. In addition to demonstrating
his consummate engineering skill and imagination, Tyre also reveals
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the ruthlessness that was a large component of Alexander’s success as a
conqueror. Perhaps 7,000 defenders, most of them private citizens pressed
into their city’s service, were killed during the siege and final assault.
Following the victory, the entire population, possibly 30,000 men, women,
and children, were sold into slavery after the Macedonian troops were
given three days of “liberty” to visit upon the hapless Tyrannians what
they would. The rape of Tyre was an intimidating message Alexander was
sending to any other community that thought to resist his power or chose
to dispute him an easy victory.'?

Following Tyre, Alexander made quick work of the remaining Persian
garrisons in Egypt and ordered a short operational pause to reorganize,
reinforce, and resupply his main force in preparation for an advance into
the Persian interior. Meanwhile, his capable generals conducted a series
of successful shaping operations that, in addition to securing important
terrain and routes necessary for the main Army’s passage, yielded a
windfall of Persian treasure and resources that greatly helped to sustain
the momentum of the campaign. After several weeks of coastal maneuver
to the tip of the Gulf of Issus in Anatolia, Alexander finally confronted a
large Persian army.

It had been assembled hastily, but it significantly outnumbered the
Macedonian force and was led by Darius in person. Uncharacteristically,
Alexander had badly misread the tactical situation and was surprised by
strong Persian formations on his flanks. Undaunted, he rapidly adjusted his
deployment, aggressively engaged the Persians, defeated and ultimately
routed them. Darius was forced into ignoble flight and he abandoned to
the Macedonians his camp treasury and personal entourage, including his
mother and other members of his immediate family. In the weeks after this
defeat, Darius made an escalating series of peace overtures culminating in
an offer that included ransom for his family that was larger than the annual
state revenue of Macedonia, limited independence for the lonian Greeks,
control of Asia Minor, marriage to a royal princess, and a treaty of perpetual
peace and military alliance. Plutarch reports that on reviewing the final
proposal, Parmenion said, “I would accept this offer, were I Alexander.”
To which Alexander replied, “As would I, were I Parmenion.” Apocryphal
or not, this exchange captures the essence of Alexander’s self-confidence,
resolution, and his single mindedness in pursuit of his objectives. His was
a brand of all-in gambling tempered by keen insight and cool strategic
judgment."

After more weeks of maneuvering, Alexander again confronted
Darius at the head of an even larger Army at Gaugamela in Mesopotamia.
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The enormous Persian force was gathered from the near and far provinces
at grave risk to the political integrity of the remaining empire. It was
by then nearly devoid of any Greek infantry component, but greatly
outnumbered Alexander’s field army (possibly by more than two-to-one).
This mighty host must have seemed irresistible to Darius. And so it was
with dismay that he watched his grand army out-maneuvered, out-fought,
and once more routed by the Macedonians. In the face of a personal
onslaught by Alexander at the head of his Companions, Darius again fled
the field. Soon, in the company of his personal bodyguard commanded
by the Bactrian Satrap Bessus, he fled the heart of his lands to the wilds
of his vassal provinces Sogdonia and Bactria (modern Afghanistan and
Pakistan). Alexander quickly overcame remaining resistance and occupied
the Persian capitals of Babylon, Persepolis, and Ecbatana.

For Alexander’s allied Greek troops — as indeed for his own
Macedonians — this was the fulfillment of the Greek dream of revenge
and they expected to soon begin the long trek home, triumphant and very
wealthy men. For Alexander’s personal dream, however, the capture and
plunder of the Persian capitals was only the beginning of his quest for
conquest and glory. Somewhere along his journey, Alexander had decided
to not just destroy the Persian Empire, but to rule a greatly expanded version
of it in his own right as the self-styled, self-made heir to the Achaemenid
dynasty. Alexander quickly stabilized his new empire by assuming control
of the existing (and uniquely efficient) Persian civil services. He wisely
resisted any temptation to sweeping re-organization and left existing
infrastructures intact and unmolested. He appointed Macedonian governors
to vital positions and dispatched them with competent Asian advisers and
trusted garrisons to maintain internal order. He honorably integrated such
remaining Persian troops as were willing into his own service and he
dismissed the allied Greek forces after enlisting all who choose to stay
on as mercenaries. Alexander then gathered reinforcements from home,
reorganized his field force, and set out on the next series of operations
for which he had begun preparing even before his victory at Gaugamela.
Learning of Darius’ escape into the hinterlands, Alexander decided his
first order of business was to pursue and kill the deposed emperor and
prevent a serious rival to his new status as “Great King.” These operations
drew Alexander’s reduced, but still substantial army into some of the most
difficult and hostile territory in the world — then or now.

These are areas that should be of particular interest to modern
Americans as they are the focal point of our recent interminable conflicts,
and the Macedonian experience might well have served as a sobering
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reminder of the challenges and costs to any outsider who seeks to assert
authority there. A common military maxim holds that “amateurs talk
about tactics, professionals study logistics.”'* To gain further insight
into the military genius of Alexander we have to consider the staggering
difficulties he overcame in sustaining his army day to day as an organized
fighting force in this barren and hostile environment. Even assuming a
significant reduction in forces for what developed into “pacification”
operations in the northeast of Alexander’s new dominions, we can assess
that the problem of providing even minimal daily subsistence to his forces
from local resources would daunt the ablest administrator due to the arid
and undeveloped nature of the country.

Supposing a total force of no more than 35,000 combatants, 15,000
camp followers, 10,000 cavalry mounts, and 10,000 baggage animals
renders a calculated minimum daily requirement for 128 tons of grain,
200 tons of fodder, and 265,000 gallons of potable water. The problem is
exacerbated by Alexander’s need to maintain dominant mobility. As they
moved far inland from the coasts or navigable waterways, the Macedonians
became almost entirely dependent on pack animals — horses, donkeys, and
crucially, camels — for bulk transport. Effectively, this limited Alexander’s
advanced logistic parties to foraging in a 60 kilometer radius of a
designated marching depot because the utility of grain or forage gathered
from distances further than this would be negated by the consumption
demands of the additional pack animals required to carry it. While they
were operating in conspicuously fertile areas such as the Tigris/Euphrates
Valley, sufficient local provisions were available with minimal effort. In
more arid climes, however, movement required painstaking advanced
logistical planning and preparation.

In the mountains of Bactria, the climate and topography made the
challenge of securing sufficient food and forage extreme. Alexander
was nevertheless able to maintain a high operational tempo despite very
limited local resources— a feat that no Persian force had ever been able
to do. Macedonian forces apparently experienced no significant logistic
failures or delays due to supply problems — mute testimony to Alexander’s
military judgment and staff planning skill. It is also a reflection of the
sheer competence and professionalism of his subordinate officers. It
must also be noted, however, that the passing of Alexander’s Army spelt
existential catastrophe for the inhabitants of that 38-mile-wide corridor.
Those unfortunates would have been stripped of all sustenance and left to
starve in a cruel winter with their denuded storehouses, fields, and flocks
ruined even before they were needed in the coming spring.'s
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In Sogdonia, Alexander discovered the body of Darius, murdered
and abandoned by Bessus and his own bodyguard. Alexander learned
that Bessus had declared himself the rightful heir to the Achaemenid
throne — a provocation that Alexander could not ignore. In addition to his
Persian pretensions, Bessus was a Bactrian prince and he had retreated
into what he (vainly) hoped were the safe havens of his people’s high
mountain fortresses. In addition to the problem posed by Bessus, who
was eventually trapped and mercilessly destroyed along with all of his
followers, Alexander had to deal with the bewildering array of ethnic and
tribal peoples of the Northeast. Those regions had never been more than
nominally under Persian authority and were — then as now — fiercely jealous
of their independence and prerogatives. This was a situation intolerable to
Alexander who was never willing to brook any open opposition to his
personal authority over a subject people.

Alexander was drawn into a series of irregular operations that today
we might characterize as an “insurgency.” That Alexander was able to
decisively master this difficult situation in the astonishingly short period
of three years suggests that his techniques should be carefully studied by
the modern American military as a guide to their own operations in the
region. Unfortunately, the tactics Alexander used would be unacceptable
in the context of prevailing Western norms and mores. Alexander’s success
in guerilla warfare was really only an extension of his native inclination
to meet all challenges with pitiless aggression and overwhelming force.
These methods dovetailed effortlessly with the character of his army that
had long relied on its ferocity and hyper-aggression as a powerful tool
to psychologically dominate enemies. The army’s professionalism soon
led it to master the combat techniques of ambush, counter-ambush, and
mountain warfare. Alexander’s conceptual approach to reconciliation
with his discontented new subjects was to divide them politically, buy or
otherwise seduce the powerful, terrorize the rest into grudging submission
or destroy them with brutal violence. The alternative to peaceful obedience
Alexander offered these discontented peoples was to offer them with an
“eternal” peace.”!®

A final and perhaps most definitive example of Alexander’s military
genius is paradoxically one of his least remarked upon, but actually most
remarkable achievements. Alone among the Western commander’s of
antiquity, Alexander managed to decisively defeat a Eurasian horse army
on its own terms and on its own ground — a feat that would seldom be
equaled by another Western army until the age of gunpowder. To make this
interpretation clear it is necessary to explain something more about the
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art of war as practiced by the various semi-nomadic horse cultures of the
Eurasian Steppe of which the Scythians were among the larger and more
powerful. The Scythian nobility constituted a small elite of heavily armed
and armored horsemen capable, individually, of engaging in close combat
with Alexander’s heavy cavalry but prevented by both small numbers and
long habit from do