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INTRODUCTION

t has been said that “what if?” (or the counterfactual, to use the
vogue word in academic circles) is the historian’s favorite secret
.. question. What ifs have a genuine value that goes beyond the “idle
parlor game” (the historian E. H. Carr’s phrase). They can be a tool to en-
hance the understanding of history, to make it come alive. They can re-
veal, in startling detail, the essential stakes of a confrontation, as well as
its potentially abiding consequences. What if the Persians had beaten the
rowers of Athens at Salamis in 480 B.C.—perhaps the single most impor-
tant day in the history of the West—or if the Spanish Armada had won
and the Duke of Parma’s army had occupied London? On the night of
August 7-8, 1588, a chance of wind is all it might have taken to reverse
the result of another of history’s most famous naval confrontations. Or
what if the Germans had beaten back the D Day landings? What if
the storm that raged over Europe on June 5, 1944—the day before the
Normandy invasion was scheduled—had not unexpectedly let up? Once
again, weather made all the difference. Stephen E. Ambrose examines
some of the consequences of a D Day failure, none of them pleasant—
including the atom bombing of Germany.

History is properly the literature of what did happen; but that should

not diminish the importance of the counterfactual. What ifs can lead us
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to question long-held assumptions. What ifs can define true turning
points. They can show that small accidents or split-second decisions are
as likely to have major repercussions as large ones (the so-called “first-
order” counterfactual). Consider the sudden fog on the East River that al-
lowed George Washington and his badly beaten army to escape to
Manhattan after the Battle of Long Island in the summer of 1776. With-
out that fog, as David McCullough points out, Washington might have
been trapped on Brooklyn Heights and forced to surrender. Would there
have been a United States if that had happened? You can also cite the
British captain’s decision not to pull the trigger when he had Washington
in his gunsights at the Battle of Brandywine a year later. That might have
had the same result. Few events have been more dependent on what ifs
than the American Revolution. We are the product of a future that might
not have been.

What ifs have a further important function: They can eliminate what
has been called “hindsight bias.” After the Battle of Britain failed, was
there any way that Hitler could have won the Second World War? For the
past fifty-odd years, historians have viewed the summer of 1940 as his
high-water mark. But one of our foremost military historians, John Kee-
gan, points out in these pages that if Hitler had decided not to invade
Russia, history could have turned out much differently. If after his vic-
tory in Greece in the spring of 1941, he had decided to invade Turkey or
the Near East, he could have seized the oil he so desperately needed—
and taken on the Soviet Union later, with a better chance of victory.
Much as we like to think otherwise, outcomes are no more certain in his-
tory than they are in our own lives. If nothing else, the diverging tracks in
the undergrowth of history celebrate the infinity of human options. The
road not taken belongs on the map.

This is a book about the key events of military history seen in a new
light: as they might have been if certain outcomes had been different. In
the tenth anniversary issue of MHQ: The Quarterly Journal of Military
History, we asked historians this question: What do you consider the

Xii
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most important might-have-beens of military history? The answers we
got were by turns surprising, entertaining, and occasionally frightening—
but at all times plausible. (You will find some of those original scenarios
reprinted here.) Frivolous counterfactuals have given the question a bad
name, and we avoided speculations such as what would have happened
if Hannibal had possessed an H-bomb or Napoleon, stealth bombers—
problems actually posed in one of our war colleges. Plausible, then, is the
key word.

As George Will wrote, “The salutary effect of MHQ’s “‘What if” exer-
cises is a keener appreciation of the huge difference that choices and for-
tuities make in the destiny of nations.”

This volume, with its twenty chapters, is an expansion of the original
concept. The authors of these chapters are some of the same historians
who wrote for that feature: Stephen E. Ambrose, William H. McNeill,
Theodore K. Rabb, Alistair Horne, Geoffrey Parker, John Keegan, Victor
Davis Hanson, Stephen W. Sears, Lewis H. Lapham, Thomas Fleming,
David McCullough, and James M. McPherson, to name a few. The book
is organized chronologically, and ranges over 2,700 years of the human
record. Nothing is more suited to what if speculation than military his-
tory, where chance and accident, human failings or strengths, can make
all the difference.

What if a mysterious plague had not smitten the Assyrian besiegers
of Jerusalem in 701 B.C.? Would there have been a Jewish religion? Or
Christianity? Talk about split-second outcomes: What if the upswing
of a battle-ax had not been interrupted and a twenty-one-year-old
Alexander had been killed before he became “the Great”? Or if Cortés
had been captured (as he nearly was) at the siege of Tenochtitlan, today’s
Mexico City? It’s very likely that a young United States would have had
to deal with a major Native American empire on its southern borders.
Consider, too, the role of accident: If in our Civil War, the famous “Lost
Order” hadn’t been lost, the chances are, as James M. McPherson writes,

that the Confederate states would have remained independent. But, in
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WILLIAM H. MCNEILL

INFECTIOUS ALTERNATIVES

The Plague That Saved Jerusalem, 701 B.C.

ilitary events, even seemingly insignificant episodes, can have unfore-

seen consequences, ones that may not become apparent at the time

they happen and occasionally not even for centuries. It seems appro-
priate to begin this book with such a moment in history, the Assyrian siege of Jeru-
salem, then the seat of the tiny kingdom of Judah, in 701 B.C. That siege, by
Sennacherib, king of Assyria, was lifted after a large part of his army succumbed to a
mysteriously lethal contagion. The Assyrians simply moved on: For the largest empire
of its time, the reduction of yet another walled city was not cost effective. For those
holed up inside, however, deliverance came as a heavenly sign (though its causes were
probably environmental), and one that, needless to say, would have far-reaching im-
plications. But what if disease had not intervened? What if the walls had fallen, and
the usual pillage, rape, murder, and forced exile of the population had been Jeru-

salem’s lot? What would our lives, our spiritual underpinnings be like 2,700 years
later?



Whatever the pestilence was, it became the leveler at Jerusalem. Disease has to be
counted as one of the wild cards of history, an unforeseen factor that can, in a matter
of days or weeks, undo the deterministic sure thing or humble the conquering momen-
tum. History is full of examples. There was the plague that ravaged Athens for more
than a year and led to its capture and the dismantling of its empire in 404 B.C. An
outbreak of dysentery weakened the Prussian force invading France in 1792 and
helped to convince their leaders to turn back after losing the Battle of Valmy, thus sav-
ing the French Revolution. The ravages of typhus and dysentery are the hidden story
of Napoleon’s calamity in Russia. The war-vectored influenza epidemic of 1918 may
not have changed immediate outcomes, but how many potential reputations did we
lose to it—people who might have made a difference to their generation? Bacteria and
viruses may thus redirect vast impersonal forces in human societies, and they can also

become forces in their own right.

“ William H. McNeill, professor emeritus at the University of Chicago, won the
National Book Award for his RISE OF THE WEST. Among his twenty-six other books
are a survey of military history, THE PURSUIT OF POWER, PLAGUES AND PEOPLES, and,
most recently, KEEPING TOGETHER IN TIME: AN ESSAY ON DANCE AND DRILL IN HuU-
MAN HISTORY. In 1997, he received one of the most prestigious international prizes for

a lifetime of distinguished scholarship, the Erasmus Award.



hat if Sennacherib, king of Assyria, had conquered Jeru-

salem in 701 B.C. when he led his imperial army against a
coalition of Egyptian, Phoenician, Philistine, and Jewish
enemies, and handily defeated them all? This, it seems to me, is the great-
est might-have-been of all military history. This may be an odd thing to
say about an engagement that never took place; yet Jerusalem’s preserva-
tion from attack by Sennacherib’s army shaped the subsequent history of
the world far more profoundly than any other military action I know of.

From Sennacherib’s point of view the decision not to press the siege
of Jerusalem to a conclusion did not matter very much. The kingdom of
Judah was only a marginal player in the Near Eastern balance of power,
being poorer and weaker than Sennacherib’s other foes. And the king of
Judah had been well and truly punished for having dared to revolt against
him. For as Sennacherib declared in an inscription on the walls of his
palace at Nineveh that recorded the victories of the entire campaign, his
army had occupied no fewer than forty-six walled places in the kingdom
of Judah and compelled Hezekiah, king of Judah, to shut himself up in
Jerusalem “like a bird in a cage.”

But, unlike other rebellious rulers in the area, Hezekiah did retain his
throne, and the worship of Jahweh in the Temple of Solomon continued
uninterrupted. Sennacherib’s victory over the kingdom of Judah was
therefore incomplete, a fact whose consequences were far greater than
he or anyone else at the time could possibly imagine.

Hezekiah (ruled ca. 715-687 B.C.) began his reign in a time of acute
uncertainty. Seven years before he ascended the throne and became Jeru-
salem’s thirteenth ruler of the house of David, the neighboring kingdom
of Israel, comprising the larger and richer part of David’s kingdom, met

irretrievable disaster when an Assyrian army, commanded by Sargon I,
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captured the capital, Samaria, and carried off thousands of survivors to
distant Mesopotamia. Strangers came at Assyrian command to cultivate
the emptied fields, but they left the city of Samaria a shattered ruin.

Did this mean that the God of Moses and of David, the selfsame
God still worshipped in the temple that Solomon had built for him in Je-
rusalem, was no longer able to defend his people? Or had God punished
the Israelites and their rulers for disobedience to his will as made known
in sacred scriptures, continually refreshed and brought up to date by the
inspired words of his prophets?

The question was urgent, and all the more portentous because, if one
took the second view, the God of Moses and of David had used the
mightiest ruler of the age as an instrument for punishing his people, even
though the Assyrians worshipped other gods and did not even pretend to
honor God’s commandments. This ran counter to common sense, which
held that the gods worshipped by different peoples protected their wor-
shippers as best they could. Victory and defeat therefore registered the
power of rival deities as well as the strength of merely human armies. It
followed that when the Assyrians began their imperial expansion, each
new victory unsettled older religious loyalties and ideas among the
peoples they conquered, creating a religious vacuum in the ancient Near
East that was eventually filled by the unique response that occurred
among the people of Judah.

That response began to take shape when King Hezekiah embraced
the view of a party of religious reformers who set out to purify the wor-
ship of Jahweh by concentrating it in the temple. Destroying “high
places” in the countryside where other rituals prevailed was part of the
program. So was respectful consultation with inspired prophets, among
whom Isaiah, son of Amoz, was then the most prominent.

But King Hezekiah did not rely entirely on supernatural help. He
also strengthened Jerusalem’s walls and expanded his borders modestly
before joining the alliance against Sennacherib. And when the invading

Assyrians defeated the Egyptians, he hurried to come to terms with the
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victors and had to pay dearly for the privilege of remaining on his throne,
handing over various precious materials, including three hundred talents
of silver and thirty of gold, some (perhaps most) of which came from the
temple in Jerusalem. But he did retain his throne; and his heirs and suc-
cessors maintained the little kingdom of Judah for another century and
more by paying tribute to Assyria and carefully refraining from rebellion.
Nevertheless, balancing precariously between rival great powers based in
Egypt and Mesopotamia did not last forever. Instead, in 586 B.C., the
kingdom’s autonomy collapsed when Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon,
did what Sennacherib had threatened to do, capturing Jerusalem after a
long siege and bringing the dynasty of David to an end, destroying the
temple, and carrying most of the surviving inhabitants off to an exile in
Babylon.

As we all know, this was not the end of Jewish history, for the exiled
people of Judah did not pine away. Instead they flourished by the waters
of Babylon, and reorganized their scriptures to create an unambiguously
monotheistic, congregational religion, independent of place and emanci-
pated from the rites of Solomon’s destroyed temple in Jerusalem. More-
over, the revised Jewish faith, tempered in exile, subsequently gave birth
to Christianity and Islam, the two most powerful religions of our age, and
of course also retains its own, distinctive following around the world and
especially in the contemporary state of Israel.

None of this could have come to pass if the kingdom of Judah had
disappeared in 701 B.C. as the kingdom of Israel had done a mere twenty-
one years earlier in 722 B.C. On that occasion, the exiles from Israel soon
lost their separate identity. By accepting commonsense views about the
limits of divine power, they abandoned the worship of Jahweh, who had
failed to protect them, and became the “Ten Lost Tribes” of biblical his-
tory. In all probability, the people of Judah would have met the same fate
if the Assyrian army had attacked and captured Jerusalem in 701 B.C. and
treated its inhabitants as they had treated those of Samaria and other

conquered places before. If so, Judaism would have disappeared from the
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face of the earth and the two daughter religions of Christianity and Islam
could not possibly have come into existence. In short, our world would
be profoundly different in ways we cannot really imagine.

But figuring out what actually happened before the walls of Jeru-
salem so long ago is quite impossible. Sennacherib’s boastful inscription
carved onto the walls of his palace of Nineveh is a piece of imperial pro-
paganda rather than sober history; and the three biblical narratives that
tell the story of how the Assyrians failed to take the holy city were
shaped by ideas about God’s miraculous intervention in public affairs
that few historians accept today.

Nonetheless, the biblical stories, inaccurate or exaggerated though
they may be, were what really mattered. In all subsequent generations,
they shaped Jewish memories of what had happened before the walls of
the city, and this memory made it plausible to believe that the God of
Moses and of David was in fact omnipotent, protecting his worshippers
from the mightiest monarch of the day. This episode, as interpreted by
the pious party in Jerusalem, made monotheism credible as never before;
and emphatic uncompromising monotheism was what fitted the Jewish
religion to survive and flourish in the cosmopolitan age that the Assyrian
conquests had inaugurated. After all, mere local gods were hard to be-
lieve in when every part of the ancient Near East came to depend on
what distant rulers, alien armies, and other groups of strangers did, and
failed to do. Only God'’s universal power could explain public events sat-
isfactorily. Consequently, Jewish monotheism prospered and was able to
exercise an ever-widening influence, especially through its two daughter
religions, down to our own time.

Religious ceremonies tied to a single, sacred place did not suffice in
such a world. But abandoning local, ancestral religion and accepting the
gods of alien, imperial rulers, whose superior power had been demon-
strated by success in war, was a craven, unsatisfactory response. Uniquely,
the inhabitants of the small, weak, and dependent kingdom of Judah had
the temerity to believe that their God, Jahweh, was the only true God,
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THE ASSYRIAN JUGGERNAUT

A relief from the Assyrian captial of Ninevah shows the final assault by battering rams,
left, on Lachis, in Israel’s twin kingdom of Judah, 701 B.C. Captives are marched away,
lower right. Sacked and burned, the city ceased to exist. It was a fate that seemed to await
nearby Jerusalem and the nascent Jewish faith—uwithout which Christianity and Islam
are inconceivable.

(Photograph by Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)

whose power extended over all the earth so that everything that hap-
pened was in accordance with his will. The circumstances of the Assyrian
withdrawal from the walls of Jerusalem in 701 B.C. confirmed this im-
plausible belief, proving God’s universal power to pious and eager be-
lievers more clearly and far more convincingly than ever before. This
makes it the most fateful might-have-been of all recorded history:.

The biblical version of the campaign appears three times over, in Il
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Kings 18-19; II Chronicles 32; and the Book of Isaiah 36-37. The three
accounts agree in all the essentials and in some instances even employ the
same words and phrases. Let me quote from Isaiah, according to the King

James version:

Then Rabshakeh [commander of the Assyrian army sent against Jeru-
salem] stood and cried in a loud voice in the Jews’ language, and said,
Hear ye the words of the great king, the king of Assyria, . . . Beware lest
Hezekiah persuade you, saying: the Lord will deliver us. Hath any of the
gods of the nations delivered his land out of the hand of the king of As-
syria? Where are the gods of Hamath and Arphad? . . . have they deliv-

ered Samaria out of my hand?
[Isaiah 36:13, 18-19]
Hezekiah responded to this direct challenge to God’s power by praying:

O Lord of hosts, God of Israel, that dwelleth between the cherubims,
thou art the God, even thou alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth; thou
hast made heaven and earth. Incline thine ear, O Lord, . . . and hear all
the words of Sennacherib, which hath sent reproach to the living
God . . . Now therefore, O Lord our God, save us from his hand, that all
kingdoms of the earth may know that thou art the Lord, even thou only.

Then Isaiah, son of Amoz, sent unto Hezekiah, saying . . . thus saith
the Lord concerning the king of Assyria, He shall not come into this city,
nor shoot an arrow there, nor come before it with shields, nor cast a bank
against it . . . For [ will defend this city to save it for mine own sake, and
for my servant David’s sake.

Then the angel of the Lord went forth and smote in the camp of the
Assyrians a hundred and fourscore and five thousand; and when they
arose early in the morning, behold, they were all dead corpses. So Sen-
nacherib, king of Assyria, departed and went and returned and dwelt in
Nineveh. And it came to pass. .. that his sons smote him with the

sword . . . and Esarhaddon his son reigned in his stead.”

[Isaiah 37:16-17, 20-21, 33, 35-38]
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Thus, according to the Bible, God saved his people and destroyed the
impious Assyrians by spreading lethal pestilence among them. Such a
miraculous deliverance showed that both King Hezekiah and the
prophet Isaiah were right to rely on God’s power and protection. More
than that: It proved God’s power over the mightiest ruler of the age.
Who then could doubt that the prophets and priests of Judah, who so
boldly proclaimed God’s universal power, were telling the truth? Who
indeed?

Yet doubters remained, as the biblical account of the reign of
Hezekiah’s son and successor, Manasseh (ruled ca. 686-642 B.C.), makes
clear. King Manasseh remained tributary to the Assyrians throughout his
reign and thought it prudent to come to terms with alien gods as well,
setting up “a carved image, the idol he had made, in the house of God,”
and allowing other heathen forms of worship that, according to the Book
of the Chronicles, were “evil in the sight of the Lord.” [II, 33: 2, 7]

Moreover, for those of us who are disinclined to believe in miracles,
the biblical account of how Hezekiah prepared for the Assyrian attack on
Jerusalem contain some tantalizing hints that suggest entirely mundane
factors that may have provoked epidemic among the besieging Assyrians.
It is also easy to imagine other pressing reasons why Sennacherib may
have decided to refrain from besieging the strongly fortified city of Jeru-
salem, quite apart from epidemic losses his army may have suffered out-
side the walls. (Incidentally, the figure of 185,000 disease deaths must be
vastly exaggerated; no ancient army came close to such a size, much less
one operating in the barren environs of Jerusalem.)

What really happened therefore remains entirely unsure. But wonder-
ing about how the course of world history was affected by subsequent in-
terpretation of the actual course of events remains enticing. For example:
Did King Hezekiah save his throne by foreseeing that the Assyrian army
would have difficulty finding enough water for a lengthy siege of Jeru-
salem? The Books of the Chronicles tells us that “when Hezekiah saw that
Sennacherib was come, and that he purposed to fight against Jerusalem, he

took counsel with his princes and his mighty men to stop the waters of the
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fountains which were without the city; and they did help him. So there
was gathered much people together who stopped all the fountains and the
brook that ran through the midst of the land, saying, Why should the kings
of Assyria come and find much water?” [II Chronicles, 32: 2—4]

Some modern archaeologists believe that Hezekiah ordered the con-
struction of a 600-foot tunnel that still carries water from the spring of
Gihon to the pool of Siloam, just outside Jerusalem’s ancient walls. Such
a difficult project must have taken a long time and can scarcely be
equated with the emergency effort to deny the Assyrian adequate access
to water described in Chronicles. But the tunnel may well have been part
of a general effort to improve the city’s defenses undertaken before or af-
ter the confrontation of 701.

In any case, one may wonder whether Hezekiah’s effort to “stop the
fountains” around Jerusalem compelled Assyrian soldiers to drink conta-
minated water and thus expose themselves to widespread infections. If
so, the fact that Hezekiah and his princes and mighty men foresaw how
difficult it would be to find enough drinking water in Jerusalem'’s dry en-
virons may have had more to do with the Assyrian retreat than the mira-
cle recorded in the Bible

Until the reign of King Josiah (ruled 640-612 B.C.), the pious inter-
pretation of how God had saved Jerusalem and miraculously compelled
Sennacherib to withdraw competed with the commonsense view, illus-
trated by King Manasseh’s policy of introducing heathen worship into Je-
rusalem as a way of supplementing Jahweh’s limited jurisdiction by
appealing to other, more powerful gods as well.

For centuries, Hebrew prophets had denounced such policies, de-
claring that Jahweh was a jealous God who demanded exclusive devo-
tion and obedience to his will, as revealed through their inspired
utterances. As literacy spread, the words of God, delivered through his
prophets, and instructing the faithful what to do in public and private
matters, were (at least sometimes) written down. Hence the biblical
books of prophecy began to accumulate, beginning about 750 B.C. Priests
of Solomon’s temple, likewise, defended the exclusive rights of the God
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they worshipped, and priestly editors and compilers were presumably re-
sponsible for collecting and preserving the sacred texts from which the
rest of the Jewish scripture was eventually compiled. Priests and
prophets did not always agree, but both championed the exclusive wor-
ship of Jahweh and rejected the commonsense religious view that recog-
nized multiple, local gods who struggled against one another just as
humans did.

Decisive triumph for the champions of Jahweh came early in King
Josiah’s reign, when the Assyrian empire began to collapse, and the pious
party persuaded Josiah, while still a boy, to repudiate all the alien cults
his father Manasseh had admitted to Jerusalem. Then, while refurbishing
the temple, the high priest “found a book of the law of the Lord, given to
Moses.” [II Chronicles, 34:14] This, the Book of Deuteronomy, became
the basis for a strenuous effort to reform religious practices and bring
them into conformity to God’s will as newly recovered.

Thirty-six years later, when the principal successor to the Assyrian
empire, King Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed the kingdom of Judah, razed
the temple, and carried the Jews away to his capital at Babylon, the pious
party of Jahweh had to figure out why God had allowed such a disaster
to take place. But by then the idea that God did in fact govern all the
world was so firmly established that abandoning Jahweh, as the Israelites
had done after 722 B.C., was inconceivable. Instead, long-standing
prophetic denunciations of the sins of the Jewish people made it obvious
that the Babylonian exile was God’s punishment for the failure of Ju-
dah’s rulers and people to observe his commandments to the full. For no
matter how strenuous their effort at religious reform had been, even the
most pious still fell short of obeying all of God’s prescriptions.

Further effort to amend their ways, discovering God’s will by careful
study of the sacred scripture, was the only appropriate response. Accord-
ingly, when weekly meetings for reading and meditating upon the mean-
ing of the sacred scriptures became customary among the exiles, Judaism
assumed its enduring form. The Jewish religion ceased to be local and be-

came an effective guide to everyday life in cosmopolitan, urban settings,
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fit to survive and flourish across succeeding centuries into the indefinite
future.

It may seem paradoxical to argue that the vindication of Isaiah’s
prophecy and of Hezekiah's religious policy by Sennacherib’s withdrawal
was critical for the emergence of unambiguous monotheism in the little
Kingdom of Judah, whereas Nebuchadnezzar’'s success in carrying
through what Sennacharib had merely threatened, instead of discrediting
that faith, had the effect of confirming Jewish monotheism, and permit-
ted the daughter religions of Christianity and Islam to arise in later cen-
turies. But so it was, or so it seems to me, although most historians are so
much shaped by the world’s subsequent religious history as to be unable
or unwilling to recognize how fateful the Assyrian withdrawal in 701 B.C.
turned out to be.

But, at least for me, pondering how a small company of prophets and
priests in Jerusalem interpreted what happened outside the city walls in
701 B.C. and reflecting on how their views came to prevail so widely in
later times are a sobering exercise of historical imagination. Never before
or since has so much depended on so few, believing so wholly in their one

true god, and in such bold defiance of common sense.
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A GOOD NIGHT'S SLEEP
CAN DO WONDERS

What if King Gyges of Lydia had stayed up late worrying about the approaching
Cimmerian hordes, had entirely missed the famous dream in which the god of As-

syria advised him to become an Assyrian vassal, and in the morning, tired and

dispirited, had failed to trounce the Cimmerians and had died at their hands on :‘

. the field of battle then, instead of several years later?

If all this had happened, modern Western culture might look a little different.
Lacking his dream—and dead moreover—Gyges would never have sent his am-
bassadors to far-off Assyria, armed with two captured Cimmerian chiefs as a
friendly present, to establish the first alliance between the two nations, in about

652 B.C. Without this initial friendly contact, Gyges’s surviving sons might not

. have succeeded later in persuading the Assyrians to prod their allies in Asia Minor

to help Gyges'’s heirs hold on to the throne of Lydia—whence they eventually suc-
ceeded in driving the Cimmerians out of Asia Minor altogether. And they would
never have founded the Lydian empire of Asia Minor, renowned for its gold and
commerce, music and art.

Since most people have never heard of the Lydian empire, this might not

seem to be much of a loss, but there is worse to come. With the Lydians defeated,

there would have been no one to stop the Cimmerians from continuing their fe-

rocious march toward the sea and seizing the Greek colonial cities on the coast.

With the ships of those cities in their hands, the Cimmerians could easily have

gone on to attack the cities of mainland Greece, which were only a short distance
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to the west and which were then edging toward the great cultural flowering that |
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was to make fifth century B.C. Greece the birthplace of Western culture as we
- know it. Instead, mainland Greece would have become the home of the Cimmer-

ian horse nomads, Herodotus might have written treatises on horse training in-

stead of inventing Western historical writing, and people like Euripides might
have spent their days herding horses instead of writing plays.
The moral of Gyges’s story would appeal to one’s mother: Go to bed early |

and get a good night’s sleep; the fate of Western civilization may depend on it.

¢ Barbara N. Porter is an authority on the political and cultural history of the Neo- |

Assyrian empire.
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VICTOR DAVIS HANSON

NO GLORY THAT
WAS GREECE

The Persians Win at Salamis, 480 B.C.

“here are few moments in history when so much was decided in so little time

as the naval encounter between the Greeks and Persians at Salamis in 480
B.C. (Hiroshima may also qualify, but barring our nuclear extinction, the
epochal returns on it are still out.) Salamis was more than just a battle. It was the
supreme confrontation between East and West, in which all manner of futures were ei-
ther set in motion or denied. The Persians may have taken the lead in an attempt to
check the spread of Greek individualism, but the other centralized despotic powers of
the eastern Mediterranean basin apparently cheered them on. The Greek words “free-
dom” and “citizen,” Victor Davis Hanson points out, did not exist in the vocabulary
of other Mediterranean cultures.

As military operations go, the one mounted by the Persian emperor Xerxes has to
be ranked in terms of size, lengthy preparation, and sophisticated planning with the
Spanish Armada and the D Day invasion. That operation, which culminated at
Salamis, turned out to be a last chance to stamp out the irrepressible culture of the

West. “Had Fortune favored numbers, we would have won the day,” a messenger tells
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the mother of Xerxes in Aeschylus’'s The Persians. (The Athenian playwright had
himself supposedly fought at Salamis.) “The result shows with what partial hands the
gods weighed down the scale against us, and destroyed us all.” But what if that scale
had been weighted at the opposite end? What if the Persians had won? It nearly hap-
pened. It should have happened. If the rowers commanded by the Athenian states-
man-general Themistocles had not prevailed, would there be, some 2,500 years later,
a Western civilization in the form we know it? Or would Themistocles, had he sur-
vived Salamis, have resettled the Athenian people in Italy, thus giving the ideals of

freedom and citizenship a chance for a second flowering?

“+ Victor Davis Hanson has published nine books, including THE WESTERN WAy OF
WAR, THE OTHER GREEKS, and WHO KILLED HOMER? (with john Heath). His book
on the death of the family farm, FIELDS WITHOUT DREAMS, was voted the best nonfic-
tion title of 1995 by the San Francisco Book Reviewers Association. Hanson teaches

classics at California State University in Fresno.
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The interest of the world’s history hung trembling in the balance. Oriental despo-
tism, a world united under one lord and sovereign, on the one side, and separate
states, insignificant in extent and resources, but animated by free individuality, on
the other side, stood front to front in array of battle. Never in history has the su-
periority of spiritual power over material bulk, and that of no contemptible

amount, been made so gloriously manifest.

\ ' o wrote the often apocalyptic German historian and philosopher
Georg Hegel of the aftermath of Salamis. The Greeks of the time

agreed. Aeschylus’s play The Persians is the only extant Greek
tragedy based on a historical event, that of the singular victory at “Divine
Salamis,” where the gods punished the arrogance of the Medes and re-
warded the courage of a free Greece. Epigrams after the battle recorded
that Hellenic sailors had “saved holy Greece” and “prevented it from see-
ing the day of slavery.” Legend had it that on the day of the majestic
Athenian-led victory, Aeschylus fought, Sophocles danced at the victory
, festival, and Euripides was born. For the last 2,500 years, Western civi-
lization has celebrated the miracle of Salamis as both the very salvation
of its culture and the catalyst for a subsequent literary, artistic, and philo-
sophical explosion under the aegis of a triumphant and confident Athen-
ian democracy. The temples on the Acropolis, Athenian tragedy and
comedy, Socratic philosophy, and the genre of history itself followed the
Persian Wars: Thus, not only did the victory at Salamis save Hellenism,
but the spiritual exhilaration and material bounty from the Athenians’
astonishing victory made these cultural breakthroughs possible.

Before Salamis most of the Greek city-states were agrarian,
parochial, and isolated, intimidated by 70 million subjects of the Persian

Empire to the east, and overshadowed by millions more in the Near East

17



WHAT IF?

and Egypt. After Salamis, the ancient Greeks would never again fear any
other foreign power until they met the Romans. Indeed, no Persian king
would ever again set foot in Greece, and for the next 2,000 years no
easterner would claim Greece as his own until the Ottoman conquest
of the Balkans in the fifteenth century—an event that proved that an
unchecked Eastern power most certainly would and could occupy a
weakened Greece for centuries.

Before Salamis, Athens was a rather eccentric city-state whose ex-
periment with radical democracy was in its twenty-seven-year-old in-
fancy, and the verdict on its success still out. After the battle arose an
imperial democratic culture that ruled the Aegean and gave us Aeschy-
lus, Sophocles, the Parthenon, Pericles, and Thucydides. Before the naval
fight, there was neither the consensus nor confidence that Greek arms
would protect and enhance Greek interests abroad. After Salamis, for the
next three and a half centuries murderous Greek-speaking armies, pos-
sessed of superior technology and bankrolled by shrewd financiers, would
run wild from southern Italy to the Indus River.

If the Persian Wars marked a great divide in world history, then
Salamis served as the turning point in the Persian War. And if Salamis
represented a dramatic breakthrough in the fortunes of the Greek resis-
tance to Persia, then the role of Themistocles and a few thousand Athe-
nians explains the remarkable Hellenic victory against all odds. Hence, it
really is true that what a few men did in late September 480 in the wa-
ters off the Athenian coast explains much of what we take for granted in
the West today.

First, we should remember that the decade-long Persian Wars—com-
prising the battles of Marathon (490), Thermopylae and Artemesium
(480), Salamis (480), Plataea (479) and Mycale (479)—offered the East
the last real chance to check Western culture in its embryonic state, be-
fore the Greeks’ radically dynamic menu of constitutional government,
private property, broad-based militias, civilian control of military forces,
free scientific inquiry, rationalism, and separation between political and

religious authority would spread to Italy, and thus via the Roman Empire
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to most of northern Europe and the western Mediterranean. Indeed, the
words freedom and citizen did not exist in the vocabulary of any other
Mediterranean culture, which were either tribal monarchies, or theocra-
cies. We should keep in mind in this present age of multiculturalism that
Greece was a Mediterranean country in climate and agriculture only, but
one entirely anti-Mediterranean in spirit and values compared to its sur-
rounding neighbors.

Hegel knew, as we may have forgotten, that had Greece become the
westernmost province of Persia, in time Greek family farms would have
become estates for the Great King. The public buildings of the agora
would have been transformed into covered shops of the bazaar, and
yeomen hoplites paid shock troops alongside Xerxes’ Immortals. In place
of Hellenic philosophy and science, there would have been only the sub-
sidized arts of divination and astrology, which were the appendages of
imperial or religious bureaucracies and not governed by unfettered ratio-
nal inquiry. In a Persian Greece, local councils would be mere puppet
bodies to facilitate royal requisitions of men and money, history the offi-
cial diaries and edicts of the Great King, and appointed local officials
mouthpieces for the satrap (“the protector of power”) and the magi.

The Greeks might later fine or exile their general, Themistocles; had
the Persians dared the same with Xerxes, they would have ended up dis-
emboweled—Ilike the eldest son of Pythias the Lydian, who was cut in
half, his torso and legs put on each side on the road for the royal army to
march between. Such was the price Pythias paid when he dared request
from Xerxes military exemption for one of his five sons. Despite the ar-
guments of recent scholarship, the cities of the Persian empire were not
in any fashion city-states. We would live under a much different tradition
today—one where writers are under death sentences, women secluded
and veiled, free speech curtailed, government in the hands of the auto-
crat’s extended family, universities mere centers of religious zealotry, and
the thought police in our living rooms and bedrooms—had Themistocles
and his sailors failed.

The thousand or so Greek poleis that arose sometime in the eighth
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SAVIOR OF THE WEST

The statesman-admiral Themistocles (shown here in this idealized bust) led the Athenian
navy at Salamis. Had he lost, would he have transported citizens of Athens en masse and

Aeneas-like to Italy, there to found a new democratic city-state?

(Alinari/Art Resource, NY)
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century B.C. immediately faced an undeniable paradox: The very con-
ditions of their success also raised the possibility of their own ruin. The
isolated valleys of Greece, the general neglect from the rest of the
Mediterranean world, the extreme chauvinism of highly individualistic
and autonomous small Greek communities—all that had allowed the
creation and growth of a free landowning citizenry like none other. Yet,
there germinated no accompanying principle of national federalism or
even a notion of common defense—all such encompassing ideas of gov-
ernment and centralized power were antithetical to the Greeks’ near fa-
natical embrace of political independence and individuality; for crusty
yeomen citizens, the very thought of federal taxes was an anathema. To-
day’s supporters of the United Nations would find themselves without
friends in ancient Greece. Indeed, even the most radical proponent of
states’ rights might seem too timid to the early Greeks. In terms of the
Greek legacy of regional autonomy, John C. Calhoun, not Abraham Lin-
coln or Woodrow Wilson, was the true Greek.

By the sixth century B.C., the economic energy, political flexibility,
and military audacity of these insular Greeks had nevertheless allowed
them to colonize the coast of Asia Minor, the Black Sea region, southern
Italy, Sicily, and parts of North Africa. In other words, a million Greeks
and their unique idea of a free polis had gained influence well beyond ei-
ther their natural resources or available manpower. Again, there was no
accompanying imperial or even federated notion that might organize or
unify such expansionary efforts; instead, roughly 1,000 bustling city-
states—as Herodotus said, unified only by their values, language, and re-
ligion—pursued their own widely diverse agendas.

Other far older and more centralized powers—whether theocracies
in North Africa or political autocracies in Asia—took notice. In broad
strategic terms, by the early fifth century Persians, Egyptians, Phoenicians,
and Carthaginians had seen enough of these intrusive and ubiquitous
Greeks as shippers, traders, mercenaries, and colonists. Could not this
quarreling and fractious people be overwhelmed by the sheer manpower

and wealth of imperial armies before its insidious culture spread well be-
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yond the Hellenic mainland and made the eastern Mediterranean a lake
of their own?

Darius I and later his son Xerxes took up that challenge in the first
two decades of the fifth century. After their respective defeats, there
never again was a question in the ancient world about the primacy of the
Western paradigm. In the decades following Salamis, relatively small
numbers of Greeks—whether Athenians in Egypt, Panhellenic mercenar-
ies hired by Persian nobles, or Alexander’s Macedonian thugs—fought in
Asia and North Africa for conquest and loot; never again were Hellenic
armies pressed on Greek soil to battle for their freedom. After the defeat
of Xerxes, when Greeks abroad faltered, either due to manpower short-
ages or to the sheer hubris of their undertaking, no Eastern power dared
to invade their homeland. And when the Greeks succeeded overseas,
which was far more often, they habitually wrecked their adversaries’ cul-
ture, planted military colonies abroad, and then sent home slaves and
money. Salamis established the principle that Greeks would advance,
others recede, both in a material and cultural sense.

Much has been written about Rome’s later great showdown with
Carthage. But despite three murderous wars (264-146 B.C.), and a night-
marish sixteen-year sojourn of a megalomaniac Hannibal on Italian soil,
the ultimate decision was never in doubt. By the third century B.C., the
Roman manner of raising, equipping, and leading armies, the flexibility
and resilience of republican government, and the growing success of Ital-
ian agriculturists, financiers, traders, and builders—all beneficiaries of
past Hellenic practice ensured by the Greeks’ successful emergence from
the Persian Wars—made the ultimate verdict of the Punic Wars more or
less foreordained. Given the size of the Roman army, the unity of repub-
lican Italy, and the relative weakness of Punic culture, the wonder is not
that Carthage lost, but that it was able to fight so savagely and for so long.

In contrast to the later Romans, at Salamis the quarreling Greeks
were faced with a navy three to four times larger. The Persian army on

the mainland enjoyed still greater numerical superiority and was any-
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where from five to ten times more numerous than the aggregate number
of Greek hoplites. Persia itself could draw on manpower reserves seventy
times greater than present in Greek-speaking lands and possessed coin
money and bullion in its imperial vaults that would make Greek temples’
treasuries seem impoverished in contrast.

Indeed, without an imperial structure, the Greek city-states were
quarreling over the defense of the mainland right up to the first signs of
the Persian assault. After Xerxes’ descent through northern Greece in late
summer 480, ostensibly more Greek poleis were neutral or in service to
the Persians than to the Hellenic cause. And unlike Rome during the
Hannibalic invasion, Athens by September 480 was not merely threat-
ened, but already destroyed and occupied—and the population of Attica
evacuated and dispersed. The situation was far worse than that which
prevailed in Western Europe in mid-1940 after the Nazi victories over
the European democracies.

Imagine a defeated and overrun France—without allies, Paris already
destroyed, the Arc de Triomphe and Eiffel Tower in ruins, the country-
side abandoned, its remaining free population in transit in small boats
toward England and its North African colonies—choosing to stake its en-
tire recovery on an outnumbered but patriotic French fleet in the harbor
of Toulon. And then conceive that the French patriots and their outnum-
bered ships had won!—wrecking half the Nazi vessels, sending Hitler in
shame to Berlin, and in a few months fashioning a heroic resistance on
the occupied French mainland where its infantry went on to destroy a
Nazi army many times larger and to send it back in shambles across the
Rhine.

But granted that the Persian Wars marked the last chance of the
other to end the nascent, though irrepressible, culture of the West, was
Salamis itself the real landmark event in the Greeks’ decade-long resis-
tance to Darius and Xerxes? We can easily dispense with the first en-
gagement at Marathon, the heroic Athenian victory fought a decade

earlier. The Athenian victory there was magnificent and it prevented for
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the time being the burning of Athens. But Darius’ invasion force of 490
on the small Attic plain northeast of Athens was not large—perhaps not
much over 30,000 in all—and it had previously occupied only a few
Greek islands. Darius in this probe had neither the resources nor the will
to enslave Greece. At most, a Persian victory would have served as retri-
bution for Athens’s recent unsuccessful intervention on behalf of the re-
belling Ionian Greeks on the coast of Asia Minor. An Athenian defeat at
Marathon would have also led to a renewed indigenous tyranny under
the offspring of the former tyrant Pisistratus, more sympathetic to Persia.
Thus due to limited objectives and the avoidance of war with most of the
other Greek city-states, a Persian victory at Marathon by itself would
have sidetracked, but not ended, the Greek ascendancy.

Darius died in 486, and the task of avenging the shame of Marathon
now fell to his son Xerxes. The latter was intent not on another punitive
raid, but envisioned a mass invasion, one larger than any the eastern
Mediterranean had yet seen. After four years of preparation, Xerxes had
his troops mobilized in 480. He bridged the Hellespont into Europe and
descended through northern Greece, absorbing all the city-states in his
wake, unfortunate Hellenic communities that had little choice other
than destruction or surrender. Whereas there is no credibility in ancient
accounts that the Persian army numbered more than a million men, we
should imagine that even a force of a quarter- to a half-million infantry
and seamen was the largest invasion that Europe would witness until the
Allied armada at D Day, June 1944. We need not agree either with an-
cient accounts that the Persian cavalry numbered over 80,000 horses. But
it may well have been half that size, still nearly five times larger than the
mounted forces Alexander would use to conquer Asia more than a cen-
tury and a half later. And there were probably well over 1,200 Phoeni-
cian, Greek, and Persian ships in the Great King’s naval armada.

The Greeks agreed to try to stop the onslaught at the narrow defile
of Thermopylae, the last pass in Greece above the Isthmus of Corinth,

where terrain offered a credible defense for outnumbered troops. At that
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northern choke point there was less than fifty feet of passage between the
cliffs and the sea. Accordingly, in August 480 the city-states sent the
Greek fleet under Athenian leadership up the nearby coast to Artemi-
sium. King Leonidas of Sparta followed by land with a token allied force
of less than 7,000 hoplites. If the Persian fleet could be stalled, and the
massive enemy army bottled up, all the city-states to the south might yet
rally northward, join Leonidas, and so thwart the advance without much
damage to the prosperous interior of central and southern Greece.

That bold Greek strategy quickly collapsed, and despite the courage
of the Spartans at Thermopylae and the loss of much of the Persian fleet
due to storms at Artemesium, both land and sea battles comprised to-
gether the greatest military defeat in the history of the Greek city-states.
A Spartan king was now dead and his body mutilated, over 4,000 crack
hoplites were killed, a large percentage of the Greek fleet was damaged,
and everything north of the Isthmus at Corinth lay naked before the in-
vader. An abandoned Athens was to be burned, and then perhaps rein-
habited as a regional capital of the Persian empire—a Greek Sardis,
Babylon, or Susa—to collect money for Persepolis.

Thus the battle of Salamis loomed as the next—and last—occasion
to stop the Persian onslaught. Had the Greeks not fought at Salamis—or
had they lost there—the consequences are easy to imagine. The Greek
fleet—if it had survived or if its fractious remnants could still have been
kept together—would have sailed south to the Isthmus at Corinth,
where in conjunction with the remaining infantry of the Peloponnese,
they would have once more tried to fashion a last-ditch defense effort
similar to the failed land-sea attempt at Thermopylae and Artemisium.
But now with all of northern and central Greece conquered, the Atheni-
ans and the largest Greek naval contingent eliminated, and the Persian
forces jubilant from a spring and summer of constant conquest, there is
no reason to doubt that a half million Persians—aided by troops from
even more conquered Greek states—would not have breached the isth-
mus wall and poured into Corinthia and environs to the south and

west. The infantry invaders would have been aided, of course, by the
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massive Persian fleet, which could land supplies and men where needed
to the rear of the Greek defenders in Argolis and on the northern coast of
the Peloponnese. In later Greek history, garrisoning the isthmus had
never kept any invading force out of the Peloponnese—Epaminondas,
even without naval support, proved that four times during the 360s B.C.
alone. \

The great battle of Plataea, fought in the spring after the Greeks’ vic-
tory at Salamis, resulted in the destruction of the remaining Persian in-
fantry in the field and marks the final expulsion of Xerxes’ forces from
Greece. But that landmark battle is understood only in the context of the
tactical, strategic, and spiritual triumph of Salamis the September before.
The Persians at Plataea fought without their king—Xerxes and some of
his best Persian infantry had withdrawn to Persia after the naval defeat.
There was to be no supporting Persian fleet off the coast of eastern Boeo-
tia. And while the Greeks had bickered and fought up to the very mo-
ments before the battle at Salamis, at Plataea they were unified and
confident by reason of their past naval success. Indeed, there may have
been more Greeks at Plataeca—70,000 hoplites and as many light-armed
troops—than would ever marshal again in Greek history. Thus the Per-
sians fought as a recently defeated force, without the numerical superi-
ority they enjoyed at Salamis, and without their king and his enormous
fleet. They could not be reinforced by sea. The Greeks, in contrast,
poured en masse into the small plain of Plataea, convinced that their Per-
sian enemies were retreating from Attica, demoralized from their defeat
at Salamis, and abandoned by their political and military leadership.

The victories at Marathon and Plataea—and of course the unsuc-
cessful Hellenic resistance at Thermopylae and Artemesium—were not
in themselves the deciding battles of the decade-long Persian-Greek con-
flict. If Marathon delayed the hope of Persian conquest, and Plataea fin-
ished it, Salamis made it impossible. When the Persians retreated from
Salamis, it was as a weakened army without its king, its fleet, and a great
many of its soldiers.

Yet if Salamis was the key to the Greek victory in the Persian Wars,
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what accounts for the Greeks’ remarkable victory there? From the fifth-
century accounts in Herodotus and Aeschylus’s Persians, together with
much later second- and third-hand sources—the historian Diodorus and
the biographer Plutarch being the most prominent—and topographical
reconnaissance around Salamis itself scholars can more or less recon-
struct the battle with some certainty. After a tumultuous meeting of the
admirals of the Panhellenic fleet, the Greeks agreed to accede to the
Athenian Themistocles’ plan to pit their much smaller fleet—a little over
350 ships against somewhere between 600 and 1,000 Persian vessels—in
the narrow straits between the island of Salamis and the Greek mainland
west of Athens. The Persians had occupied all of nearby Attica and pa-
trolled as far south as Megara, a few hundred yards opposite the north-
west tip of Salamis. In contrast, the Athenian populace was dispersed,
with men of military age at Salamis, the elderly, women, and children
sent to the more distant island of Aegina and the coast of Argolis to the
southwest.

Besides the need to reclaim his homeland, Themistocles’ more criti-
cal plan was to precipitate an immediate fight while the Greeks still had
some remnant notion of Panhellenic defense and his own country was in
enemy hands for only a few weeks. Themistocles argued that within the
confined space of the Salamis narrows, the Persians both would lack
room to maneuver and could not employ the full extent of their fleet—
allowing the outnumbered though heavier Greek ships to nullify their
enemy’s vast numerical superiority. In such confined waters, the less-
experienced Greek sailors had little worry about being outflanked and
surrounded by skilled crews in sleek triremes, and so could sail out to bat-
tle, ship to ship, in massed order, seeking to ram their own stouter vessels
against the first ranks of the lighter Persian, lonian, and Phoenician fleet.
Any Persians or their allies who survived could be speared by Greek hop-
lites posted on nearby small islands, while the disabled Greek ships and
their crews could find refuge on Salamis proper.

The sea battle was fought all day—most likely sometime between
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September 20 and 30, 480 B.c.—and by nightfall the Persians had lost
half their ships and the fleet was scattered. The key to the Greek success
was to nullify Persian numbers and superior seamanship; this was done
brilliantly both before and during the battle. Misled into thinking the
Greeks were withdrawing to the northwest through the channel between
Megara and Salamis, the Persians committed what would turn out to be
two blunders: First, they detached a large portion of their armada to safe-
guard the exit, thus drawing off valuable ships from the scene of the bat-
tle itself. Second, Xerxes ordered his forces, while it was still night, to sail
up the channel between Salamis and the Attic mainland—ensuring that
his crews received no sleep or food, while nullifying their numerical su-
periority in the confined waters. Our ancient accounts are in conflict over
the details of the fighting, but it seems most likely that about 350 Greek
triremes set out in two lines, each ranging about two miles long across the
channel, intent on ramming the three opposing lines of Persian ships,
which were in disorder and at this point perhaps only enjoyed a two-to-
one numerical advantage. Herodotus, Aeschylus, and later sources say lit-
tle about the actual collision, but the Greeks, desperate to ensure the
safety of their families on Salamis and to the west in the Peloponnese,
used their heavier ships to repeatedly ram Xerxes’ fleet, until his various
national contingents began to break off and flee the melee. Although they
still outnumbered the Greek fleet, the Persians’ morale was shattered and
within a few days, Xerxes sailed home to the Hellespont, accompanied
by an infantry guard of 60,000, leaving behind his surrogate Mardonius
with a large army to continue the struggle on land the next spring. Such
are the barest outlines of the battle of Salamis.

On at least two critical occasions, the leadership of Themistocles en-
sured that the battle was fought at Salamis and that it was won there.
Quite literally, had he not been present or had he advised different mea-
sures, the Greeks either would not have engaged the Persians or they
would have been defeated. Very shortly afterward the Persian Wars
would have been lost, and the culture of the West would have died in its
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infancy after little more than two centuries. Other than Themistocles,
there was no other Greek leader able or willing to marshal the Hellenic
forces by sea in defense of Athens.

First, the decision to fight the Persians at sea seems to have been
Themistocles’” own. Earlier he had convinced his countrymen that the
Delphic oracle’s prophecy of salvation through the “wooden wall” meant
the new Athenian fleet off the coast, especially the mention of “Divine
Salamis” in Apollo’s last two lines of the hexameter verse. Thus the Athe-
nians had evacuated Attica and their capital at Athens, and fled by sea on
Themistocles’ initiative—a wise move since die-hard conservative ho-
plite infantrymen would have preferred to commit to a glorious last
stand in the Athenian plain. And we should remember that the Athenian
fleet of some 250 ships was recently constructed and in excellent
shape—and entirely due to the persistence of Themistocles’ statesman-
ship two years earlier. In a heated and polarizing debate, he had previ-
ously convinced the Athenian assembly not to dole out the returns from
their newly opened Attic silver mines at Laurium to individual citizens,
but rather to use that income to build ships and train seamen to protect
the new democracy from either Greek or Persian attack. His prescient ef-
forts in 482 had ensured that the Athenians now had a newly constructed
armada right off its shores.

After the battered Greek flotilla limped down the coast from
Artemesium, Herodotus relates that Eurybiades, the Spartan commander
of the reconstituted Greek combined fleet, put the decision of where to
fight to a council of Greek admirals. We should believe Herodotus’ ac-
count that the non-Athenian Greeks quickly urged a withdrawal to bases
to the south in Argolis, where they could fashion a defense at the nearby
Isthmus of Corinth: “Since Attica was already lost, the majority of the
views that were given came to the same conclusion, that is to sail to the
isthmus and fight for the Peloponnese.” That way, the Greeks felt, if de-
feated, they might still find refuge in their own harbors.

At that point in his narrative, Herodotus makes the Athenian Mne-

30



NO GLORY THAT WAS GREECE

siphilus despair of such a decision: “Then everyone will go back to their
own city, and neither Eurybiades nor any other will be able to hold them
together, but the fleet will be scattered abroad and Greece shall perish
through its own stupidity.” Like the failed Ionian revolt a decade earlier,
the mainland Greeks, Mnesiphilus knew, would also disperse after a
crushing defeat, all boasting of further resistance as they privately sought
accommodation with the Persians. |

But once rebuffed, Themistocles immediately called a second meet-
ing and convinced Eurybiades to marshal the Greeks at Salamis and fight
where the narrow channels between the mainland would favor the de-
fenders, where victory meant the salvation of the displaced Athenian
people, and where the Peloponnesians could defend their homeland
while the enemy was still distant. Themistocles added that the Greeks
could ill afford to give up any more Greek territory—the islands in the
Saronic Gulf and the Megarid were now defenseless. Indeed, the Persians
were building a mole to Salamis itself, over which they planned to march
in order to capture the exiled Athenians holed up on the island.

It would be utter insanity, Themistocles added, to fight in the open
seas off Corinth where the Greeks’ slower ships and smaller numbers en-
sured that they would be enveloped and outmaneuvered. Finally, now in
open council, he threatened to take the Athenian fleet out of battle alto-
gether and transport his people en masse over to Italy to refound the city,
should the Greeks sail away and abandon Salamis. To this last-ditch effort
and threats, the Greek admirals reluctantly gave in. The decision in mid-
September was made to stay put and wait for the enemy. But would the
Persian ships come into the narrow straits, or simply wait off the occu-
pied Attic coast for the nearby moored Greek ships to feud and disband?

Themistocles’ second great feat was to lure the invaders’ vessels into
the narrows. Herodotus reports the story that Themistocles sent his slave
Sicinnus across the channel at night to the Persian camp with a planted
story: Themistocles and his Athenians wished a Persian victory, Sicinnus

reported to the enemy. He added that the Greeks were squabbling and
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about to flee from Salamis for the isthmus. Xerxes’ last chance to trap
them would be to sail immediately in the morning between Attica and
Salamis and catch the Greek ships unprepared and unorganized. Indeed,
the Athenians and others might switch sides and join the Persians once
they entered the straits.

Classical scholars still argue over the authenticity of Herodotus’s
story of a Themistoclean ruse. While the tale appears melodramatic and
puts the decision to deploy over a 1,000 ships on the rumor of a single
slave, there is no reason to doubt either Themistocles’ guile or the Per-
sians’ gullibility. After all, the Persians a few weeks earlier had won at
Thermopylae solely through the betrayal of Ephialtes, a Greek traitor,
who showed them a route around the pass. Very early the next morning,
after the successful nocturnal mission of Sicinnus, the Persians were con-
vinced by the ruse and began rowing into the narrows and the Greek
trap. From the descriptions of Herodotus and Aeschylus, the Persians
ships were stacked and confused in the narrow bay off Salamis and were
unable to use either their numbers or swiftness to penetrate or outflank
the Greeks, who methodically rammed them with their heavier vessels.
Themistocles fought bravely in his own clearly marked ship, while
Xerxes watched the debacle in safety from his throne atop nearby Mount
Aegaleus.

By any fair measure, Themistocles seems mostly responsible for the
Greek victory. The existence of a large Athenian fleet was critical to the
Greek cause and its creation was his legacy. Other than at Salamis, there
were no other naval theaters between Athens and the southern Pelopon-
nese that so favored the smaller and slower Greek fleet. Once invaded,
Themistocles persuaded his countrymen to put their faith in ships, not
hoplites, had them evacuate Attica, and then convinced the Greek admi-
ralty to risk an all-out engagement in Athenian waters, which alone of-
fered the chance for victory. Whatever the actual circumstances of the
Persians’ costly decision to fight according to Greek wishes, contempo-
raries at least believed that Themistocles had fooled Xerxes into com-

mitting his forces immediately into the narrows. And finally, at the key
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moment of the engagement Themistocles led the Athenian contingent,
aided by favorable tides, to cut into the enemy flank and rout the Persian
fleet. In short, the key to the salvation of the West was the Persian defeat
by the Greeks, which required a victory at Salamis, which in turn could
not have occurred without the repeated efforts—all against opposition—
of a single Athenian statesman. Had he wavered, had he been killed, or
had he lacked the moral and intellectual force to press home his argu-
ments, it is likely that Greece would have become a satrapy of Persia.

There is a postscript to Salamis that is too often forgotten. The
Greek victory may have saved the West by ensuring that Hellenism
would not be extinguished after a mere two centuries of polis culture.
But just as importantly, the victory was a catalyst for the entire Athenian
democratic renaissance. As Aristotle saw more than a century and a half
later in his Politics, what had been a rather ordinary Greek polis, in the
midst of a recent experiment of allowing the native-born poor to vote,
would now suddenly inherit the cultural leadership of Greece.

Because Salamis was a victory of “the naval crowd,” in the next cen-
tury the influence of Athenian landless oarsmen would only increase, as
they demanded greater political representation commensurate with their
prowess on the all-important seas. The newly empowered Athenian citi-
zenry refashioned Athenian democracy, which would soon build the
Parthenon, subsidize the tragedians, send its triremes throughout the
Aegean, exterminate the Melians, and execute Socrates. Marathon had
created the myth of Athenian infantry; Salamis, the far greater victory,
had just superseded it. Imperialists like Pericles, Cleon, and Alcibiades,
not the descendants of the veterans of Marathon, were the key players on
the horizon.

No wonder crotchety Plato in his Laws argued that while Marathon
had started the string of Greek successes and Plataea had finished it,
Salamis “made the Greeks worse as people.” More than a century after
the battle, Plato saw Salamis as a critical juncture in the entire evolution
of early Western culture. Before Salamis, Greek city-states embraced an

entire array of quite necessary hierarchies—property qualifications to
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vote, wars fought exclusively by those landowners meeting the infantry
census, and a general absence of taxes, navies, and imperialism. Those
protocols defined freedom and equality in terms of a minority of the
population who had ample capital, education, and land. Before Salamis,
the essence of the polis was not equality for all, but the search for moral
virtue for all, guided by a consensus of properly qualified and gifted men.

Plato, Aristotle, and most other Greek thinkers from Thucydides to
Xenophon were not mere elitists. Rather, they saw the inherent dangers
in the license and affluence that accrued from radically democratic gov-
ernment, state entitlement, free expression, and market capitalism. With-
out innate checks and balances, in this more restrictive view, the polis
would turn out a highly individualistic, but self-absorbed citizen with no
interest in communal sacrifices or moral virtue. Better, the conservatives
felt, that government should hinge on the majority votes of only those
educated and informed citizens with some financial solvency. War—like
Marathon and Plataea—should be for the defense of real property, on
land, and require martial courage, not mere technology or numerical su-
periority. Citizens should own their own farms, provide their own
weapons, and be responsible for their own economic security—not seek
wage labor, public employment, or government entitlement. The oars-
men of Salamis changed all that in an afternoon.

With the Aegean wide open after the retreat of the Persian fleet at
Salamis, and Athens now at the vanguard of the Greek resistance, radical
democracy and its refutation of the old polis were at hand. The philoso-
phers may have hated Salamis, but Salamis had saved Greece, and so the
poor under the leadership of Themistocles had not ruined, but rein-
vented, Greece.

A new, more dynamic, exciting, and in some sense reckless West
would emerge under the leadership of the boisterous Athenian demos.
What later philosophers such as Hegel, Nietzsche, and Spengler would
deplore about Western culture—its rampant equality, uniform sameness,
and interest in crass material bounty—in some sense started at Salamis,

an unfortunate “accident,” Aristotle said, but one that nevertheless
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shifted forever the emphasis of Western civilization toward more egali-
tarian democracy and a more capitalistic economy. Whatever we may
think of the great strengths of or dangers, in present-day Western cul-
ture—consumer democracy increasingly set free, rights ever more ex-
panded, the responsibilities of the citizenry further excused—that
mobile and dynamic tradition is also due to Themistocles’ September
victory off Salamis.

In late September 480, Themistocles and his poor Athenians not
only saved Greece and embryonic Western civilization from the Persians,
but also redefined the West as something more egalitarian, restless—and
volatile—that would evolve into a society that we more or less recognize

today.
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JOSTAH OBER

CONQUEST DENIED

The Premature Death of Alexander the Great

* " he historian Arnold Toynbee once put forward a counterfactual speculation

that has gained a certain fame. What would have happened if instead of
dying at thirty-two, Alexander the Great had made it to old age? Toynbee
saw Alexander conquering China and dispatching naval expeditions that would cir-
cumnavigate Africa. Aramaic or Greek would become our lingua franca and Bud-
dhism our universal religion. An extra quarter century of life would have given
Alexander the chance to achieve his dream of One World, becoming in the process a
kind of benevolent advance man for a United Nations, ancient style.

Josiah Ober, the chairman of the Department of Classics at Princeton, has come
up with an alternative scenario for Alexander the Great, and one darker than Toyn-
bee's: What if Alexander had died at the beginning of his career, before he had the op-
portunity of adding “the Great” to his name? That nearly happened at the Battle of
the Granicus River in 334 B.C., and Alexander’s literal brush with death reminds us
how often the interval of a millisecond or a heartbeat can alter the course of history.

The conquests of the young Macedonian king would never have been realized, the Per-
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sian Empire would have survived unchallenged, and the brilliant Hellenistic period,
that cultural seedbed of the West, would have been stillborn. Suppose, however, that
Alexander had outlasted his bout with an unnamed fever in 323 B.C.? Given his ap-
petite for conquest and for terror as a political weapon, Ober feels, he might only have
filled another two decades of life with fresh occasions for “opportunistic predation.”
The culture of the known world, and Hellenism in particular, might have been the

worse for Alexander’s reprieve.

+ Ober is the author of THE ANATOMY OF ERROR: ANCIENT MILITARY DISASTERS
AND THEIR LESSONS FOR MIODERN STRATEGISTS (with Barry S. Strauss) and, most re-
cently THE ATHENIAN REVOLUTION and POLITICAL DISSENT IN DEMOCRATIC

ATHENS.
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t the Battle of the Granicus River in northwestern Anatolia,

during the first major military engagement of Alexander the

4 . Great’s invasion of the Persian Empire, young King Alexander
came very close to death. At the Granicus, the Macedonians and their
Greek allies encountered local Anatolian cavalry and Greek mercenary
infantry under the joint command of Persian regional governors
(satraps). The enemy was massed in a defensive formation on the oppo-
site bank of the river. The river was fordable, but the banks were steep
and Alexander’s senior lieutenants counseled caution. After all, the king
was barely twenty-two years old and presumably still had much to learn.
A serious setback early in the campaign could end the invasion before it
had properly begun. Ignoring their sensible advice, Alexander mounted
his great charger, Bucephalus (“Oxhead”). Highly conspicuous in a
white-plumed helmet, the king led his Macedonian shock cavalry in an
audacious charge across the river and up the opposite bank. The Persian-
led forces fell back before the Macedonian’s charge, and he penetrated
deep into their ranks. This was probably exactly what the Persian tacti-
cians had planned for from the beginning. Due to the startling success of
his charge, Alexander, accompanied only by a small advance force, was
momentarily cut off from the main body of the Macedonian army.

At this critical moment in the battle, young Alexander was sur-
rounded by enemies, including one Spithridates, an ax-wielding Persian
noble who managed to deal the Macedonian king a heavy blow to the
head. Alexander’s helmet was severely damaged. The king was disori-
ented, unable to defend himself. A second strike would certainly kill him.
And with the young king would die the hopes of the entire expedition

and Macedonian imperial aspirations. In the next few seconds the future
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ALEXANDER THE GREAT

A helmetless Alexander the Great, riding Bucephalus, ancient history’s most famous horse,
leads a charge on fleeing Persians. How different would our world be if he had died in
battle—as he nearly did? This mosaic, uncovered in Pompeii, was based on a Greek paint-
ing, probably completed in Alexander’s lifetime.

(Alinari/Art Resouce, NY)

of the Persian empire and the entire course of Western history would be
decided. Did Alexander’s life flash before him as he awaited imminent
exinction? How had he come to arrive at this place, at this untoward

fate? How could so much have come to depend on a single blow?

Alexander was born in Macedon (the northeastern region of modern
Greece) in 356 B.C., the first and only son of King Philip II of Macedon
and Olympias of Epirus (modern Albania). Philip had seized control of
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Macedon just three years prior to his son’s birth, following the death in
battle of his royal brother, Amyntas III. Prior to Philip’s accession, Mace-
don had been a relative backwater—a semi-Hellenized border zone pres-
sured on the north and west by aggressive Danubian tribes and to the
east by imperial Persia. When not confronting system-level tribal or im-
perial threats, Macedon’s rulers were consistently outmaneuvered diplo-
matically by the highly civilized Greek city-states to the south. Internally,
Macedon was dominated by semi-independent warlords who followed
the lead of the weak central government only when it pleased them. Yet
by instituting a dramatic reorganization of the Macedonian armed forces,
technological innovations (for example, the extra-long thrusting spear
known as the sarissa and hair-spring powered catapult artillery), eco-
nomic restructuring, and astute diplomacy, Philip had changed all that—
seemingly overnight. By the time Alexander was ten years old, Macedon
was the most powerful state on the Greek peninsula. The Danubian
tribes had been first bought off then humbled militarily. Some of the
Greek city-states bordering Macedon had been destroyed: The sack of
Olynthus in 348 had shocked the rest of the Greek world. Many other
Greek cities were forced into unequal alliances. Even proud and power-
ful Athens had eventually seen the wisdom of making a peace treaty, af-
ter suffering a series of humiliating military and diplomatic setbacks at
Philip’s hands.

Meanwhile, Alexander was being groomed to help govern the king-
dom and, eventually, assume the throne. He was well trained: His tutor in
intellectual and cultural matters was the philosopher Aristotle; his men-
tor in military and diplomatic affairs was his own father, probably the
best military mind of his generation. And in the corridors of the royal
palace at Pella, Alexander learned the murkier arts of intrigue. The Mace-
donian court was beset by rumor and factions. The counterpoint was the
hard-drinking parties favored by the Macedonian elite, all-night events
that featured blunt speech and, sometimes, sudden violence. Alexander
and his father had come close to blows on at least one of these drunken

occasions.
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In Alexander’s twentieth year, Philip II was cut down by an assassin.
The killer, a Macedonian named Pausanias, was in turn butchered by
Philip’s bodyguards as he ran for his horse. Although Pausanias may well
have held a personal grudge against his king, there was suspicion that he
had not acted alone. One obvious candidate for the mastermind behind
the killing was Darius III, the Great King of Persia—in the mid-fourth
century a mighty empire that stretched from the Aegean coast of Turkey,
to Egypt in the south, and east as far as modern Pakistan. In the years be-
fore the assassination, Philip had been making open preparations for a
Persian expedition; a few months prior to his death his lieutenants had
established a beachhead on Persian-held territory in northwestern Ana-
tolia. “Cutting the head from the dangerous snake” was a well-known
Persian modus operandi and (at least according to later historians)
Alexander himself publicly blamed Darius for Philip’s death. But Darius
was not the only suspect; other fingers pointed at a jealous wife—
Olympias—and even at the ambitious young prince himself.

In any event, Alexander’s first order of business after his father’s
death was the establishment of himself as undisputed king: The Mace-
donian rules for succession were vague and untidy, in fact any member of
the royal family who could command a strong following had a chance at
gaining the throne; Alexander proceeded to establish his claim with char-
acteristic dispatch and equally characteristic ruthlessness. Potential inter-
nal rivals were eliminated, the restive Danubians crushed in a massive
raid deep into their home territory. Immediately thereafter a hastily
pulled together anti-Macedonian coalition of Greek city-states was
smashed by Alexander’s lightning march south. In the aftermath of
Alexander’s victory, the great and ancient Greek city of Thebes was
destroyed as an example to others who might doubt the new king’s
resolve.

Alexander had proved himself his father’s son and worthy of the
throne, but his treasury was seriously depleted. He had no choice but to
follow through with the planned invasion of the western provinces of the

Persian empire. The prospect of war booty fired the imagination of his
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Macedonian troops. The restive southern Greeks were brought on board
by the prospect of revenge for long-past, but never-forgotten, Persian
atrocities during the Greco-Persian wars of the early fifth century B.C.
Crossing at the Hellespont, Alexander had sacrificed at Troy to the shades
of Homeric Greek heroes, and then proceeded south, toward the Gra-
nicus, where he met his first significant opposition. Now, with Spi-
thridates’s ax arcing down toward Alexander’s shattered helmet for the
second time, it appeared as if the glorious expedition would end before it
had begun.

Yet the deadly blow never landed. Just as Spithridates prepared to
finish off his opponent, one of Alexander’s personal bodyguard “compan-
ions,” Cleitus (nicknamed “the Black”), appeared at his king’s side and
speared the Persian axman dead. Alexander quickly rallied, and the wild
charge that might have ended in disaster spurred on his troops. Most of
the Persian forces crumbled; a stubborn body of Greek mercenaries was
eventually cut down. Alexander was spectacularly victorious at the
Granicus—Ilosing only 34 men and reportedly killing over 20,000 of the
enemy. Spoils from the battle were sent back to Greece to be displayed
in places of honor. Alexander was now on his way, and it seemed nothing
could stop him. In the course of the next decade, Alexander and his
Macedonians repeatedly demonstrated their capacity to overcome
tremendous obstaces. They went on to conquer the entire Persian em-
pire, and more. Alexander’s conquest of the Persian empire is among the
most remarkable—and most terrifyingly sanguinary and efficient—mili-
tary campaigns of all time. By 324 B.C. Alexander had laid the founda-
tions for a successor empire that might have included both the entirety
of the old Persian holdings, penisular Greece, and various outlying areas
as well. He established an imperial capital at Mesopotamian Babylon and
began to lay plans for internal administration—and further military ex-
peditions. Yet Alexander did not long outlive his great campaign of con-
quest. He died of disease (perhaps malaria) complicated by the effects of
hard living (multiple serious wounds, heavy drinking) in June of 323 B.C.
at the age of thirty-two, ten years after the Granicus.
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The would-be unified empire never came about; in the course of two
generations of savage warfare Alexander’s generals and their lieutenants
and sons divided amongst themselves the vast territories they had helped
to conquer. Some distant northern and eastern provinces fell away from
Macedonian rule—control of northwestern India was formally ceded to
the aspiring native dynast Chandragupta Maurya (founder of the great
Mauryan empire) in exchange for 300 war elephants. But vast regions re-
mained: Within a generation of Alexander’s death, Egypt, most of Anato-
lia, Syria-Palestine, and much of western Asia (as well as the Macedonian
homeland and contiguous regions in Europe) were being ruled by rela-
tively stable Macedonian dynasties. And because the Macedonian elite
eagerly adopted Greek culture, this extensive region was incorporated
into a Greek sphere of political and cultural influence. Dozens of major
and minor Greek cities were established by Alexander and his successors:
Egyptian Alexandria, Macedonian Thessalonika, Anatolian Pergamum,
and Syrian Antioch are only a few of the most famous. The Greek lan-
guage quickly became the common vernacular for a large part of the civ-
ilized world—and the dominant language of trade, diplomacy, and
literary culture.

The brilliant Hellenistic civilization that arose in the generations fol-
lowing the death of Alexander not only enlarged exponentially the geo-
graphic range of Greek culture, it provided a historical bridge between
the classical Greek culture of the sixth to fourth centuries B.C. and the
coming age of imperial Rome. Hellenistic scholars at the famous library
in Egyptian Alexandria preserved and codified the best of earlier Greek
literature, while Hellenistic historians did the same for the memory of
Greek accomplishments in the political and miltiary spheres. Philosoph-
ical speculation—especially the relatively individual-centered Stoicism
and Epicureanism flourished among the educated elites. Local experi-
ments in religious practice and thought were granted the possibility of a
vast audience, due to the prevalence of a common language and a general
attitude of religious tolerance among the ruling elites.

There were remarkable demographic shifts as people gravitated
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toward new opportunities: Greeks and Macedonians—in high demand as
soldiers and administrators—to be sure, but also Jews, Phoenicians, and
other peoples of the Near East who established enclaves in the new and
burgeoning Greek cities; meanwhile older cities (including Jerusalem)
were made over in a new cosmopolitan and increasingly Hellenic image.
This Hellenistic (or “Greek-oriented”) world was similar to the classical
era in its political focus on semi-independent city-states and its highly de-
veloped urban culture. It was different from the classical era in that
“Greekness” was now defined as much by cultural affinity as by ethnic
heritage—individual Syrians, Egyptians, Bactrians in central Asia, along
with people from many other ethnic backgrounds living in regions con-
trolled by descendants of Alexander’s generals became increasingly
Greek in their language, education, literary, and athletic tastes—even
while remaining quite un-Greek in their religious practices. The Hel-
lenistic world was the milieu in which Judaism came to the attention of
the Greeks and achieved some of its distinctive “modern” forms. It was
the context in which Jesus of Nazareth preached his new message and in
which Christianity grew up as a religion. It was, in short, Hellenistic
Greek culture that was inherited by the Romans, and subsequently pre-
served for rediscovery in the European Renaissance and Enlightenment.
And so, it is not too much to say that to the extent that modern Western
culture is defined by a “Greco-Roman-Judaic-Christian” inheritance, it is
a product of the world that grew up in the wake of Alexander’s con-

quests.

Alexander’s seemingly premature death at the age of thirty-two stimu-
lated one of the best known historians of the twentieth century, Arnold
Toynbee, to develop an elaborate and romantic “counterfactual history,”
which has become a classic of the genre. Postulating a sudden recovery
from his debilitating fever, Toynbee imagined a long productive life for
Alexander in which conquest and exploration were nicely balanced by

thoughtful administrative arrangements and a generous social policy that
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saw all residents of the great empire as worthy of basic human dignity. In
Toynbee’s optimistic counterfactual scenario, Alexander and his unbro-
ken line of successors promoted both culture and technology, leading to
the early discovery of (for example) steam power. Consequently, the
great empire was invincible; Rome never became a serious threat. With
the discovery of the Western Hemisphere by Alexandrian explorers, the
empire eventually becomes a genuine world-state. It is ruled by a benev-
olent monarchy; in Toynbee’s counterfactual present, Alexander’s direct
lineal descendent still sits secure on his throne, his subjects enjoy peace
and prosperity, and all really is right with the world.

Toynbee’s counterfactual was heavily influenced by the cheerful por-
trait painted by his contemporary, W. W. Tarn, an eloquent and domi-
neering historian who had depicted the historical Alexander as a
cosmopolitan, thoughtful, and far-sighted proto-Stoic. Tarn’s Alexander
engaged in warfare only as a means to a higher end—Tarn envisioned that
end as a broad-based “brotherhood of man” (centered on a policy of in-
termarriage between Greek- and Persian-speaking groups) that would
flourish beneath the benevolent imperial aegis. Yet more recent com-
mentators (notably E. Badian and A. B. Bosworth) have emphasized a
much darker side of Alexander’s character. They focus on the brutality of
the means by which Alexander’s tenure of power and the Macedonian
conquest of Persia were effected, and they assert that there was no grand
vision of a higher or humanitarian end. Under this revisionist theory,
Alexander cared much for slaughter and little for imperial management.
Under his direct leadership the Macedonians proved to be remarkably
good at wholesale butchery of less militarily competent peoples—but
they contributed little in the way of culture. This alternative view of
Alexander allows the development of a grim alternative to Toynbee’s
“Alexander survives” counterfactual. We might posit that if Alexander
really had lived for another thirty years, there would have been much
more widespread destruction of existing Asian cultures and disastrous
impoverishment in the process of the sapping of local resources to fi-

nance a never-ending cycle of opportunistic predation that offered little
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but misery in its wake. And so we might posit that the Hellenistic world
(and its modern legacy) might never have come about if its progenitor
had lived much longer.

Yet, realistically speaking, Alexander did not die young. People in an-
tiquity could not expect to live nearly as long as do modern people in de-
veloped countries: Disease and risks of battle tended to end their lives
much earlier than we would regard as “normal life expectancy.” So it is
hardly remarkable that Alexander expired before turning gray—a man
who repeatedly exposed himself to extraordinary physical risks on the
battlefield and suffered several appalling wounds, who had many per-
sonal enemies, who indulged in frequent bouts of binge drinking, and
who spent most of his life outdoors, traveling thousands of miles in an era
before the development of modern sanitation or medicine in areas with
diverse and unfamiliar disease pools. Rather the wonder is that Alexan-
der lived to the “ripe old age” of thirty-two. The explanation for his rela-
tive longevity in the face of the many risks he took and the stresses he
inflicted on his body can be put down to some combination of remark-
able personal vigor and equally remarkable luck. And so, in terms of
really plausible counterfactual history, it seems more sensible to ask our-
selves, not, “What if Alexander had lived to be sixty-five?” but, “What
if Alexander had died in his early twenties?” To make it more specific:
What if Alexander had been just a bit less lucky at the Battle of the
Granicus? What if Cleitus had been a heartbeat too late with his spear?

There is good reason to suppose that, although Alexander was very
lucky indeed to ride away from the Granicus with his head intact, it was
not just luck that placed Spithridates just an ax-length from the Mace-
donian commander early in the battle. The Persians certainly knew just
where Alexander was riding among the Macedonian cavalry. The king’s
white-plumed helmet was a clear marker, as indeed it was intended to be,
for the Macedonians. And the Persian commanders had ample reason to
suppose that Alexander would lead the charge personally. The place of an
ancient Greek general was typically at the front of the line, rather than in

the rear echelons. Moreover, young Alexander, at the outset of an auda-
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cious expedition against a mighty opponent, had a special need to ce-
ment a reputation for personal bravery and charismatic leadership. When
the Macedonian charge came, Alexander could be expected to be at its
head.

If the Persian generals took any account of recent history, they had
very good reason to fear well-led Greek invaders—and equally good rea-
son to supppose that if its commander were killed, the Macedonian ex-
pedition as a whole would quickly founder. Two generations past, in 401
B.C., Cyrus I, a highly talented and consequently overambitious younger
brother of the reigning Persian king, had led an army of some 13,000
Greek mercenaries against his royal elder sibling. At the battle of
Cunaxa, near Babylon (in modern Iraq), the disciplined Greek hoplites
trounced their opponents. But at a moment at which his victory seemed
quite possible, Cyrus had led a spirited cavalry charge that smashed deep
into the opposing ranks. Much too deep, as it turned out. Lacking Alexan-
der’s fortune, Cyrus was cut down as soon as he became isolated from his
main force. With the military commander and pretender to the throne
dead, the expedition immediately lost its purpose and its impetus. About
10,000 Greek surivors managed to fight their way out of the heart of the
Empire in an epic retreat immortalized in Xenophon's autobiographical
Anabasis (“The March Up-Country”). The success of the hoplite force at
Cunaxa and the subsequent march of the 10,000 clearly demonstrated,
to Greeks and Persians alike, the military potential of Greek soldiers
when led against Asian forces: Persian kings of the fourth century B.C.
took the point and regularly hired Greek mercenaries. But the political
threat to the Persian empire had died with Cyrus II, and that lesson was
not lost on his countrymen, either. Whether Cyrus’s unhappy fate was
due to his opponents’ tactical planning or his own rashness, it provided a
model for how to deal with a young, ambitious would-be conqueror at
the head of a genuinely dangerous army: Lure him out and away from his
main force and then cut him down at leisure. With its head amputated
(given Spithridates’ weapon of choice, the metaphor is particulary apt),

the serpent would necessarily die. And so, what if the simple and sensible
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Persian plan of “isolate and eliminate the commander” had worked at the
Granicus—as it so nearly did? If Alexander had died at age twenty-two,
instead of ten years later after having conquered the Persian empire, hu-

man history would have been very different indeed.

With the second blow of the ax, Alexander’s skull was cleaved; he died
instantly. Cleitus arrived in time to dispatch his foe, and a fierce battle
over the body of the fallen king ensued. The Macedonians eventually
prevailed and drove back the enemy forces, but they took many casual-
ties and the main body of the Persian forces withdrew largely intact.
Moreover, King Darius III, the young, energetic, and battle-proven Per-
sian monarch, was even now raising a huge force: Madeconian victories
against Darius’s local governors would be meaningless as soon as the
royal army arrived in western Anatolia. Meanwhile, Darius’s admirals
were preparing to carry the conflict back into Greece. With no great suc-
cess to report, and with the news of Alexander’s death impossible to con-
tain for long, the Macedonian expeditionary force was faced with the
prospect of a major Greek uprising. With the Macedonian throne vacant;
the Greeks would play the familiar game of supporting this pretender or
that—and the future of every member of the Macedonian elite was
bound up in the outcome of the ensuing struggle. The Macedonian war
council following Granicus was brief and to the point: There was no
sense in continuing the campaign, every reason to beat a quick retreat,
taking whatever plunder could be grabbed up quickly on the way home.
As Macedon devolved into civil war, the brief Macedonian golden age
sparked by Philip’s organizational genius came to an end: The next sev-
eral generations closely recapitulated earlier Macedonian history, a series
of weak kings in thrall variously to Greeks, Danubians, Persians, and their
own strong-willed nobles.

Persia, on the other hand, entered a long period of relative peace and
prosperity. Darius proved diplomatically adept and allowed the semi-

Hellenized western satraps to deal with the Greeks on their own terms.
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The general modus vivendi that had pertained earlier in the fourth cen-
tury was expanded: Trade between Greece, Anatolia, the Near East, and
even the further reaches of the empire expanded; there was less and less
reason for anyone in Greece to imagine that the Greek cities of the west-
ern Anatolian littoral would welcome “liberation” from the Persian mas-
ter, and the Persians had long ago lost interest in military adventurism
among the bronze-clad warriors to their west. Although the Persian kings
stuck by the old and successful Persian policy of religious toleration
(which helped to avoid costly uprisings among the pockets of the Em-
pire’s population that were especially touchy about matters of religious
purity), the worship of the God of Light and the Truth, Ahuru-Mazda,
and a cosmology based on his eternal struggle with darkness and the
forces of the Lie continued to spread among the multiethnic elites of the
Empire, providing some level of cultural continuity that helped to un-
dergird Persia’s conservative military policy and efficient system of taxa-
tion.

Meanwhile, in mainland Greece, the big winner was the city-state of
Athens. Athens’s two traditional rivals, Sparta and Thebes, were both out
of the picture: Thebes had been eliminated by Alexander and Sparta
never recovered from a crushing defeat at the hands of the Thebans
in 371 B.C. and the subsequent liberation of Sparta’s serf population
in nearby Messenia. With Macedon in a state of near collapse, Athens
was once again the dominant military power on mainland Greece: The
Athenian navy was now larger than it had been at the height of the Peri-
clean “golden age” in the mid-fifth century. But the Athenians saw little
advantage to imperialistic adventurism on the mainland or toward the
east. The democratic city had proved capable of flourishing economically
without an empire, focusing on its role as an international port and trad-
ing center. With Athenian warships patrolling the Aegean, piracy was
kept to a minimum. Given the generally good relations Athens was able
to maintain with the western satraps of Persia, the conditions were ideal
for an expansion of peaceful trade in both luxury items and bulk com-

modities. As Athenian trading interests expanded, so too did the ten-
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dency for the expansive tendency of Athenian democracy to include non-
natives and it became increasingly common for successful resident for-
eigners in Athens to be granted citizenship. Always a cultural mecca,
Athens now became the unquestioned center of Greek intellectual and
cultural life—there were relatively few Greek philosophers, poets, scien-
tists, or artists who willingly lived elsewhere. As the citizen body and
state revenues from harbor taxes grew in tandem, so too did the capacity
for Athens to extend its influence into new zones.

The western Mediterranean beckoned: Italy, Sicily, southern Gaul,
Spain, and North Africa were all quite well known to the mainland
Greeks, and the Athenians had attempted the conquest of Sicily back
in the late fifth century. But there was a real problem: The imperial
Phoenician city-state of Carthage (located on the North African coast
near modern Tunis) had long regarded overseas trade in the western
Mediterranean as an exclusive Carthaginian monopoly, and the Cartha-
ginians had backed up this policy with a strong naval presence. Tension
between Carthaginian and Athenian traders eventually flared into open
conflict between the two great sea powers. In the long and debilitating
war that followed, neither side managed to gain a clear advantage. Both
sides had large citizen populations from which to recruit rowers and
marines; both had large war chests and so each side was able to augment
its citizen levies with mercenary forces. Tens of thousands of men were
lost in massive sea battles, and even more drowned when sudden
Mediterranean storms caught fleets of oared warships too far from pro-
tective harbors.

The theater of war expanded: Other mainland Greek states, and es-
pecially the Greek cities of Sicily and southern Italy, were inevitably
drawn into the fray, on one side or the other. As Athens and Carthage
poured more and more of their resources into the bitter and futile war,
other non-Greek states moved in to pick up the trade: Phoenicians in the
east, and eventually Latin speakers from central Italy in the west. As the
conflict droned on, new traders took over the routes and new trade goods

from inner Asia, Egypt, and Europe came available; the popularity of
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Hellenic cultural icons, for example, in architecture, decorated vases, and
literature, tended to fade in the western provinces of the Persian empire.
And Greek culture had never really caught on in most of the West.

With Carthage and the western Greek cities weakened by warfare,
the big winner in the western Mediterranean was Rome. Only a mid-
range regional power at the time of Alexander’s death on the Granicus,
Rome grew in strength by creating a coherent central-Italian defensive
league; the influence of the league spread rapidly and Rome eventually
entered the Atheno-Carthage conflict, ostensibly on the Carthaginian
side. The result was the rapid absorption of all of Italy, then Sicily, and
eventually a much-reduced Carthage into a rapidly growing Roman con-
federation that had by now become a genuine empire. A temporary truce
with Athens and the mainland Greeks proved ephemeral: The Romans
soon found an excuse to launch an invasion of Greece. With Athens
weakened by two generations of unceasing conflict, the Roman victory
was assured. But Athenian stubbornness in refusing to surrender after a
lengthy siege tried Roman patience. When the walls of the city were fi-
nally breached, the Roman soldiers ran amok. The massacre was general
and the city burned. Along with the extermination of Athens was lost the
bulk of Greece’s intellectual and cultural treasures: Only tattered rem-
nants of Greek tragedy, comedy, philosophy, and science survived the
sack. The Greek world never regained its cultural or economic vibrance;
the surviving city-states were strictly controlled by the vigilant Romans.
Most Romans had developed no taste for Greek culture and despised
what little they knew. “Greek studies” eventually became a very minor
area of the larger world of Roman antiquarian research, of interest to a
few scholars with especially arcane and esoteric tastes.

The conquest of Greece brought the Romans into direct confronta-
tion with the Persians. Yet a generation of skirmishes between the two
great empires proved indecisive: Although Rome took over Egypt and so
completed its conquest of North Africa, the Romans found that they did
not have the manpower simultaneously to pacify their vast holdings in

the west and at the same time to engage in a really effective large-scale

53



WHAT IF?

war with Persia. For their part, the Persians had long ago given up
thoughts of westward expansion; holding onto central Asia was enough
of a challenge. Moreover, in the course of protracted diplomatic ex-
changes, the ruling elites of two great powers found that Persian and Ro-
man aristocrats had much in common. Both cultures had immense
respect for tradition and authority. Both were highly patriarchal, oriented
toward duty and ancestors. The Romans found Ahuru-Mazda worship
much to their liking—the starkly dualistic vision of a cosmos divided be-
tween forces of good and evil fit their worldview and they found it quite
easy to integrate Ahuru-Mazda into the religious mishmash they had
interited from the Etruscans. The Persians, for their part, found that
adopting some aspects of Roman military organization helped them con-
solidate their hold on their eastern provinces. There was a fair amount of
intermarriage between Roman and Persian noble families; and in time
the two cultures became harder and harder to tell apart.

This is the world as we might have known it, divided into the rela-
tively stable bipolar structure that has, from time to time, seemed self-
evidently the appropriate and indeed inevitable fate of mankind. Under
this international regime, the peoples of the world, almost infinitely di-
verse in their cultures and their beliefs, simply remained so—there was
(for better or for worse) no hegemonic “master culture” or “central
canon” to unite them. This means that there would have been no Renais-
sance, no Enlightenment, no “modernity.” The very concept of “the West-
ern World” as exemplifying a set of more or less clearly articulated (if
always contested and imperfectly realized) cultural, political, and ethical
ideals would never have arisen.

There would perhaps have been occasional outbreaks of religious en-
thusiasm, but these would have remained local matters, never to tran-
scend the provincial level. For indeed by what means could they become
generalized? While Latin in the West and Aramaic in the East would
prove workable adminstrative languages, they were not hospitable lin-
guistic environments for transcultural exchanges. Traders inevitably

would have learned a few languages, but most people would continue to
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speak their own local language and nothing but, live by local laws, worship
their local deities, tell their local stories, and think their local ideas. Their
contact with whichever of the great empires they happened to inhabit
would be limited to paying taxes and occasional military service. The pe-
culiarities of diverse cultures might be of interest to the state-supported
scholars who would make it their business to collect and categorize
knowledge about the world; but these would remain few and would be
supported by the governments of the two empires only because abstruse
knowledge sometimes comes in handy in dealing with problems of tax

collection or keeping order.

And so, if Cleitus had stumbled as he hastened to save his king, we would
inhabit a world very different from our own in terms of geopolitics, reli-
gion, and culture. I have suggested that it would be a world in which the
values characteristic of the Greek city-states were lost in favor of a fusion
of Roman and Persian ideals. The stark dualism of Ahuru-Mazda worship
became the dominant religious tradition. A profound reverence for
ritual, tradition, ancestors, and social hierarchy—rather than Greek rev-
erence for freedom, political equality, and the dignity of the person—
defined the ethical values of a small “cosmopolitan” elite that would rule
over a diverse mosaic of cultures. And this could take place because there
was no long and brilliant “Hellenistic Period”—and so no integration of a
wider world into a Greek cultural/linguistic sphere.

Without the challenge of strong Greek cultural influence and subse-
quent Roman mismanagement in Judea, Judaism would have remained a
localized phenomenon. The Persians were quite sensitive to local reli-
gious concerns; under continued Persian rule there would have been no
great Maccabee uprising, no Greek Septuagint, no violent Roman de-
struction of the Second Temple, no great Jewish diaspora. Likewise, Jesus
of Nazareth (had he not chosen to stick to carpentry) would remain a lo-
cal religious figure. The New Testament (whatever form it took) would

never have been composed in “universal” Greek and so would not have
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found a broad audience. Without the wide diffusion of Jewish and Chris-
tian texts, the cultural domain in which Mohammed grew up would have
been radically altered; if a new religion emerged within the Arabian
peninsula it would take a form quite different from that of classical Islam
and it seems highly unlikely that it would have generated the remarkable
cultural and military energies we associate with the great Jihad. Indeed,
the very concept of “culture” would have a very different meaning; cul-
ture would remain overwhelmingly local rather than developing viable
aspirations to universality.

Ironically, the values of our own world, which I have suggested is a
result of Alexander’s good luck at the Granicus, would not have pleased
Cleitus the Black. As a staunch Macedonian conservative who despised
innovation, Cleitus would be more likely to approve of the counterfac-
tual Romano-Persian regime described above. But Cleitus did not live to
see the world his spear thrust made: Seven years after saving his king at
Granicus, he was speared to death by Alexander in a drunken quarrel
over the cultural future of the nascent empire. Their quarrel, even more
ironically, was (as it turned out) over contrasting counterfactual scenar-
ios: Cleitus believed that Macedonians should stick by their traditions
and should have nothing to do with the customs of the people they con-
quered; he dreamed of a world in which the victorious Macedonians
would be culturally unaffected by their military success. Alexander, seek-
ing to unify his empire and to gain the manpower needed for future con-
quests, was eager to adopt Persian court ritual and to train Persian soldiers
to fight side by side with his Macedonian veterans. But neither Cleitus’s
Macedonia-first conservatism nor Alexander’s hope for a unitary empire
and unending imperial expansionism had much to do with the real new
world that came into being upon Alexander’s very timely death in Baby-

lon, at age thirty-two, in June of 323 B.C.
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LEWIS H. LAPHAM

FUROR TEUTONICUS:
THE TEUTOBURG FOREST,
A.D. 9

"he first century A.D. saw the Roman Empire near its height. Its capital,

Rome, was not just the center, but the envy, of the known world. In the

.. words of the classicist Edith Hamilton, the Emperor Augustus (63 B.C.~A.D.
14) had “found Rome a city of bricks and left her a city of marble.” The newest target
for imperial expansion was the wilderness region beyond the Rhine known as Ger-
many. Then in A.D. 9, twenty-two years into pacifying, civilizing, and homogenizing—
its traditional modus operandi for barbarian lands—Rome suffered a reverse there
from which it never recovered. In the Teutoburg Forest, tribesmen led by a chieftain
named Arminius surprised and annihilated three Roman legions—15,000 men plus
camp followers. Arminius had the heads of his victims nailed to trees: It provided a
telling psychological message that was not lost on Rome. Violence became its own re-
ward. The empire retreated behind the Rhine and, except for occasional forays, left
Germany alone.

Almost two millennia later, we have to wonder what kind of imprint a Romanized

Germany would have left on history. What if Germany had not remained for cen-
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turies a frontier, one of Europe’s last—with a frontier mentality, in its darker manifes-
tations especially, that the descendants of Arminius—or Hermann, as he was later
called—have never completely surrendered? What if Arminius had not become a kind
of Shanelike figure but just another co-opted local prince? What if the Roman Empire,
with its temples, amphitheaters, and system of law, had extended to the Vistula?

Would we have ever considered the dire prospect of a “German Question”?

¢ Lewis H. Lapham deals with some of those possibilities in the following essay.
Lapham is the editor of Harper's magazine and the winner of the National Magazine
Award for his essays, which have been likened to those of H. L. Mencken and Mon-
taigne. He is the author of eight books, including two just published, THE AGONY OF
MAMMON and LAPHAM'S RULES OF INFLUENCE. He is a well-known lecturer and tele-

vision host.
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You may not be interested in war, but war is interested in you.

—Leon Trotsky

uring the first decade of the era not yet revealed as Christian,

the Emperor Caesar Augustus was more concerned with

military dispatches from Mainz than with reports of miracles
at Bethlehem He had ruled as princeps for nearly thirty years, dictating
an end both to the Roman republic and a century of civil war, and at all
points of the imperial compass his augurs observed auspicious omens—
tranquility in Egypt, peace in Africa and Spain, the Parthians quiescent,
vineyards in Aquitaine, gymnasia in Cyzicus and no cloud of rebellion
anywhere on the blue horizon of the Mediterranean world.

Except, of course, in Germany. Augustus wasn’t familiar with the
song of Seigfried or the insignia of the thousand-year Reich, but as an
army commander in the wilderness east of the Rhine he had come up
against the Germanic tribes known to his legions as the Furor Teutonicus,
a horde of superstitious barbarians, invariably hostile and usually drunk,
worshippers of horses and moonlight, keeping their primitive calendar by
counting nights instead of days, roaming like wolves through fog and
SNOW.

Augustus assumed that eventually it would occur to one of their
chieftains to turn the wagons south, and he had it in mind to prevent that
accident by extending the frontier of the empire as far north as the Elbe
Ri\;er, possibly as far east as the Vistula and the Baltic Sea, the force of
arms followed by a show of aqueducts and apple trees and the Goths re-
duced, as Julius Caesar had reduced the Gauls west and south of the
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Rhine, to a harmless rabble of submissive colonies, “well supplied with
luxuries and accustomed to defeat.”

The policy was optimistic but not implausible. The Roman power in
the first Century A.D. brooked neither rival nor contradiction, and its
magistrates were in the habit of issuing writs of omnipotence in the name
of a monarchy comprehending, in Edward Gibbon'’s phrase, “the fairest
part of the earth and the most civilized portion of mankind,” the obedi-
ent provinces, “united by laws and adorned by arts,” the roads running in
straight lines from the Atlantic Ocean to the Euphrates, the frontiers de-
fended by “the spirit of a people incapable of fear and impatient of re-
pose.” If Augustus had managed to accomplish his German project, giving
it the weight of milestones as well as colors on a map, the course of Eu-
ropean history over the next 2 000 years might have taken a very differ-
ent set of turns—the Roman empire preserved from ruin, Christ dying
intestate on an unremembered cross, the nonappearance of the English
language, neither the need nor the occasion for a Protestant reformation,
Frederick the Great a circus dwarf and Kaiser Wilhelm seized by an in-
fatuation with stamps or water beetles instead of a passion for cavalry
boots.

The Romans began the work of German pacification in 13 B.C., the
year that Tiberius, the emperor’s heir and stepson, brought his legions
across the Alps into Austria, lower Wirtemberg, and the Tyrol. A temple
to Jupiter appeared at Cologne, and soon afterward the construction of
naval fortifications at the mouths of the rivers opening the German
wilderness to an approach from the North Sea. The more prominent
barbarians received the favor of Roman citizenship, their intransigence
tempered by the music of flutes, their suspicions relieved by gifts of silk
and gold. Their sons acquired an acquaintance with the Latin language,
learning to fasten their cloaks with jewels instead of thorns, and for
twenty years the lines of Roman settlement edged eastward into the
Westphalian forest.

But in A.D. 6, the barbarians in the province Illyricum, the modern-

day Balkans, rose in murderous revolt, and Tiberius was sent from Trier to
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punish their presumption. The brutal lesson in civility lasted three years,
and while it was in progress Augustus assigned the continuing education
of the Germanic tribes to Publius Quinctilius Varus. The plan was sound,
but Augustus entrusted it to the wrong Roman. A soft and complacent
man, Varus at the age of fifty-five owed the favor of his promotion to his
marriage with the emperor’s grandniece. He had served as proconsul in
Africa and legate in Syria, but his knowledge of military strategy derived
from the gossip of his subordinates, and his character was that of a palace
functionary—dissembling, avaricious, indolent, and vain.

As “Governor of Germany across the Rhine,” Varus assumed com-
mand of the empire’s three most formidable legions, and he arrived from
Italy with the opinion that his army was invincible and the barbarians
broken to the harness of Roman law. Neither supposition proved correct,
but Varus, of whom it was later said, “Fate blindfolded the eyes of his
mind,” didn’t take much interest in facts he found disagreeable or incon-
venient. He conceived his task as administrative and relied on his belief
that Augustus, his wife’s fond and careful uncle, wouldn’t have sent him
to Germany unless the work was easy. Choosing to regard Germanic
tribes as easily acquired slaves rather than as laboriously recruited allies,
he forced upon them a heavy burden of taxation in the belief that they
would come to love him as a wise father.

Among the barbarians serving as officers on his staff, Varus bestowed
the greater part of his trust and affection on Arminius, a prince of the
Cherusci who had campaigned with Tiberius in Illyricum and appreci-
ated the poetry of Horace. The contemporary historian Velleius describes
Arminius as a fiercely handsome man in his late twenties, “brave in action
and alert in mind, possessing an intelligence quite beyond the ordinary
barbarian.” He also possessed a talent for duplicity well beyond the intel-
ligence of Varus, who thought of him as his most devoted flatterer.
Arminius took the trouble to profess his admiration for all things Roman,
meanwhile making the preliminary arrangements for a literal-minded
performance (no orchestra, no costumes, nothing operatic) of Gotter-

ddmmerung.
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The chance presented itself in the autumn of A.D. 9. Several days be-
fore Varus moved his three legions—15,000 infantry in company with
10,000 women, children, auxiliaries, slaves, and pack animals—for their
summer encampment near Minden to winter quarters further west,
apparently somewhere near the modern town of Haltern. Arminius
disclosed the line of march to those of the Cherusci, who shared his
resentment of the empire. The malcontents recruited like-minded allies
among the Chatti and Bructeri, and halfway between the two military
strong points, in the thickly wooded ravines of the Teutoburg Forest, a
mob of screaming barbarians fell upon the Roman column.

The historians still argue about the exact whereabouts of the ensuing
massacre, and over the last several hundred years they have deployed the
meager literary and archeological remains—old manuscripts, gold and sil-
ver coins found buried in peat moss, shards of Roman armor, the local
place names of Knochenbahn (Bone Lane) and Mordkessel (The Kettle
of Death)—to suggest as many as 700 theories about the likely point of
attack. Some historians place Varus’s column among the upper tribu-
taries of the Ems River, others place it nearer the rivers Lippe or Weser,
but all the authorities agree that the Romans died like penned cattle. The
difficulty of the terrain (a narrow causeway between steep embank-
ments, the wet ground “treacherous and slippery around the roots and
logs,” overturned wagons, bewildered children, horses dying in the mud)
prevented the legions from bringing to bear their superior weapons and
tactics. Trained to fight in the open field, they carried heavy javelins and
the short Spanish sword\with which they were accustomed to cutting
down their enemies in thé manner of farmers reaping wheat. But in the
German forest they were caught in a tangle of trees, encumbered by a
baggage train strung out over a distance of nine miles, unable to form
their cohorts into disciplined lines. The barbarians began the attack at
dusk, hurling their spears from the rock outcroppings higher up on the
hillsides, and during three days and three nights of leisurely slaughter in
a cold and steady rain, they annihilated the entire Roman army. Varus

committed suicide. So did every other officer who knew that it was the
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practice of the Cherusci to nail their vanquished but still living enemies
to the trunks of sacred oak trees.

Arminius sent Varus’s head to Maroboduus, a barbarian king in Bo-
hemia on whom he wished to make a favorable impression, and Marobo-
duus, for diplomatic reasons of his own, forwarded the head to Rome.
Dio Cassius reports the effect as memorable, Augustus so shocked by the
utter destruction of so fine an army that he “rent his garments and was in
great aftliction,” and Gibbon remarks on the emperor’s consternation
with his familiar irony, “. . . Augustus did not receive the melancholy
news with all the temper and firmness that might have been expected
from his character.”

The fear of barbarian invasion drifted through the city with rumors
of strange and terrifying portent—the summit of the Alps was said to
have fallen into a lake of fire, the temple of Mars struck by a thunderbolt,
many comets and blazing meteors seen in the northern sky, the statue of
Victory, which had been placed at a crossroads pointing the way toward
Germany, inexplicably turned in the opposite direction, pointing the way
into Italy. Suetonious speaks of the emperor dedicating extravagant
games to Jupiter Best and Greatest on condition that the Germans failed
to appear on the Palatine and Capitoline Hills. Augustus declared the day
of Varus’s death a day of national mourning; for many months he refused
to cut his hair or trim his beard, and from time to time until the end of
his life, at the age of seventy-seven in A.D. 14, he was to be seen wander-
ing through the rooms of his palace, beating his head against a wall and
crying out, in a voice the historians describe as thin and old, “Quinctilius
Varus, give me back my legions.”

Mocked by the defeat in the Teutoburg Forest, Augustus abandoned
the project of civilizing the German wilderness, and in the will that he
left to his successor, Tiberius, he bequeathed the virtue of prudence—“Be
satisflied with the status quo and suppress completely any desire to in-
crease the empire to greater size.” By and large, Tiberius heeded the ad-
vice, but in A.D. 15 he allowed his nephew, Germanicus, to undertake a

revengeful campaign against the Cherusci. Germanicus burned crops and
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pagan temples, murdered large numbers of barbarians (many of them
women and children, quite a few of them in their sleep) and in a dark
wood between the Lippe and Ems Rivers, his army came across the rem-
nants of their former companions-in-arms, a scene that Tacitus describes
in the Annals as one “thatlived up to its horrible associations . . . whiten-
ing bones, scattered where men had fled, heaped up where they had
stood and fought back. Fragments of spears and of horses’ limbs lay there,
also human heads, fastened to tree trunks.” Germanicus’s army recovered
two of the three golden eagles lost with the legions of Varus, but it didn’t
manage to defeat Arminius in a decisive battle, and on its recall to Rome
in A.D.16, Tiberius adopted the policy of settling the empire’s northern
boundary along the angle formed by the Danube and the upper Rhine.

The Roman withdrawal left the Furor Teutonicus unmolested by am-
phitheaters and well-supplied with spears and drinking songs. The bar-
barian clans knew Arminius by the name of Hermann, and they
proclaimed him first a hero and then a legend. Their enthusiasm was ap-
proved by Tacitus, who refers to Arminius as “unmistakably the liberator
of Germany. Challenger of Rome—not in its infancy, like kings and com-
manders before him, but at the height of its power . . . to this day the
tribes sing of him.” It didn’t matter that Arminius failed in his attempt to
unite the northern tribes in the cause of German independence; nor did
it matter that in A.D. 21, at the age of thirty-eight, he was assassinated by
his own clansmen, who objected to his proclaiming himself a king. His
mistakes were forgiven because he had defied the majesty and cynicism
of Rome, not only in the Teutoburg Forest but also in pitched battles
against legions under the command of both Germanicus and Tiberius,
and the memory of him was consecrated in the blood of his enemies.
Tacitus wrote his histories during the reign of Trajan, and his disap-
pointment in the character of the emperors subsequent to Augustus in-
clined him to present the imagined virtues of the noble savage (loyal,

freedom-loving, chaste) as moral counterpoint to the certain viciousness
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of Caligula and the proven decadence of Nero and Domitian—“No one
in Germany finds vice amusing, or calls it ‘up-to-date’ to seduce and be
seduced.” Elaborating the theme in the Germania, Tacitus praises the
Saxon tribes for their self-sufficiency, for having attained “that hardest-
of-results, the not needing so much as a wish,” and in recognition of their
strength and courage he gives voice to the hope that they “ever retain, if
not love for us, at least hatred for each other; for while the destinies of
empire hurry us on, fortune can give no greater boon than discord among
our foes.”

The German inheritors of the tale adorned it through successive gen-
erations with the heavy ornament of Teutonic myth. During the third
and fourth centuries A.D. the name and triumph of Arminius served as a
metaphor for the valor of the barbarians crowding south upon the decay
of Rome. The eighth century associated the old story with the glory of
Charlemagne, the twelfth century with the conquests of Frederick Bar-
barossa; the chroniclers of the high Middle Ages extended the compli-
ment of comparison to the dynasties of Hapsburg, Wittelsbach, and
Holenzollern. By the end of the eighteenth century, Hermann was at one
with Seigfried in the halls of Valhalla, and when the fury of early nine-
teenth century German romanticism descended upon the town of Det-
mold, the citizens voted to erect a colossal statue of Hermann on the
summit of the highest mountain in the Teutoburger Wald. Nobody knew
exactly where Varus had kept his appointment with doom, but Detmold
was certainly somewhere in the vicinity, and the town council imagined
the great hero triumphant with uplifted sword, the statue mounted on
gothic columns hewn from living oak, the whole of the edifice rising to a
height of nearly 2,000 feet and visible at a distance of sixty miles.

The enterprise failed for lack of funds, but what couldn’t be ren-
dered in bronze found expression in scholarship, in the work of the late
nineteenth-century historians (in Britain and France as well as in Ger-
many) advancing the several flags of European nationalism. Leopold
von Ranke discovered in the prowess of Hermann an early proof of

Aryan supremacy—stalwart blond people, blue-eyed and fair-skinned,
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resisting the advance of the mongrel races enlisted under the imperial
eagles of Roman luxury and greed. Several French intellectuals traced the
wonders of Newtonian science to the ancient freedoms of the German
forest, and Sir Edward Creasy, prominent in Victorian England as both
historian and lecturer, thought Arminius worthy of a statue in Trafalgar
Square. “Had Arminius been supine or unsuccessful,” said Sir Edward, in
Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World, “this island never would have borne
the name England.” The book appeared to favorable reviews in 1852, and
the next two generations of British and American historians (among
them Teddy Roosevelt) endorsed Creasy’s theory of the Roman Empire
as a corruption of “debased Italians” deserving of defeat at the hands of
purebred Anglo-Saxons notable for “their bravery, their fidelity to their
word, their manly independence of spirit, their love of their natural free
institutions, and their loathing of every pollution and meanness.” Richard
Wagner set the words to music, and the American pioneers carried them
west against the Sioux, and the rulers of Nazi Germany fitted them to

the design of Auschwitz.

Begin the sequence of historical event with a different set of circum-
stances in a German forest in the autumn of A.D. 9 (dry weather, Varus a
competent general, the rage of Arminius modified by a second reading of
Virgil’s Georgics), and Adolf Hitler might not have danced his victorious
jig in a French forest in the spring of 1940. Augustus wouldn’t have
known how to read Luther’s Bible or the flashes of Gestapo uniform (the
Furor Teutonicus not having yet acquired the art of letters) but if a few
words in a Gothic script appeared one afternoon on the column of a Ro-
man peristyle, the emperor could have guessed well enough at their
probable meaning. Germany-across-the-Rhine he regarded as the an-
tithesis of civilization, a wilderness “thankless to till and dismal to be-
hold,” and although he was by no means given to a republican practice or
democratic sentiment, he understood the uses of poets, the fictions of

government, the glory of bees. “Wheresoever a Roman conquers,” said
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Seneca, “he inhabits,” and if Augustus had fostered the planting of or-
chards as far north as Berlin, the empire thus strengthened and enlarged
might have denied passage to the Mongols, admitted Moscow to the free-
dom of Rome, found in the aureus an early equivalent of the euro.

Nine centuries after the collapse of the Roman power, Western Eu-
rope constructed the premise of the Renaissance on the rediscovered
blueprints of Latin literature—Cicero’s politics, Virgil’s verse forms, the
histories of Tacitus and Livy, Ovid’s metaphysics, Martial’s epigrams. The
first translations emerge in those countries that retained a memory of
the empire (in Italy, England, and France, not in Germany, and nowhere
east of the Vistula), but it was another 300 years before the models of
classic antiquity began to be handed around among the advisors to the
courts at Brandenburg and Dresden. The delay possibly accounts for the
German confusion about imperialism (its nature and purpose, the dis-
tinction between diplomacy and blitzkrieg) that provided the twentieth
century with the causus belli for two world wars.

Assume as antecedent that Roman conquest of Germany in the first
and second centuries A.D. and the improvisation of derivative narratives
no doubt could entertain a faculty of historians for the whole of a college
semester. The professors might choose to set up their propositions in the
manner of a board game, playing Bismark and the ubermensch against the
drawings of Albrecht Diirer and the cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach.
No doubt they would quibble over the relative value of Schiller’s lyrics
and Hindenburg's artillery shells, but I suspect that the general tone of
conversation would tend to prefer the solemn calm of empires to the
crowd noises of the unruly provinces.

Gibbon published his history of Rome’s decline and fall in 1776, the
same year in which the American colonies declared themselves indepen-
dent of the British crown; the tide of the Enlightenment was turning to
the ebb, and within the next fifty years it was followed by a surge of rev-
olutionary romance—in Mexico and Brazil as well as France and Ger-
many. New definitions of freedom gave rise to the belief that even the

smallest quorum of nationalist identity deserves the status of a sovereign
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state. The Treaty of Versailles returned the administration of Illyricum to
the incompetence of the Balkan tribes, and I can imagine both Gibbon
and Augustus comparing the foolishness of Woodrow Wilson to the stu-
pidity of Publius Quinctilius Varus. A similar prejudice informs the writ-
ing of the contemporary diplomats and foreign policy analysts who
mourn the absence of “transnational institutions” capable of managing
the world’s affairs with the sang-froid of the old Roman empire. Con-
fronted with the chaos of unregulated capital markets—also with rogue
states and renegade ideologies, with war in Africa, civil unrest in Judea,
tyrants in Parthia and Leptis Minor, too much cocaine crossing the fron-
tier near Chalcedon, too many poisons in the Mediterranean Sea—the
would-be makers of a postmodern peace dream of Gibbon’s “supreme
magistrate, who by the progress of knowledge and flattery was gradually
invested with the sublime perfections of an Eternal Parent and an Om-
nipotent Monarch.” Augustus would have been pleased to grant them an

audience.
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BARRY §. STRAUSS

THE DARK AGES
MADE LIGHTER

The Consequences of
Two Defeats

his chapter is the story of two battles and what might have happened if their

results had been reversed—as well they might have been. Both involved

%
7
.
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%
%

powers on the cusp of advance or retreat. In the first, Adrianople (A.D.
378), the Roman Empire suffered a disaster even worse than that of the Teutoburg
Forest, and one that went far to send it reeling into its final decline. In the second,
Poitiers (probably 732), a Frankish army turned back Muslim invaders near the
Loire River at the moment when they seemed ready to spread across Europe—"The
Great Land,” as they called it.

Did the Roman Empire—or at least the part of it that dominated Western Eu-
rope—have tc die and so give birth to the Dark Ages? Did the Dark Ages themselves
(which may not have been all that dark) have to happen? As Barry S. Strauss tells us,
much of the blame may fall less on Spenglerian fatigue than on the poor judgment of
one man, the emperor Valens, who squandered an army in a battle that he should
have avoided or delayed fighting. (Adrianople—the present Turkish city of Edirne—

has the distinction of being the most fought-over city in the world, Valens’s fatal re-
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verse being one of fifteen major battles or sieges that have taken place there in just
short of 1,700 years.) The Visogoths who slaughtered Valens's troops, and who also
killed him, would eventually move west to capture and sack the city of Rome itself By
that time the empire was all but beyond rescue. It did not have to be that way, Strauss
argues. What would a world that Rome continued to lead have been like?

The dynamism that had once belonged to the Roman Empire would pass to a new
locus of power: Arabia. Less than a century after the death of the prophet Mohammed
in 632, the armies of Islam had established rule as far west as Spain—the kingdom
they called Al-Andalus. How important was Poitiers? Strauss comes down on the side
of those historians who see it as a turning point. It certainly brought us the foremost
dynasty of early medieval Europe, the Carolingians: Charlemagne was the grandson
of the victor, Charles Martel. But if the battle had gone differently, so might history. As
an anonymous Muslim chronicler put it: “On the plain of Tours [as the battle is some-
times called] the Arabs lost the empire of the world when almost in their grasp.” It
would have been an empire full of luster: These Arabs were the foremost broadcasters
of enlightenment in their time.

Both Adrianople and Poitiers are cases of what might be called first-order coun-
terfactual theory—that is, a major rewriting of history stemming from small changes.
How different would our lives have been if only Valens had been more patient. If only

Abd Al-Rahman, the Muslim commander at Poitiers, had survived to rally his forces.

& Barry S. Strauss is professor of history and classics and the director of the peace
studies program at Cornell University. His books include FATHERS AND SONS IN
ATHENS, THE ANATOMY OF ERROR: ANCIENT MILITARY DISASTERS AND THEIR
LESSONS FOR MIODERN STRATEGISTS (with Josiah Ober), and ROWING AGAINST THE

CURRENT: ON LEARNING TO SCULL AT FORTY.
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. nthe European early Middle Ages two events took place—the fall

L of the Roman Empire in the West and the Muslim tidal wave of

% conquest—that might have changed everything had they turned
out differently. Had imperial Rome maintained control of Europe or had
imperial Islam restored a single, central authority there, Europe would
have been spared the chaos of the Dark Ages (ca. A.D. 500-1000). To be
sure, even chaos can yield dividends in the long run: Some would say that
the Dark Ages sowed the seeds of later Western freedom; others deny
that there was anything dark about them. Yet dark or bright, they unde-
niably lacked the order and stability that an empire brings. The fate of an
empire, be it Roman or Muslim, may have hinged on battles—battles
whose results could have gone either way.

True, the rise and fall of an empire is a long process, but the heaviest
doors pivot on small hinges, and at the battles of Adrianople (August 9,
378) and Poitiers (October 732) the hinges turned. At Adrianople, a Ger-
manic people, the Visigoths, destroyed a Roman army and killed the em-
peror, thereby setting in motion a century of defeats that would finally
bring down the empire in the West. Yet it was a near-run thing. A little
patience on the part of the commander, a little rest for the men, a change
in the weather—any of these might have changed the outcome at Adri-
anople and ultimately saved the Roman Empire. At Poitiers, a Frankish
force defeated a Muslim army. It was a smaller engagement than Adri-
anople but it proved a psychological and political turning point, because
it blunted the triumphant Arab advance northward and because it pro-
pelled the efforts of the Frankish general Charles Martel to establish a dy-
nasty. Under his grandson Charlemagne (r. 768-814), that dynasty
governed a far-flung state that laid the foundations for much of what

would follow in Europe—from kingdoms like France and Germany to lo-
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cal government by royal vassals to the Christian culture of cathedral
schools and decorated manuscripts. Yet had the Frankish army not killed
the Muslim commander that day at Poitiers, they might have lost the bat-
tle; Europe would have lost the family that built a great Frankish state;
and what might have emerged, instead, was a Muslim France or even a
Muslim Europe.

Historians no longer think of early medieval Europe outside of Spain
as the time and place of the Dark Ages but rather as the seedtime of Eu-
ropean greatness. Where historians once saw a sharp break between
Rome and its Germanic conquerors, they now find continuities in the
“Romano-German” kingdoms; where once they perceived poverty and
misery, they now see prosperous trading networks and free farm laborers;
where once they saw cultural decline, they now find creativity—in Celtic
manuscripts, for example, or the poetry of Beowulf or the monasticism of
the Benedictines. In short, many scholars no longer ask whether the Dark
Ages could have been avoided because they don’t believe they should
have been avoided.

Yet not even the most sunny interpretation of the fifth to tenth cen-
turies A.D. can dodge gloom altogether, not in Western Europe. Around
A.D. 350, a single empire—Rome—governed much of the Near East and
North Africa, as well as what is now England, France, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Switzerland, and western Germany. Then vio-
lent invasions began to tear that empire apart. In the east, the Roman
Empire survived as the Byzantine state for a thousand years, until the
Turkish conquest of Constantinople in 1453. In the West, the last Roman
emperor was dethroned in 476, a generation after the Western empire
had become little more than a legal fiction. The Western empire had been
tottering for years. Roman land was plundered, Roman cities were at-
tacked—Rome itself was sacked in 410 and 455—Roman men were
killed and Roman women were dragged off as war booty to marry Ger-
manic chiefs. The central government could not stop foreigners from set-
tling en masse on Roman lands and from eventually carving out separate

kingdoms in the Roman state. The population declined enough for Pope
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Gelasius (r. 492-496) to write of “Emilia, Tuscany, and the other
provinces [of Italy] in which nearly not a single human existed.” An ex-
aggeration, but what really happened can be seen in the fate of the city
of Rome, which may have contained one million people in the time of
Christ, but by the ninth century A.D. had a population of about 25,000.
By contrast, in the tenth century A.D. Cérdoba, the capital of Muslim
Spain, had a population of about 100,000, and Seville perhaps 60,000. In
short, a single Roman Empire was replaced by smaller states, and in the
process, society became more violent and less urbanized.

Europe would have been spared violence, anarchy, and misery if the
Roman Empire could have survived or, once having fallen, it could have
been pieced back together again. Which is why the battles of Adrianople
and Poitiers are so important and so tantalizing. Each could have had a
different result, if just a few changes are imagined. Let us examine each

in turn.

Throughout its long history, the Roman state had to face continual mili-
tary challenges from the warlike peoples on its frontiers. A double threat
confronted Rome in the fourth century A.D., with Persia on the rise in the
east and various Germanic peoples pushing from the north. In response
to frequent emergencies, the empire was divided in two, with one em-
peror in Constantinople and another at Rome—or rather, at Milan, the de
facto Western capital because it was closer to the battle zone.

In the early fourth century A.D. the Visigoths, a Germanic people,
had settled north of the Danube in Dacia (modern Romania), formerly a
Roman province. About fifty years later they were invaded by other Ger-
manic tribes, who were in turn fleeing from the Huns, a ferocious people
who had ridden out of central Asia. Pushed to the point of famine, in A.D.
376, the Visigoths asked the government in Constantinople for permis-
sion to cross the Danube to seek refuge—and a permanent home—in Ro-
man Thrace, all 200,000 or so of them, including women and children (to

follow a reasonable modern estimate of numbers). It would be mass em-
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igration of a people who gave the Romans the shivers. Yet the Eastern
emperor, Valens (r. 364-378) agreed to their request.

He was no humanitarian. Valens knew that the Visigoths were dan-
gerous warriors but he planned to co-opt them and add them to his
armies, which already had a Visigothic contingent. He needed more sol-
diers to fight Persia. He also knew that Visigothic refugees would bring
wealth with them, which his officials could skim off if not plunder out-
right—corruption being a depressing reality of Late Roman administra-
tion. In return, he insisted that the Visigoths lay down their arms when
they crossed the Danube. The Visigoths agreed, but Valens should have
known better.

No sooner did the Visigoths cross the Danube then they came into
conflict with Roman officials, who outdid themselves in coming up with
creative ways to fleece the refugees. The trouble was, the Visigoths
fought back. In early 377 they began a revolt that defeated a Roman
army and spread among other aggrieved groups such as miners and
slaves. Eventually, with the help of a large cavalry contingent from their
allies, they forced a Roman retreat. “The barbarians,” writes the Roman
historian Ammianus Marcellinus, “poured over the wide extent of Thrace
like wild animals escaping from their cage.”

In spring 378, the Emperor Valens prepared to counterattack with an
army estimated at thirty to forty thousand men. Meanwhile, the Western
emperor, Valens’s nephew Gratian (r. 367-383), marched to his aid from
Raetia (roughly Switzerland) where, the winter before, he had defeated
other Germanic invaders. Unfortunately, Valens “rose to the level of his
mediocrity,” as we might say today. He had the opportunity to crush a
cornered, but by no means defeated enemy; he turned it instead into dis-
aster. Instead of waiting for Gratian’s reinforcements, Valens insisted on
hghting—according to critics, he did not want to share the glory of vic-
tory. In his overconfidence he gave credence to intelligence reports that
the Visigoths had only 10,000 men (we don’t know how many men they
did have but it was far more than that). The battle would take place on
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ISLAM CHECKED AT THE BATTLE OF POITIERS

Charles Martel, flourishing a battle ax, center, inspires his Christian Frankish troops to de-
feat the Muslim Moors at Poitiers. Had the Arabs won the battle in 732, would Islam have
continued to spread across Europe?

(Carl von Steuben, 1788-1856, Battle of Poitiers. Giraudon/Art Resource, NY)

the plains near the city of Adrianople (modern Edirne, in Turkey) and it
would take place immediately. It was August 9, 378.

Barbarians the Visigoths might have been, but their leader, Fritigern,
had a sure instinct for the enemy’s weak points, none more important
than Valens himself. The emperor sent his men into battle in the broiling
heat of an August afternoon in the Balkans (summer temperatures of 100
degrees Fahrenheit are common in the region) with no rest or food after
an eight-mile march over rough country. The Visigoths, encamped be-

hind a circle of wagons, were surprised by the Romans, but their men
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were rested and they used their opportunity well. First, they deftly sent
their cavalry to turn the Roman lines and trap the legionnaires between
the wagons and the Visigothic infantry. Ammianus Marcellinus describes
that fateful ride: “The Gothic cavalry . . . shot forward like a bolt from on
high and routed with great slaughter all that they could come to grips
with in their wild career.”

Then, having attacked the Romans with their cavalry first on one side
and then the other, the Visigoths hit them head on with their infantry.
They slaughtered the closely packed enemy troops.

It is estimated that as many as two-thirds of the Romans in the bat-
tle were killed, including thirty-five high-ranking officers. The greatest
casualty was Valens himself. The catastrophe is made all the more
poignant by the knowledge that it could have been avoided. Had the em-
peror waited for reinforcements or, failing that, had he attacked with fed
and rested men the next morning, the outcome would probably have
been different. Nor can we underestimate the role of accident. The Visi-
gothic cavalry only arrived on the battlefield at the last minute; had they
been detained further, there would have been no Visigothic victory.
Keenly aware of their importance, Fritigern played for time by sending
various negotiators to the Romans until the eleventh hour. The Roman
high command might even have accepted his offer to parley, but the
troops took matters into their own hands. Roman archers and cavalry dis-
obeyed orders and began to attack the Visigoths, thereby forcing battle. \
So perhaps the fate of the Roman Empire lay in the hands of a nervous
skirmisher.

Flush with victory, the Visigoths were now free to roam the Balkans.
The loss of perhaps 20,000 to 25,000 men was big enough to imperil
Rome’s manpower needs. It was, said St. Ambrose of Milan on hearing
the news of the battle, “The end of all humanity, the end of the world.” It
was, at any rate, the end of the old Roman ability to bounce back from
defeat, so prominent a feature of the empire’s previous history. Far from
closing in for the kill, Rome allowed the enemy to settle within the

boundaries of the empire, south of the Danube, in the area of modern
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Bulgaria. Worse still, Rome allowed the Visigoths to keep their arms.
They were, in theory, allies of Rome, but in practice they were a rival
state. In the 390s, for example, the Visigoths looted Greece and the
Balkans, and then, after 400, they did the same to Italy. The height of dis-
aster came in 410, when the Visigoths, led by the wily and aggressive
Alaric, took the city of Rome and sacked it for three days. It was a sign of
things to come for the tottering empire.

Why did the Romans tolerate Visigothic settlement within the em-
pire? For one thing, they needed the Visigoths as soldiers, and the Ro-
mans believed they could co-opt and tame them. Second, as Roger
Collins argues, defeatism may have been at work. For many Romans, the
lesson of Adrianople seems to have been that Rome could not prevail in
battle against the enemy. At least, that may explain why four times be-
tween 395 and 405, in Italy and the Balkans, Roman armies fought and
beat the Visigoths under Alaric, but each time they allowed them—and
him—to escape and fight again. It is hard not to wonder whether Adri-
anople had done to Rome what the Battle of Verdun (1916) did to
France—not in its military outcome, for France won at Verdun, but in its
psychological outcome. The bloody battle devastated French morale for
a generation and weakened military manpower badly.

Thirty years after Adrianople, Alaric and the Visigoths were in Italy.
After sacking Rome, they eventually settled in Gaul and Spain. In the
meantime, to save Italy, the Roman government had to withdraw troops
from Britain and Gaul, which gave other Germanic tribes the opportu-
nity to invade the empire. Britain was lost to Rome after 407, and within
a generation large parts of Gaul, Spain, and North Africa were effectively
independent. Now largely dependent on barbarian mercenaries to de-
fend it, Rome had traveled far down the road to 476, when the Germans
in Italy deposed the last Western Roman emperor, Romulus Augustus
(r. 475-476), whose “empire” was mere fiction.

What could have been done? Arther Ferrill maintains that Rome’s
best hope would have been to reverse the outcome of Adrianople; that is,

to win the battle, kill the Visigoths’ commander, Fritigern, and two-thirds
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of his men. That would not have ended the security threat, because there
was no shortage of barbarians ready to probe the empire’s defenses and
attack it, but it would have bought Rome time to regroup. It might,
moreover, have generated the confidence and political will to ram
through the political and military reforms needed to man the Roman
army. Without such reforms, the empire would have remained weak in
the long term. With Rome victorious, though, Adrianople might have
proved not a Roman Verdun but a Roman defeat of the Spanish Armada,
turning back the invader and inspiring assurance and reform.

What if the Roman Empire had survived? What if it had bounced
back from the crisis of the years 376-476 the way it had earlier recovered
from the crisis of the years 188-284? Like the Chinese Empire, the Ro-
man state would have remained a great power dominating a huge area.
With the resources of the Western empire to help it, the East Roman, or
Byzantine, Empire might have defeated the Muslims in the seventh cen-
tury and kept the Mediterranean a Christian lake. Beyond the Rhine and
Danube, Germanic and Slavic rivals to Rome would have developed, or
perhaps Rome would eventually have conquered them too. There would,
of course, have been periods of disorder, inevitable invasions such as
China suffered from time to time. But the empire would always have
bounced back. It might have even expanded, stretching at its greatest ex-
tent from Mesopotamia to Morocco and from Britain to the Elbe, the
Vistula or even—who knows?—the Dnieper.

Latin-speaking Europe, governed from a capital in Italy, would have
become a more orderly and stable society than the boisterous and free-
dom-loving Germanic kingdoms that replaced imperial Rome. The em-
peror, whose office had been around seemingly forever, would have been
endowed with a charisma no less potent than the “mandate of heaven”
that the rulers of China enjoyed. There would have been no feudalism,
no knights, no chivalry, but no Magna Carta either, no doctrine of the
right of rebellion, and no parliaments.

The Roman world would have been Christian, but Christianity

might not resemble what we know today. It would be Roman, of course,
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and Catholic—that is, universal—but the pope, if the bishop of Rome
had so grand a title, would be strictly subordinate to the Defender of the
Faith, that is, the emperor, just as in Eastern Orthodoxy the patriarch
stayed under the Byzantine emperor’s thumb. No pope could have made
a Roman emperor kneel in the snow outside his door, as Pope Gregory
VII did the German monarch Henry IV at Canossa in 1078. There would
have been no conflict of church and state, no papal monarchy, and no
Protestant Reformation. If Martin Luther ever penned his Ninety-Five
Theses, he would have done so in his native Latin. They would have been
delivered in executive session at a church council, and if the emperor was
not amused, he would have sent Luther straight to the lions. The Romans
never had much patience for dissent.

There would, of course, have been no Renaissance since, without the
death of classical culture in the early Middle Ages, there would have been
no need for it to be reborn. Whether Columbus would have sailed across
the Atlantic from Hispania without the scientific and commercial spirit
of the Renaissance to inspire him is a good question, but one thing is cer-
tain: A new Roman Empire in the Americas would have been far less
dedicated to individual liberty than the English colonies turned out to be.
Governed by a proconsul resident in the city of Nova Roma (New Rome,
perhaps today’s New Orleans), the United Provinces of America would
stand as a model of the ideal proclaimed by Cicero: otium cum dignitate:
that is, “peace with respect for rank.” Merciless with their enemies but
not racists, the Romans might have treated the Indians much as the Span-
ish did, with a mixture of brutality, missionary zeal, and a surprising will-
ingness to intermarry.

Like the Roman Empire, the U.P.A. would be an oligarchy rather
than a democracy. Truth to tell, the American founders had great respect
for Rome and thought pure democracy dangerous; to some degree they
modeled our government on Rome’s. Yet they admired the Roman Re-
public and its political ferment, not the Roman Empire and its central-
ized monarchy. Our constitution contains a Bill of Rights; our culture is

founded on a revolution in the name of liberty; our society prizes equal-

81



WHAT IF?

ity, although it often fails to achieve it. Were America a New Rome, it
would have the same inequality of the United States today without a
movement to change it; it would have a judicial system without such
rights as habeas corpus or the guarantee against self-incrimination; it
would have no reason to have abolished the profitable slave systems that
grew up in the New World. New Rome would have bread and circuses

but no citizens’ assembly in the forum.

All of this assumes that Rome could have survived the great military
challenge that ripped through the Old World in the early Middle Ages—
the challenge of Islam. As it turned out, the Muslim armies wreaked
havoc on the surviving East Roman or Byzantine state, driving the Byzan-
tines out of the Levant and back to their base in Anatolia and the south-
ern Balkans. There the Byzantines were able to regroup and in places
even drive back the enemy. Perhaps this is not surprising, because the
Byzantines were, after all, Romans. They had inherited a thousand years
of military and political skill to call on in a pinch. Had it survived, the
Western Roman empire could have come to Byzantium’s help, and to-
gether the two of them might have pushed Islam eastward, leaving the
Mediterranean and Europe to Rome. What did happen, of course, is very
different.

It was one of military history’s most lightninglike accomplishments.
Within a generation of the death of the prophet Muhammad in 632, the \
armies of Islam had conquered most of the Near East, threatening the
Byzantine capital of Constantinople itself. In 711, after conquering Egypt
and North Africa, Muslim armies crossed the straits of Gibraltar and at-
tacked the Christian kingdom of Spain, which had been established by
descendants of the Visigoths who beat Rome at Adrianople. The Muslims
crushed the Visigoths’ army and killed their king, Roderic. In less than a
decade, the Muslims conquered most of the Iberian Peninsula. They
called their kingdom Al-Andalus. Then, in 720, they crossed the Pyrenees

Mountains to attack the region known as Septimania. Today part of
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France (Languedoc), at the time it had been a Visigothic province in
Gaul. Furthermore, it was the doorway into what Arab authors referred
to as “the Great Land,” a vague term not just for Gaul but for all of Eu-
rope. Some even envisioned their armies marching all the way to Con-
stantinople, attacking the capital of the Eastern Roman empire by the
back door, as it were.

The Muslims quickly took the city of Narbonne, an old Roman
colony and an excellent strategic base. They were defeated outside
Toulouse in 721, where their commander, As-Sanh ibn Malik, governor
of Al-Andalus, was killed. The presence of a seasoned and disciplined of-
ficer, Abd Al-Rahman, prevented the setback from turning into a rout: He
led an orderly retreat to Narbonne. Shortly afterward, the Arabs returned
to the offensive, slowly expanding eastward into the Rhone valley and at-
tacking cities from Bordeaux to Lyon. By the mid-730s, all of the major
cities of the French Mediterranean coast between the Pyrenees and the
Rhone were in Muslim hands. Around 730, the governorship fell to the
man who had saved the day at Toulouse, Abd Al-Rahman. He was popu-
lar with the men for his largesse as well as his cool on the battlefield, but
he would have his hands full with threats on both sides of the Pyrenees.

Strong central government was the exception and not the rule in the
early Middle Ages. Across the Pyrenees, the “kingdom” of the Franks was
more like a collection of quarreling princes. In Al-Andalus, a fault line ran
between the Arab elite and the Berber tribesmen of North Africa, recent
converts to Islam. The Berbers had formed the bulk of the conquering
Muslim army in 711 and later years, but they complained that the Arabs
took the best land and booty for themselves. By 732, the Berber leader,
Munuza, had carved out a splinter kingdom in the strategic eastern Span-
ish high plain bordering Gaul. According to one source, Munuza made an
alliance with his neighbor Duke Odo of Aquitaine. Although a Christian,
Odo was a thorn in the side of his nominal overlord, the Frankish king;
like Munuza, Odo aimed at his own independence. In 732, Abd Al-

Rahman turned on both men. He led an expedition that captured and
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killed Munuza, and then he crossed the mountains and marched through
Gascony and Aquitaine. We do not know the size of his army, but it was
large enough to crush Odo’s forces near Bordeaux, to burn and loot
Christian strongholds, and to capture a large number of civilians. An esti-
mate of 15,000 Muslim soldiers in this army, which some historians have
suggested, is probably not far off the mark.

Abd Al-Rahman’s men drove all the way north to Poitiers, just short
of the great sanctuary of St. Martin of Tours, a kind of national shrine of
the Franks, famous for its Christian piety and wealth. Tours is only a lit-
tle over 200 miles from Paris.

They would go no further. Somewhere between the cities of Poitiers
and Tours, perhaps at Moussais on the old Roman road, they met the
army of the leader of the Franks, Charles the Pippinid. In theory only
“Mayor of the Palace” (r. 714-741), a kind of prime minister, he was the
de facto king of the Frankish kingdom, which straddled northern France
and western Germany. Although he had made war on the Franks before,
a desperate Odo had now sought Charles’s aid.

True, the Franks were not the power they had once been under their
first great king, Clovis (r. 481-511), but under the Pippinids they were on
an upward trajectory. A bastard son who had to fight for power after the
death of his father, Pepin II (d.714), Charles fought well—and often.
Charles was a seasoned and popular warrior at the head of a victorious
army when he came to Poitiers, but so was Abd Al-Rahman. It ought to
have proved a dramatic showdown.

So it did, but we know frustratingly few of the details. Contemporary
evidence insists that the battle took place on a Saturday in the month of
October and in the year that most would date to 732, although some
scholars opt for 733. The preliminaries lasted seven days, each side ob-
serving the other and, in skirmishing, looking for some advantage of ter-
rain or timing. This would suggest that the two forces were relatively
evenly matched; that is, each side had roughly 15,000 men, to make an
educated guess. Although they had some cavalry, the heart of the Frank-
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ish army was the infantry, who fought closely massed and wore heavy ar-
mor, carried large wooden shields, and fought with swords, spears, and
axes. The Muslims were renowned for their cavalry. Their infantry had
adopted the European style of heavy armor but perhaps with mixed
emotions; after all, a Bedouin curse recalled the Arabs’ origins as light-
armed fighers: “May you be cursed like the Frank who puts on armor be-
cause he fears death.”

Finally, the great clash came. The near-contemporary continuator of
the Chronicle of Isidore implies that the Muslims attacked: At least he em-
phasizes the point that the Franks held their ground—*like a wall . . . and
like a firm glacial mass”—unlike other Christian armies of the day with a
reputation for fleeing the battlefield. By contrast, the continuator of the
Chronicle of Fredegar has Charles charge aggressively, “scattering them
[the Muslims] like stubble before the fury of his onslaught. . . .” Fortu-
nately, both sources agree on one point: Frankish warriors killed Abd Al-
Rahman. There is reason to think that this proved decisive. True, the
continuator of Fredegar has the Frankish victory turn into a rout, but the
author worked under the patronage of Charles’s brother Childebrand, so
he could hardly make the Franks look less than glorious. The continuator
of Isidore tells a more complex story: The battle continued until nightfall.
The next day, the Franks approached the Muslims’ tents in battle order,
expecting a fight, but the enemy had withdrawn at night beneath their
noses. If this account is true, then the Franks had not inflicted an obvious,
crushing defeat on the Muslims. They expected that the enemy could
still fight—and perhaps he could have, were he not leaderless. The Mus-
lim army withdrew. Tours was saved.

News of the victory at Poitiers (or Tours, as the battle is sometimes
called) reached as far as northern England, where the Anglo-Saxon
scholar the Venerable Bede heard of it. Later generations gave Charles
the surname “Martel” or “Hammer” because of his success against the
Muslims. As for the Muslims, never again would their armies reach so far
north in Western Europe. To the great historian Edward Gibbon, Poitiers

was “an encounter which would change the history of the whole world.”
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In his magisterial Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Gibbon envi-

sioned the possible consequences of Arab victory at Poitiers:

A victorious line of march had been prolonged above a thousand miles
from the rock of Gibraltar to the banks of the Loire; the repetition of an
equal space would have carried the Saracens to the confines of Poland
and the Highlands of Scotland: the Rhine is not more impassable than
the Nile or Euphrates, and the Arabian fleet might have sailed without a
naval combat into the mouth of the Thames. Perhaps the interpretation
of the Koran would now be taught in the schools of Oxford, and her pul-
pits might demonstrate to a circumcised people the sanctity and truth of

the revelation of Mahomet.

More recent scholars tend to be less sure that Poitiers made a differ-
ence. Even had Abd Al-Rahman and his men carried the day, they argue,
they could not have done much more damage, since they were only a
raiding party, not an occupying army. Nor could they have made the most
of victory, not given the revolts about to burst forth in Spain in the 730s
and 740s, revolts both on the part of Berbers and Arabs.

But if it is possible to build too much on the events of that day in
733, it is also possible to build too little. Like the Battle of Britain in
1940, Poitiers had not cut a deep crack in the invader’s armor, but it had
deterred him from further advance. The Muslims made Abd Al-Rahman
into a martyr, but they smarted from the shame of having left booty be-
hind for the enemy. The raid had failed: safer to stay in the fortified bases
in southern Gaul. But what if the Muslims had defeated the Franks on
the eighth day at Poitiers? What if the general of the Franks, Charles Mar-
tel, lay dead with many of his men? A Muslim victory might have ren-
dered Poitiers a fishing expedition that showed that the water was well
stocked and unguarded.

Even if the Muslim expedition of 732 was far from an all-out attack,
it is hard to imagine it simply stopping and going home after having faced
a challenge from the war leader of the Franks and having killed him. Af-
ter all, the attack on Spain in 711 also began as a raid; victory whetted the
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appetite for conquest. No, the victorious warriors of Al-Rahman would
have sacked Tours as they had sacked Poitiers, and they would have been
tempted by the road to Orléans and Paris.

Meanwhile, the sons of Charles—no longer surnamed Martel—
would have quarreled over the succession. No doubt one of them would
have prevailed eventually, and the new leader, either Carloman or Pepin
the Short, would have had to do what his father, Charles, in fact did after
his victory at Poitiers: fight far-flung battles against Frisians, Burgundians,
Provencals, and Muslims. That is, if he had the energy to achieve what his
father would: expanding the Frankish state to the Mediterranean Sea and
the Jura Mountains. But it would have been difficult, because the new
leader would not be commanding men made united and confident by
their victory at Poitiers, nor facing, in the Muslims, an enemy that feared
the Franks: after all, the Muslims had found them wanting at Poitiers.
Charles’s successor accordingly might not have retaken Avignon, as
Charles did in 737, nor defeated the Muslims in battle again, as Charles
did, in the marshes of the river Berre in Corbiéres in 738. Without these
victories to build on, that commander might not have driven the Mus-
lims out of Septimania and back over the Pyrenees, as Pepin did between
752 and 759. And faced with a continued major Arab presence in south-
ern Gaul, Pepin’s successor, Charlemagne, would have lacked a free hand
for his campaigns in Italy and the East—that is, if the militarily unsuc-
cessful Pippinids had stayed in power long enough for there even to be a
Charlemagne.

As for the Muslims, had they maintained their hold on their province
across the Pyrenees, sooner or later they would have given in to the
temptation to expand it. After all, even with the expulsion from Septi-
mania in 759, even with Charlemagne’s and his generals’ campaigns
across the Pyrenees in 778 and 801, the Muslims continued to raid south-
ern France until 915. With cities like Narbonne and Avignon as bases,
there would have been no need to be content with mere raids. The Mus-
lims might have returned to the practice of sending governors of Spain to

command their armies, as had been the rule before Charles’s victory at
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Poitiers. Berbers and Arabs might have put aside their differences in or--
der to win booty and glory in the Great Land. Undeterred by the weak-
ened Frankish monarchy, the conquerors might have gone from strength
to strength until they crossed the English channel and planted the cres-
cent, as Gibbon imagined, in Oxford. It would then have been emirs and
imams, not dukes and bishops, who faced the challenge of invasion by
Vikings in the ninth and tenth centuries. Had they been successful, the
empire that had once governed Western Europe from Rome might have
reemerged—as the caliphate.

What would a Muslim Western Europe—an Al-Andalus stretching
from Gibraltar to Scandinavia, from Ireland to the Vistula or even be-
yond—have been like? Christianity would have survived, but as a
protected and ever-shrinking enclave, not as the ruling faith. While con-
tinuing to practice their religion, many Christians would have become all
but Arabs in their language and customs, just as happened in Muslim
Spain. Many would have gone all the way and converted to Islam, as
many Christians did in Spain, and more would have, if not for the steady
advance of the Christian reconquista. No doubt the vast majority of Eu-
ropeans would have become Muslims, as the vast majority of North
Africans and Middle Easterners eventually did.

Nor would Christianity have expanded across the globe. If Western
Europeans had crossed the Atlantic in 1492 they would have done so un-
der the banner not of the cross but the crescent. A great naval power in
the Mediterranean under the Umayyad Dynasty (A.D. 632-750), a great
trading power in the Indian Ocean until the advent of the Portugese, Is-
lam is likely to have taken to the Atlantic with gusto. In the Americas
they would have turned the natives into proper Europeans—that is, Mus-
lims. Today there would only be one world religion: Islam.

In Europe, meanwhile, the Muslim elite would have made the most
of its new provinces conquered after Abd Al-Rahman’s victory at
Poitiers. The Muslims built in Spain arguably the most civilized Western
European society since the Roman Empire’s heyday. In Al-Andalus, as

the Arabs called their kingdom in the Iberian Peninsula, the tenth cen-
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tury witnessed a world of abundant agriculture and booming towns, of
palaces and poetry, of art and enlightenment. Its cities put northern Eu-
rope’s to shame, its traders covered wider ground, its philosophers
dwarfed Westerners in their knowledge of the classical Greek heritage.

Europe would have gained much had Al-Andalus spread north of the
Pyrenees. In Spain, North Africa, the Near East, indeed, wherever they
went, the Muslims had the Midas touch. They encouraged prosperity
through trade, agriculture, irrigation works, and city building. To be sure,
not all had equal shares in prosperity. Muslim society was thoroughly hi-
erarchical and slavery was a standard feature. In the tenth century, for ex-
ample, Islamic Spanish armies and even government bureaucracies were
staffed with captives from northern Spain, Germany, and above all, from
the Slavic countries—our word “slave” comes from “Slav.” The city of Ver-
dun, in northern France, was Europe’s greatest slave market. No doubt
that market would have moved further east had the Arabs conquered
Western Europe—to some outpost east of the River Elbe, maybe even to
the future Berlin. In any case, Western Europe, too, would have become
a slave society, and perhaps, in time, the slaves would have become the
masters, coming to power in Europe as they eventually did in the Middle
East.

Servile much of Islamic Europe might have been, but it would never
have been coarse. When the first Arab conquerors had encountered the
refinements of Persia and Byzantium it was love at first sight; no matter
how far their travels took them in later years, the victorious Arabs in-
sisted on bringing along the comforts of home. So Islamic England,
France, and Germany would have been filled not just with mosques and
military camps but with palaces, baths, gardens, and fountains. Tenth-
century Paris might have become a second Cérdoba, teeming with pros-
perous workshops and merchants’ quarters in which every language of
the Old World could have been heard; gleaming with gold-roofed, mar-
ble-columned palaces; adorned with the colors of dyes imported from In-
dia, instead of what it was—a glorified small town. Had Aachen been the
seat of a caliph rather than Charlemagne’s capital, it might have been

90



THE DARK AGES MADE LIGHTER

adorned with light and airy mosques instead of heavy proto-romanesque
churches. Nor would the improvements have been merely physical. Pa-
trons par excellence of poetry and philosophy, the Arabs would have
turned Europe into an intellectual powerhouse. Works of Plato and Aris-
totle would have been known by the leading minds north of the Pyrenees
in the tenth instead of the twelfth century. Poets would have composed
the sort of refined verses that might have pleased a courtier in Baghdad
instead of the rough-hewn rhythms of Beowulf No wonder that Anatole
France bemoaned the outcome of Poitiers: “It was,” he said, “a setback for
civilization in the face of barbarism.”

Yes, one is tempted to reply, but only in the short term. Islam repre-
sented the cultivated heritage of the great empires of the ancient Near
East and Mediterranean, not the raw, new, and semibarbaric mores of
Western Europe, under whose Germanic conquerors Roman civilization
had been diluted. But in the long run the new society of the West proved
more productive economically and stronger militarily than the ancient
culture of Islam. Historians have no easy time explaining this paradox:
why rude, Christian Europe rose to world power, beginning the Scientific
and Industrial Revolutions and inventing capitalism along the way, while
civilized Islam lay quiescent economically and fell to Western arms.
There are no easy answers, but the most promising line of explanation
may have to do with Western pluralism.

Precisely because Western Europe was barbaric it proved ungovern-
able; no one centralizing authority emerged. Feudal government—if that
isn’t a contradiction in terms—never succeeded in reining in individual
knights; over the centuries, individualism became democratized and a
highly prized Western value. Barons never succeeded in conquering the
towns, whose merchant oligarchs pursued profit with the same aggres-
siveness that medieval knights made war. The Christian church never
succeeded in taming the princes. As often as not, church and state were
at loggerheads. Eventually, during the Reformation era, individual states
opted for independence from the church. The culture that developed in

Europe was, compared to Islam, decentralized, secularized, individualis-
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tic, profit-driven. It had little respect for the older civilization to the
south. No wonder that it was Europe that witnessed the Renaissance, the
Reformations, the origins of modern science and industrialism; no won-
der that it was Europe that, for centuries, ruled the world.

The irony is that it might never have happened if not for the Dark
Ages. A European caliphate after 732, like a revived Western Roman Em-
pire after 476, might have guaranteed stability and cultural resplendence,
but it would have nipped modernity in the bud. Neither caliphate nor
empire would have permitted the freedom and restlessness out of which
the European takeoff eventually emerged. For Europe, the Dark Ages
were like a terrible medicine that almost killed the patient but ultimately
rendered her stronger.

On top of all this, Europe was lucky. The years 476 and 732 would
only be footnotes today if things had turned out differently in 1242. In
that year, the most powerful invaders the continent had ever seen with-
drew after a lightning conquest of Eastern Europe the year before. If not
for the death of their king, the conquerors would have begun an unstop-
pable ride to the Atlantic. It is doubtful that a revived Roman Empire
could have defeated them; it is all but certain that an Arab Europe could
not have, given the Arab collapse before the victorious invaders in the
Middle East a decade later (the capital city of Baghdad was destroyed in
1258). Those victors may have been, quite simply, the greatest set of war-

riors the world would ever know. They were the Mongols.
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CECELIA HOLLAND

THE DEATH THAT
SAVED EUROPE

The Mongols Turn Back, 1242

g N

Do Ages were pure light compared to what could have happened to

Europe if, in the thirteenth century, it had been overrun by the Mongols. In

ie.. 1242, Mongol conquerors had reached Eastern Europe. They had destroyed
one Christian army in Poland and another in Hungary; their vanguards had reached
Vienna and the Adriatic, and they were in the process of establishing the largest con-
nected land empire in the history of the world. These horse warriors out of the central
steppes of Asia, with composite bows that were far superior to European crossbows,
formed the most disciplined and quick-moving fighting forces of their time. They
looked, Cecelia Holland writes, “strikingly like a modern army set down in a medieval
world.” No one was able to stand up to them. Despisers of city dwellers, culture, and
elites of any kind, they were the Khmer Rouge of their day. But if the Khmer Rouge
laid waste to an entire country—Cambodia—the Mongols rampaged through an en-

tire continent and were about to swallow another, leaving a killing-field detritus be-

hind them. Never, probably, was the West, and the historical phenomenon it
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- n the summer of 1241, an observer on the walls of Vienna might
§ have caught a glimpse of strange horsemen drifting over the plains
. east of the city. Had the observer been well-informed, he would
have known that these odd and ominous riders on their little horses were
Mongols, scouts from the vast army at that moment camped only a few
hundred miles away down the Danube, and the sight of them on the out-
skirts of his city would have frozen his blood.

Against these marauders, Vienna was almost defenseless. The Mon-
gols had already disposed of the two most formidable armies in Eastern
Europe. The decisive battles occurred within a day of each other, al-
though widely separated in distance.

On April 9, 1241, a sizeable army of Germans, Poles, Templars, and
Teutonic knights marched out of Liegnitz to attack a slightly smaller
force of Mongols advancing steadily westward across northern Poland.
The two armies met on the flat field of Wahlstadt. The initial charges of
the heavily armored Christian knights seemed to break the Mongols, who
fled. Duke Henry’s men pursued, in growing disorder, straight into a per-
fectly laid Mongol ambush. Duke Henry’s army died almost to the last
man.

The Mongol army that delivered this defeat was only a diversionary
force. While they were driving through Poland, the great general Sabotai
and the main body of his troops forced the snowy passes of the Carpathi-
ans and descended onto the Hungarian plain. A third and smaller Mon-
gol force circled south of the mountains through Moldavia and
Transylvania to screen their flank.

Thus Sabotai was coordinating his forces across two mountain ranges
and several hundred miles. One of Genghis Khan'’s “four hounds,” or fa-

vorite generals, Sabotai was an old man in 1241, one of history’s unsung
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military geniuses. His long and brilliant career ranged from northern
China to this current campaign in Europe. His operation in Europe, in a
difficult, and for him, unusual terrain, was flawless.

He and his army descended into Hungary after marching 270 miles
in three days, through the snow. As the Mongols approached across the
plain the Hungarian king Béla advanced from his capital, Buda, to oppose
them. Sabotai backed slowly away, until he reached the bridge over the
Sajo River. There the Mongols made their stand.

On April 10, one day after Liegnitz, Béla attacked this bridge and
drove the Mongols back. Fortifying his camp with heavy wagons lashed
together, he swiftly built a makeshift fort securing both sides of the
bridge. When night fell he seemed in a commanding position.

But Sabotai’s scouts had meanwhile discovered a ford downstream.
During the night, the great general himself led half his army downriver
and across. At dawn, Batu Khan and the rest of his army mounted a con-
centrated frontal assault on the Hungarians’ position. Béla swung to meet
this pressure, and Sabotai attacked him from behind.

Swiftly Béla’s battered troops were driven back into the wagon fort.
The Mongols surrounded it, and for most of the rest of the day assaulted
the Hungarians with arrows, catapults of rocks, burning tar, and even
Chinese firecrackers, keeping up a constant barrage, until the embattled
Christians were at the breaking point. Then suddenly a gap opened in the
wall of Mongols surrounding the Hungarians. Some of Béla’s exhausted
and disheartened men made a dash for it. When the first few seemed to
escape, the rest followed, panicking, in a wholesale rout. Attacking from
either side, Sabotai and his men at their leisure destroyed the confused
and demoralized mob that Béla’s army had become. Only a few escaped
back to Buda. One was King Béla, who did not stop running until he
reached an island out in the middle of the Adriatic Sea.

With Hungary under their control and spring turning the wide plains
green, the Mongols stopped. They put their herds to graze and raised

their yurts on the broad flat grasslands, so much like their native steppes.
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Through the summer, they rested and collected themselves for the next
assault.

Western Europe awaited them, stunned and almost helpless. The
Christian community was at a moment of critical weakness. The two
most powerful rulers in Europe were locked in a bitter struggle for su-
premacy. On one side was the Holy Roman Emperor, the brilliant and
brutal Frederick II, and on the other a succession of popes, determined to
bring him to heel.

Preoccupied with Italy, Frederick had abandoned his German inher-
itance to the local nobility. Constantly at each other’s throats, these
lordlings showed no inclination to unite to meet the threat posed by the
huge army out there on the plains of Hungary. Young King Louis IX of
France, vigorous and idealistic, was gathering an army of his chivalry, but
he had at best a few thousand knights. No Christian army so far had
stopped the Mongols, or even slowed them down. The well-informed Vi-
ennese observer had every right to tremble for his people. The scourge of

God was upon them.

The impact of the Mongol conquests can hardly be overestimated, al-
though the swift arc of their ascendancy spanned only a hundred years.
Until the rise of Temujin, the remarkable man who became Genghis
Khan, the name Mongol denoted only one of a number of nomadic
peoples who hunted, herded, and warred over the central steppes of Asia
and the Gobi Desert. Temujin changed that. He stoked up the central
Mongol belief that they were born to rule the world and led his people
off on a conquest that ultimately stretched from the East China Sea to
the Mediterranean. His chief targets were the Chinese empires to the
east of Mongolia, the Islamic states to the west and south, and the Rus-
sian cities beyond the Volga. What he did to them changed the world for-
ever.

The wonderful chronicle The Secret History of the Mongols reports
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this conquest from the inside out, steeped in the ethos of the nomad war-
rior, the basis of Ghengis Khan’s success. His armies were bound together
by ties of sworn brotherhood and obligation, and by the powerful per-
sonality of the great khan himself. The soldiers who gathered under his
standard—who took the name Mongol because that was his tribe—did so
because Temujin projected such an aura of invincible will, courage, and
commitment that to defy him was to defy fate. He seemed divinely
ordained to rule the world. At the same time, he gave endlessly to his
people. The History abounds with evidence of his love for them. He was
the embodiment of their spirit, the living soul of the whole nation.

Toward those who were not Mongol he turned another face.

“They came, they sapped, they burnt, they slew, they plundered, and
they left” In 1209, Genghis Khan and his armies attacked northern
China, there learned how to storm cities, and began the long process of
grinding down the world’s oldest and most populous civilization. Every
city fell and was destroyed. For a while the great khan contemplated de-
populating the whole of northern China and converting it to pasture for
his horses; he was deterred from this when an adviser pointed out that
living Chinese would pay more taxes than dead ones.

In the West, steady Mongol expansion against the Turkomani peoples
of central Asia brought them into contact with the flourishing states of
Islam, especially Khwarezm, a land of fertile fields and fabled, thriving
cities: Samarkand, Bukhara, Harat, Nishapur. In 1218, Genghis Khan in-
vaded Khwarezm and devastated it.

Part of Genghis Khan's strategy was calculated massacre: if a city re-
sisted his armies, once it fell to him—and they always fell—he had all the
inhabitants slaughtered. The chroniclers’ reports of the numbers of dead
are staggering; 1,600,000 at Harat, in 1220. Rumor reached the Mongol
prince Tuli that some had survived there by hiding among the piled
corpses, and when he took Nishapur, some time later, he ordered the
heads cut off all the bodies. At Nishapur, according to contemporaries,

1,747,000 died.
The figures are ghastly, unbelievable. What they convey is the con-
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temporary sense of utter destruction. Even when a city surrendered, it
was looted and destroyed. After Bukhara yielded, the people were or-
dered out of the city so that it could be sacked, the young men and
women and children were carried off into slavery, the site was leveled
“like a plain.”

Only a few years later, the attack on Russia began. The first cam-
paigns along the Volga won the Mongols a foothold, but the project was
put on hold when Temujin died. According to Mongol custom, the great
khan’s eldest son received the largest portion of territory, the farthest
from the center of the empire. Since by the time of Temujin’s death, his
eldest son, Jochi, was already dead, the inheritance fell to his grandson,
Batu Khan, the founder of the Golden Horde.

In 1237, with Sabotai masterminding the campaign, Batu’s Mongols
attacked Russia and systematically reduced the cities there to rubble. The
loss of life again was shocking; hundreds of thousands died. Then, in
1241, after a summer’s fattening on the great plains of southern Russia,

the Mongols turned to Eastern Europe.

Why were they so unstoppable? In fact the Mongol army looks strikingly
like a modern army, set down in a medieval world. Their strengths were
speed and maneuverability, firepower, discipline, and an excellent officer
corps.

The armies of the great Khan were organized by tens, hundreds,
thousands, and tens of thousands, each segment with its officers, who
were chosen not according to favor or birth but proven ability. In the
Russian campaigns, although the army and the conquest belonged to
Batu Khan, and a number of other members of the royal family fought in
the war, everybody obeyed Sabotai, a man of relatively low birth.

This same emphasis on merit influenced the succession. Even before
the great khan died, his two elder sons, Jochi and Chatagai, were ene-
mies; if one was elected over the other, they themselves acknowledged,

there would be civil war. “But Ogadai (the third brother) is a prudent
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man,” Chatagai said; “let us elect Ogadai!” They did, and the succession
passed smoothly from Genghis Khan to his third son—whom the other
brothers served loyally.

Mongol life emphasized such discipline. The Mongol horseman was
born into a life of war. When he wasn’t fighting, he was hunting, which
exercised his fighting skills. From babyhood he rode; he could travel
scores of miles in a day, stop, and camp on the ground and eat a handful
of meat he had brought with him and get up at dawn and go another
forty miles, day after day, in snow and desert heat and wind and rain,
fighting all the way. He drove three or four extra horses along with him
as he rode, and could change mounts without breaking out of a gallop.

Enemy armies consistently overestimated the numbers of the Mon-
gol forces, because for every man, there were four or five additional
horses. Occasionally, the Mongols helped them along in this mistake by
tying dummies onto the extra horses.

The Mongol soldier carried a double recurve bow of laminated horn,
with a pull of 160 pounds, which dispatched arrows accurately up to
a distance of 300 meters as fast as he could pull them out of his
quiver. He wore no heavy clumsy armor, but padded leather to skid
aside arrows, and silk underwear to keep wounds clean. He seldom
closed with an enemy hand to hand; he died at a much lower rate than
the opposition.

Above all, he obeyed orders. The battles of medieval Europe were
mostly confused melees studded with individual combats; a good general
was somebody who managed to get the bulk of his available forces to the
battlefield before the fighting was over. Sabotai coordinated the move-
ments of tens of thousands of men, across mountain ranges and in un-
known territory, as precisely as movements on a chessboard. In battle,
through a signaling system of colored banners, he could advance thou-
sands of men at a time, send them back, turn them, and direct their
charges—and when he gave orders, his men did instantly what they were
told. Not for centuries would there be another army as efficient and effi-

cacious at the gruesome business of leveling other people’s societies.
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Level them they did. China’s population declined by more than 30
percent during the years of the Mongol conquest. Khwarezm and Persia
were crisscrossed with an elaborate underground irrigation system that
since antiquity had sustained a thriving culture; the Mongols destroyed
them. Arabic scholars contend that the region’s economy has yet to re-
cover fully from this devastation.

The wars of the khans in Iraq and Syria went on for sixty years and
reduced a vigorous civilization almost to ruins. The caliph of Baghdad, Is-
lam’s supreme authority, defied the khan, which meant he had to die.
The Mongol general had the caliph tied into a leather sack and trampled
to paste by horses—a sign of respect, actually, since, symbolically anyway,
it avoided the shedding of his blood. The caliphate has never been re-
stored.

The psychological impact of the invasion was incalculable. Before
the Mongols swept through, the Islamic world that centered on Baghdad
was intellectually vigorous, bold, adventuresome, full of poetry and sci-
ence and art. They had, after all defeated the Christians and won the
long wars of the Crusades. After the invasion, the dour conservatism of
the fundamentalists darkens it all.

So too with Russia. The cities were fat on their river trade, great Nov-
gorod, Ryazan, Kiev with its golden gate, until the terrible winters of the
1230s; a dozen years later, travelers found Kiev a village of a hundred
souls, huddled in a blackened boneyard. The famous Russian xenophobia
is often attributed to their experiences at the hands of the Mongols.

In every conquered territory, the Mongols set up a governor and a tax
collector, to continue to plunder the remaining inhabitants. Almost four
hundred years later, the natives of Siberia were still paying tribute in furs
that they called the yasak, after the Yassa, the Mongol law code. Once
the Mongols had ridden through, no country was ever the same again.

Some intuition of this might have gone through the mind of the
well-informed observer on the walls of Vienna, as he watched the Mon-
gol horsemen in the distance and pondered the fate of Europe. The Mon-

gols launched their campaigns in the dead of winter, so that their horses
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were fat and strong on summer grass. In January or February they would
advance. Surely they would fall first on Vienna, just up the Danube from
Hungary.

Vienna could buy some mercy by submitting at once, but that mercy
was generally of a strained quality: If they suffered the same fate of
Bukhara, the inhabitants would be allowed to leave the city, so that it
could be plundered and destroyed, and then many of the children,
women, and young men would be taken away into slavery. The rest
would be scattered into the countryside, because the Mongols hated
cities, and Vienna would be leveled.

By this time, the princes of Europe would be sufficiently aroused to
send out another army. The well-informed observer had no reason to sus-
pect this army would have any more success than Henry of Silesia’s, or
Béla of Hungary’s. When that army was destroyed, Europe would lie de-
fenseless.

The Mongols’ reconnaissance was always expert and efficient. There-
fore they would surely strike first for the riches of the Low Countries,
overrunning Antwerp, Ghent, Bruges. Seeking pasture for their horses,
they would swerve south, toward the broad meadows of middle France.
On the way they would destroy Paris.

Possibly a detachment would force the passes of the Alps and de-
scend to northern Italy, where on the plains of the Po they would again
find grass to feed their horses, and cities to plunder. Some of the Italian
cities might surrender, saving thereby some of their people. Cities that
chose to fight would be annihilated. The Mongols would carry off every-
thing they could lift, and burn the rest. What people remained would be
in a condition of abject poverty, huddled in tiny villages. The Mongols
would install governors and tax collectors, winter over on the grasslands

of northern Italy and Champagne, and then, by the grace of God, they

would leave.
What would remain?
Wiping out the cities of the Low Countries would erase the nascent

financial center of Europe. In the thirteenth century, the vigorous wool
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trade centering on Antwerp and Ghent was fueling steady economic
growth throughout Western Europe that would continue for three cen-
turies; the first stock market originated somewhat later in Antwerp. The
Mongol assault would pull up this developing society by the roots. De-
populated, the whole area would regress rapidly to wilderness. No one
would be left to tend the windmills and dikes; the sea would come in
again across Holland. The great delta of the Rhine-Meuse-Scheldt would
revert to swamp. There would be no rise of capitalism or the middle class.
No printing press, no humanism. No Dutch Revolt, the seedbed of the
great democratic revolutions from England to America to France. No In-
dustrial Revolution.

The destruction of Paris would be even more disastrous. Paris was the
intellectual center of the High Middle Ages; at the university, the intense
study of Aristotelian logic was laying the groundwork for a fundamen-
tally new world view. The Nominalists were already insisting on the irre-
ducible reality of the material world. A rector of the University of Paris
would, a hundred years after the Mongols, develop the first theory of in-
ertia. On these ideas would stand the great theories of Galileo, Kepler,
Newton. The coming of the Mongols would leave nobody to thank them.

If the Mongols penetrated Italy, and there was nothing really to stop
them, what would become of the pope? Would the Mongols tie him, too,
into a sack and trample him, out of reverence for his exalted blood?
The caliphate, the central authority of Islam, died with the coming of the
Mongols. The papacy, surely, was in some ways more flexible, since the
pope did not have to be a descendant of Saint Peter. Nonetheless, if
the papacy failed, then Christendom itself would begin at once to
change. Without a central authority to proclaim and enforce orthodoxy,
however imperfectly, the faith would collapse into dozens of divergent
sects. Without a central authority to focus opposition against, there
would have been no Reformation, with its powerful new ideas about

human nature.

Destroying Rome, the Mongols would destroy European society’s
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strongest link to its antique past. Without the examples of classicism to
inspire them, could there be a Dante, a Michelangelo, a Leonardo? Even
it their ancestors survived the massacres, the desolation of their cities and
countrysides would have reduced these people to a bleak struggle for sur-
vival with little room for poetry and art. The Mongols, in any case, would
have made short shrift of Dante, with his outspoken political opinions.
Leonardo, one imagines, they would have found a use for.

The well-informed observer on the walls of Vienna in 1241 could
have known nothing of Leonardo, of course. He knew only that out there
on the plains of Hungary waited such a terror as would level his world,
steal its energies and resources, and crush its aspirations. So he watched
from the walls, and girded himself and waited for the blow to fall.

It never came. Early in 1242, the Mongol army suddenly withdrew.
Thousands of miles from Vienna, a single death had saved Christendom
from disaster. A single death, and the very ethos that drove the Mongol
army.

The death was Ogadai’s. The brilliant, humane, and drunken third
son of Genghis Khan had not only kept his father’s empire together but
had directed its expansion. Still, the political organization of the khanate
did not match its military sophistication. The Mongols remained nomad
tribesmen, bound by a personal loyalty to their chiefs. When the khan
died, their law required them to go in person back to their heartland to
elect a new khan. On the brink of the assault on Europe, great Sabotai let
the job go, and went home again.

The Mongols never returned. Their focus thereafter was on China,
and in the West on Persia and the Arab states. In 1284, a Mameluke army
from Egypt met a Mongol army at Ayn Jalut, in the Holy Land, and de-
feated them there. It was the beginning of the end. The Japanese and the
Vietnamese repulsed Mongol invasions in the distant east. The tide was
ebbing. The terrible ordeal was over.

In Poland, they still celebrate April 9 as a day of victory—reasoning
that, however awful the defeat of Liegnitz, somehow it sapped the in-
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THEODORE K. RABB

IF ONLY IT HAD NOT BEEN
SUCH A WET SUMMER

The Critical Decade of the 1520s

any events conspired to make the 1520s so important. What hap-

pened during those ten years, both in Europe and the rest of the world,

would permanently affect the way we now live our lives. Not for the
first time in history and, as we shall see, not for the last, weather would be a major
historical player. What would have happened if, in the summer of 1529, unusually
heavy and persistent rains had not delayed the progress of the huge army of the Ot-
toman Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent in its progress toward Vienna, the main east-
ern outpost of Europe’s dominant Habsburg dynasty? What if Suleyman’s siege had
not begun so late in the year? Or if he had not been forced to leave behind his mired
heavy artillery, without which he could not batter down the city walls? And what
would have happened if he had actually taken Vienna? An Ottoman Europe proba-
bly would not have been the result: Christian opposition ultimately would have been
too powerful. More important, though, far-reaching deals would inevitably have been
struck, and those who opposed the Habsburg ascendancy in the continent would have

been emboldened to challenge it. One certain loser would have been Martin Luther
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and his burgeoning but still fragile Protestant heresy. Henry VIII of England might
have received papal blessing for his divorce from his Habsburg queen, and there
would have been no Anglican Church—and no lost Catholic country for the Spanish

to try to reconquer half a century later.

& Theodore K. Rabb is professor of history at Princeton University, and the author
or editor of such notable works as THE NEW HISTORY, THE STRUGGLE FOR STABILITY
IN EARLY MODERN EUROPE, CLIMATE AND HISTORY, RENAISSANCE LIVES, and JA-
COBEAN GENTLEMAN. He was the principal historical advisor for the acclaimed and

Emmy-nominated PBS television series, RENAISSANCE.
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' ew decades of Western history have been as fraught with conse-
| quences as the 1520s. They began with the first recorded passage
y of the Straits of Magellan, under the leadership of the captain

who gave the Straits their name; and, in the same year, a revolt in Spain
and a Danish bloodbath in Stockholm that helped shape the political fu-
ture of both Iberia and Scandinavia. Just a few months later, in April
1521, Luther defied the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at
the Diet of Worms, setting the stage for a permanent split in the Roman
church. And before the decade ended, eight years later, a peasant upris-
ing in Germany had unleashed new levels of virulent social repression;
Sweden had become an independent kingdom; Cortés had conquered
Mexico; the Turks had overrun Hungary and reached the walls of Vienna;
Henry VIII had intensified his quest for a divorce, which was to transform
English politics and society; and Charles V’s troops had stormed through
[taly in a campaign that climaxed in one of the most devastating cultural
catastrophes of European history, the sack of Rome.

Depending on their interests and viewpoints, therefore, historians
have at various times settled on this decade as the moment of crucial
transformation in the emergence of modern times: the beginning of the
Reformation; the first major conquest in Europe’s overseas expansion;
the start of a new intensity in the struggle between Islam and the West; a
turning point in the consolidation of the secular state; the end of the Ital-
ian Renaissance. And in most cases, these decisive shifts could easily have
taken different forms or moved in different directions, if only one or two
contingencies had changed.

Luther’s fragile revolt, for example, was little more than three years
old when he came to Worms. His early ideas had been put forward in

three short tracts published the previous year, but without his leadership
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and further writings, the fragmentary eruptions of support that had ap-
peared by 1521 might well have petered out. There were German
princes, it was true, who were genuinely moved by Luther’s message, and
others who had political or economic reasons to resist the will of their
overlord, the Emperor Charles V, who sought to suppress the heresy fol-
lowing the confrontation at Worms. But when Luther vanished from
sight just a few days after his appearance before Charles, it was widely as-
sumed that he had been removed from the scene, not by his friends (as
was the case) but by his enemies.

The artist Albrecht Diirer, though he was never to leave the Roman
church, reacted to Luther’s disappearance with a lament that echoed the

fears of many:

Is he still alive, or have they murdered him? If we have lost this man,
who has written more clearly than anyone else, send us another who will
show us how to live a Christian life. O God, if Luther is dead, who will

explain the Gospel to us?

If Diirer’s foreboding had come true, there is a good chance the Refor-
mation would have been snuffed out, as had Jan Hus’s similar protest in
Bohemia a century before. For within three years, a peasant revolt claim-
ing inspiration from Luther swept through southern and western Ger-
many. Had the reformer not survived to condemn the peasants and
reassure the princes that religious change was not an excuse for social up-
heaval, there is little doubt that Germany’s rulers would have taken
tright, rushed to reconcile with the emperor, and removed the critical
support that enabled Luther to succeed.

That Cortés’s vastly outnumbered incursion into Mexico, or Magel-
lan’s perilous expedition around Cape Horn, could also have come easily
to grief scarcely needs arguing. Spain would probably have persisted in
seeking an American empire, but one can question whether it would
have been conquered so quickly and so cheaply. And it is worth remem-
bering that, if progress had been slower overseas, it might have been

overtaken in the 1530s by Charles V’s mounting determination to over-
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come his Muslim foes in the Mediterranean. As he revised Spain’s prior-
ities, he would have regarded Algeria as a more important target of ex-
pansionist aims and resources than the wilds of a new continent. It could
well have been in North Africa rather than Peru, therefore, that Pizarro
and other adventurers would have sought their fame.

And that other major event of the decade, the sack of Rome, was
equally beset by happenstance. As Charles V’s troops, having defeated
their main enemy, France, moved across a seemingly helpless Italy, none
of their commanders had any designs on Rome. Indeed, the emperor was
to be furious when he heard of the assault on the holy city. Charles’s
magisterial biographer, Karl Brandi, noted over half a century ago how

much that terrible event owed to sheer ill fortune:

Now and again in history long-forgotten decisions and long-suppressed
emotions, under the direction of some invisible impulse, generate ele-
mental forces which, like gigantic and slowly rolling dice, work out their

horrible and destructive course, guided by chance alone.

Thus it was with the sack of Rome, which was inflicted on the city by an
army out of control, driven by a frenzy of hunger, lack of pay, and a gen-
eralized hatred of the papacy and all its works. The result was a destruc-
tion of life, art, and treasure of awesome proportions, not to mention a
flight of talent that affected Roman culture for a generation (while at the
same time giving Venice, a safe refuge, an unprecedented infusion of new
ideas and creativity). Yet all of this, too, could have been avoided, not
only by better supply and firmer command in the imperial army, but also
if either of two accidents had turned out differently the previous year.

Charles V’s army had crossed the Alps under the command of Georg
Frundsberg in 1526. Essential to their advance was a good supply of
heavy artillery, which they had been unable to carry over the mountains,
and for which their best source in Italy was Ercole d’Este, Duke of Fer-
rara. The Estes were a perpetual thorn in the papacy’s side, particularly
now, when a Medici from the rival city of Florence, Clement VII, sat on

the papal throne. To forestall any deal between Ferrara and the emperor,
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Clement decided to send a bribe to Ercole, but he moved too slowly and
his offer arrived after the transaction had been completed. Had the
pope’s payment not been delayed, the artillery might never have been
delivered.

The second accident occurred in November 1526, when the one
really effective soldier in the Medici family, a young man named Gio-
vanni della Bande Nere—who bore an uncanny resemblance to the later
conqueror of Italy, Napoleon—was accidentally wounded by a cannon-
ball from one of the Ferrarese guns in a small skirmish with Frundberg’s
troops. He died soon thereafter, thus removing the last military com-
mander who stood between the imperial army and Rome.

Nor did this succession of misfortunes have serious consequences
merely for the holy city and its medieval and Renaissance wonders. For in
the very month of the sack, May 1527, nearly a thousand miles away, the
queen of England, Catherine of Aragon, was being told by her husband,
Henry VIII, that he wanted a divorce. Thus began “the king’s great mat-
ter’—his quest for a new wife who could provide him with a male heir, a
demand that at first seemed straightforward. After all, Henry had married
his brother’s widow; there were good biblical grounds for annulling such
a marriage; and popes usually obliged the crowned heads of Europe. But
this pope was now under the control of Catherine’s nephew, Charles V,
and so the permission was not forthcoming. Within a few quick years
Henry solved the problem by having himself proclaimed head of an in-
dependent Anglican church; the Reformation gained a crucial and re-
doubtable ally; and English society and institutions were transformed
beyond recall.

Of all the near misses and “what ifs” of the 1520s, however, none is
as pregnant with possibilities as the aftermath of the Battle of Mohacs in
Hungary in 1526. For here we can speculate on consequences that en-
compass not merely one but a number of the great changes of the time:
not only the Italian Renaissance and the Lutheran and Anglican Refor-

mations, but also the clash between Christendom and Islam, and the her-
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itage in Germany and Spain of the greatest political figure of the age,
Charles V.

The victory won by the Ottoman Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent
at Mohics on August 29, 1526, was unquestionably one of the decisive
military engagements of world history. It was nearly three-quarters of a
century since the conquest of Constantinople, but now the Turks were on
the move again. Sweeping through the Balkans, Suleyman had captured
the powerful citadel at Belgrade in 1521, and five years later, after turn-
ing aside to conquer the hostile island of Rhodes from the crusading or-
der of the Knights Hospitaler of St. John, he was ready to advance further
into Europe. At Mohécs he encountered and destroyed the flower of the
kingdom of Hungary, the last Christian power capable of resisting the
Muslims in the Balkans. The slaughter that followed was ghastly. Not
only did the king, two archbishops, five bishops, and the bulk of the aris-
tocratic leadership of Hungary perish, but some 30,000 troops on the
losing side either died on the field or were killed by a victor who took no
prisoners. Suleyman’s exultation on behalf of his faith as well as his

regime leaps from the pages of his announcement of victory:

Thanks to the Most High! The banners of Islam have been victorious,
and the enemies of the doctrine of the Lord of Mankind have been
driven from their country and overwhelmed. Thus God’s grace has
granted my glorious armies a triumph, such as was never equaled by any
| illustrious Sultan, all-powerful Khan, or even by the companions of the

Prophet. What was left of the nation of impious men has been extir-
pated. Praise be to God, the Master of the World!

The Turks were masters of the Balkans. But the question remained: What
next?

Suleyman’s answer in 1526, as it had been in 1521 after the capture
of Belgrade, was to take his crack troops, the Janissaries, back to Con-
stantinople to regroup. Not for three years did he venture forth again, to

probe further up the Danube into Austria, and to besiege Vienna. By
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then Charles V’s brother Ferdinand (already the dominant figure in the
Habsburgs’ Austrian and Bohemian domains) had established his claim
to what remained of the crown of Hungary against his rival, John Zapolya
of Transylvania, and Zapolya in response had turned to Suleyman for
help. Aware that the Habsburgs were his chief antagonists in central Eu-
rope, the sultan agreed to help the Transylvanian gain the crown on the
condition that he pay tribute and owe allegiance to the Ottomans. With
that agreed, Suleyman at long last marched from Constantinople on May
10, 1529, at the head of an enormous army of perhaps 75,000 men.

It was now that contingency intervened. The summer of 1529 hap-
pened to be one of the wettest of the decade. In the laconic judgment of
Suleyman’s biographer, Roger Bigelow Merriman, the rains “were this
year so continuous and torrential that they seriously affected the out-
come of the campaign.” If we change “seriously affected” to “determined”
we will come closer to the truth. Because of the rains, Suleyman was
forced to abandon, on the way, his hard-to-move heavy artillery, which
had been a crucial asset in earlier sieges. Moreover, the adverse conditions
prevented his troops from marching at their normal speed; they covered
ground so slowly that nearly five months passed before they reached the
gates of their target, Vienna. Not until September 30 (virtually the end
of the campaigning season) was Suleyman ready to send his bedraggled
and weary troops into the attack, and by then he also had to contend
with another consequence of the delay: the Viennese had had the time to
reinforce their position. Over the summer they had been able nearly to
double the size of the defending garrison, which now held some 23,000
men, 8,000 of whom had reached the city only three days before the
Turks arrived. The sultan’s assaults proved futile, and by mid-October he
had decided to withdraw—only, so he later claimed, because Ferdinand
had run away, and there would be no glory in capturing the city without
his adversary.

But let us suppose it had not been such a terribly wet summer—or,
to rely on human rather than meteorological happenstance, suppose that

Suleyman had pressed ahead more promptly, in the much drier summer
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of 1527 that followed the battle of Mohacs. In 1532 he showed that he
was fully capable of overrunning the Habsburg territory when, despite
another very wet summer, he laid waste to the Austrian province of
Styria—though he did avoid Vienna, which by now was massively de-
fended by what Merriman calls “possibly the very largest [army] that
Western Europe had ever been able to collect.” What might the out-
comes have been if the incursion had begun in 1527 (rather than 1529 or
1532), when the conditions were right and the Habsburgs were far less
prepared?

One has to assume, first, that Suleyman would almost certainly have
captured Vienna. And, secondly, that he would soon have found allies in
the West. As titular rulers of all Germany, and effective rulers not only of
Austria, Bohemia, and the Netherlands, but also of large stretches of Italy
and all of Spain, the Habsburgs were feared and resented by almost every
other leader in Europe. They might now stand on the front line against
the Muslims, but that did not mean their fellow Christians stood with
them, for their power often seemed far more threatening than Islam. In-
deed, in the very year of Mohdcs, the papacy, France, and many of the
[talian states formed the League of Cognac to try to sweep the Habs-
burgs out of Italy. The campaign that led to the sack of Rome was to be
Charles V’s reply, but he could never have mounted that campaign if Su-
leyman had threatened his flank from Vienna. Indeed, there is a good
chance that the participants in the League of Cognac, emboldened by the
emperor’s troubles, would have made a pact with Suleyman and thus
have been able to end, almost before it began, a Habsburg ascendancy in
Italy that was to last nearly a century and a half. After all, the Venetians
had already signed a commercial treaty with the sultan in 1521, and the
French were to ally with him in the 1530s. Although the pope would
have had to stay aloof, the other Italian princes would have had no more
compunction about joining with the infidel against the hated Habsburg
in 1527 than did the Venetians or the French in these years.

With Charles distracted by Suleyman in the north, those Italian

states that were his allies would soon have succumbed to the League of
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Cognac. And the consequences for European culture would have been
enormous, for not only the treasures of Rome but the city’s entire artis-
tic culture would have been spared the sack of 1527. Investigating the ef-
fects of that terrible event over a decade later, the art historian and
painter Giorgio Vasari recounted in painful detail the grim experience of
the distinguished artists whose lives had been shattered. Some had been
killed; many had been assaulted, ruined, or forced into menial occupa-
tions; others had fled; and all had in one way or ancther been deeply af-
fected. “One need only understand,” wrote Vasari, “that violence makes
delicate souls lose sight of their primary objective and regress.” Indeed,
one of the victims, Sebastiano del Piombo, wrote: “I don’t seem to be the
same Sebastiano I was before the sack; I can never again return to that
frame of mind.”

Even a heartwarming story recounted by Vasari—and there were not
many of them—had no happy ending. As he tells it, the great Mannerist

painter Parmigianino was unable to complete his St. Jerome

because of the catastrophic sack of Rome in 1527. This not only caused
a halt in the arts, but for many artists the loss of their lives as well. It
would have taken little for Francesco [Parmigianino] to lose his too, for
when the sack began, he was so immersed in his work that despite the
eruption of soldiers into the houses, and Germans already inside his
own, with all the noise they made, he continued to work. Bursting in on
him, and seeing him at work, they were so amazed by the painting that, -
evidently men of breeding, they let him go on . . . But when these sol-

diers left, Francesco was a hair’s breadth from disaster.

Eventually, Parmigianino escaped and returned to his native Parma.
Whether or not Vasari was echoing a similar story from antiquity—of an
artist, interrupted during a siege of Rhodes, who told the soldiers he as-
sumed they had come to make war on Rhodes, not on art—the message
was unmistakable.

Nor was this merely the exaggeration of contemporaries. The chief

modern historian of the sack, André Chastel, has described Roman art as
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traumatized for a generation, though he acknowledged that those who
fled could enrich the culture of other cities, notably Venice, the prime
refuge for the persecuted. And it is also worth noting that there would
have been one other momentous result had Charles’s troops been kept
out of Italy. The emperor would not have controlled the papacy; Clement
would doubtless have granted Henry VIII his divorce; and England might
well have remained a Catholic nation indefinitely.

That likelihood would surely have been strengthened by the effect
on Germany of Suleyman’s presence in Vienna. A quick look at the map
will suggest the implications of the capture of the Austrian capital for the
tuture of Central Europe, especially if one imagines the sultan continuing
westward along the Danube to the rich cities of Passau, Regensburg, and
Augsburg, ravaging the terrified dukedom of Bavaria, and so forth. Either
some of the princes in his path would have made deals with him—keep-
ing their positions if they paid tribute and allegiance to Constantinople,
as Zapolya had done in Hungary—or they would finally have been forced
to rally around Charles V. Not that the second option would have
seemed inevitable, even in the face of invasion. There had been civil war-
fare in western Germany in the early 1520s and a huge peasant uprising
in the mid-1520s, and the emperor’s pleas for unity and help against the
Turk had little effect. Typical was the behavior of one gathering of
princes, summoned to discuss the Turkish advance through the Balkans.
Before agreeing to provide support, they decided they needed a fact-
finding mission; delaying even this action, they did not finally vote to dis-
patch a delegation to Hungary until the day before the battle of Mohacs.

Whether making deals with Suleyman or joining together to protect
their lands, however, the princes of Germany would almost certainly
have realized by the late 1520s that they could no longer afford the divi-
sive presence of religious dissent. To link up with the devout Charles V
they would probably have agreed to end their support for Luther, and
most would have realized anyway that a united front required the sup-
pression of the animosities caused by the Reformation. Bereft of essential

protectors, and with Charles seeking to placate the papacy, Luther would
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have been isolated and his following would have dwindled, though the
reformer himself might have found a protector in the north, far from the
Danube. New movements to reform the church would undoubtedly
have arisen, and Luther’s impact might have been postponed rather than
eradicated; but the religious complexion of Europe at midcentury would
have been radically altered, with immense consequences for all her
states.

One in particular catches the eye. If both England and the Nether-
lands had remained Catholic, and the Habsburgs had given up their Ital-
ian ambitions to concentrate on their German and Spanish territories,
the struggles of the second half of the sixteenth century would have
taken very different forms. With religious antagonisms subdued, Spain
would not have aroused such enmity elsewhere in Christian Europe, and
she would have been able to develop her empire in the New World
largely free of the hatreds that eventually propelled her challengers. To-
day, as a result, all Americans, both North and South, would have spoken

Spanish. If only it had not been such a wet summer . . .
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IF THE HOLY LEAGUE
HADN'T DITHERED
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What if twenty-year-old King Charles IX of France had followed his heart and an-

- swered the summons of Pope Pius V to join the Holy League against the Turks in

15707 Instead he accepted the cautions of Queen-Mother Catherine de’ Medici,

- and listened to Admiral Coligny’s urging that he take advantage of Spain’s dis-
- traction to make gains for France—and, as Coligny hoped, the Protestant cause.

- Following the league’s great victory at Lepanto on October 7, 1571, in which its

armada crushed the Turkish fleet, Philip II of Spain fretted about French designs
and kept his half brother Don John of Austria, the league’s commander, in port |
well into 1572. The Turks rebuilt their fleet and crushed Christian rebellions in
Greece. Coligny’s Huguenots invaded Philip II's Netherlands, to commence the
costly two-front war that would compel Philip to downgrade the Mediterranean.
By the time Don John mobilized the Holy League’s entire force, the 1572 cam-
paigning season was nearly over, and he achieved nothing. Though Coligny per- |
ished in the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre on August 24, France persisted in a
foreign policy hostile to Philip. That is what did happen.

Had the league struck early in 1572, as Don John planned, with its ranks en-
larged by the chivalry of France, then Greece and the Balkans may have been re-
stored to the rest of European civilization. Instead, the Balkans would remain
largely under Ottoman Turkish rule well into the nineteenth century. Frequent re-

volts by Balkan Christians led to ever crueler repression by the Turks and local |

~ people who converted to Islam. The resultant divisions and animosities in Balkan

society still plague the world.

% Peter Pierson is professor of history at Santa Clara University.
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ROSS HASSIG

ITHE IMMOLATION OF
HERNAN CORTES

Tenochtitlan, June 30, 1521

ne of the central episodes of the 1520s was, of course, the taking of the

Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan—today’s Mexico City—by the Spanish
conquistador Hernan Cortés. The question most asked is how so few
men could topple an entire kingdom. One answer is that the Spanish force, perhaps
900 men in all, was joined by nearly 100,000 Indian allies, all eager to destroy their
hated Aztec oppressors. Disease has never been a respecter of historical odds. Small-
pox, which the Spanish brought with them, killed off 40 percent of the population of
Mexico in a year, including one Aztec king. But Cortés, who was undoubtedly a re-
" markable soldier and a born opportunist, was also extraordinarily lucky. As Ross
Hassig points out, “There are no shortage of plausible turning points for the Con-
quest.” Several times the Spanish could have been stopped or annihilated in battle.
Like Alexander the Great, Cortés himself missed death only because of the inter-
vention of one of his men—who was killed as he managed to save his leader. Had

Cortés been captured, he would have been sacrificed soon after, and the conquest
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would have crumbled. Once again we are reminded of the heavy-handed role of time
and chance.

The question that is almost never asked is: What would have happened if Cortés
had been killed or if his expedition had failed? Would the Spanish, as Theodore K.
Rabb suggested in the previous chapter, have turned their acquisitive instincts else-
where—North Africa, for instance? Would another attempt at conquest have been
more successful? Would Christianity have been able to make inroads, even if the sol-
diers of Spain could not? What about the practice of human sacrifice? What sort of
nation would have evolved from the Aztec Kingdom? And down the road, what effect
would a large and totally Native American nation have had on the growth of the

United States?

“ Ross Hassig is professor of anthropology at the University of Oklahoma and one
of the foremost authorities on the Aztecs. Among his many books are MEXICO AND THE
SPANISH CONQUEST, WAR AND SOCIETY IN ANCIENT MESOAMERICA, and AZTEC

WARFARE: IMPERIAL EXPANSION AND PoLiricAL CONTROL.
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' ortés and his men leapt across the breach in the causeway to

pursue the fleeing Aztecs, only to see them turn and attack.

...’ Drawn into the trap, Cortés and sixty-eight other Spaniards
were captured and dragged off, leaving scores of others dead on the road.
Ten captives were killed immediately and their severed heads were
thrown back over the front lines, sowing consternation among the dis-
heartened Spaniards. The remaining fifty-eight were taken to the tower-
ing Great Temple, which could plainly be seen from the Spaniards’
camps, made to dance before the statue of the Aztec god of war,
Huitzilopochtli, and then, one by one, they were sacrificed. Their hearts
were torn out and their faces and hands flayed so they could be tanned
and sent among the wavering towns as a warning. Cortés escaped this fate
only through the intervention of Cristobal de Olea, who sprang to his de-
fense, killed the four Aztecs who were dragging him off, and freed his
leader at the cost of his own life. The very conquest of Mexico hung on
this single act.

The final military event in the conquest of Mexico was the Aztec sur-
render on August 13, 1521, after the Spaniards broke through the last de-
fenses and fought their way into the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan. The
city lay in ruins and, for four days, the Spaniards’ Indian allies continued
to attack the defeated Aztecs, looting the houses and killing thousands.
But the events of the Spanish conquest did not have to unfold as they
did. There were many points when decisive actions by various individu-
als, misadventure, or poor decisions could have drastically altered the
outcome of the conquest as we know it.

Mesoamerica was discovered by Francisco Hernandez de Coérdoba,
who landed in Yucatan in 1517, where he clashed with the Maya and was

ultimately repulsed with devastating losses. This expedition was followed
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by a second in 1518, under Juan de Grijalva, who also clashed with the
Maya but who sailed beyond Yucatan and up the gulf coast to central Ve-
racruz, where he encountered the Aztecs. Even betore Grijalva’s return,
Governor Velazquez of Cuba authorized a third expedition under
Hernan Cortés, but when he later tried to relieve him, Cortés abruptly
set sail and reached Yucatan in early 1519 with as many as 450 men. If
Governor Velazquez had succeeded in removing Cortés from command
before the expedition’s departure, the conquest would have been still-
born.

But having slipped out of Velazquez's grasp, Cortés followed the
route of the first two expeditions until he reached Grijalva’s anchorage
on the central Veracruz coast. There, Cortés was greeted by Aztec offi-
cials bearing food and gifts, but when the Spaniards refused to accede to
Aztec requests to move their camp, the emissaries left. Had the Aztecs
met the Spaniards with massive force, again the conquest would have
been aborted or forestalled. But they did not, and once they abandoned
the Spaniards on the coast, the local tribe, called the Totonacs, estab-
lished contact and eventually allied with them. The Totonac king could
do this because the Aztec empire relied on conquest or intimidation to
subdue opponents, and left the local rulers in place. No imperial offices
or officeholders were imposed to hold the system together, so this system
was also vulnerable to shifts in the local power balance that could quickly
and easily alter allegiances. The Spanish arrival was such a change and the
Totonacs seized on it.

Having achieved the goals of exploration, contact, and trade, as au-
thorized by Governor Veldzquez, many of Cortés’s men wanted to return
to Cuba. Had they left, Cortés would have had too few men to continue
and, once again, the conquest would have failed. However, Cortés
founded the town of Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz a few miles north of pre-
sent-day Veracruz, appointed a city council under the claimed authority
of King Charles V of Spain, which then declared that Velazquez’s au-
thority had lapsed, and elected Cortés as captain directly under the king;

he was now free from the governor’s constraints. To gain royal support,
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Cortés dispatched a ship to Spain with all the gold they had gathered
thus far as a gift to the king. To keep his men from deserting, he scuttled
the ten remaining ships, giving his men little option but to follow him.
Leaving 60 to 150 men in the fort at Vera Cruz, Cortés marched inland
with 300 Spanish soldiers, 40 to 50 Totonacs, and 200 porters.

En route to Tenochtitlan, the Spaniards neared the province of Tlax-
callan (Tlaxcala), where they advanced to capture a small party of armed
Indians. But they were drawn into an ambush and were saved only by
their superior firepower. Attacked repeatedly in the days that followed,
the Spaniards suffered many wounded; their supplies were running low.
Recognizing that he faced an overwhelming hostile force, Cortés sent re-
peated peace entreaties to the Tlaxcaltecs. The two sides eventually
forged an alliance. The Tlaxcaltecs could have defeated the Spaniards,
and had they continued the battle, as their commander wanted, Cortés’s
adventure would have ended. But the Tlaxcaltecs had their own reasons
for allying with the Spaniards. They had been engaged in a long-term war
with the Aztecs and, completely encircled and cut off, their defeat was
only a matter of time. The coming of the Spanish offered them an un-
foreseen way to win. A major tactic in Mesoamerican battles was to
breach the opposing lines and turn the enemies’ flanks, which was very
difficult to do. But Spanish cannons, the matchlock muskets called har-
quebuses, crossbows, and horsemen could disrupt enemy lines and,
though the Spaniards were too few to exploit these breaches, the Tlax-
caltecs were not. Spanish arms greatly multiplied the effectiveness of the
Tlaxcaltec army.

The Spaniards stayed in Tlaxcallan for seventeen days before march-
ing to the province of Cholollan (Cholula). Though welcomed by the
Chololtecs, Cortés claimed he learned of a plot to attack him with Aztec
help: He assembled the nobles in the main courtyard and massacred
them. His reason does not ring true. Cholollan had recently switched
their allegiance from Tlaxcallan to the Aztecs, so a Spanish attack was a
way to resolve a political problem. A new king was chosen and Cholollan

re-allied with Tlaxcallan. Two weeks later, Cortés marched into the Val-
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ley of Mexico and reached Tenochtitlan on November 8. He was greeted
by Moteuczoma (Montezuma) and housed in the palace of his deceased
father, Axayacatl, who had been the king from 1468 to 1481.

An enormous island-city of at least 200,000, Tenochtitlan was con-
nected to the mainland by three major causeways that could be quickly
severed. Recognizing the precariousness of his position, Cortés seized
Moteuczoma within a week of his arrival, held him captive, and ruled
through him for the next eight months.

When Governor Velizquez learned of Cortés’s perfidy, he dis-
patched Panfilo de Narvéez with a fleet of nineteen ships and over eight
hundred soldiers to Vera Cruz to capture him. But on learning of his ar-
rival, Cortés marched to the coast with 266 men in late May and, aided
by duplicity and judicious bribery, defeated Narviez.

Meanwhile, Pedro de Alvarado, who had been left in Tenochtitlan
with eighty soldiers, claimed he had learned of an Aztec plot to attack
them, placed artillery at the four entrances of the walled courtyard of the
Great Temple, and then massacred an estimated eight to ten thousand
unarmed Aztec nobles trapped inside. Word of the massacre spread
throughout the city, the populace attacked, killed seven Spaniards,
wounded many others, and besieged them in their quarters. When Cortés
learned of the uprising, he began the return march with a force now
numbering over 1,300 Spaniards and 2,000 Tlaxcaltecs, and reached
Tenochtitlan on June 24.

Once he was inside the city, the Aztecs raised the causeway bridges
and the Spaniards were apparently trapped. With their supplies dwin-

dling and unable to fight or negotiate their way out, Cortés took Mo-
S teuczoma onto the roof to order his people to stop the attack, but to no
avail, and the king was ultimately killed, either by stones thrown from
the Indian throng or by his Spanish captors.

Cortés ordered portable wooden spans built to bridge the gaps in the
causeways and, during a heavy rainstorm just before midnight on June
30, the Spaniards began their escape. They were quickly discovered, and

only a third of the force got away. Cortés reached Tlaxcallan, but not un-
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til he had lost over 865 Spaniards and more than a thousand Tlaxcaltecs.
Had the Aztecs assailed the fleeing Spaniards immediately and continu-
ously, few if any would have survived. The 440 surviving Spaniards rested
for three weeks and then, in early August, marched again and conquered
nearby Aztec tributary cities.

The Indians now faced a new, nonmilitary threat. Smallpox arrived
with Narviez’'s expedition and swept though central Mexico, killing
some 40 percent of the population of Mexico in a year, including Mo-
teuczoma’s successor, King Cuitlahua, who ruled for only eighty days.
Because the epidemic devastated both the Aztecs and their Indian oppo-
nents, depopulation does not, of itself, account for the conquest. But it
did produce political disruption: The death of Cuitlahua meant that with
the accession of his successor, Cuauhtemoc, the Aztecs had three kings in
less than six months.

The first time Cortés entered Tenochtitlan, he had been trapped in-
side; now he sought to reverse that situation and ordered the construc-
tion of thirteen brigantines in Tlaxcallan, using the rigging salvaged from
the ships he sank at Vera Cruz. There was an intermittent influx of ar-
rivals from the coast throughout the conquest, and Cortés’s forces had
grown to 40 horsemen and 550 Spanish foot soldiers. Accompanied by
10,000 Tlaxcaltec soldiers, Cortés began his return march to the Valley of
Mexico.

But Cortés’s first major victory there was political. Since 1515, Tetz-
coco, the second most important city of the empire, had been politically
divided over who should succeed to the throne. Cacama took the throne
with strong Aztec support, but another contender, Ixtlilxochitl, fought a
civil war, conquered the area north of Tetzcoco, which he then ruled in
an uneasy accommodation with Tenochtitlan. When Cortés entered the
valley, Ixtlilxochitl seized the opportunity to ally with him, and the
reigning king of Tetzcoco fled. Ixtlilxochitl’s support gave the Spaniards
a strong foothold for their attack and provided a secure logistical base.
Cortés won the allegiance of disaffected cities in the valley and fought a

series of battles with the Aztecs. But since Tenochtitlan was supplied by

128



THE IMMOLATION OF HERNAN CORTES

CORTES VS. THE AZTECS: CONQUEST IN THE BALANCE

The Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortés (in dark clothes, left) and Indian allies meet,
and best, Aztec warriors. Had his attempt to conquer Mexico failed, an enduring Native
American kingdom might one day have collided with an expanding United States.

(Corbis/Bettman)

canoe, Cortés had to control the lake. When the timbers being cut in
Tlaxcallan reached Tetzcoco around the first of February, the Spaniards
‘ began assembling the brigantines. On April 28, 1521, Cortés launched
his ships—each over forty feet long, with twelve oarsmen, twelve cross-
bowmen or harquebusiers, a captain, and an artilleryman for its bow-
mounted cannon. Supported by thousands of Indian canoes, they
barricaded Tenochtitlan and cut off its flow of food and water.

The Spaniards now numbered just over 900, and those not on the

brigantines were divided into three armies of fewer than 200 Spaniards
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each and “supported” by 20,000 to 30,000 Indian troops each. On May
22, Pedro de Alvarado led one army to Tlacopan, while Cristébal de Olid
marched to Coyohuacan, and Gonzalo de Sandoval went to Ixtlapalapan.
Cutting off three of the major routes into Tenochtitlan, the Spaniards
attacked along the causeways, whose narrowness allowed them to con-
centrate their firepower. The Aztecs responded by building barricades
and assaulting the Spaniards on both sides from canoes. But Cortés then
breached the causeways, sailed his ships through, and drove off the en-
emy canoes. In response, the Aztecs limited the ships’ movements by
planting sharpened stakes in the lake floor to impale them.

There is no shortage of plausible turning points for the conquest and
the examples are far from exhausted by those already suggested. But the
likeliest such point, involving the fewest alterations in historical events,
took place on June 30, 1521. The Spaniards and their Indian allies had
been assaulting the causeways that linked Tenochtitlan to the shore for
more than a month. The battles were back-and-forth struggles during
which the Aztecs built barricades, removed bridge spans, and destroyed
portions of the causeway, both to delay the Spanish advance and as tacti-
cal ploys. When the Spaniards crossed these breaches, the Aztecs often
redoubled their efforts and trapped them when they could neither easily
retreat nor be reinforced. To avoid this, Cortés ordered that no breaches
were to be crossed until they had been filled. But, on June 30, when the
Aztec defenses seemed to crumble in the heat of battle, the Spaniards
crossed an unfilled breech on the Tlacopan causeway. Their ploy having
succeeded, the Aztecs turned, trapped the attackers against the breach,
took sixty-eight Spaniards captive and killed many more. The captives
were all sacrificed and, fearing a shift in the tide of war, most of Cortés’s
allies left. Though the Spaniards ultimately survived this reversal and
their allies eventually returned, it could easily have been otherwise.

Had Cristobal de Olea not sacrificed his own life to save Cortés, he
too would have been taken and sacrificed, and the defection of his Indian

allies would likely have been permanent. The Spanish leader had three
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lieutenants but there was no clear second in command. Moreover,
the Spaniards were never completely united, even behind Cortés. Re-
peatedly, he threatened and cajoled them and twice ordered Spaniards
hanged for plotting to desert. And now with Cortés gone, Spanish unity
would have disintegrated. The conquest would have been lost. What,
then, would the Spaniards have done?

Exposed on the western shore of the lake without allies, the
Spaniards alone could not long hold out against the Aztec assaults. And
the factionalism that seethed just below the surface could not have been
suppressed without Cortés since there was no single leader of equal de-
termination and ruthlessness. Without overwhelming Indian support,
there was no hope for the Spaniards and they faced three plausible
choices. They could have continued the battle, but that offered only an-
nihilation. They could have surrendered en masse but that meant death
for most, if not all, of them, though isolated individuals might have
slipped away with their erstwhile allies, perhaps to be hidden until the
Aztecs spent their fury. Or they could have attempted an orderly with-
drawal. But to where? They had been allowed to slip away during the
flight from Tenochtitlan a year earlier and the Aztecs were unlikely to
permit a repeat of that mistake. Moreover, then they had an ally in Tlax-
callan—who would now have abandoned them. So their only recourse
was to abandon their heavy equipment and begin a 200-mile withdrawal
to the gulf coast through hostile territory, a journey most were unlikely
to complete. But given their fragmented loyalties and divided command,
the Spaniards would probably have fallen apart and, the weakened re-
mainder would have been vulnerable to the inevitable Aztec counterat-
tack. The only question was how many Spaniards would have survived.
Some may have reached the gulf coast and then sailed to Cuba, but most
would have died in battles en route—though a lucky few may have sur-
vived capture or have been sheltered by former allies. The conquest
would be over.

What would have been the probable Spanish response to this defeat?
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What the surviving Spaniards in Mexico thought is not of concern here,
but the opinions of the Spaniards in the Indies and Spain is. Given the
seasonal pattern of transatlantic sailings, word of Cortés’s defeat would
probably not have reached Spain until late summer or fall of 1522 at the
earliest, with any response arriving in the Indies no sooner than the fol-
lowing summer. New World conquests and colonization were backed by
the Crown, but it was not a governmental enterprise underwritten by a
national army, so a concerted military response was unlikely. Cortés’s
death and the disaster that beset his men, however, would have made the
repudiation of his expedition politically easy. Since Cortés had violated
Governor Velazquez's orders and authorization, he had also effectively
gone against the king and, in light of his failure, royal support would now
be solidly behind the governor.

Awareness of Mexican civilizations, lands, and wealth was too wide-
spread in both Spain and the Indies to be ignored. But in light of the
Crown’s support for Velazquez, its most likely response would be to
adopt the governor’s original plan for trade rather than colonization. To
justify his original plans and current political position, Velazquez would
probably have tried to enforce his approach rigorously and with royal
backing. Some degree of quarantine would be likely, with the probable
emergence of a single trading center on the coast, much as Macao served
Portuguese trade interests in China and Japan in the sixteenth century. It
is doubtful that the Spaniards could long be held to commerce alone and
the continuation of such a trading relationship may not have survived
Velazquez’s death in 1524 unless some other strong patron managed to
secure the Crown’s approval for a monopoly. But if there was to be an-
other attempt to conquer Mexico, it would probably be some years off:
Exploration elsewhere in the Caribbean was absorbing all available men
and material. And the surviving Spanish adult male population of the In-
dies would require time to recover from the loss of some 2,000 men in
Cortés’s ill-fated scheme. Moreover, the increased Spanish migration that
actually followed the conquest of Mexico would probably not have ma-

terialized without increased opportunities in the New World. Thus, the
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Spaniards of the Indies were distracted, politically constrained, and mili-
tarily weakened. Perhaps their energies would have been absorbed by the
conquest of the Incas that began in the late 1520s, where the way had
been smoothed by an Inca civil war and by the devastating spread of
smallpox into the Andes from Spanish settlements in Panama. Instead of
Mexico, a conquered Peru would have drawn Spanish migrants, but the
riches thus seized would doubtless have tempted the Spaniards to make
another bid for the wealth of Mexico.

A Spanish reconquest was probably delayed rather than deterred,
but the issue of the Aztec response to their victory over the Spaniards
would have remained. Would they have simply lapsed back to the status
quo? Not likely. Even with an Aztec victory, Mexico would have been
profoundly changed by the Spanish presence. The smallpox epidemic of
1519 to 1520 had been devastating, but the deadly typhus epidemics of
1545 to 1548 and 1576 to 1581 would not have occurred without a ma-
jor Spanish presence, or at least not that soon. The Aztec political land-
scape was significantly altered, not in the offices themselves, but in the
personalities of those who replaced leaders lost to war or disease. The po-
litical infrastructure of neighboring cities and of the empire would have
continued intact, but the way many rulers had switched sides during the
conquest would certainly have led to retribution.

The political future of rulers in various cities who had taken their
thrones with Spanish/Tlaxcaltec support was bleak and some would now
be displaced as Aztec loyalists or political opportunists took advantage of
the shift in power. Cities allied with Tlaxcallan would likely have de-
fected to the Aztec side. Meanwhile, Tlaxcaltec factionalism would prob-
‘ably have led to the pro-Spanish ruler being deposed; his replacement
would have allied with the Aztecs in an effort to forestall their own con-
quest. Thereafter, other defectors would have been dealt with easily,
swiftly, and terminally. The Aztecs were smaller in population and
weaker than before, but politically, they were stronger, having replaced
rulers of dubious loyalties.

What would this have meant for a new Spanish invasion? During the
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first one, Cortés exploited the poorly integrated nature of the Aztec em-
pire and the presence of a major enemy—Tlaxcallan—to secure allies.
With Tlaxcallan no longer hostile, could the Aztecs cement their al-
liances to eliminate the rivalries Cortés had exploited? The Aztec empire
was only loosely bound together. Roads and a system of porters were bet-
ter developed within it than elsewhere, both basic and exotic goods
flowed among its many markets, but no rigidly enforced political hierar-
chy bound it together. Instead, local rulers were left in power, which
meant that as soon as the Aztecs showed weakness or incompetence,
they might defect. Moreover, while general Mexican cultural practices
were widely shared, there was no unifying religion or ideology. Intermar-
riage among rulers created some cross-cutting loyalties, but these took
many years to form and, in the absence of an alternative way to integrate
the empire more tightly, the Aztecs could not create a solid front that
would be impenetrable to the returning Spaniards.

If they could not reorganize their empire, the Aztecs nevertheless
had two major options open to them—they could take the offensive or
they could adopt new military weapons and tactics. Since the Spaniards
had built and sailed ships in the Valley of Mexico and may well have
abandoned some at Vera Cruz in their flight, it is possible that the Aztecs
could have launched a counteroffensive into the Indies. Though used on
the Pacific coast of South America, sails were unknown in Mexico, and
the Aztecs were generally ignorant of the existence or location of the In-
dies. So as appealing as the image is of Aztec soldiers storming Havana, it
is improbable. Alternative routes for a return attack by the Spaniards
were blocked from the south by other native states that were too small
and too far away to materially assist them and from the north by an in-
hospitable desert that offered few allies, little food, and great dangers. So
an Aztec offensive stance, at best, would have meant patrolling the gulf
coast and waiting for a Spanish return before trying to push them back
into the sea, though this costly effort would probably have flagged as the
years passed uneventfully.

But Cortés’s attempt to conquer them unquestionably would have
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affected Aztec tactics. The primary Spanish technological introductions
were horses (and mounted lancers), cannons, harquebuses, and cross-
bows. As they had done during their first flight from Tenochtitlan, the
Spaniards probably abandoned their cannons, but this time the Aztecs
might not have destroyed them as they did earlier. Some of the other
weapons likely to have fallen into Aztec hands included swords, armor,
crossbows, perhaps harquebuses, and maybe even horses. But what
would any of this have meant to the Aztecs? They had used captured
swords—some attached to poles as scythes against horses—and a cross-
bow against Cortés, so even though the Aztecs did not work iron and so
could neither repair nor replicate these arms, those they recovered could
easily be integrated into their own forces. After all, the Aztecs already
had their own broadswords, spears, bows, and armor. Indeed, since the
Indians who had allied with Cortés had been taught to make excellent
copper-headed bolts, there was a potentially inexhaustible supply of am-
munition for the crossbows. Cannons and harquebuses required gun-
powder, and while all of the ingredients were locally available, its
concoction was unknown to the Aztecs, but horses might be mastered,
offering the tantalizing possibility of Aztec cavalry such as Americans
later encountered on the Great Plains. And if the Spaniards actually es-
tablished a trade center at Vera Cruz, bladed weapons and perhaps even
firearms would have flowed into Aztec hands, whether officially sanc-
tioned or not. To make the most of these arms, however, actual instruc-
tion would be needed and, for that, there were probably surviving
Spaniards.

Changing sides was not unprecedented. Gonzalo Guerrero, who had
been shipwrecked off Yucatan in 1511, had risen to the rank of military
leader among the Maya, led one of their attacks on Cérdoba, and refused
to rejoin the Spaniards despite Cortés’s entreaty. Moreover, Spain was a
newly emerging entity whose king, Charles V, though the son of the
rulers of Castile and Aragon, was raised in the Netherlands and was ef-
fectively a foreigner. Many Spaniards owed whatever loyalties they had

to their cities or provinces rather than to “Spain” and some who partici-
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pated in the conquest were Portuguese or Italian, so shifting loyalties
from Cortés to Cuauhtemoc was imaginable, probable, and, in fact, in-
dispensable if they did not wish to be sacrificed to the Aztec gods. But
what could the Spaniards teach the Aztecs that they had not already
learned in combat? Weapons use, certainly. For instance, Spanish swords
were made of steel with both cutting edge and point and so could thrust
as well as slash, whereas the Aztecs’ were oak broadswords edged with
obsidian blades and could be used only to slash. And perhaps the Aztecs
could even make gunpowder, since the three necessary ingredients were
available in the Valley of Mexico, though whether they could use explo-
sives is questionable. But new weapons aside, battle strategies and com-
bat practices could certainly be improved as the Aztecs learned the full
capabilities and limitations of the Spanish weapons and tactics.

Most of what the captured Spaniards could teach the Aztecs was re-
finement. They already understood the basics. And what was important
was less how it affected their battlefield tactics than the political envi-
ronment. The Tlaxcaltecs initially allied with the Spaniards because they
recognized that those few soldiers could serve as shock troops to punch
through and disrupt opposing formations in a way their own weapons
and tactics could not. It had not been the presence of the Spaniards per
se that had been important, but the decisive advantage they conveyed on
the Tlaxcaltec army. With the surviving Spanish arms, however, this ad-
vantage was now also held by the Aztecs.

If and when the second conquest came, the various Aztec tributaries
and allies would probably have been only marginally more tightly bound
to the empire than before; yet even with cannons and harquebuses, the
Spaniards were no longer offered the golden opportunity they had the
first time. Yes, they could still perform a shock function, but any Indian
group that might consider allying with them could not fully exploit it be-
cause the Aztecs, even with a limited number of Spanish arms, could also
now employ shock tactics and disrupt their formations, and coupled with
vastly larger armies, an Aztec victory was ultimately assured.

So, by the time the Spaniards subjugated the peoples of the Andes,
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leaving them crippled with deadly disease and exploitation, and they fi-
nally turned their attention back to Mexico, in the mid to late 1530s,
their opportunity had passed. The allies of a returning Spanish force
would have been few, their victories ephemeral, and the lucky ones
would have been pushed back into the sea—the heads of the rest would
have adorned the skullracks of Tenochtitlan. Any reconquest would have
to await far larger numbers, more artillery, and more horses than were
available in the Indies.

Time changed the situation on both sides. While there was no pan-
Mexican ideology to unify the various groups, word of the inhabitants’
fate in the Indies and South America slowly made its way to Tenochtitlan
and a sense of Indianness that had heretofore been absent emerged in op-
position to the Spaniards and expressed itself militarily as well as politi-
cally.

Limited as the Spaniards were to more passive exploitation by trade
and conversion, gold and silver still flowed into Spanish coffers made
wealthy by the pillage of Peru, but Spanish innovations in tools and ani-
mals were rapidly adopted by the Aztec elite, and percolated down into
the commoner ranks, establishing indigenous livestock and craft indus-
tries. Instead of becoming the center of Spanish industry, with lesser ben-
efits falling to the Indians, these innovations were adopted by the natives,
even if the nobility dominated, if not monopolized, major herding activ-
ities, but with benefits that flowed throughout their society. For instance,
wool would have been quickly adopted by their thriving weaving indus-
try, just as bronze and iron would have been added to the range of goods
produced and repaired by native metalworkers. Moreover, the develop-
ment of the native economy made possible by these innovations
strengthened indigenous rulers and filled the vacuum into which Spanish
colonists would otherwise have flowed.

Spanish intrusions would have been blunted, though not eliminated,
and religious orders, obeying their missionizing imperative, would have
gradually infiltrated the country ahead of potential settlers. But now, con-

fronting a vigorous indigenous priesthood that enjoyed state support and
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a flourishing school system, conversion was far slower. The Spanish
priests also brought literacy with the Latin alphabet to Mexico and if this
spread to all classes, social turmoil would likely follow, so the indigenous
elite would doubtless monopolize this knowledge to increase their polit-
ical and administrative hold. But a more Christianized indigenous tradi-
tion would likely have emerged. Without the sword to force conversion,
persuasion and example alone were available, resulting in some Chris-
tianization and, most likely, a cessation of human sacrifice. But continued
personal religious bloodletting may have been reconceived, if not toward
a monotheistic end, then toward one that blended the Christian God
with one or more of the more important native gods in an elevated, if not
exclusive, position above the native ones.

With the gradual emergence of a far stronger indigenous economy
and the development of at least a tolerable approximation of Chris-
tianity, Mexico would have been far more difficult to conquer. Mexico
could have continued as a regional power and survived the expansion of
the European colonies in Central and North America, if their more lim-
ited exposure to Europeans dispersed the demographic shock of intro-
duced diseases and they prevented Europeans from exploiting it. The
nation that emerged may have been much like the Mexico of today,
though perhaps limited to central Mexico, organized on strong indige-
nous lines, yet having undergone modern development from empire to
constitutional monarchy. Had this been so, American expansion toward
the West may have been halted far earlier than it was—perhaps at the
Mississippi, for France, which sold the United States its rights, would
have had no claim on the land to the West, and Mexico, whether freely
or as the better of limited options, may have left the United States of to-

day far smaller and bordering a nation of truly indigenous Americans.
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GEOFFREY PARKER

ITHE REPULSE OF THE
ENGLISH FIRESHIPS

The Spanish Armada Triumphs, August 8, 1588

" he defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 has come down through history

as a tale of missed connections, a devastating fireship attack that broke the

armada’s order, a sea battle that forced the Spanish ships into the North
Sea, followed by a storm-plagued passage around the British Isles. A third of the fleet
and half of the men aboard would never return to Spain.
We forget how close the Spanish king, Philip I1, came to success. The man who con-
trolled the world’s first empire on which “the sun never set” was determined to get rid
of England’s Protestant queen, Elizabeth, and make her nation once again safe for
‘ Catholicism. He wanted to end English meddling in the Netherlands, which he ruled,
and keep Elizabeth from gaining a foothold in the New World. To those ends, he sent
a great armada of 130 ships, which was to rendezvous with the Duke of Parma's
army, veterans of the Netherlands rebellion, and escort it to a landing in Kent. But, off
Calais, an English fleet intercepted the armada first—and here the what ifs begin.
What if on the night of August 7-8, 1588, the winds had blown in a different direc-
tion, keeping the English fireships and battleships away from the Armada? What if
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the Spanish had been able to hang on until Parma and his troopships arrived? Or if
they had known that the English shot lockers were practically empty? What if Parma’s
army had actually made its landing in Kent? The evidence suggests that Parma’s sea-
soned troops could have marched to London, opposed only by terrified conscripts and
poorly equipped militia. Philip Il might have easily achieved his objective. But as Ge-

offrey Parker observes, he could be his own worst problem.

& Geoffrey Parker is professor of history at the Ohio State University and the au-
thor of such works as THE DUTCH REVOLT, PHILIP II, THE MILITARY REVOLUTION, THE
SPANISH ARMADA (with Colin Martin), and, most recently, THE GRAND STRATEGY OF
PHILIP II. He is (with Robert Cowley) the editor of THE READER’S COMPANION TO

MILITARY HISTORY.
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t some British historians had their way, August 8 would be declared

L
.
_

a national holiday, because on that day, in the year 1588, Elizabeth

%?’ ~'

4. Tudor’s navy decisively repulsed Philip II's attempt to conquer En-
gland The failure of the Spanish Armada laid the American continent
open to invasion and colonization by northern Europeans, and thus made
possible the creation of the United States.

Philip II already ruled Spain and Portugal, half of Italy, and most of
the Netherlands, and the Iberian colonies around the globe—from Mex-
ico, through Manila, Macao and Malacca, to Goa, Mozambique, and An-
gola—creating an empire upon which, as his apologists boasted, “the sun
never set.” In addition, his cousin Rudolf II of Habsburg, who had grown
up at the Court of Spain, ruled Germany and Austria, while his ally the
Duke of Guise, leader of the French Catholics, pledged unconditional
support for Philip’s plans. Only the northwest Netherlands caused prob-
lems. Rebellion against the king’s authority broke out in 1572, and the
provinces of Holland and Zealand had defied him ever since, despite the
expenditure of vast sums of money and the efforts of his best generals
and his finest troops. Their sustained ability to resist infuriated Philip and
the commander of his forces in the Netherlands, his nephew Alexander
Farnese, duke of Parma. Gradually they convinced themselves that only
~ English support sustained the Dutch Revolt, and in fall 1585 Philip re-
solved to switch his resources from the recapture of Holland and Zealand
to the conquest of England. He sought and received aid from other
Catholic rulers for his plan to depose Queen Elizabeth and replace her
with a sound Catholic. Tuscany provided a galleon and a grant; Mantua
supplied an interest-free loan; the pope promised a huge subsidy and a
plenary Indulgence for all who took part.

Meanwhile the king’s National Security advisers searched for a suit-

¥
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able invasion plan. In the summer of 1586, Philip received an annotated
map that evaluated different invasion strategies. Its author, Bernardino de
Escalante, dismissed as too risky a naval assault either on northwest En-
gland (by sailing north to Scotland and then into the Irish Sea) or on
Wales, and instead envisaged a joint expedition by a large fleet sailing
from Lisbon, which would carry an expeditionary force to southern Ire-
land, while the duke of Parma led a surprise attack on Kent by veterans
from the Spanish Netherlands. They would cross the channel aboard a
fleet of small transports as the English navy sailed away to defend Ireland.
Philip II made only one—as it transpired, fatal—change. He decreed that
the fleet from Lisbon must sail to the Netherlands, rather than to Ireland,
and provide an escort for Parma’s veterans as they crossed to England. He
felt confident that his armada would prove invincible: If Elizabeth’s ships
tried to prevent its journey up the channel, they would fail. Parma had
only to await the fleet’s arrival in order to succeed.

Philip issued precise orders on how to proceed after the troops came
ashore. They must march through Kent, take London by storm (prefer-
ably with Elizabeth and her ministers still in it), and hope that the
queen’s enemies on the periphery of the kingdom and in Ireland would
rise in rebellion to aid the invaders. If no Catholic rising took place, how-
ever, or if London held out, Parma must use his presence on English soil
to force Elizabeth to make three concessions: toleration of Roman
Catholic worship, an end to all English voyages to American waters, and
the surrender to Spain of all Dutch towns held by English troops. \

In many ways, the first phase of the operation went according to
plan. On July 21, 1588, a fleet of 130 ships, the largest ever seen in north
European waters, sailed under the command of the duke of Medina Si-
donia to effect its rendezvous with Parma’s 27,000 veterans, and their
300 troop transports assembled in the harbors of Dunkirk and Nieuw-
poort. On July 29, the armada entered the channel and on August 6, with
its order intact despite repeated attacks by the Royal Navy, it dropped
anchor off Calais, only twenty-five miles from Dunkirk. News of the

fleet’s approach only reached Parma that same day, however, and al-
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though he began embarking his troops on August 7, it proved too late.
That night, the English launched a fireship attack that finally disrupted
the armada’s formation. In a ferocious battle on August 8, Elizabeth’s
powertful galleons managed both to inflict severe damage on individual
ships and to drive the entire enemy fleet northward, away from the ren-
dezvous.

No sooner had the armada entered the North Sea than arguments
began over where the enterprise had gone wrong. “There is nobody
aboard this fleet,” wrote Don Francisco de Bobadilla (senior military ad-
viser to the duke of Medina Sidonia), “who is not now saying, ‘I told you
so” or ‘I knew this would happen.’ But it’s just like trying to lock the sta-
ble door after the horse has bolted.” Bobadilla theretore propounded his
own explanation of the debacle. On the one hand, he admitted, “We
found that many of the enemy’s ships held great advantages over us in
combat, both in their design and in their guns, gunners and crews, . . . so
that they could do with us as they wished.” On the other hand, most
Spanish ships experienced an acute shortage of ammunition. “But in spite
of all this” he continued, “the duke [of Medina Sidonia] managed to
bring his fleet to anchor in Calais roads, just seven leagues from Dunkirk,
and if on the day that we arrived there, Parma had come out [with his
forces], we should have carried out the invasion.”

The first English historian who seriously considered these questions,
Sir Walter Raleigh, in his History of the World of 1614, entirely agreed.
The English, he wrote, were “of no such force as to encounter an Armie
like unto that, wherewith it was intended that the prince of Parma

should have landed in England.” The Army of Flanders, which had been
‘ fighting the Dutch with scarcely a break since 1572, had indeed been
molded into a superb fighting force. Some veterans had been on active
duty for thirty years and they served under experienced and resourceful
officers who had risen through the ranks. During the previous decade
they had conquered the rebellious provinces of Flanders and Brabant,
culminating in the capture of the port of Sluis in August 1587 in the

teeth of a spirited defense by the best troops and most experienced com-
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PLANNING THE CONQUEST

In July 1586, Bernardino de Escalante, a soldier-turned-priest, sat down to explain to
Philip II the various ways to invade England. He had resided there thirty years before—
and remembered the Tower of London (“E greet tuure,” on the right) as the only important
stronghold. His map therefore assessed the options of sending a fleet from Spain to sail ei-
ther around Scotland and attack northeast England, or into the Irish Sea and land in
Wales. Either operation seemed less dangerous than a direct assault up the channel, where,
as Escalante noted, the armada would encounter “el enemigo.” Events would prove him

right.
(Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, manuscript 5785/168)

manders of the Dutch and their English allies. Over the next year Parma
prepared a meticulous embarkation schedule, including the precise itin-
erary and sequence for each unit’s march from their billets to the desig-
nated ports, and even supervised two rehearsals. The fact that, when the
armada arrived, almost all the 27,000 men detailed for the invasion man-
aged to embark within thirty-six hours—no mean feat for an army in any
age!—testifies to the military effectiveness of both the troops and their

commanders.
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Parma’s panoply lacked only sufﬁcient‘warships to protect his troops
from assault by their Dutch and English enemies as they crossed the
channel and a train of siege artillery. Philip II had anticipated both prob-
lems. To remedy the first deficiency, the armada included four heavily
armed galeasses, huge oar-powered warships of shallow draft capable of
driving off the Dutch ships blockading the Flemish ports. To meet the
second need, the Spanish fleet carried twelve forty-pounder siege guns,
together with all their accoutrements. Parma’s army would thus have en-
joyed tull artillery support.

Very few towns and castles in southeast England could have resisted
a battery from such weapons. Only solid-angled bastions, projecting be-
yond the main walls and protected by wide moats, could withstand heavy
bombardment; and in southeast England only Upnor Castle on the River
Medway, built to defend the naval dockyard at Chatham, possessed
those. The larger towns of Kent (Canterbury and Rochester) still relied
on their antiquated medieval walls. No defense works at all seem to have
existed between Margate, the projected beachhead, and the Medway;
while Upnor alone could scarcely stop the Duke of Parma and his army.
Philip II had deftly selected his adversary’s weakest point.

With so few physical obstacles in his path, Parma would have moved
fast. When he invaded Normandy in 1592, with 22,000 men, the duke
covered sixty-five miles in six days, despite tenacious opposition from a
numerically superior enemy. Four years earlier, the invaders might there-
fore have covered the eighty miles from Margate to London in a week.
Even London represented a soft target because the capital still relied on
_ its medieval walls. They had scarcely changed since 1554, when Sir
Thomas Wyatt raised a rebel army in protest against the marriage of
Mary Tudor, Elizabeth’s half-sister and predecessor, to Philip II. The in-
surgents marched through Kent, crossed the Thames at Kingston (west of
the capital), advanced with impunity through Westminster, and surged
down Fleet Street until they reached the city walls, where Wyatt, lacking
artillery, finally lost his nerve.

Parma well knew, however, that the state of a town’s physical de-
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fenses did not always prove decisive. Several Netherland towns with
poor, outdated fortifications had escaped capture thanks to the determi-
nation of the besieged population; conversely, a few strongholds boasting
modern defensive systems had fallen to the Spaniards before their time
because their citizens, their garrison, or their commander succumbed to
bribes. As an English officer with the Dutch army wrote on hearing of the
premature surrender of yet another town to Parma: “Everybody knows
that the king of Spain’s golden salvoes made a bigger breach in the heart
of the traitor in command than did the siege artillery.” Elizabeth’s troops
in the Netherlands had a distinctly uninspiring record in this respect. In
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1584 the English garrison of Aalst sold their town to Parma for £10,000
and in 1587 Sir William Stanley and Roland Yorke, together with over
700 English and Irish soldiers under their command, betrayed to Parma
the places entrusted to their care (Deventer and a fort overlooking Zut-
phen), and for the most part subsequently fought for Spain against their
former comrades.

Elizabeth and her advisers nevertheless set great store by the com-
rades of these traitors, recalling 4,000 men of the English expeditionary
force in Holland to form the nucleus of the army intended to repulse the
invaders. Its quartermaster general was the brother of Roland Yorke; its
third-in-command, Sir Roger Williams, had fought for Philip II in the
Netherlands in the 1570s. One cannot exclude the possibility that some
of these men might have been prepared to sell strongholds to Parma, as
their fellows had done in the Low Countries.

Elizabeth, however, had little choice. She depended on the veterans
from Holland because she could call upon very few other experienced
troops. The London “trained bands,” who had been drilling twice weekly
since March, might have put up a good fight (although some doubted it)
but little could be expected from the rest of the English county militias.
Few men possessed firearms, and some of those received only enough
powder for three or four rounds; the militias of the southern shires
proved so disorderly that their commanders feared they “will sooner kill
one another than annoye the enemye”; while the queen felt obliged to
maintain 6,000 soldiers along the Scottish border in case King James VI,
whose mother (Mary Stuart) Elizabeth had executed the previous year,
~ should decide to throw in his hand with the Spaniards.

All English preparations fell dangerously behind. The queen only is-
sued orders for the southern militias to muster on July 27—as the ar-
mada approached the channel—and even then she ordered them to
move toward Tilbury in Essex, separated by seventy miles and the
Thames from the beachhead chosen by Philip II. A boom across the river
designed to keep out enemy shipping broke at the first high tide and was

never repaired; a bridge of boats designed to link the queen’s forces in
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Kent and Essex remained incomplete. Even at Tilbury, the linchpin of En-
gland’s defenses, work only began on the fortifications on August 3, the
day the armada passed the Isle of Wight. Three days later, as the fleet
dropped anchor off Calais, the troops in Kent began to desert in consid-
erable numbers. In any case, they numbered only 4000 men, a ludicrously
inadequate force to throw in the path of the seasoned Spaniards, and
they lacked a clear strategy. The local commander, Sir Thomas Scott, ar-
gued that his forces should spread out along the coast and “answer” the
enemy “at the sea side,” while the general officer commanding in the
southeast, Sir John Norris, more prudently wished to withdraw all but a
skeleton force inland in order to make a stand at Canterbury and there
“staye the enemye from speedy passage to London or the harte of the
realme.”

Much of this unpreparedness and confusion stemmed from poverty
and isolation. Elizabeth could raise no loans either at home (because hos-
tilities with Spain had caused a trade recession) or abroad (because most
continental bankers thought Spain would win), forcing her to delay every
stage of her counterinvasion plans until the last possible moment in or-
der to save money. On July 29, 1588, her treasurer complained that out-
standing bills totaling £40,000 lay on his desk “with no probability how
to get money” to pay them. “A man might wish,” he concluded dourly,
that “if peace cannot be had, that the enemy would not longer delay, but
prove, as I trust, his evil fortune.” Apart from the Dutch, England stood
entirely alone.

By contrast, although on one occasion Philip II had to pawn his fam-
ily jewels to raise money, he managed to provide huge sums for the En-
terprise of England. The French Catholic League received 1,500,000
ducats from Spain between 1587 and 1590, and over the same period the
Army of Flanders received some 21,000,000 more. The king himself
claimed that he had spent 10,000,000 on the armada itself. Since about
four ducats equaled one pound sterling, his total outlay on the project
thus exceeded £7,000,000, at a time when Elizabeth’s annual revenues

hovered around £200,000. At the same time, Philip’s diplomats managed
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either to win over or neutralize every other state in Europe. In July 1588,
as the armada entered the channel, an admiring ambassador at the Court

of Spain noted:

At the moment, the Catholic King [Philip II] is safe: France cannot
threaten him, and the Turks can do little; neither can the king of Scots,
who is offended at Queen Elizabeth on account of the death of his
mother [Mary Stuart]. The one [monarch] who could have opposed him
was the king of Denmark, who has just died, and his son is young and so
has other things to deal with . .. At the same time, Spain can rest as-
sured that the Swiss cantons will not move against him; nor will they al-

low others to do so, since they are now his allies.

In short, he concluded, no foreign power could prevent the execu-
tion of the king’s Grand Strategy for the conquest of England and the

hegemony of Europe.

Were these optimistic contemporary analysts correct? In Pavane, a novel
published in 1968, Keith Roberts graphically suggested the enormous ad-

vantages that might have accrued from a complete Spanish victory.

On a warm July evening of the year 1588, in the royal palace of Green-
wich, London, a woman lay dying, an assassin’s bullets lodged in ab-
domen and chest. Her face was lined, her teeth blackened, and death
lent her no dignity; but her last breath started echoes that ran out to
shake a hemisphere. For the Faery Queen, Elizabeth the First, para-
mount ruler of England, was no more.

The rage of the English knew no bounds . . . The English Catholics,
bled white by fines, still mourning the Queen of Scots, still remembering
the gory Rising of the North, were faced with a fresh pogrom. Unwill-
ingly, in self-defense, they took up arms against their countrymen as the
flame lit by the Walsingham massacres ran across the land, mingling with
the light of warning beacons from the sullen glare of the auto-da-fe.

The news spread; to Paris, to Rome, to . . . the great ships of the ar-
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mada, threshing up past the Lizard to link with Parma’s army of invasion
on the Flemish coast . . . The turmoil that ensued saw Philip ensconced
as ruler of England; in France the followers of Guise, heartened by the
victories across the channel, finally deposed the weakened House of Val-
ois. The War of the Three Henrys ended with the Holy League tri-
umphant, and the Church restored once more to her ancient power.

To the victor, the spoils. With the authority of the Catholic Church
assured, the rising nation of Great Britain deployed her forces in the ser-
vice of the popes, smashing the Protestants of the Netherlands, destroy-
ing the power of the German city-states in the long-drawn Lutheran
Wars. The New Worlders of the North American continent remained
under the rule of Spain; Cook planted in Australasia the cobalt flag of
the [papal] throne.

At first sight, this “best-case outcome” for Spain of the armada campaign
does not seem too fanciful. Assassination, the constant nightmare of the
childless Elizabeth’s ministers, had become commonplace in early mod-
ern Europe. In France, Catholic extremists murdered not only the Protes-
tant faction leaders Anthony of Navarre (1563) and Gaspard de Coligny
(1572), but also King Henry III (1589) and his successor, Henry IV
(1610.) Elizabeth survived at least twenty assassination plots: the success
of any of them would have extinguished the Tudor dynasty and left a
council of Regency both to direct resistance against the advance of the
relentless invaders, and to find a successor.

Even without the removal of Elizabeth, whether by assassination or
by capture, a Spanish occupation of Kent alone might have produced im-
portant results. Parma could have exploited his advantage to wrest con-
cessions from a Tudor government terrified of rebellions in the north and
in Ireland. Persecution of English Catholics would have ceased, allowing
their numbers and confidence to increase. The overseas exploits of Sir
Francis Drake and the other “seadogs” would also have ceased, leaving

North America securely in Spain’s sphere of influence (missionaries had
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already begun to advance from Florida into Virginia.) Finally, English
forces would have withdrawn from the Netherlands, abandoning the
Dutch to make the best settlement they could.

The Republic already contained a vociferous peace party. Although
most political leaders in Holland and Zealand firmly opposed talks with
Spain, some towns dissented, while the adjacent provinces that bore the
brunt of the war against Spain argued strongly in favor of a settlement.
According to one of Elizabeth’s envoys to the Dutch: “The Common
Wealth of these Provinces consisting of diverse Parts and Professions as,
namely, Protestants, Puritans, Anabaptists and Spanish Hearts, which are
no small number; it is most certain that dividing these in five parts, the
Protestants and the Puritans do hardly contain even one part of five.”
And, the envoy continued, only the “Protestants and Puritans” favored a
continuation of the war. Had the Enterprise of England succeeded, leav-
ing the young republic to withstand Philip’s power alone, internal pres-
sure for a compromise would probably have become irresistible.

Without the need to maintain a costly army in the Netherlands,
Spain would have been free, just as Keith Roberts fantasized, to intervene
decisively elsewhere. The expulsion of the Protestants from France and
the recovery for the Roman Church of many Lutheran areas of Germany,
both of which occurred in the seventeenth century, would no doubt have
taken place several decades earlier. The newly confident Counter-Refor-
mation church, assisted by the power of the Habsburgs, would have vir-
tually extirpated Protestantism from Europe. Overseas, the Spanish and
Portuguese empires would have continued their expansion and steadily
_ increased their mutual contacts, creating a unified Iberian empire whose
resources would have extended the authority of Philip II and his succes-

sors all around the globe.

Or would it? Counterfactual experiments in history should always in-
clude two limitations: the “minimal rewrite rule” (only small and plausi-

ble changes should be made to the actual sequence of events) and
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“second order counterfactuals” (after a certain time, the previous pattern
may reassert itself) In the case of Philip II, it seems reasonable to specu-
late that the fireships released by the Royal Navy on the night of August
7, 1588, might somehow have failed to destroy the armada’s battle or-
der—as it was, the Spaniards managed to intercept two of them and tow
them out of harm’s way. Medina Sidonia could then have waited for
Parma and his troops, who completed their embarkation by August 8, to
set forth and join him. They would then have crossed the Narrow Seas in
irresistible force. Beyond that, however, the “rewrite” becomes more than
“minimal.”

We cannot assume that Philip II would have exploited his victory
prudently. Having ruled and resided there during the 1550s (as husband
of Mary Tudor), he regarded himself as both omniscient and divinely in-
spired where England was concerned. “I can give better information and
advice on that kingdom and on its affairs and people than anyone else,”
he once informed the pope. This supreme confidence helps to explain
why he sought to micromanage every aspect of the armada campaign,
starting with the creation of a master plan that imprudently involved the
junction of a fleet from Spain with an army from Flanders, separated by
a thousand miles of sea, as the ineluctable preliminary to invasion. He re-
fused to allow anyone—whether councilor, general, or admiral—to chal-
lenge the wisdom of his Grand Strategy. Instead, he urged them to
“believe me as one who has complete information on the present state of
affairs in all areas.” Whenever obstacles threatened the venture, Philip in-
sisted that God would provide a miracle. When, for example, a freak
storm in June 1588 drove the armada back to port soon after it had set
forth, and Medina Sidonia suggested that this might be a warning from
the Almighty that the enterprise should be abandoned, Philip responded
with naked spiritual blackmail. “If this were an unjust war,” he scolded
the duke, “one could indeed take this storm as a sign from Our Lord to
cease offending Him. But being as just as it is, one cannot believe that He

will disband it, but rather will grant it more favor than we could hope . . .
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I have dedicated this enterprise to God,” the king concluded briskly. “Pull
yourself together, and do your part!”

Philip also rashly insisted that the armada should advance to Calais
as fast as possible, without waiting for confirmation that the Army of
Flanders was ready. It never seems to have occurred to him that the nu-
merous English and Dutch warships in the channel might prevent Med-
ina Sidonia’s from sending reports of his progress, his problems, and his
estimated time of arrival from reaching Parma. Instead, stinging royal re-
bukes awaited those aboard the fleet who counseled caution and delay.

There seems no reason to suppose that a successful Spanish invasion
of southeast England would have reduced Philip’s desire to meddle.
Rather, he would have tried to retain total control of events, demanding
that all major decisions be referred to him—a two- to three-weeks’ jour-
ney away in Spain—for resolution. He would also probably have insisted
that Parma should strive for total victory instead of seeking a compro-
mise, just as he had refused to discuss a compromise settlement after
every major success in the struggle against the Dutch, thus creating a
stalemate that drained his resources. This, too, would have affected the
continuing continental struggles. With the invasion of England bogged
down, Dutch resistance would have continued and the position of the
French Catholics deteriorated, straining Spain’s resources yet further and
pushing it toward bankruptcy. As it was, the royal treasury had to sus-
pend all payments in 1596.

When Philip II died in 1598, at the age of seventy-one, his empire
passed to his only surviving son, the nineteen-year-old Philip III. The ab-
sence of an older, more accomplished successor arose from the peculiar
“genetic heritage of the Spanish Habsburgs. For generation after genera-
tion, they married close relatives. Philip II's oldest son Don Carlos, ar-
rested and imprisoned because of his dangerously unstable behavior,
could boast only four grandparents instead of eight, and only six great-
grand parents instead of sixteen. The gene pool inherited by his half-
brother Philip (III) was scarcely better: his mother, Anna of Austria, was
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Philip II’s niece and cousin as well as his wife. This endogamy—or as
Spain’s enemies termed it, incest—arose from the desire to join territories
together. Don Carlos descended from three generations of intermarriage
between the ruling dynasties of Portugal and Spain. This policy, although
technically successful (the kingdoms were united in 1580), literally car-
ried within itself the seeds of its own destruction. No wonder the Spanish
Habsburgs died out after only two more generations of endogamy! The
conquest of England would have done nothing to improve the Habsburg
gene pool; it would merely have served to create more for Philip III and
his successors to lose. Second order counterfactuals suggest that, even had
the armada succeeded, Spanish hegemony would not have lasted for long.

At least, however, Philip’s victory in 1588 would have gone down in
history as an exemplary “combined operation.” Historians would have
praised the selection of an ideal invasion area, the formidable planning, the
immense resources, the successful diplomacy that neutralized all opposi-
tion, and the operational brilliance that (against all the odds) joined an ir-
resistible fleet from Spain with an invincible army from the Netherlands.
If, despite all its deficiencies, the duke of Parma and his veteran troops had
begun their march on London on Monday August 8, 1588, then—what-
ever the ultimate outcome—everyone today could regard the invincible
armada as Philip II's masterpiece, all Americans would now speak Spanish,

and the whole world might celebrate August 8 as a national holiday.
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THOMAS FLEMING

UNLIKELY VICTORY

Thirteen Ways the Americans Could Have

Lost the Revolution

" he American Revolution is practically a laboratory of counterfactual his-

tory. There is hardly an opportunity for an alternative scenario that doesn't
AL exist in those eight years (1775-1783). At times, as Thomas Fleming
demonstrates, the unexpected seems the only real certainty. Sometimes sheer luck in-
tervenes. A British marksman has Washington in his sights and doesn’t pull the trig-
ger. Commanders display too much or too little caution. The British make a
picture-perfect landing on Manhattan Island, and then pause to wait for reinforce-
ments while George Washington and his Continentals slip the noose. At the Battle of
the Cowpens, Banastre Tarleton, like the emperor Valens at Adrianople, is too im-
petuous, and the Americans hold on in the South. (There are times when a short rest
and a good breakfast could have changed history.) Gambles work. Washington at-
tacks Trenton in a Christmas night snowstorm and reinvigorates the patriot cause.
Good or bad choices are made under stress. Benedict Arnold disobeys orders at
Saratoga, and the result is an American victory. Would the French have joined the

war on our side otherwise? Animosities influence events. In a turf struggle, the British
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commander in chief, Sir Henry Clinton, tells his Southern commander, Charles, Lord
Cornwallis, to retreat to an obscure Virginia tobacco port called Yorktown, fortify it,
and ship much of his army back north. The vagaries of weather are a given, of course,
as they always have been in military operations. Take the two violent storms that
sealed the fate of the British troops trapped at Yorktown in October 1781: The first
prevented a rescue fleet from sailing from New York harbor and the second, a break-
out attempt across the York River a few days later. How different would the outcome
of the Revolution have been if the British had escaped?

By any reasonable stretch of the imagination, Fleming reminds us, the United

States should have expired at birth. We were hardly inevitable.

“ Thomas Fleming is the author of such historical studies as 1776: YEAR OF ILLU-
SIONS, biographies of Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, THE MIAN FROM
MONTICELLO and THE MAN WHO DARED THE LIGHTNING, LIBERTY: THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION, and, most recently, DUEL: ALEXANDER HAMILTON, AARON BURR AND
THE FUTURE OF AMERICA. He has also written numerous historical novels, including
two set during the Revolutionary War, LIBERTY TAVERN and DREAMS OF GLORY.
Fleming has served as chairman of the American Revolution Round Table and is
the former president of the American Center of PE.N., the international writer’s or-

ganization.
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/ hen a historian ponders the what ifs of the American Rev-

/% / olution, chills run up and down and around the cere-

bellum. There were almost too many moments when
the patriot cause teetered on the brink of disaster, to be retrieved by the
most unlikely accidents or coincidences or choices made by harried men
in the heat of conflict. Seldom if ever was there a war with more poten-
tial for changing the course of history. Imagine the last two hundred
years—or at the very least, the last hundred—without a United States
of America! Picture a world in which the British Empire bestrode
not only the subcontinent of India, but the entire continent of North
America.

Almost as tantalizing is the society that might have arisen, with a dif-
ferent outcome. If the Americans had lost the war early in the struggle,
they might have been permitted a modicum of self rule; there would
have been few, if any hangings or confiscations. If victory had come later,
when the British government and people were exasperated by long years
of resistance, Americans might well have become a subject race, savagely
repressed by a standing army, and ruled by an arrogant local aristocracy.
The impact on Great Britain would have been almost as dire. The hard-
liners in the aristocracy, backed by a king who was equally narrow-
minded, would have created a state that was relentlessly intolerant of
democracy.

Within these extremes are other outcomes. One of the most intrigu-
ing appeared even before the war began. The child—independence—
could easily have been strangled in its cradle, if some of its parents had
not realized that they were performing on a stage far larger than the

provincial seaport of Boston.
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What if Samuel Adams had gotten his way after the Boston Massacre?

Sam Adams deserves his niche as the master agitator on the torturous
path to independence. But he had a tendency to brinkmanship, demon-
strated by his less than brilliant staging of the Boston Massacre. With the
town occupied by two regiments of British troops, Sam thought his well-
armed bullyboys from the North End of Boston could terrify the royal
army into a humiliating evacuation. On the night of March 5, 1770,
a well-armed 400-man mob pelted the seven-man British detachment
guarding the customs house with chunks of ice and pieces of lumber.
Screaming insults, they surged to within a few feet of the soldiers’ guns.
Sam had assured the rioters that the redcoats would never pull their trig-
gers without a magistrate first reading the riot act, officially branding the
mob as violators of the king’s peace and warning them to disperse. This
was something no judge in Boston dared to do, lest he get his house torn
down around his ears.

Someone in the crowd struck a soldier with a club, knocking him to
the ground. The man sprang to his feet and was struck by another club,
thrown from a distance. He leveled his musket and pulled the trigger.
Seconds later, the other members of the guard imitated him. The mob
fled. As the gunsmoke cleared, five men lay dead or dying. Six more men
were wounded.

Although he professed to abhor the bloodshed, Sam Adams was se-
cretly delighted. He foresaw a trial for murder in which the soldiers
would be found guilty. Rather than let them hang, the British would in-
tervene, declaring their indifference to the verdicts of American juries.
Meanwhile, Sam’s propaganda machine would be denouncing the royal
murderers and their London backers. It never occurred to Sam that mod-
erates in other colonies and in England would see this denouement as
proof that Boston was in the hands of an anarchistic mob, and the British
might be excused for resorting to draconian measures to restore law and

order.

Fortunately, one man in Boston saw this clearly—Sam’s cousin, John
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Adams. Although he had been active in Sam’s movement, John was
shocked when friends of the soldiers informed him that not a lawyer in
Boston was willing to defend them, for fear of getting his windows and
possibly his face smashed by Sam’s sluggers. John announced he would
take the soldiers’ case. With masterful skill, he managed a plea of self-
defense without quite revealing Sam and his friends as the perpetrators
of the riot. The soldiers were acquitted and for the rest of his long life,
John Adams maintained that his “disinterested action” in defending the
redcoats was “one of the best pieces of service I ever rendered my coun-
try.” He was unquestionably right. Moderate men in England and New
York and Virginia were able to tell each other that the Bostonians were
worthy of their support.

If Sam had triggered a draconian response, there might never have
been a Boston Tea Party. In a town patrolled by six or seven regiments, no
further riots would have been tolerated, and Sam and his lieutenants
might well have been taken into custody during the peaceful three years
between the Massacre and the dumping of the tea into the harbor. In-
stead, outsiders viewed the confrontation over a piddling but highly sym-
bolic tax on imported tea as British arrogance and stupidity in action. The
tea party was greeted with tut-tuts by the moderates but no one saw it as
another demonstration of endemic Yankee lawlessness—and the moder-
ates quickly agreed that the British government’s reaction to it—closing
the port of Boston and remodeling the government of Massachusetts to
extract the democratic elements—was egregious overkill and a step
toward tyranny. Soon Sam and John Adams were on their way to the First
Continental Congress in Philadelphia.

Back in Massachusetts in early 1775, with the British 4,500-man
army in Boston under a state of semisiege, confronted by swarms of well-
armed minutemen whenever detachments marched into the country,
Sam showed he had learned nothing from the Massacre fiasco. He pro-
posed bringing matters to a head by launching an all-out attack on the
regulars. Cooler heads prevailed, arguing that the rest of America would

never support such a move—and the British would welcome it as proof
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that there really was a rebellion in Massachusetts, no different from the
ones they had suppressed with ruthless efficiency in Ireland and Scot-
land.

Again, there is no doubt that the cooler men were right. When an
impatient ministry pushed the British commander in Boston, Major Gen-
eral Thomas Gage, into action, he sent 700 men on a night march to Con-
cord, hoping to seize the rebels’ gunpowder and other war material and
effectively disarm them. On Lexington Green, the marchers encoun-
tered the town’s militia company. Gunfire broke out, leaving dead men
on the grass. It was followed by more gunfire and bloodshed at Concord
and by a running battle between the British and swarming minutemen on
the road back to Boston. Sam Adams had the incident he needed to unite
the Americans—and give moderate men in England grounds for attack-

ing the government in Parliament and in the newspapers.

What if the British plan had worked at Bunker Hill?

Two months later the embryo war could have gone either way at Bunker
Hill. The mythical version of this battle has the British marching stupidly
up the hill to get blasted by American marksmen. In fact, the British had
a sophisticated battle plan that could have ended the war if they had
been able to execute it.

The field commander, Major General William Howe, intended to out-
flank the exposed fort on Breed’s (not Bunker’s) Hill by sending a column
of crack light infantrymen up the beach on the shore of the Mystic River
and sealing off the narrow neck of the Charlestown Peninsula, trapping the
Americans like insects in a bottle. Simultaneously, the other half of the
British army was to assault the weakened American lines around Cam-
bridge, where the rebels had most of their powder and ammunition. If all
went well, the Americans would be a fleeing mob by the end of the day.

Fortunately for the future of the yet unborn United States, Colonel
John Stark, commander of a New Hampshire regiment and a veteran of

the French and Indian War, spotted the deserted beach as a potentially fa-
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BUNKER HILL: REVOLUTION’S PREMATURE END?

An early nineteenth-century engraving shows the Battle of Bunker (Breed’s) Hill and a
burning Charlestown, Massachusetts, on June 17, 1775. Had even one of the naval vessels
in the harbor came to the aid of the British troops trying to take the hill from the other
side—out of view, here—the Revolution might have been throttled that afternoon.

(Anne S. K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University Library)

tal flaw in the American position. He ordered 200 of his best men there
and took personal command of them. When Howe saw this checkmate,
he asked the British admiral on the Boston station to send a sloop up the
Mystic River to scatter Stark’s men with a few rounds of grapeshot. The
admiral demurred, saying he had no charts of the river.

Howe sent his light infantrymen forward anyway, gambling that the
American amateurs could not get off more than a round before the pro-
fessionals were on top of them with their bayonets. It did not work that
way. Stark’s New Hampshire sharpshooters littered the beach with
British dead and Howe was reduced to a desperate frontal assault, which

cost him almost half his little army before he carried the Breed’s Hill fort.
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If that British admiral had the energy or the brains to chart the Mys-
tic River, or if John Stark had failed to spot the importance of that beach,
Bunker Hill would have been a very different story. Except for some
sputters of resistance in Virginia and a few other colonies, the American
Revolution might well have ended on June 17, 1775. Instead, the Amer-
icans were enormously emboldened by their ability to inflict crippling
casualties on their foes—and the British were forced onto a humiliating

defensive in a Boston ringed by hostile Yankees.

What if Washington had attacked the British army
in Boston in early 17767

A fascinating possibility preoccupied George Washington after he took
command of the American army outside Boston in July of 1775. For nine
months a stalemate ensued, largely caused by Washington’s shortage of
artillery and his inability to prevent most of his Yankee army from going
home on January 1, 1776, when their enlistments expired. In March of
1776, his spies reported that numerous British ships in the harbor were
taking on water and provisions, preparing to withdraw from Boston.
Their destination was presumed to be New York.

By this time, Washington had acquired plenty of artillery from cap-
tured Fort Ticonderoga and his army was again a respectable size. The
American commander decided to abort this enemy plan to seize New
York, where they would be far more dangerous to the Revolution than |
they were on a cramped defensive in Boston.

Washington concocted a daring, even a hair-raising plan. First he
would seize Dorchester Heights, south of the city, and emplace cannon
on it. When the British attacked the position, he would send 4,000 men
in forty-five bateaux, supported by 12-pound cannon on rafts, to assault
Boston from the Charles River. While half the force seized Beacon Hill
and similar high ground in the city, the other half would attack British
fortifications on Boston Neck, opening the way for reinforcements wait-

ing to rush overland from Roxbury. Washington was convinced that the

162



UNLIKELY VICTORY

destruction of Howe’s army would cripple the British war effort and lead
to an immediate peace.

At first, everything went according to plan. On the night of March 4,
Washington seized Dorchester Heights and mounted cannon in a series
of forts that the British would have to attack or abandon Boston. General
Howe readied his army for an assault on March 5. Still an ambitious gam-
bler, Howe planned to attack Washington’s Roxbury lines with 4,000
men as the rest of his troops—about 2,200 men—advanced on Dorch-
ester. That left only 400 redcoats guarding the side of Boston at which
Washington was aiming his amphibious assault.

The stage was set for a titanic showdown. But as darkness fell on
March 5, a cold, biting wind began to blow, mixing snow and hail. Soon
it was a “hurrycane,” in the words of one of Washington’s junior officers.
Howe called off his attack and Washington’s plan also went into the cir-
cular files. Would it have worked? When the British evacuated Boston
thirteen days later, Washington had a chance to study, at close range, the
fortifications he was hoping to assault. He was awed by their strength.
“The town of Boston,” he admitted, “was almost impregnable.” In a letter
to his brother Jack, Washington called the storm a “remarkable interposi-
tion of providence.”

A Washington defeat at that point in the war, while it would not nec-
essarily have ended the conflict, would have been calamitous for his rep-
utation. Critics in the Continental Congress and in the army were
already sniping at him, fretting over his supposed timidity and indeci-
siveness. Would a Washington victory have ended the war, as he hoped?

Probably not. The British government was in the process of shipping to

America an army four times the size of the one in Boston.

What if the British had trapped Washington’s army on
Long Island or Manhattan?

George Washington had urged the Continental Congress to give him an
army of 40,000 men, enlisted for the duration of the war. Congress be-
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lieved the fantasy Sam Adams exported from Boston after Lexington and
Concord: Yeoman farmers had sprung to arms to defeat British regulars.
In reality, Massachusetts had an embryo army of minutemen who had
been training for nine months and were five times the size of the British
garrison in Boston. Washington was told to limit his army to 20,000 men,
enlisted for a single year, and rely on militia—part-time soldiers who, un-
like the minutemen, had little or no training. Then Congress nibbled
away at Washington’s army, demanding that detachments be shipped to
bolster the losing war the Americans were fighting in Canada.

As a result, Washington showed up in New York with little more
than 10,000 regulars—Continentals, as they were called—and sum-
moned a horde of militia from New England, New York, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania to bolster his force. He confronted a royal army that num-
bered almost 30,000 men, including about 12,000 German mercenaries.
At the battle of Long Island on August 27, the British, once more com-
manded by William Howe, devised a flanking strategy that worked. The
calamitous day ended with most of Washington’s army trapped in forts in
Brooklyn Heights.

Two nights later, with the help of a favorable wind and a fortuitous
fog, Washington stealthily withdrew his army to Manhattan. There he
had two more narrow escapes. On September 15, the British landed at
Kips Bay (present-day Thirty-fourth Street), routing thousands of Con-
necticut militia. Only excessive caution prevented the British from trap-
ping a third of the Continental Army in lower Manhattan.

On October 18, the British landed at Pell’s Point in Westchester. A
highting retreat by a 750-man Massachusetts brigade gave Washington
time to get his army off Manhattan Island. By this time Washington had
no illusions about the militia; most of them had gone home. While many
American leaders despaired, Washington kept his head and took charge
of the war. He told Congress the American army would no longer seek to
end the struggle in one titanic battle. “We will never seek a general ac-
tion,” he informed the president of Congress, John Hancock. Instead, “We

will protract the war” This seemingly simple change in strategy trans-
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formed the conflict into a war of attrition—precisely the kind of war the
British were least prepared to fight.

If Washington and his army had been trapped in Brooklyn Heights or
Manhattan, the war would have ended quickly. The stupidity of Con-
gress’s reliance on militia had become apparent to everyone. It would
have been very difficult for Americans to raise another army, after the
routs on Long Island and at Kips Bay. Worse, the alternative general ac-
tion strategy called for replicating the Battle of Bunker Hill, an idea that
obsessed most American generals. The British would never have repeated
that mistake. Without Washington’s new strategy, despair would have

seeped through the revolutionists’ ranks.

What if Washington had decided not to attack Trenton and

Princeton or failed in either attempt?

Retreating across New Jersey, Washington watched the the British begin
pacitying this crucial state. They circulated a proclamation, urging the
civilians to swear “peaceable allegiance” to George III and receive a “pro-
tection,” a guarantee that their lives and property would not be forfeited.
Thousands took advantage of the offer to bail out of the apparently lost
cause. The New Jersey militia, 17,000 strong on paper, evaporated. Barely
1,000 men turned out. It was a preview of how the British hoped to end
the war in other colonies.

To protect the loyalists, the British stationed garrisons in various
towns across the state. Washington noted they were “a good deal dis-
persed”—making them ripe targets for a defeat by a concentration of su-
perior force. On Christmas night, 1776, Washington slashed across the
Delaware in a driving snowstorm to capture three German regiments at
Trenton. New Jersey and the rest of the almost stillborn nation became,
in the words of one dismayed Briton, “liberty mad” again.

Ten days later, Washington took an even more nerve-racking gamble.
He had returned to the New Jersey side of the Delaware to rally the

state—and found himself confronting some 7,000 well-armed redcoats
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commanded by Charles, Lord Cornwallis. Wheeling around the enemy
flank in a night march that was a neat riposte to Howe’s maneuver on
Long Island, Washington chewed up the British garrison at Princeton and
retreated with booty and prisoners to high ground in Morristown. The
befuddled British, fearful that he was planning to strike their main base
at New Brunswick, relapsed to a timid defensive around that town,
abandoning most of New Jersey to the rebels.

If Washington had hesitated to launch these two daring attacks with
his ragged, barefoot army, or had failed in either attempt, the mid-
dle colonies—New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and
Delaware—would have surrendered almost immediately. The South, or
at least haughty Virginia, might have taken longer to subdue and the
stubborn New Englanders even longer. But King George’s men, skillfully
appealing to moderates with the assurance that “British liberty” was a
central part of the conciliation package, would have inevitably prevailed.
Within a year or two at most, Americans would have been on their way
to becoming replicas of the Canadians, tame, humble colonials in the tri-
umphant British empire, without an iota of the independent spirit that

has been the heart of the nation’s identity.

What if General Benedict Arnold had not turned himself
into Admiral Arnold on Lake Champlain?

A similar outcome could have resulted if things had gone differently in
another part of the war in the fall of 1776. If Brigadier General Benedict
Arnold had lacked the nautical know-how—and incredible nerve—to
launch an American fleet on Lake Champlain in the late summer of
1776, the British would have wintered in Albany and been ready to
launch a war of annihilation against New England in the spring of 1777.

Routed from Canada by massive British reinforcements, Arnold and
the remnants of the so-called Northern Army had retreated to Fort
Ticonderoga, at the foot of Lake Champlain. A more unpromising situa-

tion was hard to imagine. The British commander, Guy Carleton, was
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WHAT IF?

planning to assault the so-called “Gibraltar of America” with perhaps
16,000 men and numerous Indians. To oppose him, the Americans had
barely 3,500 broken, dispirited men, ravaged by smallpox and defeat.

Marching down Lake Champlain’s forested 135-mile shore was out
of the question. Carleton planned to come by water, backed by a fleet.
Arnold decided to turn himself into an admiral and create a fleet of his
own. He had made many voyages to the West Indies and Canada as a
merchant and knew his way around a ship. Procuring carpenters virtually
by legerdemain, he knocked together thirteen clumsy row galleys and
gondolas made of green wood and crewed them with soldiers who had
never been on a ship in their lives. With an insouciance that bordered on
insanity, Arnold sailed this makeshift squadron up the lake and dared the
British to come out and fight.

Almost too late, the impromptu admiral learned that Carleton was
building a full-rigged 180-ton man-of-war, HMS Inflexible, which had
enough firepower to annihilate his matchbox fleet all by herself. Arnold
retreated down the lake to Valcour Island, where he took up a defensive
position. In the British camp, numerous officers urged Carleton to ad-
vance without Inflexible. It was already September. In another month,
snow might begin to fall. They had twenty-four gunboats, two well-
armed schooners, and a huge artillery raft called the Thunderer afloat. But
the cautious Carleton, impressed by Arnold’s bravado, demurred and his
army sat at the head of the lake for another four weeks while Inflexible
was rigged and armed.

Not until October 11th, 1776, did Carleton’s armada approach
Arnold’s fleet, anchored across the mouth of Valcour Bay. In a wild six-
hour melee, the Americans took a terrific beating but held their battle
line until nightfall. In the darkness, Arnold led a runaway retreat but the
British caught up to him over the following three days and destroyed all
but five of his ships. Ticonderoga was Carleton’s for the taking. He had a
five-to-one advantage in men and guns.

The American garrison pretended to be eager to fight, hurling can-

non balls and curses at British scouting parties. Carleton, remembering
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Bunker Hill, ruled out a frontal assault and decided it was too late in the
year to begin a siege. As the British retreated to Canada for the winter,
one of Carleton’s officers groaned: “If we could have begun our expedi-
tion four weeks earlier.” It had taken exactly four weeks for Carleton to
launch Inflexible. Admiral Arnold and his green fleet had broken the mo-
mentum of the British counterattack from the North.

If Carleton had captured Ticonderoga in the fall of 1776 and routed
or captured the Northern Army, there would have been nothing to pre-
vent him from seizing Albany before the snow fell. In the ensuing spring
he would have been able to smash into New England wherever he chose,
much as Sherman ravaged the South from its exposed western flank in
the Civil War. Even before he marched, Carleton would have converted
Albany into a center of loyalist resistance to the Continental Congress.
The Canadian commander was a far more astute conciliator than the
Howes. He paroled all the prisoners he had captured in Canada and sent
them home well fed and forgiven. Loyalism was strong in Northern New
York, as the five-year-long bloody battles of the so-called “border warfare”

waould soon attest.

What if Benedict Arnold had obeyed orders at Saratoga?

A vear later, it did not look as if General/Admiral Arnold’s Valcour Bay
heroics meant much. General John Burgoyne had replaced Carleton as
the British northern commander and in early July he sailed unopposed
down Lake Champlain and captured Ticonderoga with stunning ease.
. The disorganized Americans had largely wasted the precious months
Arnold had bought them with his driving energy and combative spirit.

To oppose Burgoyne’s 9,000-man army, Congress chose Major Gen-
eral Horatio Gates, a former British staff officer with no battle experience
worth mentioning. To bolster him on the fighting side, Washington sent
him Arnold, now a major general, and huge pugnacious Colonel Daniel
Morgan of Virginia with his corps of riflemen. Constructing elaborate

fortifications on Bemis Heights, some twenty-eight miles north of Al-

169



WHAT I[F?

bany, Gates hunkered down to await Burgoyne’s attack. He seemed to
think he could reenact Bunker Hill in the forest.

Burgoyne had no intention of cooperating with him. He had gone to
immense trouble to drag some forty-two heavy guns through the woods
from Ticonderoga. His plan of attack called for a flanking movement that
would enable him to position these guns on high ground and hammer
Gates’s fortifications—and army—to pieces. Arnold saw the danger and
after a ferocious argument convinced the timid Gates to let him fight the
British in the woods. The result was a tremendous battle in and around
cleared ground known as Freeman’s Farm, in which Arnold and his men
inflicted heavy casualties on the British and forced them to retreat.

Three weeks later, on October 7, Burgoyne attacked again. Now his
motive was desperation. His men were on half rations; sickness and de-
featism were multiplying. In a move that combined jealousy and stupid-
ity, General Howe had abandoned him. Instead of fighting Washington in
New Jersey, from which forced marches could have brought him to Bur-
goyne’s aid, Howe had sailed south from New York to attack Philadel-
phia from the head of the Chesapeake. Capturing the American capital
seemed to Howe a far better way to end the war than Burgoyne’s plan to
subdue New York and split the New England states from the rest of the
American confederacy. As the British commander in chief, with an army
three times the size of Burgoyne’s, Howe also had no enthusiasm for let-
ting Gentleman Johnny become the man who won the war. This other-
wise incomprehensible decision is a good example of how often history
turns on grudges and antagonisms between men in power.

On the American side, the sneaky Gates had infuriated Arnold by
giving him no credit for his exploits in the first battle of Freeman’s Farm.
After an exchange of insults, Gates had relieved Arnold of command and
confined him to his tent. But when the second battle began, Arnold dis-
obeyed orders and rode to the sound of the guns. Once more his presence
on the battlefield was electrifying. At the climax of the struggle, he led a
frontal assault that captured a key British redoubt as a bullet shattered
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his leg. Gates finally emerged from his tent and ordered the redoubt held
“at all hazards.” Its cannon commanded the British camp.

The following night, the British tried to retreat. But swarming mili-
tia cut them off and Burgoyne surrendered his army to Gates on October
17,1777, an event of earthshaking importance in both the military and
diplomatic history of the Revolution. In France, Louis XVI's advisors de-
cided the Americans could win the war and began backing them with
desperately needed money and guns. England declared war on their an-
cient enemy and the conflict spread to the West Indies, Africa, and India.

If Arnold had gone along with Gates at the first battle of Saratoga,
Burgoyne, a far more aggressive general than Carleton, would almost cer-
tainly have destroyed Gates’s army and seized control of the Hudson
River Valley. If Howe had stayed in New York and then advanced up the
Hudson to meet Burgoyne, Gates’s destruction would have been guaran-
teed with or without Arnold’s heroics. A halfhearted last-minute attempt
to rescue Burgoyne by a 4,000-man detachment from the New York
garrison threw the Americans into near panic, even though it came to
nothing.

Without Benedict Arnold at Valcour Bay and Saratoga, the war
might well have ended in 1777. Without the feud between Burgoyne and
Howe, it might have ended no later than 1778. By this time, the denoue-
ment would not have been so conciliatory. Many British and loyalists
were calling 1777 “the year of the hangman.” America’s future as a do-
minion of England was veering from the benign fate of loyal Canada to
the tragedy of rebellious Ireland. This trend would acquire ever-more

vengeful momentum as the war dragged on.

What if Captain Ferguson had pulled the trigger?

Meanwhile, George Washington was fighting and losing the battles of
Brandywine and Germantown in defense of the American capital,

Philadelphia. As the first of these clashes developed there was a moment
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when the twitch of a finger on the trigger of a rifle might have changed
American history forever. Washington was reconnoitering the country-
side, trying to decide where to position his army to stop Howe’s advance
from the head of the Chesapeake. As he rode through a patch of woods
near Brandywine Creek, he encountered Captain Patrick Ferguson of the
British Army.

Ferguson was the inventor of the first breech-loading rifle, and he
had one of those deadly weapons in his hands. It could spew out six bul-
lets a minute and was far more accurate than the musket that was the
standard gun in both armies. With no idea he had come face to face with
Washington, Ferguson called on the horseman and his escort, a brightly
uniformed hussar officer, to surrender. The officer shouted a warning and
Washington wheeled his horse and galloped away. Ferguson took aim,
then lowered his gun. He could not bring himself to shoot an unarmed
enemy in the back. He was also more than a little impressed by the man’s
cool indifference to sudden death.

If Washington had been killed in the fall of 1777, the American war
effort would have been more than a little demoralized. By now it was be-
coming apparent to many people that the tall Virginian was the linchpin
of the struggle, the man who combined an ability to inspire loyalty in the
Continental Army with a steadfast commitment to the ideals of the Rev-
olution. On the eve of Trenton, Congress had given Washington dictato-
rial powers to deal with the situation—and he had humbly returned this
Cromwellian authority to the politicians six months later. The probabil- \
ity of finding another Washington was more than remote—it was almost

certainly impossible.

What if Gates had replaced Washington as commander in chief?

A few months after Washington’s narrow escape from Captain Ferguson,
the American commander confronted a conspiracy inside the army and
Congress to depose him in favor of Major General Horatio Gates, the

victor at Saratoga. If the plot had succeeded, the results would have
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been, if anything, more disastrous than an outcome wreaked by Fergu-
son’s bullet.

Horatio Gates was a cunning egotist who allowed aides and friends
to puff him into a competitor for the top command. After all, Washing-
ton had lost two crucial battles and the British had captured Philadel-
phia. The American army was now starving at Valley Forge. It was at least
superficially plausible to call for new leadership.

One of the pointmen in the conspiracy was an Irish-born volunteer
from the French Army, General Thomas Conway, whose name has be-
come affixed to the plot. In fact, the “Conway Cabal” was a New England
conspiracy, run from Congress by Sam Adams (once more demonstrating
bad political judgment) with some background encouragement from
Cousin John, who intensely resented Washington’s soaring popularity.
Conway was a loudmouth whom the real plotters manipulated. It soon
became apparent that the cabal lacked a serious following in the army or
in Congress. But for a few months, Washington’s headquarters was in fre-
quent turmoil, responding to it.

If the cabal had succeeded and Gates had become the American
commander in chief, the Revolution would have almost certainly ended
in a whimper. In no way could the short fussy Englishman, called
“Granny” by his troops, have replaced Washington as an inspiring figure.
Worse, in 1780, when Gates led an army into the South to repel a British
invasion that had already captured Charlestown and most of South Car-
olina, he met a catastrophic defeat at Camden. On the fastest horse he
could find, Horatio did not stop retreating until he was 160 miles from

the battlefield.
‘ A frantic Congress, its Continental dollars degenerating into
wastepaper, the Southern states about to be overrun, might well have
turned to a general with a reputation as a fighter: Benedict Arnold. By
this time, however, the disgruntled hero of Saratoga was deep in corre-
spondence with the British high command about how to best betray the
American cause. Imagine his delight if he had been made commander in
chief of the Continental Army! He would have been able to fulfill the
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ambition he hinted at when he signed some of his early letters to the
British “General Monk.” The pen name suggests Arnold saw himself as a
reincarnation of General George Monk (or Monck), who switched sides
in 1660 after the death of Oliver Cromwell and backed the restoration of
the Stuart monarchy. No doubt Arnold was thinking of the wealth and ti-
tles that a grateful Charles II heaped on Monck.

Even without this gift from Congress, Arnold’s plotting came close to
unraveling the Revolution. His plan to surrender the key fortress of West
Point to the British in the fall of 1780 went awry only because the chief
of British intelligence, Major John André, was captured by some wander-
ing American militiamen while returning to British-held New York with
the plans for the fortress in his boot. A seizure of West Point would have
given the British their long-sought control of the Hudson River, enabling
them to isolate New England from the rest of the colonies. Such a blow,
coming in a year when the American Army had been shaken by a serious
mutiny in its winter quarters, the South was being overrun by British and
loyalist armies, and the depreciation of the Continental dollar had
reached the nadir of total collapse, could well have been the coup de grace

that the British sensed was within reach.

What if the British had destroyed the French expeditionary

force within days of its arrival?

Another moment when the war hung in the balance was rescued by
George Washington’s talent for espionage. With some help from a Long
Island-born cavalryman, Major Benjamin Tallmadge, Washington was his
own intelligence chief. He operated several networks inside New York.
One of these, known as the Culper ring, smuggled him alarming news in
July of 1780. The British were putting 6,000 men aboard ships for a pre-
emptive strike at the French expeditionary force that had just landed at
Newport, Rhode Island.

Nothing would have more certainly ended the war than the destruc-

tion of this 5,500-man army. Rampant inflation and war weariness were
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eroding the Continental Army’s morale. Recruiting new men was be-
coming impossible because of the worthless currency. Thus far, the
French alliance had been a series of bitter disappointments for the allies.
A 1778 attempt to capture British-held Newport ended in a fiasco. A
1779 assault on Savannah was repulsed with severe losses. A devastating
defeat such as the British hoped to inflict would have knocked a discour-
aged France out of the war.

Washington could not outmarch the British fleet in a race to New-
port. He fell back on his spymaster’s role. A double agent approached a
British outpost with a packet of papers, which he claimed to have found
on the road. It contained detailed plans for a massive American attack on
New York. The British transports and their escorting men of war were al-
ready heading down Long Island Sound for the open sea. Signal fires
were lit at strategic points on the shore (Long Island was in British hands)
and the fleet hauled into Huntington Bay to receive the “captured”
American war plans, rushed there by hard-riding horsemen. The dis-
mayed British abandoned the descent on Newport and rushed back to
New York, where they hunkered down in their numerous forts for an at-
tack that never came. By the time the British realized Washington had
gulled them, the French had fortified Newport, making a successtul as-
sault impossible.

The failure to knock the French out of the war forced the British to
maintain a serious army in New York, complicating their new strategy, to

conquer the South.

* What if Daniel Morgan had lost at Cowpens?

While a stalemate prevailed in the North, the South continued to slide
into British control. Georgia had returned to royal allegiance in 1779.
The capitulation of Charleston in the spring of 1780, with its 5,000-
man garrison, more than balanced Burgoyne’s surrender at Saratoga. After
the Camden rout, the Southern Continental Army dwindled to some

800 half-starved men. The new commander, Major General Nathanael
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Greene, tried to persuade guerilla leaders such as Thomas Sumter to op-
erate under his control, with no success.

Greene saw that the British would snuff out these pickup bands one
by one. Under burly, aggressive Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton,
the royal army had perfected a quick strike force, the British Legion, a
mix of cavalry and infantry, that could travel as much as seventy miles a
day, often catching the guerillas in their camps. The tough policy of re-
quiring men to serve in the royal militia or have their crops and houses
burned was also proving brutally effective. By the end of 1780, South
Carolina’s resistance was at the vanishing point. The British were dis-
cussing a quick conquest of North Carolina and an assault on Virginia.

In a gesture that was half strategic and half despairing, Greene or-
dered Daniel Morgan, now a brigadier general, to take 600 regulars and
the remnants of the American cavalry, about 70 men under Lieutenant
Colonel William Washington (George’s second cousin) and march into
western South Carolina in an attempt to rally the prostrate state. The
British commander, Lord Cornwallis, dispatched Tarleton and his British
Legion to finish off Morgan’s feeble foray.

There seemed little doubt that the redheaded cavalryman would do
the job. Scooping up reinforcements en route, Tarleton headed for Mor-
gan at his usual pace, ignoring the cold December rain that turned the
roads to gumbo. The Old Wagoner, as the muscular, six-foot-two Morgan
was called, saw no alternative but headlong retreat. Barely 300 militia
had responded to his pleas. As Morgan approached the Broad River, Tar-
leton’s scouts were only about five miles behind him. The Broad was in
flood and Morgan realized he might lose half his little army if he tried to
Cross it.

Nearby was a patch of rolling lightly wooded ground called The
Cowpens, where local farmers used to winter cattle. Morgan decided to
make a stand in this deserted pasture. A last desperate exhortation per-
suaded another 150 militia to join him. The big Virginian drew up a bat-

tle plan that made maximum use of these temporary soldiers, without
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depending on them too much. He positioned the amateurs in two eche-
lons well forward of his Continentals. They were told to give him “two
fires” and then they could run for their lives—which was what they
would do anyway.

About 150 yards behind the second line, Morgan took personal com-
mand of his Continentals on a low ridge. Behind them, sheltered by the
rise, he held William Washington and his cavalry in reserve. Morgan spent
the night going from campfire to campfire, explaining his battle plan to
every man—assuring them that if they did their jobs, the Old Wagoner
would crack his whip over “Benny” Tarleton in the morning.

Tarleton arrived on the battlefield at dawn on January 17, 1781, af-
ter an all-night march. Without giving his tired men a chance to pause
even for breakfast, he ordered them into line of battle and advanced.
That was his first blunder. His second was ignoring the way the militia
marksmen emptied the saddles of his flanking cavalry and cut down a ru-
inous number of his officers at the head of their companies.

The militia raced for the rear, giving Tarleton the impression the bat-
tle was as good as won. But he soon collided with the Continentals, who
poured volley after volley into his ranks. The British commander threw in
his reserve, the 71st Highlanders, to outflank them. To meet this threat,
the Americans ordered their flank companies to fall back and face the
Scots, a standard battlefield maneuver known as “refusing” one’s flank. In
the confusion, the whole American line began to retreat and Tarleton,
thinking a rout was imminent, ordered a bayonet charge. Cheering fero-
ciously, the redcoated line surged forward.

But Morgan was still in command of the situation. He got a message
from William Washington, now out on the British right flank: “They are
coming on like a mob. Give them one fire and I'll charge them.” Morgan
shouted the order to the Continentals, who turned, fired from the hip
and charged the onrushing British with the bayonet. Simultaneously, the
cavalry hit them in the rear, slashing men with their fearsome sabres.

The British, exhausted and with many companies leaderless, pan-
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icked. Some threw down their guns and surrendered; others ran. In five
minutes the battle was over. Morgan had won a victory that destroyed
Tarleton’s army and dramatically reversed the tide of the war in the
South. If Tarleton’s frontal assault had succeeded, there is little doubt
that North and South Carolina would have followed Georgia into royal
government. Virginia, which was showing ominous signs of war weari-
ness, was equally vulnerable, and Maryland, too, would have been sucked
into this defeatist vortex. With the virtually bankrupt French govern-
ment already sending out feelers for a peace conference, the British
might have ended the war in possession of the entire South. In a few
years they would have undoubtedly launched a renewed assault on the

precariously independent Northern colonies from this base.

What if Washington had refused to march to Virginia to trap the British at
Yorktown—or the British had escaped after the siege began?

After fighting a costly battle against a revived Continental Army at Guil-
ford Court House in North Carolina, the British Southern commander,
Charles, Lord Cornwallis, retreated to the coast and decided to discard
the state-by-state strategy the Royal Army had been following. Only if
wealthy, populous Virginia was reduced would the South surrender.
Marching north and taking command of troops raiding the Virginia coast,
the earl found no resistance worth mentioning from a tiny American
army under Marquis de Lafayette.

But Cornwallis met a great deal more opposition from the British
commander in chief, Sir Henry Clinton, who felt the earl had invaded his
bailiwick and was in danger of losing the lower South to the resurgent
Nathaniel Greene. An exchange of acrimonious letters let Cornwallis
know who was running the war—and he glumly retreated to a small to-
bacco port, Yorktown, at the tip of the peninsula of the same name, with
orders to fortify it and ship most of his army to Clinton in New York.

The earl nastily informed Clinton he would have to keep the entire
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army of 7,500 men to build the required fortifications. So the war spi-
raled to the late summer of 1781, still stalemated in the North and only
slightly less deadlocked in the South. More and more, it was obvious that
whoever struck the next blow—a victory on the level of Saratoga or
Charlest\\o\r\l——would win by a knockout.

Outside New York City, George Washington and the Comte de
Rochambeau, the commander of the French expeditionary force, con-
ferred about where to strike this blow. Washington wanted to attack New
York. But his army, even with French reinforcements, was too weak. The
French commander argued for a march south to try to trap Cornwallis at
Yorktown. Washington dismissed it as a waste of time and energy as long
as the British Navy controlled the American coast. They would rescue
Cornwallis before the Allied army could force him to capitulate.

Rochambeau informed Washington that the French West Indies fleet
had orders to sail north to escape the hurricane season. Why not tell
them to head for the Chesapeake—while they did likewise with their
soldiers? Washington reluctantly assented, although he still thought the
British Navy would rout the French fleet, as they had so often in the past.
He also worried that a substantial number of his unpaid war-weary sol-
diers would desert rather than make the march.

If Washington had refused to march to Yorktown, the French would
probably have given up on him. The Revolution looked moribund. The
Continental dollar was so worthless, it took, Washington gloomily noted,
“a wagonload of money to buy a wagonload of hay.” Recruiting officers
reported zero interest in army service. The French were ready to with-
draw their expeditionary force and throw in the diplomatic equivalent of
the towel.

Instead, Washington marched south and a series of miracles oc-
curred. Desertions were few, thanks to a hasty infusion of hard money
from the French army’s military chest, and the French fleet arrived just in
time to trap Cornwallis at Yorktown. The British fleet sallied from New
York to rescue the earl and his men. On September 5, in the little known
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Battle of the Chesapeake Capes, the Royal Navy, commanded by a third-
rate admiral named Thomas Graves, did everything wrong and the
French did a few things right. The badly battered British limped back to
New York and Cornwallis remained trapped on the tip of the Yorktown
peninsula, a prime target for Allied siege guns.

If Graves had won the sea fight off the capes and rescued Cornwal-
lis, American disillusion with the French would have been little short of
overwhelming. The discouraged Continental Congress might have told
their diplomats to get the best deal they could manage from the British
in the looming peace negotiations. The Americans might have been
forced to surrender large chunks of New York and most of the South. The
British would also have probably claimed the trans-Appalachian west,
where their Indian allies were waging a sanguinary war. The American al-
liance with France would have collapsed, exposing the infant republic to
a world in which England remained the dominant power.

In New York, a frantic Sir Henry Clinton proposed to Admiral Graves
a rescue plan that called for putting most of the army on navy ships and
fighting their way into the Chesapeake to join Cornwallis. Together they
would launch an all-out attack on Washington and Rochambeau that
would decide the war. Alas for Sir Henry, Admiral Graves had no stomach
for such a venture. He insisted he had to repair his damaged ships first.
This led to a series of excuses and delays that dragged on for weeks.

On October 13, the fleet was supposed to sail—when a tremendous
thunderstorm swept over New York harbor. Terrific gusts of wind
snapped the anchor cable on one of the ships of the line, smashing her
into another ship and damaging both of them. Once again Admiral
Graves decided he could not leave until the damage was repaired. It was
not the first nor would it be the last time that weather played a crucial
role in the struggle for independence.

By October 15, French and American artillery had pounded Corn-
wallis’s defenses to a shambles. Picked troops had captured two key re-

doubts, which enabled them to enfilade his lines. The moment
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approached when the Allies would launch a decisive frontal assault. A
desperate Cornwallis decided on a daring getaway plan. Across the York
River in Gloucester was a British outpost. Only about 750 French troops
and some Virginia militia were stationed on its perimeter, largely to pre-
vent foraging. Perhaps remembering Washington’s escape from Brooklyn
Heights, Cornwallis decided to ferry most of his army across the river on
the night of October 16 and break out of the Gloucester lines at dawn.
By forced marches, they would head north to the mouth of the
Delaware, where they could easily contact British headquarters in New
York.

As the Allied guns continued their relentless pounding, Cornwallis
relieved the British light infantry in the front lines and marched them to
the water’s edge. There they boarded sixteen heavy flatboats manned by
sailors of the Royal Navy. They were joined by the elite Foot Guards and
the better part of the equally elite Royal Welch Fusiliers. It took at least
two hours to make the trip back and forth across the broad river. Around
midnight the boats returned and a second contingent embarked.

About ten minutes later a tremendous storm broke over the river.
Within five minutes, there was a full gale blowing, as violent, from the
descriptions in various diaries, as the storm that had damaged the British
fleet in New York. Shivering in the bitter wind, soaked to the skin, the ex-
hausted soldiers and sailors returned to the Yorktown shore. Not until
two A.M. did the wind moderate. It was much too late to get the rest of
the army across the river. Glumly, Cornwallis ordered the guards and the
light infantry to return. About 7 A.M. on October 17, the earl, his second
in command, Brigadier Charles O’Hara, and their staffs went to the for-
ward trenches and morosely studied the sweep and scope of the allied
bombardment. The commander of the artillery informed them that there
were only 100 mortar shells left. The sick and wounded multiplied by the
hour.

Cornwallis asked his officers what he should do. Fight to the last

man? Every officer told him that he owed it to his men to surrender. They
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had done all that was expected of them, and more. Silently, Cornwallis

nodded his assent. He turned to an aide and dictated a historic letter.

Sir, I propose a cessation of hostilities for twenty-four hours, and that
two officers may be appointed by each side . . . to settle terms for the

surrender of the posts at York and Gloucester.

Not a few military authorities think Cornwallis’s getaway might have
succeeded, if it were not for that storm. Without the previous storm in
New York harbor, Sir Henry Clinton might have embarrassed Admiral
Graves into sailing on October 13. That would have gotten him to the
Chesapeake before Cornwallis signed the articles of surrender on Octo-
ber 19. Either alternative would have created the possibility of a far dif-
ferent outcome. A Cornwallis getaway would have left the French and
Americans frustrated and hopeless, facing a stalemated war they no
longer had the money or the will to fight. American independence—or a
large chunk of it—might have been traded away in the peace conference.
A Clinton invasion of the Chesapeake would have triggered a stupen-
dous naval and land battle that might well have ended in a British vic-
tory—enabling them to impose the harshest imaginable peace on the
exhausted Americans and shattered French. Instead the Allies had landed
the knockout blow.

What if George Washington had failed to stop the Newburgh Conspiracy?

As the war wound down to random clashes between small units in the
South and West and along the northern border of New York, the Ameri-
can Revolution confronted one last crisis that might have made the long
struggle all but meaningless. Once more the cause was rescued by that
man for all seasons, George Washington.

As 1783 began, word arrived from Europe that Benjamin Franklin
and the other American negotiators in Paris had signed a triumphant
peace, recognizing the independence of the United States and extending

American sovereignty to the east bank of the Mississippi. All that was
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needed now was a peace treaty between France and England. But this
good news did not produce diapasons of joy inside the Continental Army.

On the contrary, this glimpse of peace just over the horizon aroused
in the officer corps a surge of sullen fury. Congress had not paid them for
years. In 1780, they had been promised half-pay for life. Now Congress
no longer needed them and was reportedly going to welch on this agree-
ment. Antagonism between the lawmakers and “the gentlemen of the
blade,” as some hostile New England congressmen called the officers, was
not new. The officers decided to settle matters while they still had guns
in their hands.

The officers dispatched a delegation to Congress led by Major Gen-
eral Alexander McDougall of New York. Choosing McDougall as a
spokesman was a statement in itself In the early 1770s, this abrasive
demagogic New Yorker had been second only to Sam Adams as an agita-
tor. The officers wanted an advance on their back pay, a solemn commit-
ment to pay the balance eventually, and negotiation to settle the promise
of half pay for life either by a lump sum payment or full pay for a num-
ber of years.

When McDougall met with James Madison, Alexander Hamilton,
and other congressmen on January 13, 1783, Madison thought his lan-
guage was “very high colored.” Another member of the military delega-
tion, Colonel John Brooks, warned that a disappointment would throw
the army into “extremities.” On February 13, Alexander Hamilton, who
had retired from the army after Yorktown, wrote Washington an urgent
letter, warning him that the situation was close to exploding.

Hamilton’s letter arrived just in time. A dangerous conspiracy was
simmering between officers at Newburgh and the army delegation in
Philadelphia. Among the leaders was Major John Armstrong, aide to
Washington’s old enemy, Major General Horatio Gates. From Philadel-
phia, Armstrong wrote Gates that if the troops had someone like “Mad
Anthony [Wayne] at their head,” instead of Washington, “I know not
where they would stop,” especially if they “could be taught to think like

politicians.”
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Soon Armstrong and another Gates man, Pennsylvanian Colonel
Walter Stewart, began circulating anonymous “addresses” in the camp at
Newburgh, calling on the army not to disband “until they had obtained
justice.” Next came another anonymous letter, urging the officers to meet
and resolve to do something about a country that “tramples on your
rights, disdains your cries, and insults your distresses.”

Forewarned by Hamilton’s letter, Washington’s reaction to these
Newburgh addresses was immediate and fierce. He condemned the
unauthorized meeting and announced his determination to “arrest on the
spot the foot that [is] wavering on a tremendous precipice.” The dawn of
peace had made him acutely aware that they were setting precedents for
a new country. If the army got away with bullying Congress, it would
cause America endless tragedies in the future.

On March 13, 1783, Washington convened a formal meeting with
the officers in a large building in the Newburgh camp called The Temple.
It was used as a church on Sundays and as a dance hall on other occa-
sions. The commander in chief gave a passionate speech, pleading with
the men, “as you value your own sacred honor,” to ignore the anonymous
letters calling for a march on Congress. He urged them to look with “ut-
most horror and detestation” on any man who “wishes, under any spe-
cious pretenses, to overturn the liberties of our country.”

The men listened, but their faces remained hard. They were still an-
gry. Washington closed with a plea that the officers conduct themselves
so that their posterity would say, “Had this day been wanting, the world
had never seen the last stage of perfection to which human nature is ca-
pable of attaining.” Still, the resistance in the room remained almost pal-
pable.

Washington drew from his pocket a letter from Congressman Joseph
Jones of Virginia, assuring him that Congress was trying to respond to the
army’s complaints. After a moment’s hesitation, he pulled out a pair of
glasses. Only his aides had seen him wearing them for the previous sev-

eral months. “Gentlemen,” he said. “You will permit me to put on my
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spectacles, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in your ser-
vice.”

A wave of emotion swept through the officers. More effectively than
all Washington’s exhortations, this simple statement of fact demolished
almost every man in the hall. Many wept openly. Washington read the
congressman'’s letter and departed, leaving the men to make their deci-
sion without him. They voted their thanks to the commander in chief,
repudiated the anonymous letters, and expressed their confidence in
Congress.

Washington’s report on the Newburgh meeting reached Congress
just in time to prevent the lawmakers from declaring war on the army.
James Madison noted in his journal that the dispatch dispelled “the cloud
which seemed to have been gathering.” Congressman Eliphalet Dyer of
Connecticut proposed that they offer the soldiers a deal-—commutation
in the form of five years pay in securities redeemable when the U.S. gov-
ernment achieved solvency. The officers accepted and the worst crisis yet
in the brief history of American liberty was over.

Washington’s use of the word “precipice” in describing the New-
burgh confrontation was not an exaggeration. If he had failed to change
the army’s mind, the Revolution could have unravelled. The army might
have marched on Congress to dictate terms at the point of a gun. The
states, especially the large ones such as Virginia and Massachusetts,
would almost certainly have refused to approve such a deal. If the army
had attempted to force their compliance, civil war would have erupted.
The shaky American confederation might have collapsed and the British,
still with a fleet and army in New York, would have been irresistibly
tempted to get back in the game. It is hard to imagine any of the states
returning to the empire but some with strong loyalist minorities, such as
New Jersey and New York, might have formed defensive alliances with
the British to protect themselves against the rampaging Continentals.
Such a foot in the door would have proved ultimately fatal to American

independence.
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Many years later, George Washington reportedly corresponded with
Charles Thomson, the secretary of the Continental Congress, about writ-
ing their memoirs. Thomson had been present at virtually every session
of the Congress, from its inception in 1774 to its dissolution in 1788. Be-
tween them the two men probably knew more secrets than the entire
Congress and the Continental Army combined. They decided that mem-
oirs were a bad idea. It would be too disillusioning if the American
people discovered how often the Glorious Cause came ciose to disaster.
They jointly agreed that the real secret of America’s final victory in the
eight-year struggle could be summed up in two words: Divine Provi-

dence.
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GEORGE WASHINGTON'S GAMBLE

O R O T A RO A S AR .

By late December of 1776, the British had driven George Washington’s dwindling
and demoralized forces out of Manhattan and across New Jersey. The enlistments
of all save 1,400 of Washington’s men were du\le to expire by the end of the year. |
Nearly all were suffering from shortages of ’;Cood, clothing, blankets, and tents
while thousands of ordinary citizens in New Jersey were accepting British offers
of pardon. The Continental Congress, anticipating the loss of Philadelphia, had
withdrawn to Baltimore. It was, as Thomas Paine said, a time to “try men’s souls.”

If at that moment Washington’s desperate attacks on the British outposts at

. Trenton and Princeton had failed, and if the British had destroyed his army, the re-

bellion might well have collapsed. Indeed, had Congress in those circumstances

been tempted to seek a negotiated peace, they would have found the British of- |

. fering surprisingly attractive terms (a proposal for replacing Parliamentary taxa-

- tion with limited colonial contributions for imperial defense). Such terms in such |

g

circumstances might have appealed to many Americans.

But if stakes were high at Trenton and Princeton, it should still be asked

~ whether Washington was in danger of losing his desperate gamble. Perhaps not at
. Trenton, where he had the advantages of surprise, superior numbers, and well-
- coordinated attacks, and where he gained a complete victory over a Hessian garri- |

. son besotted from celebrating Christmas. His successful attack on the British at |

Princeton little more than a week later—on a larger and better-prepared enemy—

- could much more easily have gone disastrously wrong. Had Washington been de-

 tected during his long night's march around Lord Cornwallis’s flank, had the

garrison at Princeton been united when the Americans arrived, or had that garri-
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son been able to hold out longer, Cornwallis might have arrived to overwhelm
Washington’s exhausted men. And had those men been crushed at Princeton,

Washington’s reputation, the remainder of American forces, and the rebellion

might have collapsed in all too rapid succession.

@ Ira D. Gruber is professor of history at Rice University.
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The Revolution’s Dunkirk, August 29, 1776

or all that can be said for a deterministic view of history—for the in-

evitability of what T. S. Elliot called “vast impersonal forces"—chance and

luck (two related but altogether different phenomena) also play a part. How
else to explain the events of mid-August 1776, when, badly beaten at the Battle of
Long Island (Brooklyn, actually), George Washington and his small army faced what
seemed to be certain annihilation by a larger British army, one of the world’s best. As
David McCullough points out, nothing less than the independence of the United
States was at stake. But the whims of weather were beyond prediction then, as they of-
ten still are. Perhaps in this case the most you can say about inevitability is that Wash-

ington almost always had the knack of seizing the right moment.

4 David McCullough is one of the most deservedly popular historians of our time.
His TRUMAN won the National Book Award and Pulitzer for biography, THE PATH
BETWEEN THE SEAS, his account of the building of the Panama Canal, also won the
National Book Award for History. His other books include THE JOHNSTOWN FLOOD,
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e day of the trial, which will in some measure decide the fate

of America, is near at hand,” wrote General George Washington
in mid-August 1776 from his headquarters in New York.

The Declaration of Independence had been signed in Philadelphia
only days before, on August 8—not July 4, as commonly believed—and
for six weeks an enormous British expeditionary force, the largest ever
sent to dispense with a distant foe, had been arriving in lower New York
Harbor.

The first British sails had been sighted at the end of June, a great fleet
looking, as one man said, like “all London afloat.” It was a spectacle such
as had never been seen in American waters. And the ships had kept com-
ing all summer. On August 13, Washington reported an “augmentation”
of ninety-six ships on a single day. The day after, another twenty dropped
anchor, making a total of more than 400, counting ten ships-of-the-time,
twenty frigates, and several hundred transports. Fully thirty-two thou-
sand well-equipped British and hired German troops, some of the best in
the world, had landed without opposition on Staten Island—an enemy
force, that is, greater than the whole population of Philadelphia, the
largest city in the newly proclaimed United States of America.

The defense of New York was considered essential by Congress,
largely for political reasons, but also by General Washington, who wel-
comed the chance for a climactic battle—a “day of trial,” as he said. Yet
he had scarcely 20,000 troops and no naval force, not one fighting ship or
proper transport. His was an army of volunteers, raw recruits, poorly
armed, poorly supplied. The men had no tents—to cite one glaring defi-
ciency—and few were equipped with bayonets, the weapon employed by

the British with such terrifying effectiveness. As a surgeon with Washing-
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ton’s army wrote, “In point of numbers, or discipline, experience in
war . . . the enemy possessed the most decided advantage; beside the im-
portance of assistance afforded by a powerful fleet.”

Among the considerable number of the men who were too sick to
fight was Washington’s ablest field commander, Nathaniel Greene. Few
American officers were experienced in large-scale warfare. Washington
himself until now had never led an army in the field. The battle to come
was to be his first as a commander.

With no way of knowing where the British might strike, Washington
had chosen to split his troops, keeping half on the island of Manhattan,
while the rest crossed the East River to Long Island, to dig in on the high
bluffs on the river known as Brooklyn Heights—all this carried out in dis-
regard of the old cardinal rule of never dividing an army in the face of a
superior foe. When, on August 22, the British began ferrying troops
across the Narrows to land further south on Long Island, about eight
miles from the little village of Brooklyn, Washington responded by send-
ing still more of his army across the East River, which, it should be noted,
is not really a river at all, but a tidal strait, a mile-wide arm of the sea with
especially strong currents.

“I have no doubt but a little time will produce some important
events,” Washington wrote in classic understatement to the president of
Congress, John Hancock.

In fact, it was a situation made for an American catastrophe. With at
most 12,000 troops on Long Island, Washington faced an army of per-
haps 20,000. Should there be no stopping such a force, he and his ama-
teur soldiers would have to retreat with the river to their backs. Which is
just what happened.

The furious battle of Long Island was fought several miles inland
from Brooklyn Heights on Tuesday, August 27, 1776. The British, under
General William Howe, outflanked, out-fought, and routed the Ameri-
cans in little time. The British officers under Howe included James

Grant, Henry Clinton, Lords Cornwallis and Percy, and all performed ex-
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pertly. As John Adams was to conclude succinctly, “In general, our gener-
als were outgeneralled.”

Astride a big gray horse, watching from a hillside, Washington is sup-
posed to have said in anguish, “Good God! What brave fellows I must this
day lose!” By later estimates, his losses were higher than he knew; more
than 1,400 killed, wounded, or captured. Two of his generals had been
taken captive. Many of his best officers were killed or missing. British use
of the bayonet had been savage and on men who had surrendered as well,
as one British officer proudly recorded, explaining, “You know all strata-
gems are lawful in war, especially against such vile enemies of the King
and country.” Washington and his exhausted men fell back to the fortifi-
cations on the Heights, waiting as night fell for a final British assault, the
river to the rear.

And right there and then the American cause hung in the balance.
The British, as Washington seems not to have realized—or allowed him-
self to think—had him in a perfect trap. They had only to move a few
warships into the East River and all escape would be sealed. Indeed, but
for the caprices of weather, the outcome would have been altogether dif-
ferent.

What actually happened was extraordinary. What so obviously could
have happened, and with the most far-reaching consequences, is not hard
to picture.

To be sure, the individual makeup of the two commanders played a
part. On the day following the battle, influenced no doubt by his experi-
ence of the year before at Bunker Hill, General Howe chose not to fol-
low up his victory by storming the American lines on Brooklyn Heights.
He saw no reason to lose any more of his army than absolutely necessary,
nor any cause to hurry. William Howe almost never saw cause for hurry,
but in this case with reason—he had, after all, Washington right where he
wanted him.

For his part, Washington appears to have given no thought to a with-

drawal, the only sensible recourse. All his instincts were to fight. On

193



WHAT IF?

= TRAPPING GEORGE WASHINGTON:

l , Blackweu’s Zé@' BI‘ltlSh frigates
/ T Island British troops

: \ Frigates block American escape

 American position

R Washington’s actual escape route |

% . Swamp
("8' ‘ <+ Heights
Mabhattan %&
Is‘,“land / )
| }l Bushwick Long Island

W L ' N
CNEW e
%JERSEY i “ York £ 1 Brooklyn

Heights

%
= ]
0
[

| ©1999 Jeffrey L. Ward \ /

~ BROOKLYN HEIGHTS. AUGUST 30. 1776

Wednesday, August 28, and again on Thursday, August 29, his food sup-
plies nearly gone, his time clearly running out, he ordered that still more
reinforcements be rowed over from New York, a decision that seems al-
most incomprehensible.

His men, for all their bravery and devotion to him, were worn out,
hungry, and dispirited. And it had begun to rain. On August 29, the tem-
perature dropped sharply and the rain came in torrents on the unshel-
tered army. During the afternoon, according to a diary kept by a local
Brooklyn pastor, “Such heavy rain fell again as can hardly be remem-

bered.” Muskets and powder were soaked. In some places men stood in
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flooded trenches in water up to their waists. Expecting the enemy to at-
tack at any moment, they had to keep a constant watch. Many had not
slept for days. A New York man who saw them after it was all over said
he never in his life saw such wretched, exhausted-looking human beings.

Washington’s presence along the lines and his concern for the men
were felt day and night. Seldom was he out of the saddle. On both Au-
gust 28 and August 29, he appears to have had no rest at all.

But in their misery was their salvation. The driving rain and cold
were part of a fitful, at times violent, nor’easter that had been blowing off
and on for better than a week, and for all the punishment it inflicted, the
wind had kept the British ships from coming upriver with the tide. For
the new nation, it was an ill wind that blew great good, so long as it held.

Meantime, as the British historian Sir George Otto Trevelyan would
write, “Nine thousand [or more] disheartened soldiers, the last hope of
their country, were penned up, with the sea behind them and a tri-
umphant enemy in front, shelterless and famished on a square mile of
open ground swept by fierce and cold northeasterly gale . .

In a letter to John Hancock written at four o’clock in the morning,
August 29, the crucial day, Washington reported only on the severity of
the weather and the lack of tents that Congress had failed to supply, but
said nothing of a retreat. He had seen five British ships attempt to come
up the river and fail; and so he appears to have been banking on no change
in the wind. Possibly he believed, too, that obstructions in the harbor—
hulks sunk as hazards—had truly blocked the passage of all but small craft,
a notion that was to prove quite wrong. In any event, having been out-
flanked on land, he stood perilously close to being outflanked by water.

The decision that so obviously had to be made came only later in the
day, after it was learned that the British, under the cover of dark, were ad-
vancing by “regular approaches”—working through the night, throwing
up entrenchments nearer and nearer the American lines—and after
Washington at last accepted the likelihood of the British fleet at his back.
Importantly, as he himself was to emphasize, the decision came on “the

advice of my general officers.”
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According to one first-hand observer, it was General Thomas Mifflin,
a self-assured thirty-two-year-old “fighting Quaker” from Philadelphia,
who was the most emphatic. Mifflin, who had come over from New York
with the last reinforcements only the day before, had been the one who,
on his night rounds, discovered that the British were digging their way
forward. Immediate retreat was imperative, the only remaining choice,
he told Washington. Lest anyone question his character for making such
a proposal, Mifflin asked that he be put in command of the rear guard, by
far the most dangerous of assignments in a retreat.

With the rain still pounding down, Washington and his generals gath-
ered for a council of war in the Brooklyn Heights summer home of Philip
Livingston, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, who was in
Philadelphia attending Congress. The time was early afternoon. The pur-
pose of the meeting, as stated in the official minutes, was “whether under
all circumstances it would not be eligible to leave Long Island.” Two of
the reasons given for an affirmative resolution were that the northeast
wind might shift and that the consoling thought of obstructions in the
harbor was now considered erroneous.

So it was decided. Preparations were set immediately in motion. An
order from Washington went over to New York to collect every boat
“from Hellgate on the [Long Island] Sound to Spuyten Duyvil Creek [on
the Hudson] that could be kept afloat and that had either sails or oars,
and have them all in the east harbor of the city by dark.”

It was said the boats were needed to transport the sick and bring still
greater reinforcements over to Brooklyn. Officers on the Heights, mean-
while, were to be ready to “parade their men with their arms, accou-
trements and knapsacks at 7 o’clock at the head of their encampments
and there wait for orders.”

In all, it was a straightaway lie by Washington, intended to keep the
truth from the men until the last moment—and thereby reduce the
chance of panic—and hopefully to deceive the British—and the innu-
merable British spies in New York—once the roundup of boats was un-

der way.
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Most of the troops took the order to mean they were to go on the at-
tack. A young captain of Pennsylvania volunteers, Alexander Graydon,
would recall men taking time to write their wills. He, however, sensed
something else was afoot. “It suddenly flashed upon my mind that a re-
treat was the object, and that the order . . . was but a cover to the real de-
sign.” Yet who was to say? None of the other officers who listened to his
theory dared believe it. Never in years to come could he recall the long
wait without thinking of the chorus in Shakespeare’s Henry V, describing
the “weary and all-watched night” before Agincourt.

The first boats began crossing as soon as it turned dark. How it was
all managed is almost beyond imagination. Every conceivable kind of
small craft was employed, manned by Massachusetts men—soldiers from
the ranks but sailors and fisherman by trade—from Marblehead and
Salem, under the command of General John Glover and Colonel Israel
Hutchinson. It can be said that the fate of the American army was in
their hands. How readily the night could turn disastrous on the water, no
less than on land, was more apparent to them than to anyone.

Everything was to be carried across—men, stores, horses, cannon.
Every possible precaution had to be taken to keep silent—oars and
wagon wheels were muffled with rags; orders were passed on in whispers.
Every boat that pushed off, every crossing, was a race against time, and in
black night and rain.

At one point, all seemed lost. Sometime near nine, the northeast
wind picked up at ebb tide. The wind and current were more than sail
could cope with, even in expert hands, and there were too few rowboats
to carry everyone across before daylight. But in another hour or so, the
wind mercifully fell off and shifted southwest, becoming the most favor-
able wind possible; and so the exodus resumed, all boats in service.

It went on hour after hour almost without a hitch. If ever fortune fa-
vored the brave, it was that night on the East River. Washington, who had
proven considerably less than impressive in his first battle command,
handled this, his first great retreat, with a steadiness and dispatch that

were masterful. As untrained and inexperienced as his men may have
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been, however wet and miserable, they more than rose to the occasion.
They stood for hours waiting their turns, then when told, moved off as
silent ghosts, heading down the slopes to the river in pitch darkness, to
the Brooklyn ferry landing, which was about where the Brooklyn Bridge
now stands.

As the night progressed, and one regiment after another was with-
drawn, the front lines grew perilously thin, to the point where there was
almost no one left to stop an attack, should the enemy discover what was
happening. It was the rear guard under Mifflin that had to stay to the last,
keeping campfires burning and making sufficient noise to maintain the il-
lusion of the full army in position.

The one hitch happened about two in the morning, when somehow
Mifflin received orders to withdraw, only to learn on the way to the land-
ing that it had been a dreadful mistake and that he and his men must re-
turn at once to their posts. “This was a trying business to young soldiers,”
one of them later wrote. “It was nevertheless complied with.” They were
back on the line before their absence was detected.

Another officer, Colonel Benjamin Tallmadge would recall, “As the
dawn of the next day apprbached, those of us who remained in the
trenches became very anxious for our own safety . . .”

Troops in substantial numbers had still to be evacuated and at the
rate things were going, it appeared day would dawn before everyone was
safely removed. But again “the elements” interceded, this time in the
form of pea-soup fog.

It was called “a peculiar providential occurrence,” “manifestly provi-
dential,” “very favorable to the design,” “an unusual fog,” “a friendly fog,”
“an American fog” “So very dense was the atmosphere,” remembered
Benjamin Tallmadge, “that I could scarcely discern a man at six yards’ dis-
tance.” And as daylight came, the fog held, covering the entire operation
no less than had the night.

Tallmadge would recall that when the rear guard at last received
word to pull out, and “we very joyfully bid those trenches adieu,” the fog

was still “as dense as ever.”
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WHAT THE FOG WROUGHT

When we reached Brooklyn ferry, the boats had not returned from their
last trip, but they very soon appeared and took the whole regiment over
to New York; and I think saw General Washington on the ferry stairs
when I stepped into one of the last boats . . .

When the fog lifted at about seven o’clock, the British saw to their
astonishment that the Americans had vanished.

Amazingly, the entire force, at least 9,000 troops, possibly more, plus
baggage, provisions, horses, field guns, everything but five heavy cannon
that were too deep in the mud to budge, had been transported over the
river in a single night with a makeshift emergency armada assembled in a
matter of hours. Not a life was lost. It is not even known that anyone was
injured. And as Tallmadge remembered, Washington, risking capture, had
stayed until the last boat pushed off. As it was, the only Americans cap-
tured by the British were three who stayed behind to plunder.

The “day of trial” that Washington had foreseen deciding the fate of
America had turned out to be a night of trial, and one that did truly de-
cide the fate of America as much as any battle.

It was the Dunkirk of the American Revolution—by daring am-
phibious rescue a beleaguered army had been saved to fight another
day—and tributes to Washington would come from all quarters, from
those in the ranks, from officers, delegates in Congress, and from military
observers and historians then and later. A British officer of the time called
the retreat “particularly glorious.” A latter-day scholar would write that,
“A more skillful operation of this kind was never conducted.”

But what a very close call it had been. How readily it could have all
gone wrong—had there been no northeast wind to hold the British fleet
in check through the day the Battle of Long Island was fought, not to say
the days immediately afterward. Or had the wind not turned southwest
the night of August 29. Or had there been no fortuitous fog as a final
safeguard when day broke.

What the effect would have been had British naval forces come into
play off Brooklyn Heights was to be vividly demonstrated just weeks
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later, when, with favorable wind and tide, five warships, including the
Renown with fifty guns, sailed up the East River as far as Kips Bay and
from 200 yards offshore, commenced a thunderous point-blank bom-
bardment of American defenses on Manhattan. “So terrible and so inces-
sant a roar of guns few even in the army and navy had ever heard before,”
wrote a British naval officer. Earthworks and entrenchments were de-
stroyed in an instant, blasted to dust, while American troops fled in ter-
ror.

Had such overwhelming power been brought to bear at Brooklyn,
the trap would have been closed tight. Washington and half the Conti-
nental Army would have been in the bag, captured, and the American
Revolution all but finished. Without Washington there almost certainly
would have been no revolution, as events were to show time and again.
As the historian Trevelyan would write, “When once the wind changed
and leading British frigates had . . . taken Brooklyn in the rear, the inde-
pendence of the United States would have been indefinitely postponed.”

Significantly, the same circumstances as at Brooklyn were to pertain
again five years later, in 1783, except that the sides were switched, when
American and French armies under Washington and Rochambeau had
the British trapped at Yorktown, a French fleet at their back, sealing off
any possible escape and leaving the British commander, Cornwallis, and
more than 7,000 men no choice but to surrender.

“Oh God! It is all over!” Lord North, the British prime minister, is
said to have exclaimed on hearing the news from Yorktown. It is what
might well have been heard in the halls of Congress or any number of

places the summer of 1776 had there been no fateful wind and fog at
Brooklyn.
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ALISTAIR HORNE

RULER OF THE WORLD

Napoleon’s Missed Opportunities

ven if you have to admit that Napoleon was the dominant personality of

the nineteenth century, there remains something more than faintly unap-
-t petizing about the man. He is the consummate come-lately, who did not
hesitate to sacrifice a generation of Europeans in the pursuit of personal glory. The
lives of overreachers are ready-made for counterfactual speculation, and Napoleon’s
more than most: We would not see his like again until Hitler. He was a man who did
not know when to stop, and who can say what destination he might have taken if he
had.

In this chapter, the British historian Alistair Horne examines some of the tanta-
lizing might-have-beens of Napoleon’s career. Could he have brought off an invasion
of England in 1805? Was he right in selling the Louisiana Territory to the infant
United States? In the campaign that led up to his most famous victory, Austerlitz, how
close did the Great Gambler come to defeat in Central Europe? And what would
have been the result? (Curiously, it might have forestalled a united Germany and a

century of trouble.) What if Napoleon had decided not to invade Russia but had
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driven through Turkey and the Near East instead—Alexander the Great's route of
conquest—to threaten British India? What if the Duke of Wellington had taken com-
mand of the British Army in North America that was offered him? He might have
won the War of 1812 for England but he would have been absent from Waterloo: That
may have made all the difference. Can we say what Europe—and, indeed, the

world—uwould have been like if Napoleon had realized his “miracle” at Waterloo?

< Alistair Horne is the author of two books about Napoleon—NAPOLEON: MASTER
OF EUROPE 1805-1807 and HOw FAR FROM AUSTERLITZ? He has written such note-
worthy studies as THE FALL OF PARIS: THE SIEGE AND THE COMMUNE 1870-1871,
THE PRICE OF GLORY: VERDUN 1916, TO LOSE A BATTLE: FRANCE 1940, and A SAv-
AGE WAR OF PEACE: ALGERIA 1954-1962. He has been awarded both the British
CBE and the French Legion d'Honneur for his historical works, and is Doctor of Lit-

erature at Cambridge University.
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ver Napoleon’s extraordinary career, which lasted some

 twenty years, there were various times when history might
. have turned out differently: There were options that either
he or his opponents could have taken up and moments when, had he
made alternative choices, Napoleon might have remained on top to the
end. What, for example, would have happened had he won at Waterloo?
And what might the world have looked like today in the event of a de-
finitive Napoleonic victory?

Napoleon was, as the historian George Rudé has written, “a man of
action and rapid decision, yet a poet and dreamer of world conquest; a
supreme political realist, yet a vulgar adventurer who gambled for high
stakes.” He had the good fortune to come on the scene in a period of rev-
olutionary exhaustion, and it is hardly surprising that the dominant per-
sonality of his time would control the future of Europe—and the
world—for so long.

The Directory, which succeeded Robespierre’s Terror of 1792 to
1794, was a weak and divided government—perhaps a bit like Gor-
bachev and Yeltsin coming after the years of Stalinism—and 1799 could
possibly have been a year of hope and reconciliation for the warring na-
tions of Europe, at war since the Revolution had submerged France. But
four years earlier, a twenty-six-year-old one-star general had made his
name by the “Whiff of Grapeshot,” which quelled the Paris mob. While
still under thirty, Napoleon Bonaparte had won his first great military
victories in Italy, between 1796 and 1797, and with the “Brumaire” coup
on November 9, 1799, he found himself the de facto ruler of France;
shortly afterward a national plebiscite confirmed his supremacy by mak-
ing him consul for life. His rise to power in fact wrecked any prospect of

an early settlement with England, especially after he persuaded the Di-
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rectory to send him on his ill-fated expedition to Egypt. Up until 1803,
the French perceived Napoleon as a peacemaker, but afterward saw him
as a conqueror and the founder of a new empire. In the years until things
visibly began to go wrong, they happily went along (indeed, much as the
Germans had during the years of Hitler’s easy conquests).

The brief Peace of Amiens (in the words of Winston Churchill, “the
tourist season was short!”) in 1801 offered statesmanship an early oppor-
tunity for a negotiated settlement. But neither Pitt’s Britain, smarting
from her reverses and determined not to lose Malta, nor Napoleon—
proven supreme on land even though the Royal Navy had thwarted him
everywhere at sea—were ready for it. No compromise peace was possi-
ble so long as an implacable Pitt faced a Napoleon unvanquished on land.

During the Peace, Napoleon busied himself internally with his first
social and legislative reforms for France, but his thoughts were on further
external conquests. Abroad, he pulled off the supreme coup of selling the
Louisiana Territory to the young United States, thereby ensuring that she
would at least remain benevolently neutral in the global conflict with En-
gland, if not an ally. Of course, here he could have clung on to these vast
former territories of Imperial Spain; but this would almost certainly have
brought him into conflict with the Americans—an enemy neither he nor
Pitt wanted.

This fact of life had been proven over the course of the costly
wrestling for the colonial islands of the Caribbean, stretching back into
the Ancien Régime. (In the eighteenth century, it should be noted, these
islands were considered to be by far the most valuable real estate in the
New World.) Over the twenty-two years that the wars with France
lasted, nearly half of Britain’s total death toll had died in Pitt’s campaigns
in the West Indies, most of the casualties falling to the deadly yellow
fever. In 1802 an expedition sent by Napoleon to reconquer the sugar-
rich island of Santo Domingo (now Haiti) was decimated by the disease,
with the commander, General Leclerc (the husband of Napoleon’s sister
Pauline), himself succumbing to it. Only three thousand of the original

34,000 sent there returned; nevertheless, Napoleon’s restless eyes re-
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peatedly turned to those lost jewels in the Caribbean. But, with the sale
of the Louisiana Territory and the failure of the Santo Domingo opera-
tion, his options in the New World were effectively terminated—to the
huge relief of Washington.

Equally, post-revolutionary France did not have the naval strength to
maintain a presence in the New World. Such an endeavor would have
made the Napoleonic navy a ready prey to the British. Thus this was
never a viable option. Indeed, at almost every turn in Napoleon’s career
one sees possible options seriously conditioned by his naval inferiority
vis-a-vis Britain. Wracked by mutinies, with most of its officers drawn
from the purged upper classes, its ships decaying, the French Navy never
recovered and was never to recover from the Revolution. In 1798, while
Napoleon won on land in Egypt, offshore a young Nelson had annihi-
lated his ships; three years later the lesson was repeated at Copenhagen.
Despite this, in July 1803, Napoleon announced the creation of a “Na-
tional Flotilla,” with the express purpose of invading Britain. Historians
continue to argue as to whether he ever really intended to; but the evi-
dence seems to be that, like Hitler, he would have done it if he could.

Also as with Hitler, had he been able to land substantial forces, the
defenders, with then vastily inferior numbers, would have been
swamped. Already in 1797, an abortive attempt had been made to invade
Ireland, but it was disrupted by storms. The following year, encouraged
by France, Ireland exploded in a violent revolt. This was crushed, and so
was a French landing two months later. Thus, as an option for Napoleon,
attractive as it might seem on paper, Ireland proved no more than a blind
cul-de-sac—at least so long as the Royal Navy commanded the sea ap-
proaches to England. Back in the reign of hated King John in the early
thirteenth century, a French ruler invited by dissident barons had briefly
held sway at Westminster; but the following year an upsurge of patrio-
tism had led to the complete annihilation of the French fleet in the Bat-
tle of Calais. Without seeming to make too chauvinist a point, ever since
then France—though often mighty on land—has seldom prospered at sea

in conflict with Britain.

205



WHAT IF?

THE FLOATING SUMMIT, 1807

On a raft in the middle of the River Nieman in East Prussia, Napoleon (center right) meets
with Tsar Alexander of Russia to divide Europe. Had his career of military conquest ended
there, in June 1807, Napoleon might have established himself as the permanent master of
the continent.

(Anne S. K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University Library)

Napoleon, nevertheless, set to building a vast fleet of over a thousand
invasion barges. But, flat-bottomed and keelless, although ideal for land-
ing on British beaches and estuaries, they swamped in anything but the
lightest of seas, and the French suffered terrible loss of life in trial exer-
cises. Britons took the threat seriously, but the then “Ruler of the Queen’s
Navee,” Admiral “Jarvie” St. Vincent, was right when he declared: “I don’t
say the French can’t come. I say they can’t come by sea!” Napoleon had
himself admitted after the Egyptian Campaign that, “If it had not been
for the English I should have been emperor of the East, but wherever
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there is water to float a ship, we are sure to find [them] in our way.” Al-
though Pitt had no army worth the name at the time, it was British gold
financing the continental foes of Napoleon and her fleet that repeatedly
blocked Napoleon’s ambitions.

By the reopening of hostilities in 1804, Nelson had fifty-five ships-of-
the-line to France’s forty-two, of which only thirteen were ready for ac-
tive service. But, in the summer of 1805, Napoleon played his most
daring card with the ruse of sending Admiral Villeneuve and his rickety
fleet on a 14,000-mile voyage of deception to draw off Nelson to the
West Indies—just long enough for the French Channel fleet to gain suffi-
cient time for achieving local supremacy. With his habitual optimism,
Napoleon reckoned that twenty-four hours would be enough. “We are
ready and embarked,” he told his admirals. Through the summer of 1805,
Pitt’s England, like Churchill’s of the summer of 1940, waited with
baited breath for the threatened invasion. On the cliffs of Boulogne, in
August, Napoleon cursed the “foul wind,” and his admirals. Both failed
him. The right twenty-four hours never came. Once more, like Hitler,
Napoleon cut his losses and marched eastward. By the end of August, a
vast Grande Armée 200,000 strong was heading toward Austria, to meet
a combined Austrian and Russian threat mustering there.

Britain was safe. But could “Invasion 1805” have worked? Was it ever
a serious option? To Napoleon the arch-gambler, ever profligate with the
lives of his troops, it may have seemed a risk worth taking. But at best,
given the overall superiority of the Royal Navy in seamanship, ships, and
commanders, it would have been a gamble with the dice heavily loaded
against him—in an element that he and his marshals, so invincible on
land, never understood, and would never understand. To quote the fa-
mous words of America’s Admiral Mahan about Nelson’s victory at
Trafalgar two months later: “Those distant, storm-beaten ships, upon
which the Grand Army never looked, stood between it and the dominion
of the world.”

The truth of that remark would pursue Napoleon all the way to St.

Helena.
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After some incredibly rapid marches and brilliant maneuvering
across Europe, on December 2, 1805, Napoleon won his greatest victory
of all at Austerlitz. Deep in the heart of Europe, in what is now the
Czech Republic, with only 73,000 men and 139 guns, he pulverized
the joint Austrian and Russian forces of 85,000 men and nearly twice the
number of cannon. Napoleon planned superbly and knew exactly what
he was doing, both at Austerlitz and earlier at Ulm. Yet, here too, in
the middle of hostile territory, the risks were immense; the what ifs
proliferate.

If the slow-moving Russian steamroller had reached Austria’s Gen-
eral Mack before he was encircled at Ulm . . .

If the Prussians had entered the war in time to attack Napoleon’s
long-extended flanks . . .

If Russia’s General Kutuzov had refused battle at Austerlitz (as he
was to do with such success in Russia in 1812) . . .

Finally, if Napoleon had conducted at Austerlitz as untidy a battle as
he was to fight against the much more outclassed Prussians at Jena the
following year . . .

Here, particularly, in tactical terms, it seems to me that there was an
option for history to have taken a different course, for events to have
gone decisively against the gambler. At one moment in the Battle of
Austerlitz the issue looked closely in the balance. All depended on the
speed of Napoleon’s top general, Davout, marching at all haste up from
Vienna. But suppose, instead of Davout, the vain, incompetent, and slow-
moving “Belle-Jambe” Bernadotte had been placed in that position?
Bernadotte, whose deplorable conduct was to come so close to wrecking
the victory at Jena in 1806, and whom Napoleon actually ordered off the
field of Wagram in disgrace in 1809?

Defeated, his Grande Armée wiped out in the center of Europe a
thousand kilometers from Paris, himself probably a captive, it is difficult
to see how Napoleon could have survived failure at Austerlitz. Mean-
while, two months earlier, in October, Nelson had inflicted on him the

decisive defeat of his career at the other end of Europe. From Trafalgar
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onward this failure to gain freedom of action on the high seas was to limit
his every maneuver and option—a factor that it is impossible to over-
state.

There is yet another what if option that would have followed from a
French defeat at Austerlitz. The peace that was to come after Waterloo,
and lasting a century, would not then have been a Pax Britannica. Won by
feat of Russian and Austrian arms under Kutuzov, it would have been
their peace, in fact Tsar Alexander’s, to dictate. With such an outcome in
1805, the Habsburg Empire, ramshackle though it was, would have
emerged strengthened; Russia, characteristically, would have retired be-
hind her frontiers, possibly expanding southward at the expense of Ot-
toman Turkey. The big difference would have been in the development of
Prussia. Not challenged by war, it would have found no motive for unit-
ing the German states under its mantle and would have remained an in-
significant entity, unlikely to threaten the peace of Europe in later
generations. The European status quo ante of the eighteenth century
would effectively have been restored.

As already mentioned, the Battle of Jena-Auerstidt (against the
Prussians) the following year was a much less tidy affair; so too were the
bloody battles—the last round against the Russians—of Eylau and Fried-
land. But by then the dice were heavily cast on Napoleon’s side; success
generates success, victory procreates victory. If anything, on the wider
spectrum of history, Napoleon’s triumphs of 1805 to 1807 were just too
complete—the humiliation of his continental enemies—Austria, Russia,
and Prussia—too great for them to lie down complacently without
thoughts of revenge. If he had not won so resoundingly on Austerlitz’s
Pratzen Heights, might there have been no Waterloo ten years later? By
1807, Napoleon’s best hopes for the future now lay, not on the battle-
field, but in diplomacy—notably in the skilled hands of that Henry
Kissinger of his times, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, the self-
defrocked former bishop, who was now his minister of foreign affairs.

Certainly it can be argued that, had Napoleon’s head not become so

swollen by such a run of apparently endless victories, Talleyrand might
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now have had an easier time. But, as Prussia’s victory over France in 1871
was to prove, excessively successful generals do not make the best nego-
tiators of peace. On June 19, 1807, Murat’s cavalry reached the River
Niemen, the Russian frontier over 1,000 miles from Paris. There the
French were met by Tsar Alexander’s envoys, sent to beg for an armistice.

The following week the two potentates met on board a raft hastily
assembled in the middle of the river—to settle the future of the conti-
nent. As Napoleon stood on that raft, only thirty-seven, he was truly Mas-
ter of Europe; but to his undoing, perhaps, he also saw himself, in the
contemporary phrase of Tom Wolfe, “Master of the Universe.” From
Gibraltar to the Vistula and beyond, he now ruled either directly or
through vassals who were his creations. “He dominated all Europe,”
wrote Winston Churchill:

The Emperor of Austria was a cowed and obsequious satellite. The King
of Prussia and his handsome queen were beggars, and almost captives in
his train. Napoleon’s brothers reigned as kings at The Hague, at Naples,
and in Westphalia . . .

Before Austerlitz, Napoleon had been an object of fear; after Tilsit,
he held Europe spellbound with terror. His conquests over the past ten
years surely rivaled those of Alexander the Great; but where Alexander
had simply marched across great spaces of defenseless Persia or India,
massacring helpless populations who offered small challenge, Napoleon
had marched a thousand miles across a hostile Europe, conquering great
nations and powerful armies as he went. However, the parallel grows
alarming: Alexander had aimed at nothing less than reaching the “End of
the World.” He was incapable of stopping. If only he had stopped at
Persepolis. But India ruined him, the deserts of Persia killed him.

Could Napoleon now stop? Aboard the raft on the Niemen he had
the option. It was his best chance to halt and consolidate his achieve-
ments. Perhaps he could have been satisfied merely with being king of
[taly, uniting its disunited states; as a Corsican he was, after all, more akin

to the Italians than the French, while Milan—with its statues and avenues
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named after Napoleon—still always strikes the visitor as being one of the
few conquered cities where his name remains hallowed.

Or he could have devoted his vast energies entirely to the recon-
struction of France, and the glorification of Paris: “If | were the master of
France,” he declared in 1798, “I would like to make Paris not only the
most beautiful city in the world, the most beautiful that ever existed, but
also the most beautiful that could ever exist.”

And, later, regretfully: “I wanted Paris to become a city of two, three,
or four million inhabitants, that is, something wonderful, powerful, and
never experienced before our time . . . If the heavens had granted me an-
other twenty years and some leisure, you would have looked in vain for
the old Paris.”

But few of his grandiose building projects were ever completed, and
this dream of turning Paris into a gigantic monument to the fame and
greatness of his rule was to be forever denied to him by military ambi-
tion.

Thus Tilsit turned out to be his last option before the tide turned ir-
revocably against him. The next time he ventured on to the River
Niemen, just five years later, he would be on the road to his first great de-
feat, and the beginning of his eclipse.

The wily but astute Talleyrand comprehended the danger, saw the
option now facing his chief. Talleyrand profoundly disapproved of the
humiliating terms Napoleon had insisted on exacting on his defeated op-
ponents. The terms imposed on the proud Prussians—heavy reparations
and dismemberment of all their territories west of the Elbe—were par-
ticularly draconian. They would prove unacceptable and the stimulus for
the national regeneration that would help defeat France from 1813 on-
ward. Far more lethal the all-powerful Prussia emerging from the Ger-
man unification in the teeth of Napoleon’s onslaught would lay the
foundations for the catastrophes to overtake France at the hands of heirs
of the unforgiving Prussians—in 1870, 1914, and 1940.

As far as Austria was concerned, Talleyrand had hoped that generous

terms after Austerlitz would have made Austria a bulwark against Russia
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and ensured a balance of power in Eastern Europe. (The unfortunate
Russo-Austrian alliance of 1805 had been, after all, both unnatural and
unhistoric.) But she, too, was left, like Prussia, prostrate and dreaming of
revenge.

At Tilsit, Russia became, nominally, Napoleon'’s ally. But she, too, had
been humiliated, and she chafed at the creation of a Polish state, the
Grand Duchy of Warsaw, set up by Napoleon on what Russia historically
considered to be a Russian satellite, and on her very borders—reacting to
it much as Yeltsin would greet the move eastward of NATO in the 1990s.
It was therefore a thoroughly artificial new friendship, based on
ephemeral self-interest and continuing hostility to Britain. To this end,
Napoleon pushed a reluctant tsar into his “Continental System,” the
counterblockade that was aimed at strangling Britain.

None of this was what Talleyrand had striven for: Above all he
wanted an end to the fifteen years of war that had been impoverishing
France since the Revolution. He saw Tilsit, which left France no real
friends in Europe, as perpetuating that war. He was right. In frustration
and disgust, Talleyrand now defected, in effect offering his services to the
tsar. It was an act of questionable treachery—which Talleyrand himself
dismissed as “a matter of dates"—in an endeavor to bring down his mas-
ter before he brought down France. Meanwhile, in Paris, news of Tilsit
was welcomed with rather more pageantry and festivity than reality.

What could Napoleon, in fact, have achieved at Tilsit, had he fol-
lowed the advice of Talleyrand? Through persuasion and diplomacy
rather than military coercion, he could have imposed the uniformity of
the admirable administrative aspects of the Napoleonic system across
Europe. Such uniformity would, in the course of time, have probably ef-
fected a stranglehold on markets essential to British prosperity more ef-
fectively than the universally unpopular rigidity of his “Continental
System”—which was to hurt his continental partners more than Britain.

In strategic terms, he might well have wooed the tsar to support him
in a drive through Turkey and the Near East, to threaten the very roots of

British power in India. It was, after all, not many years since France had
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been a power on the subcontinent. This was a dream often in the back of
Napoleon’s mind, ever since the abortive Egyptian Campaign of 1798,
and here he would almost certainly have found sympathy in Russia, her
ambitions in Central Asia being constantly at odds with Britain’s. By
moving chiefly overland he would have neutralized the ubiquitous men-
ace of the Royal Navy. In the Near East he would have encountered no
serious opposition; quite possibly, he would have found a role for Islam
to play within the empire—provided it toed the line, politically, like
other religions.

Yet one needs recall the fate of the legions of Alexander the Great.
The terrible deserts of Persia and Baluchistan destroyed them, and dis-
tance coupled with disease might have done the same for Napoleon—as
indeed the wastes of Russia did. Flying in the face of British seapower, his
dangerously extended lines of communication were bound to be vulner-
able at one point or another—perhaps at the Bosphorus, or to an expedi-
tionary force judiciously landed in the Levant. Then, too, for how long
would the Turkish warriors of the Ottoman Empire prove malleable al-
lies, or vanquishable foes?

What this all might have meant for the Jews of Palestine invites spec-
ulation. In France, Napoleon had expressed serious (and, by the standards
of the day, advanced) desires for a liberal-minded emancipation of French
Jewry. At the bitter Siege of Acre in 1797 (where he had been partly frus-
trated by the Royal Navy), he had issued a proclamation declaring
solemnly that Jewry had “the right to a political existence as much as any
other nation,” which was never to be forgotten. If Napoleon had had his
way in the Middle East, might it have led to the realization of Jewish
aspirations in Palestine over a century before the creation of the state of
Israel? On the other hand, one has to recall what a gulf there was to lie
between Napoleon’s promises to the Poles and their fulfillment.
Napoleon was impatient at having to honor undertakings once their
geopolitical value had passed.

At Tilsit, however, Napoleon exchewed all these options—and the

defection of Talleyrand marked a major turning point in his fortunes. As
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he was himself to confess in exile on St. Helena, Tilsit was perhaps his
finest hour.

Attempts to seal up holes in his “Continental System” led Napoleon,
within months of Tilsit, to commit his greatest strategic error to date.
Portugal, Britain’s oldest ally, remained her last foothold on the conti-
nent. Napoleon determined to expunge it; but in marching through
Spain he created a problem for himself that was both intolerable and in-
soluble. This took the form of a guerrilla war that was almost impossible
to win. The intractable Spanish irregulars were backed by an originally
small expeditionary force of 9,000 men commanded by Sir Arthur
Wellesley (later to become the Duke of Wellington). In Napoleon’s self-
inflicted wound that came to be known as the “Spanish Ulcer,” Britain
now had her “Second Front.” By the end of 1809, no less than 270,000 of
Napoleon’s best troops were committed to the Peninsular War—or
three-fifths of his total forces. This automatically, and fundamentally, al-
tered his relations with Russia. From Tsar Alexander having been the de-
feated client at Tilsit, within a year it was Napoleon who was now asking
for favors—notably that Russia keep Austria on a leash.

Meanwhile, Austria was energetically rearming to avenge Austerlitz.

Could Napoleon have played it differently in the Iberian Peninsula?
Of course. He could simply have kept out of Spain, sealing her borders at
the Pyrenees and leaving the proud and nationalist Spaniards to deal with
any British adventure there. (They were, after all, still resentful of Nel-
son’s destruction of their fleet, too, at Trafalgar. They were as likely to
turn on a British invader interrupting their Iberian slumbers as they did
on the French.) The trouble was that Napoleon never knew when to
stop. Meanwhile, at home increasing hardship, discontent, and sinking
morale meant that, in the time-honored manner of dictators, he felt he
had to distract the populace by seeking ever-fresh draughts of la Gloire.

In the summer of 1809, Napoleon found himself at war with a re-
suscitated Austria. At Wagram, on the outskirts of Vienna and not far
from Austerlitz, he won his last victory—though largely through depen-

dency on foreign levies from the Saxons and Italians, hardly reliable in

214



RULER OF THE WORLD

adversity. Unlike Austerlitz, Wagram could neither be termed a decisive
or definitive victory. Austria would soon be rearming once more. The
shadows were drawing in, the opposing generals were learning.

With each succeeding year, the Royal Navy’s blockade of European
ports extended and perfected itself tightening the grip. There were re-
peated domestic economic crises in France in 1806, 1810, and 1811:
Napoleon should have read the warnings. In 1810 over 80 percent of
British wheat imports had slipped through Napoleon’s fingers, some even
coming from France herself; while, to keep the Grand Armée supplied
with greatcoats and boots, his own quartermasters had to covertly run
the British blockade. By that same year, only 3 out of 400 of Hamburg’s
sugar factories remained in business. But it was Russia that was most hurt
and angered by the blockade; by the summer of 1811, ships in Russian
ports included 150 British vessels flying the American flag. Such defiance
of his System was intolerable to Napoleon, and the war clouds gath-
ered—with a bread crisis in January 1812 providing him with an extra
motivation for marching East.

The year 1811, however, was also one of the most dangerous for
Britain, when a bad harvest coincided with economic crisis. Then, in
1812, a heaven-sent opportunity seemed to fall into Napoleon’s lap. In
June, the U.S. Congress declared war on Britain. What was to be one of
the silliest (and, from the British point of view at least), most unwanted
conflicts history has to offer was a direct consequence of British arbitrary
measures stemming from the blockade of Napoleon’s Europe. Here was
an opening for Napoleon of a different order; but by the time he might
have taken advantage of it, he was embroiled in Russia, defeated, and
reeling back on France.

What if Napoleon had had his eyes focused on the West in 1812, in-
stead of the East; What if he could have thought in diplomatic instead of
purely military terms; What if he had still had Talleyrand at his side. Tal-
leyrand had actually lived in the U.S. for two years—in Philadelphia, dur-
ing the French Revolution—and therefore knew a little about American

motivations? Because of his failure to command the seas, once again,
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there was little Napoleon could have done militarily to lend support to
the Americans. But a Talleyrand would have lent diplomatic and moral
support to fan the very real resentment against the arrogance on the high
seas of the former colonial power, Britain. The game was certainly worth-
while. Let us consider one possible result. In November 1814, the Duke
of Wellington was invited to take over Britain’s armies in North America.
Disapproving strongly of the war, he refused—as he might not have done
if Napoleon had been meddling on the American side. His decision was
fortunate for Britain. The fighting against those former colonies ended in
a draw a few weeks later. But: if Wellington had taken a different view, or
if the American war effort had been more wholehearted, sufficing seri-
ously to threaten Canada, and Quebec especially, then Wellington could
well have been three thousand miles away when Napoleon launched his
supreme bid against the Allies in June 1815.

Of course, there is a possibility that Wellington might have inflicted
a decisive defeat on the Americans. Would the British then have been
tempted to retake substantial parts of their former colonies, as repara-
tions? To reverse 1775? The hypothesis is hardly likely: With no desire to
become re-embroiled in the New World, Britain was lukewarm in prose-
cution of the War of 1812. Her main priority was Napoleon.

As it was, some of Wellington’s badly needed regiments at Waterloo
were only just reaching Belgium from across the Atlantic on the very eve
of that battle. The consequences of Wellington’s own absence would
have been readily calculable—and what a sublime opportunity for
Napoleon!

But by November 1814, the sand had all but run out for him. Failing
to do the one thing that might have turned the scales against the tsar, lib-
erating the Russian peasants from serfdom, Napoleon had marched to
destruction to Moscow and back. Out of 600,000 troops that crossed the
Niemen in June of 1812, only a broken 93,000 straggled home. The lim-
its of his empire returned to what it had had been before Tilsit. Mean-
while, at his rear Wellington was grinding relentlessly through Spain

toward the frontiers of France itself.

216



RULER OF THE WORLD

Option: Napoleon should never have left the war in Spain at his
rear—just as Hitler in 1941 foolishly attacked Stalin leaving Britain still
undefeated. Better still he should not have been in Spain at all; secondly,
he should never have moved into Russia. The following year, 1813, came
the Battle of the Nations, with a resurrected Prussia, Austria, and Russia
coalescing in the greatest concentration of force seen in the whole of the
Napoleonic Wars to corner and defeat the Grand Armée decisively at
Leipzig.

The crushing defeats of 1814, on France’s own soil, followed. Yet
even then it was not too late for Napoleon to have stopped: The Allied
terms on offer, generous by the standards of the day, would at least have
preserved the historic and geographical integrity of France. But Napoleon
chose to fight on, brilliantly, vainly awaiting his “Star” to produce a mira-
cle. But no miracle came and he abdicated in April 1814. He went into
his first imposed exile on Elba, an island near Corsica. Then, after ten
months he slipped away, landed in the south of France, and marched
north to Paris in the resurgence of the “Hundred Days.” He seemed to
have his miracle at last.

We arrive on the field of Waterloo, June 1815. In the oft-quoted
words of the Iron Duke, it was indeed “the nearest-run thing you ever
saw”’—even with Wellington there. But without him at the helm—away
in Canada, as might have been possible—Bliicher, his stalwart Prussian
ally, would almost certainly not have made his famous eccentric move to
support his allies and—with equal certainty, Waterloo would have been
lost.

On the other hand, such a victory would not have ensured
Napoleon’s ultimate triumph. There were vast fresh forces of Russians,
Austrians, and Germans already moving toward France. A second battle,
or perhaps several battles, would probably have followed Waterloo. But
even if the ultimate engagement had ended in the likely defeat of
Napoleon, with Britain out of the war, it would have been a continental
and not a British victory. What followed would have, therefore, been a

peace dominated by Metternich’s Central European powers—by Russia,
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Austria, and Prussia instead of Great Britain. The century ahead, would,
inevitably have been a very different one. Would the victors, on past
form, have fallen out, creating a period of uncertainty instead of the cen-
tury of stability that Waterloo bequeathed the world? Or could they be-
tween them have cemented a different kind of “Concert of Europe”?

What about America in all this equation? Might such an alternative
option have imposed on the youthtul colonies an accelerated pubescence
in world affairs? Suppose England had been decisively defeated in June
1815, or in the Middle East and India, or excluded successfully from
Napoleon’s “Continental System” at any time after Tilsit, what might this
have meant for the young United States? One can predict, with some as-
surance, that necessity, adversity, and common interest would have
brought the former colonies and a Britain shorn of her world power in-
creasingly closer together—as was to happen in 1940.

The trouble with all these various options, these hypotheses, these
what ifs, is that all hang subject to Napoleon’s character. A greater and
better man might have admitted, as Cassius said about Caesar in Shake-
speare’s Julius Caesar, “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in
ourselves . . .”

Napoleon, however, could never bring himself to admit that any of
his reverses were his own fault. Someone else was always to blame. Or, to
quote Shakespeare again, like Hamlet he could count himself“. . . a king
of infinite space, were it not that | have bad dreams.”

The “bad dreams” that plagued Napoleon were the fantasies of end-
less military conquest. Like most conquerors before and after him he
never knew when—or how—to stop. Wellington understood only too
well: A conqueror was like a cannonball, he once observed:; it must go on.
This was what caused Talleyrand to despair and defect to the tsar. As |
have suggested, Tilsit was the last best hope Napoleon had of attaching
his name to an enduring peace; but it was his character that prevented
him from reaching up and grabbing the opportunity. And, even so, how

long would the defeated and humiliated nations of Eastern Europe—
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Prussia, Austria, and Russia—have allowed him to enjoy it unchallenged?
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