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believed it to be in a state of constant warfare with the darl — that
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These mountain people were the Persians. For hundreds of
vizars they had been dominated, first by the Assyrans, and then by
the Babvlonians. One day they had had enough, Their rler was a "l.:'t caud
man af exceptional courage and intelligenes called Cyrus, who was ?_ﬂ i PIIT.‘ :|'5- _.Ju:ltl Sl
no longer prepared to put up with the nppression of his people. He X
led his hand of horsemen down onto the plain of Babylon. The
Babylonians locked down from their mighty ramparts and
laughed at the litde band of warriors that dared attack their aty.
Yet, under Cyrus’s leadership, they suoceeded, through couwrzge
and guile. And so Cyrus became lord of that great realm. His firsy
act was to free all the peoples held in captivity by the Babylonmans.
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Athenians, who sent them ships. Never before had the ki

Persia, the King of Kings — for that was his title — been so insulted.
That this insignificant tribe, these obodies, should dare to chal-

lenge him, the ruler of the world! He dealt with the lonian cities in
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furious with the Athentans for meddling in his affairs, With the
aim of destroying Athens and conquering Greece, he equipped a
large fleet. But his ships were caught in a violent storm, dashed
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against the cliffs and sunk. At this his anger knew no bounds, The
story goes that he appointed a slave to call put three times at every
rmeal ‘Sire, remember the Athenians!” So great was his fury.

fle then sent his son-in-law, with a new and mighty fleet, to sail
against Athens. They conguered many islands on their way and
destroved a lot of cities. They finally dropped ancher not far from
Athens, at a place called Marathon. There, the whole great Persian
army disembarked, ready to march on Athens. [t is said that they
numbered seventy thousand men, as many as the entite popula-
tion of Athens. With roughly ten thousand soldiers the Athenian
army was outnurnbered seven o one. Their fate was surely sealed.
But not quite. For the Athenians had a general named Miltiades, a
brave and able man, who had lived for many years among the Per-
cans. and knew their fighting tactics. Added to which, the Athen-
EMMT frecdom and their Tineme amd
those_of their wives and children. So there at Marathon they
formed ranks, and fell upon the startled Persians. And they were
victorious. The Persians suffered heavy losses. Thase Temaining
toolk to their ships and fled.

Such a victory! And against such odds! Others in his place might
have thought of nothing but celebration. But Miltindes was shrewd
a5 well s hrave, He had noted that instead of sailing back the way
they had come, the Persian ships had turned towards Athens,
which lay undefended and open to atfack. But as hack would have
it. the distance from Marathon to Athens was greater by sea than
by land. For ships had to negotiate a long spit of land easily crossed
on foot. This Miltiades did. He sent a messenger ahead, wh wis 1o
Marathon Run after which we call our mge. Famous, because the
messenger ran so far and so fast that all he could do was deliver his
message before he fell down dead.

neanwhile Miltiades and his army had taken the same route,
marching in tremendous haste, This was just as well, for no sooner
had they reached the harbour at Athens than the Persian fleet
appeared over the horizon. But there was no mare fighting: at the
sight of their heroic enemy, the disheartened Perstans turned taul
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and sailed for home, And not just Athens, but the whole of Greece
was saved. This was 490 BC.

How the great Darius, King of Kings, must have cursed when he
learnt of the defeat at Marathon! But at the dme there was little he
could do about Greece, for 2 revolt had broken out in Egypt which
had to be suppressed. He died soon after, leaving his son and

sccessor, Xerxes, to take revenge on Greece once andforall.

_peye

Yornes, o hard, ambitious man, needed no urging. He assembled
an army from among all the subject penples of his empire, Dressed
it their traditional costunes, with their weapons, their bows and
arrows, shields and swords, lances, war-chariots and slings, they
were a vast, swirling multitude, said by some to number more than
» million men. What hope had the Greeks in the face of such
4 hast? This time Xemes himself took command. But when the
Persians tried 1o cross the narrow neck of sea which separates Asia
Minor from today's Istanbul, on 2 bridge made of boats, rongh
waves tore the bridge apart. In his fury Xerxes had the waves lashed
with chains, But T doubt if the sea took any notice.

One part of this gigantic army attacked Grecoe by sea, while
another part marched overland. In northern Greeee, a small army
of Spartans, who had made an alliance with the Athenians, tried to
block the Persian advance in & NaTTaw pass called Thermopylae.
The Persians called on the Spartans to throw down their weapons.
‘Come and get them yoursebes!’ was the reply. "We've gnourh
arrows here ta blot out the sun? threatened the Persians. ‘S0 much
E]ﬁﬁrﬁiﬂd the Spartans, "then we'll fight in the shade!’ But
a treacherous Greek showed the Persians a way over the mountains
and the Spartan army was surrounded and trapped. All three hun-
dred Spartans and seven hundred of their allies were killed in the
battle, but ot one of them tried to run away. [or that wis their law.
Later, 2 Greek poet wrote these words in their memeory:

Go 1]l the Spartans, thou who passest by,
That here obedient to their laws we lie.

Now the Athenians had not been idle since their great victory at
warathon. And they had a new leader called Themistocles, an
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astute and far-sighted man, who repeatedly warned his fellow citi-
2¢ns that a miracle like Marathon could only happen once, and
that if Athens were to continue to hold out against the Persians, it

must have 3 fleet. So a fleet was botlt.
Themistodes had the whole of Athens evacuated — not that the

population can have been very large in these days - and sent 1o the
little island of Salamis nearby. The Athenian fieet then positioned
itself by this island. When the Persian land army arrived and found
Athens sbandoned, they set fire to the city and razed it to the
ground, while the Athemans on their island remained unharmed
as they watched their burning city from alar. But now the Persian
flect appeared, and threatened to surround Salams.

The allies panicked, and were all for taking to their ships and
leaving the Athenmans to their fate. At this moment Themistocles
demonstrated his extraordinary ingenuity and daring, Having
finally succeeded in perswading the allies not to leave, he secretly
sent a messenger to Kerxes saying: Make haste and attack, or the
Athenians’ allies will escape you!” Xerxes, who must have heard
from his spies that the allies were et on leaving, fell for it. The
next morning he attacked with his many small and nimble war-
ships. And he lost, The Greek ships were larger and less easy to
manoeuvre, but once again they were fighting desperarely for
their freedom. Not only that, but their victory fen years carlier at
Marathon had inspired them with confidende. From a vantage
point Xerxes was forced te look on while has smaller, lighter gal-
leys were rammed and sunk by the Greeks' heavy ships. Aghast, he
ordered the retreat. And zo for the second time the Athenians were
victorious, and agamst an even greater army than before. This was
in 280 B

Shortly afterwards, in 479 ne, the Persian Tand army was akso
defeated by the combined forces of the Greeks and their allies, near
Plataca. After this the Persians never again dared attack the Greeks.
And this is very interesting, because it wasn't as if the Persians were
weaker or more stopid than the Greeks — far from it. But, as 1 said
before, the Greeks were different. For, whereas the great ernpires of

the East bound themsclves so tightly 10 the traditions nd reachings
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of their ancestors that they could scarcely move, the Greeks — and
the Athenians in particular — did the opposite, Almost every yeaf
'm\mh something new. Everything was always chang.
ing, The same went for their leaders. Miltiades and Themistodies,
the great heroes of the Persian wars, learnt this to their cost: gne

momeni it was high prai s and nﬂ_lnll‘:l'!tﬁ_m_t!lEi_I
achievernents, the next :whﬂmdmigr This
was not the best feature of the Athenians, vet it was part of their
pature, Always trying out new ideas, nover satishied, mever at rest.
Which explains why, during the hundred years that followed the
Persian wars, more went on in the minds of the people of the little
city of Athens than in 2 thousand years in all the great empires of
the East, The ideas, the painting, sculpture and architecture, the
plays and poetry, the inventions and experiments, the discussions
and arpuments which the young brought 1o the marketplaces and
the old 1o their council chambers still continue to concern us today.
It is strange that it hould be so, and yet it's true. And what would it
have been like if the Persians had won at Marathon? Cr at Salartis,
ten years later? That I cannot sy




