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Source: The Gates of Fire: An Epic Novel of the Battle of Thermopylae (1998) by Steven Pressfield
It is August, the month of the Karneius.  Polynikes is twenty years old.  His age class stands unclothed and silent in battle formation before Sparta’s two kings.  In a horseshoe surrounding the naked young men is the Spartan army and all 1400 boys of the agoge.  Before them stand their mothers, each with a battle shield.  The shields are polished to the finest sheen, reflecting the sunlight like a mirror.  On each shield is the Spartan lambda.  One by one, each mother approaches her son, kisses him on both cheeks and then hands him the hoplon.  Each then whispers one final commandment to her son: “Either come home with your shield, or carried upon it.”
Once the young men have received their shields, Sparta’s two kings take turns passing out the tribone. The Spartan battle cloak is blood red, designed purposely to hide any wounds suffered in battle.  Red is a manly color and raises terror in Sparta’s enemies. The tribone is the most feared cloak in the ancient world.  With tribone and shield, Polynikes enters the Spartan army.  He will wear his tribone until next year’s Karneius. He will live with his syssition until he reaches thirty and he will serve in the army until he is sixty-five.  There is only one profession in Sparta.
Unknown to even his own syssiton, Polynikes is asked by the ephors to join the krypteia.  The members of the krypteia are known only to each other.  It is an extremely élite and secret shadow organization.  The krypteia consist only of soldiers who are twenty years old.  They are the most violent, the fittest and the most aggressive of Sparta.  The krypteia makes people disappear; the krypteia roots out traitors; the krypteia keeps a silent eye and an attentive ear on all of Sparta.  Tonight Polynikes and three others will murder a helot named Rooster.  This is why: In Sparta there are 300,000 helots.   They do all of the work: they till the soil and grow the food;  they build the homes and fire the pottery;  they craft the furniture and smith Sparta’s weapons. Living among these 300,000 helots is but 30,000 Spartans.  They are outnumbered ten to one, actually more like forty to one considering Sparta can field an army of only 8,000 men.  The krypteia is made up of murder squads.  Their task is to destroy helot trouble makers. Rooster is one of these helots.  Tonight Polynikes’ killing team will take care of the problem.  They will ambush Rooster in the dark.   They will burn out his eyes, rip out his tongue, cut off his ears and nail Rooster to a tree as an example. After Rooster is crucified, they will butcher his wife and four children.  They will all have their throats cut and thrown down a well. The krypteia makes people disappear.
Diamante represents Sparta’s better half, for only Spartan women give birth to real men.  Since she could walk Diamante has trained her body for childbirth.  She runs, she swims, she hurls javelins and she chases after boys.  Diamante is obsessed with wrestling.  She has trained in the sport since she was a toddler.  Diamante knows from rote, the six basic takedowns, the five escapes and the ins-and-outs of the three point stance.  Her partners are always other boys, for there is nothing better to get the blood flowing than to pin back the shoulders of a male peer.   Diamante is a consummate seamstress. She knits and weaves, and she spins cloth from wool.  She makes her own peplos robes as easily as she makes her own decisions.  Since she was a child she has been given the confidence to tame and to command helots.  In short, Diamante embodies six hundred years of Spartan female tradition: fit, strong and self-assured.
Polynikes has been eyeing Diamante for the past four years. She first came to his attention when she was but sixteen.  His syssition was at the Oaks tree-humping.  On the adjacent training field nearby, were the sixteen-year old girls.  They were running the five miles on the Big Loop that begins behind the stone military barracks and ends along the line of great oaks bordering the plain of Otona.  Like the boys, Spartan girls always train gymnos; clothes just get in the way.  Diamante was way out in front of the pack.  Her long tan legs churned the dusty track, pushing her further and further ahead of her peers.  Winning by over twenty yards, Diamante collapsed to all fours, winded and exhausted.  It was that moment that Polynikes decided Diamante was the one he would capture.  Now today is the day.  Today the girls are wrestling.  Polynikes will capture her immediately after the noon meal.  He knows he will have to be fast.   In a dead sprint Diamante is his equal.  Here is the plan:  The heleiin is the Spartan marriage custom.  It is based on 600 years of tradition.  Either a man or a woman may start the process as long as they first scream “Heleiin!” This gives the party of interest ample time to try to run away and to escape.  All of this is obviously done gymnos for speed.  Today, Polynikes plans to hide in the oaks above the path.  That is where he will ambush and capture Diamante.  He will roar, “Heleiin!” sprint after his bride-to-be, tackle her, throw her to the ground, and then plants a kiss on her nose.  If Diamante accepts, she will return his kiss.  If she refuses, she will bite his nose, leaving Polynikes bloody and bruised.  
Polynikes and Diamante wed.  For the wedding ceremony Diamante shaves off her hair.  She dresses in a man’s tribone.  On the wedding night, Polynikes carefully sneaks away from his syssition and makes his way to Diamante.  Should he be caught, he will die, for military desertion is punishable by death.  Diamante waits for him, lying on a bed of straw covering six wooden planks.  The sex is intense and full of urgency.  Polynikes and Diamante have no concept of sexual orientation.  They are only aware of the roles each plays during sex.  Tonight, Polynikes plays the active role while Diamante plays the receiving role.  When Polynikes is with his Lover, Xenes, Polynikes plays the passive role, while Diamante plays the active role with a young girl.  Polynikes will visit Diamante in secret for the next eight years.  Both have other sexual partners, regardless of gender.   Like eating or training for war, sex is a social activity.  Only incest or sex with a person of the same age is considered taboo.
As Polynikes trains for war, Diamante runs their kleros.  The huge farm contains some three hundred acres, growing wheat and barley.  Lining the wheat fields are olive groves and apple orchards.  Close to 40% of the land in Sparta is owned by women.  This is unheard of in the rest of Greece, where woman are treated little better than slaves.  During the day, Diamante leads nine helot families of close to sixty slaves.  At night she awaits Polynikes, for their time together is dear.  War clouds are on the horizon.  Polynikes’ syssition has been called up for war.

Phalanx 

The process of arming for battle, which the amateur citizen soldiers of the other Greek poleis have practiced no more than a dozen times a year, the Spartans have rehearsed and rehearsed and rehearsed, two hundred, four hundred, six hundred times each fighting season.  Men in their fifties have done this ten thousand times.  It is as second-nature to them as oiling their limbs before battle or dressing their long hair, which each man now does, carefully combing and curling the long locks in preparation for the carnage to come.  Each man wraps his dog-and-balls with strips of linen, keeping his sack close to the body for protection.  One entire mora, a Spartan battle division of 1200 Peers, prepares for the manslaughter that is to follow.  A helot squire accompanies each Spartan warrior on campaign.  These personal squires aid their masters prepare for battle.  Bronze greaves are snapped on over the shins, linen armor fitted over chest and back, and bronze shields polished to the highest possible shine.  The Spartans wear lamellar armor made of silk.  Lamellar armor is defined as chest and back protection made of layers.  These layers can either be cloth, leather, or metal.  Like the rest of the Greeks, the Spartans use silk. Layer after layer of nature’s strongest product is glued on top of each other.  So strong is the silk armor that from a distance of more than one hundred yards, arrows will penetrate the armor no deeper than a half an inch.  Each warrior tucks his long hair into a hairnet and then places a felt cap on his head to catch the torrents of sweat sure to come. Adding further to this theater of Spartan terror are the blank, expressionless facings of the helmets, with their bronze nose guards thick as a man’s thumb, their flaring cheek pieces and the unholy hollows of their slit eyes, covering the entire face and projecting to the enemy the feeling that he is facing not human beings of flesh and blood like himself, but some horrible invulnerable killing machine, pitiless and invincible.  Each bronze helmet blazed magnificently, overtopped with a lofty horsehair crest, which as it trembles and quivers in the breeze not only creates the impression of men of enormous height but lends an aspect of dread which cannot be put into words. From a distance the Spartan phalanx appears as an invincible tide of bronze and scarlet, absolutely terrifying to behold.

Fully prepared for battle, the Spartans now prepare their “tickets.”  These are wooden-twig bracelets tied with twine, which each man makes for himself before battle, to identify his corpse if necessary in the aftermath of the slaughter.  Each hoplite writes or scratches his name twice, one on each side of the twig, then breaks it down the middle.  The “blood-half” he ties with string around his left wrist and wears with him in battle; the “wine half” stays behind in a basket maintained with the battle train in the rear.  The halves are broken off jaggedly on purpose, so even if the blood name can’t be read, its twin will still fit in a perfectly recognizable manner.  When the battle is over, each man receives his ticket.  Those remaining unclaimed in the basket number and identify the dead.

Now the clamor begins.  Among the enemy’s ranks, the bravest (or perhaps the most fear-stricken) begin banging the ash of their spear shafts on the bronze bowls of their shields, creating a god-awful racket, which echoes across and around the mountain-enclosed valley.  Others add to this racket with the warlike thrusting of their eight-foot spear tips to the heavens, screaming their war cries.  The roar of the enemy multiplies threefold, then five, and ten, as the enemy rear- rankers pick up the clamor and add their own bluster and bronze-banging of spear shafts on shields.  Their commander thrusts his spear into the sky and the enemy formation begins to move forward.

The Spartans neither move nor make a sound.  They wait patiently in their scarlet-cloaked ranks, neither grim nor tense, but speaking quietly to each other words of encouragement and love.  The syssitia have been together since they were seven.  On every side is a friend, a father, a Lover or a brother.  They are all Peers.  They have loved each other since they were boys.  Their final preparations for action continue in silence.  They have rehearsed this very moment hundreds of times in training and performed it a dozen times more in battle. 

Here comes the foe, picking up the pace of his advance.  A fast walk.  A swinging stride.  The line of battle already extends and fans open to the right, “winging out” as each man in fear edges into the shadow of the shield of the comrade on his right; already one sees the enemy ranks stagger and fall from alignment as the bravest surge forward and the fearful shrink back.

The Spartan King, Leonidas, and the priests stand exposed in front of the Spartan ranks.  Of all the Greeks, the Spartans are the most religious, the most pious, and the most God-fearing.  Nothing is done in Sparta without consulting the oracles.  Every important event in Sparta begins with a sacrifice to win over the favor of the gods.  

Leonidas performs the sphagia, crying aloud to Artemis Huntress and the Muses, then tears open with his own sword the throat of the sacrificial goat whose back legs he pins from behind with his knees, his left hand hauling the goat’s jaw exposed to the blade thrust through the throat.  No eye in the Spartan phalanx fails to see the fountain of blood gush into Gaia, mother earth, splattering as it falls on the king’s bronze greaves and painting crimson his feet in their rawhide battle sandals.  The ranks of Spartans hold patient and silent.  Their phalanx is a hundred shields wide and eight men deep.   Leonidas extends his sword, dark and dripping the blood of holy sacrifice, first heavenward toward the gods whose aid he now summons, then turns around, toward the fast-advancing enemy.


“Zeus Savior and Artemis Huntress!” thunders Leonidas.  Peers and helot squires yell in one voice, “Lakedaemonia!”  The pipers’ wail cuts through, shrill notes of their auloi piercing the awful cries of a thousand Furies.  A helot squire heaves the butchered goat over his shoulders and sprints for the safety of the rear ranks.

To the beat the Spartans advance, eight-foot spears at the upright, shields locked together in an impenetrable wall of bronze.  The enemy phalanx breaks into an all-out-charge over the last twenty-five yards.  Leonidas shows neither haste nor urgency, but falls effortlessly into step in his place in the center of the front rank as it advances to surround him, with the 300 hippeis flowing perfectly into position on his left and right.  As the Spartan phalanx advances they sing their paean, designed not so much as a war song to terrify the enemy, but more as a way to guarantee that each man deeply breathes, calming his nerves before the manslaughter begins.

On the climactic beat of the second stanza, the eight-footers of the first three ranks snap as one to the overhand attack position.  Words can not convey the awe and terror produced upon the foe, any foe, by this seemingly simple maneuver called in Sparta, “spiking it,” so simple to perform on the drill ground but so difficult to execute with such precision and fearlessness, no man surging forward out of control nor hanging back in fear, none edging to the right for the protection of the shield of his rank mate, the shield-wall tight, solid and unbreakable, with the eight-footers in the attack position, ready to stab over the tops of the shield rims.  To see such precision and discipline on the battlefield inspires only terror and fear, causing the heart to stop in awe and the hair to stand upon the neck and shivers to course powerfully the length of the spine.

Among the Spartans the work of war is demystified and depersonalized through its vocabulary, which is studded with references both from farming and sex.  Their word which is translated as “to hump” or “to screw” as in the “tree-humping” has the meaning not so much of  “penetration” as in the sex act, but more “to grind,” as in the grinding of wheat on the miller’s stone.  In the vocabulary of war, the front three ranks “hump” or “mill” the enemy.  The verb “to kill” in the Doric language of Sparta is the same as “to harvest.”   The warriors in the fourth through eighth ranks are called “harvesters,” both for the work they do with the butt-spikes of their eight-footers, pitiless stabbing the trampled enemy below, and the lobbing off of heads and limbs with the short xiphos swords, which itself is called a “reaper.”  To chop the head off a man is called, “a haircut.”  Chopping off hands, arms and legs is called “limbing.”

There are no words to describe the awful sound of colliding phalanxes.  It is the thunderclap of bronze on bronze, of shield on shield, as each man throws his left shoulder into his shield bowl and pushes for dear life.   Shoulders dislocate and pop, knee ligaments snap, Achilles’ tendons fray from the awful exertion of combat.  Leonidas’ Spartans smash into the enemy ranks in unison, as one, like a line of warships on the ram.  The murderous iron of the eight-footers extends well beyond the Spartan ranks, punching and striking, driven overhand by the full force of the right arm and shoulder, across the upper rim of the shield; not just the spears of the front-rankers but those of the second and even the third, extending over the mate’s shoulders to form a thrashing machine that advances like a wall of murder.  As wolves in a pack take down the fleeing deer, so does the Spartan phalanx fall upon the enemy ranks, predator-like, cold-blooded, applying the steel with the wordless unity of the killing pack in the homicidal efficiency of the hunt.  Because of brain size, the most dangerous hunter-killer in the world is man.  Combat is thus fast and horrifying and it takes a trained professional to survive, much less win, in that environment.  For this reason, the Spartans have no match.  

 On the center and right, along the whole line the Spartans and the enemy phalanx clash now shield-to-shield, helmet-to-helmet.  The Spartan rear-rankers push the bowls of their hoplon shields flush against the backs of the men in the line in front of them, the soles of their battle sandals churning up trenches in the plain and slinging yet more dust into the already hot, choking air.  The Spartan front-rankers stab and stab and stab, drawing sheets of blood with each mechanical thrust, while the Spartan rear-rankers push and push and push, digging up furrows in the ground.  The locked shields of the enemy front-rankers try to hold back the Spartan avalanche and then with the same sickening sound made by a mountain dam as it gives way unable to withstand the onrushing flood, the enemy phalanx cracks and breaks.  Panic sweeps through their ranks.  Shields are thrown away and the race to escape begins.

Now in the dust of the plain the slaughter begins.  The Spartan front-rankers are all men in their prime.  They are the cream of the polis in speed and strength.  Leonidas unleashes the best of the best on the fleeing enemy.  The killing is effortless and easy: eight-footers in the back, butt-stakes in the groin, limbs hacked off in one brutal motion.  The killing field is littered with enemy shields and helmets, spears and even breastplates, flung aside by the stampeding foe in his flight.  Bodies lie scattered at intervals, facedown, with the shameful gashes of death upon their fleeing backs.  The center of the line is where the slaughter has achieved its most savage concentration.  The chewed-up dirt, dark with panic-piss and blood and sweat and vomit extends in a line three hundred yards across and a hundred deep where the feet of the two phalanxes had heaved and pushed and strained to hold the line.  Bodies sprawl like a carpet on the earth, mounded in places two and three deep. 

When it is over, the Spartans drop to the earth where they stand, on knees first, then knees and elbows, then simply lying on sides and backs, collapsing against one another, sucking in breath in gasping labored need.  Eyes stare vacantly as if blind.  Many vomit uncontrollably, while others shake and weep, faces in their hands, tears rolling down their cheeks in streams.  None can summon strength to speak.  Weapons drop of their own weight, in fists so cramped that the will could not compel the muscles to release their frozen grasp.  When the survivors hear their name called and come forward to take their tickets, they can not stop their limbs from quaking.  All up and down the line, warriors are clustered in groups of twos and threes as the phobos—the fear and terror—they had managed to control throughout the battle now slips its bonds and surges over each man, like a mighty wave, overwhelming their hearts.  Grabbing the hands of their comrades, they kneel in small groups, not to give thanks to the gods, but because the strength has fled from their knees and they can no longer stand.  Many weep.  Others shutter violently. 

Leonidas strides among the men, letting them see their king is still alive.  The men gulp greedily their ration of strong, heavy red wine and make no shame to drink water as well.  Many try to dress their sweat-matted hair to return to normalcy as soon as possible, but their hands shake so violently they can not to it.  Some attempt to clean off their shields, wiping away the blood and brains.


“Does every man have his ticket?” asks Leonidas with a grin.  “Have you stopped shitting yourselves and have your hands stopped shaking to fit them together?   The king laughs and the men laugh with him.  They love Leonidas.  He is one of them.  

“On me, boys, form on me!”  The victors form up in no particular order, wounded and unwounded, Peers and helot squires.  “Hold hands, boys.  Arms around each other and hold hands.”  Leonidas grabs the hands next to him. His calm smile helps their shattered nerves.

“Do you know what the opposite of fear is, boys?  Do you know why we win?”  Heads nod in confirmation.  They have been taught this their entire lives.  The opposite of fear is love.  

“Now on your feet,” orders the king.  “Help those next to you.  Let us collect our dead and take them home.”  With that the victors struggle to stand and begin to scour the killing field for their loved ones.
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