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Editors’ Note

We believe that The Reader’s Companion to Mili-
tary History is the most accurate reflection avail-
able of the current state of the art. In this book
you will find what the foremost practitioners of
military history, including our advisory board
and the more than 150 authorities who have writ-
ten entries, consider most important. The 570
entries are a distillation: here are the concepts,
personalities, organizations, wars, battles, and gen-
eral phenomena that seem both basic and indis-
pensable.

The study of military history has undergone
drastic changes in recent years. The old drums-
and-bugles approach will no longer do. Factors
such as economics, logistics, intelligence, and
technology receive the attention once accorded
solely to battles and campaigns and casualty
counts. Words like “strategy” and “operations”
have acquired meanings that might not have been
recognizable a generation ago. Changing attitudes
and new research have altered our views of what
once seemed to matter most. For example, several
of the battles that Edward Shepherd Creasy listed
in his famous 1852 book Fifteen Decisive Battles
of the World rate hardly a mention here, and the
confrontation between Muslims and Christians
at Poitiers-Tours in 732, once considered a water-
shed event, has been downgraded to a raid in
force.

The subject matter of this book ranges from the
origins of war to ethnic cleansing, from Thut-
mose III to H. Norman Schwarzkopf, from the
War of the Triple Alliance in Paraguay to the Bat-
tle of Khalkin-Gol on the border of Mongolia and
Manchuria. Here you will find the unexpected,
the surprising. What is the only major engage-
ment fought between Chinese and Arabs? The
Battle of Talas River, 751. Who originated the

term No Man’s Land? Ernest Swinton, 1909. What
is the truth about Roland? The hero of legend
was actually an incompetent leader. Who first
used ironclad ships in battle? The Korean admiral
Yi Sun-Shin, in the 1590s. Were the fearsome
Amazons purely a myth? Perhaps, but remains of
women warriors have been unearthed in the Black
Sea region. What may have been the largest naval
battle in history? Not Leyte Gulf, in 1944, but
Ecnomus, in the First Punic War, 256 B.C.

Although the Reader’s Companion runs to 542
pages, it does not — cannot — provide equal cov-
erage for all countries and all centuries. To eluci-
date and explain all the wars that have taken
place, absorbing the energies and resources of hu-
mankind for millennia, would be impossible in a
single volume; this book does not pretend to be an
encyclopedia. But how can military history be
reduced to manageable proportions? Two obvious
options, to deal only with the modern world or
only with the West, immediately fell by the way-
side, because they would have excluded many fas-
cinating precedents and parallels. For example,
the entry on “Drill” would have been confined to
modern “square-bashing,” instead of drawing at-
tention to the remarkable coincidence that only
two societies, China and the West, invented drill,
and that both did so twice, at precisely the same
time — in the fifth century B.c. and again, draw-
ing on those classical precedents, in the sixteenth
century A.D.

We therefore adopted two working principles
in selecting entries and allocating relative
lengths: (1) given that the Western way of warfare
has come to dominate armed conflict all over the
globe, we have “privileged” Western matters; and
(2) given that many readers will be more inter-
ested in recent wars, we have also given more
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weight to the conflicts, personalities, and devel-
opments that shaped warfare in the twentieth
and, to a lesser degree, the nineteenth century.
Thus we have two entries entitled “Korean War,”
one dealing with the conflict of the 1950s, the
other with that of the 1590s. The first is far more
substantial, however, and the leading participants
have entries of their own, whereas the second is
far shorter, and only the Japanese leader who
launched the invasion and the Korean admiral
who destroyed the invasion fleet receive separate
notice. So although “non-Western” phenomena
feature in our volume, they receive proportion-
ately less attention. Likewise, although World
War I and Rome’s Punic Wars are both included,
the former is one of the longest entries in the
book, with separate treatments for each major
battle and prominent commander, whereas the
latter is much shorter, with separate treatment of
only a few leading players.

Readers can find entries on subjects that inter-
est them in one of three ways: by going straight
to the relevant place in the main text, which is
alphabetically arranged; by following up cross-
references in those texts; and by checking the in-
dex for the location of additional topics. Inevita-
bly, however, as stated at the outset, some will
search in vain, since our selection, even though
informed by a distinguished advisory board, could
not include everything. We would be delighted to
hear of any glaring omissions; perhaps gaps can
be filled in a future edition. Meanwhile, we hope
that every reader will find unfamiliar material —
even on familiar subjects — that will provoke and
challenge as well as inform, for as Sir Walter Ra-
leigh observed in the early seventeenth century,
“The ordinary theme and argument of all history
is war.”

ROBERT COWLEY
GEOFFREY PARKER
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Abd el-Krim

18812-1963, Moroccan Berber Leader

Born the son of a Berber tribal leader, Abd el-Krim
(Mohammed Abd el-Karim el-Khattabi, “Wolf of
the Rif”) became a Muslim judge at Melilla, the
chief town in Spanish Morocco, where he also edited
a newspaper. A quarrel with a Spanish officer land-
ed him in prison, but he escaped and, joined by his
tribesmen, launched a revolt against Spanish rule.
Throughout 1921-1922, he led raids on Spanish out-
posts and ambushed Spanish patrols. On July 21,
1921, he scored a victory over a Spanish army under
General Fernandez Silvestre in the Battle of Anoual
and then advanced to the outskirts of Melilla.

In 1923 he declared a republic of the Rif and created
a modern army, equipped it with machine guns and
mountain howitzers, and hired numbers of mercenar-
ies, including deserters from the French Foreign Le-
gion.

When the French advanced against him, he success-
fully attacked them too, advancing almost to Fez be-
fore he was defeated in 1925 by French general Louis
Lyautey. Harassed by French and Spanish forces, he
surrendered on May 26, 1926, to the French and was
exiled to the Indian Ocean island of Réunion. He was
released in 1947 and went to Egypt, where he contin-
ued his anti-French campaign until his death.

BYRON FARWELL

Accommodation for Troops

The accommodations made available for soldiers re-
flect the nature of armies and the resources of govern-
ments. Strong, centralized states prefer keeping at
least the core of their armies well in hand. The camps
of Rome’s legions (q.v.) tended to evolve into perma-

nent communities. The Ottoman Empire’s janissaries
and some of its technical troops lived in barracks. In
practice, however, such forces tended with time to
acculturate to their civilian environments. In the
field, the subsistence nature of preindustrial econo-
mies, whether Asian, European, or African, guaran-
teed that large forces seldom stayed long in any one
place. Quartering was correspondingly ad hoc, usu-
ally involving soldiers lodged with civilians or in pub-
lic buildings at community expense.

The rise of large, permanent standing armies in
Europe during the late sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies created new problems. No state was willing
to spend its limited military budget on infrastruc-
ture. The result was a systematic extension of billet-
ing. Soldiers were assigned to private homes, taverns,
empty buildings, and stables — usually in small
groups and usually on a temporary basis, to prevent
both affinities and hostilities from developing be-
tween the soldiers and their unwilling hosts. In the-
ory, the men were supposed to receive rations or sub-
sistence allowances; however, “free quarters” tended
to be the rule. Under this system, property owners
received receipts that could later be redeemed from
the appropriate authorities, though delay and dis-
counting often soured relations between the state and
its subjects.

The worst effects of billeting were modified by the
common practice of allowing soldiers to seek jobs in
their extensive off-duty hours. From a military point
of view, however, the negative effects on training,
discipline, and unit cohesion outweighed the sys-
tem’s advantages. In the aftermath of the Seven Years’
War (q.v.), Europe’s armies were increasingly concen-
trated in barracks financed by governments’ steadily
improving ability to tax and borrow. By modern stan-
dards the accommodations were primitive, with men
sleeping two to a bed, latrine facilities consisting of a
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tub somewhere on the floor, and married quarters
defined by blankets hung from ropes. These condi-
tions, however, did not differ significantly from the
standard lifestyles of the peasants and casual laborers
who made up the armies.

Risks of contagious diseases were more than bal-
anced by the utility of having concentrations of reli-
able men in case of civic disorder or natural catastro-
phes. At the same time, troops in barracks were
initially kept isolated, as much to protect middle-
class sensibilities from the sights, sounds, and smells
of a “brutal and licentious soldiery” as to seal off the
soldiers from the revolutionary ideas that swept
Europe in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Success in both endeavors was limited.
During the revolutions of 1848 in particular, units
often refused to act against civilian crowds that in-
cluded sweethearts and drinking companions.

As short-term conscription became the principal
means of recruitment, barracks life was accurately
perceived as the only way to socialize draftees into
military systems in an acceptable period of time. One
result was a steady improvement in living conditions.
By 1914 the average European soldier ate and slept
about as well as he could expect to at home when
times were good. This fact contributed not a little to
the relative acceptability of military service among
young adults.

World War I (q.v.) and its aftermath changed sig-
nificantly the pattern of military accommodations.
During the war, billeting made a temporary come-
back, particularly in Britain. Permanent facilities,
however, were so overcrowded that they deteriorated
significantly. After 1918 funding for repair and re-
placement was limited. The result was a growing gap
between living conditions in the army and those in
civilian life. The German Wehrmacht owed a good
part of its initial popularity to the new buildings that
sprang up after 1935 to house the new generations of
conscripts.

Post-World War II affluence combined with the
growing importance of long-service volunteers, even
in ostensibly conscripted forces, led armies in the
1970s increasingly to abandon Western communal
barracks in favor of accommodations more like col-
lege dormitories or efficiency apartments. The Soviet
Union retained the traditional system — a decision
that contributed to the growing disaffection that led
to its collapse. In increasingly privatized societies,

where separate rooms and separate televisions are
becoming norms for adolescents, barracks may be-
come as obsolete as billets.

DENNIS E. SHOWALTER

Reginald Hargreaves, “Bivouacs, Billets, and Barracks,” Army
Quarterly (January 1963): 231-242.

Actium, Battle of
September 2, 31 B.C.

At Actium, Octavian (the future Roman emperor
Augustus) and his general Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa
defeated Mark Antony and Cleopatra VII of Egypt,
ending the Roman Civil War. In the name of the re-
public, Octavian declared war in 32 B.c. on Cleopatra,
to whom Antony was both husband and ally. Each
army numbered thirty legions. Antony enjoyed a su-
periority in cavalry furnished by eastern allies, but
Octavian possessed more veteran legions; at sea, Oc-
tavian'’s fleet of six hundred quinqueremes outclassed
the five hundred belonging to Antony. Antony blun-
dered in allowing himself to be besieged on the Ac-
tium promontory in western Greece. During the sum-
mer of 31 B.C., hungry Antonian soldiers deserted in
droves. On September 2, 31 B.C., Antony risked a des-
perate breakout with his remaining two hundred sea-
worthy quinqueremes, and it ended in fiasco. Cleopa-
tra’s squadron of sixty ships escaped, followed by
Antony in his flagship; but the rest of the fleet, pur-
sued by Agrippa, fled in disorder to Actium’s harbor.
On the next day, Antony’s army and fleet surrendered.
Actium closed a century of revolution that had
wracked the Roman world. In 30 B.c. Octavian an-
nexed the eastern provinces after Antony and Cleopa-
tra, each in turn, committed suicide. In naval warfare,
Actium was the last clash of great warships in classi-
cal antiquity. For the next four centuries, the Roman
navy faced no rival, and so concentrated on trans-
ports, river flotillas, and swift coastal craft to sup-

press piracy.
KENNETH W. HARL

Aerial Weapons

The advantages of discharging missiles from a height
were understood from the dawn of time, and apprecia-
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tion of the military potential of aerial weaponry pre-
dated human-carrying flying vehicles. Visionary
schemes foresaw destruction raining down from bal-
loons, and Austrian forces suppressing a rebellion ac-
tually attacked Venice with unmanned balloons car-
rying incendiary bombs in 1849.

But as a practical matter, aerial weaponry had to
await the development of the airplane and dirigible.
Rifles and machine guns were carried aloft almost
from the beginning and were used with limited effect
by Italian aviators against Ottoman forces in Libya in
1911. The Italians also dropped crude bombs, which
showed more promise.

Aerial weaponry came of age during World War I
(q.v.), following a brief period in which aircraft were
used almost exclusively for reconnaissance (q.v.); the
aviators defended themselves with pistols and rifles.
Pusher aircraft, with the crew seated ahead of the
engine and propeller for a clear forward field of fire,
were armed with machine guns even before the war,
but these airplanes were slower than “tractor” scouts
with forward-mounted engines. The seminal event,
the development of synchronization gear, made it
possible to mount a machine gun to fire through the
propeller arc ahead of the pilot, making the entire
aircraft a gun mount and vastly simplifying aiming.
Defensive machine guns on flexible mounts soon fol-
lowed. Machine gun-armed aircraft were used to
strafe ground troops, and from 1917, the Germans and
then the Allies fielded specialized ground-attack air-
craft. After experiments with steel flechettes, highly
explosive bombs fitted with fins and impact fuses
became the staple of aecrial bombardment.In 1915, the
Germans launched zeppelins capable of carrying two
tons of bombs, and by war’s end the largest conven-
tional bombers carried bomb loads of more than a ton.
Such aircraft, however, were exceptional, and primi-
tive aiming and navigation systems limited their ef-
fectiveness. Zeppelin raids were briefly effective as a
terror weapon, and attacks on London by conven-
tional bombers in 1917 forced the British to hold back
large numbers of aircraft from the Western Front for
defense — but bombing had little effect on the war.
Aerial reconnaissance, artillery spotting, and denying
the enemy use of the air remained far more important
than bombardment. Techniques and technologies de-
veloped in World War I reached maturity during the
interwar period and played important roles in World
Warll|(q.v.), notably dive-bombing, torpedo attacks on

ships, and cannon- and rocket-armed fighters. On
fighters, ring-and-bead gun sights gave way to an illu-
minated display projected on a ground glass plate in
front of the pilot, controlled by a gyroscopic mecha-
nism that automatically computed the lead angle;
these would revolutionize air-to-air combat by mak-
ing average fighter pilots adequate marksmen.

In 1918, rifle-caliber machine guns were the stan-
dard aircraft armament — twin synchronized guns on
fighters for attack and manually aimed flexible guns
for defense. By 1939-1940, British fighters carried as
many as eight rifle-caliber machine guns, the Ameri-
cans were standardizing .so-caliber weapons, Ger-
man fighters carried 20-mm shell-firing cannon, and
newer American and British bombers had hydraulic
and electrically powered multiple-gun turrets. Radar,
first used to direct ground-controlled intercepts of
attacking bombers and then mounted in night fight-
ers and bombers to permit attacks in darkness and
through clouds, completely reshaped the face of aerial
warfare from 1940 t0 1945.

Ground and naval forces proved vulnerable to aerial
attack from the beginning of World War II, and air
superiority became an essential ingredient of victory.
Carrier-based dive-bombers and torpedo-bombers re-
placed the guns of capital ships as arbiters of naval
combat. Fighters carried heavier cannon; rockets sup-
plemented guns for ground attack and, in German
service, for attacks on bomber formations. German
aircraft dropped radio-controlled, visually guided
bombs and missiles in attacks on ships from 1943, and
the Americans used radio-controlled bombs against
bridges in 1944-1945. American forces introduced
napalm (jellied gasoline) firebombs as an antiperson-
nel weapon.

Advances in aircraft speed, range, and load-carrying
capability made long-range aerial bombardment a
major factor in World War II, although problems in
accuracy and navigation had to be solved before at-
tacks on cities, transportation nets, and industry
could have strategic impact. The destruction by fire-
storm of Guernica at the hands of German and Italian
bombers in the Spanish civil war (q.v.) provided a
foretaste of the vulnerability of cities to incendiary
bombs. Japanese attacks on Chinese cities from 1937
and German raids during the Battle of Britain (q.v.)
hinted at the potential of long-range strategic bom-
bardment; however, only the British Royal Air Force
and the U.S. Army Air Forces realized that potential,
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and then not until 1943-1945. By war’s end, heavy
bombers routinely carried two to seven tons of
bombs, and the British on occasion employed enor-
mous bombs of twelve thousand and twenty-two
thousand pounds, known as “blockbusters.” The
defining expression of strategic bombardment came
with the atomic bombs, which destroyed Hiroshima
and Nagasaki in August 1945, though, ironically, in-
cendiary attacks on cities — notably Hamburg, Dres-
den, and Tokyo — caused far more deaths.

The appearance of jet aircraft late in World War I
introduced unprecedented speed to aerial combat, de-
manding air-to-air weapons with increased range and
single-shot lethality. In response, guided missiles be-
gan to enter service in the middle to late 1950s. The
first to achieve combat success was the U.S. Navy’s
heat-seeking Sidewinder in 1958; with progressive
improvements, it remains in service. Radar-guided
missiles offered the advantage of being able to attack
through clouds, but they were more complex than
heat-seekers and took longer to mature technically.
The replacement of vacuum tubes with transistors
from the 1970s in the West — but, significantly, not
in the Soviet Union — enormously improved reliabil-
ity and introduced an ongoing revolution in mini-
aturization. The first heat-seekers homed in on en-
gine heat and flew up the tailpipe to achieve a kill;
current infrared missiles are all-aspect — thatis, they
can acquire the target from the front or sides as well as
from the rear, homing in on the jet exhaust plume and
using sophisticated lead-computing gyros to deter-
mine target location and laser proximity fuses to deto-
nate the warhead.

Radar missiles have undergone comparable im-
provement and now encompass several basic types,
each with its particular advantages: active homing
missiles, which carry their own transmitters and re-
ceivers; semiactive homing missiles, which carry
only a receiver and depend on the launching aircraft’s
radar to illuminate the target; and passive hom-
ing missiles, which lock onto enemy radar transmis-
sions. Active missiles operate autonomously once
launched, thatis, they require no external commands,
but are comparatively large and complex. Semiactive
missiles are smaller and simpler, but require the
launching aircraft to continue transmitting and re-
main pointed generally toward the target until mis-
sile impact. Passive radar missiles operate autono-
mously, but can home in only so long as the enemy

radar is transmitting. Active radar homing is widely
used in antiship missiles, often with infrared terminal
homing. Semiactive radar missiles are the most com-
mon type of air-to-air missile next to infrared. Passive
radar missiles are widely used to attack radar-control-
led, surface-based antiaircraft guns and missiles.

Air-to-ground weaponry was revolutionized by the
development in the United States of television, laser,
and autonomously guided aerial munitions in the late
1960s. These munitions proved enormously effective
in destroying discrete targets such as bridges and
power plants late in the Vietnam War (q.v.). The lesson
was reinforced in the Gulf War (q.v.) of 1990-1991.
Although laser-guided bombs took most of the
plaudits in the Persian Gulf, autonomously guided
Tomahawk cruise missiles, using on-board, terrain-
mapping radar for orientation, demonstrated that air-
breathing cruise missiles could evade sophisticated
antiaircraft defenses and inflict significant damage on
small, high-value targets.

More exotic aerial weapons include aerially
sprayed defoliants, used extensively by the United
States in Vietnam; fuel-air bombs, in which an aero-
sol-sprayed explosive agent such as butane detonates
in combination with atmospheric oxygen; and aeri-
ally dispensed micotoxins, highly lethal organisms
related to fungi, used by Soviet and Soviet client
forces in the Middle East and Southeast Asia.
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Agincourt, Battle of
October 25, 1415

Had Henry V of England been less strong-willed, the
Battle of Agincourt — thanks to Shakespeare, prob-
ably the most famous clash of the Hundred Years’ War
(q.v.), although it was less politically significant than
Poitiers (q.v.) and far less innovative in terms of tac-
tics and weaponry than Crécy (q.v.) — would never
have taken place. During the five-week siege of the
Norman port of Harfleur, which opened the fifteenth-
century phase of the war, Henry’s army suffered heav-



