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                      The father of history
In 480 BC, the Persian king Xerxes I arrived in the north of Greece with an army of approximately 200,000 men, one of the largest armies ever amassed. As well as hoping to bring Greece under Persian control, he was determined to get revenge for his father’s defeat at the Battle of Marathon ten years earlier. The Greeks, in spite of being a number of independent, and in some cases rival, city states at that time, united to face the common enemy. What followed is one of the great stories of history, recorded by a man known as ’the father of history’, Herodotus. Herodotus believed in the power of storytelling as much as in detailing the facts. In this extract from Herodotus’ Histories, Xerxes is consulting his Greek advisor, the exiled Spartan king Demaratus, about what he can expect from the Greek army.

‘Demaratus, do you think the Greeks will make a stand against us? I imagine that even if they do, their resistance won’t last long, on account of the fact that they are a divided people.’ After hesitating for a moment, Demaratus answered, ‘Do you want me to give you an honest answer or a pleasing one?’

Xerxes promised he would not punish him if he spoke honestly. So Demaratus said: ‘All Greeks are brave, but the Spartans especially so. They’ll never submit to slavery, even if you secure the surrender of the other Greeks. If only a thousand take the field, they’ll still meet you in battle.’

Xerxes laughed at this. ‘You don’t seriously think that a thousand men, or even fifty thousand, could stand against an army like mine? With a single master, they might fight harder. However, left to their own free choice, they’ll act differently.’

Demaratus replied, ‘You asked for the truth and I gave it. The Spartans are as good as any men, but when they fight together, they are the bravest of all. Because although they are free men, they are not in all respects free. The law is their master and they fear it more than your subjects fear you. Whatever the law commands, they do; and the command is always the same: never flee in battle, stand firm, and conquer or die.’







