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WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

As soon as man learned to use rocks and sharp sticks to hunt for meat he probably realized that such 
weapons could be used to impose his will on other people. The earliest for of warfare was brute muscle 
power with those throwing the most accurate stone or swinging the heaviest club enjoying the advan-
tage. Over time, people realized that a sharp rock or stick was more effective than a dull one, so how to 
create and maintain that sharp edge came to be a major goal in weapon development. 

Using rocks as a projectile became more effective when someone realized that they could go further 
and faster when thrown by a long piece of leather. The development of the sling created the ability to 
harass and harm one’s enemy at great range, hurting him while keeping oneself safe. Slingers became 
important units in ancient armies and men talented in its use were in demand as mercenaries. In order 
to maintain a steady supply of projectiles of proper size and weight, rocks were supplanted by pellets 
made of baked clay and later of lead.

Sharpened rocks, and later metal, were shaped into pointed form and attached to the end of sticks, 
creating a weapon that could be used for stabbing (spear) or throwing (javelin). The spear was the pri-
mary weapon used in ancient armies, as masses of men advancing behind those spear points could stab 
enemies without the necessity of hand-to-hand combat. Spears of various lengths were the standard 
weapon until the end of the Greek and the beginning of the Roman Empires. 

The first metal to be used in weaponry was bronze. As it occasionally occurs naturally, it is not 
known when someone learned to blend copper with about a 12% alloy of tin in order to create bronze. 
The earliest bronze implements date to about 3000 BC on the island of Crete, with the use of the 
metal spreading to Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Asia Minor over the next thousand years. It became 
the metal of choice for centuries as it could be forged into swords which had both a sharp point and 
sharp edges, creating a weapon for both thrusting and hacking. Swords were probably an evolution 
from axes and tomahawks, which used a sharped blade attached to the edge of stick of wood. Longer 
and more balanced than an ax, swords were originally sidearms carried by spearmen to used if the 
soldiers broke ranks and got into hand-to-hand fighting. Early sword were really long knives, used 
more for defense than offense. Bronze was also the primary metal used for personal armor: helmets, 
breastplates, greaves, etc. 

About 1500 BC one sees the first appearance of iron implements. Within five hundred years the use 
of wrought iron spread through the eastern Mediterranean world, but early on it was rare and expen-
sive so bronze remained the primary metal for weaponry. When it was used to make swords, however, 
it proved superior to bronze in both strength and the ability to hold a sharper edge for a longer time. 

Late in the Stone Age came the development of the bow and arrow. While still needing talent to 
handle this weapon well, it was still easier to master than the sling and became the primary long-range 
weapon until the 15th century and the advent of gunpowder. The earliest bows came from the Middle 
East, India, and China and were initially made from bamboo. Later one sees the invention of the com-
pound bow, whereby a shaft of wood has added to it pieces of bone and sinew which ultimately make 
it stronger and more flexible. Unstrung, a compound bow is curved; when strung, the curve is to the 
opposite side as the bow is bent back upon itself, giving the bowstring an extra tautness that creates 
greater range. Such weapons have been shown to have a range of at least 300 yards. 

For protection, early soldiers used shields which were initially made of leather. Often the shield 
was made of leather stretched over a wooden or metal circle. When tanned correctly, leather could 
prove to be extremely hard and tough, but to use it as a basis for personal protection small scales of 
bronze of iron would be fastened to the leather in an overlapping fashion to create a cover that was 
both flexible and almost impenetrable. 
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For power and shock, ancient warriors perfected the use of the horse. Cavalry was common though 
not a decisive arm of the military as it would be many centuries before the development of the stirrup 
to give the rider the necessary stability to stay in the saddle through the maneuver and impact of battle. 
Cavalry was at first a symbol of wealth and prestige, but the horse was mainly a method of transport 
to the battlefield rather than part of the battle. That changed with the development of the chariot, a 
two-wheeled (usually) cart that could be ahuled around the battlefield and be used as a platform for 
archers, though for a long time it (like the cavalry) was primarily a method of transport for command-
ers. The exposure of the horses hauling the chariot to enemy arrows made it a less than perfect weapon, 
but when used effectively it could disperse enemy infantry and be extremely effective in pursuit. In 
areas were horses were less available, as in India, elephants were used. They too had serious shock value 
but were hard to maneuver and soldiers soon learned counter-methods to lessen their impact on the 
battlefield. 

The first ancient society to field a professional standing army, as opposed to a temporary militia 
force based on civilian volunteers or levies, were the Assyrians. About 700 BC King Tiglath-Pileser III 
put together a permanent, organized, well-equipped and maintained and trained force that became the 
terror of the Fertile Crescent. Iron was the metal of choice for all their weapons and armor. They de-
pended mainly on massed infantry based on spearmen but supported with talented archers with longer-
range bows with iron-tipped arrows. They employed a large number of chariots for shock value with 
a well-trained cavalry contingent that was used for harassment and pursuit. They would often field 
armies as large as 50,000 men who were trained for combat across different types of terrain, not just flat, 
open ground. They also were the first to implement intentional psychological warfare, creating such a 
terror in their enemies through exceptionally cruel practices that word of their approach could cause 
immediate surrender rather than any resistance. To support the army the Assyrians also developed an 
immense and well-organized logistical system to keep the army supplied on campaign. Although they 
were ultimately defeated, the Assyrians set a standard for professionalism that later kingdoms and em-
pires knew they had to emulate in order to succeed. 

Employing all this technology and manpower to its best effect took the development of tactics, a 
doctrine of how weapons were to be used and how soldiers were to perform on the battlefield. Maneu-
ver may not have been highly regarded with masses of spearmen colliding with each other, but good 
generals had to know their men and how best to handle them in combat. It was a time when bravery 
in battle, though necessary, was not as important as leadership, in all its factors. 
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ASSYRIAN EMPIRE

The first strong Assyrian state was formed in the 
late Bronze Age in the wake of the decline of the 
Mitanni, a confederation of tribes living along 
the upper reaches of the Tigris River. In the 
fourteenth century B.C.E., Ashururballit led his 
people in an expansion westward, during which 
they came to control the upper arch of the Fertile 
Crescent for approximately a century. The As-
syrians ran up against the power of Aram (situ-
ated in modern-day Syria), which blocked their 
access to western trade routes. Still, the early suc-
cess coupled with the continued fighting against 
Aram made the Assyrian army strong and expe-
rienced, able to defend itself and mount major 
raids far to the south and west. With this power-
ful military, Assyria dominated the Near East by 
the 900s B.C.E.

Initially, the Assyrians’ main objective was 
to expand to the Mediterranean coast in order to 
control the major trade routes of ancient times. 
Assyrian armies finally overcame the resistance of 
nations led by Aram, and they captured the ma-
jor city of Damascus in 732 B.C.E. Old Testament 
accounts tell of Assyrian attacks into Samaria 
and Judah, and fighting against the Egyptians. 
Assyria established empire status under the lead-
ership of Sargon II (722–705 B.C.E.), who named 
himself after the Sumerian leader Sargon the 
Great, the first well-known conqueror. Sargon 
II’s son Sennacherib maintained the lands his fa-
ther had conquered, and raided Asia Minor after 
700 B.C.E. Sennacherib established control over 
Phoenician towns on the Mediterranean coast all 
the way to the Egyptian frontier. The last of the 
great emperors was Esarhaddon (681–668 B.C.E.), 
who came to the throne by murdering his father, 
Sennacherib. To secure his frontiers, Esarhaddon 
coupled diplomacy with warfare. He entered into 
agreements with the Medes to the east and the 
cimmerians to the north, but also invaded Egypt, 
a nation seemingly always in rebellion against 
the Assyrian demands for tribute. By the end of 
Esarhaddon’s reign, Assyrian territory stretched 
from the Persian Gulf across the Fertile Crescent 
and halfway down the Nile in Egypt. Assurbani-
pal was the last of the Assyrian kings. More of a 
scholar than a warrior, he let his generals punish 

the rebellious while he established a large library 
at Nineveh.

The Assyrian Empire came to an abrupt end 
in 612 B.C.E. Three hundred years of warfare, 
both conquests and the suppression of almost 
constant rebellions, had put a serious strain on 
Assyrian manpower. The birthrate had not kept 
up with the casualty rate, and the Assyrians had 
been obliged to use conscript troops, who proved 
of doubtful loyalty. Agreements with neighbors 
lapsed, and enemies pressed from all directions. 
Ultimately the Medes led a coalition that laid 
siege to the Assyrian capital city of Nineveh, 
which fell after three months, spelling the end 
of the empire, an end more celebrated than la-
mented. The biblical prophet Nahum wrote, “All 
who hear the news of you clap their hands over 
you. For upon whom has not come your unceas-
ing evil?” Nahum summed it up perfectly; Assyria 
had built and maintained its empire by military 
force and terror, showing no mercy to any de-
feated foe, whether in conquest or rebellion.

The Assyrians were the first people to in-
stitutionalize cruelty to control the lands they 
acquired. Towns destroyed in battle were left in 
ruins as an example to other possible foes. Ashur-
nasipal bragged, “I caused great slaughter. I de-
stroyed, I demolished, I burned. I took their war-
riors prisoner and impaled them on stakes before 
their cities. . . . I flayed the nobles, as many as 
had rebelled, and spread their skins out on the 
piles [of dead bodies]. . . . Many of the captives I 
burned in a fire. Many I took alive; from some I 
cut off their hands to the wrist, from others I cut 
off their noses, ears and fingers; I put out the eyes 
of many soldiers. I burnt their young men and 
women to death.” This boast was not just Ashur-
nasipal’s; every leader acted in the same fashion. 
It is not surprising that they had to deal with con-
stant rebellion; they certainly inspired no loyalty 
from their subjects.

Despite this negative characteristic, the As-
syrians contributed to society and culture. Some 
of the world’s oldest roads were built in the time 
of Sargon II. This road system allowed for freer 
trade and the development of a postal system. 
The Assyrian Empire was the first to construct 
aqueducts. Adopting cuneiform script from the 
Babylonians, the Assyrians became the world’s 
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first serious historians. They established a num-
ber of libraries, where they recorded scientific 
knowledge acquired on their own and from Bab-
ylon. They also inaugurated the first widespread 
use of iron. Though iron was used by the Hittites, 
the Assyrians were the first to use the metal for 
weapons. As more iron-producing territory came 
under their control, it became the most com-
mon metal in tool production, far outperforming 
anything made from bronze. Their artists are re-
garded as masters of relief work, with realistic and 
emotional portrayals of kings at war and sport.

The Assyrians are best remembered, how-
ever, for their accomplishments in warfare. Us-
ing chariots (already invented), they were the 
first to add cavalry to their army, which often 
proved the decisive factor in their victories. As-
syria was the first state, but certainly not the 
last, to build its society around the armed forces. 
They established what may be called the first true 
empire, because whereas most previous warriors 
cam paigned mainly for loot and tribute, the As-
syrians established political control by appoint-
ing governors in conquered lands. Had they had 
the statesmanship skills to match their military 
prowess, they could not only have lasted longer 
as an empire, but they would also have had an 
even greater impact on the progress of ancient 
society and culture.

See also: Hittites; Sargon the Great.

References: Bury, J. B., S. A. Cook, and F. E. Adcock, eds., 
The Cambridge Ancient History: The Assyrian Empire (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1923–1939); Laes-
soe, Jorgen, People of Ancient Assyria, Their Inscriptions and 
Correspondence (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963); 
Saggs, H. W E, The Might That Was Assyria (London: Sidg-
wick & Jackson, 1984).

CANAAN, ISRAELITE INVASION OF

Throughout history, nations have gone to 
war against their enemies in the name of God, 
whether for punishment, revenge, or greed. Sel-
dom has there been a war in which one or all 
of the participants did not try to invoke God’s 
blessing or intercession on their behalf, no mat-
ter who their god may have been. Worse yet, a 
holy war is usually fought with more ferocity and 
less mercy.

The Israelite invasion of the area that has 
come to be known as the Holy Land was prob-
ably as genocidal as any in history, but it seems 
to have been conducted with less malice. As a 
racial and religious group, the Hebrews consid-
ered themselves to have been chosen by the one 
and only God, who had promised their forebear, 
Abraham, that they would have a country of 
their own. Thus, it became a tradition covering 
several centuries that the Hebrews had a man-
date from God to possess this land. The people 
who inhabited the land were virtually unknown 
to the Israelites, and the only indication that the 
invasion was conducted with moral overtones is 
the biblical statement that God was punishing 
the local inhabitants for their idolatry.

Forty years before the invasion began, the 
Israelites were a captive people serving Egyptian 
masters in the Nile Delta region. In response to 
intolerable treatment, they came together under 
the leadership of a man named Moses, who had 
been raised and educated in the household of the 
pharaoh. Though not always popular with the 
rank-and-file Israelites, Moses was able to secure 
their release from bondage during a time of tur-
moil and plague, which had been attributed to 
God’s intercession.

According to the Bible, the Israelites left 
Egypt some six million strong, but were unable 
to muster the resolve necessary to invade their 
objective immediately. They spent 40 years wan-
dering about the Sinai desert, and by the time 
the actual invasion began, their numbers had 
considerably decreased. The Bible states that 
they were fielding an army of about 40,000 men 
as they approached Canaan, the Promised Land. 
The Israelites had apparently come out of Egypt 
unprepared for the hardships of the Sinai or the 
rigors of battle, but during the 40 years of wander-
ing through the territories of various kingdoms, 
they had been toughened and their fighting skills 
sharpened by encounters with nomadic tribes.

At a date scholars place variously from the 
sixteenth to the thirteenth century B.C.E., the Is-
raelites arrived in the area south of the Dead Sea, 
Canaan’s southern limit. They encountered two 
Amorite kingdoms, Sihon and Og, and defeated 
both. According to God’s instruction, through 
Moses, those occupying the land of the ancient 
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mandate were to be killed to protect the Hebrews 
from contamination by idol worshippers. All the 
people were put to the sword, thus clearing the 
land, which reached from the Dead Sea to well 
north of the Sea of Galilee and from the Jordan 
River eastward almost to the Euphrates.

Though the territories of Sihon and Og were 
vast and a part of the Promised Land, the sym-
bolic point at which the Israelites began the in-
vasion was on the Jordan River just south of the 
ancient walled city of Jericho. Moses passed the 
mantle of leadership to Joshua, the general of his 
army, and died without ever having crossed the 
Jordan. Joshua gathered all his people together 
and instructed them to follow the priests who 
were carrying the Ark of the Covenant, the sa-
cred chest containing holy relics, the most im-
portant of which were the tablets containing 
God’s laws, the Ten Commandments. As the 
priests stepped into the water, the Bible says that 
the river ceased to flow, and all the people passed 
through the riverbed dry-shod.

Once across the river, Joshua ordered an 
altar to be built and the proper sacrifices made. 
He reinstituted the ancient rite of circumcision, 
which had been abandoned during the years of 
wandering. He also reconsecrated himself and 
his family to God and the task before them, and 
preparations soon began for the assault. Jericho 
was a strong, walled city founded on the site of 
an abundant spring and surrounded by palms. 
Seeing the Israelites’ approach and terrified by 
the disasters that had befallen Sihon and Og, the 
local inhabitants fled into the walled city. They 
had heard that the Israelites crossed the Jordan 
on dry ground, and had seen with their own eyes 
how the Jordan had ceased to flow.

Joshua instructed his people to march around 
the city silently for six days; on the seventh day 
they would give a great shout, and the walls 
would fall down. This happened as Joshua pre-
dicted, and the people in the city perished—save 
for one family, who had harbored Israelite spies.

After the sacking of Jericho, Joshua planned 
to climb from the river valley to high ground and 
swing south, clearing the land of its inhabitants 
as he went. Standing in his way was the city of 
Ai, another walled city partway up the mountain 
slope. He sent only part of his army (about 3,000 

men) and was repulsed. Joshua returned with the 
bulk of his army, and by a ruse enticed the defend-
ers out of the city. Cut off from the protection of 
the city fortifications, they were ambushed; once 
again, all the inhabitants were killed. Archaeolo-
gists dispute the existence of Ai, but reputedly 
it was very near the city of Bethel; possibly the 
conquests of both cities were accomplished at the 
same time. Whatever the explanation, the Isra-
elites unquestionably stormed the heights, and 
Joshua continued his conquest.

The only exception to the policy of genocide 
apparently occurred at this time. The inhabitants 
of Gibeon took advantage of the Israelites’ unfa-
miliarity with the country. Sending out emissar-
ies dressed in rags and professing to be travelers 
from a distant land, they exacted a pledge from 
Joshua that he would spare their people. When 
Joshua learned that they lived just over the next 
ridge, he honored his pledge, but sentenced them 
to be slaves, forever “carriers of water and hewers 
of wood.”

The land of God’s mandate, now called Is-
rael, extended roughly from the Dead Sea in the 
south past the Sea of Galilee in the north; it was 
bounded by the Mediterranean on the west and 
by some portion of the Euphrates on the east. 
After passing Gibeon, Joshua continued south 
along the mountains and then dropped into the 
lowlands, taking all the land to the south and 
west. Retracing his steps, he conquered most of 
the land in the north. In all, the Bible lists 31 
kingdoms that were conquered, including Jeri-
cho. No peace treaties were made, except for that 
with the Gibeonites, and no one was allowed to 
surrender. Though the Bible states that the con-
quest was complete after six years and that the 
Israelites then rested, it is clear that some resis-
tance still remained even when Joshua died, 25 
years after the invasion began.

The chief problem lay with the Philistines, a 
non-Semitic people of mysterious origin occupying 
the area along the southern seacoast. So stubborn 
was their resistance, so superior their iron weapons 
over the bronze implements of the Israelites, and 
so devious their tactics that the term Philistine has 
come to mean a person of crass and base instincts. 
The Philistines fought against the Israelites in the 
time of the judges (the two centuries or so after 
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invasion), and brought about Samson’s downfall. 
A giant Philistine from Gath was killed by young 
David, setting the boy on the path to power. Not 
until David was king did the entire Promised Land 
come under complete Hebrew control. The geno- 
cidal policy was never fully implemented, and the 
Bible blames many of the later problems of the na-
tion on interracial marriages, economic ties, and 
the worship of false gods.

For more than 3,000 years the descendants 
of the Israelites have possessed (in their own 
minds and that of many others) the Promised 
Land, if they have not always controlled it. This 
land was the geopolitical center of the then-civi-
lized world: exposed to all cultures and religions, 
crossed by most of the trading caravans, and host 
to ships from the far places of the sea. Christi-
anity began here and, though dominated by the 
Romans for centuries, this product of the land 
conquered and eventually possessed even that 
great power.

The Israelite conquest that came sweeping 
out of the desert one and a half millennia be-
fore the time of Christ has had more far-reaching 
consequences on the entire world than any other 
conquest in history. Though the land today is of 
relative insignificance in an economic sense, it 
continues to be a force in world affairs—a mag-
net for Jews, Muslims, and Christians, many 
with the old antipathies and genocidal tenden-
cies intact.

References: Gaubert, Henri, Moses and Joshua, Founders of 
the Nation (New York: Hastings House, 1969); Grant, Mi-
chael, The History of Ancient Israel (New York: Scribner, 
1984); Miller, James, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1968).

CHALDEAN (NEO-BABYLONIAN)  
EMPIRE, EXPANSION OF

Many memorable civilizations arose in the area 
known as Mesopotamia, the land lying between 
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers above the Persian 
Gulf. The Bible frequently mentions Mesopota-
mian civilizations, especially the spectacular city 
of Babylon. The city lay some 150 miles south of 
Sumer, site of the world’s first civilization. The 
ruins of the ancient city visible today were left 
by the Chaldeans, or Neo- Babylonians, another 

Semitic group that came to prominence after the 
first Babylon settled by the Amorites.

The Assyrians, a warrior race based some 200 
miles north of Babylon, were in total control of 
Mesopotamia around 750 B.C.E. Being a people 
dedicated to conquest and plunder, the Assyrians 
maintained a mighty army but made no loyal al-
lies among their conquests. Hatred of the Assyr-
ians by their conquered subjects ultimately weak-
ened the civilization. Being forced to deal with 
almost continual rebellions laid them open to 
conquest from the outside, an invasion that came 
from the Chaldeans and Medes. The Chaldeans 
had lived in the Persian Gulf area for centuries 
and the Medes lived in the foothills of Persia. To-
gether, led by the Chaldean king Nabopolasser, 
they destroyed the Assyrian capital at Nineveh 
in 612 B.C.E.

With the Assyrians removed from power, 
the Chaldeans and Medes split the territory; the 
Chaldeans occupied the area around Babylon, 
and the Medes settled in the northwest. King 
Nabopolasser established his capital at Babylon, 
ascending the throne in that city in 604 B.C.E. 
Defeat of the Assyrians did not bring peace to 
the Chaldeans, however. Assyria’s fall encour-
aged the expansion of Egypt, under Pharaoh 
Necho, into Syria. Nabopolasser wanted to resist, 
but failing health caused him to send his son Ne-
buchadnezzar to fight the Egyptians. The Chal-
deans won a major battle at Carchemish, but the 
Egyptians remained covetous of Syria. Allying 
themselves with Phoenicia and the kingdom of 
Judah, the Egyptians returned to the area. Again 
they met defeat at Chaldean hands. Nebuchad-
nezzar captured the capital of Judah, Jerusalem, 
and took a large part of the nation’s population 
into captivity in Babylon in 597 B.C.E. When the 
Egyptians tried a third time to take Syria—and 
were a third time defeated— Nebuchadnezzar 
again took Jerusalem by siege and removed the 
remainder of the population.

While Nebuchadnezzar was in the Mediter-
ranean coastal area, he made war against Phoe-
nicia, capturing the port city of Sidon. He was 
unable to capture the fortress city of Tyre, though 
he disrupted their trade. During this expedition, 
Egypt caused little trouble. Nebuchadnezzar’s 
successor, Neriglassar, took military action to 
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defend his national borders from an invasion in 
the west. Neriglassar’s successor, and the final 
Chaldean king, was Nabonidus, who spent much 
of his reign putting down Syrian rebellions and 
capturing the town of Shindini in Edom.

Though the Chaldean Empire was not as large 
as that of the Assyrians, the former were known as 
the great conquerors of the Middle East because 
of better documentation, especially in the Bible. 
Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem, burned the 
temple of Solomon, and hauled the people into 
captivity, but he was also famous for beautifying 
Babylon and transforming it into the cultural and 
economic center of its time. The city was about 
81 square miles in area and surrounded by a de-
fensive wall of brick. Eight gates into the city were 
dedicated to eight Chaldean gods. Babylon not 
only had a royal residence along the Euphrates, 
but sophisticated, multistory housing and paved 
streets. Such architectural marvels as the Hang-
ing Gardens and huge temples (possibly even the 
Tower of Babel) were located in Babylon.

The city became the trade center of the 
Middle East, bringing in goods from India and 
Arabia. The people excelled in science, espe-
cially astronomy and astrology. Babylon became 
the center of learning in Mesopotamia, and the 
beginnings of literature can be traced there. The 
king, though not considered divine, was believed 
to be a mediator between the gods and the peo-
ple, and he had to perform rituals worshipping 
Ishtar, Marduk, and Shamush.

Despite this cultural advancement, or per-
haps because of it, the Chaldeans became the 
targets of yet other invaders. In 539 B.C.E., the 
Persian king Cyrus attacked from the east and 
overwhelmed the Chaldean military, which had 
been neglected in favor of science and the arts.

See also: Assyrian Empire; Palestine, Egyptian Invasions of.

References: Falls, Cyril, The First 3000 Years (New York: Vi-
king Press, 1960); Mac-Queen, James, Babylon (New York: 
Praeger, 1965); Seignobos, Charles, The World of Babylon 
(New York: Leon Amiel, 1975).

CYRUS THE GREAT

Texts sing with endless praise of the accomplish-
ments of Cyrus, king of Persia. One would think, 

therefore, that there would be few unrecorded 
aspects of his life. However, it appears that rela-
tively little is known of his early life and many 
of his achievements. The contemporary coverage 
focused on three battles that led to the creation 
of the Persian Empire and on a few decisions 
made at the beginning of his reign. His birth and 
death are shrouded in myth.

Some have speculated that Cyrus was the son 
of a sheepherder who migrated from the moun-
tains north of modern-day Iraq to the plains of 
the Tigris River valley. We do know that his fa-
ther, Cambyses, ruled over a small Persian tribe 
in the southern Tigris-Euphrates area. When 
Cambyses died, Cyrus took over and united all 
of the Persian tribes under his rule in 559 B.C.E.

The first of the three battles in which he is 
known to have fought received limited coverage, 
Supposedly, Cyrus moved against Astyages, king 
of the Medes, capturing the capital city of Ec-
batana in 550.This aggressive act caused the Lyd-
ian King Croesus to turn his attention toward the 
rising Persian threat.The Lydians were allied with 
the Medeans and, through Croesus’s conquests, 
the Lydian boundaries had been extended to the 
Halys River, west of the newly acquired kingdom 
of the Persians. Croesus wasted no time in hir-
ing Spartan mercenaries to mount an offensive 
against Cyrus. When he learned of this, Cyrus led 
his forces into Lydian territory, demanding that 
Croesus surrender and become his royal vassal. 
After a series of battles, Croesus was crushed and 
the Lydian capital at Sardis was captured in 546. 
Cyrus’s generals extended his empire to the Hel-
lespont while he attempted conquests in the east. 
Again, the details of his exploits have escaped 
modern historians. Evidently, he succeeded in 
extending the boundaries of the empire to the 
Indus River in the east and the Oxus River in the 
northeast.

Cyrus now sought to bring the Babylonian 
Empire under his control. In 539, conflict be-
gan when Belshazzar, the emperor’s son and 
the reigning governor of Babylon, confronted 
Cyrus at Opis. Belshazzar was soundly defeated 
and the city of Babylon was captured without a 
fight. Cyrus entered the city several days later, 
proclaiming himself liberator. Several factors 
contributed to the fall of Babylon. Nebonidus, its 
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