
Biological Warfare



Poison arrows from 
early on

• But fair-haired Menelaus spake and heartened him, saying:“Be thou of good 
cheer, neither affright in any wise the host of the Achaeans. [185] Not in a fatal 
spot hath the shaft been fixed; ere that my flashing belt stayed it, and the kilt 
beneath, and the taslet that the coppersmiths fashioned.” Then in answer to him 
spake lord Agamemnon: “Would it may be so, dear Menelaus. [190] But the leech 
shall search the wound and lay thereon simples that shall make thee cease from 
dark pains.” Therewith he spake to Talthybius, the godlike herald:“Talthybius, 
make haste to call hither Machaon, son of Asclepius, the peerless leech, [195] to 
see warlike Menelaus, son of Atreus, whom some man well skilled in archery hath 
smitten with an arrow, some Trojan or Lycian, compassing glory for himself but for 
us sorrow.” So spake he, and the herald failed not to hearken, as he heard, but 
went his way throughout the host of the brazen-coated Achaeans, [200] glancing 
this way and that for the warrior Machaon; and he marked him as he stood, and 
round about him were the stalwart ranks of the shield-bearing hosts that followed 
him from Trica, the pastureland of horses. And he came up to him, and spake
winged words, saying:“Rouse thee, son of Asclepius; lord Agamemnon calleth thee 
[205] to see warlike Menelaus, captain of the Achaeans, whom some man, well 
skilled in archery, hath smitten with an arrow, some Trojan or Lycian, compassing 
glory for himself but for us sorrow.” So spake he, and roused the heart in his 
breast, and they went their way in the throng throughout the broad host of the 
Achaeans. And when they were come where was fair-haired Menelaus, [210] 
wounded, and around him were gathered in a circle all they that were chieftains, 
the godlike hero came and stood in their midst, and straightway drew forth the 
arrow from the clasped belt; and as it was drawn forth the sharp barbs were 
broken backwards. [215] And he loosed the flashing belt and the kilt beneath and 
the taslet that the coppersmiths fashioned. But when he saw the wound where 
the bitter arrow had lighted, he sucked out the blood, and with sure knowledge 
spread thereon soothing simples, which of old Cheiron had given to his father 
with kindly thought. [220] While they were thus busied with Menelaus, good at 
the war-cry, meanwhile the ranks of the shield-bearing Trojans came on; and the 
Achaeans again did on their battle-gear, and bethought them of war. Hom. Il. 
4.183-222



Poison arrows across the 
ancient world

• "This was caused by an arrow," said the doctor. "There is poison in the wound, and it 
has penetrated to the bone. Unless the wound is soon treated, the arm will become 
useless."

• "What do you propose to do?" asked Guan Yu.

• "I know how to cure the wound, but I think you will be afraid of the remedy."

• "Am I likely to be afraid of that when I am not even afraid of death? Death is only a 
return home after all."

• Then Hua Tuo said, "This is what I shall do. In a private room I shall erect a post with a 
steel ring attached. I shall ask you, Sir, to insert your arm in the ring, and I shall bind it 
firmly to the post. Then I shall cover your head with a quilt so that you cannot see, 
and with a scalpel I shall open up the flesh right down to the bone. Then I shall 
scrape away the poison. This done, I shall dress the wound with a certain 
preparation, sew it up with a thread, and there will be no further trouble. But I think 
you may quail at the severity of the treatment.“

• Romance of the Three Kingdoms ch75



Poisoning the Waters

• The Amphictyons, when they were besieging Cyrrha, 
discovered an aqueduct, which supplied the city with water. 
On the advice of Eurylochus, they poisoned the water with 
hellebore, which they procured in great quantity from 
Anticyra. The inhabitants of Cyrrha, who made constant use 
of the water, were seized by a violent sickness, and were 
unable to continue fighting. Under these circumstances, 
the Amphictyons easily defeated them, and made 
themselves masters of the place. Polyaenus 6.13



Poison and disease

• It first began, it is said, in the parts of Ethiopia above Egypt, 
and thence descended into Egypt and Libya and into most 
of the king's country. [2] Suddenly falling upon Athens, it 
first attacked the population in Piraeus,—which was the 
occasion of their saying that the Peloponnesians had 
poisoned the reservoirs, there being as yet no wells there—
and afterwards appeared in the upper city, when the 
deaths became much more frequent. Thuc. 2.48



Fire and smoke at the siege of 
Plataea

• After this the Peloponnesians, finding that their engines effected nothing, 
and that their mound was met by the counterwork, concluded that their 
present means of offense were unequal to the taking of the city, and 
prepared for its circumvallation.  First, however, they determined to try 
the effects of fire and see whether they could not, with the help of a wind, 
burn the town, as it was not a large one; indeed they thought of every 
possible expedient by which the place might be reduced without the 
expense of a blockade. They accordingly brought faggots of brushwood 
and threw them from the mound, first into the space between it and the 
wall; and this soon becoming full from the number of hands at work, they 
next heaped the faggots up as far into the town as they could reach from 
the top,  and then lighted the wood by setting fire to it with sulfur and 
pitch. The consequence was a fire greater than any one had ever yet seen 
produced by human agency, though it could not of course be compared to 
the spontaneous conflagrations sometimes known to occur through the 
wind rubbing the branches of a mountain forest together. Thuc. 2.77



Poisonous 
smoke in 
India

• The smoke caused by burning the powder made of 
the mixture of the dung and urine of pigeons, frogs, 
flesh-eating animals, elephants, men, and boars, the 
chaff and powder of barley mixed with kásísa (green 
sulphate of iron), rice, the seeds of cotton, kutaja 
(nerium antidysentericum), and kosátaki (lufta 
pentandra), cow's urine, the root of bhándi 
(hydroeotyle asiatica), the powder of nimba (nimba 
meria), sigru (hyperanthera morunga), phanirjaka (a 
kind of tulasi plant), kshíbapíluka (ripe coreya 
arborea), and bhánga (a common intoxicating drug), 
the skin of a snake and fish, and the powder of the 
nails and tusk of an elephant, all mixed with the chaff 
of madana and kodravá (paspalam scrobiculatum), or 
with the chaff of the seeds of hastikarna (castor oil 
tree) and palása (butea frondosa) causes 
instantaneous death wherever the smoke is carried 
off by the wind. Arthasastra 16.1



The amazing world of Polyaenus



The use of fire

• While the Athenians were fighting against the Syracusans, Alcibiades 
noticed that there was a great quantity of dry fern between the two 
armies. When a brisk wind was blowing from behind the Athenians, 
and towards the enemy's faces, he ordered the fern to be set on fire. 
The wind drove the smoke into the enemy's eyes, and as a result they 
were completely routed. Pol. 1.40.7

• Ischolaus was marching through a country, which in one part was 
steep and craggy, with many precipices, while in the other part the 
enemy had taken an advantageous position on a mountain that 
commanded the plain below. When the wind was very high, he ordered 
a quantity of wood to be set on fire. The enemy were driven from their 
position by the smoke and fire, and Ischolaus took the opportunity to 
pass by them without loss or danger. Pol. 2.22.2



A bit of extra in your wine

• Himilco the Carthaginian, who was were aware that the 
Africans were fond of liquor, mixed laudanum into a great 
number of jars of wine. After placing the jars in the 
suburbs, he skirmished a little with the enemy, and then 
retreated into the city, as if he had been overpowered. The 
Africans were elated by their apparent success in blocking 
up the Carthaginians in their city. They drank large 
quantities of the abandoned wine, which threw them into a 
profound sleep, and left them at the mercy of the enemy. 
Pol . 5.10.1



Between magic and 
stratagem

• When the Ionian colonists came to Asia, Cnopus, who was descended from the 
family of the Codridae, made war on the inhabitants of Erythrae. He was 
directed by the oracle to commit the conduct of the expedition to a Thessalian 
priestess of Hecate Enodia, and sent an embassy to the Thessalians, which 
returned with the priestess Chrysame. Possessing great skill in the occult 
qualities of herbs, she chose out of the herd a large and beautiful bull, gilded 
his horns, and decorated him with garlands, and purple ribbons embroidered 
with gold. She mixed in his fodder a medicinal herb that would excite madness, 
and ordered him to be kept in the stall and fed upon it. The efficacy of this 
medicine was such, that not only the beast, who ate it, was seized with 
madness; but also all, who ate the flesh of it, when it was in such a state, were 
seized with the same insanity. When the enemy encamped against her, she 
directed an altar to be raised in sight of them; and after every preparation for a 
sacrifice had been made, the bull was brought forth. Under the influence of 
the medicine, the bull broke loose; he ran wild into the plain, roaring, and 
tilting at everything he met. The Erythraeans saw the victim, intended for the 
enemy's sacrifice, running towards their camp, and considered it as a happy 
omen. They seized the beast, and offered him up in sacrifice to their gods; 
everyone, in participation of the sacrifice, ate a piece of the flesh. The whole 
army was soon afterwards seized with madness, and exhibited the same marks 
of wildness and frenzy the bull had done. When Chrysame observed this, she 
directed Cnopus immediately to draw out his forces, and charge the enemy. 
Incapable of making any defence, the Erythraeans were cut to pieces; but 
Cnopus made himself master of Erythrae, a great and flourishing city. Pol. 8.43
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