What Factors Made Alexander the Great so Adept at Sieges?

Alexander the  Great was born in July 356BC and became the king of Macedonia from 336BC until 323BC. He was the son of the famous military strategist Philip II and Queen Olympia. He came to the throne when he was only 20 years old and spent his short time as king conquering the entire known world and beyond. When he died Philip had left Alexander many colonies, with the biggest ones stretching across Thrace and Thessaly (Fantoukis, 2022). Alexander would spend his first couple of years getting these nations under control before beginning his campaign east. As a youth, Alexander was taught by the philosopher Aristotle in the ways of leadership, science, race, philosophy and maths. Aristotle started Alexander’s love for Homer, and especially the Iliad, with him keeping the book under his pillow with his dagger as a boy. This early start in life, as well as the inspiration from his father, would set Alexander up perfectly for his future conquests (Prevas, 2019). 
[image: ]Plutarch tells us that when Alexander was young, his father was gifted a horse, however it was terribly aggressive and untameable, not permitting anyone to ride it. Philip quickly grew tired of the horse and Alexander asked if he could attempt to tame it. This amused many of the older individuals, however being a smart boy Alexander had noticed that the horse was scared of its own shadow; this allowed him to come from that side and mount him, attaching the bridle also. This show of bravery and intelligence showed the man that Alexander would grow up to be, a remarkable military strategist but also a brave leader, willing to lead his troops from the front (Trenton and Sneed, 2018). In 338BC an 18 Year old Alexander joined his father in the battle of Chaeronea against some of the Greek city states. Alexander was in charge of the Macedonian left wing and was responsible for the massacre of the Theban warriors, which caused a victory for the Macedonians. Alexander punched a hole through their flank with his cavalry and was followed behind by his infantry. This goes further to show just how adept Alexander was as a military leader, even from a very young age (Eddy Samuel K, 2022). 
Figure 1, Alexander the Great mosaic, (Leonard, 2015)

A large factor as to why Alexander the Great was so good at sieges was down to the siege technology. Alexander came of age at a time of great innovation where many new technologies were being built and perfected. Before Alexander, the only item taken to a siege would be ladders to scale the walls, but more often than not this did not end well for the attackers, leaving the only real methods of winning a siege to be betrayal and attrition. Philip II, Alexander’s father, was quoted as saying that he could capture any city as long as he could get a mule laden with gold to the gates (English, 2009). When Alexander became king however, he had many more options which he put to good use. 
[image: ]The concept of a catapult was developed around 399BC, however this was a much simpler device than those that were eventually used by Alexander (Rihll, 2008). These devices were named the gastraphetes, (see figure 2), and were handheld and would be pulled back against the stomach, and then the device would hold the string in place while the operator aimed. The advantage of this over a regular bow was that the operator could get more power from it due to using two arms to pull the missile back. This was later scaled up and mounted on a base, allowing it to fire larger projectiles and be more powerful (see figure 2). Eventually as the potentials of torsion were developed, the stone throwing catapult was built mid way through Alexander’s reign. This all meant that for the first time in history the attackers were able to launch large missiles at the defending city, giving Alexander’s forces an advantage as most people at the time were unused to these. This made Alexander good at sieges as it showed his ability to take on new technologies and use them to his advantage. 	Comment by Julie Y. Davis: Need brackets
Figure 2, Gastraphetes, (Dominish, 2005)
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[image: ]Figure 3, Catapult, (Hughes, 2023)
Figure 4, Catapult, (White, 2009)
Alexander the Great was adept at using older technologies such as ladders. Although ladders were somewhat primitive they were remarkably easy to construct and manoeuvre, making them very useful when the time came. Alexander often found himself at the walls of a city without his siege train as that was much slower moving and then required assembly. Ladders were also very flexible and Alexander was able to use them in a number of different circumstances. He was ingenious in the way that he made the ladders only three or four metres high, which meant that when they inevitably broke the soldiers using them at the time were not injured badly. At the Siege of Malian, Alexander climbed the ladders and entered the city first to inspire confidence and motivation in response to his troops having a lacklustre start (English, 2009). 
Another technology that had been around for a while was the battering ram, although Alexander never really made great use of this. The ram of this period would have been encased in a shed-like structure to protect the men within it and would have been wheeled to the gates of the (English, 2009). However, Alexander always opted for other approaches to the cities that he was besieging; the reasons for his disinterest in the battering ram are not apparent but clearly that was just his style. This shows Alexander did not get caught up with using new technologies but also stuck to the tried and tested methods that he was familiar with, but also did not feel the need to bring siege engines that he didn’t get on with as much, such as rams, allowing for more resources to be used in building other equipment. 
In 398BC attackers were able to get into a city by another method other than ladder, this came in the form of the siege tower which was documented by Diodorus at the siege of Motya (English, 2009). REF These original siege towers were built six stories tall and would be on wheels so that they could be pushed to the city walls (English, 2009). Soon after this, catapults would be mounted to the tops in order for the attackers to unleash their missiles with much more accuracy. At this point the siege tower was just an encased ladder to protect the soldiers within. By the time Alexander was commissioning these they were built much higher, some even reaching 45 metres when besieging Tyre (see figure 5), and they were built with staircases and platforms within to house more troops and make them easier to climb (English, 2009). REF Alexander was able to build these specific towers at the walls of Tyre on the mole that he had built whilst under enemy fire. In a stroke of genius, Alexander also covered the outside of his towers with animal skins in order to make them fireproof so the defending armies could not simply set them alight. This technique was not completely successful for him however, as at the siege of Massaga the drawbridge on one of his towers gave way under the weight of the men crossing it. This led to the troops being exposed on the ground and the ones left in the tower were unable to cross into the city (English, 2009). The way Alexander adapted his siege towers to be fire resistant after he had one burnt down at Halicanassus shows how he was constantly changing and adapting to better his army and his strategies. 
[image: ]
Figure 5, Siege towers at Tyre, (Uggerud, 2024)
Another established technique that Alexander the Great used was that of sapping. This involves a team of miners digging under the walls of a city and then setting alight the wooden beams that supported their mines, subsequently bringing down the city walls. In Greece this was unheard of due to the geology of the region, but Alexander had evidently heard of the method and Arrian wrote that in his siege of Gaza in 332BC he tried it for the first time, to great effect (English, 2009). REF Arrian Unfortunately, due to the mountainous nature of the northern frontier he was unable to do this again for several years, but when he got the opportunity to perform it again in India, he jumped at the chance, deploying the strategy at both Sangala and Massaga. This does seem to be have been somewhat ‘overkill’ due to the lack of fortification each city had (English, 2009). REF Once again Alexander proved how good he was at taking on new ideas and strategies and adapting to these. 
When Alexander the Great was preparing his mole to attack the city of Tyre he came under heavy fire from the island's navy. Alexander debated giving up the siege due to the difficulty of building under these conditions, but he instead decided to go and purchase his own fleet to defend his men. Once the mole was completed, he used these triremes in the siege, something which had never been seen before. On some of the ships he mounted catapults, both spear and rock throwing, to attack the defenders and bring down the walls (English 2009)..REF With the ships remaining he tied two together and built miniature siege towers on a platform between them in order for his troops to be able to arrive on the island from all sides (see figure 6). We know that this was effective as the defenders had to drop large rocks into to the sea to stop the ships from getting too close and then deployed divers to cut the ropes of the ships moored to the island. Although Alexander did not know how to conduct naval battles, and at the start of the siege he did not have a navy, he was able to look at the challenge he was faced with and adapted to it in order to overcome it and beat the Tyrians at something they were much better at. 

[image: ]Figure 6, Siege tower mounted to ships, (Dorling Kindersley, 2010)	Comment by Julie Y. Davis: Check for an author name
After he had become king, the first siege that Alexander the Great undertook was that of Pellium. Arrian writes that this city was near to the Macedonian border and the western city Edessa; other than this he does not give any indication as to where the city is located (English 2009). REF Arrian Alexander had made the decision to besiege the city as it had been occupied by the Illyrian Clietus, who was a threat to Alexander. The city of Pellium was positioned within a horseshoe with a high wooded ridge on three sides that Clietus had also occupied, with a pass going up to the fourth. Alexander arrived at this pass before the Taulantians arrived who were allies of Clietus. Alexander’s father Philip II faced one of his few defeats in a very similar situation against Onomarchus, which Alexander would have been very aware of.
Clietus feigned an attack upon Alexander with his troops stationed on the ridge, but then withdrew them back into the city walls in a defensive move. Alexander was then left outside the city with no siege train so his only option was to blockade it with a circumvallation, however, this cannot have been terribly high as Arrian writes that Glaucias and the Taulantians arrived the next day, cutting off his food and communication supply (English, 2009). REF Arrian As they ran out of supplies, Alexander sent out a party to forage and take the pack animals to safe ground. Glaucias attempted an attack on this party but retreated when Alexander advanced his main force. Arrian describes the next battle that took place on the plain in detail. Alexander drew the Taulantians out onto the plain and engaged them in battle in complete silence; this, combined with the discipline shown by the Macedonians, was enough to send most of the opposing force fleeing. Alexander used this opportunity to tactically retreat, meeting up with his siege train as he did so, allowing him to fire spears at his pursuers. Several hours later the defenders were celebrating their victory within the city, without sentries or any method of defence; Alexander chose this moment to return and attack the city. Most of the defenders were killed in their beds with the rest being cut down as they fled (English, 2009).REF Arrian 
Alexander’s first siege was an interesting one with him making a number of mistakes which all could have lost him the siege, but ultimately, he succeeded in the end by outsmarting his opposition. His first mistake came from being led into a highly fortified position: if the Illyrians had catapults on the ridge it would have been very dangerous for Alexander and his men. The second mistake he made was allowing the Taulantians to come behind him and trap him in. If Alexander knew that there were Illyrians on the ridge or that the Taulantians were coming behind him it shows a serious mistake on his part. Alexander showed how adept he was by using the discipline of his troops to his advantage in order to force the opposition into fleeing, which allowed his forces to get away unscathed. 
By far the most impressive siege performed by Alexander the Great would be that of the island city of Tyre as previously discussed. During the many months he was faced with a large number of challenges that he had not encountered before, his aptitude for besieging was met almost equally by the inventiveness of the Tyrians defending. On paper Tyre should have been nearly impossible to capture, Curtius wrote that this was due to the fact that the island was 750 metres with the sea reaching up to 5.4 metres deep in some areas; there was also a strong southwesterly wind which could hinder attackers (English, 2009). REF Curtius The city was also protected with a Great Wall around the edge of the island, topped with catapults and harpagones. Within the city there was around 40,000 inhabitants, so there were plenty of fighting age men. These facts would probably put most men off from trying to lay siege to it, but Alexander knew that to continue his conquest into Persia he had to take the city due to its strategic port location. This tenacity and drive is one of the biggest factors that made him so great at sieges. 	Comment by Julie Y. Davis: You have already introduced Tyre much further up
Alexander decided that he was going to get to the island by building a causeway known as a mole from the mainland to Tyre, which he started by carrying a wicker basket full of rubble to the beach in front of his men and dropped in the sea. This symbolic act was typical of Alexander and increased morale within his forces. It is believed that the mole was constructed by Alexander’s troops while the menial tasks such as collecting the wood and stone would have been done by local villagers. The mole was designed to have larger rocks placed into the sea with smaller ones on top and then sand to fill in the cracks with wooden posts either side for stability (English, 2009). REF This ingenious design, created by Alexander, shows how adept he was at rising to a challenge, even when he had no prior experience.
Unfortunately, defences had not been considered on the mole, and whether this was due to Alexander believing that the Tyrian’s wouldn’t attack them or because he simply had not considered it, that decision was a large oversight which saw many Macedonians killed by Tyrian naval attacks. To counter this, wooden palisades were constructed on both sides of the mole, to protect the workers from arrows, and two moveable siege towers were placed at the end to reign down arrows on the attacking boats. It is a true testament to the feat of engineering that was the mole that these two towers were able to be constructed and wheeled along it without it sinking or toppling over. Alexander had learnt from the siege of Halicarnassus, in which one of his siege towers was burnt down, and he decided to cover his towers in animal hide to make them flame resistant. As their naval attacks were no longer working, the Tyrians decided to attempt a different form of attack. Arrian details the way that they filled a cattle boat with timber and anything else combustible. Next they towed it with two triremes to mole, set it ablaze and launched it at the two siege towers. The result was catastrophic for the Macedonians with both towers being torched (English, 2009)..REF
At the same time as this, assault the Arabs on land attacked the forages that were getting the supplies, with 30 casualties occurring. Alexander was not in a good position and decided to take 4,000 troops with him to Sidon and left with the instructions for work on the mole to be resumed. When in Sidon Alexander was able to summon the help of 80 Phoenician triremes, nine from Rhodes, three from Soli and Mallus, ten from Lycia and a 50 oared vessel from Macedonia in a single day, with the Kings of Cyprus arriving shortly after with 120 warships (English, 2009). REF On his return Alexander and the men he had taken with his raided some of the mountain villages in retaliation for what had been done to his foraging party. Alexander then decided to take his new fleet towards Tyre, but the Tyrians quickly saw this and sent their boats out for a counter attack. It is possible that they had not seen the size of Alexander’s navy as they quickly turned around and returned to Tyre, but unfortunately their boats were not as fast as Alexander’s and three were sunk in the process (English, 2009). REF The Tyrians then used their boats to blockade the harbours so that no Macedonian ships could enter. To counter this the island was blockaded, with the Cypriot fleet being stationed opposite the northern, Sidonian, harbour and the Phoenician ships opposite the southern, Egyptian, harbour. The rest of the navy were placed alongside the mole to protect it. Alexander had seen that his previous plan of defending the mole had not been as affective as he had planned, so he had gone out and made use of his new found alliances to create himself a navy, even though he had no experience of naval warfare. This not only allowed him to protect the mole better but also to blockade the island and weaken it for the inevitable siege. 
Shortly after this the Macedonians took a large hit with a big storm wiping out most of the mole. Alexander attempted to combat the waves by using felled trees placed next to it to break up the waves using their branches. This was not entirely successful and the Macedonians were set back months. Although many may have seen this as problematic for Alexander, he saw this as an opportunity the rebuild the mole, bigger, better and more stable, allowing for more troops to cross over it at any one time. He also used this time to construct a large number of siege engines, which he mounted to his boats, including catapults both of arrow and stone throwing abilities and siege towers that were placed on decks between two triremes that were lashed together. Scaling ladders were also constructed and placed on the ships (English, 2009). REF As well as the ocean going siege engines two 45 metre siege towers were ordered for the end of the mole, these would have been the largest ever constructed in the ancient world and to be done on a man built causeway is even more impressive. 
It was not only Alexander that was preparing for the coming siege, as the Tyrians built their own catapults and had equipped them with fire arrows, as all of Alexander’s engines were made from wood, they then placed them all around the city walls. They also constructed large towers on the battlements opposite the mole to counter attack the Macedonians. To defend against arrows they created large spinning objects which would deflect the arrows but due to them spinning the defenders would be able to fire arrows through. As well as these the Tyrians heated sand in shields in preparation for the walls being scaled. Large boulders had been dropped in the sea around the island to stop boats getting too close so Alexander decided to move these, but to do this he had to anchor his ships; the Tyrians countered him by sending little boats out with blades fastened to long poles to cut the ropes. Alexander put an end to this by protecting the moored vessels with several triremes but the Tyrians just sent divers to go and cut the ropes, at which point the ropes were substituted for chains (English, 2009). REF
The Tyrians decided to launch an attack on the Cypriot fleet during their lunch break, however when their boats arrived they found the ships empty. Alexander had planned a trap for them and as they got to the land he attacked. This was due to inexperience fighting on the sea so he preferred to lure them to the land where he was more confident (English, 2009). REF The Macedonians sank or captured all of the Tyrian ships which was a major hit for them. They then sent more ships to guard the Egyptian harbour in case of another attack. When in position Alexanders forces opened fire on the city from every angle, from both ships and the mole. The Tyrians fought back with flamethrowers, fire arrows and heated sand, which did a very effective job at holding back the attackers. They had also placed animal hide and seaweed on the walls to soften the blows of the missiles. Finally a breach appeared on the southern wall and Alexander called a stop to the attack to gather his troops and create a new plan. The next day, after they were rested, the attack became more two pronged, attacking both the breach and the harbour. Alexander and his men got into the city with relative ease and killed 8000 of the inhabitants, selling another 30,000 into slavery (English, 2009). REF
In conclusion, there were three main factors that made Alexander the Great so adept at sieges. The first of these was his inventiveness and adaptability. Alexander was not afraid to try new technologies or even established ones in new contexts, his use of siege engines on naval vessels goes to show how he could adapt to new challenges that were put before him. The second factor was that he had an established style and generally stuck to it. He would attack a city from all angles, such as at Tyre, to cause confusion and panic and also to find the easiest point of entry. Alexander always prefered to fight on land as this is what he knew, even going to the extent of drawing the Tyrian navy onto the land to give him the advantage. The final factor, and possibly the most important, was that he got extremely lucky on a number of occasions. At Pellium Alexander was fortunate that his opponents did not have catapults and at Tyre that he was able to summon such a large navy so quickly. Alexander never lost a siege during his whole reign which truly goes to show how remarkable he was as a military leader and tactician, the factors that made him so adept at this go far beyond these and are unique and specific to the many sieges he undertook. 	Comment by Julie Y. Davis: To end on a fact feel a bit abrupt. Could you some up with a more general sentence about Alexander after this?
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