Wise Men Rush In? The Caution of Croesus in Herodotus’ Histories
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Croesus was the first non-Greek we know of to have
subjected Greeks to the payment of tribute, though he made
alliances with some of them. The ones he made his
tributaries were the lonians, Aeolians, and Asian Dorians,
while he allied himself with the Lacedaemonians.

For two years Croesus sat in deep grief over the loss of his
son, but then, when Cyrus the son of Cambyses deprived
Astyages the son of Cyaxares of his power, the growing
might of the Persian caused Croesus to put aside his grief
and he began to wonder whether there might be a way for
him to restrain the growing power of the Persian before it
became too great.

The main reasons for Croesus’ invasion of Cappadocia, in
addition to the fact that his desire for land led him to want to
increase his share of territory, were his faith in the oracle
and his wish to punish Cyrus for what had happened to
Astyages.

It was because Croesus had this complaint against Cyrus that
he sent emissaries to the oracle to see if he should attack
Persia. And so, when he received the ambiguous response
from the oracle, he assumed it was favorable to him and
invaded Persian territory.

He had made an alliance with the Egyptian king Amasis,
which preceded his alliance with Lacedaimon, and he had
also entered into a similar treaty with the Babylonians too
(whose ruler at the time was Labynetus). He intended to
send for the Egyptians and the Babylonians, according to
their sworn promises, as well as telling the Lacedaimonians
to come at a specific time; then, once they were all present
and he had mustered his own army too, he would let the
winter go by and attack the Persians as soon as it was spring.

The Lydians were the most courageous and warlike race in
Asia at that time; they fought on horseback, carried long
spears, and were superb horsemen.
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Compared with other countries, Lydia does not really have
any marvels which are worth recording, except for the gold-
dust which is washed down from Mount Tmolus. However,
there is one edifice in Lydia which is by far the biggest in
the world, with the exception of those in Egypt and Babylon,
and this is the tomb of Alyattes, Croesus’ father.

for example, if the city of Sparta were to become deserted,
with only the temples and the foundations of buildings left to
the view, | imagine that with the passage of time future
generations would find it very hard to credit its reputed
power. And yet the Spartans occupy two-fifths of the
Peloponnese and lead the whole, as well as many external
allies: but their dispersed settlement, devoid of temples of
expensive buildings, more a collection of villages in the old
Greek way, would seem rather disappointing.

[they advised him] to find out which was the most powerful
Greek state and ally himself with it.

They were pleased that the Lydians had approached them,
and they swore solemn oaths of friendship and alliance with
Croesus. Actually, they were already indebted to Croesus for
certain favors he had done them in the past, because the
Lacedaemonians had once sent men to Sardis to buy gold,
which they wanted to use for a statue of Apollo (the one
which now stands in Thornax in Laconia), but although they
came to buy it, Croesus gave it to them for free.

The Pythia replied: “You ask me for Arcadia? You ask
much; | grant it not. There are many men in Arcadia, eaters
of acorns, who will hinder you. But | grudge you not.

I will give you Tegea to beat with your feet in dancing,

and its fair plain to measure with a rope.”

When the Lacedaemonians heard the oracle reported, they
left the other Arcadians alone and marched on Tegea
carrying chains, relying on the deceptive oracle. They were
confident they would enslave the Tegeans, but they were
defeated in battle.

Despite their problems [from Thyrea], the Spartiate response
to the man’s news was to set about providing help. But in the
middle of their preparations, when their ships were ready,
another message came, this time with the news that the
Lydian city had fallen and that Croesus had been taken
prisoner. Then, though very sorry, they ceased their efforts.
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Herodotus 5.91.1

101€ 6¢ MG AvELaPov ol Aakedaiptoviotl TovG XPNOHoVG Kol
Tovg AOnvaiovg dpmv av&opévoug kol ovdoudg £TO1HOVG
€6vtag neibeobat opiot, vo® Aafovteg og Erevbepov pev E0v
TO Y€vOG 10 ATTIKOV I60ppoToV v Td £0VTdV Yivolro,
KOTEXOUEVOV O& VTIO TVpavvidog dobeveg kai telfapyéechon
£roov;

Thucydides 1.23.5-6

10T 8" EAvoay, Tag aitiog TPovYpaY TPATOV Kol TOG
dupopdg, Tod pn Tva {ntiicai mote €€ dtov T0600TOC
nolepog 10ig "EAMnot katéotn. [6] v pév yap dAnbsotdtny
TPOPAGLY, APAVESTATNV 08 AOY®, TOLG ABnvaiovg 1yodpot
UEYOAOVG YIYVOLEVOLS KOl OOV TapéyovTag Toig
Adakedoipoviolg avaykdaoat £¢ TO TOAEUETV;

11a. Thucydides 1.86.3-5: Sthenelaidas speaks in favor of war.

“Oa TiopnTéa év Thyel kol mavti 60ével. [4] kai dg Hpag
npémet BovievesBon Ad1KOVUEVOLS UNdELS S1B0OKETM, GALY
TOVG LEAAOVTOG GOKETY LEALOV TIPETEL TTOAVV YPOVOV
BovAevesar. [5] ynoeilesde obv, @ Aakedapdvior, dEimg
g Xmdptng tov moAepov, Kol pite To00g ABnvaiovg Edte
peilovg yiyvesBar prte tovg Euppdyovg KoTompoddduEY,
aALa &V 101G B0ic Emimpev €nt Tovg adikodvtag.”

11b. Thucydides 1.88

gynoicovto 6¢ ol Aakedayloviot Tag omovoag Aelvchot Kol
nokeuntéa givat ov Tocodtov TV Evuudywv tercdévieg Toig
Adyoig 6oov pofovpevol tovg ABnvaiovg pn éri peilov
duvnbdowv, OpdVTEG 0 TOIG Ta TOAAA TTiG EAAGSOG
vroyeiplo H16M dvta.

Herodotus 1.87.2-3

kotofiBacavto avtov anod tig mupfg eipécbon téde. [3]
‘Kpoioe, tig g avlponov avéyvooe £ml yijv v Eunv
GTPATEVGANEVOV TOAELOV AvVTL GiloV épol KataoTival,” 0
8¢ elne ‘® Pootred, yd tadta Enpnéa tfi off pév evdaipovin,
1] €pnemvtod 88 Kakodaoviy, aitiog 8¢ TohTmVv £yEVeTo O
EAMvov 0edg éracipag €ue otpatevecdar.’

Herodotus 1.4.1,3-4

uxpt pEv GV T0HTOL ApTaydc Hovvag sivan Tap” GAAAA®Y,
70 8¢ amd tovTov "EAANVag 61| peydrmg aitiovg yevéohat:
TPOTEPOLG Yap GpEat otpatevesBon &g v Acinv 1| cpéag &g
v Eoponny. . .. [3] opéag pev dn tovg ék tiig Acing
Aéyovaot [Tépoar apmalopevémv TV YuvoK®dY AOYov 00dEva,
momoacOat, "EAAnvag 6¢ Aakedapoving etvekev yovaukdg
otoloV péyav cuvayeipot kol Enerto EABOVTOG € TV Aciny
v [piapov dovopy koteAelv. [4] dmd todtov aiel
NyfoocOar 10 EAAMVIKOV 6eiot sivon moAépiov.

It was not just that the Lacedaemonians had the oracles by
then, they could also see that Athenians’ power was on the
increase and that there was no way in which Athens was
going to accept their hegemony. They realized that the Attic
people, given its freedom, would become a match for them,
whereas if it was oppressed by tyranny, it would be weak
and submissive.

I have set out the grievances and disputes which led to this
breach, so that nobody in future will need to look for the
immediate cause, which brought such a great war on the
Greeks. In my view the real reason, true but
unacknowledged, which forced the war was the growth of
Athenians power and Spartan fear of it.

“We must punish now, quickly and in full strength. And let
no one try to tell us that when we are wronged we should
stop to think about it — it is more the intending wrongdoers
who should think hard. So, Spartans, vote for war and for the
honor of Sparta. Do not allow the Athenians to grow
stronger. Let us not abandon our allies, but with the gods’
help let us go out and attack the guilty.”

In voting for war on the grounds of breach of the treaty the
Spartans were not so much influenced by the arguments of
their allies as by their fear of increasing Athenian power,
when they could see much of Greece already subject to
Athens.

So once he had got Croesus down from the pyre he asked
him who had persuaded him to invade his country and be his
enemy rather than his friend. “My lord,” Croesus replied, “it
was my doing. You have gained and I have lost from it. But
responsibility lies with the god of the Greeks who
encouraged me to make war on you.”

Now, so far it had only been a matter of abducting women
from one another, but the Greeks were basically responsible
for the next step, the Persians say, since they took the
initiative and launched a military strike against Asia before
the Asians did against Europe... The Persians claim that
whereas they, on the Asian side, did not count the abduction
of their women as at all important, the Greeks raised a
mighty army because of a woman from Lacedaemon, and
then invaded Asia and destroyed Priam and his forces. Ever
since then, the Persians have regarded the Greeks as their
enemies.
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