The Significance of the Battle of Alalia in Ancient Naval Warfare


According to Herodotus (1.163 1-2; 1.166.1-3) the Phocaeans were the first of the Greeks to make long distant sea voyages sailing not in round ships but in pentecontors and they inaugurated a new era of naval warfare by introducing ramming.  Around 535 BC at the battle of Alalia, somewhere off the coast of Corsica, the Phocaeans attached rams to their sixty vessels, no doubt pentecontors, and defeated a combined fleet of one-hundred and twenty Etruscan and Phoenician ships, presumably pentecontors.  But the Phocaeans achieved only a “Cadmaean” victory because as they attacked many of the rams twisted off the Phocaean vessels.  The Phocaeans lost forty vessels and the remaining twenty were damaged.  The Phocaean reverses were probably the result of their inexpertly affixing rams to their vessels and carrying out prow to prow attacks.  The Phocaeans apparently inflicted tremendous losses on the Phoenician-Etruscan coalition and forced them to retreat from the battle scene but they eventually evacuated their Corsican settlement.  Thus they won the battle but lost the war.


Despite Herodotus’ report of a “victory” scholars have tended to see this engagement as a Phoenician triumph and credit them with better war vessels and superior naval tactics such.  This appears not to be the case.  The Phocaeans did well at Alalia though outnumbered two to one.  What forced them to leave their Corsican colony was not superior Phoenician naval technology and strategy but a unique Phoenician-Etruscan military alliance.  In other parts of the Western Mediterranean the Phocaeans prevailed against Phoenician maritime strength.


The ramming tactics of the Phocaeans at Alalia triggered the military development of the trireme, a vessel which then existed but was not deployed as a war galley.  Within a decade of Alalia the trireme emerged as the dominant military vessel of the Mediterranean.  At the battle of Lade 494 BC the Persians mustered six-hundred Phoenician triremes to face three-hundred and fifty three Ionian triremes.  (Herodotus 6.8-15)  The Phocaeans contributed only three triremes to the Ionian fleet but a Phocaean captain, Dionysius, trained the Ionians in the deployment of the diekplous, probably a unit maneuver which enables a ramming vessel to strike the foe on the stern or hull.  In 494 BC neither the Ionians nor the Phoenicians knew anything about ramming or the diekplous. After a seven days of instructions the Ionians found the training too onerous and stopped it but some profited from the crash course.  Despite the great odds against the Greeks and defections in their ranks in the last moment the Chians deployed the diekplous with great success.  The diekplous maneuver and ramming techniques became decisive in naval warfare for the remaindre of the 5th century BC.  That only Phocaeans knew this tactic at Lade suggests that in the thirty some years after Alalia the Phocaeans in the Western Mediterranean invented the diekplous and were at the forefront of naval technology.
