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COULD A TRIREME TRANSPORTS WAR HORSES:
THE MISUNDERSTANDING BEHIND THE INTERPRETATION
OF THE ANCIENT GREEK TERM THITAT QT'A “HIPPAGOGA”.

ABSTRACT

Many scholars argue that the type of ancient Greek ship inroywyov ‘hippagogon’ (plur. irmoywyd.
‘hippagoga’), during the Classic period, was nothing more than the result of a modified old trireme
and that any effort to determine the design of this specific type of vessel has been based solely on this
conclusion. However, even if convertible, could a triveme have transported horses? Where is such a

testimony written in ancient texts and how could translation possibly disorient a researcher?
This paper attempts to shed new light on all the above mentioned potential issues.
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THE NECESSITY FOR BUILDING
A NEW CLASS OF SHIP FOR
TRANSFERRING WAR HORSES

The transport of just riders and cavalry was
one of the most important operational necessities
of the landing operations of the ancient Greeks.
The construction of ‘hippagogon’1 was a substan-
tial technological development in the shipbuild-
ing of the day and was developed according to the
requirements of the military conflicts of the time.
However, due to limited use and the fact that the
operation of the ‘hippagogon’ vessels presented
technological difficulties, several problems arose
at the tactical level.

The ‘inmaywyoév’ during the Classic and Hel-
lenistic period could not disembark armoured
equestrian units ready to enter into battle. She was
only able to carry individual groups of riders or

1 inmaywyd derives from the ancient Greek words: {nmog
(horse) + Gyw (to conduct, to drive). Also imanywyd or
innnyo (Stamatakos, 1999: p. 471, Toannidou, 2014: 94).

an extremely limited number of war horses. This
limitation removed from the attacker, inter alia,
the possibility of mounting a surprise attack on
the battlefield.Generally, the ‘hippagogon’ causes
great interest both because it is related to the diffi-
cult task of transporting war horses and secondly
because there is a great lack of sufficient details
concerning its construction and operation.

THE FIRST WRITTEN
REFERENCES OF THE TERM

The first written mention of the term irmoywyd
“hippagoga” comes from Herodotus. In his sixth
book we read about a programme of the construc-
tion of naval ships that included ‘hippagoga’. That
programme was ordered by the king of Persia,
Darius, to the Greek City States, which were trib-
utaries of the Persian Empire (Herodotus: 6, 48).

The same type of ship is again mentioned with
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Fig. 1 Could a trireme transports war horses; humorous collage-photo from Christy E. Ioannidou.

regard the campaign against Greece led by Xerx-
es, but unfortunately with no additional informa-
tion:

[Besides the triremes, there was an assemblage
of thirty-oared and fifty-oared galleys, of cercuri,
and transports for conveying horses, amounting in
all to three thousand].

«...TPUKOVTEPOL O KOI TEVINKOVIEPOL KOl
KEPKOVPOL Kal ITmoywya TAoTo paKpd, ovvelBovo
éc tov apiBuov épavn tpioyilia. » (Herodotus: 7,
97).

Later, during the Peloponnesian War (431 BC-
404 BC), the inmoywyd were mentioned again,
about which Thucydides mentions it was first
built in Greece at that time.

[...and three hundred cavalry in horse trans-
ports, and then for the first time made out of old
galleys;]

«K0l ITTEQS TPIOKOTIONS £V VOV ITToywyols

TPATOV TOTE €K TAV TOAMDV VEDY TomBeioais »
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(Thucydides: 2, 56).

During the Sicilian expedition (415-413 BC),
Athens sent the Athenian fleet to Syracuse origi-
nally with a “hippagogo”, carrying 30 riders:

[...and one horse-transport carrying thirty rid-
ers.].

«..Kol ITmoymy® pid  TPIeKOVIO.  dyovon
irméogy (Thucydides: 6, 43).

APPROACHING THE TEXTS

When studying the first text of Thucydides (2,
56), it is quite obvious that there is no mention of
a modified trireme or, generally, of any warship.
As many people are aware, the word vadg ‘nafs’
has the general meaning of a ship. It might, there-
fore, be any type of vessel, such as a sailing ship
(like a cargo ship), for example, or a galley (like
a pentecontor). In earlier times, there was a dis-
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Fig. 2 Horse transport of the era of Macedonian Emperors I: Standard bireme dromon with a fifteen-hand horse.
(Illustration by John H. Pryor. Pryor, J.H. — E.-M. Jeffreys, 2006, 321).

tinction made by using the word long paxpot vnot
for warships and round otpoyydiotr vijou for mer-
chant ships. If the converted vessel originated as
a specific type of ship, i.e. a trireme, Thucydides
would surely have mentioned this fact. Could it be
that a misunderstanding appeared in later Greek
translations?

As mentioned above, in the ancient text we
see “maAioudv vemv”, which means old ships (any
type of an old ship). The first person to translate
Thucydides from the ancient text into pre con-
tempory Greek was Neofytos Doukas, in 1805. In
his translation of the second book of Thucydides
(paragraph 56), it becomes clear that “hippagoga”
were, indeed, converted old ships:

«...T0 OTOT0L EKOTATKEDOOAY TOTE TPATOV GO
drlag vadg walorag» (Doukas, 1805: vg <125).

In 1940, Thucydides was first published in
modern Greek by the Oxford University Press. The
translation was done by Elefthérios K. Venizélos,
the Prime Minister of Greece, serving from 1910-

11

1915, 1917-1920, and 1928-1933. In this edition,
Venizelos was also the first to translate “moioidv
vedv” as “old war ships”. By adding the word
‘war’ in front of the word ‘ship’ he completely
changed the meaning, as he encourages readers
to think more about triremes, less about any other
warship (pentekontors or triakontors, for example)
and not at all about any other type of vessel. It is
not difficult to see how people who are unfamiliar
with ancient texts adopted the translation of Veni-
zelos and, as time passed, to copy this information
or to translate ‘war ships’ directly as ‘triremes’.

The question remains as to what happen before
1940 with the English translations?

The first translation ever from the ancient
Greek text was by the Italian humanist, rhetori-
cian, and educator Lorenzo Valla (1452 — 1483).
Valla translated Thucydides into Latin. In the
1538 edition of his translation we read that “hip-
papoga” were constructed from old vessels, given
that the Latin word “navis” has the general mean-
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Fig. 3 Horse transport of the era of Macedonian Emperors II: Modified dromon/chelandion with a fifteen-hand horse.
(Illustration by John H. Pryor. Pryor, J.H. — E.M. Jeftreys, 2006, 323).

ing of ship: “...trecentos equites in hippaginibus,
quas tunc primum ex vetustis nauigiis fecerant”
(Valla, 1538: 136).

The first translation from ancient Greek to
English was rendered by the English philosopher
Thomas Hobbes, in 1628-9. Hobbes, out of def-
erence to the ancient Greek historian, gave the
meaning by using the word “vessel”, keeping the
generally meaning of any type of ship:

“...In these galleys he had four thousand men
of arms, and in vessels then purposely first made
to carry horses, three hundred riders” [Hobbes].

It seams that for hundreds of years similar
translations were preserved until the arrival of an
opposing opinion. In 1829, S.T. Bloomfield op-
posed the opinion of Hobbes by translating “the
old vessels” as “old galleys” and provided a foot-
note: “Hobbes wrongly renders, ‘vessels then pur-

’

posely made’ “without any further explanation as

to why Hobbes made, according to his contention,
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such a mistake (Bloomfield, 1829: 428). From this
point, it was easy for scholars to either oppose or
to agree with Bloomfield’s point of view. By using
the word ‘gallie’ (galley) he changed the reference
to warships. From there it was only a small step
for everyone to reach to the conclusion that these
ships were triremes.

It would be quite easy for somebody to be-
come confused after searching the texts. There is,
although, a slight distinction between nafs (vodc)
for a warship and ploion (mAoiov) for general use
(including warships). Thucydides, in one part,
distinguishes these two types of ships (Thucy-
dides: 4, 116). However, in Diodorus, about the
term ippigos nafs (imanyog vadg) is used for a part
of the fleet but for all ships of the fleet (including
inanyog vodg) the general term mAolov is used.

[...and he had the transports for men and hors-
es follow, towed by the ships that used oarsmen;
and last of all came also the cargo-ships of the pi-
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Fig. 4 Artistic representation of a 13th century horse-transportation galley (tarida).
(Illustration by Yannis Nakas).

rates and of the merchants and traders, which as
we have already said, were exceedingly numer-
ous, so that the whole space between the island
and the opposite shore was seen to be filled with
his vessels, which brought great fear and panic to
those who were watching from the city].
«...8moK0A0VOETYV O TOC TTPATIWTIKOS KOL TAS
ITINYODS POUOVAKOVUEVAS VIO TGV TAIS gipedialg
XPOUEVV, ETTL TAOT O KO TO. TAV TEWPATDY TOPLO.
KOl TO. TV EUTOpV Ko GyopaiwmV, DIEPCYOVTIQ T
TAnBel, kobamep mpoecipytal, dote TAVIA TOV AVaQ
UEGOV TOTOV TIIG T VOOV KOl THG GVTIKEWUEVHS
TOPOLIOG COUTETANP OUEVOV paiveaOol ToIG TA.0i01¢
Kal moAvv pofov kol kardminéiv mopéyector toig
aro tijc morews Bewpovorvy (Diodorus: 20, 83).
The term ippigos nafs (imanyog vadg) was also
used by Polybios (Plb: 1.27.9), while in ancient
inscriptions from the 4th century BC we read
about ippigos (immnyog) and the names of that
type of ship, such as Inrndpyn (IG,I12 1629. 64) or
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A&wovikn (IG,I12 1629. 76). However, in these in-
scriptions it is clearly understood that these ships
are not triremes as the term “trireme ippigos”
wuipns inmnyos (IG,I12 1628. 423, 1629. 722,
944) exists for them. From the above it can be as-
sumed that ippagogo could be any kind of ship
and, in the case of trireme, there is often a further
explanation, such as the term «zpujpng izanyoc».

CARRYING HORSES OR RIDERS?

In the first text of Thucydides (2, 56) it is not
altogether if “hippagoga” simultaneously trans-
ferred horses and riders, but in the text at 6, 43
it is quite obvious that ippagoga transported only
riders (inzéog>inmels = horseman/riders). How-
ever, a mistranslation could potentially have big
implications, but more often than not it leads to an
awkward translation that makes no sense or trans-
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forms a historical fact. For example, Bloomfield,
in his book published in 1829, translated into En-
glish the phrase tpidrovra innéog, as “thirty cav-
alry” which means soldiers or warriors who fight
mounted on horseback, instead of “thirty riders”
or “thirty horsemen” which is the correct transla-
tion (Bloomfield, S.T., 1829: 78).

Next followed Rev Henry Dale who, in his
book “The history of the Peloponnesian war”,
published in 1873, wrote “thirty horses” (Dale,
1873: 407), as did Richard Crawley (Crawley,
1914: 432), while Benjamin Jowett wrote “thirty
horsemen and horses” (Jowett, 1881: 440). The
same mistake was repeated by others, including
some Greek authors who failed to check the an-
cient text but, instead, blindly followed the En-
glish mistranslation.

If we read further Thucydides texts we are sur-
prised by the apocalypse that “hippagoga” at that
time only carrying riders.

In the speech by Athenagoras of Syracuse to
the Syracusan Assembly, it becomes clear that the
Athenians sent “hippagoga” but without horses as
they were sure these would be obtained in their
allied cities of Sicily like Egesta:

[I know that they will not have horses with
them, or get any here, except a few perhaps from
the Egestaeans].

« olg y’émiotaual oB8’ itmovg dxolovbicovrag,
000’ avtobev mopiobnoouévons el un dAiyovg tivag
wapEyeoraiwv» (Thucydides: 6, 37).

Indeed, at the beginning of the Sicilian Ex-
pedition, the Athenians faced serious operation-
al problems because they lacked the cavalry that
their rivals had. For this reason, during the winter
0f415-14 BC they sent a letter to Athens, demand-
ing more money and cavalry. Athens’ response to
the urgent request was to send two hundred and
fifty riders with their equipment, but without their
horses for the reasons mentioned above:

[Upon their return to Catana they found the rid-
ers arrived from Athens, to the number of two hun-
dred and fifty (with their equipment, but without
their horses which were to be procured upon the
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spot), and thirty mounted archers and three hun-
dred talents of silver].

«xol dpuouevor é¢ Kotavny ratolopfavovot
100G Te Inmeng ffkoviag ék T@v AOnvadv mevinkovia
Kol 010K00IOVG (VED TAV IMTWV UETO. OKEVI]S, (O
ovtobev inmwv moprodnoouévav, kol inrotolotag
1KoVt kol talovto dpyvpiov pioxooioy (Thu-
cydides: 6, 94).

So far, it is clear that nowhere does there ap-
pear any reference to converted triremes or horse
transportation by open sea. The Athenians did not
actually attempt to transport war horses by the
sea all the way to Sicily. Strange though it may
appear, the reason is simple. They did not have
the capability to do so (Pryor-Jefireys, 2006: 305).
The appearance of the term “hippagogo trireme”
in ancient texts leads to the explanation that the
specific trireme was capable of carrying only
horse riders, as Demosthenes underlines:

[...In addition, you must prepare transport
(hippagogous triremes) for half our horsemen,
and a sufficient number of boats].

«...T0I¢ Huloeol TAV IATEWV  ITIOYW®YODS
upels kol mAol' ikavo, ebTpemioor KeASDWY
(Demosthenes/Philippic 1.16).

THE PROBLEM OF
TRANSPORTING HORSES BY SEA

Horse transportation by inmoywyd, at that
time, was possibly undertaken with an extreme-
ly limited number of horses and exclusively on
short coastal routes. John H. Pryor offers an in-
teresting analysis of inmaywyd in Macedonian in
the medieval period, mentioning the problems
that could have occurred with such transportation
(Pryor, J.H. — E.M. Jeffreys, 2006). The transport
of war horses by ship requires a series of studies
to achieve the safe construction of such a vessel.
Here, for example, are some points that should be
seriously taken into consideration when an old
ship is to be converted into a ‘hippagogo’:

a) The weight of the horses, riders and acces-
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sories in relation to the new draft and the ship’s
stability.

The size and weight of horses differs according
to breed. Light (small) horses for horse riding usu-
ally weigh between 380 and 550 kg (Bongianni,
1988: entry 1, 68, 69) while large ones 500-600
kg (Bongianni, 1988: entry 12, 30, 31, 32, 75).
Pryor mentions that a medieval warhorse weighed
around 650 kg. (Pryor, 2004: 116). The common
Greek Thessaly horses of today are around 1.40 m
tall and weigh between 350 and 450 kg.

b) Bays and oar holes (if dealing with triremes)
need to be watertight.

¢) The minimum safe distance between horses.

d) The minimum safe distance between horses
and oarsmen. It is better that they are separated
and if possible without visibility of the oarsmen
in order to avoid injury to the oarsmen or them-
selves, or to be panicked and cause chaos on the
vessel.

e) The increase in the strength of the super-
structure, if necessary.

The additional weight should not significantly
affect the speed. To prevent accidents and the risk
of the ship capsizing, special attention is required
to maintain calm on board and vessel stability so
that skittish horses do not become excessively ag-
itated during the voyage.

In addition, food and water storage are of great
importance. In Pryor’s analysis we derive the in-
formation that during the summer months, a horse
would consume 8 gallons (36 litres) of water dai-
ly (Pryor-Jeffreys, 2006: 327). One of the first
reports of a Byzantine ‘hippagogon’ comes from
Theophanes the Confessor. He wrote that Con-
stantine V, in 763 A.D., had, among others, a fleet
of 800 ‘chelandia’ for his campaign against the
Bulgarians. ‘Chelandia’ (yeAdvown)2 were initial-
ly commercial vessels which were later construct-

2 The term Chelandion is derived from the Greek word
«xéno» keles, «courser». It was a fast-sailing yacht with
one bank of oars, Hdt.8.94, Th.4.9, 8.38, X.HG1.6.36,
Ephipp.5.17 (anap.), P1b.5.94.8, Plin. HN7.208, etc. The
Chelandion first appeared during the early 8" century
(Pryor-Jeffreys 2006, 166—169).

ed as auxiliary vessels for fleets for transporting
mainly soldiers. The ‘chelandia’ of Constantine V
carried 12 horses each:

«tj] 0€ 15’100 Tovviov unvog éCijllev 6 fooiledg
émi v Opaknv amooteilag kai TAWiuov ole tod
Ebcetvou T1oviov éwg w’ yelavdiwv émpepousvaov
dva 1’ immwvy (Theophanes, Chronographia,
AM. 6254 (vol. 1, 432-3).

As a rough calculation regarding the drinking
water consumption of horses using the text above,
it can be concluded that the 12 horses of a ‘chel-
andion’ would have consumed about 432 litres of
water a day. For a voyage, for example, of four
days, they would have consumed around 1.73 tons
of water (Pryor-Jeffreys, 2006: 329).

Another important factor was the construction
of a small platform that a horse could stand on
without hurting its legs, which it otherwise would
if standing directly on the floor of the ship, and a
system of drainage ports, which the dung and the
urine would be thrown overboard through (Hayes,
1902: 195). One could assume that for hygiene
reasons a horse could not stay for a long on a floor
covered in dung and urine.

The above leads to the following conclusions:

Could a trireme (which was narrow, light and
often had to come ashore to dry its timbers) be
modified to a “hippagogo’ for horse transportation?
Anyone who has visited the trireme “Olympias”
in Faliro Bay, Greece, can imagine the difficulties
with such a ship carrying horses, especially as
many as thirty as some translators have written. A
‘Hippagogo’ requires a different kind of shipbuild-
ing timber and construction in order to be capable
of withstanding the weight of the horse, the weight
of the minimum quantities of water and food and
also to be able to be at sea for long periods.

The large quantities of water and food could
be carried by accompanying cargo ships. How-
ever, inside a ‘trireme-hippagogo’ there would
have been a requirement for a minimum quanti-
ty of clean drinking water to cover the expected
number of hours at sea. This would certainly have
created some difficulties.

15
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In addition to coastal and short-haul travel, it
is unclear if any longer equine transport trips were
made by these vessels further offshore.

During Alexander the Great’s campaign in
India (327-326 BC) there is a reference to horse
transport vessels constructed specifically for this
purpose. The horses were visible from shore,
which leads to the conclusion that they were placed
on the decks (or at least some of them were).

[The horses which were visible on the decks of
the transports struck the barbarians who saw them
with such surprise that those of them who were
present at the starting of the fleet accompanied it a
long way from the place of embarkation. For hors-
es had never before been seen on board ships in
the country of India].

« of T¢ ITmo1 O10paIVOUEVOL O10. TAV ITTOYW YDV
Tholwv, oV mpoobev immor émi ved®v Jplévieg
v 1] vov yij (kai yop koi tov Aiovboov én’
‘Tvoovg otolov obk uéuvnvro yevéabou votikov),
Exmnév moapeiyov toic Oewusvors t@v Popfopwv,
date of uev avtobev tij avoywyll Tapayevouevol
&l woAv épawudprovvy (Arrian, Alexander: 6.3).

Undoubtedly, these ‘hippagoga’ were not con-
verted triremes, but ships that, from the beginning
were designed and built to withstand the weight
and the specificity of transporting war horses.
This interpretation is supported by the fact that in
the occupation of Tyre (332 BC) hippagoga were
used that carried heavy siege engines (Arrian, Al-
exander: 2.21).

The use of ‘hippagogon’ continued with other
forces that competed for supremacy in the Mediter-
ranean (such as the Romans who, during the First
Punic War (264-241 BC), brought ‘hippagoga’ by
means of towing (Polybios: 1. 26-28). However,
there appear to be no further insights regarding
their use, beyond what we have already covered.

Despite the development of warships and the
need to carry more horses and riders, the process
of their usage (by that time) remained the same.
The horses were landed carefully down ramps and
thereupon the riders rode them to join the battle.
The disembarkation of mounted riders began to

16

appear in 960 AD, when Nikephoros Phokas took
over as head of the campaign for the liberation of
Crete from the Saracens. According to the testi-
mony of the Byzantine historian and chronicler
Leo the Deacon, Nikephoros Phokas, who had
distinguished experience in naval projects, disem-
barked a fully armed and mounted army directly
from the sea to the land:

[Accordingly, Nikephoros, upon the order of
the emperor, mustered the army of Asia and em-
barked them on ships, and after a swift voyage
he also brought up a large number of fire-bear-
ing triremes (the Romans call these dromones) to
anchor at Crete. When it seemed to be an oppor-
tune moment for disembarkation, he displayed in
deed the experience that he had in military affairs.
For he had brought ramps with him on the trans-
port ships, which he set up on the beach, and thus
transferred the army, fully armed and mounted,
from the sea on to dry land].

«obtog toivov 6 Niknpdpog, v tijg Aciag
oTPOTIOY TQ POCIMKD GVVEILOYWS KeAevouoTl Kal
vowalv ufifocog, kol Toyvmloncas, TOPPOPOVS
7€ TPUIPEIS TAEIOTOG EMOYOUEVOS (OPOUOVOS TODTOS
Popaior kalovoy), tjj Kpitn mpoodprucey. énel o0&
TG dmofioems E00kel Kaipog, E0e1le TPAKTIKACG,
v elyev éumeipiow &pymv TOLEUIKADV. KAUOKAS Yop
éni TV mopBueiowv Empepduevog, tavtog éml Ty
niova TpocvYATAdV, TV oTpatioy EVorlov te Kai
Epimmov dmo tijc Vypac émi v Snpav uetefifolen
(Leo the Deacon, Historiae: 1.3).

It is quite remarkable that Leo referred to the
ships of the Phokas fleet using the classical term
“fire-bearing triremes’. As he explains, these tri-
remes were dromons. One might well doubt that
explanation, but it has to be said that some writers
until the 13" and 14" century referred to dromons
as ‘triremes’, perhaps as a result of the dominant
tendency of classicism, or because of the three
oarsmen per oar, like the ‘alla sensile’ oarage sys-
tem on galea. It is undeniable that it can not be
a reference to a galley ship with the construction
and the limitations of the triremes of the 5" cen-
tury BC.
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CONCLUSIONS

Bearing all the above mentioned in mind, one
can reach the conclusion that the ‘inmoywyd’ of
Classic Greece were converted older ships and
later some of them were triremes. These ships
transported mainly riders or a very small number
of horses but, as “hippagoga triremes”, carried
only riders. It defies logic that a “trireme hippa-
gogon” or any “hippagogon” of that period could
carry from Athens to Corcyra and on to Sicily the
thirty horses that some have assumed, probably
as a result of a mistranslation. Later, during the
Hellenistic period ships were built that were de-
signed exclusively for horse transportation, but
these ships sailed close to the shore or were only
able to travel a relatively short distance. Informa-
tion concerning the “hippagoga” being capable of
traveling in the open sea with mounted riders is
draw mostly from the 10th century AD.

Subsequently, Venice, and then other Western
powers, developed the ability to transport horses
for long distances for the Crusades, using both
sailboats and galleys. With the construction of
‘tarides’ (12th century AD) the direct disembar-
kation of large number of troops on horseback be-
came possible (Pryor, 2004: 107).
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REZIME
MOZE LI TRIREMA DA
PREVOZI KONJE U RATNIM
POHODIMA: NESUGLASICE
OKO INTERPRETACIJE
STAROGRCKOG IZRAZA
THIIATQION I “HIPPAGOGON¥

KLJUCNE RECI: GRCKI BRODOVI, TRANS-
PORT KONJA MOREM, “HIPPAGOGON*
ITIIATQION.

Mnogi naucnici smatraju da je tip grckog
broda wroywyov ‘hippagogon’ (plur. Inmaywyo
‘hippagoga’) tokom klasi¢nog perioda bio nista
drugo do rezultat modifikovane stare trireme i
da je bilo kakav napor da se utvrdi izgled ovog
specificnog tipa plovila zasnovan jo§ uvek na
pretpostavkama. Medu istraziva¢ima se postavlja
pitanje, moze li trirema prevoziti konje? Gde je
takvo svedocenje zapisano u starim rukopisima i
da 1i bi prevod mogao da donese odgovor na ovo
pitanje ili mozda jo$ viSe zbuni istrazivace.



