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LETTERS CAPTURED OR LOST DURING MILITARY
OPERATIONS IN CLASSICAL GREECE (FIFTH TO FOURTH
CENTURIES BC)

ABSTRACT

In many cases, letters, which were sent between opponents during military operations in ancient
Greece, have never reached their addresses. Some of them were lost and others were captured by ene-
mies. This could have happened before, during, or at the end of a war conflict. Whatever the time, cases
of lost or captured documents were an important factor for the subsequent attitude of belligerents.
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DURING WAR.

The task of information transmission during
military operations in Classical Greece demanded
special attention. Generally, information trans-
mission was obtained either through letters or
orally. Often, systems of collecting data were the
function of people that were not trained for these
activities (merchants, actors, singers, doctors
etc). These people generally supported low-grade
information and they could easily channel mis-
leading material (Ioannidou 2010: 22-29; Geroly-
matos 2011: 30) but in some cases they could be
examples of important military data which they
picked up during travels (Russel 2002: 92).

Ensuring adequate, safe, and effective means
of conveying information, as well as its secrecy
was totally dependent on sending trusted peo-
ple. These people were ready, if needed, to pass
through dangerous situations in order to reach their
destination and deliver their documents. Usually
the sender and recipient had previously agreed,
somehow, for a system to be followed (Aen. Tact.
31, 31). When the message was written in a letter,

then the correspondents often followed the de-
posit method by dropping it off at some mutually
agreed point . The recipient was notified through
a third person that appeared e.g. in town to buy
or sell something. The letter was delivered to the
known location by that third person.

«Kai ot ofte 6 pépwv oldev 6t 1véydn
otte 6 Aafav yvwortog Eotou dtr Eyery (Aen. Tact.
31.31.4).[In this way the messenger did not know
to whom the letter was finally brought, nor would
it be known whether the recipient had actually re-
ceived it.]

For keeping confidentiality, the transmission
of information utilised ingenious tricks, which of-
ten served as alternative ways of communication
so as to reduce potential enemy interception, and
offered valuable services (Ioannidou 2010: 22-29;
2016: 108-115).

Aeneas Tacticus (fourth ¢. BC) advised that
written messages could, among other things, be
forwarded written on tin and sewn into the soles
of the messenger’s shoes, written on tree leaves
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tied with a bandage over a wound that the mes-
senger had on his foot, or, again, written on the
bridle of a horse, or even in thin, wrapped lead
sheets that women wore on their ears instead of
earrings. Furthermore, reference is made to the
usage of courier dogs:

«Arayayovieg déouiov mepEdnray mepl TOV

(0]

T

abyéva iudvra, év @ émoroln évéppamro. Efra
doijray voxrog 1 ued’ nuépov mpog ov €& avayrng
Eueldev Kicerv 80¢ev amnyOn» (Aene. Tact. 31, 32).

[...and fasted round their necks a strap in
which a letter was sewn. Then, either by night or
by day, they let them go and find their way home,
which they were sure to do].

But, despite the efforts to secure transmission
of information, there were cases where messen-
gers were captured. If the information was oral
(memorized by the messanger)' then maybe it
would never come out from the captured messen-
ger, even if he knew that he might die. If was writ-
ten in a letter, then the valuable documents passed
immediately to the foe’s hands as Captured Ene-
my Documents (CED).

CED are the most reliable source of informa-
tion and can provide vital data about the enemy’s
plans, the state of his condition, his combat wor-
thiness, his order of battle, tactics, methods, codes
etc. (Ioannidou 2016: 111)

The best-known CED in classical texts is the
letter that the Lacedaemonians sent after their de-
feat and the loss of their admiral Mindarus in the
naval battle of Cyzicus (410 BC). This letter, well
known for its laconic style, never reached the Lace-
daemon because they had fallen to the Athenians:

«Eppet 1o kdia. Mivoapog dreooda. Tlervédv
twvopes. Amopioues ti ypn opavy» (Xen. Hell. 1,
1,23).

[The ships are gone. Mindarus is dead. The
men are starving. We know not what to do].

During the winter of 425 BC the Athenians
captured the Persian Artaphernes, who was travel-
ing to Lacedaemon as an envoy of the High King.
Artaphernes was going to deliver letters from the

1 Among others, see Arrian, Alexander Anabasis, 1, 25.
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High King to the Spartans. The letters, written in
Assyrian characters, were captured by the Athe-
nians; they translated them and revealed, inter
alia, the relations between Sparta and Persia. Per-
sia had not understood what the Spartans wanted
from them so they asked the Spartans to be more
specific and to send their ambassadors accompa-
nied by Artaphernes.?

The following trick, applied by a general from
Skione,® Timoxenos, and the Persian Artabazus,*
is also interesting. Timoxenos agreed with Artaba-
zus to deliver to him Poteidaia by betrayal. After
they had first planned to designate two specific
points, one in the city and one in the camp, they
sent their messages by using bows. They wrote
their text on a papyrus piece and wound it around
the notches of the arrow. We might never have
learned about this plot if Artabazus had not missed
his shot. It is said that because of the wind direc-
tion and the misapplication of the arrow wings he
wounded a Poteidaian soldier by accident.

«...palder avdpog Ilotidaudrov 0V dpov,
0V 08 Pinbévia mepiédpausy Sylog, ola pilel
yiyveaOar €v 1@ moAéuq: avtika 0¢ T0 TOCEVUO
Aofiovies Epepov émi Tod¢ arpatnyols, Kol 0UTog
Kazopavig éyéveto i mpacicy (Hdt. 8. 128; Aen.
Tact. 31. 25).

[...and hit a Potidaean in the shoulder. As of-
ten happens in war, a crowd ran up to the wounded
man: and they at once seized the arrow and took
it to the generals, so that the plot was discovered].

The Spartan admiral Lysander sent letters to
Pausanias, who was based at Plataca (395 BC).
Through these letters he notified him that, among
other things, he had to meet him at Haliartos
(Boeotia). The letters never arrived at their des-

2 After this apocalypse, the Athenians sent their ambas-
sadors, accompanied by Artaphernes, who sailed with a
trireme to Ephesus in order to renew the truce between
Athens and Persia. Upon arrival they learned about the
death of King Artaxerxes and returned to Athens. Thucy-
dides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 4, 50.

3 Ancient Greek city in Pallene, the westernmost headland
of Chalcidice.

4 Artabazus 1 (480 BC - 455 BC) was a satrap of
Hellespontine Phrygia (now northwest Turkey).



loannidou - Letters Captured or Lost During Military...(17-20)

Archaeology and Science 16 (2020)

tination. On the contrary, they were received as
CED by the Thebans because the courier was cap-
tured in a spying ambush (Plut. Lys. 28).

The importance of CED, however, can be used
for the benefit of those who lost them on purpose.
If a letter of paramount importance deliberately
reaches the enemy’s hands, then he, believing that
he owns CED, will not proceed to evaluate the in-
formation but will accept it as reliable (Ioannidou
2010: 22; 2016: 108-115).

We can derive a relevant example from
Polyainus, which refers to the Macedonian King
Philip, father of Alexander the Great. At the time,
Philip was campaigning against Amphissa (338
BC); the Athenians and Thebans had occupied the
straights of Thermopylae beforehand in order to
make them impregnable. Philip sent a fake letter
to Antipatrus in Macedonia, saying that he had
postponed the campaign and that he was suppos-
edly hastening to Thrace because of an insurrec-
tion that had broken out there. When the messen-
ger carrying the letter passed near the straights,
the Athenian generals arrested him, read the mes-
sage and without making an evaluation or verifi-
cation of the information, having confidence that
they possessed a reliable source, they abandoned
their strong positions. Philip passed through the
unguarded passage, defeated the enemy generals
who had pulled out, and thus conquered Amphissa
(Polyaenus 4. 2. 8).

The trick of making fake letters was quite fre-
quent in ancient times. For example, Alexander
the Great, when in Yrkania,® wanted to know who
from his immediate environment was saying good
words about him and who was not. He told his
men to write letters to their families, as he would,
too. When the senders had made a distance of 3
posting stations,® Alexander ordered them to come

5 Satrapy of ancient Persia, located in the territories of the
present day Gilan, Mazandaran and Golestan provinces of
Iran and part of Turkmenistan.

6 Stations of the Royal Road, an ancient highway rebuild
by the Persian King Darious the Great (Darius I), in the
5th century BC. This route, having hundreds of posting
stations, was used by couriers to deliver messages to the
Persian capital.

back. He opened the letters and learned the beliefs
of his men (Polyaenus, 4. 3. 19; Diod. 17. 80).

Those who failed to accept or read their let-
ters in time proceeded to misinterpretation of the
information, while others suffered the negative
outcome of a battle or even fell victim to murder.

«Aotvavoxtt  0n  tpavwe  Aouydrov
neupBeions émotolijs év ] ypauuéva v unvoova
™y émpPoviny 4o’ g avnpédy, mopd 1o uy evOdS
dvoilon kol Gvoyvadvar T0  YEYPOUUEVA  CAAG
dueAnoovtog avtod, mpog AdALoIG O& yevouévov
TPOTEPOV, S1EPOCPN, TNV EMATOANY &YV TEPI TODG
Jdaxtodovoy (Aen. Tact. 31. 34).

[A letter was sent to Astyanax, tyrant of Lamp-
sacus, containing information of the plot which
proved fatal to him: since, however, he did not
open it at once and read the contents, but took no
notice and attended to other business first, he was
murdered with the letter unopened in his fingers].

In History there are cases where the message
inadvertently got lost and never reached its desti-
nation. Plenty of them remain unknown in histo-
ry. Some are testified to by others. Such a story is
told by Plutarch about Timokrates (Plut. Dio. 26.
7. 10), who in his backpack had a letter that was
to be delivered to Dionysius of Syracuse. During
the journey, he slept overnight in a forest at the
edge of the road. In his backpack he had a piece
of meat, whose smell attracted a wolf. The wolf,
in his attempt to grab the meat, took the backpack
together with it. When Timokrates woke up and
realized what had happened, he wandered a long
time searching for the backpack, until he decided
that it was better for him to disappear.

The importance of collecting and transmit-
ting information was great from the most ancient
times, since it would have had crucial importance
in decisions and designs which in turn would fur-
nish an adequate assessment of the situation i.e.
the basis for Operational Planning. Lost or cap-
tured documents made their own factor in military
history. Some of them could affect the outcome
of a battle. From the texts of ancient writers we
derive really surprising information that calls for
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further study and research, making this sector ex-
tremely fascinating.
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REZIME
PISMA KOJA SU BILA
ZAROBLJENA ILI IZGUBLJENA
TOKOM VOJNIH OPERACIJA U
KLASICNOJ GRCKOJ (V-1V VEK
PRE N. E.)

KLJUCNE RECI: ANTICKA GRCKA, PISMA,
ANTICKI GRCKI ORUZANI SUKOBI, ANTICKA
DOKUMENTA TOKOM RATA.

U mnogim slucajevima se deSavalo da pis-
ma koja su ucesnici u ratnim sukobima slali to-
kom ratnih operacija u antickoj Gr¢koj nikada ne
stignu do svojih primalaca. Neka od njih su bila
izgubljena, dok su druga pala u ruke neprijatel-
jima. Ovo je moglo da se desi pre, tokom ili na
kraju ratnog sukoba. U kojem god trenutku da se
to deSavalo, slucajevi izgubljenih ili zarobljenih
dokumenata bili su bitan ¢inilac za buduéi odnos
zaracenih strana.
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