
THUCYDIDES
Nearly 2,500 years ago, the Greek world was 
ripped apart. A savage conflict known as the 
Peloponnesian War pitted many of the Greek city-
states against each other. It dragged on for nearly 
30 years and cost tens of thousands of lives.

We know a great deal about what went on 
because a man named Thucydides wrote a book 
about the war. Called History of the Peloponnesian 
War, it was the first book of “scientific history.” 
Thucydides’ description of the war was based 
entirely on observation of events and an analysis of 
human nature. Unlike accounts by earlier writers, 
the gods didn’t play any role.

Early in his book, Thucydides wrote that he 
believed it would be “a possession for all time.” 
His prediction proved to be correct. Historians, 
military officers, and many other people still read 
History of the Peloponnesian War for its insights 
into politics and human nature.
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SuRRENdER AT SyRACuSE

CHAPTER

ONE

�

The Assinarus River was the last shred of hope for the thousands of 
desperate men. They were the remnants of an Athenian army that had 
landed on the island of Sicily in 415 BCE, just two years earlier. They had 
expected an easy conquest of Syracuse, one of the largest settlements on 
the island. 

Syracuse had been settled by their fellow Greeks many years earlier, 
but the Peloponnesian War—which pitted Greek against Greek—had 
been raging for nearly twenty years. The Athenians confidently believed 
that this invasion would become a major step in finally ending the war, 
and ending it in their favor. But a series of disastrous decisions—and an 
untimely assist or two from the natural world—had shattered this belief. 
No longer was there any chance of conquering Syracuse. Now all the 
Athenians wanted to do was escape with their lives. 

They had been on the run for a week and become little more than a 
disorganized, discouraged rabble. Their enemies seemed to be on all 
sides of them, launching attacks that killed men every day. They were 
exhausted, desperately hungry, and above all suffering from almost 
unbearable thirst in the hot early autumn sun. When the men saw the 
Assinarus River, most of them broke ranks and plunged into the water. 

“Once there they rushed in, and all order was at an end, each man 
wanting to cross first, and the attacks of the enemy making it difficult to 
cross at all; forced to huddle together, they fell against and trampled one 
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another, some dying immediately upon the javelins, others getting 
entangled together and stumbling over the articles of baggage, without 
being able to rise again,”1 wrote the man who left behind the best 
description of the impending catastrophe. 

The ground on the far side of the river was elevated. Their enemies 
took advantage of the heights to rain arrows and spears onto them. 
Hundreds collapsed and died in the river. 

The account continues, “The [enemies] also came down and 
butchered them, especially those in the water, which was thus 
immediately spoiled, but which they went on drinking just the same, 
mud and all, bloody as it was, most even fighting to have it.”2 

With the situation turning hopeless, the Athenian commander 
surrendered. Their suffering was far from over. Many of the captured 
soldiers were sent into the stone quarries near Syracuse. Given little food 
or water and no sanitary facilities, nearly all were literally worked to 
death. 

The ruins of ancient stone quarries in Syracuse. Athenian prisoners were 
forced to mine stone for Syracusean building projects.
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It was an ignominious end to a campaign that had begun with high 
hopes. An estimated 40,000 men had left Athens. Only a handful ever 
returned to their homes and their families.

The account of this disaster comes from an Athenian author named 
Thucydides (thoo-SID-ih-deez). His book History of the Peloponnesian War 
is one of the most studied works of the ancient era. 

The title is derived from the location of Sparta, which was on the 
Peloponnesian (peh-leh-puh-NEE-zhun) peninsula in Greece. Its 
inhabitants, along with the Athenians, were the primary combatants of 
the war. 

The book goes into great detail about the course of most of the war, 
which changed the boundaries and powers of the ancient world. 
Thucydides viewed the battle for Syracuse and its aftermath as the most 
important section of his book. 

“This was the greatest Hellenic [Greek] achievement of any in this 
war, or, in my opinion, in Hellenic history; at once glorious to the victors, 
and most calamitous to the conquered,” he wrote. “They were beaten at 
all points and altogether; all that they suffered was great; they were 
destroyed, as the saying is, with a total destruction, their fleet, their 
army—everything was destroyed, and few out of many returned home.”3 

Thucydides was in a unique position to write about the war. “I lived 
through the whole of it, being of an age to comprehend events, and giving 
my attention to them in order to know the exact truth about them,”4 he 
noted. He had also been a general in the Athenian army about a decade 
earlier. As a result, he had firsthand experience with wartime tactics and 
strategies. 

However, it was his misfortune to be in command during an 
Athenian military defeat. His fellow Athenians blamed him for the loss 
and voted to send him into exile. For his purposes, it turned out to be a 
blessing.

“It was also my fate to be an exile from my country for twenty years 
after my command,” he continued. “Being present with both parties, and 
more especially with the Peloponnesians by reason of my exile, I had 
leisure to observe affairs more closely.”5 

“Observing affairs more closely” didn’t extend to his personal life. 
In spite of the amount of detail that Thucydides provides in his chronicle 
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of the war, he remains a 
shadowy figure. He mentions 
himself only a few times. 

Because of his 
reputation and fame, several 
writers who came later—
sometimes centuries later—
added more clues. Most of 
this information cannot be 
verified. Consequently, 
educated guesses are about as 
close as historians can come to 
piecing together his life. 

Almost certainly he was 
born in the Greek region of 
Thrace, located northeast of 
Athens. His most likely birth 
date is sometime between 460 
and 455 BCE. His father was 

Olorus, a prominent nobleman of the region. Thucydides was related by 
marriage to several important Athenians. One was Miltiades, the hero of 
the Athenian victory over an invading Persian army at the Battle of 
Marathon in 490. Another was Miltiades’ son Cimon, an important 
Athenian general for several decades.

One of the very few personal details Thucydides reveals is that he 
“possessed the right of working the gold mines in [Thasos, an island a 
few miles off the coast of Thrace] and had thus great influence with the 
inhabitants of the mainland.”6 As a result, he was particularly well-to-do. 
He would have had the opportunity for the best possible education and 
learning from the best minds of the era. 

At some point he moved to Athens and eventually regarded himself 
as a citizen of the city. He probably also maintained a residence in 
Thrace.

It is not clear when he began writing History of the Peloponnesian War. 
Some historians believe that he waited until the end of the war in 404. At 

A bust of Thucydides, Louvre, Paris
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that point, his exile may have been lifted, allowing him to return to 
Athens. Others maintain that he started writing it much sooner. 

He didn’t complete the work. It breaks off, almost in mid-sentence, 
as he discusses events that occurred in 411. The war would last for seven 
more years. The most likely explanation for this abrupt ending is that he 
died at that point. 

As is the case with almost all of his life, the circumstances of his 
death and its timing are shrouded in mystery. The most widely accepted 
dates of his death range between 400 and 397 BCE. According to the 
Roman historian Plutarch (who was writing in the first century CE, nearly 

Athenian and Spartan soldiers clash on an ancient Greek vase that shows a 
battle from the Peloponnesian War.
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500 years later), he came to an untimely end: “It is said, too, that 
Thucydides was murdered at Skapte Hyle, a place in Thrace.”7 There is 
no way to verify this assertion. Plutarch is on firmer ground in another 
respect: “His monument is to be seen among those of Cimon’s family 
near the tomb of Cimon’s sister, Elpinice.”8

While his burial monument has long since disappeared, the History 
of the Peloponnesian War endures as a monumental masterpiece for its 
author.

Chapter ONE

An ancient mosaic shows Thucydides wreathed in laurel leaves, the highest 
prize in literature in ancient Greece.
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