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Thermopylae is a hot springs spa.  The word in Greek means “hot gates,” from the thermal springs and the narrow mountain pass by which the site may be approached.  Thermopylae is eighty miles northwest of Athens and 220 miles northeast of Sparta.  The Phokian Wall around which so much of the desperate fighting took place during the battle was not built by the Spartans and their allies but stood for years prior to the battle, built in ancient times by the people of Phokis and Lokris as a defensive wall across the pass against invasions from their northern neighbors, the Thessalians and Macedonians.  Thermopylae is the northern gateway into Greece.  When the 300 Spartans arrived to hold the pass in August 480 BC, the Phokian Wall was in shambles and was but a pile of stones.  The Spartans rebuilt it.
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It is August 480 BC, ten years after Marathon.  Polynikes’ mora, the Heracles mora, trains this day in a dry riverbed called the Corridor, a blistering hot funnel between sandbanks north of the village of Limnai.  The men are running shock drills with hoplons, two-on-ones and three-on-twos, when an ephor named Charilaus appears on the bank above the sweating men and speaks to the mora commander.  The ephor was past seventy; he had lost the lower half of his leg in battle years earlier fighting the Thebans.  For him to hobble on his staff this far from Sparta can only mean something big has happened.  The mora commander and the ephor speak in private.  The drills with hoplon on hoplon continue.  Polynikes wipes the sweat out of his eyes.  No one looks up.  No one speaks, yet everyman knows.  This is it.  Polynikes gets the word from syssition training nearby, which pass it down the line. 
“It’s the Gates, boys.”  The Hot Gates.  Thermopylae.  
No assembly is called.  To the shock of all, the mora is dismissed and told to go back to their kleros.  The men are given the rest of the day off.  Polynikes can’t believe it.  Such a holiday has only been grated half a dozen times in his memory; usually the Peers break up in high spirits and sprint home to be with their wives.  Not today.  Nobody moves.  The entire mora stands nailed to the sandy hills of the Corridor, in the sweltering confines of the dry river, talking and buzzing like a hive. 
Here is the word:  Four morai, 4800 men, will mobilize for Thermopylae.  Two helot battle squires will accompany each man.  The army will march out as soon as the Karneius is over.  By holy law, no Spartan army may take up arms during the New Year.  As the Spartan army marches north, they will pick up Greek allies from the other Greek city-states.  The Persian army of Xerxes, over 200,000 men are now in Thessaly.  That is ten days away from the Gates.  Maybe less.  Leonidas will take an advance party of handpicked men north to hold the pass before the Greek army arrives.


“How many in the advanced party?” asks Polynikes.

“You’ll hear it from Leonidas tomorrow,” answers the ephor.  But he sees Polynikes frustration.  “Three hundred,” he volunteers.  “All Peers.  All sires.  Leonidas marches to Thermopylae with a personal bodyguard of three hundred hippies.”


The expression on every man’s face suddenly changes.  The mood immediately becomes grim and serious.  They know what this means.  An “all-sire” unit is made up of men who are fathers of living sons.  This is so, if the warriors are killed in battle, their family bloodlines will not die out.  An all-sire unit is a suicide unit.  A tiny force sent north to stand and die.  No one is expected to return.
Five days later.  The entire Spartan army—all four morai—is in formation without weapons because of the Karneius prohibition, but still in their scarlet battle cloaks to witness the march-out of Leonidas’ Three Hundred.  On one side of the Field of Ares, stands the army.  On the other side are the women and children of Sparta, standing together in the small groups of clan and family.   The mood is dark and sad.  Leonidas stands in front of the assembled crowd, performing the sphagia. He tears out the throat of a goat in a single bloody motion, letting all of Sparta see the life-blood drip from his sword into the sacred ground below.  Each man of the Three Hundred, stands garlanded with the oak leaves of victory around his head, armed with the battle shield at the carry, scarlet cloak draped across his shoulders, while his helot battle squire stands at his side holding the eight-footer and helmet until the sacrifices are complete.  It is August, the month of the Karneius and each man is supposed to receive his new tribone for the year, replacing the now-threadbare war cloak he has worn for the past four seasons.  Leonidas orders no new war cloaks for the Three Hundred.  It would be a poor use of the city’s resources, he declares, to provide new cloaks for men who will have use of them for such a short period of time.
Leonidas has handpicked each warrior personally.  The Three Hundred contain men fresh out of the agoge and graybeards (Leonidas is sixty-one).  Some have fought before; others are “virgins.” The Three Hundred, Leonidas feels, will perform best not as an army of front-rankers, fighting as a bodyguard of champions, but as an army in miniature, of young and old, green and seasoned.  By mixing the different levels of experience with the varying age groups, each will fight harder for the next; philadelphia will conquer phobos.

Leonidas begins softly, his voice carrying in the early morning stillness, heard with ease by all.


“Shall I tell you where I find strength, friends?” asks the king.  “Shall I tell you where I get my strength?”  Leonidas gestures to the wives and mothers assembled along the still-shadowed slopes.


“Learn from them brothers.  Women’s courage is the strongest in the world.  Learn from their pain.  Men’s pain is lightly borne and over quickly.  Our wounds are of the flesh, which is nothing; women’s is of the heart; sorrow and pain unending after sacrificing a husband or a son.  Their pain is far more difficult to beat; yet our women give up their sons without complaint so we might all live to see another day.  It is from Sparta’s women that I get my strength.  We their sons can do no less.”


Into each man’s hands is placed by his squire a cup of heavy, red wine, the same type of wine they were all baptized in when they entered this world.  Leonidas raises his cup above his head and continues.

“In six hundred years no Spartan woman has seen the smoke from the enemy’s fires.  We drink to our women.”  Leonidas drinks and the men follow him.
In twenty generations, the Three Hundred is the tiniest military unit ever to march to war.  Three-dozen mules supply the pack animals.  They wait patiently along the roadway.  There are only eight wagons and two terrified helot goat boys keep the sacrificial herd in line.  Days before, supply dumps were set up along the six-day route.  In addition it is anticipated that the allied Greek cities will provide food along the way.  Three Hundred leave Sparta this late August morning.  Along the way to Thermopylae they pick up other allied Greek hoplites.  500 heavy infantry join from Tegea and a matching number from Mantinea, along with 2000 from Corinth, Philus and Mycenae.  Seven hundred heavy infantry join from Thespiae, each wearing the black death cloak of the Thespian hoplite.  Of all the Greeks, the Thespians appear the most intimidating: black cloaks, black plumes on their helmets and black shields with a white new moon emblazoned on the front.  Two days later, 400 hoplites arrive from Thebes.  By the time Leonidas’ battle column reaches the Hot Gates there are 7000 Greeks.  Three days away are 200,000 Persians.
Leonidas order the Greeks to immediately rebuild the crumbling Phokian Wall.  Orders are issued for every stonemason within the allied ranks, regardless of unit, to report to the Narrows.  Chisels, picks and levers are collected and more sent for from villages in the surrounding countryside.  At once the Greek engineers and draftsmen assemble and begin a lengthy debate.  Torches are positioned to light the Narrows, diagrams sketched in the dirt; one of the officers of the Corinthians produces and an actual drawn-to-scale blueprint.  They all begin to argue.  The wall should be built right at the Narrows blocking the pass.  No, say others, better it should be set back fifty yards creating a “triangle of death” between the sheer cliffs and the battle wall.  A Mycenaean officer argues the wall should be set back twice that far, giving the Greek heavy infantry space and room to maneuver.  Meanwhile the troops hang out, as Greeks will, each argues with the next, offering their own opinion and advice.  Polynikes stands in a small group with other Peers from his syssition.  As is their nature, the Spartans are silent, men of few words.  They watch in dismay as the debating club unfolds around them, each Greek trying to outshout the next.  Polynikes shifts his weight to his other foot, hands clasped behind his back, shaking his head in dismay.  If we can’t build a wall together how will we fight together? he wonders.  Leonidas appears out of the shadows.  He simply picks up a boulder, marches to a spot in the old wall, and sets the stone in place.  The king returns to the pile of rocks and lifts a second and then places it behind the first.  The Greek allies look on dumbly, like stupid cattle, as their commander in chief, whom all see is well past sixty, with curled gray hair flowing over his shoulders, stoops to grab a third heavy stone.  Polynikes can stand it no longer.

“How long do you idiots intend to stand by, gaping?” barks Polynikes.  “Will you wait all night while the king builds the wall himself?”  Polynikes leaves his brothers-in-arms and grabs a boulder to aid his king.  With the roar of a throaty cheer, the troops begin to work.  Nor does Leonidas stop working; sweat now pouring off of his forehead in streams.  Still without saying a word, Leonidas returns to the pile of boulders and continues to rebuild the Phokian Wall.  He strips off his tribune and continues to work alongside the men he will go with into battle.  The wall begins to rise into a legitimate fortress. 


“Nothing fancy, boys,” the king finally says, “For a wall of stone will not save Greece, but a wall of men.”

Two nights later Leonidas orders a command meeting on a low hill behind the Phokian Wall where he has established his command post.  The Persians began to arrive two days ago.  First small streams of scouting parties; now a mighty torrent as the main-force of the foe flood in.  The Plain of Trachis just past the East Gates is overflowing with Persians: tents, horses, mountains of military supplies, food dumps, the Persians are everywhere.  Spartan scouts can see the huge tents of Xerxes.  The time for battle is near.  The Greeks shout insults at the Persians and they shout back.  They know the Greeks are here and the Greeks know where the Persians are.  Leonidas begins to address the Spartan officers, all scarlet and bronze, their red plumes running from side to side on their helmets.  In twos and threes commanders from the other allied city-states begin arriving.  The timing of this is as the king has intended.  He wants the allied officers to overhear what he seemingly speaks for Spartan ears alone.

“You are the elect of Greece, officers and commanders of Lakedaemonia, chosen to strike the first blow in defense of our homeland.  If you show fear, our allies will be afraid.  If you show courage, they will take their cue from you.  Remember that our Greek friends have not trained their whole lives for war, as we have.  They are farmers and merchants, citizen-soldiers, like the Athenians at Marathon.  Nonetheless they understand valor and courage, or they would not be here.  This is their country; they fight to defend their homes and children”


Leonidas motions the new arrivals forward.


“Welcome, brothers, welcome.  I am telling the Spartans, what I will tell you,” says Leonidas warmly.  “You are the commanders.  Your men will act as you do.  When there is work to do, you do it first and they will follow.  We will all sleep out in the open with our men.  Keep your men busy.  It there is no work make it up, for when soldiers have time to talk, phobos finds them.  Exercise campaign discipline at all time.  Let no man take a piss, without spear and shield.  Now go to your boys and tell them you love them.  Tomorrow we dine in Hell.”
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