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KEY SPARTAN BATTLES
THE BATTLE OF CHAMPIONS 
Sparta fought against their Peloponnesian rival Argos on the plain of Thyrea around 546 BCE. Rather than 
risk the deaths of thousands of hoplites, each side chose 300 of their best warriors to fight to the death to 
resolve the dispute. The final soldier who remained on the battlefield would signify victory for their city. To 
ensure that no assistance would be granted, the remainder of both armies departed from the field leaving 
the 600 soldiers behind. The subsequent battle that took place was so balanced that, after an entire day of 
fighting, only two Argives and one Spartan remained. The Argives then departed, considering themselves 
victorious, while the remaining Spartan stayed behind to claim the armour of 
his enemies (a practice in Greece at the time indicating victory).

Both armies arrived the following day believing that they had won and claiming 
ownership of the valley: Argos’ claim was that they had more survivors; Sparta’s 
that their man was the last soldier to leave the battlefield. Both armies then 
engaged in all-out war, negating the efforts and sacrifice of the previous battle. 
Sparta decisively won this second encounter and seized the territory of Thyrea, 
though not without heavy losses. Sadly, the Spartan survivor of the initial battle, 
Orthryades, was so ashamed that he lived while the rest of his comrades died 
in sacrifice to Sparta that he took his own life. Afterwards Argos cursed the loss 
and decreed that no man of their city would wear their hair long and no Argive 
woman would wear gold until their city won back Thyrea from the Spartans.

THE SECOND GRECO-PERSIAN WAR AND THE 300 SPARTANS
In 480 BCE the Persian King Xerxes I invaded Greece as part of the Second Greco-Persian War. According 
to Herodotus, he brought with him a colossal military force of 2 641 610 soldiers1 (though modern 
estimates puts this number closer to 400 000 total land and sea forces).2 In response to the invasion, a 
number of Greek city states formed a coalition that resolved to delay the Persian advance by holding the 
narrow pass at Thermopylae, an important strategic choke point on the road to central Greece. The navy 
would also engage the Persians at Artemisium, a narrow strait of water to the east of Thermopylae. The 
coalition and its strategy were cemented when Themistocles of Athens put his city’s army and navy at 
Sparta’s disposal.

By August 480 BCE Xerxes’ troops reached Thermopylae and were met by a combined force of only 
5200 Greeks (according to Herodotus3) or 11 200 (according to Pausanias4). Leading this allied coalition 
was Spartan King Leonidas I with only a few hundred perioikoi and his own personal bodyguard of 
300 Spartans.5 The majority of the Spartan army was prevented from marching out by the religious festival 
of the Carneia (which had also prevented them helping in the First Greco-Persian War).

Xerxes waited four days at the pass believing the Greeks would scatter in the face of such an 
overwhelming force. In a famous exchange between the two leaders, the Persian king called on the Greeks 
to surrender their weapons. Leonidas famously replied in typical Spartan fashion with ‘come and take 
them’. When it was obvious they would not depart, Xerxes ordered his troops to attack. The 300 Spartans 
and their Greek allies held back the combined might of all Xerxes’ forces for two days, fending off even his 
most elite fighting regiment, the Immortals. However, by the third day the Persians had managed to gain 
the advantage, as the Greeks were betrayed by a man named Ephialtes (whose name later came to mean 
nightmare). In hopes of a reward from Xerxes, he had told the Persians of an old goat path they were able 
to use to outflank the Greeks.

KEY SPARTAN BATTLES
MORE INFORMATION

Ancient battles were 
seldom fought to the 
complete elimination 
of the enemy. When 
ten to fifteen percent 
of soldiers were lost, 
an army usually fled 
and ceded to their 
opponents.

DID YOU KNOW?
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Betrayed and about to be overrun, Leonidas ordered the withdrawal of the allied forces but remained 
with his Spartans to delay the Persians and cover the retreat. Defying his orders, 700 Thespians chose 
to stand and fight with the Spartans rather than retreat to save their own lives. At dawn on the third day, 
ten thousand Persians charged at the handful of remaining Greeks. Leonidas died fighting shoulder-to-
shoulder with his men under a volley of enemy arrows and a fierce battle broke out to reclaim his body. 
According to Herodotus, this rear-guard of Spartans and Thespians fought until every spear snapped and 
every sword broke, resisting to the last man with only their hands and teeth.6 Despite the bravery of the 
Spartans and Thespians, the invaders ultimately won the pass.

Thermopylae would arguably become the most famous battle in ancient history. Leonidas and his 
300 Spartans became symbols of valour and courage, of strength and the battle of freedom against 
tyranny, not just to other Spartans but to all Greeks. The Persians were ultimately successful at 
Thermopylae, yet it was a pyrrhic victory. In addition to significant casualties,7 Xerxes lost over a week of 
his advance.

The Spartans did not have to wait long to get their revenge. At the battle of Plataea in 479 BCE, a larger 
force of Spartans and other Greeks attacked the remaining Persians.8 According to Herodotus, the Greeks 
lost only 159 men while the Persians lost 257 000.9 However, other sources suggest that the Greek losses 
were much higher—Plutarch states that 1360 Greeks were killed,10 while Diodorus claims this number was 
over 10 000.11 At any rate, all sources agree that the Greeks were successful and the Persians were expelled.

After the war, the sacrifice of the heroes of Thermopylae was not forgotten and a monument was placed at 
the site to commemorate their last stand. An epigram attributed to the poet Simonides was included on 
the monument:

EPITAPH FOR THE 300
Stranger, tell the Lacedaemonians [Spartans] that we lie here, 
trusting their words.

[Translation notes: ‘words’ is alternatively translated as ‘orders’ or ‘laws’,  
‘trusting’ as ‘obeyed’.]
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SOURCES AS EVIDENCE

Using Source 1 and your own knowledge, respond to the following:.

1. Why do you think these words were chosen to be inscribed on this monument?

2. What does this source suggest about duty and responsibility in Sparta?

HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS

1. Why might different authors vary so significantly about how many men fought and died in the battles of the 
Greco-Persian Wars?

2. Find at least two secondary sources with estimates of the numbers of men fighting and dying in the battles 
of Plataea or Thermopylae. Which estimates seems to be the most accurate and why?

ACTIVITY


