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EGYPTIANS AND PERSIANS AT PELUSIUM, 342 BC

EVERYTHING WAS 
GREEK TO THEM …
Egypt had been in the throes of a long struggle with the Assyrian Empire 

and had been subject to varying degrees of Assyrian occupation up to 

655 BC. The hated Assyrian rule was broken and they were expelled, 

allowing Egypt to now try to re-establish itself as a regional power.

By Eoghan Kelly
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The deal is made and Greek 
hoplite mercenaries are intro-
duced to their new employer.
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P
ushing into the void left by the 
collapse, they soon came into 
conflict with the Neo-Babylo-
nian Empire but were saved 
from conquest by the pharaoh 

Apries, who prevented the Babylonian 
forces from entering Egypt. Soon, how-
ever, internal instability was exploited 
by the rising superpower in the region 
– Persia. In 525 BC the Persian Empire, 
led by Cambyses II, completed its con-
quest of Egypt, winning a decisive bat-
tle at Pelusium.

From the outset the Persians had ruled 
with an iron fist, stripping temples of 
wealth and levying heavy taxes, and 
this sparked the first major revolt in 
522, which was ruthlessly crushed. 
There was a series of other revolts 
throughout the 400s, with the Persians 
being expelled following the revolt led 
by Amenirdisu who established the 
28th Dynasty in 404, who was able to 
use unrest elsewhere in the empire.

The 28th Dynasty was followed in 
quick succession by the weak 29th 
and more effective 30th Dynasties. In 
345 BC a combination of a bad deci-
sion and betrayal restarted open war-
fare with Persia. Pharaoh Nectanebo 
II supported a Phoenician rebellion, 
dispatching 4,000 Greek mercenaries, 
commanded by Mentor of Rhodes, his 
military advisor. Mentor was clearly not 
enamoured by this plan, and betrayed 
the plan to the Persian king, Artaxerxes 
III. He was determined to reclaim the 
satrapy lost by his namesake.

Nectanebo quickly pulled together an 
army of over 100,000 men, including 
60,000 Egyptians, 20,000 Libyan light 
infantry and camel troops, and 20,000 
Greek mercenary hoplites. Facing him 
was a veritable host of the Persian Em-
pire with one force alone containing 
130,000 Persian troops and over 

14,000 Greek hoplites, and Mentor’s 
4,000 who had defected; other armies 
also converged on Egypt.

Through 343 and early 342 the armies 
sparred along the eastern borders of 
the Nile Delta. Nectanebo blocked the 
rivers and canals leading into Egypt by 
chaining boats together and stationing 
garrisons at the wide range of forts built 
to defend this access route. Artaxerxes 
tried forcing his way behind the Egyp-
tian forces in 343 but was foiled by the 
river defences. In 342 he decided on a 
more direct approach. 

THE BATTLE
The Persians deployed on the plain to 
the east of Pelusium, a sandy region 
leading into the Sinai Desert but criss-
crossed with farms growing flax and 
small irrigation systems. The Egyptians 
split their forces. The fortress of Pelu-
sium was occupied by a mixed garri-
son of Greeks and Egyptians, probably 
around 2,000 men formed of Greek 
peltasts, slingers, Egyptian archers, and 
spearmen. Nectanebo based himself 
there. The remainder of the Egyptian 
forces were deployed with the Greek 
heavy infantry in two phalanxes – one 
on the right wing anchoring it to a ca-
nal and the other holding the centre 
alongside Egyptian heavy infantry and 
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squadrons of light chariots as their 
skirmish troops. The left wing was an-
chored to the fortress, and consisted of 
a mix of Egyptian heavy infantry with 
Libyan light troops, camel-mounted 
archers, and more light chariots. Due 
to the broken ground, the Egyptians did 
not deploy any other cavalry.

The Persians deployed in their tradi-
tional manner with three large ‘wings’ 
of infantry. The right wing, containing 
Mentor’s hoplites, was tasked with 
pinning back the lighter troops and, 
where possible, separating the Egyp-
tians from the fortress. In order to help 
him, two large units of Persian heavy 
infantry were deployed to Mentor’s left 
and light infantry were deployed to 
their front to engage with the chariots. 
The centre was held by a large force 
of heavy infantry, light infantry, and 
up to 100 heavy scythed chariots. Ar-
taxerxes had his throne set up here to 
direct the battle. Finally, the left wing 
was another huge force of in-
fantry; this one struggled 
to deploy properly due to 
the canal on its left, and so 
half of the force was in ef-
fect a reserve. The remain-
ing Greek forces were also 
deployed on this wing to 
bolster those forces 
already deployed.

The Forces
The scenario presented here is for 
the  Men of Bronze  system from Os-
prey. Suggestions are provided on 
how this scenario can be adapted to 
other ancients rulesets. 

The Egyptian forces are outnumbered 
roughly 1.5 to 1 by the Persians but 
have the advantage of terrain (see 
below). Use the Decisive battle sce-
nario (page 42). For other rulesets 
a standard pitched-battle scenario 
should work just fine.

Egyptian forces
Right Wing – 22 points 
1 Drilled Hoplites (Greek Mercenar-
ies), 2 Peltasts (Greek Mercenaries), 
1 Archers (in the fortress)

Centre – 24 points 
2 Drilled Infantry (Egyptian máchi-
moi), 2 Archers

Left Wing – 20 points 
1 Drilled Infantry (máchimoi), 2 Arch-
ers (Nubian), 1 Peltasts (Numidian)

Reserve – 8 points 
1 Drilled Infantry (Egyptian máchimoi)

Persian light horse – in this battle they'll have limited space to manoeuvre.

Under pressure from the Persian advance, the Egyptian line begins to fold.

Reluctant Ionian levies are pressed forward to fight their 'fellow' Greeks.

Greek mercenaries and their Egyptian paymasters skirmish against Persian archers.
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Persian Forces 
Right Wing  28 Points
2 Drilled Infantry (Sparabara), 2 Arch-
ers (Persian), 1 Light Troops (Median) 

Centre  36 points
2 Heavy Cavalry (Persian Nobles), 1 
Drilled Infantry (Chaldeans), 2 Psiloi 
(Crescent Shield)

Left Wing  32 points
2 Militia Hoplites (Lydian levy), 
1 Cavalry (light horse), 1 Peltasts 
(Crescent Shield), 1 Archers

Alternately, use the rough guide below 
and apply it to your favourite ruleset.

Egyptian
• Left – Mercenary Hoplites 25%, 

Mercenary Peltasts 50%, Fortress 
archers 25%.

• Centre – Machimoi 50%, 
Archers 50%

• Right – Machimoi 30%, 
Nubian infantry 50%, Nubian 
Skirmishers 20% 

• Reserve – Machimoi 100%

 Persian 
• Left – Levied Hoplites 40%, 

Light Horse 20%, Light spear-
men 20%, Light archers 20%

• Centre – Persian Heavy Cav-
alry 40%, Heavy infantry 20%, 
Allied light infantry 40%

• Right – Spara infantry 40%, 
Archers 40%, Light infantry/
skirmishers 20%

Setting up the table
The battlefield should be an open 
plain, possibly with the odd field 

or hut. Canals should anchor each of 
the short edges. These waterways are 
impassable to all troops; this should 
shrink the standard battlefield size from 
6 feet to 5 feet in width. The Egyptian 
right flank should have a fortress; the 
infantry inside does not take a direct 
role in the battle but can assist with 
archery (as noted). Note these archers 
count as off-board and don’t count for 
victory conditions. No off-table flank-
ing or flank marches are possible. 

Victory Conditions 
Play the battle for a set number of 
turns, depending on your ruleset (typi-
cally ten turns for  Men of Bronze ). The 
Persians must wipe the Egyptians from 
the field; they have superior numbers 
but are restricted by the battlefield with 

how many units they can press into 
the battle line. Alternately, if they 
kill the Egyptian general, they 
can claim a major victory.

The Egyptians just need to 
survive; as long as their army is 
not broken by the end of the 
battle, they can claim 
a minor victory – and 
possibly drive the Per-
sian King into negotiations. If, by 
some miracle, they break the Persian 
army, they can claim a major victory 
knowing Egypt is safe (for the time be-
ing) from the might of Persia. 

HISTORICAL OUTCOMES
The Egyptian army was poorly led 
but dangerously overconfident due 
to their recent successes. Both Per-
sian wings advanced, smashing the 
Egyptian left wing and forcing the 
rest of the army to wheel backwards 
to maintain its cohesion – but this 
only exposed the right flank. The 
Greek mercenaries recognised their 
dire position and swiftly negotiated a 
deal to allow them to save their lives.

The rest of the army was put to flight, 
with the last Egyptian pharao in tow. 
The Persians re-established their sa-
trapy, but in 332 Alexander the Great 
came and it all changed forever. WS&S

WS&S wishes to thank Thistle and 
Rose with their help with this article.

The strength of the Persian army lies in the combination of cavalry and archery, but don't forget the spearmen!

Seeing the battle has been lost, the Greek mercenaries call for terms from the Persians. New employment?


