Battle Report # 11

romans vs. Nobades c. 220 A.D. 

(Colonial Battles in Antiquity)
The Roman Empire had grown tired of its southern frontier being constantly overrun by the desert tribes of Nubia and decided to embark on a punitive expedition. The problem was that the only regular troops available in the region were one understrength veteran legion and one in the process of completing its training. The available forces were totally deficient in cavalry and pack animals making strategic planning difficult and the commander in chief, General Nicolaus had decided to use his force as bait to lure the brigands out of the desert and destroy them piecemeal.
The opponents

The Nobades, under their Prince Merak – known as ‘The Slippery One’ amongst his troops – was no ordinary leader of men. He had fought countless battles and raids and more-often-than-not had brought home the spoils. His few defeats had been quick withdrawals rather than disasters, hence the ‘slippery’ nickname. He knew well the deficiencies of his army. There was no problem in his troops’ morale and he knew he could easily raise over 30,000 men eager to fight, but their training left a lot to be desired. On the other hand, he knew he would be fighting the imperial Roman army and the Romans had only been defeated in memory by heavy shock cavalry and swift horse archers. He possessed neither of the two and decided he would need to swamp the Romans with numbers and wear them down in a slow, slugging battle. 

The muster produced no less than 8,000 levy archers (24 x Irr Bw O, U, Msl [Bow] 20 x Irr Ps O, Msl [Bow]), some 12,000 semi-trained peasants with spears (36 x Irr Spearmen O, U,  Shk) and 6,000 lighter armed but experienced warriors (24 x Irr Peltasts O, Shk/Msl [Jav]). His noblemen provided most of the mounted troops and he could count on no less than 8,000 cavalry with another 400 camel-mounted scouts. (32 x Irr Cv O, Shk/Msl [Jav]) and (3 x Irr LCm O, Msl [Bow]).


The Imperial Roman Army was but a shadow of its self with two undermanned legiones in the region. The veteran Legio numbered only 3,000 legionnaires (10 x Reg Sw O, Pro2, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Jav]) with another 3,000 good Auxiliarii (12 x Reg Plt O, Pro2, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Jav]). The lack of pack animals prohibited any artillery, but Nicolaus was very fortunate in having the services of 1,000 picked eastern archers (4 x Reg Bw O, Pro1, Heavy, Msl [Bow]). The other, a new Legio, was well-trained but its men had never seen any action. It numbered 3,600 legionnaires (12 x Reg Sw O, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Jav]) with 2,500 Auxiliarii (10 x Reg Plt O, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Jav]) and had only managed to raise 500 local slingers (6 x Irr Ps O, Msl [Sling]) to provide it with some missile power. Nicolaus had also attached to it the only mounted element of his force made up of some 600 Moorish light javelinmen (4 x Irr LH O, Msl/Shk [Jav]) and 400 camel-mounted scouts (3 x Irr LCm O, Msl [Bow]).  

The deployment

Nicolaus, advanced into the desert towards the last known encampment of his enemy, threatening villages along the way. He knew he was disturbing the hornet’s nest, but he hoped the local chieftains would attack him piecemeal as he approached. It was, thus, with awe that he saw a huge Nobade army with plentiful cavalry emerging out of the desert. He was fortunate in that the Nobades had failed to see his force in advance allowing him to deploy without haste. The Nobade infantry had occupied a range of hills no more than a km from the Roman line and it was immediately obvious to the Roman commander that the cavalry was going to attempt to outflank his smaller force, using mass archery to wear it down. He deployed his veteran legion on the right with the legionnaires on the left and centre, the archers to their right, supported from behind by one of the auxiliary units, and the rest of the auxiliaries holding the extreme right, at the edge of an almost impassable sand dune. The green legion was to hold the left with the light cavalry and camels holding the extreme left behind the sand dunes. The legionnaires were deployed along the front of the enemy infantry with the auxiliaries in reserve behind them to the left and right.

Merak had seen the Romans arrive and had decided to lure their ‘indestructible’ infantry on to his numerous infantry on the hills. His main cavalry force was with him on the left supported by his best, light-armed foot troops. Another combined force was to attack the Roman centre from the right once it was engaged in the hills. The plan was a good one and it came very close to succeeding, but it did have one weakness, that the attack needed to be very well coordinated to succeed.

The battle

As Nicolaus observed the enemy deployment in the distance he saw the enemy cavalry moving on to his right flank and decided to anchor his force on the hills and sand dunes to his right. His force was more than enough to face off the enemy cavalry, but his open flank, behind the sand dunes, was a serious problem that he could not face due to his lack of cavalry. The centre appeared more daunting, especially as the hills opposite him allowed the total enemy force to be deployed in full view. If he attacked the centre his green troops would need flank support to succeed; if he stayed put and the right flank was over-whelmed his entire army would be in jeopardy. He decided to move ahead and engage as quickly as possible.
Merak, ‘The Slippery One’, was not prepared to allow an enemy infantry force to take the initiative and moved immediately to outflank the Roman right with his camel troops and ordered a strong cavalry force with plenty of missile support to outflank the Roman left. He ordered the huge foot command to remain on the hills and shoot at the Roman legionnaires and he moved ahead with his own cavalry to pin the powerful Roman veterans. As the advance guard of his own command approached the enemy they attacked without waiting for their supports to join them. They were met by missiles from the Auxiliarii spearmen and archers and were weakened, but their charge proved almost irresistible. Two Auxilia cohortes were pushed back and fought doggedly against the disordered cavalry. The accompanying Nobade javelinmen came into the fray, also disordered and piecemeal but this put even more pressure on the cohortes. The two Roman Auxiliarii cohortes in reserve charged into the javelinmen to save their comrades just as enemy camel troops emerged from behind, having penetrated the ‘impassable’ sand dunes. The combined missiles thrown disordered both opponents and this charge also degenerated into another hard-fought melee. Nicolaus immediately saw the danger. Two thirds of his Auxiliarii had been committed without any rapid success and were in danger of being surrounded. He risked all when he led the last auxiliary force, until then supporting the archers, into an attack to cover the threatened rear and flanks of his position. Merak, coming up close was angry at his horsemen for being so impetuous, but then saw the opportunity. Unsupported archers were like lion hunting for cavalrymen: dangerous, but immensely satisfying if successful. He sent some his numerous light foot archers to skirmish ahead to allow his cavalry to approach unmolested but these were shot to pieces by the Roman professional archers and broke and ran. His cavalry was next. Merak charged home with over 2000 of his nobles who were met by a decimating arrow storm. Their momentum, however, still carried them forward and they clashed with the unsupported Roman archers and the legionnaires from the centre who had moved up to help them. No more than a short distance away, Nicolaus was desperately trying to dodge enemy missiles as he strove to repel the enemy camel troops and hold his flank together. The point of crisis had been reached.
On the other side of the battlefield, the Roman deputy commander had been following his orders somewhat reluctantly. As his legionnaires approached the hills, the arrows became denser, although not very effective, and the enemy numerical superiority appeared huge. Even worse, he saw that both his flanks were increasingly becoming insecure and he decided to protect at least the one on the left by attacking the enemy spearmen threatening them with two Auxilia cohortes. The other two Auxiliarii cohortes trailing behind would have to protect the other flank of the Legio on their own. Meanwhile, the extreme rear of the Roman left was being covered by the Moors and the few camel scouts. These were being engaged by the cavalry commander of the Nobade right who sent his light archers ahead to harass the enemy while they were still in the dunes. Both Roman and Nobade archery was very effective, the Nobade leader losing almost a third of his cavalry force to enemy arrows and javelins, while the Moors were caught inside the dunes by the light skirmishers and were literally executed. As the remnants of the Moors broke, the Roman camelmen became disordered and were caught by the Nobade heavy cavalry -still raging from the heavy losses it had suffered- and were slaughtered. Very few survived and the Roman left was now completely open from the rear. Its only chance now was to rupture the enemy infantry and burst through the hills. This proved an impossible task for the inexperienced legionnaires. They managed to push back the Nobade archers without too much trouble, but they failed to cause the massive disorder they had hoped for and crashed onto the waiting spearmen behind. After a few minutes of heavy fighting it beame obvious that the Roman attack was failing along almost its entire length. Only two cohortes of the six engaged had managed to push their opponents over the hill, but even they had failed to break them and were now almost surrounded. The rest were forced to recoil in total disarray and only their superb training saved them from routing. The legionnaire cohort on the extreme right flank was attacked by superior cavalry forces of the central command and also had to recoil, but was saved at the last moment by the Auxiliarii reserve who charged into the cavalry and managed to divert their attention. Even they, however, were no match for the enemy cavalry and had to fight for their own survival. The entire Roman command could soon cease to exist.
As so often happens in close-fought battles, it was the unexpected that brought it to a close. Both the Nobade cavalry and the Roman foot had been fighting a see-saw battle and were close to being exhausted. It was the Roman archers that finally decided the issue. Despite their lack of equipment and training, they fought hand-to-hand with the (weakened) enemy cavalry and brought it to a crucial standstill allowing the unengaged legionnaires just enough time to take the decimated nobles in the flank. At the same moment, Nicolaus successfully saw off the camel troops threatening his rear and the Auxiliarii spearmen, without routing their opponents, had caused such losses that the entire Nobade command wavered. As Merak ‘The Slippery One’ came under attack himself, his over-stretched command simply lost heart and broke. Nicolaus saw the enemy slipping away almost with disbelief. 

There was still a crisis on the Roman left, but the wind seemed to have gone out of the enemy. The Roman commander’s attack to protect the left flank of the Legio was totally successful and this proved to be the breaking point for the Nobades. Only their right wing commander, having broken through the Moor flank guards was willing to fight, but the commander of the foot, seeing Merak fleeing, decided survival was preferrable to valour and ordered a general withdrawal.
The outcome

Losses on the Roman side were very limited, only about 600 legionnaires, despite the critical fighting and these were suffered mostly by the green legionnaires. The Moors and camelmen were expendable in any case and the Auxiliarii were exhausted rather than hurt. The Nobades had lost over 2000 horse troopers, along with most of their camelmen and some 4000 infantry, mostly spearmen. Their losses were not heavy but were mostly suffered by the elite cavalry arm making Merak very unpopular (his nickname became Merak ‘The Slimey One’ after the battle). In any case, the Romans were in no shape to pursue and had no more cavalry, but with the Roman force largely intact, the Nobades immediately sued for peace and promised to protect rather than harass the imperial lands.
