
The Raid on Didyma 
by Peter R. Barkworth 

(Originally published in Lone Warrior 211) 

Didyma was a highly important religious sanctuary in ancient times, second only to the shrine of 

Delphi on mainland Greece.  It was situated about 10 miles south of the Ionian city of Miletus 

and about two miles east of the port of Panormus.  The ruins of the Hellenistic temple of Apollo 

can still be seen today, but it is the temple built in the sixth century BC that is relevant to the 

following scenario. 

 

Herodotus tells us that it was Darius who looted and destroyed the temple in 494 BC.  Strabo, 

Quintus Curtius and Pausanias say it was Xerxes on his return from Greece and after the battle of 

Mykale in 479 BC.  It seems scholars are divided about this and at least one academic suspects 

that both Persian kings raided the sanctuary.  In 479, Samos and Miletus, and perhaps other 

Ionian Greeks, were free from Persian control and Xerxes was in a more defensive posture; 

Diodorus Siculus says the King of Kings was in a state of “bewilderment”, and left part of his 

forces at Sardis.  This, I thought, was enough to make a scenario. 

 

The sanctuary was certainly wealthy; Croesus, the Lydian king and Necho of Egypt had made 

dedications there.  Strabo mentions the Branchidai, a family of priests, as betraying the temple 

treasure to Xerxes and then fleeing with the Persians eastwards to finally settle in Ecbatana.  

Perhaps they did this of their own free will or, possibly they had little choice – we simply don’t 

know.  We also have no idea how large the Persian raiding force was, but it was apparently 

sufficient to cart off the treasure, including a large bronze statue of Apollo and escort the 

collaborating or captive Branchidai away from Ionia.  So certainly, it was a raid and not an 

invasion.   

 

Because of these factors, it seemed me that a Persian Myriad (around 10,000 men) would be 

suitable, plus cavalry – perhaps 1,000 – and suitable carts or pack animals for conveying the 

booty. 

 

The Persian forces 

 

At a scale of 1:33, the Achaemenid force was made up of the following: 

 

1.  Persian Infantry  30  figures  

2.  Mede Infantry  30 

3.  Scythian Infantry  30 

4.  Saka Infantry  30 

5.  Cissian Infantry  30 

6.  Babylonian Infantry 1 30 

7.  Babylonian Infantry 2 30 

8.  Cappadocian Infantry 20 

9.  Phrygian Infantry  20 

10. Indian Infantry  30 

11. Persian Cavalry   5 



 

12. Persian Cavalry  10 

13. Mede Cavalry  10 

14. Scythian Horse Archers 10 

 

 

I added some model transport mules, carts and a 

four-horse chariot which was specially for taking 

away the statue of Apollo.  This seemed a 

sufficiently powerful force for its task, though 

units 6 to 10 were rated as levy and not 

particularly enthusiastic about fighting for the 

Persian king; Babylon was already in revolt, a 

major reason for Xerxes leaving Mardonias in 

Greece the previous year; the Phrygians were 

living too close to the newly victorious Ionian 

Greeks to want to aggravate them and the 

Cappadocians and Indians may never have been 

too keen in the first place.   

 

The small unit numbered 11 was considered elite 

and consisted of the Persian commander’s 

bodyguard.  There is a slight possibility that the 

commander of this force was called Matakes, so I 

decided to use the name for my plastic general.  

 

Before discussing the Greek force, it may be best 

to say a few words about the map.  I mentioned 

earlier that the Hellenistic temple ruins still stand 

and are still visited by many tourists on holiday in 

Turkey.  Therefore, after several viewings of 

Didyma on YouTube, satellite maps and even 

some old CIA/British Admiralty maps from an    

online Texan library, I came up with an admittedly 

estimated map.  All I can say is that it seemed 

about right for what I wanted.   
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Numbers in square brackets are the entry points of certain contingents. 

 

The Greek forces 

 

Didyma was in Milesian territory, so presumably the 

Milesians would be the most hostile towards the Persian 

raid.  Certain questions then came into my mind: would 

the Greeks know that the Persians were coming?  How 

much warning would they have had?  Would other 

neighbouring Greeks be able to send help?  Would any 

mainland Greeks be available?  I have to admit that 

most of this is pure supposition.  However, it seemed to 

me that the above Persian force is quite large and would 

be slow moving because of its attached transport 

elements.  Also, the Greeks (after the battle of Mykale) 

were on the offensive – there was a new Ionian revolt 

taking place, so presumably some scouts would have  

been around as well as other types of information gathering. 
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This led me to draw up the following potential forces for the Greeks: 

 

A.  Milesian hoplites 1  [1]  30 figures 

B.  Milesian hoplites 2  [1]  30 

C.  Samian hoplites  [5]  48 

D.  Samian archers   [5]  20 

E.  Chian hoplites 1  [2]  30 

F.  Chian hoplites 2  [3]  30 

G.  Ephesian hoplites [4]  30 

H.  Slingers       [1]   12 

I.   Light javelinmen [1]  20 

J.   Light javelinmen [2]  20 

K.  Light javelinmen [4]  20 

L.  Light javelinmen [5]  20 

 

Now when I mentioned these as potential forces, my meaning is that these are troops who might 

have been available to march towards the defence of Didyma and prevent its destruction – this 

assumes, of course, that warning had been sent around various Ionian cities.  In addition, I 

wanted to make this a scenario with lots of possibilities.  I left out Greeks from the mainland, 

though Spartans, Athenians, Troezenians and Sicyonians among others would be possibilities – 

but feel free to change it to suit your own views as you can hardly be proved wrong. 

 

For the Greeks, much is dependent on how many troops are initially available and how many 

subsequently arrive and where.  This is, after all, a solo scenario which can always be tweaked if 

something seems inaccurate or unsuitable, but I thought it would allow the game to develop in an 

unpredictable way.  To make this scenario work, I needed some suitable mechanisms to allow 

the Greeks to assemble on the board at five different places, at random times.  So, I decided on 

several locations along the northern side of the map where the contingents could appear.  Hence 

the numbers in square brackets showing where Greek forces could turn up.  Then on every move, 

a D6 was thrown and placed on the board at each of the five entry points.  When the score at an 

entry point reached 24, the appropriate Greek contingent was placed on the board.  However, the 

score for the Milesians’ arrival was set at only 20 as they were travelling along the Sacred Way  

(a paved road from Miletus to the shrine) and it was assumed they could reach their destination a 

little faster although as readers shall see, this had little effect on their “speedy” arrival.   Parts of 

the Sacred Way can still be seen to this day. 

 

The Persian had their objectives: 

 

A.  Loot the sanctuary. 

 

B. Burn the sanctuary. 

 

C.  Escort the treasure and the Branchidai off the eastern edge of the wargames table, fighting 

where necessary. 

 

 



The Greek objectives were: 

 

A.  Prevent the destruction and looting of the temple. 

 

B.  Capture/rescue the Branchidai. 

 

C.  Inflict as much damage on the Persians as is practicable. 

 

 
Photo 1. This shows the board looking east.  A track runs east to west up to the temple.  The arrival points for Greek 

contingents are on the left.  Visible near left of the picture is another track, but this I counted as paved and used as 

the statue-lined Sacred Way and was arrival point number 1. 

 

The Wargame…. 

 

The first few moves could have been made on the map only, but I went through the full tabletop 

process so that readers could get a more visual account of events and see how my mechanisms 

worked.  I decided not to play either side, but to have options which they could choose by way of 

a D10. 

 

 

 



The Persians were split into three commands: the C-in-C, Matakes, took the Persian, Mede, 

Cissian, Saka and Scythian infantry plus his personal bodyguard - he also kept back the Persian 

heavy cavalry as a useful reserve (see choices below); a lesser noble was in charge of both 

Babylonian units, Indians, Cappadocian and Phrygian levies plus the assortment of transport.  

Lastly there was a commander for the three cavalry units. 

 

 

The Persian commander could send all his 

cavalry to the Sacred Way with a view to 

holding up the Greeks there and buying time 

for the temple to be looted and destroyed or 

keep one unit back as a reserve (he always 

had his bodyguard too).  Other options 

included taking all infantry to the temple as a 

covering force while looting or splitting the 

infantry so that the brigade of levies could 

load up transport with booty (done by 

Phrygians and Cappadocians) while the 

Indians and Babylonians protected them 

whilst the second brigade consisting of 

Persians, Medes, Scythians and Cissians 

formed a potential covering force and 

rearguard.  I simply went through the options 

by rolling a D10, 1-5 “do this”, 6-10 “do 

that”.  This resulted in the Persian C-in-C 

choosing, as it were, to send only the Mede 

and Saka horsemen past the temple to cover 

the Sacred Way; the levies would plunder the temple and take the Branchidai with them. The 

remaining better-quality infantry would form line just north of the track to face Greek 

interference and the Persian heavy cavalry would be retained as support for them. 

 

For the Greeks, the plan was simpler.  Once a contingent arrived, they would attack the 

opposition unless a situation arose which might suggest another possible course of action such as 

overwhelming numbers in an area or cavalry too near open flanks.  My reasoning was that since 

the raid was some time after the battle of Mykale, the Ionian Greeks were more confident and in 

a state of revolt from their Persian overlords. 

 



 
Photo 2.  This shows the situation at the start of the game with the Persian forces just starting to arrive at the temple.  

Cappadocians are on the left, a Persian sub-commander with sword raised is part hidden by the temple roof.  Carts, a 

chariot and mules are arriving followed by Indians and Babylonians.  Behind them in the distance is the Persian  

C-in-C and the second brigade of infantry with Persian heavy cavalry to their left. 

 



The first task to perform on each move was to roll a D6 for each Greek arrival point which was 

average for most, very good for the Samians, but only a 1 for the Milesians, meaning they were 

rather slow off the mark and continued to be on following moves.  By move 2, the Phrygians and 

Cappadocians were in contact with the temple as were the carts, chariot and two mules.  This 

meant loading could begin next move.  I made up a rule for how to load up any of the above.  For 

every 10 figures touching the sides of the temple model (figures can be up to two-deep), a D6 is 

thrown.  When the score of 10 is reached a mule or whatever is considered loaded and ready to 

move off.  This method, like the arrival points system, results in unpredictability and some 

frustration – you don’t know exactly when a job will be finished, for example you throw two 

dice and get 7.  Probably next move you will get 3 or more to complete your “loading”, but you 

don’t know for sure. 

 

On move 3, the Indian and Babylonian infantry were moving off the track with a view to facing 

the hills to the north.  The Cissians had come onto the track at the eastern end.  All Persian troops 

were now on the board.  Mede cavalry and Saka horse archers had reached the Sacred Way.  The 

Phrygians threw two dice (20 figures) as did the Cappadocians giving a total of 12, so one cart 

could be loaded. 

 

 
Photo 3.  There is considerable activity at the temple as looting and loading takes place.  The four-horse chariot is 

for the transport of the bronze statue of Apollo which will shortly be led away.  I didn’t have any carts, so I used 

Airfix Ancient British chariots, not necessarily anachronistic as the Cissians were formally Elamites who used 

similar chariots.  In the foreground Indian infantry move off the track. 

 



On the next move the Samians had reached 22 on their arrival point score, whereas the Milesians 

had only attained 6 points so were certainly lagging behind their fellow Greeks.  At the temple, 

the bronze statue of Apollo was loaded onto the four-horse chariot.  It looked like the Persian 

infantry and cavalry would be fully deployed by the time the Greeks would arrive. 

 

 
Photo 4.  Move 5.  The Samians arrive with a large force of hoplites, screened by archers and with attendant 

javelinmen on their right flank.  However, the Persian foot is deployed and waiting. 

 

Move 5 brought the first Greek arrival, as the Samians appeared on the hill.  This was 

particularly fortunate for the Greeks as this was quite a large force with archers, javelinmen and 

hoplites and had the potential to attack and block the eastern end of the track – a distinct source 

of concern for the Persian commander.  Loading continued at the temple with the Cappadocians 

putting a luxurious bed onto a cart; I was a bit short of  “plunder”, so I improvised, taking mine 

from the Atlantic/Nexus  Ancient Life set which includes beds/couches and ornate stools – they 

did dedicate all sorts of things at Greek temples! 

 

The Ephesian hoplites and javelinmen arrived on the following move at arrival point 4 close to 

the Samian position.  In fact the latter had already moved down from the hill, advancing towards 

the Persian line of infantry – the Samian general had the option to wait for other contingents to 

arrive, but decided (by a die role) to get stuck in as soon as possible rather than take more 

Persian arrows than was necessary.  Even so, four units – the Persian, Mede, Cissian and 

Scythian infantry would be shooting at his men.   



The javelinmen were simply being used to absorb some of the archery in order to spare the more 

valuable hoplites.  The hoplites lost several figures and the javelinmen five in one turn, but 

morale was fine. 

 

 
Photo 5.  Move 6.  Here is a good view of the Persian battle line as Samian hoplites and javelimen advance with 

their archers shooting from the hill.  The Samians were given a unit of bowmen because Herodotus mentions 

Polycrates, 6th century tyrant of Samos, as having a force of 1,000 – perhaps the Samians continued the custom.  The 

Ephesians have now arrived on the left of the hill.  Matakes, the Persian general, with his mounted bodyguard 

watches events – bottom right corner. 

 

By move 7, loading was going exceedingly well with only two more mules requiring cargo.  On 

the Greek side, the first unit of Chian hoplites (plus more javelinmen) arrived on the hill between 

the Sacred Way and the long hill occupied by the Samians and Ephesians.  The second unit of 

Chian hoplites was still marching to the board (their total score for arrival had reached only 19).  

The general responsible for the Chians had to decide to attack or wait for his second unit.  The 

D10 showed wait!  The Ephesians did the same while suffering light casualties amongst their 

javelinmen from long range archery.  The Samian javelinmen, being much closer to the Persian 

line were badly shot up while trying to throw their own missiles at the Scythian wall of wicker 

shields and routed.   Their hoplites, however, charged through the arrow storm and crashed into 

the Mede and Cissian infantry.  The morale of the latter two held despite doing poorly in the 

melee, but both units were pushed back onto the track by the Greeks.  Matakes had to decide 

what to do, and quickly! 

 



 

 
Photo 6. Move 7.  Loaded plunder is on its way east.  The chariot is not driven by the bronze statue, there is an 

attendant leading the horses just off camera.  The civilian figures represent the Branchidai and attendants.  

 

Things had been quiet on the Persian left flank.  The Mede and Saka horsemen had taken up 

positions at the end of the Sacred Way and on the overlooking hill respectively, waiting to delay 

any Greeks entering the board by this route.  But, by move 8, the Milesians finally marched onto 

the board, to be met by the Saka horse archers up on the hill and Mede heavy cavalry waiting at 

the temple end of the Sacred Way.  They were not deterred; the Milesian commander screened 

the column of hoplites with slingers and ordered the javelinmen to go up the hill to drive the 

Saka away.  Perhaps it was not the best tactic to use horse archers to hold a hill; the Persian sub-

general wanted to use his cavalry simply to hinder the Milesians long enough to allow other 

Persian troops to loot and destroy the temple.  As the Saka horse and Milesian javelinmen 

exchanged missiles, the Saka became so enraged as to charge downhill at the Greek light troops 

who outnumbered them about 2:1.  The Greeks were also helped a little by the statues lining the 

paved road. 

 

 



 
Photo 7.  Move 8.  The arrival of the Milesians.  The slingers screen their hoplites from Mede heavy cavalry (just 

out of camera shot) who would only be allowed to charge down the Sacred Way two abreast (very unwise versus 

hoplites).  The statues lining the paved road were also a hindrance to mounted troops. 



 

Elsewhere the Indians and Babylonians were shooting at the Chians’ light troops who 

survived…just!  Loading was complete at the temple, and the former looters would then try to 

set fire to the building.  At the eastern end of the board, the Samians managed to again push back 

the Cissians though the Medes held their ground. 

 
The last Greek arrivals came during move 9.  These were the second unit of Chian hoplites 

arriving in the small valley between the large east hill and the next smaller one on which the 

other Chians were waiting in obedience to their general’s wishes, although they had edged down 

the hill onto the lower contour.  The Ephesians had had enough of waiting according to their D10 

which was rolled, and they started to advance, partly because their supporting javelinmen had 

been forced to rout due to Persian archery.  It was during this move that the temple was set alight 

by the Phrygians and Cappadocians.  

 

I have a simple rule for this: each unit involved rolls two dice and they are totalled up, in this 

case 6 and 7 respectively making 13.  As long as the dice total 10 or more a fire begins.  This 

may seem too easy, but a Greek temple (although made of stone) was not difficult to set on fire; 

inside would be tapestries and furnishings and tripods holding burning oil plus the beams up 

above would be suitably dry and combustible, so a group of marauding Persians would find it no 

hard task. 

 

The over enthusiastic Saka did well in melee with the enemy javelinmen, who were forced to 

withdraw.  The Saka did not pursue, however, as the Milesian general had backed up his light 

troops with his second unit of hoplites. 

 

 

 



 
Photo 8.  Move 9.  The impetuous Saka horsemen forced the javelinmen to retire off the table, but were unwilling to 

tangle with hoplites 

 

 



 
Photo 9.  Move 9.  The view from behind the Persian battle line.  Ephesian hoplites advance while the shattered 

javelinmen rout.  The two hoplite units, one on the hill and the other in the valley between the hills are the Chians.  

Note the progress of the Persian transport on the track and the general, Matakes, in the lower right-hand corner 

heading towards the melee between Samians and Cissians. 

 

 

 

In melee, the Samian hoplites broke the Cissians and forced the Mede infantry to withdraw.  This 

was a source of worry to Matakes, as it could result in the track being blocked, even as the 

convoy of booty headed along it.  Leaving his bodyguard behind, he headed to the area with a 

view of using his Persian heavy cavalry to repair the situation. 

 

On the next move, with the temple ablaze, the Persian sub-general in that area ordered the 

Cappadocian unit to form up to face the possible threat of the approaching Milesians – their 

slingers had already caused the Mede cavalry to withdraw.  At the eastern end of the board, 

Matakes needed rid of the Samians.  At the same time, the Ephesians and Chians were advancing 

toward the Persian line adding to the pressure despite suffering losses from Indian, Babylonian 

and Scythian archery. 

 

 

 



 
Photo 10.  Move 10.  Slingers force the Mede cavalry to keep their distance and the Saka horse archers move back 

as Milesian hoplites advance onto the hill in the left background.  The temple at Didyma burns. 

 

Things were starting to look bad for the Persian commander on move 11.  The Samian general 

had persuaded his own archers to descend the hill and shoot at the flank of the depleted Persian 

infantry, forcing them to withdraw and the first Chian unit of hoplites made contact with the 

Indians and blue-shielded Babylonian unit, forcing both units back.  At the same time, the 

Ephesians charged the Saka infantry, pushing them back onto the track that was now crowded 

with mules, carts and the Branchidai.  The Samian hoplites were ready to charge, but their 

morale throw was low, and they halted refusing to attack – they had lost nearly a third of their 

strength in the past few moves it needs to be said. 

 



 
Photo 11.  Move 11.  In the distance can be seen the Samian hoplites partly astride the track with supporting archers 

to their right.  Persian heavy cavalry are moving up to face them.  Note the convoy – a unit of Saka infantry (white 

oblong shields) is about to be pushed back amongst the transport and civilians. 

 

Move 12 brought new developments.  The Samians now charged the Medes, both units losing 

two figures, but this saw the Samians check morale again and rout!  The Persian heavy cavalry, 

brought up by Matakes, were now in a very good position to pursue.  Elsewhere the Ephesians 

continued to push back the Saka and some hoplites broke ranks to fight the Scythian infantry to 

their left side.  The first unit of Chians continued to push the Indians and blue-shielded 

Babylonians back towards the track. 

 

 



 
Photo 12.  Move 12.  There is chaos on the track as the Saka fall back before the Ephesian hoplites who decide not 

to pursue although two hoplites have turned to strike the Scythian warriors to their left.  In addition, Persian foot 

block the track in front of the convoy. 

 

By now, the Samians were running back towards the large, long hill as the Persian heavy cavalry 

chased after them.  On the same hill, routed Greek javelinmen had started to rally.  During this 

move (13) the Cissians also routed – right off the table.  The Ephesians having lost quite heavily, 

decided to start withdrawing, leaving their Saka opponents confused and disorganised on the 

track.  Chian hoplites number 1 forced the Babylonians (blue shields) and Indians to withdraw 

but did not follow them up.  The other Chian hoplites pushed back the second unit of 

Babylonians who held on grimly. 

 

At the western end of the table, the Mede cavalry withdrew behind the temple and the Saka horse 

archers were moving to join them.  The first unit of Milesians, accompanied by their general, 

advanced towards the Cappadocian infantry now drawn up some distance from the north side of 

the temple.  Their job was to protect the flank of the Indians and Babylonians.  When actually 

charged by the Milesians, the Cappadocians started to retreat.  The other Milesian hoplites and 

slingers were moving around the south side of the blazing temple.  Melees continued with no 

clear-cut results and the Persian heavy cavalry were now just two inches away from striking the 

rear of the routing Samians.  Their general wisely got the Samian archers to withdraw up onto 

the hill. 

 



On move 15, the convoy was only a couple of moves away from the eastern table edge and the 

Samians lost six figures to pursuing Persian horsemen.  There was very little opposition as far as 

the convoy of booty was concerned.  The Ephesians were also in retreat, as was Chian hoplite 

unit number 2.  Things were going better for the Greeks near the temple, however, as the 

Cappadocians were caught by the Milesian phalanx and routed, getting in the way of the 

withdrawing Indians.  The blue-shielded Babylonians were also routed by the Chian hoplites. 

 

 
Photo 13.  Move 15.  The Cappadocians are starting to flee and the Indians and Babylonians are just about to, 

despite the efforts of the Persian sub-general.  They will take the Phrygians with them.  The Chians (nearest hoplite 

unit) are very depleted. 

 

Move 16 was decisive.  The Milesians pushed forward after the Cappadocians, which caused the 

Indians and Babylonians to run too, taking the Phrygians with them.  This, in turn, caused the 

Saka horse archers to turn and gallop off.  However, none of this was important as far as Matakes 

was concerned.  The convoy would soon be off the table and there was no effective Greek 

opposition to prevent this, plus the Persian heavy cavalry were rallying back, and still at full 

strength.  Moreover, the Persian commander still had his small, but elite mounted bodyguard 

should he need it.  The Persians also possessed four viable, although depleted units of infantry.  

Despite the Milesian success in melee, the Persian routers would outdistance their pursuers and 

escape.  The Persians, if we look back at their objectives, had no need to destroy the Greeks, only 

their temple, carry off the treasure and take the Branchidai with them.  I ended the game at this 

point. 

 



 
Photo 14.  Move 16.  A view of the final move of the game.  By the temple, Cappadocians, Indians, Babylonians and 

Phrygians run from the Milesians and Chians.  On the hill at left, various exhausted Greek units watch the convoy of 

booty as it nears the east side of the board. 

 

I fought this game over four afternoons and found it enjoyable, exciting and fascinating.  When 

the Greeks were slow to arrive, I thought the Persians would have things all their own way.  

Then it seemed, as the Samians took the field, the Persians would never get off the board with all 

their looted treasure, but the Samian hoplites simply lost too many men and started to become 

unsteady.  It was a good idea of Matakes (or good luck) to keep the Persian heavy cavalry as a 

reserve – they would probably have got at the flanks of the Samian hoplites even if they had not 

routed.  The Milesians forced back the Mede and Saka cavalry, but these only had to hold up the 

Greeks, and they did.  Similarly, their defeat of the Persian levies (Indians, Babylonians, 

Phrygians and Cappadocians) came too late.  I am sure that Xerxes would have not worried 

about their loss and would have been more concerned with punishing the Greeks by burning and 

looting their temple. 

 

Lastly, according to Quintus Curtius Rufus, the Branchidai were settled by Xerxes in the east of 

his great empire.  He records how their descendants were punished in the time of Alexander the 

Great.  Alexander asked the Milesians in his army if and how the Branchidai should be punished.  

The Milesians could not reach a consensus, so Alexander decided for them, surrounding the city 

and massacring what he considered were the treacherous Branchidai.  He also took possession of 

the bronze statue of Apollo.  This was later acquired by Seleucus, who eventually returned it to 

Miletus. 
 


