II MHG PROFESSIONAL READING PROGRAM

Gates of Fire

By Steven Pressfield
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Synopsis:  Set in 480 B.C., Pressfield’s elegiac historical novel is an epic retelling of the Persian victory over 300 Spartan soldiers at Thermopylae.

Annotation:  Tells the story of the Battle of Thermopylae in 480 B.C., when 300 warriors of Sparta held back an overwhelming number of rampaging soldiers from the Persian Empire for six days before being wiped out.

From the Publisher:  Thousands of years ago, Herodotus and Plutarch immortalized Spartan society in their histories; but today, little is left of the ancient city or the social structure of this momentous culture.  One of the few antiquarian marks of the civilization that has survived lies scores of miles away from Sparta, at a narrow Greek mountain pass called Thermopylae.  It was here that three hundred of Sparta’s finest warriors held back the invading millions of the Persian Empire and valiantly gave their lives in the selfless service of democracy and freedom.  A simple engraved stone marks their burial ground.  Narrated by the sole survivor of the epic battle - a squire in the Spartan heavy infantry - Gates of Fire is a depiction of one man’s indoctrination into the Spartan way of life and death, and of the legendary men and women who gave the culture an immortal gravity. Culminating in the electrifying and horrifying epic battle, Gates of Fire weaves history, mystery, and heartbreaking romance into a literary page-turner that brings the Homeric tradition into the 21st Century.  (www.barnesandnoble.com)

Recommended Study/Discussion Questions for Gates of Fire

1.  In Chapter Five, Dienekes mentors Alexandros.  Dienekes states that Spartans excuse without penalty the warrior who loses his helmet or breastplate in battle, but punish with loss of all citizenship rights the man who discards his shield, since the helmet and breastplate are carried for one’s own protection while the shield was carried for the safety of the whole line.  What equipment today, if any, should be equated to a Spartan shield?

2.  In Chapter Twenty-one, Xeones describes the “soldier’s load” carried by he and Dienekes from Sparta to Thermopylae.  Many centuries later, S.L.A. Marshall writes his book The Soldier’s Load and the Mobility of a Nation, which argues against such loads.  In an age of an increasing number of battlefield aids/“gadgets” for infantrymen, how can leaders keep “soldiers’ loads” manageable?  Is our only option to “be strong and hump lots of weight” as Xeones and Dienekes did?

3.  Compare how Dienekes kept his men from becoming “possessed” after the battle against the Syrakusans and the Antirhionians (Chapter Eleven) with the following quote by General Dwight D. Eisenhower: “There is a demon in every man.  It is the duty of every officer to control that demon within himself, and in his men.” 

4.  In Chapter Twenty-two, before the battle, King Leonidas “confined his instructions to the practical, prescribing actions that could be taken physically, rather than seeking to produce a state of mind, which he knew would evaporate as soon as the [subordinate] commanders dispersed beyond the fortifying light of the king’s fire.”  “Look to your grooming, gentlemen.  Keep your hair, hands and feet clean.  Eat, if you have to choke it down.  Sleep, or pretend to.  Don’t let your men see you toss.  If bad news comes, relay it first to those in grade above you, never directly to your men.  Instruct your squires to buff each man’s aspis [shield] to its most brilliant sheen.  I want to see shields flashing like mirrors, for this sight strikes terror into the enemy.  Leave time for your men to sharpen their spears, for he who whets his steel whets his courage.”  Are such instructions applicable to today’s Marines?

5.  In Chapter Thirty-one, Suicide, Dienekes’ squire, talks of “the glue that made the phalanx great.”  What is this glue?  Can a current day Marine Corps unit achieve such glue?  If so, how?

6.  In Chapter Thirty-one, Dienekes states “The opposite of fear is love.”  Do you agree?  Why or why not?

7.  In Chapter Thirty-five, Dienekes states to the Spartans before Day Three of the battle, “Here is what you do, friends.  Forget country.  Forget king.  Forget wife and children and freedom.  Forget every concept, however noble, that you imagine you fight for here today.  Act for this alone: for the man who stands at your shoulder.  He is everything, and everything is contained within him.”  Is this true today with the Global War on Terrorism?

8.  Why do you feel this book is contained on the U.S. Marine Reading List?

9.  As a leader, are you more like King Xerxes or King Leonidas?  (Chapter Thirty-five)
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