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ABSTRACT

Determining why Thutmose III (r. 1482 — 1425 BC) chose to cross
the Aruna Road at the Battle of Megiddo in 1481 BC requires con-
jecture. The Annals are silent on many issues. Thutmose’s ultimate
goal was to regain control of Megiddo from his enemies, but while
the Aruna Road was the most direct route to the city, it presented
various risks—unlike the Taanach and Zefti roads. Although the
Asiatic enemy did not expect Thutmose to take the Aruna Road,
they had positioned their northern task force close to its exit
(which was near the entrance to Megiddo) to block the entrance
to the city. The only way Thutmose could avoid detection by the
enemy stationed at the Aruna exit was by detouring into the Kina
Valley west of Megiddo. The question nevertheless arises as to why
Thutmose would choose the Aruna Road when both Taanach and
Zefti appear to have been safer alternatives. A close examination
of the translations along with various scholarly evaluations reveals
that Thutmose chose the path that presented obvious dangers in
order to stage a preemptive, surprise attack on the enemy and win
the battle.

Keywords: Aruna, Taanach, Zefti, Via Maris, Asiatic, Megiddo, Ye-
hem, Esdraelon Plain, Kina Valley

Thutmosis I11I y la batalla de Megiddo: burlando

al enemigo
RESUMEN

Determinar por qué Thutmosis III (r. 1482 - 1425 a. C.) eligi6 cru-
zar el camino de Aruna en la batalla de Megiddo en 1481 a. C.
requiere conjeturas. Los Anales guardan silencio sobre muchos
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temas. El objetivo final de Thutmose era recuperar el control de
Megiddo de sus enemigos, pero si bien Aruna Road era la ruta mas
directa a la ciudad, presentaba varios riesgos, a diferencia de los ca-
minos de Taanach y Zefti. Aunque el enemigo asiatico no esperaba
que Thutmosis tomara el camino de Aruna, habia posicionado su
fuerza de tarea del norte cerca de su salida (que estaba cerca de la
entrada a Megiddo) para bloquear la entrada a la ciudad. La tnica
forma en que Thutmose podia evitar ser detectado por el enemigo
estacionado en la salida de Aruna era desviandose hacia el valle de
Kina al oeste de Megiddo. Sin embargo, surge la pregunta de por
qué Thutmose elegiria Aruna Road cuando tanto Taanach como
Zefti parecen haber sido alternativas mas seguras. Un examen mi-
nucioso de las traducciones junto con varias evaluaciones acadé-
micas revela que Thutmose eligié el camino que presentaba peli-
gros evidentes para organizar un ataque sorpresa preventivo contra
el enemigo y ganar la batalla.

Palabras clave: Aruna, Taanach, Zefti, Via Maris, Asiatic, Megiddo,
Yehem, Esdraelon Plain, Kina Valley
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ituated on the Carmel Ridge, a
Scoastal mountain range in north-

ern Israel, the ancient city of
Megiddo intersected a trade route—the
Via Maris—which ancient merchants
used when they traveled throughout the
Fertile Crescent (see Image 2).> The Via
Maris was a very profitable commercial
pass for Egypt and control of Megiddo
was essential to their economy. How-
ever, a rebellious coalition of Egyptian
vassal city-states from northern Pal-
estine and Syria, led by the prince of
Kadesh and backed by the king of Mi-
tanni, blocked this passage by taking
control of Megiddo when they began
revolting against Egyptian domination
during Egypts XVIII dynasty (c. 1550
BC-1292 BC).> Recapturing Megiddo
became the ultimate goal of Thutmose
III's (r. 1482—1425 BC) first campaign,
which came to be known as the Bat-
tle of Megiddo (1481 BC)—the earli-
est known recorded chariot battle. The
meeting place for this confrontation was
the Esdraelon Plain, a large fertile valley
in northern Israel, east of Megiddo.

When the annual cycle of the
grain crops had ended sometime in the
spring of 1481 BC, Thutmose and his
army assembled at the Tjaru fortress
near the Sinai Peninsula. The Annals
do not mention the size of his forces
although Egyptologist Harold Hayden
Nelson maintains that the armies on
both sides of the battle did not com-
prise more than 10,000 to 20,000 men
each.* Carrying enough provisions for
a force of—at minimum—10,000 men,
the Egyptian army marched through
the Sinai Peninsula and arrived at the
loyal city of Gaza ten days later. After

resting for a day, they continued march-
ing north to the city of Yehem, where
they arrived eleven days later and con-
vened for a meeting.” At this juncture,
there were three roads they could have
taken to cross east to the Esdraelon
Plain where the enemy forces were
waiting for them: the central pass called
the Aruna Road, the north road of Ze-
fti, and the south road to Taanach (see
Image 1). Thutmose chose the Aruna
Road—the shortest, most direct route
to Megiddo.

Determining why he chose
the Aruna Road requires conjecture.
The Annals offer limited information.
They only indicate that while the Aru-
na Road was the most straightforward
route to Megiddo, it presented various
risks. There were two reasons that made
this road a hazardous choice to tra-
verse. First, the Annals imply that it was
a very narrow path requiring the troops
and their horses to walk single file.
Second, although the Asiatic coalition
did not expect the Egyptian army to
choose that path, they had positioned
one of their infantry units close to its
exit to block the entrance to Megiddo.
In spite of the risks, Thutmose decided
to take it: “I [swear] as Re loves me, as
my father Amon favors me, as my nos-
trils are renewed with satisfying life,
my Majesty proceeds upon this Aruna
Road.™ The only way Thutmose could
avoid detection by the enemy stationed
at the Aruna exit was by detouring into
the Kina Valley in the mountain and
forest region west of Megiddo. A close
examination of the translations along
with various scholarly evaluations re-
veals that Thutmose chose the path that
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presented obvious dangers in order to
stage a preemptive, surprise attack on
the enemy and win the battle.

It is crucial to note that the study
of the Battle of Megiddo is virtually
one-sided. Thutmose’s Annals—record-
ed on the walls of the temple of Kar-
nak in Thebes—are the only historical
source regarding this encounter.” There-
fore, analysis can be entirely inequitable
unless scholars apply caution when in-
terpreting them. No source is one-hun-
dred percent verifiable, particularly
when it comes to history this ancient.
Most of the accounts of warfare in the
late Bronze Age (c. 3300—1200 BC)?
come from illustrations and inscrip-
tions of the XVIII and XIX Egyptian
Dynasties, which tended to exaggerate
the numbers of dead enemy and cap-
tured booty to exalt the military skill of
the ruling pharaoh—whether it was real
or not.” The Temple of Rameses III at
Medinet Habu reveal many one-sided
exaltation passages such as this:

By Amon-Re-Harakhte “[Words
spoken by] Amon-Re-Harakhte:
‘Welcome in Peace! [You have]
captured [him who attacked you]
and you have slain him who vio-
lated your frontier, my strength
being with you [to cast down]
the lands [for] you. You have cut
off the heads of [the Asiatics I
have given you] millions of jubi-
lees and hundreds of thousands
[of years forever upon the throne

of] Horus”’1?

Researchers should never analyze the
available sources individually. Scholars

need to examine and debate them in
conjunction with other findings from
the ancient world, without forcing an in-
terpretation for which there is no proof.
Historian William J. Hamblin under-
stands this well when he says “[a] co-
herent picture must be cobbled togeth-
er from scattered bits of information

. 71 Furthermore, there was only so
much data scribes were able to carve
on a finite amount of wall space; it of-
ten influenced what to include and
what to leave out. This made the news
they proposed necessarily limited and
potentially misleading. Thutmose’s An-
nals regarding the Battle of Megiddo
provide a perfect example of this. His
chief royal scribe, who was also a tem-
ple priest, took more pains in listing the
spoils of war than in recording the stra-
tegic maneuvers of the battle itself, al-
though it was no doubt Thutmose who
had commanded him to do so. Histo-
rian James Henry Breasted postulates
that this was likely because the booty
went to the temples as an offering to the
god Amon. In fact, Thutmose under-
stood that it was Amon who had made
his victory at Megiddo possible.* The
Annals state, “My Majesty proceeded
northward, bearing his father Amon-
Re, Lord of Thebes, [who opened the
way] before me”"?

Scholars must also use caution
regarding the various philological is-
sues concerning the translation of a
language that has been essentially dead
for millennia. Moreover, the many gaps
due to the deterioration of the carved
surfaces make translating these texts
that much more difficult. The academic
community has widely relied on Nel-
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Image 1: Map of available roads to the Esdraelon Plain as well as the Kina Brook.
Licensing: this media file is in the public domain.

son’s translation of Thutmose’s Annals,
but Egyptologist and philologist R. O.
Faulkner has dedicated a study on com-
paring and contrasting some of his own
translations with Nelson’s on various
points.' This study will weigh both ver-
sions when examining certain passages
for interpretation.

A brief, historical background
of the events leading up to the Battle
of Megiddo will be helpful to better
understand the nature of Thutmose’s
response to the Asiatic aggression. The
Hyksos invasion and settlement of the

Nile Delta around 1650 BC deprived
the Egyptians of the rich resources they
controlled along the third Cataract of
the Nile in Lower Egypt."” The threat
to Egypt became too close for comfort.
One-hundred eight years later, Pharaoh
Ahmose (c. 1550—1525 BC) of the
XVIII Dynasty successfully expelled the
Hyksos. However, these west Asian peo-
ples had represented only a portion of
the problems that Egypt was beginning
to face. Further north, the Asiatic coali-
tion of Egyptian vassal states had begun
to rebel against Egyptian domination,
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Image 2: Map illustrating the Fertile Crescent. The Via Maris runs from
Egypt northward along the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea, throughout
Phoenicia, Assyria, and Mesopotamia. Megiddo is located in the thin strip
between Egypt and Phoenicia. Licensed under the Creative Commons.

but they had not been an immediate or
crucial concern until Thutmose came
to power in 1482 BC. Thutmose’s pre-
decessors had limited their campaigns
mostly to adopting a defensive stance
for the protection of Egypt. His aunt
and immediate predecessor, Hatshepsut
(r. 1504—1482 BC), was not militarily
active throughout her reign. This sure-
ly stirred the northern dissenters to re-
bellion. There is some speculation that
Hatshepsut’s architect, Senenmut, had a
hand in ensuring that Thutmose even-
tually assumed full authority.'® Perhaps

Hatshepsut’s lack of military endeavors
is what threatened Egyptian hegemony
and made a change in leadership imper-
ative. The Annals state that by the time
Thutmose came to power, “all the chiefs
of [all] the countries [which were] sub-
ject to Egypt” met at Megiddo to stand
against the pharaoh."” Thutmose under-
stood that he needed to create a stron-
ger Egyptian military. To that end, he
proposed innovative tactical changes by
shifting the Egyptian military standard
from defense to offense.'®
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Despite the threat, establishing
total security of Egypt was only half the
motivation. While Egyptian control of
Megiddo meant reestablishing domin-
ion over the Via Maris, Thutmose’s vic-
tory also helped pave the way for Egypt
to eventually gain hegemony over the
entire Levant (see Image 4). A mili-
tary restructuring program had begun
under Hatshepsut, but Thutmose per-
fected it through his strategic military
genius.” However, he did experience
certain setbacks, particularly in the im-
mediate aftermath of the battle. * His
troops gave in to looting and pillaging,
allowing the enemy to escape within the
walls of Megiddo and putting Thutmose
in a position to lay siege to the city for
months to reclaim it.

Thutmose’s army was undergo-
ing a period of transformation and, as
historian Donald B. Redford explains,
a professional army would develop
“throughout his reign.”*' The key words
are throughout his reign, which suggest
that for Thutmose’s first campaign his
army was likely not quite the profes-
sional soldiery of his later campaigns.
Indeed, at the Battle of Megiddo, most
of his infantry were locally recruited
militia. Their anxiety regarding taking
the Aruna Road may be indicative of
their inexperience; it required a great
deal of persuasion and encouragement
from Thutmose.

There is no record in the Annals
indicating when Thutmose spoke to
his men about which of the three roads
they would take to meet their enemy
at the Esdraelon Plain, but he must
have previously disclosed to them that

he planned on taking the Aruna Road
since at the council at Yehem, he asked
them, “Tell ye me [that which is in your
hearts].”??> Scholars have translated the
troops’ response of trepidation in var-
ious ways. Some say that Thutmose’s
men feared that the Aruna road was
too narrow, suggesting that the entire
length of the road was too confining
for an army to cross; other translations
say it became narrower, suggesting that
the Aruna tapered along the way and
did not offer enough space at the end
of the road to organize for battle. Ei-
ther way, Thutmose’s men feared that
taking the Aruna Road would require
them to walk single file. In the Annals
they responded, “Will not horse go be-
hind [horse, the troops] and the people

like wise?”??

The rebel army had already di-
vided most of their forces between Aru-
na and Taanach by the time Thutmose
and his men began to cross over. The
larger of the enemy’s two units was sta-
tioned at Taanach. There is no evidence
in the Annals that they even considered
the Zefti road further north.* The reb-
el forces must have been familiar with
the precarious topography of the Aruna
Road and did not expect Thutmose to
take it. Since their larger unit was at Ta-
anach, they were clearly convinced that
the Egyptians would take the southern
route. This made sense because Ta-
anach was the first path at the end of
Thutmose’s long, northward trek from
Egypt. Because of this, the rebel forces
were not vigilant of what was going on
north of their defensive positions. All of
their attention was to the south.
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Image 3: Thutmose III statue in Luxor Mu-
seum. Licensing: this media file is in the
public domain.

Since Thutmose knew that the
enemy would not expect him to take the
Aruna Road, he encouraged his fearful
troops, telling them: “Do not let them
think among these enemies whom Re
detests, ‘Does his Majesty proceed upon
another road (because) he is beginning
to fear us?’ (So) they will think”> How-
ever, according to Thutmoses recon-
naissance units the rebel’s northern task
force had hitherto positioned them-
selves “at the southern corner of the
valley of the Kina” between the Aruna
exit and the entrance to Megiddo.*® This
explains why Thutmose’s men stated,
“[i]t is reported saying ‘The enemy are
there, ready upon the outside and they
are becoming numerous.”?” Had Thut-

mose attempted to organize an army of
10,000+ men at the Aruna exit, the en-
emy’s task force could have easily am-
bushed them before they had time to
prepare for battle. In other words, the
Aruna exit led to a potential death trap
for Thutmose and his men. This, then,
begs the question, why take it?

Understanding the risk, Thut-
mose reassured his men by saying, “I
will not permit [my victorious army]
to set out in advance of my majesty; **
but to avoid an ambush, he decided they
would detour into the Kina Valley, via
the Mismus pass, before reaching the
Aruna exit. Hills and forests buffered
the one-mile distance between the Kina
Valley and the Aruna exit, thus shielding
Thutmose’s position from the enemy.*

The first lunar date as recorded
in Thutmose’s Annals, “[y]ear 23, first
month of the third season, day 21
coincides with the day the battle took
place.”® While it is difficult to link this
date to our modern dating system, it
putatively corresponds to roughly May
20, 1481 BC. The night before the battle,
the Egyptian army arrived at the Kina
Valley where they settled for a night’s
rest on the banks of the Kina brook just
one mile from the Megiddo Plateau.
The plateau was located north of the
Esdraelon Plain behind the enemy’s de-
fensive positions. Early the next morn-
ing, Thutmose and his men advanced
toward an opening which led to the
plateau, but Thutmose’s generals urged
him to wait for the entire army to catch
up before debouching in case they met
resistance.’® Once they were all gath-
ered, they emerged from the pass seem-
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ingly without the rebel army detecting
their movements. They established
camp one mile from the city of Megid-
do, but by the time they had all reached
their intended position, they only had
a few hours of daylight left. Thutmose
used that time to spread out in battle
formation in preparation for the next
day. His battle line extended from south
of the Kina brook to a point northwest
of Megiddo, the Pharaoh with his char-
iot units in the center.”> When the en-
emy’s northern task force noticed the
Egyptian units on the plateau, they dis-
patched messengers to redeploy their
southern unit at Taanach.

For Thutmose, choosing the Aru-
na Road meant that he could launch a
preemptive, surprise attack on his ene-
my. His position, achieved by his ability
to move about under cover, forced the
enemy to reorganize when the Egyptian
army was already in battle formation; a
serious setback to the enemy’s original
tactical plans. Thutmose knew the Asi-
atic army was light on infantry. Whether
or not his reconnaissance team actually
observed this, the Egyptians were very
familiar with the military organization
of the Canaanite army and would have
already known that they were more
chariot heavy.*®

While the Annals mention the
presence of an infantry in Thutmose’s
army, they do not record it actually
battling the enemy.** Details of the bat-
tle, in fact, are woefully lacking. The
Annals only record that when the en-
emy, “saw that his Majesty prevailed
against them, they fled headlong [to]
Megiddo with faces of fear. They aban-
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doned their horses, and their chariots
of gold and silver””> Although it is du-
bious that the Asiatic charioteers fled
without a fight—as the quote seems
to suggest—it is important to reiterate
that they were light on infantry. Histo-
rian Robert Drews submits that many
of the enemy infantry probably served
as defensive bowmen on top of Megid-
do’s walls.* From there, they could dis-
charge a barrage of arrows to confuse
the Egyptian army, thus paving the way
for the rebel charioteers to move in for
fierce combat.

However, a question arises re-
garding Drews’” assumption: how could
these men not have noticed, from their
elevated vantage point, the Egyptian
army emerging onto the Megiddo Pla-
teau? Faulkner suggests that according
to the Annals Thutmose did encounter
a small body of the enemy at the mouth
of the pass, but after a brief scuftle they

Image 4: In antiquity, the Levant com-
prised modern-day Egypt, Syria, Lebanon,
Jordan, Palestine, Turkey, Greece, and Lib-
ya. Licensed under the Creative Commons.
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fell*” This notion stems from a frag-
mented passage in the Annals, which
Faulkner translates, “His Majesty called
out upon [this road (?)] . . . they fell,
while yon [wretched] foe. .. [Praise (?)]
ye [him and extol the might of (?)].*®
The key words are: “they fell.” Howev-
er, scholars must view this interpreta-
tion with caution because of the patchy
nature of the text. In a subsequent pas-
sage, the Annals—as translated by Nel-
son—suggest that Thutmose emerged
onto the plateau without opposition.
“Behold his majesty goes forth together
with his victorious troops and they fill
the valley”™ Another potential scenar-
io could be that the enemy did see the
Egyptians debouch onto the plateau,
but did not interrupt their passage to
give themselves more time to redeploy
their southern task unit stationed at
Taanach. This would have given them
more time to regroup and set up a new
tactical plan.

Lacking the information to un-
derstand what happened at this junc-
ture, estimations become necessary as
long as they are based on information
scholarship already knows. The Egyp-
tians had created a highly maneuver-
able, light-weight, and stable chariot,
designed to reach high speeds on flat
terrain. They did so by moving the axle
to the back of the carrying platform.
This ensured a steadier base from which
to fire their weapons. While Egypt prop-
er did not offer such level terrain (as
opposed to the more varied landscapes
of Canaan and Syria),* one can postu-
late that the Egyptians improved their
chariots to function well in the more
available level land of the Near East—
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especially since they were keenly aware
of the threat that these Asiatic societies
were beginning to pose. Contrarily, the
Canaanite and Mitanni created a char-
iot that would be adept on all grounds
(flat, hilly, etc.) The problem was that
their construction to that end rendered
them so heavy that they performed less
effectively overall. It is ironic then that
the Canaanites would use the chariot
unit as their principle strategic weapon
in warfare.*!

Infantries on both sides of the
battle comprised axmen, archer, sword,
and spear units, but at Megiddo the
Egyptians possessed an advantage of
these foot soldiers. When in battle for-
mation, the Egyptian charioteers typi-
cally fired at a distance acting as a shield
until the foot soldiers took their posi-
tions. Infantry units are vital because
there is only so much chariots can do
on uneven terrain. While the Esdraelon
plain was the most level fighting land in
the area, slopes did exist rendering the
chariot forces on both sides less effec-
tive than foot soldiers—hence the im-
portance of a sizeable infantry, which
Thutmose had.

In preparation for the battle,
Thutmose divided his infantry into
three units, two of which flanked the
pharaoh and his chariot force on both
sides. According to historian Brian
Todd Carey, he retained a third reserve
unit behind the steep banks of the Kina
Brook. Thutmose and his center chariot
force then likely charged and pierced a
gap in the enemy line while the infan-
try unit to his right pushed the enemy
back against their camp.* The Asiatic
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Image 5: Relief in the Karnak Temple showing Thutmosis III slaying Canaanite cap-
tives. Battle of Megiddo, 15" Century BC. Licensed under the Creative Commons.

army’s lack of infantry left their chari-
oteers vulnerable. When pressed by the
Egyptian infantry, they had no choice
but to flee to the safety of the city.*” Any
rebel infantry on top of Megiddo’s ram-
parts likely ended up using their arrows
to protect their charioteers as they fled
the battleground to climb the city walls.

It is understandable, then, that
Thutmose would be so angered when
his troops lost their sense of priority
and gave in to looting. Aside from tak-
ing living captives, Thutmose’s men had
seized nearly 1,000 chariots of gold and
silver, over 2,000 horses, nearly 2,000
cattle, and a large quantity of weapons
as well as 200 suits of bronze armor.**
Reveling in what they naturally felt was
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an Egyptian victory forced Thutmose to
redirect their priorities. He command-
ed his army saying “[c]apture ye victo-
ry. Behold, [every land] is given [to my
Majesty according to the command]
of Re this day; for every chief of every
[north]ern country which has revolt-
ed is within it; for it is the capture of a
thousand cities, the capture of Megiddo.
Capture ye, capture ye, thoroughly!™*

It is necessary to make assump-
tions (as long as they are reasonable)
since the Annals are virtually silent re-
garding the battle itself. Spalinger sug-
gests that Thutmose’s tactical ability to
“catch the enemy” was “not a strategic
event.”* But this assessment seems to be
a little too radical. While it is true that
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the Pharaoh’s army had not yet fully de-
veloped into the professional soldiery
it would eventually become, Thutmose
used his genius in other strategic ways
to make up for his army’s limitations.
He was no doubt keenly aware that he
faced a more experienced army and
likely deemed that a preemptive, sur-
prise attack on the enemy was neces-
sary if he were going to avoid heavy ca-
sualty and win the war. Had Thutmose
taken the Taanach Road, his infantry
would have met the enemy forces head
on. The Taanach Road was also much
further away from Thutmose’s ultimate
goal—the city of Megiddo. He and his
men would have had to fight the ene-
my for about four miles up the road to
Megiddo. Thutmose understood that
choosing the Aruna Road, though risky,
would make victory much more strate-
gically feasible.

An analysis of the evidence, thus,
suggests that Thutmose did not win so
much on account of his troops’ mil-
itary skills; their actions, in fact, put
their leader in a position to lay siege to
the city of Megiddo for months rather
than storming it in triumphant victory.
Thutmose won because of his remark-
able strategic maneuvers. He knew that
his army was not as proficient as that of
the Asiatics, so he deftly outsmarted his
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enemy by crossing into the Kina Valley
and staging a surprise attack behind the
enemy’s line of defense.

Since the foolish actions of Thut-
mose’s soldiers forced him to storm
the city of Megiddo, it might seem as
if the Pharaoh’s ability to lead was ten-
uous. However, a brilliant leader must
precede his troops and willingly be the
first to die. These are the qualities that
cause men to follow their commander
and they are the qualities of the model
Egyptian warrior-king. To that end, the
Annals state that Thutmose “set out in
advance of his troops himself’*” Pro-
viding this is not pure propaganda; this
statement alone should override any
criticism over his failure to prevent his
troops from looting and temporarily
letting the enemy get away. Things may
have simply gotten out of hand in the
immediate aftermath of the battle. The
fact is, Thutmose won the war against
the Asiatics and ultimately regained
control of Megiddo. In true, age-old
Egyptian tradition, he did not seek glo-
ry for himself alone. The hieroglyphs
chronicle, above all else, his victory
for the security of his country and the
Egyptian people. He was willing to put
his life on the line, and won the battle in
a strategically, brilliant way.
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