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S E M I R A M I S 

The Soldier Queen whs led an Army 
of Three Million Men 

BY LIEUT. T. F. WOODHOUSE 

In the pages of history there are many women to be met 
with who, filled with a desire for adventure, excitement, 
romance, power or perhaps inspired by an ideal, have 
forsaken the gentle pursuits of their own sex in order to 
follow the more hazardous calling of the soldier. Joan of 
Arc is probably the first name that will occur to most 
readers. Yet, if the legends that have come down to us are 
true, there is one woman who surpassed even Joan of Arc, 
not perhaps in the historical significance of her achieve­
ments, but at any rate in the magnitude of her undertakings. 

Hundreds, perhaps even thousands of years before Christ 
was born, two Assyrian shepherds, while they were out 
one day with their flocks, came upon a little baby aban­
doned on the hillside. They took her home and called her 
Semiramis. 

Semiramis grew up to be very beautiful—so beautiful, 
indeed, that when one of the Assyrian King's officers saw 
her he carried her off to Nineveh and there married her, 
Menon, her husband. was soon after ordered to lead an 
expedition against the Bactrians, a neighboring race; and, 
loath to leave his lovely bride in Nineveh (the Bible tells 
us what the reputation of that city was) he decided to take 
her along with him. 

All went well until the army reached the fortified city 
of Bactria. Attack after attack failed. Things looked black 
—at any rate for Menon, since failure in those days to carry 
out the king's orders usually resulted in the Commanding 
Officer being "taken for a ride." 

Semiramis, however, devised a plan of attack which she 
herself led and carried out successfully. 

Naturally, a stunt like that on the part of a young girl 
was brought to the king's notice. Semiramis was sum­
moned to the court and Menon, when the king discovered 
that his wife was fair to look upon, was threatened with the 
loss of his eyes unless he decided to surrender Semiramis 
immediately. 

Menon did not hand her over, but it came to the same 
thing because, according to the chronicler who wrote the 
story 200 years before Christ, he "fell into a distracted rage 
and hanged himself." 

We are told that Semiramis was "naturally of an high 
aspiring spirit and" (now that she was queen), "ambitious 
to excel all her predecessors in glorious actions," Her 
first "glorious action" (after she had borne the King a son, 
Ninyas, was ingenious to say the least of it. She persuaded 
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the king to turn over to her the sole and absolute authority 
of Assyria for the space of three days. 

This seemed a pleasant enough whim; and instructions 
were therefore issued to all military and civil officers that 
all orders from the Queen were to be obeyed without 
question. 

The first day she summoned all the nobility and officers 
of high rank to court and put herself out to be particularly 
nice to them. The second day she invited them all to a 
magnificent banquet and entertained them afterwards with 
a super cabaret-show. On the third day she summoned the 
Captain of the Guard. "The King sleeps in hus chamber. 
Take six men of the Guard and put him to death." "But— 
began the astonished Captain. "You have received the 
king's own orders concerning my commands. Go!" 

Semiramis was twenty years of age at the lime and she 
retained the power she thus ingeniously acquired for a 
space of forty-two years. 

Nineveh bored Semiramis. She didn't like the city. So 
she called up her architects, artists, and so forth, gave them 
a couple of million men (perhaps this was her simple solu­
tion to a then existing unemployment problem?) and 
ordered them to build a brand new city within three hun­
dred and sixty-five days. "It must be," she told them, "the 
most wonderful city in the world." It was—and she called 
it Babylon. 

She is credited by some with having designed and erected 
the famous Hanging Gardens of Babylon. She built a net­
work of magnificent roads throughout her kingdom, and 
she brought water to arid territories along a vast system of 
aqueducts. To-day the Armenian city of Van receives its 
water supply along the aqueduct which—archeologists 
state definitely—was erected by Queen Semiramis. 

Her husband, the late king, had spent the larger part 
of his reign extending by military conquest the boundaries 
of the Assyrian Empire. Semiramis was also a staunch 
Imperialist though one suspects her motives to have been 
based upon vanity rather than upon patriotism. 

"When her civil ambitions had been realized, she began 
dreaming of new worlds to conquer. Media was her first 
objective. At each place where the army encamped she 
left an "eternal monument" to herself—an inscription cut 
into the side of a mountain, a gigantic statue of herself, or 
else a new graded road through some pass which before had 
been steep and treacherous. "All along as she went," we 
are told, "she plained all the way before her, levelling both 
rocks and mountains," 

After Media, she went throughout Asia, subduing the 
countries through which she passed. Then she doubled in 
her tracks and invaded Egypt, Lybia, and Ethiopia. Finally 
she marched her army back home. 

But her restless urge to be doing things was not satisfied. 
The spell of peace that followed seemed insufferably ted­
ious. "She had a longing desire to perform some notable 
exploit by her arms," and it so happened that shortly after­
wards the very opportunity she was craving presented itself. 

A traveller's tale reached her ears to the effect that there 
was a country called India (she seems to have overlooked 
it entirely in her Asiatic expedition) whose people were the 
greatest nation in the world. Their land yielded a double 
crop every year and "abounded in gold, silver, brass, iron 
and all the precious stones." There were never famines 
there, "the climate being so happy and favorable, and upon 
that account likewise there is an incredible number of 
elephants." 

The elephants, she was informed, were used by the reign­

ing king, Stabrobates, together with his innumerable forces, 
to "strike terror into the hearts of his enemies." 

From that moment, all her thoughts were centered upon 
the conquest of India. The extreme thoroughness of her 
preparations is proof of the intensity of the "longing 
desires" that tormented her. She acquired an "India-corn-
plex" and nothing less could satisfy her but the addition 
of this supreme Jewel to the Empire Crown. 

Her first step was to build up a perfectly trained army. 
"She sent despatches to all the provinces, with command to 
the governors to list the choicest young men they could 
find, ordering the proportion of soldiers every province 
and country should send out according to its population; 
and commanded that all should furnish themselves with 
arms and arnor." That certainly seems to be the most 
economical way of equiping an army although it is doubt­
ful whether the National Guard could maintain its present 
strength if such stipulations were in force! 

These men were to be drilled in battalions in their re­
spective home towns for one year. The second year they 
were to practise divisional manoeuvres and during the 
third and last year of their training the divisions were to 
assemble in the neighborhood of Bactria "bravely armed 
and accoutred at all points" in order to give the generals 
a chance of hrushing up their knowledge of military tactics. 

An Assyrian River-battle 

As soon as this ball had been set rolling, Semiramis sent 
for shipwrights out of Phoenicia, Syria, and Cyprus, and 
ordered them to get together and design her a vessel that 
might easily be taken apart and carried overland. She 
intended using these as pontoons to enable her army to 
cross the River Indus, which she had learned was the widest 
river in the world. 

Next came the elephant problem. Something had to be 
planned to counteract the terror-striking effect of Stabro­
bates' elephant battalions. All weapons in those days were 
short-range weapons; it was no use relying on them in this 
situation for the terror would spread like wildfire through 
the ranks at the mere sight of these mammoth beasts before 
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they came into range. And what use, anyway, were slings 
and spears against elephants? 

Semiramis possessed the true leader's faculty of cutting 
through the dross of any problem clean to the core. Her 
solution of this difficult problem was delightfully simple— 
as simple (as it seems in retrospect) as the introduction of 
Tanks in the last war. Indeed she might almost be said 
to be the real originator of the tank idea. 

The Chariot Forces Attack 
If the elephants were likely to frighten her men, she 

must contrive somehow to frighten the elephants. How? 
By battalions of bigger and better elephants, of course. 
But she hadn't any. Then (and again her solution is beauti­
fully simple) she would make them. 

She commandeered three hundred thousand black oxen, 
had them slaughtered, and handed the tanned skins over 
to a small army of cobblers. They were to stitch the skins 
together and stuff them with straw to resemble the shape 
of a super-elephant. Then her idea was "in every one of 
them to put a man to govern them, and a camel to carry 
them, so that at a distance they appeared to all that saw 
them, as if they were really such beasts." 

Absolute secrecy was to be observed. The cobblers were 
to work night and day in a place surrounded by high walls. 
Guards were posted at all the gates with strict orders to let 
none either in or out, "to the end that none should see what 
they were doing, lest it should be noised abroad, and come 
to the ears of the Indians." 

At the end of two years, the ships had been built, the 
"elephants" manufactured, and the divisions trained. When 
ail her forces were mobilized, the army consisted of 3,000.-
000 infantry, 200,000 cavalry, 100,000 chariots, and 100,-
000 men mounted on camels with swords four feet long. The 
camels were used on trek as the transport column and car­
ried the two thousand dismantled boats as well as the 
imitation elephants. 

Queen Semiramis had a great eye for detail. The cavalry 
were required each day "to make their horses familiar with 

these feigned beasts, by bringing them often to them, lest 
they themselves should be terrified at the sight of them." 

Then, when the three years were ended, this Amazon 
Queen of Babylon reviewed her troops, referred to them 
(we feel sure, though this is no part of the legend) as "a 
magnificent body of men" and then set forth to seek her 
destiny in the Far East. 

It is impossible to camouflage an army of men whose 
numbers run into the millions. And so, before the long 
journey was haIf-accomplished, tales began to filter 
through to Stabrbates of the menacing hosts that 
approached his frontiers. 

His first reaction was to raise an army greater than the 
Assyrian force and to increase the number of his elephant 
battalions. When this had been done (we might take a 
lesson from him in "preparedness"), he sent ambassadors 
to Semiramis to upbraid her for beginning a war without 
any provocation of any kind. The ambassadors were put 
to death. Others were sent bearing private letters accusing 
her (quite truthfully, it seems) of being "no better than 
she should be" and vowing that if he conquered her he 
would nail her to a cross. "When she read the letter, she 
smiled, and said, the Indian should presently have a trial 
of her valor by her actions." 

She found to her surprise, when she reached the River 
Indus, that Stabrobates also possessed a fleet. In fact, it 
was ready drawn up in line of battle. She straightway as­
sembled her boats, manned them with the stoutest soldiers 
and joined battle, "so ordering the matter as to have her 
land forces ready upon the shore to lend assistance if 
necessary." After a long fierce engagement, Semiramis was 
victorious, having sunk a thousand of the enemy's vessels 

(Continued on Page 24) 

The Terrible Massacre at the River 


