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The Fate of Parthia
“He collected soldiers in large numbers from Kerman, Mokristan, Spahan, and different districts of Pars, and came to fight 
with Ardavan ( Artabanus V) . There was fighting and slaughter of many every day for four months. Ardavan sent for 
soldiers and provisions from different frontiers, such as Rai, Damawand, Delman, and Patashkhvargar. But as the Glory of 
the Kayanians was with Ardashir, the latter gained success.”

- The Book of Deeds of Ardashir son of Babag.

The Historical Background:
At the start of the 3rd century AD, the political situation in Parthia was in a state of flux. Within the royal 
house, Artabanus V had wrested control of the empire from his father in 216 AD.  Four years later, 
Vologases V, an elder brother seized the eastern domains for himself thereby splitting Parthia in two. Years 
earlier saw a proliferation of uprisings throughout the empire with rival houses seizing their moment to rebel 
against their overlord and one King Papaq (Babag) of Persis made his bid in 208 AD. Papaq would not 
however see the fruit of his effort, instead his son Ardashir I would continue to kindle the flame of rebellion 
until all of Parthia would eventually be ruled by the House of Sassan. 

The victory at Hormozdgān and the subsequent death of Artabanus V essentially ended the Arsacid dynasty. 
The eastern domains ruled by Vologases V crumbled a few years later under the relentless campaigns of 
Ardashir I bringing an end to the 16 year long struggle for freedom which began in the province of Persis. 

The Final Confrontation. 
In the spring of 224 AD, Artabanus V took action to suppress the Persian rebellion by gathering as many 
loyal Parthian nobles and their vassal light cavalry to bring his army to more than 10,000 troops. As 
mentioned in the Persian royal history, the Book of Deeds, these came from Kerman, Mokristan, Spahan, and 
different districts of Pars plus members of royal houses with their vassal cavalry

Marching south from the capital of Ctesiphon, Artabanus V met Ardashir on the open plain of Hormozd 
which lay in the shadow of the Bengestān Mountains, a part of the Zagros chain. Arriving before the Parthian 
army, Ardashir I was able to secure the only viable water source in the area, the irrigation tanks filled from 
the Jerahi River. 

Battle of Hormozdgān, April 28, 224 AD
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Fighting the Battle:
The Iranian sources give Ardashir I nearly 10,000 cavalry against which Artabanus V had assembled slightly 
more. Using the DBA 3.0 historical scale of 250 – 300 troopers per cavalry element, this brings the total 
somewhere between 33 and 40 elements, equating to three commands per side. This slight disparity of 
numbers can be seen below in the army totals. Take note the Sassan are considered a homogenous force as 
these came from Persis while Artabanus V with a loyal following collected a number of allies for this 
confrontation. 

The number of elements listed below is given per command, therefore to arrive at the total number of 
Parthian elements factor this by two and for the Sassanid army by three. With the exception of the Arab ally, 
players may adjust their command totals to suit their strategy keeping in mind the minimum number required 
for the smallest command. To recreate the Battle of Hormozdgān we recommend using the larger game 
board giving an overall dimension of 80 cm x 160 cm.

Sources are not in agreement about the number of days in which the battle was fought, but most state either 
two or three days and for this scenario we choose two. This gives players a “night” to reorganize their 
commands for the following day as this would be done in real life. For this scenario any command 
demoralized on day one recovers during the night and is ready to fight the next day with albeit a lesser break 
point score and any generals lost on day one are easily replaced by an eager underling. The Arab ally 
however, must carry over any loss it received to the next day.

Order of Battle:
Parthia (II/37, the attacker)
Two commands, each of 
3 x Cataphract* (4Kn) 
9 x Vassal horse archers. 
Parthian commanders, Artabanus V (CinC), General Dāḏbondād

Nomad Pre-Islamic Arabs (II/23a)
One command: 
2 x Light horse (LH)*
1 x Scout (LCm)
4 x Camel riders (Cm)
3 x Swordsmen (4Bd)
1 x archer (3Bw) 
1 x slingers (Ps).
Total Parthian army = 36 elements

Sassan (II/69a, the defender)
Three commands, each of 
3 x Knights* (3Kn)
4 x Asavaran (Cv)
4 x Vassal horse archers.
Sassan commanders, Ardashir I (CinC), General Shapur (son of Ardashir I),
Total Sassanid army = 33 elements.

*this total includes a general of that type per command.
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The Map:

The Plain of Hormozd.
North of the Jerahi River is a flat open expanse of terrain known as the plain of Hormozd. Ideal for cavalry 
the plain borders the range of hills which are represented on the game board by difficult hills east of the 
battle area. It is from this range of mountains from which tributaries of the Jerahi River provide a source of 
water for the fields near Hormozdgān, located off table. To provide a consistent source of water throughout 
the season water tanks were constructed for which one is placed in the Sassan deployment area. 

Terrain Options.
No terrain features are mentioned in the sources and none can be readily seen from the satellite photos I have 
viewed, but players may wish to add scatter material such as scrub or single acacia trees to bring colour to a 
featureless board. Another option, the defender may place 2 -4 of rough ground as per placement rule, but 
these behave as plough and will become rough ground on a total die score of 8 or less. A higher score will 
mean these pose no obstacle for movement. 

Day One.
Iranian sources describe the battle as lasting two days and this “may” suggest an initial confrontation during 
the late afternoon. Rather than determine the time of day by casting a die and track the necessary turns until 
dusk, we opted for a simpler solution. 

The Sassanid player (defender) deploys all his commands followed by the Parthian player. As the battle 
commences with the defender taking the first move play continues (completing each bound) until one side 
has lost four elements. The game stops as this represents the onset of dusk at which time both sides will 
return to their respective camps and resume battle the next day. Elements still in combat will break off and 
return to camp. 
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Day Two.
The defender and attacker role remain unchanged for the second day, therefore Sassan places all his 
commands on the table followed by the Parthian player.   The Parthian player must eliminate three vassal 
light horse elements to represent the desertion of troops after the first day.  These elements are counted as 
lost and break points are adjusted accordingly.

The Game, the Battle of Hormozdgān:
Ardashir’s army with its right resting on the foothills of the Bengestān Mountains extended west toward the 
open plain of Hormozd. The central command under Ardashir contained the majority of the nobles (3Kn) and 
these would become a ready reserve for either flank. His son Shapur commanded the right wing and would 
lead today’s battle. The left wing under the command of his father’s favourite, Ferrozdgad would only 
demonstrate against the enemy in front so as to give time to the centre and right wing to develop their attack. 

Artabanus V noting the importance of several rebel banners deployed his own command opposite that of 
Ardashir and gave General Dāḏbondād command of the left wing with a free hand to destroy his opposition. 
The Arabs were content to be positioned on the open flank, though half their number consisted of infantry 
their flanks were ably supported by camel mounted warriors and light horse. As daylight would quickly 
become dusk, Artabanus V would test the rebel strength on their flanks and so issued orders to his wing 
commanders to attack.
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Moving forward at a “walk” the Sassan right wing kept pace with the entire battle line, only the horse archers 
on the right moved ahead to close the distance between them and the Parthian line. At the army’s centre 
Ardashir sent his horse archers to harass their opposite number and dispatched additional light horse to 
support Shapur’s attack. On the left, the main formation held their position leaving only the light cavalry to 
move forward and harass the Arabs. 

Eager to fight, General Dāḏbondād moved his armoured horse flanked by columns of horse archers against 
the Sassanid left.  The intended move would take advantage of their number in an attempt to overlap the 
Sassan formation. The slow cadence of their approach coupled with the skirmishing light cavalry dust clouds 
were thrown up cloaking the left side of the battlefield. Despite this, the turn following, the shock of the 
heavily armoured horse of both sides could be clearly heard across the field. 

Having the slight advantage of numbers, the Sassan units fell back to regroup while the Parthian formations 
held their ground. No casualties could be seen among the rebels, but as the dust cleared, General Dāḏbondād 
noticed one of their numbers had fallen. 

The loss on the Parthian side raised Sassan hopes such that on their bound all available Sassan units were 
pushed forward to follow up that small success. This was met with solid resistance by the Parthian which 
resulted in a frustrating bound. 

Furious at the loss of their brethren, General Dāḏbondād launched all his units forward into battle. This 
succeeded in taking out a unit of light horse bringing the score even, 1 – 1. 
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Turn three found the centre command in striking distance, so to relieve the pressure on Shapur Ardashir 
launched his attack against Artabanus. Both forces were so evenly matched that after the initial clash of 
combat both sides drew back to regroup and try again. Unfortunately, this battle did not have the desired 
result as Ardashir lost a unit of Asavaran cavalry while Shapur lost a further two units light horse bringing 
the score 4 -1 for Parthia.
 

As night approached, both sides broke off combat and returned to their respective camps. In the Parthian 
camp, the nobles were boasting how they would crush the Persians like sand fleas in the morning. Whether it 
was the abundance of wine or the natural arrogance of the Parthian nobles, much of the boasting did not sit 
well with the Persians who fought with Artabanus V that day. As night slowly turned to an early sunny 
morning, Parthian guards alerted Artabanus of the desertion of several units of Persian horse archers. 

Realizing that his advantage of numbers was now lost Artabanus V quickly gathered his war council to issue 
new deployment orders for the morning. {1}
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Hormozdgān, the Second Day.

Ardashir moved his army out and formed his troops in the same manner as the day before. On the right, 
Shapur’s command, now reinforced with the Persian patriots confronted a new foe, the Arabs. Anxious that 
news of the Persian defection might alter his ally’s willingness to fight, Artabanus V re-deployed the Arabs 
to the left informing them that the opposing side had been weakened and their rout would enable them to loot 
the Sassan camp. Smiling at that prospect they cheerfully repositioned themselves to the left wing. 

Feeling cheated at an opportunity to fight the Parthian, Shapur received confirmation from Ardashir I that 
Artabanus had indeed switched both his flanks and that Shapur will have to deal with a stronger foe, albeit 
desert bandits.  

The feeling in both camps was that today would be a decisive day. Secure in that sentiment all generals 
present positioned themselves on the front line with their banners floating above the heads of their retinue. 
Everything would be committed to today’s battle. 
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Moving first, Ardashir needed to readjust his left and own commands from their current position. To correct 
this both formations would need to wheel their lines toward the left. Once executed this would bring their 
groups in alignment with the Parthian formations and bring the Sassan nobles facing their counterpart in the 
enemy formation. More importantly, the adjustment would bring the Sassan nobles out of reach from the 
columns of enemy horse archers. The Asavaran cavalry were ideally suited to deal with the Parthian menace. 

Calculating that this maneuver would take two bounds Ardashir now had ample time to create room for 
reserve units to move forward. Doing so at full speed, this move would extend the battle line and overlap the 
Parthian formations. 

On the opposite side, the Parthian was content to let the weight of armoured nobles and their horse archers 
crush the rebellious Persians. The Arabs for their part were happy with the prospect of looting the camp and 
so moved steadily forward maintaining their alignment on the slowest units in their battleline, the tribal 
swordsmen. With the archers and skirmishers nestled between the infantry the formation was well protected 
with Camel mounted troops on either flank. 
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Turn two, Sassan’s centre and left wing were the first to make contact. The resulting melees were brief 
clashes with both sides recoiling for their effort. On the right Shapur, imitating the maneuver done by the 
other two commands, moved forward his horse archers to extend his own formation. As he faced mostly 
infantry, this maneuver would run less risk than if executed in front of an all mounted force.

From his position, Ardashir I caught sight of Artabanus’ Royal standard and called for a general assault. 
Confident that his troops were optimally positioned each would have a slight advantage over their opponents 
and more importantly, this would give him a chance for personal combat with the King of Parthia.
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Up and down the line every Parthian and Sassanid unit was committed to the monumental task ahead. Each 
side could claim a small advantage by prompting their enemy to recoil under the weight of their fury, but the 
Sassanid nobles proved tenacious by following up their minor advantages. 
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At this critical juncture, both Sassan flanks lost an element each and that was the moment when all eyes 
looked toward the final melee of the bound; Ardashir I vs. Artabanus V.  Inspired by the presence of their 
leader Ardashir, the nobles on both flanks had pushed their opposition back on their heels, exposing the 
flanks of Artabanus V command element. 

The die cast sealed the fate of the Parthian dynasty and had our game had repeated history; Artabanus V 
died, bringing the score even 2(G) – 2, but the day was still young and Parthia would now fight for their 
lives. {2}
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The nomad Arabs for their part had weakened Shapur’s right wing and sent several units to the otherworld. 
In a desperate response, Shapur launched all his cavalry at the Arab infantry line while the horse archers, 
seen in the upper right of the photo would deal with the Camel mounted troops. The subsequent melee 
brought both sides to exhaustion having simultaneously reaching their break point {3}. The turns that 
followed Shapur was able to hold his troops together and remain on the field as the Arabs were seen to 
gradually disappear. 

On the Sassan left wing, neither side could wrest an advantage from the other, which meant losses on both 
sides were insignificant by comparison to what happened in the centre. Lacking their leader, the Parthian 
troops were slowly crumbling under the Sassan fury. Ardashir I personally destroyed a second unit of nobles 
and with the efforts of the Arsavan cavalry brought the central to demoralization. With two commands 
demoralized the battle was over bringing the score to 13(G) – 6 for Sassan. 

Notes:
{1} Before resuming the battle, both sides now adjust their command strengths and recalculate the break 
point necessary to reach demoralization. The Sassanid player deploys all his commands on the table first 
followed by the Parthian player. The game is played until one side has lost two commands through 
demoralization or 50 % of their side’s total elements. The Parthian player counts the three defecting LH as 
lost elements.   
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{2} At this point in the game, the loss of a general means for the remainder of the game any tactical moves 
made by a group or single element within that command would cost an extra  +1. This means the battle is not 
lost but command and control for those units affected now become difficult. 

{3} In rare situations opposite commands can bring each other to demoralization in the same bound and this 
was the case here with both sides reaching that point. Subsequent die throws would count for the number of 
elements or groups that hold their position and in this case the nomads were slowly leaving giving Shapur 
the field. 

Aftermath:
Analysis of game vis-à-vis historical outcome…
In ancient and medieval history there are a number of recorded instances of battles lasting two days or more, 
so the Battle of Hormozdgān is certainly not unique. Using the number of elements lost to represent the 
passage of time was deemed a simpler solution than determining a start time with the necessary tracking of 
subsequent turns until dusk is reached. As the battle was fought in late April, dusk would approach sooner 
than later.

To do this scenario as a three day battle was considered; each day’s combat stopping after a set goal was 
reached. We found however, the third and final day would be over far too soon to be an enjoyable game, so 
for the sake of a big battle game we focused on a two day confrontation with the defection of troops from the 
Parthian camp presenting a nice twist.
  
The defection of the Persian contingents is mentioned in the sources and this did give an advantage to 
Ardashir I. We can only speculate how this news was received by the Parthian king and how it influenced his 
tactics for the final day, but for the scenario we thought how this might unbalance the game. Considering that 
both sides most likely would score losses on the first day, in our test games we found the defection of the 
vassal light horse actually balanced the total strength for the next day. The rest was up to the cunning of each 
player to win the game. 

The scenario was thoroughly play test and with each game delivering different results; the Sassan won most 
of the tests and the Arabs survived every encounter excepting this one. Artabanus V did die once before as 
did both Ardashir and Shapur in the same battle and on the same bound, so much for history repeating itself. 
Parthia does have the advantage setting up after the defender’s placement of his troops and in this particular 
game the re-deployment of the Arabs to the opposite wing had the desired effect of containing Shapur.     
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