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1

The Watchers

Babylon & Issus, 5 November 333 BCE

They had watched the sky for generations. Night after night, they had stared up at the stars. Now, in the early hours of 5 November 333 BCE, the astronomers of Babylon looked to the heavens again, trying to glimpse the future.

It was 1 a.m. The moon was setting. The constellation of the Lion shone high in the sky. Like all the signs of the Zodiac, it had first been named in Babylon. Beneath the stars, the city slept. Babylon, the shimmering heart of the Persian empire, was built in a vast square, sprawling across the plains either side of the Euphrates river. Along its northern walls, the ramparts of the Ishtar Gate glowed blue and gold in the moonlight. The courtyards of the great palace of Nebuchadnezzar lay undisturbed, apart from the tread of an occasional watchman. In the temples, the sacred fires crackled quietly. To the south, the ruins of a colossal brick ziggurat, the Etemenanki, loomed up in the darkness. The Babylonians called it ‘the foundations of heaven and earth’. Others called it the Tower of Babel – a structure so monstrous that it must have been built to steal knowledge from heaven. That night, the astronomers were doing just that.

In 333 BCE, Babylonian astronomy was already over a thousand years old. Every day, the astronomers recorded their observations on small clay tablets, writing in wedge-shaped cuneiform script, one of the earliest writing systems in history. Writing was invented – according to the legend of Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta – because, one day, a messenger was overwhelmed by how much he had to remember. ‘The messenger, whose mouth was weary, could not repeat the message. Because his lips were heavy, and he could not remember it, the lord of Kulaba shaped some clay and inscribed the message on it, as though on a tablet. Before then, no one had written messages on clay. But on that day, beneath the sun, it became so.’1 The astronomers’ observations, inscribed on hundreds of cuneiform tablets dating back centuries, formed one of history’s first databases: an archive of comets and asteroids, stars and omens.

Many constellations still carry the names given to them by the Babylonians. Leo is the Babylonian Lion, Gemini is the Great Twins, and Libra is the Scales. (Some constellations have not retained their Babylonian names: the Wild Boar, the Lord of Battles and the Mad Dog can no longer be found on star-maps.) Four hundred years earlier, the Babylonians had begun to develop elaborate mathematical models to predict the course of the planets and eclipses of the moon. By 333 BCE, even when the night was cloudy and neither the stars nor the moon could be seen, the astronomers could still chart the sky above their heads with pinpoint precision: often, their archives record the positions of the stars on a given night, along with the ancient Sumerian phrase ‘nu pap’ – ‘I could not see.’ The first horoscopes were cast in Babylon: astronomers calculated the positions of the sun, the moon and the planets at the time a person was born, and used that information to predict the course of their life. ‘If, when a child is born, an eclipse of the sun occurs in the first moments of his life,’ one tablet warned, ‘he will die far from home, and his father’s house will be dust in the wind.’2 For Babylonians, the sky was an engine for understanding the future.

But that night something more than the stars preoccupied the Babylonians. For months, they had been hearing rumours from the west. An army had poured into the Persian empire – men from the cold, rocky lands near the edges of the earth. No one was sure why they had come, or what they wanted. Their king was said to be a young man called Alexander, or Aleksandaris as the Babylonians knew him. City after city had fallen to the invaders. Eventually, the Great King of Persia, Darius III, had gathered an enormous army and led it into the west, to drive the strangers from his lands. Tens of thousands of soldiers, drawn from across the Persian empire, had marched from Babylon one autumn morning: white horses, young men in purple, chariots decorated with gold and silver, infantry in shimmering armour. The retinue of the Great King stretched for miles: Darius’s chefs and flower-arrangers and bodyguards, his mother, his wife, his daughters and his young son. And Darius himself – tall in his royal chariot, dressed in gold and purple and white, carrying his bow. Behind the army, hundreds of mules laden with gold and silver plodded wearily into the west.3 Now, every day, Babylon waited for news.

During the hours of darkness, uncertainty and dread crept into the world. In the sky, in the constellations of the Eagle and the Dead Man, the Babylonians saw the souls of the dead travelling across the stars on their long journey to the afterlife. Night, in Mesopotamia, did not just belong to the astronomers; it belonged to the demons, and to the ghosts:


The watcher in the darkness

Who scratches at the door like a wolf,

Who flashes like lightning,

Who flickers like flame,

Who shines like the sun,

Who glimmers like a star,

Who is shadow,

Who is nothingness itself . . .

Who has been erased from the world.4



Hours passed, and the stars wheeled overhead. Sharru, ‘the royal star’, known today as Regulus, hung in the eastern sky. It held the fortunes of the king: whether Darius would find success in battle, or peace at home. Nearby was the constellation of the Serpent, a warning of coming death and destruction. But the stars did not always bring answers. Sometimes, the future was hard to see, even from the Tower of Babel.

While the astronomers watched the sky, hundreds of miles away, near the shores of the Mediterranean, Alexander was praying. The moon had set a little before 2 a.m. Above his head hung many of the same constellations that shone over Babylon: Leo, which Greeks called the Nemean Lion, after the mythical beast strangled by Heracles; where the Babylonians saw the Serpent, Alexander saw the Hydra, the many-headed monstrous snake, also killed by Heracles. But, while the astronomers glimpsed the future unfolding and the shadow-world beckoning, Alexander’s mind was on the earth below.

He knew that the coming day would bring the greatest battle of his life: the army of Darius was drawn up ahead of him on the narrow coastal plain of Issus, in the south-west corner of modern Turkey. The plain was crossed by the Pinarus river and hemmed in by the Mediterranean to the west and steep green hills to the south and east. Behind the hills, steeper still, dusty grey mountains rose, cutting off the coast from the Syrian deserts, which stretched east for hundreds of miles. Alexander was outnumbered and far from home. Unable to sleep, he had climbed to the top of a hill in the middle of the night.5 There, alone, surrounded by flaming torches, he prayed, knowing that it might be the last time he saw the stars. ‘His confidence had given way to dread,’ wrote Quintus Curtius Rufus. ‘Fortune had made him – but now he feared it.’6

Alexander was twenty-three. Three years earlier, his father, King Philip II of Macedon, had been assassinated. Alexander had inherited a tumbledown kingdom, a pile of debts and an army which answered to nobody. He was a slight, wiry young man, whom no one had thought much about until he suddenly came to the throne. His face was pale and intense, quick to flush red, with a sharp nose and huge eyes.7 He wore his curly hair long.8 Alexander’s portraits all conceal as much as they reveal. But one fragmentary bust, known as the Delos Alexander, captures something of the young king beneath the stars. Alexander’s neck is thick, and his body is solid muscle. His face is full and open. His hair is brushed back in a tangle of curls: not so much artfully styled as matted with dust and rain. His eyes are wide but sunken, with puffy shadows beneath the eyelids. His mouth is tightly closed and his jaw is clenched: he is holding his pose like a raft. He looks like a young Achilles. He looks tired.

(Alexander hated having his portrait taken. Apelles, one of the greatest artists of the ancient world, had recently painted him with his horse, Bucephalus. When Apelles showed Alexander the finished work, the king mumbled some grudging praise. Apelles was used to his work being rapturously received. But, instead of arguing, he sent for Alexander’s horse. When Bucephalus was brought in, ‘the horse neighed at the horse in the picture, thinking it was real. That was when Apelles said, “My king, your horse knows more about art than you do.”’)9
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The Delos Alexander.

Soon after he claimed the throne, Alexander led his army east, into the vast Persian empire. For Greeks in the fourth century BCE, Persia was a land of wonder, of dreams made real, where nothing was too strange to be believed. It was a place of uncountable wealth and unimaginable luxury – Aeschylus imagined the walls of the Great King’s court to be pure gold. Legend had it that the Persians were even born from gold. And, while many Greek city-states had no more than a few thousand inhabitants, the Great King ruled over around 50 million people. It was no wonder, the Greeks told themselves, that he believed he was more than human.

Persia had threatened to swallow up Greece on more than one occasion. Now Alexander promised the Greeks they would have their revenge. He led his army south from the Hellespont, now known as the Dardanelles Strait, through the empire’s western provinces and down the coast of Asia Minor: looting and liberating, in roughly equal measure. He barely survived a battle with Darius’s governors at the Granicus river, coming within a second of losing his head. He had just spent weeks laid up with fever, shaking and helpless. His treasurer had run off with as much gold as he could steal. Dissent and rebellion were everywhere; the campaign seemed to be teetering on the brink of collapse. Then Alexander began to hear rumours that a vast army was bearing down on him.

Alexander had set out in search of Darius. The last few days had been miserable. Rain had fallen steadily, and the Greeks were cold and anxious. As they struggled through the hills, looking one way and then another, the giant Persian army remained elusive. Alexander began to worry ‘that they would be defeated not by their enemies’ bravery, but by their own exhaustion’.10 The army’s baggage train fell further and further behind. Then Darius made his move.

Under cover of darkness, in the early hours of 4 November, the Great King led his army through a narrow pass in the Amanus mountains and on to the coastal plain of Issus. He was now within a few hours’ march of Alexander, but the Greeks had still not detected him. Alexander’s rearguard – his baggage and supplies, his sick and injured soldiers – were straggling south along the coast when Darius fell on them. The Greeks never stood a chance. Some were killed, others were taken prisoner. The prisoners ‘were horribly mutilated’:11 their hands were cut off, then the bloody wounds were cauterised with pitch. Scarcely able to stand, they were dragged in agony through the Persian army. Then Darius turned them loose and sent them to Alexander, ‘to tell the king what they had seen’.12

The first Alexander knew of any of this was when a mutilated soldier staggered into his camp. The prisoners arrived one after another, each man with the same story, and the same nightmarish black-stained stumps where his hands had been. At first, Alexander did not want to believe that the news was real. He sent some soldiers down the coast in a small boat to find out what was going on. Surely this was a ruse, or an advance guard, not the Great King himself. But around 6 p.m., as the sun began to set, his men saw the Persian army’s campfires from their boat – thousands upon thousands of them, stretching across the plain of Issus, so many that ‘the whole world seemed to be ablaze’.13 There was no longer any doubt: Darius had out-thought and outmanoeuvred Alexander. Now the Greeks only had the food they had been carrying with them; in a few days they would begin to starve. Their options were to fight or flee. But the Great King was on his own ground, Darius’s army massively outnumbered their own – and he had blocked their path home to Greece.

In the cold November dusk, Alexander walked up and down the ranks of his soldiers. To his commanders, he spoke of the past: the victories they had already won together, and the battles Greeks had won against Persia. To his soldiers, he spoke of the future: the glory and the wealth which would be theirs if they won the day. ‘And if any of the men had previously done remarkable things in battle, in pursuit of glory, then Alexander would single them out by name, for special praise.’14 Soon the soldiers were crowding around him, pressing through the throng ‘from every direction, to grasp Alexander’s right hand’.15 Alexander clasped their hands, one after another – cold from the November chill, calloused, scarred, marked by years on the march. He tried not to think about the other men, the ones with the missing hands. Then he ordered the army to turn around and march straight for the Great King.

Around midnight, the Greeks reached the pass which led down into the plain of Issus. There they set up camp. Alexander made sure that his men had eaten, then he let them settle down for a few hours of rest. But he could not sleep. He left his tent and went to stand under the stars, to pray and wait for the dawn.

When he was a child, Alexander had been taught by Aristotle. The philosopher was fascinated by courage; for him, it was the most important virtue of all. But what did it mean to be brave? Aristotle thought that some things ought to be feared: one’s family being hurt, or one’s own humiliation.16 Courage did not even mean being fearless in battle – instead, it meant facing down your fear, and inspiring those around you to do the same. ‘The courageous man, in consequence,’ argued Aristotle, ‘the most truly courageous man, will be the man who faces a worthy death, without fear.’17 That night, beneath the stars, Alexander tried to quiet his fear and to ready himself for death. ‘He was far from sure that he would be victorious,’ wrote Quintus Curtius Rufus, ‘but he was sure of one thing: that if he died, it would be as a man should die, gloriously.’18

He did not know it yet, but Alexander was about to become a legend. Within a few brief years, the young man from the hills of Macedon would rule the greatest empire in history, stretching from Athens to the plains of India. His campaign would transform the world: from the stars in the sky to the words on this page, to the dreams in our heads, Alexander reshaped reality more profoundly than almost anyone else in history.

For centuries, historians, refugees, poets and explorers have told Alexander’s story. It has been unfolded by ambitious Roman politicians, by Jewish scholars, by Icelandic bards, by Ethiopian monks, by Tibetan craftsmen and by Persian courtiers. It has become one of the world’s foundational tales, cherished by a multitude of cultures and religions, for over 2,000 years.

Driven by hope, desperation and desire, Alexander would lead his army further than any Greeks had yet travelled, to the very edges of the known world and beyond. He would accomplish things which even the gods and the heroes of legend had not dared to attempt. His journey would also unleash violence on a scale never before seen: almost 1 per cent of the world’s population would die as a direct result of his campaign. Cities would be levelled to the ground. Hundreds of thousands would be enslaved. And Alexander himself would be lifted up to the heavens, only to fall. The king would become a hero, the hero would become a living god, and the god would die, broken-hearted, in Babylon.

For now, though, Alexander was still just a frightened young man, standing alone beneath the stars, praying to every god who might listen. As the hours passed, the torches began to gutter and die. By 5 a.m., the sun had still not risen. Venus, Mars and Jupiter hung shining in the east. Looking up at the sky, Alexander wondered if his luck had run out.




2

The Battle

Issus, 5 November 333 BCE

A few minutes after 7 a.m., the sun rose on the worst day of Somtutefnakht’s life. Somtutefnakht was an Egyptian priest. He had lived quietly beside the Nile, in the town of Henen-Nesut, for his entire life. Now, on 5 November 333 BCE, waking in one of the outlying corners of the Great King’s camp, he prayed to the rising sun and to the god of his homeland, Hersef:


Hersef, god among gods,

Lord of the Two Lands,

Ruler of the shores,

As you rise, light returns to our world.

Your right eye is the sun,

Your left eye is the moon,

Your soul is in the sunlight,

The north wind is in your breath,

All things have life through you.

I serve you.

My heart is yours. 1



Somtutefnakht had never swung an axe or seen a battle in his life. But now, along with several thousand other Egyptians, he had been enlisted to fight for the Great King. The Egyptians were not equipped for the November chill. They were hastily trained, frequently beaten and knew that, if they deserted, their relatives would be rounded up and imprisoned.2 They wore sandals made of plaited palm leaves and ‘woven helmets on their heads; they carried broad, hollow shields, spears and axes’ and ‘enormous knives’.3 In the event of victory, the knives came into their own: Egyptian soldiers would work their way through their fallen enemies, knives in hand, cutting off their penises (or sometimes their hands). The severed penises were then collected and counted. (Pharaoh Merneptah proudly recorded on the walls of the great temple at Karnak that his soldiers had cut off 6,111 penises in one day.)4 As the Great King’s camp woke up and over 100,000 men pulled their clothes on and prepared for the day’s march, gossiping in a dozen languages, some of the Egyptians were sharpening their knives.

[image: Rows of model soldiers wearing loincloths and holding shields and spears.]
Egyptian soldiers, from the tomb of Mesehti.

‘When the gods created man,’ warned Gilgamesh, Mesopotamia’s epic, ‘death was their gift to man. Life was their gift to themselves.’5 Yet, when Darius III awoke on the morning of 5 November, he had little reason to fear. His tent blazed with gold and silver. Outside, his guards, the Immortals, 10,000 strong, watched over him. But a nightmare tormented him: Alexander was brought before him, but no sooner had Darius begun to rejoice than he saw his enemy was dressed in his own coronation robes. Inside his dream, Darius could only watch as Alexander rode away from him and vanished through the gates of Babylon.6 He dressed hastily in purple and white. His attendants wrapped a golden cloak around his shoulders, ‘decorated with golden hawks, which seemed to be about to fall on one another’.7 Tall and heavily bearded, glittering in the morning sun, he looked magnificent. But, despite his power, the Great King was ill at ease.

The man who sat on the throne of Persia was the richest and most powerful person on earth. But Darius’s throne did not rest only on money and power. The Great King was Truth incarnate: the earthly representative of the Zoroastrian creator god, Ahura Mazda charged with bringing order to a chaotic world. Through his power, good would triumph over evil, and Truth over the Lie. ‘You who shall be king, in times to come,’ advised Darius I, ‘protect yourself from lies with all of your might, and punish the liars with all of your strength. Only then will you deserve to think to yourself: “May my country always be safe.”’8

It was a bleakly dualist worldview: the Truth and the Lie were forever opposed, locked in battle for as long as the world endured. There was no room for ambiguity, no room for any space between good and evil, between friends and enemies, between the Truth and the Lie. Refusing the Great King was a betrayal of Truth itself. The fate of anyone who questioned him was written on the very mountainsides of Persia. A man called Fravartis once rebelled against Darius I. ‘I cut off his nose and ears, ripped out his tongue, and tore out one eye,’ Darius proclaimed. ‘I chained him up at the entrance to my palace until everyone had seen him. Then I impaled him.’9

This, of course, presented the Great King’s courtiers with a problem. The man on the throne was just a man. Often he was foolish, or vain, or deluded, or psychopathically fond of killing. Herodotus told, not entirely implausibly, of the sentence imposed almost two centuries earlier by the Great King Cambyses II on a corrupt judge called Sisamnes. Sisamnes was flayed alive, and his post was bestowed on his son. The son delivered justice from a new chair of office, which had been upholstered with the cured, leathery skin of his father. Cambyses ‘told the son that he should never forget what he was sitting on’.10

Sometimes the man on the throne came by his power through murder and betrayal. His knowledge might be limited and his decisions might be catastrophic. But, however fallible, depraved or stupid he might be, everyone around him had to pretend that he was Truth incarnate. And every moment of every day, their lives depended on keeping up the performance.

Despite his unease, Darius did not think he might lose the coming battle. His army vastly outnumbered Alexander’s. Even his courtiers did not know exactly how many men there were, but they filled the plain of Issus: Persian horsemen, Greek mercenaries, tens of thousands of lightly armed infantry, archers, javelin-throwers and the royal bodyguard. So confident was the Great King that he had kept his family with him as he pursued Alexander through the mountains: his mother, his wife, his daughters and his young son and heir. Instead of following the army at a distance, so that they could easily be evacuated in the event of disaster, they were with Darius himself – right in the middle of the camp.

Later, it was said that one of Darius’s Greek advisers had tried to warn him that he was facing a new kind of enemy. The Macedonians might seem ‘dour and bedraggled’, he told Darius. But, once the battle began, they would be unstoppable. ‘They call it the phalanx, a disciplined body of infantry – men and weapons packed together. They watch for the slightest nod from their commander. They obey orders and they stay together, no matter what.’11 Darius was in no mood for such counsel. He had the Greek adviser’s throat cut on the spot.

It was only later that day, as the Great King stood in his golden chariot and watched his army disintegrate around him, that he realised the adviser had been telling the truth. By then, it was too late.

The day began quietly. The Great King’s army was preparing to march south; now that Darius had captured Alexander’s supplies, he intended to pursue the Greeks for as long as it took to force a decisive battle. Their food would soon be exhausted and Alexander would not be able to run for much longer. When Darius began to hear reports that ‘the fugitives he was pursuing were actually advancing towards him,’ he did not, at first, believe it.12 Then, looking south from higher ground, some of the Persian scouts began to see movement in the distance, at the far end of the plain of Issus. The horizon was glimmering, as if the morning sun was shining on thousands of spears. Immediately, there was chaos: the march was abandoned and the army prepared for battle. Men were shouting in unfamiliar languages, horses were being strapped into bridles, weapons were being checked, and the Egyptians, including Somtutefnakht, were taking off their sandals: they fought barefoot.
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The Immortals: the Great King’s royal guard.

Darius had intended to use his vast army to surround and overwhelm the Greeks. But now, on the narrow plain of Issus, the Persians were hemmed in between the hills to the east and the sea to the west. Darius deployed his soldiers across the full width of the plain. To the west, beside the sea, he massed his cavalry, commanded by Nabarzanes. Then, stretching out all the way to the eastern hills, he lined up his infantry. In the centre was the Great King himself: tall in his chariot, carrying his bow and spear. Flanking him, to the east and to the west, were his Greek mercenaries: thousands of heavily armoured infantry, with huge, three-foot-wide shields and vicious spears, designed for stabbing. On either side of them were the deadliest of the Persian infantry, including the 10,000 Immortals, dressed as richly as kings in cloth-of-gold and jewels, armed with spears and bows. ‘If any one of them was killed, or fell ill, the gap in the ranks was filled at once, so that the Immortals were never more or less than ten thousand strong,’ wrote Herodotus. ‘Even their food was set apart from that prepared for the other soldiers: it was carried with them on camels and mules.’13 Then, on the wings, and in a separate formation to the rear, the rest of the infantry was drawn up, more lightly armoured but still dangerous.

As Alexander’s army came into view, so did the first hint, for Darius, that trouble lay ahead. The Greeks could be seen marching down a narrow track from the hills into the plain. But as rank after rank reached the plain, they spread out and – without slowing or seeming to miss a step – formed up into solid blocks of soldiers, ready for battle. Those in the Persian army who understood what they were looking at started to worry. How had the Greeks done that? Everyone knew that changing from a thin marching column into a fighting formation required the entire force to stop, followed by several minutes of confusion and shouting and shoving, before the soldiers could move forward again. What they had just seen should have been impossible.

Most ancient armies had little skill and less drill. Commanding one was like rolling rocks downhill – the general’s only choice was when to set each unit in motion, and which direction to point it in. If something went wrong halfway through the battle, there was usually little the general could do. But Alexander’s army was different. It had been built by his father, Philip II, over decades, at a cost of every drachma in Macedon’s treasury. The soldiers had been fighting side by side for years. They were supremely confident, supremely comfortable with killing, and were led with reckless brilliance.

The Persians watched Alexander’s army spreading out ahead of them, across the plain of Issus. In front of the Greeks, they could see Alexander himself, riding up and down the line of soldiers, rallying them at the top of his voice. Cheers went up wherever he went, loud enough for even the Great King to hear.

On the left, nearest the sea, Alexander matched the Persians with cavalry of his own: horsemen from central Greece and from the hills of Thessaly. Then there were lightly armed, fast-moving foot soldiers armed with javelins. Then, marching steadily across the centre of the plain, came the phalanx. The phalanx was made up of battalions of infantry lined up sixteen deep, in close formation. Each soldier carried a sword and a round shield, and wore woven armour and a helmet. But it was their signature weapon which ensured that, in 333 BCE, there was no more reliable sign that bad things were about to happen than a Macedonian phalanx coming over the horizon.

Every man in the phalanx carried a massive spear, around nineteen feet long. The spears required two hands to manoeuvre: soldiers gripped them five feet along the length of the shaft, at which point the heavy counterweight at the bottom of the spear and the light, deadly blade at the top were almost perfectly balanced. When the phalanx was on the move, the spears would be carried vertically; then the first five ranks of men would lower them for battle. Anyone trying to attack a phalanx from the front would have to fight through five layers of spears before reaching the leading soldiers. ‘If the phalanx holds formation, and is at full strength,’ wrote Polybius, ‘nothing can stand against it head on, or stand up to its charge.’14 At Issus, the phalanx was commanded by Parmenio, who was in his sixties and had been winning battles since before Alexander was born. He was ruthless, unflashy, relentless.

East of the phalanx, close to the hills, were the oldest and toughest soldiers in Alexander’s army, the Guards. Veterans of years of service with Philip II, they were heavily armoured and had a reputation for brutality. Then there was Alexander himself, riding at the front of his best cavalry, the Companions. In Greek, they were called hetairoi – a wilder, more intimate word. Odysseus’s comrades were hetairoi; so were Socrates’ followers. In the Iliad, hetairoi followed one another to the death. Hetairoi suffered together, fought together and worshipped together. Sometimes, they slept together. (The female form, hetaira, was applied to the most exclusive courtesans in the ancient world.) Hetairoi were your people – the ones who made you feel alive, and the ones who would stand with you until the end. While the Macedonian phalanx was formidable, it did not win battles for Alexander. Instead, it made it very hard for him to lose. For victory, Alexander relied on the Companions. They rode without stirrups, were armed with lances eleven feet long and were ready to follow Alexander anywhere.

Further east, Alexander deployed a screen of lightly armed troops: light cavalry, then archers, then mountaineers with javelins from the Balkans, who began to creep up into the eastern hills as the phalanx moved into position. Altogether Alexander had around 6,000 cavalry and 40,000 infantry. He was outnumbered by more than two to one. But the narrow plain of Issus was working to his advantage – the Persians were unable to surround him and overwhelm him. A few hours earlier, Darius had surprised Alexander and ambushed him. Now Alexander planned to pin the Great King in his own trap.

The Greeks advanced slowly. Minutes turned into hours. The Persian soldiers shivered in the cold. Instead of moving forward to meet Alexander, Darius had stationed his army along the banks of the Pinarus river. Morning turned into afternoon and still Alexander did not attack. Then, in the west, next to the sea, there was a flurry of movement. The Persian cavalry charged across the river, crashing into the Greeks. Suddenly, all along the plain, there was a silvery gleam, as the men in the phalanx lowered thousands of spears into place. Once the gigantic spears were in position, the phalanx could no longer turn right or left. But it could charge. The Greeks roared forward, their ghastly battle cry, ‘Alalalai’, echoing off the hills. To the Persians, the phalanx looked like a vision of approaching death.

The only person who ever faced Alexander’s phalanx and survived to write about it afterwards was Somtutefnakht, the unfortunate Egyptian priest. He was plunged into a whirlwind, where death seemed to be coming towards him from every direction. ‘A million died at my side,’ he remembered later. ‘But no one raised their arm against me.’15

The best accounts of what it was like to face a phalanx were written over a century later by Romans. Whenever soldiers ‘tried to use their swords to push aside their long spears, or to use their shields to shove them backwards, or to grab them bare-handed, the Macedonians, holding their spears in both hands, kept pressing forward. They ran through anyone who fell on to the spears. Armour made no difference – there was no shield or breastplate which could stand up to the force of the Macedonians’ spears.’16 Even battle-hardened commanders were horrified when they saw a phalanx tearing through their men: the Roman general Lucius Aemilius Paullus ‘tore his garments to shreds’17 and used to say, for years afterwards, that he ‘had never seen anything so terrifying’.18 Now Alexander’s phalanx was ripping a hole in the centre of the Great King’s army.

This was the moment Alexander had been waiting for. He had been watching the Persian lines, looking for a gap – a weak point where he and the Companions could break through. He knew that he could command only one unit of the army directly. For the rest of the battle, he would have to trust his subordinates, and trust to fortune.

[image: A long, slim stone tablet covered in rows of hieroglyphs.]
Somtutefnakht’s story: the Egyptian priest wrote the only surviving first-hand account of the battle of Issus.

The Companions charged. Gasping for breath, Alexander clung to his horse, Bucephalus – an enormous chestnut beast. The wind whipped his long curly hair around his face. He was fighting for his life, but he was deliriously happy. The night’s impossible problems had fallen away. Only the present mattered: kill or be killed. And Alexander was very good at killing. Fighting made him feel more alive, more himself, than almost anything else.19

Darius could only watch, helplessly, as his men were mown down. Soldiers fell left and right, ‘like a building falling to pieces’,20 and suddenly the power of Persia, which had looked invincible in the dawn light, was falling too. Alexander and the Companions broke open the Persian formation, separating Darius from half his army. Now well behind the front line, Alexander wheeled left and rode straight at the Great King.

For a few minutes, Darius stood his ground. His soldiers closed ranks around him and fought with fierce desperation. A dagger found Alexander and left a wicked slash across his thigh. But gradually the Greeks began to break through the ring of guards. The Great King was suddenly vulnerable. His relatives and his high command threw themselves at Alexander’s men, trying to push them back. Darius turned his chariot and fled.

The moment is captured in a mosaic discovered in the ruins of Pompeii.21 In 2025, restoration work on it was completed, revealing a scene that glows almost as intensely as it did before Pompeii was buried in 79 CE. Alexander charges across a bleak battlefield, marked only by a dead tree, his spear impaling a Persian commander. Darius’s cloak billows out behind him; his charioteer’s jaw is set as he lashes at the horses. A confused mass of soldiers, mutilated animals and weapons separates the two kings, yet their eyes are fixed on one another. On the ground, a fallen Persian soldier looks up to see the wheels of the Great King’s chariot about to crush him. The soldier’s polished shield catches his reflection, his face blank with horror.

Alexander was charging through the Persian lines in pursuit of Darius when a messenger arrived from Parmenio. The old general was in trouble. The Persians in the west, who did not yet know that the Great King had fled, were attacking him on all sides. Alexander had to make an agonising choice: give up part of his army or give up hope of catching Darius. Alexander knew how to be reckless when everyone else was being careful, but he also knew how to be careful when everyone else was being reckless. In the chaos of the battle, he found that he could think clearly. He brought the Companions to a halt, wheeled around and galloped towards Parmenio. The plain of Issus was filling up with horrors. Ptolemy, one of Alexander’s friends, remembered coming to a deep ravine he could not cross and piling enemy corpses into it until the ravine was full and he could ride to the other side.22

The light was fading: sunset came early, at 5.40 p.m. Darius abandoned his chariot, his golden cloak and his bow, and fled east on horseback. Behind him, his army died: some on the points of spears; some from arrows or sword-thrusts; some slowly bleeding out as the sun sank beneath the horizon. From the first charge to Darius’s escape, no more than two hours had passed. But in that time the world had changed.

In the darkness, surrounded by bodies, Somtutefnakht pulled himself to his feet. He was alive and somehow uninjured. He did not know where he was, or whether any of his fellow soldiers had survived, but he thanked his god, Hersef, for watching over him. By the light of the moon, the priest picked his way through the dead and the dying. Exhausted and alone, he began to run, until he could go no further. Then Somtutefnakht collapsed to the ground and slept.23

Alexander began the day not knowing if he or his army would survive until nightfall. He ended it in the camp of the Great King. It was dusk. The moon was almost full and hung in the western sky. Darius was long gone, but his family had not had time to flee before Alexander’s men swept into the camp. Darius’s mother Sisygambis, his wife, his daughters and his son were still there. So was the Great King’s tent, where Darius had woken that morning. Exhausted, covered with dust and blood, Alexander stepped inside it. He looked around, dazed, at the heaped-up treasure, the delicate carpets, the waiting banquet and the empty throne, shimmering gold in the torchlight. Darius’s bath was waiting too, steaming gently in the November night, surrounded by golden pitchers and scented with spices. It was like stepping from a nightmare into a dream.

‘So this,’ murmured Alexander, as much to himself as to those around him, ‘is what it means to be a king.’24

Darius made no attempt to rally his army or to recapture his family. Instead, he rode on through the night, accompanied by a handful of guards. The next day, heading east, he picked up a gaggle of survivors and deserters, Persian and Greek, around 4,000 men.25 Darius was determined to put several hundred miles – and the Euphrates river, which was in full flood, stretching across the plains of Babylonia – between him and Alexander.

Alexander did not pursue him. For now, he was more interested in Darius’s treasure than Darius’s throne. Early on 6 November, still limping a little from his wound, he and his closest friend, Hephaestion, went to see Darius’s family. Hephaestion and Alexander had known one another since childhood. ‘Hephaestion was Alexander’s secret-keeper,’ wrote Quintus Curtius Rufus.26 Sometimes lovers, always wrapped up in one another, they made an unlikely pair: Alexander slight and edgy, Hephaestion tall and calm.

Darius’s family had been weeping together all night. They had heard that Darius’s chariot had been brought in with his cloak and bow, but without the Great King. They assumed that he had been killed and that his body was lying unburied somewhere on the battlefield. When Alexander and Hephaestion came into their tent, Sisygambis fell on her face, kissing the ground – but she did so in front of Hephaestion, not Alexander.

Persians expected their kings to be tall: between the two strange, beardless, identically dressed men, it stood to reason that the taller one was the king. Hephaestion ‘drew back’ sharply. Then someone bent down and nervously whispered to Sisygambis, pointing out Alexander. She was horrified; she wanted to hide her face, to run out of the tent.27 Everyone looked at Alexander, holding their breath. But the king was unruffled, even amused. Aristotle had taught him that friendship was ‘one single soul, in two bodies’.28 Now, looking at Sisygambis and Hephaestion, he said, ‘Mother, you did nothing wrong. He is Alexander, and I am too.’29 Alexander made sure that the Persian women’s lives went on almost as they had before, in substantially grander style than his own, with the same attendants and the same jewels, in the same golden world, just as if the battle had never happened.

As he walked back through the army checking on the wounded, one of his oldest soldiers – flustered by Alexander’s sudden appearance – awkwardly handed him ‘part of a loaf of bread which he had just been given by a farmer. Alexander tore into it ravenously, saying to the soldier, between mouthfuls: “In the end, what matters is that we get to be alive.”’30

When the Greeks had buried their dead, Alexander sent Parmenio and a small detachment of soldiers east. Cut off from the rest of the army, and from any support if Darius had chosen to regroup his scattered forces, they marched through Persian territory for several hundred miles to the city of Damascus. Alexander’s prisoners claimed that this was where Darius had left the rest of his baggage. Parmenio could as easily have been sent after Darius himself, and the old general was uneasy: he had to rely on hastily conscripted local farmers to show him the way, and he knew that if the gates of Damascus were shut against him he had no way to capture the city.31

But when Parmenio reached Damascus he found that its Persian governor was even more anxious than he was – so desperate to surrender that he was waiting for the Greeks in front of the city gates, with Darius’s treasure piled up behind him.32 A light snow had fallen, unseasonably early, and the heaps of gold were dusted with fresh flakes. The Persian guards, shivering in the cold, had wrapped themselves in the gold and purple robes of the royal household. Not so long ago, that would have spelled their swift execution. Now, though, ‘no one had the power to forbid it’.33 It was an eerie sight: lines of men, wrapped in royal robes, snow in their hair, laden with gold. Parmenio did not like it and ordered his soldiers to prepare for battle. When the Persian attendants saw the lines forming and the spears lowering in front of them, they panicked; still in their stolen purple, ‘they fled, terrified,’ in every direction, throwing down their precious burdens.34 The snowy fields were soon full of the royal treasures of Persia – ‘vases made of gold, bridles made of gold, splendid royal tents, chariots packed with precious things’, and the money reserved for paying Darius’s great army. ‘The wealth of so many years was now torn by thorns, and buried in the mud.’ Before the walls of Damascus, ‘even the looters felt their hearts break,’ just a little.35

Parmenio’s men set to work gathering up the treasure and loading it on to mules for the journey back to the coast. Parmenio himself was dealing with another problem: the remainder of Darius’s court had been waiting at Damascus. ‘I have captured three hundred and twenty-nine of the king’s women,’ he wrote to Alexander, ‘all of them skilled musicians. There are also forty-six men who are flower-arrangers, two hundred and seventy-seven chefs, twenty-nine pot-watchers, thirteen milk-preparers, seventeen drink-makers, seventy wine decanters and forty perfume-mixers.’36 Parmenio was more comfortable fighting for his life than picking out perfume. Now he was in charge of dozens of florists. What, he wanted to know, was he meant to do with them all?

Parmenio loaded the Great King’s chefs, and the Great King’s gold, on to wagons for the journey back to the coast. Among the captives was someone whom Alexander had never expected to meet again. Her name was Barsine, and she and Alexander had last seen each other when he was thirteen – almost ten years before, at the palace of his father, Philip II of Macedon.
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The Boy from the Hills

Macedon, 356–336 BCE

The first time Barsine and Alexander met, he was four years old.

She had grown up at the court of her father, Artabazus. One of the most powerful men in the Persian empire, he governed the buffer between Europe and Asia, the land just south of the Hellespont. Artabazus’s capital at Daskyleion was surrounded by olive groves, fertile valleys and snow-capped mountains. It was a city of soldiers and traders, Persian fire-temples and Greek pottery, sphinxes and Ionic columns.1 But there was never any doubt who was in charge. A magnificent relief, discovered by archaeologists in 2021, depicted the wars between Greece and Persia: Persian horsemen charged across it, trampling helpless Greek soldiers underfoot.2

Barsine’s peaceful childhood came to an abrupt end when her father rebelled against the Great King Artaxerxes III. Artabazus hired a swashbuckling Greek mercenary, Memnon of Rhodes, and attempted to declare independence. Predictably, he failed. In 352 BCE, Artabazus and his family, along with Memnon, fled across the Hellespont to the court of a one-eyed king, who ruled a land of hills and mists, scant harvests and lashing winter storms: Macedon.3

Barsine was about ten when she arrived with her father in Pella, Macedon’s brash new capital. Greece was home to some of the most wondrous cities ever built: the dreamscapes of Athens, the soaring fortress of Thebes – places to take the most jaded traveller’s breath away. Then there was Pella. No one ever seems to have called it beautiful. It slouched across a flat, soggy plain. Before sunrise, it was already bustling: traders setting up their stalls in the marketplace, pelicans flapping noisily along the river, carpenters carving up gigantic trees. The clammy air which hung around the plain seemed to amplify every sound – hammering, sawing, cursing, vomiting, praying. From a distance, Pella could seem quite lovely in the first rays of sunlight, with the nearby hills shrouded in dawn mist. But then you smelled it: the nearby river named, simply, ‘the Ooze’.4 The palace squatted by the water. In it, Philip II held court.

Philip ruled a tumbledown, isolated kingdom. Most Greeks barely acknowledged the existence of Macedon. As for Philip, ‘He is no Greek,’ the great Athenian orator Demosthenes sneered. ‘He is nothing like a Greek. He is not even a decent barbarian. He’s a virus. He’s from Macedon. You can’t even buy a decent slave from Macedon.’5 Philip liked being underestimated. When Barsine arrived in Pella, he was in his late twenties and had been in power for five years. He cultivated the image of a hard-drinking buffoon, a witless brawler from the hills. But he had studied strategy with the greatest general of the age, the Theban Epaminondas. He had stayed alive, and stayed ahead, in the cut-throat politics of Macedon – pushing aside the rightful successor, his brother’s son, and taking the throne.

Now he was obsessively building up Macedon’s power: every spare drachma in the treasury went to buy equipment, train soldiers and fund his engineers’ experiments. Macedon’s cavalry was being massively expanded, while the infantry had been reorganised into the phalanx and armed with their new spears. Quietly, out of sight of the rest of Greece, Philip was turning Macedon’s ragged army into the most ruthless and professional force in the world.

Philip’s court was like nowhere else on earth. There were Persian exiles in long robes, with elaborately tended beards. There were Greek intellectuals: a rotating cast of philosophers, scientists and writers. There were hard-eyed military men: Philip’s generals Antipater, Parmenio and Attalus. There was Philip’s increasingly tangled, polygamous family: his many wives included Alexander’s mother, Olympias, a princess from the hill-tribes of Epirus. Olympias, who worshipped the snake-cult of Dionysus, ‘would turn up to celebrations with monstrous tame serpents. They would lift their heads from the ivy in the sacred baskets, or they would twist and slither around the women’s wands and wreaths. The men would be scared out of their minds.’6 Then there were Philip’s children: Alexander’s sister, Cleopatra, and his half-sisters; Alexander’s half-brother Arrhidaeus, and Alexander himself. The boys peered out at the world from beneath Macedon’s characteristic hat, the kausia, shaped like an upturned dish. For Barsine – who quickly learned Greek – it had a chaotic wonder.
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Terracotta figure of a Macedonian boy.

Alexander grew up deep in his father’s shadow. He lived quietly between Pella and Aigai, Macedon’s sleepy old capital, tucked away deep in the hills. Philip had hired one of Olympias’s relatives Leonidas to be Alexander’s tutor. Leonidas believed in shivering, self-denial and long walks. Later, Alexander remembered how he ‘used to go through my chests of bedding and clothes, just to make sure that my mother had not hidden anything lovely there’.7 As a boy, Alexander was restless and impatient; he always seemed to be in motion. His need for sleep and food was a perpetual disappointment to Leonidas. ‘Breakfast,’ wrote Plutarch in his biography of Alexander, ‘had to be earned by a night march.’8
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Philip II.
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Leonidas’s thriftiness extended to the gods. One day, when Alexander was performing a sacrifice, he took up handfuls of incense to throw on the fire. Leonidas was horrified. ‘When you have conquered the spice-cities, Alexander,’ he told him sternly, ‘you can waste incense. For now, be careful with what you have.’9 But even Leonidas relaxed occasionally. Sometimes in the summer evenings, when the heat of the day began to fade, in the moment just before the stars came out, there was peace.

Philip, meanwhile, was building his power. As every Greek knew, the best way to acquire power was to take it from someone who already had it. ‘Philip,’ wrote Justin,


cared more about how impressive his army was than how impressive his parties were. Almost all of his money went into the military. While he had a great talent for acquiring wealth, he had no talent for holding on to it. As a result, despite his constant marauding, he was always short of money. He valued deceit as much as he valued mercy: as far as Philip was concerned, there was no such thing as a dishonourable victory. He was as charming as he was treacherous – and the only thing you could depend on, when he promised you something, was that he would not deliver it.10



Generally speaking, by the time his opponents realised how badly they had underestimated him, Philip had emptied their purses and rolled up their territory.

In the fourth century BCE, Greece was divided into hundreds of city-states: some, like Athens, were wealthy mini-empires; others controlled a few dozen square miles of territory and had a population of no more than a few thousand. Theoretically, each was self-governing. In practice – because Greek cities were always looking to bully, encroach upon, shake down, take over or enslave their neighbours – most mainland Greeks were under the sway of one of the three most powerful states: Athens, Thebes or Sparta. To the east, forever threatening to make the Greeks’ squabbles irrelevant, loomed the power of the Great King of Persia. Persia had swallowed up the Greek cities of Asia Minor, including Halicarnassus, the home of Herodotus, and had twice attempted to annex mainland Greece. The governors of the Great King’s western provinces, men like Artabazus, knew how to play the fractious Greeks against one another: as long as they were fighting each other, Persia had nothing to worry about.

As Philip’s power grew, that began to change. One city after another fell under his sway. Demosthenes tried to warn the Athenians that if they did not stand up to Philip now, it would soon be too late:


If any of you, Athenians, think Philip will be very hard to defeat, because of the scale of his current power, and the losses we have taken, you are absolutely right. But let me ask you this: if Philip had looked at us the same way, when we had so many outposts that could threaten his lands, and he had no allies, would he ever have achieved what he has achieved, or acquired the territory that he has? No. He would never have gained any of that power. But Philip understood something we too need to understand: the world belongs to those who are prepared to take it. . . .

Now, Athenians, it is time for you to think like Philip. It is time to stop making excuses. Each of you has something to offer the city. The wealthy can offer money, the able-bodied can serve in the military. The question is: are you your own masters? Each one of you has been planning to do nothing yourself, while your neighbour does everything for you. It’s time to stop that. Because if you do, with the help of the gods, you will reclaim what is yours, and you will punish Philip.

He is a man, not a god. His power will not last for ever. He is hated, and feared, and envied, Athenians, even by his closest allies. . . . But while we wait, and while we delay, he is casting his net around us. So, Athenians, what will it take for you to act?. . . Tell me, do you enjoy gossiping about this? ‘What’s the news?’ Let me tell you the news: a man from Macedon is grinding us down, and taking control of the Greek world. ‘Is Philip dead?’ ‘No, but I heard he’s unwell.’ So what? Even if he died, if you go on like this, you will just create another Philip tomorrow. This man didn’t get as strong as he is because of his own power. His strength grew from our weakness.11



When Philip wrote to the Spartans ‘asking if he would be welcome in their city, they wrote an enormous “No” over his letter, and sent it back’.12 ‘If I march into Sparta,’ he warned the Spartan envoys, ‘I will turn the Spartans into refugees.’13 The Spartans thought about this for a while. ‘If,’ they agreed. The bravado was impeccable, but Sparta was no more able to resist Philip than any other Greek state. Philip isolated the Spartans and seized swathes of their land.

When Alexander was eleven, a horse-trader from the hills of Thessaly, Philonicus, came to Pella. He had a horse to sell Philip: a huge, bad-tempered chestnut stallion. Philonicus, who was hoping to make a fortune from the deal, was nervous – and the horse was, too. When Philip and some of his court finally ‘went down to the field to try out the horse’, it was late in the day. The horse had been kept waiting for hours, and ‘they found that he was in a foul mood, and could not be ridden. One after another, they tried to mount him, but, every time, he reared up.’ Some of Philip’s men tried a different approach: they advanced gently, carefully, murmuring soothing words. The horse lashed out – hooves flew and teeth chomped. Philip’s attendants retreated.

Alexander watched them embarrass themselves. ‘I could do better than that,’ he murmured. Philip was amused. ‘And if you cannot? What do you lose?’ ‘Then,’ said Alexander, ‘I will have to buy that horse – at full price.’14 Philip burst out laughing, and ‘Alexander ran over to the horse, seized the bridle and turned him towards the setting sun. He had noticed that he was disturbed and frightened by the movement of his own shadow. He allowed the horse to press forward, still holding the reins, touching him softly when he sensed that he was restless and ready to bolt.’15 Then he leapt on to the horse’s back.

It was as close as Alexander ever came to love at first sight. Philip struck a deal with Philonicus. Soon the small boy and the enormous horse were inseparable. Alexander named him Bucephalus, or ‘Ox-Head’. In the years to come, Bucephalus would carry Alexander further than any Greek had ever travelled before.

In 343 BCE, Artabazus was recalled to Persia. The Great King had pardoned him. After almost ten years at Philip’s court, Barsine – whose Greek was now impeccable – prepared to travel east with her family.

Just before Barsine left, a new tutor arrived in Macedon: Aristotle. He was the opposite of the austere, pursed Leonidas: his hair was perfectly cut, and his hands were heavy with rings. His eyes were a little small, and he spoke with a slight lisp. He had been Plato’s ‘most heartfelt follower’, but the two had fallen out.16 (Plato was said to have muttered about ungrateful children attacking their parents.) After Plato’s death, Aristotle had taken to ‘walking up and down discussing philosophy with his pupils’.17 They became known as the Peripatetics. Aristotle had come to Macedon because Philip had made him an offer he could not refuse.

Five years earlier, Philip had destroyed Aristotle’s home city of Stagira and enslaved its population. Now he offered Aristotle the job of teaching the thirteen-year-old Alexander. The post came with a unique incentive. If Aristotle did his work well, Philip would rebuild Stagira and free its former inhabitants: he would right a wrong which he himself had done. Aristotle was not the first person to discover that the only thing more dangerous than Philip’s enmity was his generosity. The philosopher would be working to earn his relatives’ freedom.

‘Know yourself’ was inscribed at the very centre of the Greek world – on the temple of Apollo at Delphi. Understanding yourself, for Aristotle, was fundamental to a worthwhile life. He believed that everyone had to look inside themselves to find truth. Alexander learned to ask himself every day who he was, and wonder if he was really the person everyone else believed him to be. He found it liberating – until it was terrifying.
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Alexander had to grow up quickly. Aristotle taught him to see purpose hiding everywhere. ‘Nature does nothing without a plan,’ he believed.18 Behind chaos, order was always concealed. Understanding the world meant learning pattern-recognition: seeing a plan unfolding where everyone else saw only randomness. Aristotle catalogued, classified, parsed and pried, working away at reality until order began to form: what makes a comedy different from a tragedy? What makes knowledge different from belief? What is the best form of government? What makes something beautiful? How can a person become virtuous? Later, thanks to Alexander, he would be able to ask: what makes an elephant an elephant?

Alexander studied with Aristotle in the foothills of the Vermio mountains, in the sanctuary of the nymphs at Mieza – a hazy green dreamworld, overgrown with figs and fruit trees, where the air was clear and sweet. A shady colonnade was built, wrapping around the side of an outcrop of volcanic rock, with delicate Ionic columns and a roof of rough clay tiles. (After Alexander’s death, it became a tourist attraction: ‘To this day,’ Plutarch wrote, centuries later, ‘visitors are taken on a tour of the stone seats and the shade-dappled walks which were once Aristotle’s.’)19 At night, the constellations were extraordinarily clear and bright.

Aristotle believed that the earth was the centre of reality, and that the stars wheeled around it. Again and again, he tried to trace and predict their courses. Looking up at the sky, he drew on everything he had been able to learn from ‘the Egyptians and the Babylonians, who have been watching the skies for many long years, and from whom we Greeks have gained so much well-founded information about all of the stars’.20 (Within a decade, in the wake of Alexander’s campaign in the east, the astronomical knowledge flowing into Greece from Babylon and Egypt would turn from a trickle into a flood.) The patterns which Aristotle struggled to find on earth he saw above him in the heavens: a perfect ordered universe.

In Mieza, Alexander was rarely alone: he was surrounded by a gaggle of friends his own age. There was Ptolemy, more of a trickster than a fighter, who would eventually talk his way on to the throne of Egypt; Cassander, son of Philip’s general Antipater, who would later find his own way to power by murdering Alexander’s children; Hephaestion, closest to Alexander of all. When Alexander fell ill, Aristotle, characteristically, insisted that he go for a walk every day. ‘Aristotle joined him, and the two would talk together.’21 Alexander devoured books, but whenever he was asked what he thought of one, whether it was a tragedy by Euripides or a technical work on medicine, he always said that he preferred Homer. ‘Everything that we choose,’ Aristotle wrote, ‘we choose not for its own sake, but for the sake of some other thing. Everything except happiness. Happiness is an end in itself.’22 Philip gave him life, Alexander is said to have remarked, but Aristotle taught him how to live.23

Like most wealthy young men in ancient Greece, Alexander had a lot of sex with a lot of people, both men and women. Ancient concepts of love and desire differ so profoundly from any modern ones that even using the same words can be risky. ‘Love’ in English diffracts, in Greek, into eros (desire), philia (familial affection), pothos (all-consuming longing), agapae (unconditional, sacred love), philautia (self-love) and many more. Ancient Greek needed almost as many words for ‘love’ as it did for ‘penis’: erebinthos (chickpea), kerkos (tail), mukes (mushroom), passalos (peg) and many (many) more. (Amid vigorous linguistic competition, both ancient and modern, Greek’s fascination with the penis remains unrivalled.) Sex, for Alexander, was an act less of love and commitment than of power and desire.

One relationship in Alexander’s life came closest to what might now be called love. Hephaestion was about his own age. ‘He was, by far, Alexander’s dearest friend,’ wrote Quintus Curtius Rufus. ‘They had grown up together.’24 While Alexander was all anxious motion, Hephaestion was solid, imperturbable. Hephaestion and Aristotle would keep in touch for years: Diogenes Laertius, in his catalogue of Aristotle’s works, referred to a now lost ‘book of letters from Aristotle to Hephaestion’.25 Hephaestion would be Alexander’s closest friend for the rest of his life. In Mieza, they began to call one another Achilles and Patroclus – history’s most famous warriors and lovers, glorious and doomed.

In 338 BCE, at the age of eighteen, Alexander had his first taste of victory.

Plato once wrote about an invincible army. It was made up not of the strongest warriors but of men who were in love. ‘If we could somehow find a way to build a city or an army from lovers and their beloveds,’ he wrote in the Symposium, ‘these men, however few in number, fighting side by side, might conquer the entire world.’26 The city of Thebes put this theory to the test. They were called the Sacred Band: 300 men, 150 couples, fighting side by side.

The Sacred Band broke the Spartans at the battle of Leuctra, sending Sparta’s finest soldiers fleeing across the plains of central Greece. ‘Never before,’ wrote Plutarch, ‘had so many Spartans run away or been cut down.’27 When the survivors of Leuctra returned home, the Spartans did not know what to do: previously, any Spartan who fled the battlefield was condemned as a ‘trembler’. ‘Anyone who comes across a trembler may hit him, if he wants to. They are forced to live shabby, filthy lives, wearing badly patched cloaks, with half their beards shaved off and half grown out.’28 The Spartans found it salutary to have one or two such unfortunate individuals around. But no one had foreseen a situation where 30 per cent of Sparta’s surviving citizens were ‘tremblers’. ‘The laws,’ the Spartans decided, ‘would have to stay asleep today.’29

For a while, it seemed that the Sacred Band was going to reshape the world. Then Thebes – along with Athens and a coalition of smaller Greek cities – decided to resist Philip, and the Sacred Band met Alexander.

At the battle of Chaeronea, in 338 BCE, Alexander wiped out the Sacred Band, down to the last man. Philip, in command of the Macedonian army, fought a slow, grinding battle. ‘He drew out the fight for as long as he could, knowing that his own soldiers were fit and experienced,’ wrote Frontinus. ‘Then, when the Athenians began to tire, he made his move.’30 Meanwhile, Alexander, on the far left of the army, watched the wavering Greek lines for an opening, then charged straight at it. The Greeks broke. Demosthenes, who had been fighting with the Athenians, ran for his life. ‘As he fled, his cloak caught on a bush.’ Tumbling head over heels, thinking an enemy had caught up with him, he screamed: ‘Take me alive!’31 The Sacred Band stood alone.

Alexander surrounded and annihilated them. The Thebans were hardened warriors, but they had never faced an army like Philip’s before. Greek battles generally had low casualty rates: even defeated armies rarely lost above 15 per cent of their men. Some Greeks fought for love, some for their cities, others from anger, or fear, or to stay alive. But the Macedonians tore through their opponents with unrelenting brutality. Philip had trained Alexander and his army to kill, maim, violate or enslave every single living being they faced.

When the battlefield of Chaeronea was excavated, archaeologists could hardly believe what they found. It was a nightmare, frozen in time for over 2,000 years. The Macedonians smashed in the Thebans’ faces with shields. They drove spears into their chests, stabbing up into the ribcage and down into the pelvis, so deep that their blades stuck fast in the dying men. The Sacred Band tried to fight back. One Theban lost most of his jaw from a sword-blow. Another was forced to his knees and his skull was smashed with the blunt end of a spear: the spiked counterweight was driven into his brain with such force that the spear’s shaft, to which the counterweight was attached, left a circular indentation like a crater in his skull. One Theban fought on with part of his skull lopped off, until a blow shivered his face into fragments.

Soon all 300 lovers were dead. Then the Macedonians worked their way through the Sacred Band again, hacking off their feet and mutilating the bodies.32 After the battle, Philip ‘stopped where the three hundred men were lying dead, all in armour, holding on to each other’, and he wept.33

The Sacred Band were buried together on the battlefield in long, bleak rows, lined up as if for battle, lover tangling with lover in the earth, embracing in death. When their graves were excavated, archaeologists found several skeletons lying in an unusual position: joined at the elbow, almost as if they had been holding hands.

The citadel of Thebes was garrisoned with Macedonians. Greece fell into line.

Two years later, Philip was assassinated.

Victory at Chaeronea had secured his power in Greece. But Philip was still poor, still borrowing money to pay his soldiers. He had been looking east, to the wealth of Persia. Greeks had been looting their way through the western provinces of the Persian empire for generations. Philip urged his reluctant Greek allies to join him in a great war of liberation: to free the Greek cities of the eastern Mediterranean from Persian rule. Left unspoken was the fact that he desperately needed the money.

The Macedonians were the last people Greeks would have chosen to lead a campaign of revenge on Persia. When Darius I began extending his power westward towards Greece, Amyntas I of Macedon needed no persuasion to ally himself with the Great King. In 512 BCE, when Darius’s commander sent envoys to Macedon ‘to demand earth and water for King Darius,’ wrote Herodotus, ‘Amyntas willingly gave them what they asked for. He welcomed them as his guests: they sat down together to a splendid dinner, and Amyntas was friendliness itself towards the Persians.’34 Decades later, when Xerxes’ enormous army rolled south towards Athens, Macedonian soldiers marched alongside the Great King and fought with him against Athens, Sparta and their allies. The Greeks had neither forgotten nor forgiven the kings of Macedon – and the idea of being led into battle against Persia by Philip was, for many, nothing short of grotesque. But they were in no position to refuse him.

In October of 336 BCE, everything appeared to be going Philip’s way. An advance party of the army, under the command of Parmenio, had successfully crossed into Asia and established a bridgehead. Preparations were under way for the rest of the force to join them the following spring. Philip had recently married again. His new wife had just had a child – a daughter, Europa. Now he was celebrating the marriage of one of his other daughters, Alexander’s sister Cleopatra, to the king of Epirus. Philip, as much as he ever allowed himself to be happy, was happy.
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Alexander’s victims: the graves of the Sacred Band.

But, for Alexander, the skies were not so clear. He and Philip were barely on speaking terms. The king’s recent marriage had marginalised Alexander in the line of succession. Philip’s new bride, the niece of his general Attalus, was Macedonian, unlike Olympias. At the wedding feast, Attalus got roaring drunk. ‘Thank the gods,’ he bawled to the assembled guests. ‘At last, this wedding should give us a legitimate heir to the throne.’ Alexander, reclining groggily a few feet away, sprang up in a rage. ‘And what about me?’ he shouted at Attalus. ‘You worthless vermin – who do you think I am?’

He flung his cup at Attalus and would probably have done more if Philip himself had not lurched to his feet. The king drew his sword, not to defend the honour of his son but to defend Attalus. He staggered towards Alexander – and everyone in the room held their breath. Then the wine got the better of Philip: he tripped and fell face-first to the floor. Alexander stood over him, breathing hard. ‘Look at him, all of you,’ he said. ‘He wants to lead us from Europe to Asia. He can’t even get from one couch to another.’35

Before Philip could regain his feet and find his sword, Alexander was gone. He and Olympias fled north. They lived in exile for months, until Philip allowed them to return home. Even then, the king’s rage at Alexander was uncontained. At the slightest provocation, he would call him ‘contemptible, not worthy of the power he had been born into’.36 Many of Alexander’s friends, including Ptolemy, were sent into exile. Alexander was about to be written out of history.

Then everything changed.

One morning, late in October 336 BCE, Philip had hardly slept. He had been toasting his daughter’s marriage to the king of Epirus late into the night. For days, the wedding celebrations had spilled through the streets of Aigai. Before dawn, when the stars were still clear in the sky, Aigai’s theatre began to fill up. One of the greatest actors of the age Neoptolemus would be performing as part of the celebrations. Neoptolemus had played Oedipus in Athens four years earlier. Now he would be playing the part of Cinyras, father of Adonis.37 (‘Everyone thought Cinyras was one of the fortunate ones,’ Ovid would later write. ‘But then he had children.’)38

Aigai’s theatre was a much smaller, simpler space than the awe-inspiring stages Neoptolemus was used to. In Athens, the Theatre of Dionysus was built into the southern slopes of the Acropolis, with a capacity of 17,000 people. Here in Aigai, just north of the palace, there were a few tiers of wooden benches on the slope of a hill, arranged in a semicircle. They faced the orchestra, where the chorus sang and danced, and the stage, where the actors performed. Only the front row of seats – reserved for Philip, Alexander and the court – was made of stone.

Philip had kept Neoptolemus up late the previous night, demanding song after song. One, in particular, brought a gleam to the king’s remaining eye. It was an ode from Aeschylus, eerie and enchanting:


Your hopes rise to meet the clouds.

You dream of rich fields, well tended.

Of a home that will outshine any work of man.

But you are lost.

There is another: swifter than the swiftest,

Who moves in silence, who passes unseen,

And steals the dreams we have yet to claim:

Death, the shadow over all men.39



To Philip, the song foretold his army’s descent on the arrogant Great King of Persia. His eye was fixed on the war to come; it never occurred to him to keep watch closer to home.

The autumn days were short: sunrise was not until around 7.45 a.m. In the theatre, behind the stage, the fields and distant hills were still colourless shadows. In the grey light, a strange procession began to make its way through the streets of Aigai. Twelve statues, representing the twelve Olympian gods, were being carried through the city, each one ‘made with the most incredible skill, a wonder-work, the precious metal shimmering’ in the first rays of sunlight.40 A thirteenth statue followed the twelve gods – of Philip himself.

Philip waited until every seat in the theatre had been taken before making his entrance. He ordered his guards to keep their distance: ‘he wanted everyone to see that he did not need protecting.’41 Wrapped in a white cloak to ward off the chill, he strode into the crowd, fighting back the ache from an old leg wound. Then there was a flash and a blur. A young man, Pausanias, darted out of the company of guards, ‘rushed forward and stabbed Philip, driving his knife through his ribs’. Philip collapsed to the ground: ‘the life had left him’ before his body hit the earth.42 Pausanias ran.
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For a while, there was only confusion. Philip was on the ground bleeding out, a red stain spreading on his cloak. Alexander, a few steps behind him, had frozen. Pausanias was sprinting through the crowds, his sandals flapping: he had a horse waiting by the gates of the theatre. Philip’s bodyguards were running too, some to his side, others in pursuit of the assassin. But Pausanias was out of the theatre, about to spring on to the horse’s back and get clean away. The guards were too slow, too far behind. Then Pausanias caught his foot in a vine and fell flat on his face. Before he could get up, the guards were on him. Perdiccas, a friend of Alexander’s, ran him through with a spear.1 Pausanias died before he could say a word.

Years later Neoptolemus, the actor, was asked about the most incredible piece of theatre he had ever seen. Was it something by Aeschylus, or Sophocles, or perhaps Euripides? ‘None of them,’ he replied, ‘came close to Philip’s murder.’2

No one knew why Pausanias had done it. There were rumours, of course. There were always rumours. Diodorus spun a lurid tale about spurned love, suicide, sexual assault and mule-drivers.3 There were other rumours too. The surest route to power, in Macedon, had always been over the still-warm body of the reigning king. Justin told of whispers that Olympias and Alexander had encouraged the assassin, and that Olympias had honoured him after his death.4 Plutarch implicated Alexander, too.5 But none of the stories added up: Diodorus’s account depended on Pausanias nursing a grudge for years; Justin’s on Olympias being foolishly reckless, which she had never been; Plutarch’s on a line of Euripides which Alexander may or may not have quoted. Ever since that October day in 336 BCE, historians have been looking for answers.
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Pieces of a mystery: an ancient account of Philip’s death, discovered at Oxyrhynchus in Egypt.

In 1896, two archaeologists, Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt, were digging in an unpromising site at Oxyrhynchus, in central Egypt. They gradually realised that they were excavating an ancient rubbish dump: centuries of scraps and cast-offs, dating back to the first century CE. Buried in the refuse were over half a million fragments of papyrus. The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, as they have come to be known, are still mostly untranslated and unpublished. But they have already revealed lost works of Sappho, forgotten lines from Euripides, astonishing documents from the early Christian church – and an anonymous, previously unknown account of Philip’s death. Two scraps of papyrus survive, each less than three inches long, written in an irregular scrawl. Details emerge: Philip was stabbed near his ceremonial throne in the theatre; the assassin’s corpse was crucified; Alexander’s first act was to secure Philip’s body.6 But the story of Philip’s murder remains stubbornly fragmentary, defined by a series of unanswerable questions. Arrian disposed of it with a few bland words: ‘Philip died.’7

Now, the main thing that mattered about Philip was that he was dead. The throne was empty.

Alexander moved quickly. He had a strong claim to the succession, but others did, too. Arrhidaeus, his half-brother, was older. His sister, Cleopatra, was already a queen in her own right. There were his two teenage half-sisters, Cynanne and Thessalonike. There was Philip’s infant daughter with his new bride, Europa. And there were an alarming number of ambitious generals, ready to put one of Philip’s daughters on the throne in exchange for marriage or their own dubious protection as regent. But Alexander was lucky. The theatre was full of his friends and supporters. No one outside knew what had happened yet. The man who posed the greatest threat, Attalus, was hundreds of miles away. And Alexander had Philip’s body.

There were two things any new king of Macedon had to do, in order to establish his right to rule. The first was to bury the body of his predecessor: it was a symbol of continuity, of power passing from one man to another, and an assurance that the previous king really was dead. The second was to kill his rivals.

In the theatre, Alexander’s friends surrounded him: no one knew whether Philip’s assassination was the first move in someone else’s game. They found a breastplate for Alexander, helped him into it and ‘went with him to the palace’.8 By the time news of Philip’s murder had spread through the city, Alexander had secured the palace, the treasury and the throne.

Later that day, Alexander summoned the most powerful men in Aigai back to the theatre. With Philip’s blood still staining the ground, and Philip’s general Antipater at his side, he addressed them for the first time as their king. To those present, he seemed calm: ‘he steadied everyone, and lifted the spirits of those who had been afraid.’9 Only the scale of Alexander’s promises revealed his anxiety: he cancelled all taxes, and ‘freed the Macedonians from every single obligation, apart from military service’.10 It was a bold, if reckless, act – exchanging short-term stability for long-term instability. Without tax revenues, but with the largest standing army in Europe, Alexander would have to beg, borrow and loot, just to keep his soldiers fed and paid. The Macedonian state would no longer be self-sufficient. Instead, it would be a predator, plundering to survive.

Then Alexander sent out assassins. Philip’s new bride and his infant daughter, Europa, would die within days. Attalus would die within weeks. Alexander ‘chose a man called Hecataeus, one of his friends, and sent him and a small detachment of soldiers to Asia. Hecataeus’s orders were to bring Attalus back alive if he could – but otherwise to kill him as quickly as possible.’11 Several men accused of being Pausanias’s accomplices would be ceremonially executed on Philip’s tomb.12

Philip was buried less than a mile from the theatre where he was murdered, beneath an enormous tumulus. First, his body was burned. Then his bones were washed in wine, wrapped in cloth and carried down into the tomb. Underground, the winter light of Macedon faded after a few steps. The temperature dropped; torchlight flickered on frescos and golden grave-goods. His sword and shield were laid to rest with him. Then the tomb was sealed.

In 1977, newspapers around the world reported that Philip’s tomb had been discovered. A Greek archaeologist, Manolis Andronikos, had spent decades searching for traces of ancient Macedon. His single-minded obsession with Philip had become something of a joke. ‘Manolis,’ one of his colleagues used to say, ‘when you find the tomb, let us know.’13 Then, in October 1977, he did.

Andronikos discovered three royal tombs, buried seventeen feet beneath the hills of Aigai. The first had been looted: it contained little more than the bones of a man, a woman and an infant, and a haunting fresco of Persephone being dragged away to the underworld, her eyes wide and horrified, her arms stretching out to hold on to the world of the living. The third tomb contained the body of a teenage boy: one of Alexander’s luckless successors. The second tomb was the one which made even the most cynical scholars shiver with awe. It was undisturbed: while cloth had rotted, and wood had decayed, everything else was where it had been left the day the tomb was sealed, over 2,000 years ago.

There was a wreath of oak leaves, made of the purest gold, so delicate that the creases and ripples on every leaf seemed to have been plucked from the trees of ancient Macedon. There was a shield made of ivory and gold. Andronikos struggled to identify some objects. One, made of gold, ‘about six feet long, was so heavily encrusted with disintegrated materials that it was difficult to identify, but he guessed that it was a sceptre’, the New York Times reported. ‘Only moments before the press conference announcing his finds, he learned from a chemist from Athens that the object was in fact a sceptre, with layers of cloth, stucco and finally gold worked around a core of bamboo.’14 Then, most remarkably, there was a hulking chest, made of solid gold, emblazoned with an exploding star. ‘Its condition was nearly as perfect as if it had just left the hands of the goldsmith.’15 Inside, wrapped in fragments of white and purple cloth, were the bones of a man.

Everything seemed to fit together. Tomb II had been built in the second half of the fourth century BCE. The body of a woman, buried in the antechamber of the tomb, could have been one of Philip’s wives. The skull of the man in the golden casket showed evidence of a massive injury around the right eye, consistent with ancient reports that Philip had taken an arrow straight to the eyeball, during one of his early sieges. Even the bronze greaves, or leg armour, which were found in the tomb seemed to support the possibility that it was Philip’s: instead of being a matched pair, they were custom-made, one shaped differently to the other, as if designed to support a man nursing a serious leg injury. ‘Basing my judgement on firm archaeological evidence,’ concluded Andronikos, ‘I believe I have the right to claim this tomb as that of Philip II.’16

Overnight, Andronikos went from a joke to a celebrity. His face, and his finds, appeared on front pages across the world. Scholars and reporters hung on his every word. When he died in 1992, the prime minister of Greece attended his funeral. There was even an Andronikos stamp. The grave-goods from Tomb II, now unconditionally attributed to Philip, have been shown in sold-out exhibitions across the world.17 There is only one problem: decades after Andronikos’s discovery, no one knows who was really buried in Tomb II.

Andronikos’s evidence, seemingly so neat, soon began to develop cracks. The eye-socket of the man in Tomb II showed no sign that the bones had ever knitted together around the injury: Philip had lost his eye almost two decades before his death, but this skull’s wound showed no evidence of healing. The bones were raw and jagged, as if the damage had been done at the time of the man’s death, or perhaps during cremation. Meanwhile, an analysis of the man found in Tomb I – the looted tomb – showed that he had a leg injury consistent with ancient accounts of Philip’s wound: a fusion of the tibia and the femur, resulting in ‘a waddling toeing-out gait’.18

Philip had no plans to die in 336 BCE: he was in his mid-forties and at the height of his power. He had made no substantial preparations for his funeral, as the money was always needed elsewhere. When Alexander opened the treasury after Philip’s death, he found it almost bare. There were a few gold and silver cups, and a small reserve of silver, enough to pay the army’s wages for less than a month.19 The man in Tomb II was buried with goods worth almost as much as Macedon’s entire treasury at the time of Philip’s murder. Alexander, even at a young age, had a reputation for extravagance – but could he have managed to bury his father in quite such magnificent style?

Deadliest, though, to Andronikos’s theory are the sceptre and the purple cloth discovered in Tomb II. Philip never carried a sceptre or wore purple. For generations, though, the Great King of Persia had carried a sceptre made of shimmering gold. In the Hebrew Bible, it appears in the Book of Esther: ‘And it was so, when the king saw Esther the queen standing in the court, that she obtained favour in his sight: and the king held out to Esther the golden sceptre that was in his hand.’20
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Close-up of the eye-socket of the man discovered in Tomb II in Aigai: it does not appear that his skull had time to heal around the injury.

As for the robe in Tomb II, it was deepest indigo and white: woven of the finest cotton and soaked in Tyrian purple dye, the most expensive substance on earth. It was the robe not of a one-eyed lord of the hills in Macedon, but of a Great King of Persia. Quintus Curtius Rufus describes Darius marching out of Babylon dressed in just such a robe, ‘edged in purple around a white centre’.21 Years later, and half a world away, Alexander would carry a sceptre and would wrap himself in a Great King’s purple.22 When he first put on the robe, he was so anxious about how strange and un-Macedonian he might look to his soldiers that, according to Justin, he begged his friends to dress in purple too.23

Alexander’s successors would adopt the purple robe and sceptre, including Arrhidaeus, Alexander’s half-brother, who would be propped up on the throne after Alexander’s death, before being murdered. But in 336 BCE that still lay ahead, in a future which no one, not even Alexander, could yet imagine. Philip would not have been buried with a Great King’s robe and sceptre. It may well be Arrhidaeus’s body that lies in Tomb II, along with his wife Eurydice – and Philip’s tomb that was looted, his grave-goods stolen, his bones scattered across the floor.

When Philip’s tomb was sealed, Alexander knew that he was on borrowed time. Few were aware of how empty the treasury was. But he would run out of money within weeks – and, to make a bad situation worse, Philip had secretly run up 3 million drachmas of debt, for which payment would soon be due.24 The army was suspicious of its new twenty-year-old commander. And, to the north and the south, discontent was stirring. Alexander was his father’s young and unproven son: Philip’s subjects saw an opportunity.

The tribes of northern Greece were ready to be rid of Macedonian rule. And in Athens, Demosthenes – who had kept a relatively low profile after his humiliation at Chaeronea – was strutting around the city again. He dedicated a shrine to Pausanias, the assassin, and arranged for a vote of thanks to be passed. Alexander he treated as a joke: ‘Demosthenes had the nerve to say that Alexander would never leave Macedon; all he wanted was to loaf around in Pella and spend his days with the soothsayers. This, Demosthenes said, was not a guess: it was a fact.’25 Alexander knew that if his mask slipped, if his power trembled, his reign could be over almost as soon as it had begun.

Hurriedly, Alexander summoned delegates from all the Greek cities which had pledged loyalty to Philip. They assembled in Corinth and begrudgingly renewed their vows, promising to serve Alexander in the coming war against Persia, ‘to punish the Persians for the crimes they had committed against Greece’.26 Like Philip, Alexander insisted that he was planning a just war, waged ‘to liberate Greek cities’ from Persian rule,27 a battle for the freedom of Greeks everywhere. As with Philip, the question of why he should be the one to lead such a campaign hung in the air, unspoken. The mood was brittle and icy: Philip had been feared, but Alexander was barely tolerated.

During negotiations at Corinth, Alexander and his guards came across the great Cynic philosopher, Diogenes. Diogenes lived in a wine jar, urinated on people who irritated him and called Plato ‘a waste of time’.28 On hearing that Plato had defined man as ‘an animal, with two legs and without feathers’, Diogenes plucked a chicken until it was bald and furious, then set it loose in Plato’s lecture-room, shouting, ‘Here is your man, Plato.’29 When, at one point, he was sold into slavery, Diogenes was asked what skills he had. ‘Telling people what to do,’ he answered.30 Asked who he was, he replied, ‘Socrates, but insane.’31 Now Alexander asked Diogenes what he could do for him. The philosopher glared at the Macedonians looming over him. ‘You can get out of my sun,’ he snapped. Alexander was delighted. This was a man who seemed to want nothing, and care about no one. ‘If I were not Alexander,’ the king went away insisting, ‘I would want to be Diogenes.’32

After Corinth, Alexander struck north and west, leading his army against the tribes who controlled the mountains of Thrace and the overland route from Macedon to Asia. It was a straightforward looting expedition: it kept the soldiers happy, secured the northern frontier and made Alexander a little money. But when he returned to Macedon it was to alarming news – Thebes had revolted. The Macedonian garrison had been imprisoned in the citadel, and rumours were circulating that Alexander had been killed in the north. Athens and Sparta were about to come to the Thebans’ aid; Alexander might be facing an overwhelming force within days.33 The Greeks, it turned out, had no more respect for him than Diogenes had.

But rumours of his death, Alexander realised, might give him the advantage of surprise. Within hours, he had the Macedonians marching south. The army moved with astonishing speed. Alexander had cleared the pass of Thermopylae and was closing in on Thebes before news of his advance reached the city. Even then, the Thebans did not believe it. The leaders of the rebellion insisted that it could not be Alexander, ‘adamantly stating that Alexander himself was dead, and raging against anyone who claimed that he was advancing on them’.34 Then, one morning, the Thebans awoke to see Macedonian cavalry fanning out in front of the city walls, and the phalanx marching over the horizon from the north, the morning sun gleaming on thousands of freshly sharpened swords and spears.

The sensible thing, at this point, would have been to negotiate. No help was coming: the Spartans had halted at the isthmus of Corinth, and the Athenians had not even left their city walls. Thebes was outnumbered and overmatched; its forces were still shattered from Chaeronea. Alexander was cautious and, instead of ordering an immediate attack, he settled down to wait. ‘He wanted to make peace on good terms with the Thebans,’ wrote Arrian, ‘rather than having to fight.’35 Heralds bellowed his message into the city – ‘any Theban who wanted to join him would be welcomed. Together, along with all Greeks, they would enjoy the peace.’ The Thebans had an answer for him. They sent a herald of their own up to the highest tower on the city walls, looking out over the Macedonian army, to proclaim that ‘Any Macedonian who wants to help Thebes and the Great King of Persia free the Greeks, and exterminate the tyrant of Greece, should join them.’36 Still Alexander did not give the order to attack.

The Macedonians had waited long enough. Perdiccas, who had been promoted from bodyguard to commander of part of the phalanx, ordered his men to assault the city. He was always inclined to fight first and think about the consequences later; while his luck held, his soldiers loved him for it. (Years later, beside the Nile, Perdiccas’s luck would run out, and his own men would murder him.) Alexander only realised what was happening when he saw, from a distance, his soldiers pouring over the walls of Thebes without him. With a lurch of fear, he started to run, shouting to the rest of the Macedonians to follow him.37 This was the moment he had been dreading: he had lost control of the army. And if Perdiccas’s men were cut off and killed within the walls of Thebes, he knew the blame would fall on him.

Sure enough, inside the city, the Thebans had trapped Perdiccas in ‘a maze of tiny alleys and trenches’ and were picking his soldiers off.
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