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    At the crossroads of memory and power, The Histories investigates how human choices, customs, and chance collide to shape the rise and fall of empires, tracing the fraught encounter between Greek communities and the vast Achaemenid Persian realm while asking what can be known, how it can be known, and why preserving the causes of great deeds matters through stories of travel, politics, religion, and war; attentive to the strangeness of distant lands and the familiar temptations of ambition; balancing curiosity with skepticism; and unfolding a panoramic inquiry into power, freedom, law, and the instability of fortune.

The Histories is an ancient Greek prose work of historiography and cultural inquiry by Herodotus of Halicarnassus, composed in the fifth century BCE, that examines the origins and course of conflict between Greeks and the Achaemenid Persian Empire across the eastern Mediterranean and Near East. Moving from Asia Minor to Egypt, Scythia, and mainland Greece, the narrative situates wars within landscapes, customs, and political institutions. Although created long before modern archival methods, it offers a sustained attempt to explain causes rather than merely list events, blending reportage, travel observation, and storytelling into a foundational model for historical explanation.

Herodotus frames his project as an inquiry into why Greeks and non-Greeks came to clash on an unprecedented scale, then follows people, roads, rivers, and rumors to assemble a mosaic of causes and consequences. Readers encounter merchants, monarchs, lawgivers, envoys, engineers, and oracles, each situated within their customs and constraints. The story advances toward successive confrontations without assuming a single explanation, letting episodes from distant regions illuminate one another. The reading experience is expansive and conversational, shifting between vivid scenes and reflective analysis, with a guiding voice that weighs competing accounts, remarks on method, and invites readers to judge plausibility.

Stylistically, The Histories balances narrative urgency with methodological candor. Herodotus preserves multiple versions of events when evidence is uncertain, indicates when he has seen something himself, and marks out hearsay without dismissing it. His tone remains inquisitive rather than dogmatic, allowing wonder and skepticism to coexist. Digressions are purposeful: a description of a river or a ritual can elucidate logistics, motives, or misunderstandings elsewhere. The result resembles an interconnected web rather than a straight line, where cause and context continually refract each other. This flexible structure sustains momentum while honoring the complexity of human action across languages, laws, and landscapes.

Central themes include the tension between imperial ambition and local autonomy, the fragility of power amid cycles of prosperity and ruin, and the shaping force of custom on belief and behavior. The Histories probes how leaders reason under pressure, how advisors and oracles sway decisions, and how logistics, climate, and terrain condition what seems possible. It attends to justice, law, and the limits of vengeance, while charting the unpredictable interplay of fortune and foresight. By juxtaposing cultures without collapsing their differences, Herodotus illuminates how perspective can distort or clarify motives, inviting readers to test explanations against evidence rather than accept inherited certainties.

In an age saturated with information and contested narratives, The Histories remains urgent for its demonstration that explanation requires scrutiny, comparison, and humility. Its attention to cross-cultural encounter models a method for engaging difference without caricature. Its analysis of power examines how empires project force, how coalitions form, and how leadership can magnify or restrain collective choices. Modern readers can recognize debates about freedom, security, and law, as well as the role of rumor, technology, and infrastructure in shaping outcomes. The book’s enduring value lies in showing how stories about the past are constructed, and how responsible inquiry resists simplification.

Approached today, The Histories rewards patient, immersive reading, whether as a continuous narrative or in sections that follow particular regions or figures. Modern translations aim for clarity and momentum, and companion maps or notes can help track places, names, and measurements that mattered to ancient audiences. Treat its digressions as connective tissue rather than detours, and its evaluations of testimony as an invitation to practice critical reading. The book functions simultaneously as travel writing, political analysis, and origin story for historical prose, offering an education in curiosity and judgment while preserving a capacious record of how peoples understood themselves and others.
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    Herodotus of Halicarnassus presents an inquiry into the origins and course of the conflicts between Greeks and Persians, preserving notable deeds and exploring reasons behind them. He combines travel-based observation, reports from witnesses, and alternative versions, often weighing plausibility without insisting on certainty. The work ranges from ethnography and geography to political history and war narrative, advancing through loosely connected logoi that nevertheless point toward the Persian Wars. Early on, he frames the question of East–West enmity through traditional stories and practical causes, establishing themes of human ambition, divine influence, and the volatility of fortune that recur across peoples and periods.

Herodotus begins substantive history with Lydia, describing its rulers, customs, and innovations in commerce and coinage, then turns to King Croesus, whose wealth and power crystallize the book’s concern with prosperity and its limits. Advisers and oracles enter the narrative as Croesus tests alliances and gauges destiny, while campaigns against neighboring peoples extend Lydian influence. The account includes the earlier rise of the dynasty through court intrigue and usurpation, showing how private decisions can reshape public orders. As Croesus contemplates Persia’s ascent under Cyrus, personal calculation intersects with shifting regional balances, linking Lydian affairs to a wider imperial story.

With Cyrus, Herodotus traces the formation of the Persian Empire from modest beginnings to domination over Media, Lydia, and Babylon. The narrative alternates between strategic campaigns and tales that illuminate character and legitimacy, including differing reports about Cyrus’s early life and the downfall of Median authority. As Persian rule spreads across Asia Minor, Greek cities confront choices between resistance, accommodation, and reliance on local tyrants sanctioned by the new power. Herodotus uses this expansion to present Persian customs and administrative practices, while underscoring how empire depends on persuasion, punishment, and the management of diverse subject peoples.

After Cyrus, Cambyses extends Persian rule into Egypt, enabling Herodotus to pause for a sustained ethnographic survey. He details Egyptian religious practices, social structures, riverine geography, and monumental works, contrasting them with Greek norms to explore the relativity of custom. Campaigns beyond the Nile and plans toward Libya and Ethiopia are recounted alongside court tensions that cast light on royal authority and its vulnerabilities. Elsewhere in the Aegean, the story of Samos and Polycrates illustrates the precariousness of success. The period concludes with turmoil in the Persian heartland and the brief rule of a pretender, precipitating the accession of Darius.

Herodotus presents Darius’s rise through a conspiracy that prompts a notable debate on forms of government, then follows his consolidation of power by defining territories, imposing tributes, and improving imperial communications. Lists of peoples and revenues reveal the empire’s scale and the mechanisms that bind it. Darius’s expedition against the Scythians leads to extensive descriptions of northern geographies, nomadic lifeways, and the strategic challenge posed by mobile adversaries. The campaign involves Greek contingents from the coast, bringing Ionian elites further into Persian affairs. Herodotus uses these episodes to examine loyalty, fear, and calculation among subjects who straddle imperial and Hellenic worlds.

The Ionian Revolt emerges from local rivalries, Persian-backed tyrannies, and failed ventures, notably an expedition against Naxos. Aristagoras and others stir cities to rebellion, seeking aid from mainland Greece. Athens and Eretria briefly intervene, and the burning of Sardis marks an escalation that binds Persian memory to retribution. Herodotus follows shifting allegiances, secret councils, and maritime operations, culminating in a crucial sea battle off the Ionian coast and the harsh reconsolidation that follows. Parallel narratives trace personalities such as Histiaeus and the entanglements of honor, ambition, and necessity, while setting the stage for punitive campaigns aimed at the Greek mainland.

Herodotus interleaves the approach of Persian punishment with accounts of Athenian and Spartan institutions, explaining how internal arrangements shape external behavior. He recounts the fall of tyranny in Athens, the reforms attributed to Cleisthenes, and the mechanics of new civic tribes, then contrasts them with Sparta’s dual kingship, discipline, and alliance network. When Darius dispatches forces across the Aegean, Greek cities confront choices of submission, neutrality, or resistance. Operations in the islands and on the mainland culminate in a major confrontation near Marathon, treated as both a military episode and a test of political resolve, strategic ingenuity, and inter-polis coordination.

Under Xerxes, Persian aims expand from punishment to comprehensive subjugation. Herodotus details vast preparations: consultations, engineering feats at the Hellespont and Mount Athos, musters of troops and ships, and the enumeration of peoples that dramatizes imperial reach. Among the Greeks, rivalries yield to a coalition grappling with leadership, terrain, and prophecy. Strategic debates unfold around defending bottlenecks on land and sea, balancing symbolic stands with the preservation of forces. The narrative brings armies into contact at Thermopylae and Artemisium, entwining tactical decisions with morale and logistics, while political pressures prompt evacuations and recalculations that keep the alliance tenuous yet active.

The latter course of war turns on leadership, deception, and the use of terrain, with decisive sea and land engagements determining the subsequent balance of power. Herodotus links operations in the Aegean to developments on the mainland, noting how action in one theater affects resolve in another. His closing movement considers reprisals, shifting loyalties, and the reconfiguration of alliances as fighting continues on multiple fronts. Throughout, he returns to questions that animated the beginning: the instability of success, the costs of overreach, and the interplay of human counsel and contingency. The work endures for its breadth of inquiry and its reflection on power’s limits.
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    Herodotus composed The Histories in the mid-fifth century BCE, likely between the 440s and 420s, within Greek communities spanning Asia Minor and mainland Greece. Born in Halicarnassus, a Carian city under Persian suzerainty, he belonged to the Ionian Greek milieu that bridged Aegean and Near Eastern worlds. His subject emerged from a landscape of city-states, sanctuaries, and seaborne trade, connected by shared language yet divided by political forms. The expanding Achaemenid Empire dominated Anatolia and Egypt, placing many Greeks under imperial rule. This environment furnished Herodotus with material and motive to examine interregional power, custom, and conflict.

Athens and Sparta shaped the institutional backdrop that frames the narrative. In Athens, Cleisthenes’ reforms around 508–507 BCE reorganized citizens into tribes, strengthened the assembly, and diversified magistracies and juries. Sparta maintained dual kingship, a council of elders, and ephors, guiding the Peloponnesian League. Panhellenic sanctuaries at Delphi and Olympia coordinated diplomacy and festival calendars, while oracles influenced public decisions. Coinage, hoplite arms, and trireme fleets underwrote warfare and exchange. These structures conditioned collective choices that Herodotus records, illustrating how decrees, embassies, and religious consultations, rather than solitary rulers alone, propelled Greek responses to emerging imperial pressures.

Across the Aegean, the Achaemenid Empire rose rapidly. Cyrus the Great forged the empire by defeating the Medes, conquering Lydia under Croesus, and taking Babylon in the mid-sixth century BCE. Cambyses extended Persian rule to Egypt in 525. Darius I organized satrapies, standardized tribute, and built roads that facilitated communication and army movement, while promoting canal works between Nile and Red Sea. These reforms integrated vast populations, including Ionian Greeks. Xerxes later inherited centralized resources for western campaigns. Herodotus situates Greek experience within this imperial framework, tracing how administrative capacity and royal ambitions shaped encounters across Anatolia and beyond.

In Asia Minor, Ionian Greek cities navigated Persian sovereignty through local tyrannies and tribute obligations. Tensions culminated in the Ionian Revolt of 499–494 BCE, when several poleis rebelled, receiving limited support from Athens and Eretria. The Persian reconquest, including the destruction of Miletus, prompted Darius I to punish mainland supporters. His expedition reached Greece and met defeat at Marathon in 490. The episode linked coastal Greeks, islanders, and mainlanders in a chain of reprisals and alliances central to Herodotus’ inquiry. It also established thematic contrasts between autonomy and subordination that he explores through speeches, embassies, and collective decisions.

The renewed Persian invasion of 480–479 BCE mobilized a broader Hellenic coalition. Under Spartan command on land and Athenian strength at sea, allied poleis confronted Xerxes’ forces at Thermopylae and Artemisium, followed by decisive naval action at Salamis and land victories at Plataea and Mycale. Strategic evacuations, fortification projects, and debates over leadership revealed competing civic priorities. Herodotus integrates battlefield episodes with diplomatic congresses and consultations at Delphi, presenting warfare as a test of institutions as much as arms. The resulting narratives underscore how coordination, resources, and political will determined outcomes across interconnected theaters from Thrace to Ionia.

In the aftermath, Greek power realigned. Athens led the Delian League from 478 BCE, collecting tribute for continued operations against Persia and protecting Aegean routes. Over time, Athenian officials, garrisons, and coinage standards signaled growing hegemony, while Sparta reasserted leadership on the Peloponnese. Public building programs and naval policy, shaped by figures such as Themistocles earlier in the decade, reflected democratic mobilization and fiscal capacity. Herodotus wrote amid intensifying rivalries that would culminate later in the Peloponnesian War, and his work repeatedly measures collective liberty, responsibility, and overreach against recent memory of common resistance to imperial domination.

Herodotus’ method arose within a broader turn to prose inquiry. Earlier logographers such as Hecataeus of Miletus compiled genealogies and geographic accounts; Sophistic education encouraged argument and attention to nomos, or custom. Advances in literacy, coinage, and measurement aided cross-cultural comparison. Herodotus cites witnesses, inscriptions, and poets, distinguishes what he saw from what he heard, and records divergent testimonies, often noting uncertainty. He devotes substantial space to Egypt, Lydia, Scythia, and other societies, treating their institutions and rites as intelligible subjects. This practice positioned history as critical investigation, preserving collective memory while testing explanations against reported evidence.

Throughout, the work probes power, fortune, and the limits of human planning. Tales of rise and reversal frame political critique: tyrannies fall, empires overreach, communities deliberate under pressure. Herodotus examines how law, custom, and counsel restrain ambition, and how religious authority, especially oracles, intersects with decision making. Without abandoning piety, he reports naturalistic causes, conflicting accounts, and material preparations, signaling a balanced appraisal of human agency. His treatment of Persian monarchy and Greek polis politics reflects fifth-century debates over authority and freedom, offering a sustained meditation on conduct and accountability amid interregional entanglement, expansion, and resistance.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Herodotus of Halicarnassus, active in the fifth century BCE, is widely regarded as the earliest extant Greek prose historian. Writing amid the aftermath of the Greco-Persian Wars, he composed the work known as The Histories, a sweeping inquiry into the rise of the Persian Empire, its clash with the Greek poleis, and the customs of numerous peoples. His lifetime spanned the period when Caria, including his native Halicarnassus, lay within the Achaemenid sphere. Ancient authors, notably Cicero, hailed him as the “father of history,” a title that reflects both the breadth of his project and his stated aim to preserve memory and explain causes.

Little reliable evidence survives about Herodotus’s formal education, and no ancient source names his teachers. His prose, however, situates him within the Ionian tradition of inquiry. He writes primarily in the Ionic dialect, and his method shows affinities with earlier logographers such as Hecataeus of Miletus. At the same time, his narrative pacing, speeches, and thematic oppositions reveal a deep engagement with Homeric epic and the broader poetic culture of archaic Greece. In the programmatic opening of The Histories, he frames his work as an investigation (historiē), signaling a shift from purely mythic explanation toward documented accounts of human action and its causes.

Herodotus foregrounds how he gathers evidence: he distinguishes what he claims to have seen, what he heard from reliable informants, and what seems plausible to him. In The Histories he reports journeys to Egypt, the Black Sea region, Phoenicia, and parts of the Near East, as well as extensive travel within the Greek world. He practices ethnographic description, recording customs, languages, and rituals, and often compares conflicting traditions before offering a judgment or suspending it. While modern scholars debate the extent of his travel, his emphasis on inquiry, autopsy where possible, and source criticism marks a methodological step toward systematic historiography.

The Histories, later divided by Alexandrian editors into nine books, unfolds from legendary causes of East–West conflict to the consolidation of Persian power and the Greek resistance. Herodotus narrates the reigns of Croesus, Cyrus, Cambyses, Darius, and Xerxes; he treats major battles such as Marathon, Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea within a wide canvas of geography and culture. Digressions on Egypt, Lydia, Scythia, and other regions elaborate the background to empire and resistance. Oracles, prodigies, dreams, and speeches appear as evidence within the mental world of his actors, yet he frequently pauses to weigh alternative explanations and to note limits of knowledge.

From antiquity onward, readers praised Herodotus’s narrative artistry and geographic range while questioning his credulity. Later testimonies describe public recitations of portions of The Histories, suggesting early popularity, though details remain uncertain. Thucydides adopted a different program—focused on contemporary war and stricter causal analysis—implicitly challenging Herodotean inclusiveness. The work attracted vigorous criticism as well: Plutarch’s essay On the Malice of Herodotus accuses him of bias against certain Greek cities. Yet Roman writers, including Cicero, admired his scope and style. This mixed reception set the terms for centuries of debate over the balance between storytelling, ethnography, and critical evaluation.

Herodotus avoids dogmatic claims about divine agency, often presenting multiple accounts and leaving judgment to the reader. He is consistently interested in the instability of human fortune, the dangers of arrogance, and the ways customs shape perception—ideas that recur in his set speeches and moral exempla. His attention to nomos, to what different communities take as law or practice, underwrites a comparative outlook: he records striking differences without insisting on a single civilizational standard. He also studies institutions—kingship, oligarchy, democracy—through debates and narrative outcomes, seeking to explain why events happened as they did without reducing them to a single cause.

Later biographical tradition places Herodotus for a time in Thurii, a Greek colony in southern Italy, and some ancient reports locate his death there or in Athens; precise dates and circumstances are unknown. The Histories was transmitted through Hellenistic scholarship, the nine-book division becoming standard, and survives via medieval manuscripts and papyri. Its blend of narrative, geography, and ethnography influenced historians, geographers, and anthropologists across eras. Archaeological and epigraphic discoveries have corroborated some of his reports and challenged others, keeping his work central to debates about evidence and method. Today he remains a foundational figure for studying empire, cultural contact, and historical explanation.
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Herodotus of Halicarnassus[1] undertakes to save human deeds from oblivion and explain Greek-Barbarian quarrels. Persians say the trouble began when Phoenicians, newly settled on the Mediterranean, landed at Argos, sold wares for days, then suddenly seized several women, including the king’s daughter Io, and carried them to Egypt. Later unnamed Greeks, likely Cretans, landed at Tyre and stole Europa in revenge. Next, a Greek crew raided Colchis, finished its business, and fled with Medea; when her father demanded redress, the Greeks cited Io and refused. Remembering these thefts, Paris abducted Helen; Greek envoys met the same refusal, and war followed.

Persians judge the Greek invasion of Asia for one woman foolish, whereas wise men ignore abducted girls who surely consented; so they date their hatred from Troy and claim Asia is theirs, Europe foreign. Phoenicians respond that Io fled willingly because she was pregnant by their captain. Herodotus declines argument and turns to the first man he knows who harmed Greeks: Croesus of Lydia[2]. Ruling west of the Halys, he conquered Aeolians, Ionians, Dorians, and allied with Sparta, bringing formerly free Greeks under tribute. He belonged to the Mermnad[4] line that supplanted the Heraclids after five hundred years of rule.

The last Heraclid monarch was Candaules, smitten with his queen and boasting of her unmatched beauty to his trusted guard Gyges[5], son of Dascylus. “You doubt me,” he said, “so watch her naked; eyes believe better than ears.” Gyges protested, “Such folly, lord. Tradition warns: ‘Let each behold his own.’ Do not force me to evil.” Candaules insisted, “Hide behind the door; she will undress by the chair; when her back turns, leave unseen—she will never know.” Cornered, Gyges obeyed. He saw the queen, slipped out, yet she caught the movement, stifled any cry, and silently plotted ruin for the husband who shamed her.

At dawn the queen gathered loyal attendants and summoned Gyges. “Choose,” she said, “kill Candaules and reign beside me, or die now for seeing me bare.” Stunned, he plead, but necessity forced him to live: “Tell me how to strike.” “Attack him where he displayed me, when he sleeps.” Night brought action; hidden behind the door, dagger in hand, Gyges slew the slumbering king, seizing wife and crown. The Lydians rose, yet oracle judgment made him ruler; should Delphi[3] deny him, power would return to the Heraclids. The god approved but warned that vengeance awaited in the fifth generation.

To thank Delphi, Gyges sent heaps of silver and six gold goblets weighing thirty talents, gifts the temple called “Gygian.” He raided Miletus and Smyrna and captured Colophon, yet in thirty-eight later years wrought little else worth praise. His son Ardys seized Priene, battled Miletus, and under his forty-nine-year rule the Cimmerians, expelled by Scythian nomads, stormed Sardis except its citadel. Sadyattes followed for twelve years, keeping war alive against Milesians. Then came Alyattes, who fought Medes beside Cyaxares, drove Cimmerians from Asia, conquered Smyrna, ravaged Clazomenae, and inherited the long Milesian conflict from his father without pause or mercy.

Year twelve of the siege Alyattes’ flames, whipped by sudden wind, consumed Minerva’s shrine at Assesus; returning to Sardis, he fell ill. Envoys asked Delphi, and the Pythoness replied, “Rebuild the temple, then speak.” Periander of Corinth learned the answer and warned his friend Thrasybulus in Miletus. Expecting a truce request, the tyrant piled every grain sack in the marketplace and ordered revels. The Lydian herald saw abundance and merriment, reported back, and shattered Alyattes’ hopes of famine. The king made peace, built two new temples, recovered health, and friendship bound the realms. Periander later hailed Arion, the harper ferried to Taenarum atop a dolphin.

Arion, long at Periander’s court, left Tarentum for Corinth on a Corinthian ship. On water the sailors plotted to kill him and seize his gold. He knelt: "Take it, only spare me!" They refused, ordering him to die where he stood or leap into the sea. He begged to sing once in costume; they agreed. Robed and harping, he played the Orthian, then sprang overboard. A dolphin carried him to Taenarum. He reached Corinth and told the tale. Periander detained him, questioned crew, who swore Arion was in Italy. Arion appeared dressed as before; their lie collapsed. A bronze rider on dolphin stands at Taenarum.

After fifty-seven years, Alyattes sent a silver bowl and inlaid platter to Delphi, then died. His thirty-five-year-old son Croesus seized the throne, besieged Ephesus; townsfolk stretched a rope from wall to Artemis’s temple, dedicating the city. Croesus next attacked every Ionian and Aeolian state on any pretext, exacting tribute. Planning to conquer the islands, he began building ships. Asking Bias for news, he heard, "The islanders raise ten thousand horse to invade Sardis." Croesus laughed, "If only they fought us on land!" Bias answered they hoped instead to meet Lydians at sea; Croesus grasped the warning and abandoned the fleet, making peace.

While Sardis prospered, sages visited; among them came Solon, roaming ten years to keep Athenians from altering his laws. Croesus welcomed him, showed the treasury, and asked, "Guest of Athens, who is happiest?" Solon said, "Tellus," praising his flourishing city, children, and noble death routing foes at Eleusis, crowned with a burial. Unsatisfied, Croesus asked who came next. Solon replied, "Cleobis and Bito," Argive twins who yoked themselves instead of oxen, drew their mother to Hera’s feast, earned acclaim; she prayed the gods grant them the highest gift, and they slept in the shrine and never woke. Croesus cried, "Am I set beneath such men

Solon answered, “O Croesus, the powers above are jealous and vex human lives. Seventy years hold 26,250 days, each bearing a different turn; man is accident. You are rich and mighty, yet I cannot judge you happy until I hear you die well. Wealth alone gives ease and some shield against sudden blows; luck and a peaceful end crown true happiness. Call a man only ‘fortunate’ while he breathes, for God may grant a gleam then hurl him down; watch always the end.” With that he departed unrewarded, and Croesus, thinking the sage a fool, dismissed him coldly.

After Solon left, divine vengeance stirred. Croesus dreamed that his gallant son Atys would die “struck by an iron weapon.” Waking in terror, he hurried the youth into marriage, forbade him war and hunting, and removed every spear and javelin to the women’s chambers. While the wedding was prepared, a blood-stained exile reached Sardis. Kneeling, he begged purification. Croesus performed the rites and asked, “Who are you, stranger, and whom have you slain?” “I am Adrastus, son of Gordias and grandson of Midas,” the Phrygian said. “I killed my brother unwittingly.” The king welcomed him and housed him royally.

Soon a boar ravaged Mysian fields. Ambassadors pleaded, “O king, send thy son with hunters and hounds to free us.” Remembering the dream, Croesus replied, “My son stays; he has just wed. I will give you picked Lydians and dogs.” Hearing this, Atys burst in: “Once I won honour in war and chase; now men will scorn me. Let me go, or tell me why I must stay.” Croesus confessed the vision. Atys reasoned, “A boar carries tusks, not iron; let me hunt.” Persuaded, the king consented and told Adrastus, “Guard my son and pay my kindness.” Adrastus, though sorrowful, accepted: “I’ll return him safe.

With chosen youths and hounds, the hunters reached Olympus, fanned out, and ringed the boar. Spears flew; Adrastus—the stranger Croesus had purified—cast his, missed, and pierced Atys. A runner dashed to Sardis; the king heard of the combat and his son's fall, cried to Jupiter Catharsius, Ephistius, Hetaereus to witness the wrong under his roof. Lydians bore the corpse; Adrastus stood before it, arms outstretched. "Slay me on him—one misfortune was enough. Now I've ruined you too; I cannot live." Croesus answered, "Enough, friend. The god struck, not you." Atys was buried with honour; Adrastus killed himself on the tomb, and Croesus mourned two years.

Two years later word came that Cyrus had toppled Astyages and the Persians were rising. Croesus pondered cutting them short, so he sent envoys to Delphi, Abae, Dodona, Amphiaraus, Trophonius, Branchidae, and Ammon, ordering each to mark days and on the hundredth ask, "What is Croesus doing now?" Only Delphi's reply survives. Before questions were spoken the Pythoness chanted, "I count the sands and measure the sea; I smell a tortoise boiling with lamb in a brass pot, brass above, brass below." That day the king had boiled those meats in a bronze cauldron, so he bowed, convinced, and prepared lavish offerings.

He slew three thousand beasts, burned gilded couches, goblets, purple robes, cast 117 gold ingots and a ten-talent lion, then shipped them, with casks, vases, basins, a golden woman, and a gold shield and spear for Amphiaraus, to the shrines. The envoys asked, "Croesus wonders if he should war on Persia and seek an ally." Delphi and Amphiaraus answered, "If he attacks, he will destroy a mighty empire; find the strongest Greeks." Sure the Persians were doomed, Croesus showered Delphi with staters and gained precedence and freedom. He asked again and heard, "Wait till a mule rules Media; then, delicate Lydian, flee to Hermus' pebbles.

Croesus hailed the oracle’s reply that a “mule” would rule the Medes; a beast could never be king, so his line seemed secure. He sought an ally among the Greeks and learned that two peoples towered above the rest: the Doric Lacedaemonians and the Ionic Athenians. Their stories were ancient: the Pelasgic Athenians had wandered from Phthiotis to Histiaeotis, Pindus, Dryopis, and finally the Peloponnese as Dorians, while the Lacedaemonians had remained on their first soil. Pelasgi, judging by Creston and Placia, spoke a harsh, foreign tongue; the Athenians changed speech when they became Hellenes, whose language never altered.

When Croesus examined their affairs he found Athens groaning under Pisistratus, son of Hippocrates. Years earlier at Olympia Hippocrates’ cauldrons boiled without fire; sage Chilon warned, “Have no heir,” yet Pisistratus was born. Grown, he exploited strife between Coast, Plain, and Highland parties. Slashing himself and his mules, he rattled into the agora crying that foes had ambushed him, recalling his feats at Nisaea, and begged for guards. Citizens gave club-bearers; he stormed the citadel and ruled gently. Megacles and Lycurgus joined forces and expelled him, then Megacles, weary of quarrel, promised restoration if he married his daughter.

They devised a trick. From Paeania they chose Phya, armed her, put her in a chariot, and sent heralds: “Citizens, welcome Pisistratus; Minerva leads him.” Athenians knelt; the tyrant returned, married Megacles’ daughter, yet refused her children. Offended, Megacles plotted; Pisistratus withdrew to Eretria. Guided by Hippias he raised gold from allies, chiefly Thebes, hired Argive troops, won Lygdamis, and in the eleventh year landed at Marathon. Supporters flocked. The city host faced him near Pallenian Athena. Soothsayer Amphilytus chanted, “The net is spread; tunnies swim.” Pisistratus charged, routed the foe, sent sons crying, “Return home!” The crowd left him master a third time.

Pisistratus tightened his rule with mercenaries and a treasury fed by Attica and the Strymon. He took hostages from remaining Athenians, sent them to captured Naxos under Lygdamis, and, following an oracle, dug up every grave visible from Apollo’s temple on Delos. Many citizens died, many fled with Alcmaeon’s son, yet the tyranny held. When Croesus asked about Athens he then learned of Sparta, once chaotic until Lycurgus reached Delphi; the priestess cried, "O great Lycurgus, loved of Olympus—god or man I cannot tell, but I hope you prove divine!" He brought back new laws, companies, messes, senate and ephors.

After Lycurgus’ deification, fertile Sparta grew restless and asked Delphi for all Arcadia. The god warned, "You crave Arcady; acorn-eaters will refuse, yet I grant you'll dance in Tegea and measure its fair plain." Expecting victory, they marched with fetters, were routed, and chained, paced the soil they had hoped to own; the shackles still ring Athena Alea's walls. Beaten year after year, they sought fresh counsel. "First bring home the bones of Orestes, son of Agamemnon," declared the Pythia, speaking of two winds, stroke meeting stroke, and buried evil. The search began in earnest.

Lichas of the Agathoergi learned the secret when a Tegean smith said, "Spartan, I dug a well and found a coffin seven cubits long with a body to match." Noting the twin bellows, hammer and anvil, he read the riddle, stole the bones, and carried them to Sparta; from then on the Lacedaemonians won. Croesus sent envoys with gifts: "Lacedaemonians, the god bids me befriend you; be my allies." They agreed, remembering his gift of gold, and cast a bronze bowl, which disappeared at Samos, whether stolen or sold to Hera's shrine. Misreading the oracle, Croesus marched on Cappadocia as Sandanis tried to restrain him.

"King, you're about to fight men in leather trousers, living on barren soil, drinking water, owning no figs or wine," the counselor warned. "If you win, you gain nothing; if they taste our riches, they'll never let go. I thank the gods they haven’t invaded Lydia." Unmoved, Croesus eyed Cappadocia beyond the Halys, frontier of Lydia and Media. He wanted its land and, above all, vengeance for Astyages, his brother-in-law dethroned by Cyrus. The feud traced back to Scythian guests who, insulted by hot-blooded Cyaxares, served him a murdered boy as meat, fled to Alyattes, and sparked five years of war.

That struggle ended only when day turned to night during battle, as Thales had foretold; frightened foes swore peace, sealing it with Aryenis wed to Astyages, arms nicked so each drank the other’s blood. Years later Cyrus seized that same Astyages, provoking Croesus to consult Delphi, then march on Persia. Unsure how to ford the Halys, he either used freshly built bridges or, as legend says, followed Thales, who split the river into two shallow arcs around the camp. Across the water he stormed Pteria, sacked its city and villages, enslaved guiltless Syrians. Cyrus advanced, spurned Ionian aid, and fought him to a bloody draw.

Believing sheer numbers caused the stalemate, Croesus withdrew to Sardis, planning to summon Egyptians, Babylonians under King Labynetus, and Spartans for a spring offensive. He sent heralds to gather them within five months, dismissed his foreign soldiery, and trusted Cyrus would winter far away. Suddenly snakes filled the suburbs; horses quit their grazing to devour them. Troubled, the king dispatched riders to Telmessus for interpretation. The soothsayers declared the earth-born serpent meant native defeat, the horse a foreign conqueror. Fate outran their answer: before the messengers re-entered the city, Cyrus arrived, stormed Sardis, and made Croesus his prisoner.

Cyrus, guessing Croesus had dismissed his troops after Pteria, hurled the Persians toward Sardis and arrived before the news. Croesus, caught off guard, still led the famed Lydian horsemen onto the treeless plain watered by the Hermus. Fearing their cavalry, Cyrus used Harpagus’s idea: he stripped the baggage camels, armed riders on their backs, set them before the infantry, and held his own cavalry in reserve. He warned, slay every Lydian, yet spare Croesus if captured. The camels’ stench panicked the horses; the riders dismounted and fought on foot, but after a bloody struggle they fled behind Sardis’s walls.

The siege began. From within, Croesus dispatched fresh heralds begging every ally to hurry, while outside his earlier summons awaited the fifth month. Sparta would have answered at once, yet its men were already locked in a dispute with Argos over Thyrea. Three hundred Spartans and three hundred Argives met alone to decide the land; sunset left two Argives, Alcanor and Chromius, and one Spartan, Othryadas, alive. The Argives ran home proclaiming victory; Othryadas stayed, stripped the dead, and their armies returned, quarreled, and fought until Sparta prevailed. Argives cut their hair short; Spartans grew theirs, and shamed Othryadas killed himself.

Spartans, ready to sail, heard too late: Sardis had fallen. Cyrus pledged riches to the first man over the wall; after failures, the Mardian Hyroeades, recalling a Lydian climbing the sheer Tmolus cliff for a helmet, scaled it with Persians behind him, and the citadel fell. Croesus’s mute son fulfilled Delphi’s warning—“Croesus, mighty Lydian, never crave your son’s speech; silence is safer, and the day you hear him will be sorrow.” When a Persian raised his sword to strike the king, the boy cried, “Man, do not kill Croesus,” and thereafter spoke freely for life

Sardis fell after fourteen days, and Croesus, king for fourteen years, was seized. Cyrus piled a huge pyre, chained Croesus and fourteen Lydian youths atop it, intent on some sacred offering. Silent in misery, Croesus recalled Solon’s warning, ‘No living man is happy,’ and three times groaned, ‘Solon!’ Cyrus, hearing, sent interpreters; pressed, Croesus told of the Athenian who had scorned his earlier splendor. Flames were kindled; Cyrus, moved by the tale and fear of human uncertainty, ordered the fire quenched, yet it raged on. Croesus then cried to Apollo, begging rescue; sudden storm clouds burst, rain doused the pyre.

Convinced the storm showed divine favor, Cyrus lifted the chains and set Croesus beside him, asking, “Who urged you to invade my land and lose our friendship?” Croesus replied, “The god of the Greeks led me; none so foolish as to choose war over peace, where fathers bury sons.” Watching Persian troops loot Sardis, Croesus sought leave to speak: “They are stripping not my riches but yours.” Cyrus dismissed his courtiers for counsel. Croesus advised posting guards at every gate to collect the soldiers’ spoils as tithes for Jupiter, thus easing envy and preventing any who grow richest from rebellion.

Delighted, Cyrus granted any boon. Croesus said, “Let me send these fetters to Apollo and ask why he deceived his benefactor.” Permission given, Lydian envoys laid the chains at Delphi, demanding, “Are you not ashamed? Do Greek gods repay devotion with treachery?” The Pythia replied that no god can escape fate: Croesus suffered for an ancestor’s murder; Apollo had delayed Sardis’ fall three years and saved him from the pyre; the oracle of a ‘mighty empire’ and the ‘mule’ meant Cyrus, born of mixed parentage. Message returned, Croesus acknowledged his fault. His reign ended, his golden offerings gleamed across Greece.

In Lydia a single marvel dwarfs all but Egypt and Babylon: the vast tomb of Alyattes, Croesus’s father. Immense stone blocks form the base, an earthen mound rises above, and five pillars record the toil of traders, craftsmen, and courtesans, whose share proves greatest. Every Lydian maiden earns her dowry by that traffic until marriage. The monument spans six stades two plethra around and thirteen plethra across, beside the unfailing Lake Gygaea. Like the Greeks in most ways, Lydians first coined gold-and-silver money, first opened retail stalls, and first devised dice, knucklebones, ball, and other games against a famine.

During that scarcity, people spent whole days absorbed in play, forgetting hunger, then ate the next, surviving so for eighteen years. When the misery deepened, King Atys resolved to halve the nation: lots would decide who stayed, who sought new lands. Those remaining kept the crown; the exiles followed his son Tyrrhenus. The chosen party gathered at Smyrna, built ships, loaded supplies, and sailed, coasting many realms until reaching Umbria. There they founded cities and, abandoning the name Lydian, called themselves Tyrrhenians. With Lydia’s fall to Persia recalled, the story turns east to Cyrus and the rise of the Medes.

Assyria had ruled Asia five centuries when the Medes revolted and won freedom. Among them Deioces, son of Phraortes, gained fame for strict judgments, withdrew saying, “It no longer suits me to neglect my own affairs,” and let disorder spread until the people begged him to be king. Granted guards, he built seven-ringed Ecbatana—walls white, black, scarlet, blue, orange, then silver and gold—placed palace and treasure at the core, saw subjects only through messengers, banned laughter or spitting, judged cases on written pleas, and sent spies to punish oppression. After fifty-three years he died; his son Phraortes conquered Persia, overran Asia, and fell before Nineveh.

Cyaxares succeeds Phraortes, fiercer than any forebear. He drills Asia’s first organised army, separating spearmen, archers, and horse. After fighting the Lydians when daylight turned to night, he subdues all lands beyond the Halys, musters his vassals, and marches to avenge his father at Nineveh. Assyria loses the field and the siege begins, but Madyes leads a vast Scythian host southward, skirting the Caucasus and overrunning Media. The Medes are routed and lose their realm. The Scythians push toward Egypt; Psammetichus buys their retreat with gifts. Passing Ascalon, laggards sack Venus’ ancient shrine; the goddess dooms them and their heirs to womanly sickness called Enarees.

The Scythians dominate Asia twenty-eight harsh years, exacting arbitrary tribute and plundering at will. Cyaxares finally lures the chiefs to a lavish banquet, drenches them with wine, then leads the massacre that restores Median rule. Nineveh is taken, Assyria subdued except Babylonia, and his combined reign spans forty years. Astyages succeeds. He dreams Mandane sends a flood across Asia, so he weds her to mild Persian Cambyses, deeming him safely obscure. Yet another dream soon shows a vine sprouting from her womb and shading the same lands, and, frightened by the Magi, he summons his pregnant daughter back to Ecbatana.

At the boy’s birth Astyages summons Harpagus. “Take Mandane’s son, kill him, bury him,” he orders. Harpagus bows: “I obey.” He carries the jeweled infant home in tears. He tells his wife, “I will not slay my kin; the king is old, his daughter may reign, danger would fall on us. The child must perish, but not by my hand.” He sends for herdsman Mitradates, husband of the slave Spaco, whose remote mountain pastures crawl with beasts. Giving him the baby he warns, “Expose him or endure torture.” Mitradates departs; his wife has just borne a son, and he reveals the royal secret.
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