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    At once a voyage across cultures and an inquiry into the causes of conflict, The Histories examines how power expands and falters, how communities remember and argue about the past, and how the appetite for marvels collides with the discipline of evidence, guiding readers through battles and envoys, rivers and deserts, kings and lawgivers, markets and shrines, while testing the boundary between what people say, what witnesses swear, and what the world itself seems to show, asking not only what happened, but why events unfolded when they did and how chance, character, custom, and geography together bend human designs.

Composed in classical Greece during the fifth century BCE by Herodotus of Halicarnassus, The Histories stands as an early and influential work of prose historiography. Its narrative ranges across the eastern Mediterranean and Near East, from the cities of mainland Greece to Lydia, Egypt, and the Black Sea world, tracing the tangled relations among peoples whose encounters and rivalries culminate in wide-ranging wars. Though shaped by oral traditions and earlier logographers, Herodotus writes in a sustained prose voice that assembles testimony, observation, and lore into a continuous account, a form that helped establish enduring expectations for historical explanation and scope.

The work’s central arc follows the rise of the Persian Empire and its confrontations with scattered Greek communities, but the path toward that conflict is braided with inquiries into origins, customs, and contingencies. The reading experience is expansive and conversational: Herodotus pauses to describe landscapes, economies, and rituals, reports different versions of an event, and evaluates plausibility before moving forward. The voice is inquisitive and humane, willing to marvel yet careful to test claims; the style is episodic, mixing set-piece narratives with ethnographic portraits; the tone balances fascination with caution, inviting readers to weigh evidence alongside the storyteller.

Underlying the stories are questions about power, justice, and the fragility of good fortune. Herodotus attends to how laws and customs shape character, how leaders respond to counsel and risk, and how overconfidence provokes reversal. He distinguishes immediate triggers from deeper causes, exploring the interplay of desire, fear, and necessity. Geography and logistics receive sustained attention: rivers enable empire, seas connect and imperil, distances test supply and resolve. The text also probes cultural difference without reductive judgment, insisting that what seems strange has its own order, and that understanding another people requires attending to their explanations of themselves.

Method animates every chapter. Herodotus cites informants, marks hearsay, compares competing accounts, and sometimes withholds endorsement, while still preserving the tale for the record. He travels, inspects monuments and inscriptions when possible, reconstructs lineages, and considers probabilities. His digressions are not mere ornament; they offer causal texture—economic foundations, sacred norms, legal innovations—through which events can be understood. By foregrounding uncertainty and debate, he frames history as reasoned inquiry rather than mere listing. This approach, imperfect and pioneering, helped define the historian’s craft: to collect, to test, to narrate, and to situate actions within a web of human motives.

For contemporary readers, The Histories remains vital because it models a cosmopolitan curiosity and a disciplined skepticism suited to a world of competing narratives. It examines how empires justify expansion, how small communities coordinate defense, how information circulates, and how rumor, omen, and expertise contend for authority. Its pages wrestle with the ethics of power and the costs borne by ordinary people. The attention to environmental constraints, economic resources, and cultural translation anticipates questions that still preoccupy journalists, diplomats, and scientists. Above all, it shows that understanding others is inseparable from scrutinizing one’s own assumptions and inherited stories.

Approached patiently, the book rewards with a mosaic whose pieces sharpen one another: a law code clarifies a later decision, a river’s course explains a campaign, a custom reveals a leader’s blind spot. Readers new to the work might let its digressions set a rhythm, treating each detour as context rather than delay, and noting how multiple explanations of an episode sharpen judgment. Without demanding specialist knowledge, Herodotus offers a capacious education in how to ask questions, compare claims, and accept complexity. The result is both an engrossing narrative of a formative era and a durable school of inquiry.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Histories of Herodotus, composed in the fifth century BCE by the Halicarnassian historian, sets out to preserve the memory of great deeds and to explain the causes of conflict between Greeks and non-Greeks. Opening with reports of legendary abductions and early disputes, Herodotus moves quickly to the Lydian kingdom, tracing its rulers from Gyges to Croesus. Through episodes involving advisors, oracles, and shifting alliances, he shows how Croesus extended power and sought Greek support before confronting the rising Persians under Cyrus. The narrative develops themes of fortune and decision-making, culminating in Persia’s absorption of Lydia and the subjugation of Ionian cities.

Book Two shifts to Egypt, where Herodotus assembles geographical observations, measurements, and accounts of customs to understand the Nile’s flood and the land’s antiquity. He describes religious practices, mummification, social classes, and monumental works attributed to a sequence of kings, while scrutinizing competing explanations he encountered. Greek contacts at Naucratis and the reign of Amasis provide connective tissue to the wider Mediterranean. Attention to everyday habits and institutions underscores the work’s comparative impulse. Although Persia looms at the margins, the focus remains on inquiry: what can be learned from travelers, priests, inscriptions, and personal inspection about a civilization that impressed Greek observers.

With Book Three, imperial politics re-enter the foreground. Cambyses, successor to Cyrus, advances into Egypt, and Herodotus assembles reports about campaigns, counsel, and overreach. The narrative ranges to Samos, charting the fortunes of Polycrates, and to Ethiopia and the Libyan desert through accounts of expeditions and embassies. A crisis at the Persian court follows the death of Cambyses, leading to the episode of the Magus and the subsequent seizure of power by a group of Persian nobles. Herodotus records their debate over constitutions before Darius becomes king, organizing satrapies and tribute. Comparative notes on Indian and other customs widen the ethnographic canvas.

Book Four explores the north and west of the Persian sphere. Darius campaigns against the Scythians beyond the Danube, constructing bridges and coordinating Ionian allies while encountering opponents who decline pitched battle. Herodotus detours to recount Scythian origins, rituals, and stories of the Amazons, probing how nomadism shapes warfare. He then turns to Libya, with descriptions of coastal cities, inland tribes, and the Greek colony of Cyrene. Persian administrators and local rulers appear in conflicts around Barca and Cyrenaica. Geography, climate, and subsistence receive close attention, supporting Herodotus’s interest in how environments influence customs and the prospects of imperial control.

In Book Five the narrative returns to the Aegean. Persian forces consolidate control in Thrace and move toward Macedonia, while imperial policy relies on Ionian tyrants and garrisons. The failed Naxos expedition, involving Aristagoras of Miletus, catalyzes the Ionian Revolt. Herodotus traces appeals for help, including contacts with Sparta and Athens, and reports on the joint burning of Sardis and ensuing reprisals. He also recounts political transformations within mainland Greece: the expulsion of the Pisistratid tyrants, the reforms of Cleisthenes in Athens, and Spartan interventions that reshape alliances. The revolt and these internal changes set the stage for widening confrontation between empire and poleis.

Book Six follows the revolt to its suppression. Herodotus narrates naval preparations, the coalition of Ionian cities, and the decisive sea fighting near Lade, alongside the fate of Miletus and reprisals throughout the region. Persian strategy then shifts toward the Aegean islands and mainland Greece. A campaign targets Eretria and Athens, eliciting varied Greek responses and presenting logistical challenges for both sides. The account includes the roles of Athenian leaders and their allies, as well as Spartan internal disputes involving kingship and law. A pivotal battle on the Attic plain becomes an emblematic encounter, introducing patterns of cooperation, rivalry, and improvisation that continue thereafter.

After these clashes, Book Seven opens with succession at the Persian court and the decision to mount a grand expedition into Greece. Herodotus describes preparations on an unprecedented scale, including a canal through Mount Athos, bridges across the Hellespont, and the assembly of forces from many nations. Greek cities debate strategy and form a defensive alliance, balancing regional interests with common security. The march through Thrace and Thessaly brings the Persians to narrow passes, where a small Greek force confronts them. At sea, engagements off Euboea test both coalitions. Herodotus emphasizes leadership choices, morale, and the constraints imposed by terrain and supply.

Book Eight concentrates on the struggle for naval dominance. As the Persians press into central Greece, Athens evacuates its population and the allied fleet assembles near Salamis. Herodotus details disputes among the Greek commanders and the intelligence maneuvers attributed to Themistocles. The Persian fleet, including contingents from subject Greek communities, confronts a foe seeking to exploit local waters. The outcome affects the invaders’ logistics and the allies’ cohesion. Herodotus also records episodes of indecision, counsel, and shifting perceptions at the Persian court. The narrative stresses how sea power, civic resolve, and timely information can redirect a campaign even amid prior setbacks.

The final book follows continued operations as Persian commanders reassess strategy. Efforts to sway Greek states and to isolate opponents accompany preparations for a decisive land engagement in central Greece, while allied forces move to sever imperial control over Ionia. Herodotus juxtaposes councils, omens, and supply arrangements with the actions of named leaders from several cities. He closes with paired confrontations on land and sea and the subsequent reordering of relationships around the Aegean. Reflections on fortune, moderation, and the limits of power frame the work’s broader significance: a sustained inquiry into human affairs that preserves memory and invites comparative understanding.
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    Herodotus composed The Histories in the fifth century BCE, drawing on experiences from an Ionian Greek milieu. Born in Halicarnassus in Caria, a city under Achaemenid Persian rule, he wrote in the Ionic dialect that framed early Greek prose. The work introduces its purpose to preserve the memory of great deeds and to explain their causes. Its setting spans the eastern Mediterranean and Near East, where city-states, empires, and sanctuaries structured public life. Greek poleis operated with councils and assemblies, while the Achaemenid monarchy administered satrapies. Religious institutions—especially oracles and festivals—mediated decisions and identities across this interconnected world.

From the mid-sixth to early fifth centuries BCE, the Achaemenid Empire expanded under Cyrus the Great, Cambyses II, Darius I, and Xerxes I. Cyrus conquered Lydia around 546 BCE and incorporated the Ionian cities; Cambyses took Egypt; Darius reorganized territories into satrapies and built road and relay systems that facilitated imperial control. Persian taxation, tribute, and diverse levies drew resources from Anatolia, Egypt, and beyond. This expansion brought the empire to the Aegean’s edge, where Greek communities navigated accommodation and resistance. The imperial presence, administration, and campaigns form the geopolitical backdrop driving the inquiries, anecdotes, and conflicts that structure Herodotus’s narrative.

In 499–494 BCE the Ionian Revolt challenged Persian control along the Anatolian coast, culminating in the burning of Sardis and Persian reprisals, including the destruction of Miletus. The conflict set the stage for two invasions of mainland Greece. In 490 BCE Persian forces campaigned against Eretria and Athens, meeting defeat at Marathon. In 480–479 BCE a larger invasion under Xerxes triggered decisive land and naval engagements, including Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea. Without detailing outcomes, these wars forged a sense of Panhellenic cooperation between rival poleis, particularly Athens and Sparta, and supplied the central chronological focus of The Histories.

Greek political institutions varied: monarchies in Sparta, broad citizen assemblies in democratic Athens, and oligarchies elsewhere. Military organization revolved around citizen hoplite infantry and, increasingly, naval forces, especially triremes funded through taxation and allied tribute. Inter-polis alliances formed under Spartan hegemony on land and Athenian leadership at sea. Decision-making often involved consulting Delphi and other sanctuaries, integrating religious authority with statecraft. These frameworks shaped strategies and internal debates that Herodotus reports through speeches and council scenes, illustrating how constitutional forms influenced wartime choices, diplomacy, and the mobilization of resources across the fragmented yet interdependent Greek world.

After the reforms of Cleisthenes (late sixth century BCE), Athens developed a participatory democracy that expanded political rights for male citizens and fostered naval power. Following the wars, the Delian League organized continued campaigns against Persia and channelled allied tribute, contributing to Athenian cultural and imperial ascendancy under Pericles. The mid-fifth century saw vigorous intellectual activity: Presocratic inquiry, sophistic debates, tragedy, and advances in art and architecture. Herodotus wrote amid this climate of critical discussion and public argument. His investigations, while attentive to divine signs, privilege human motives, testimony, and evidence, aligning with a broader Greek turn toward rational analysis of public affairs.

Herodotus presents his work as an inquiry (historiē), organizing material into logoi that move across regions such as Lydia, Egypt, Scythia, and Phoenicia before returning to Greece. He compares customs (nomoi), recounts origin tales, and records measurements, revenues, and engineering feats to situate events within geography and culture. He distinguishes what he has seen from what others report and occasionally weighs competing accounts. This method reflects and develops earlier Ionian prose traditions associated with figures like Hecataeus of Miletus, while expanding them into a connected, trans-Mediterranean history whose scope matches the reach of the empires and trading networks he describes.

Religious practice permeates the narrative’s context: sacrifices, oaths, and oracles shaped decisions; Panhellenic sanctuaries coordinated identities beyond single poleis. Herodotus records prophecies and prodigies but underscores contingency, character, and calculation. He explores the Greek themes of hybris and nemesis, where overreaching power invites reversal, and contrasts tyranny with law-governed rule. Constitutional reflections that appear in the work echo contemporary debates about authority and accountability. By juxtaposing Greek and non-Greek customs, he treats cultural difference as intelligible rather than exotic, using comparative perspective to critique unchecked power and to examine how fortune and policy determine the rise and fall of states.

Cicero later called Herodotus the father of history, noting his priority in composing a sustained, causally oriented prose account of great events. Written as the Persian Wars receded but their consequences reshaped alliances and empire, The Histories stands between epic memory and analytical reportage. Its attention to Persian administration, Greek politics, and cross-cultural evidence reflects the realities of a multipolar fifth-century world. By investigating origins, motives, and choices, the work offers a measured appraisal of imperial ambition and collective action. It thus records, interrogates, and implicitly critiques the structures and values that produced the conflicts it set out to explain.
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    Herodotus of Halicarnassus, active in the fifth century BCE, is widely regarded as the first great Greek historian. Born in Halicarnassus, a Greek city in Caria then under Achaemenid Persian control, he wrote The Histories, the earliest surviving expansive prose investigation of the ancient Mediterranean and Near East. His narrative centers on the origins and course of conflict between Greeks and Persians, while encompassing geography, ethnography, and marvels. Later writers, notably Cicero, hailed him as the father of history, recognizing his pioneering commitment to inquiry, source collection, and explanation of causes in human affairs across diverse cultures.

Little is securely known about Herodotus’s early training, but his work reflects the Ionian milieu of inquiry, prose experimentation, and engagement with oral tradition. He wrote in Ionic Greek and displays familiarity with earlier logographers, especially Hecataeus of Miletus, whose geographical interests and critical stance toward myth set important precedents. Echoes of Homeric epic shape his narrative techniques, including set speeches, catalogues, and scenes of heroic decision. He also draws on local traditions, travelers’ reports, and temple lore from regions he describes. This blend of poetic inheritance and rational investigation situates him at a formative moment in Greek intellectual history.

Herodotus’s career is bound to a single extant work, The Histories, likely composed and revised over several decades in the mid to late fifth century BCE. The text, later divided into nine books by Hellenistic editors, unfolds as a sequence of interconnected logoi that range from the kings of Lydia and the rise of Persia to the Greek victories in the Persian Wars. Along the way, Herodotus reports detailed accounts of lands and peoples, reflecting information gained through inquiry and, at times, personal observation. The work’s scope and narrative art quickly established a model for Greek prose history and storytelling.

At the outset, Herodotus states a twofold aim: to preserve the memory of notable deeds and to discover the causes of enmity between Greeks and non-Greeks. His method combines collection of testimony with critical assessment. He frequently records multiple accounts, labels hearsay, and distinguishes between what he was told and what he judged likely. Narrative digressions on climate, animals, customs, and technology serve explanatory purposes and enrich the main story. Though open to divine portents and oracles as elements in his sources, he often marks where certainty is unattainable, modeling an approach to evidence that balances curiosity with caution.

Ancient readers alternately praised Herodotus for eloquence and breadth, and criticized him for credulity or partiality. Thucydides, writing on the Peloponnesian War, advanced a different model that minimized digression and emphasized contemporary politics, implicitly setting himself apart from Herodotean storytelling. Centuries later, Plutarch’s essay critiqued Herodotus for alleged unfairness to certain Greek cities. Yet the work’s artistic design, ethnographic detail, and reflective inquiry secured enduring admiration. Over time, some observations have found support in archaeology or comparative study, while other reports remain doubtful, keeping debate about his accuracy central to the reception of The Histories.

Herodotus does not advance a political program, but his writing conveys recurrent reflections on power, contingency, and custom. He explores how prosperity can foster arrogance and precipitate decline, and how rulers’ choices shape collective fate. His attention to diverse laws and practices, paired with a famous observation that custom governs judgment, encourages readers to see values as historically conditioned. Religious explanations appear through oracles and omens, yet he often juxtaposes them with human motives and chance. This interplay of moral reflection, cultural comparison, and causal analysis gives The Histories its characteristic blend of inquiry and narrative meaning.

Little is known with certainty about Herodotus’s final years. Later traditions connect him with the colony of Thurii in southern Italy, and place his death in the late fifth century BCE, but details remain uncertain. His legacy, however, is unmistakable. The Histories became a touchstone for classical education, informed Greek and Roman authors, and helped define history as a prose genre grounded in investigation. Modern readers value his ethnographic sensibility, narrative architecture, and insistence on weighing competing accounts. As a guide to cross-cultural understanding and to the challenges of evidence, Herodotus continues to shape historical thinking and public imagination.
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Herodotus sets down these inquiries to keep Greek and Barbarian deeds alive and name their quarrel. Persians say it began with Phoenicians from the Erythraean Sea[1] who sailed west, traded at Argos, then, shouting, seized king Inachus’ daughter Io[2] and other women and sped to Egypt. Later unnamed Greek, likely Cretan, raiders landed at Tyre and stole the king’s daughter Europa, then a war-ship stole Medea from Colchian Aea; Greeks refused restitution for Io, so Colchis refused for Medea. Remembering this, Alexander of Troy carried off Helen; Greek envoys met the same answer, launched war, sacked Troy, and earned Persian hatred.

Persians judge woman-snatching a rogue’s prank and fault Greeks for raising armies over Helen; Asia they call their own, Greece something separate. Phoenicians counter that Io boarded willingly, fearing pregnancy shame. The tale’s truth set aside, the record turns to the man who first harmed Greeks in known times, Croesus[6] son of Alyattes. Ruling Lydia west of the Halys, he subdued Aeolians, Ionians, Dorians, exacted tribute from some, allied with Sparta, making once-free Greeks subject. Before him Cimmerians merely plundered. To explain his rise, the story revisits the Lydian throne, passed from Heraclid kings to the Mermnadae after five hundred five years.

Candaules[3], last Heraclid of Sardis, loved his wife to excess and boasted of her unrivaled beauty to Gyges[4], his trusted guardsman. One day he said, “You doubt my praises; arrange to see her naked.” Gyges cried, “Master, what reckless talk! Would you have me stare at my mistress unclothed? Our fathers taught ‘Let each look on his own.’ Ask me not to sin.” The king answered, “Take heart; she will never know. Hide behind the door, watch as she undresses, then slip away unseen.” Unable to refuse, Gyges obeyed, saw the queen, and while departing was noticed; she kept silent, plotting revenge.

No sign of alarm betrayed the queen that night, yet at dawn she gathered her trustiest women, warned them, and sent for Gyges. Accustomed to her summons, he entered unsuspecting. She said, “Choose: slay Candaules and rule beside me, or die here in his stead. He who plotted, or he who saw me bare, must fall.” Stunned, Gyges begged release; seeing none, he answered, “If I must, tell me how.” She replied, “Strike him on the very couch where he exposed me, while he sleeps.” Night came; she armed and hid him behind the door; Gyges stabbed the sleeping king and seized wife and crown.

The Lydians rose for vengeance, yet a pact set the throne on trial at Delphi[5]: if the god named Gyges, he would stay, otherwise restore the Heraclids. The oracle crowned him but warned, “Vengeance comes in the fifth generation.” Secure, Gyges heaped silver and gold at the shrine, six massive goblets among them, rivaled only by the seat sent earlier by Midas. He raided Miletus and Smyrna and captured Colophon, yet in thirty-eight years won no greater glory. His son Ardys seized Priene, fought Miletus, and saw Cimmerians storm Sardis. After forty-nine years he died; Sadyattes reigned twelve, then Alyattes.

Alyattes drove the Cimmerians from Asia, conquered Smyrna, failed at Clazomenae, and harried Miletus yearly. Each harvest he marched with flutes, spared houses, yet cut every tree and stalk so the land could be replanted and plundered again. In the twelfth raid flames from his men’s torches caught Minerva’s temple at Assesus, and soon sickness laid him low. Delphi withheld a cure until the shrine was rebuilt. Periander of Corinth warned Thrasybulus, who heaped grain in the market and ordered revels. The herald saw abundance; Alyattes sued for peace, raised two temples, recovered, and in that time Arion rode a dolphin to Taenarum.

Arion at Periander’s court craved return to Corinth after gaining riches in Italy and Sicily. Hiring a Corinthian crew at Tarentum, he sailed; at sea they plotted to kill him and seize the treasure. He knelt, offering money, but they said, “Either stab yourself for a grave or jump now.” He begged to sing once in costume. Wanting the harpist’s song, they agreed. On the quarter-deck he chanted the Orthian, then dived. A dolphin bore him to Taenarum; he reached Corinth and exposed them. Periander confronted the sailors, heard their lie, produced Arion, and they were ruined; a bronze of man and dolphin still stands.

Alyattes ended the Milesian war, ruled Lydia fifty-seven years, sent Delphi a bowl and inlaid salver, then died. His son Croesus seized the throne and besieged Ephesus; the city tied itself to Artemis by a rope. He attacked Ionian and Aeolian cities, on real or invented grounds, and made them tributary. Planning to master the islands, he began a fleet. Bias of Priene arrived; Croesus asked for news. Bias said, “The islanders are raising ten thousand horse against you.” Croesus laughed, “Would the gods let them face Lydian cavalry!” Bias replied they hoped to catch him at sea. Croesus abandoned the ships and made peace.

After conquering every land west of the Halys except Lycia and Cilicia, Croesus ruled Sardis in splendor. The Greek sages came; among them Solon, abroad ten years so Athens would keep his laws. Croesus showed him the treasure and asked, “Athenian, whom have you seen happiest?” Solon answered, “Tellus of Athens,” for prosperous city, good sons, and glorious death in battle with public honors. Urged for the next, he named “Cleobis and Bito,” who drew their mother to Hera’s feast, were praised, slept in the temple, and died at once; their statues stand at Delphi. Angered, Croesus cried, “Do you set me beneath private men

"Oh, Croesus," Solon says, "the gods are jealous and toss our fate about; seventy years bring roughly twenty-six thousand days, each unlike the last, so man is pure chance. Wealth alone guarantees nothing: many rich suffer, many of modest means flourish. The rich surpass only in spending ease and shock resistance; the lucky poor excel in health, beauty, family joy, and freedom from disaster. Call none happy till his peaceful end; name him merely fortunate. As lands lack some goods, so men lack perfections. Judge only the final day, for the divine often lifts men briefly, then shatters them.

Croesus lets Solon depart disdainfully and soon the gods strike. A night vision warns that his gifted son Atys will die from an iron blow. Terrified, he hurries Atys into marriage, forbids him warfare, removes every spear and javelin from the men's halls and heaps them in the women’s chambers. While these plans proceed, a blood-stained Phrygian named Adrastus reaches Sardis seeking cleansing. Croesus performs the rites, then asks, "Who are you, whom have you slain?" He answers, "I am Adrastus, son of Gordias and Midas; I killed my brother unwittingly." Croesus grants refuge: "Your house is friendly; lack nothing.

At that time a monstrous boar from Mount Olympus ravages Mysian fields, and envoys beg, "Send Atys with hounds and champions to destroy it." Mindful of the dream, Croesus answers, "My son stays; take chosen Lydians and dogs instead." Hearing this, Atys protests: "People will brand me a coward. Either let me hunt or tell me why I must stay." The king reveals the prophecy; Atys counters, "A boar carries no iron weapon; tusks aren’t blades." Croesus relents. He summons Adrastus: "I purified you and spent on you; guard my son, win honor." Adrastus sighs yet agrees: "I’ll keep him safe.

Croesus dispatched chosen youths and hounds with the purified stranger Adrastus to hunt the boar of Olympus. The beast was soon ringed; spears flew; Adrastus’ weapon missed and pierced Atys, killing the king’s son and fulfilling the dream. A rider raced to Sardis; the king cried to Zeus Catharsius, Ephistius, Hetaereus, cursing the sorrow brought by his guest. Lydians returned bearing the corpse; Adrastus knelt, arms outstretched: “Slay me upon him—one crime already crushed me; now I have ruined my purifier.” Croesus, pity amid anguish, replied, “Enough; a god, not you, struck me.” After the royal burial, Adrastus slew himself; Croesus mourned two years.

When grief eased, tidings came: Cyrus had overthrown Astyages, and Persia swelled in strength. Croesus pondered checking the menace; first he would test the gods. Messengers fanned to Delphi, Abae, Dodona, Amphiaraus, Trophonius, Branchidae, and far Ammon, ordered to count days and on the hundredth ask, “What is Croesus son of Alyattes doing now?” and bring every written response. Only Delphi survives. Before questions were voiced, the Pythoness sang: “I count the sands, I measure the sea, I hear the mute; the scent of brazen-boiled tortoise and lamb reaches me—brass below, brass above.” Croesus, who had cooked just so, hailed Delphi alone as true.

To secure Apollo’s favour, Croesus slew three thousand beasts, burned couches plated with gold and silver, goblets and purple robes, cast 117 gold ingots and a ten-talent lion, then sent them, with precious vessels and a golden shield and spear for Amphiaraus. Envoys laid the gifts and asked, “Shall Croesus fight Persia, and with what allies?” Both shrines replied: war would crush a mighty empire; join the strongest Greeks. Delighted, he paid Delphi gold staters and won precedence, freedom of tribute, seats, and citizenship. On a third question—would his rule last?—the Pythoness warned, “When a mule rules Media, delicate Lydian, flee to Hermus' pebbles.

"Haste, oh! haste thee away, nor blush to behave like a coward." Croesus, delighted by this riddle of a coming "mule-king," felt sure his dynasty was safe, so he looked for allies. Inquiry showed two foremost Greek powers: Doric Lacedaemon and Ionic Athens. Their peoples had wandered differently: Pelasgians, rooted yet few, once spoke a barbarous tongue still heard at Creston and Placia, while the Hellenes, sprung from a Pelasgic branch, had kept one speech as they moved from Phthiotis to Histiaeotis, Pindus, Dryopis and finally the Peloponnese, absorbing willing barbarians along the way too.

At Olympia Hippocrates’ cauldrons boiled without fire; the Spartan sage Chilon warned, "If unmarried, be childless; if married, send her home; if you have a son, disown him." Dismissing the omen, Hippocrates fathered Pisistratus. When Attica split between Megacles’ Sea-coast and Lycurgus’ Plain, Pisistratus rallied the Highlanders, gashed himself and his mules, rolled into the agora, begged a guard, and with clubmen took the citadel, ruling gently. United foes ousted him. Megacles recalled him, dressing Phya in armor; heralds cried, "Citizens, receive Pisistratus; Minerva herself conducts him to her citadel." Restored, he wed Megacles’ daughter but blocked offspring, angering his host and entering exile again.

In exile Pisistratus met his sons at Eretria; Hippias pressed for restoration. They gathered money, chiefly from Thebes, hired Argive soldiers, and won the Naxian Lygdamis. In the eleventh year they sailed, camped at Marathon, and drew supporters who favored tyranny. Athens reacted late; its levy faced them by the temple of Pallenian Athena. Seer Amphilytus cried, "Now has the cast been made, the net is out-spread in the water, Through the moonshiny night the tunnies will enter the meshes." Pisistratus seized the sign, struck at troops dicing, routed them, sent his mounted sons to calm fugitives, and entered Athens as tyrant a third time.

Pisistratus, now victorious, anchored his rule with hired troops, a swollen treasury fed by Athens and the Strymon mines, and hostages seized from citizens who had not fled; he shipped them to conquered Naxos under Lygdamis. Obeying an oracle, he “purified Delos,” exhuming every corpse that lay within sight of Apollo’s shrine and re-burying them beyond it. Many Athenians had died in his final battle, many more escaped with Alcmaeon’s son. Such was Athens when Croesus in Lydia asked after her fortunes and then turned his questions toward the Lacedaemonians, seeking to judge possible Greek allies against Persian power.

Long before Croesus’s messengers arrived, Sparta had crawled from chaos to discipline. When Lycurgus entered Delphi, the Pythia cried, “O great Lycurgus, dear to Olympus; god or man, you will bless Sparta!” Heartened, he imported Cretan customs, forged enomotiai, triakades, common mess-halls, a senate, and ephors, compelling every citizen to obey. Upon his death they built him a temple and worshipped him. With fertile land and swelling numbers they soon coveted Arcadia. The oracle warned, “Crave Arcady? I grant only that you shall dance in Tegea and measure the plain.” Carrying fetters, they invaded Tegea, were beaten, and themselves chained to plough the fields.

Repeated losses drove them again to Delphi. The god said, “Subdue Tegea only after you bring Orestes, son of Agamemnon, from the plain where two winds clash, stroke on stroke, evil on evil.” Years passed until Lichas, serving in Tegea, heard a smith brag, “I dug a well and found a corpse seven cubits long!” He leased the shop, took the bones, returned to Sparta, and victory followed. Croesus then sent heralds: “King of Lydia greets the foremost Greeks and seeks alliance.” The Spartans gladly swore, shipped a huge bronze vase that vanished en route. Croesus, misunderstanding prophecy, marched on Cyrus despite Sandanis’s warning.

“King, you're about to fight men in leather, water-drinkers with barren soil,” a counsellor warns. “Defeat them and win nothing; if they taste our delights we lose them forever. Thank the gods they never thought to invade us.” Croesus, unmoved, though the words were true—Persians had known no luxury before Lydia fell—turns toward Cappadocia. Greeks call those people Syrians. They once served the Medes but now obey Cyrus, their land divided from Lydia by the Halys that rises in Armenia, rolls through Cilicia, beside Matieni and Phrygians, then north between Cappadocians and Paphlagonians across Asia’s five-day neck.

Croesus covets Cappadocia, yet more he longs to avenge Astyages, his brother-in-law dethroned by Cyrus. The kinship began when Scythian nomads, insulted by the hot-blooded Median king Cyaxares, carved up one of the boys they tutored, served the flesh as game, then fled to Alyattes in Sardis. Cyaxares demanded them back, was refused, and Lydians and Medes fought five bloody years, even by night. In the sixth year Thales of Miletus[7] foretold a day when noon would turn to darkness; the eclipse halted the battle. Syennesis of Cilicia and Labynetus of Babylon brokered peace, sealing it with Aryenis wedding Astyages and blood-sworn oaths.

Cyrus later seized Astyages, angering Croesus, who asked the oracle, heard a doubtful promise of victory, and invaded Persia. At the Halys he crossed on bridges—or, some say, by Thales’ diverted channel—then ravaged Pteria, stormed its city, enslaved Syrians. Cyrus mustered every tribe, invited the Ionians to revolt, was refused, and fought Croesus in a brutal, undecided battle stopped by night. Blaming numbers, Croesus retired to Sardis, dismissed mercenaries, called Egypt, Babylon, and Sparta for spring aid. Snakes soon swarmed the suburbs; horses devoured them. Alarmed, he sent to Telmessus. The seers foretold foreign conquest, and before the answer arrived Croesus was a prisoner.

Croesus broke camp after Pteria; Cyrus guessed he meant to disband and raced toward Sardis before the Lydians could re-gather. Croesus, caught off guard, still led his famed cavalry onto the plain watered by the Hermus. Fearing those horsemen, Cyrus followed Harpagus’ counsel: he stripped the baggage camels, armed riders, and set the rank of reeking beasts before his infantry, cavalry in rear. He ordered, “Kill every Lydian you meet, but spare Croesus even if he fights.” The horses shied at the sight and smell, the riders dismounted and fought on foot; after hard slaughter they fled within the walls, and Sardis fell under siege.

At that moment Sparta wrestled with Argos over Thyrea. Agreement set three hundred champions on each side while the armies withdrew. From dawn to dusk they battled; night found only the Argives Alcanor and Chromius and the Spartan Othryadas alive. The Argives ran home shouting victory; Othryadas stayed, stripped the bodies, and displayed the spoils. When the armies returned dispute turned to combat; the Spartans prevailed with loss. Argives cut their hair and banned gold until Thyrea was regained; Spartans vowed to wear their hair long. Ashamed to survive, Othryadas killed himself. Sparta readied ships for Croesus until news arrived that Sardis had fallen.

Fourteen days into the siege Cyrus offered a reward to the first climber. The assault failed, yet the Mardian Hyroeades recalled a Lydian scrambling after a dropped helmet and scaled that same cliff by Mount Tmolus. Comrades followed, spilled over the crest, and Sardis was sacked. That side had been left ungirded when King Meles led a lion round the rest of the walls. Earlier the oracle had warned, “Wish not to hear your son’s voice; woe the day it comes.” Amid the uproar a Persian charged Croesus. The king stood until his mute son shouted, “Man, do not kill Croesus,” and thereafter could speak.

Sardis falls to the Persians; Croesus, captive after fourteen years of rule and a siege of fourteen days, fulfills the prophecy by ruining his own empire. Brought before Cyrus, he is chained atop a towering pyre with fourteen Lydian youths. As the king wonders whether heaven will save him, Croesus, seized by misery, remembers Solon and groans the sage’s name three times. Cyrus orders interpreters to learn the reason. Croesus at last replies, “One I would give much to see converse with every monarch,” then recounts Solon’s visit and warning that no living man is happy. The fire is kindled.

Flames lick the wood; interpreters convey the story, and Cyrus, mindful of human frailty, orders water fetched, yet the blaze roars. Croesus cries to Apollo for reward of past gifts; the clear sky blackens, rain floods the pyre, and he is spared. Unfettered, he sits by Cyrus, who asks, “Who made you my enemy?” Croesus: “The Greek god misled me; only fools prefer war where fathers bury sons.” Shortly after, he notices Persians sacking Sardis and states those treasures now belong to Cyrus. Consulted alone, he advises guards to seize a tithe at the gates, preventing soldiers from growing dangerously rich.

Delighted, Cyrus praises the counsel, posts sentries, then says, “Ask any gift.” Croesus begs to send his shackles to Apollo and accuse the god of deceit. Cyrus laughs and agrees. Lydian envoys set the fetters at Delphi’s threshold, asking if the god is ashamed and whether gods are ungrateful. The Pythia replies: destiny is fixed; Croesus pays for an ancestor’s murder, Apollo postponed Sardis’s fall three years, rescued him from the flames, and his promise that war would destroy a mighty empire, and the riddle of the mule, were clear—Cyrus, half Median, was that mule. Croesus admits blame; his offerings still gleam across Greece.

Lydia offers little to astonish save the gold dust of Tmolus, yet it boasts an immense monument: Alyattes’ tomb. Giant stone courses ring a colossal earthen mound that once carried five inscribed pillars recording each group’s labor. On measuring, the courtesans’ share proved greatest, for every girl of common birth earns a dowry by that trade until she chooses a husband. Tradesmen and craftsmen toiled beside them. The circle of the barrow spans six stades and two plethra, its width thirteen plethra, and beside it lies Lake Gygaea, a sheet the Lydians declare never dries.

The Lydians live almost like Greeks, yet their daughters’ upbringing differs, and they first struck gold-and-silver coins, opened retail stalls, and devised the common games. Famine under King Atys drove invention further; dice, knucklebones, balls—everything but tables—filled one day, food the next, keeping hunger at bay for eighteen years. When misery deepened, the king resolved to divide his people; lots chose one half to roam with his son Tyrrhenus, the rest to stay. Ships were built at Smyrna, stores loaded, and the voyagers sailed past many shores until they settled in Umbria, renaming themselves Tyrrhenians.

After recounting Lydia’s subjection and asking who Cyrus was, the story shifts east. Assyria had ruled Asia centuries when the Medes broke free. Deioces, a village judge, won trust until crowds filled his court; he quit, saying, “It suits me no more to spend all day on other men’s affairs.” Disorder followed, and the people agreed, “We cannot live like this; let us set a king.” They crowned Deioces, gave him guards, and built seven-walled Agbatana, rainbow rings. Hidden behind messengers and spies he ruled fifty-three years; his son Phraortes mastered Persia, swept Asia, attacked Nineveh, and died with his army after twenty-two years.

After Phraortes dies, Cyaxares seizes the throne, fiercer than any ancestor. He creates the first ordered Asiatic army, separating spearmen, archers, and cavalry; defeats the Lydians on the day sunlight fails, and rules Asia beyond the Halys. He besieges Nineveh, but Madyes the Scythian, chasing Cimmerians, pours through the Caucasus into Media. The Medes are beaten and Asia bows to Scythian masters. The nomads march toward Egypt until Psammetichus buys them off. Stragglers plunder Venus’s temple at Ascalon and gain a curse. For twenty-eight years they tax and loot, until Cyaxares drugs them at a feast, massacres them, retakes Nineveh, and dies after forty years.

Astyages inherits the crown and soon dreams that a flood springing from his daughter Mandane drowns all Asia. Interpreters alarm him, so when she comes of age he marries her not to a Mede prince but to the mild Persian Cambyses, thinking the danger tamed. Another vision follows: a vine grows from her womb and shadows Asia. Frightened, he summons the pregnant Mandane to Media and resolves on murder of her unborn king. When Cyrus is born he calls loyal Harpagus: “Take my daughter’s child, kill him, bury him.” Harpagus answers, “I have never failed you; it shall be done.

Harpagus receives the swaddled infant, weeps on the way home, and confides in his wife. “I will not stain myself with this royal blood,” he says. “The boy is kin, the king is aging, and Mandane may yet rule; another must be the butcher.” He dispatches a messenger for the mountain herdsman Mitradates, whose wife Spaco has just delivered a child. When the man arrives Harpagus hands him Cyrus and warns, “Expose him where beasts roam; if he lives, Astyages will flay you, and I must watch.” Mitradates carries the child to his fold, tells his worried wife everything, and reveals, “This is Mandane’s son.

The herdsman lifted the blanket, and his wife, seeing the beautiful infant, clung to his knees. "Do not abandon him!" she sobbed. He answered that Harpagus would check and execute him if the child lived. She persisted: "If a body must lie on the hills, use our stillborn son. Dress it in these royal clothes, and we shall raise this living boy. Our dead child will have a princely funeral, and no one harmed." The plan seemed best. He switched the bodies, left his own child on the peak, showed Harpagus’s agents the corpse, gained their assent, and took the infant home under another name.

Ten years later the village boys chose the cowherd’s son as their play-king. He gave commands: some built houses, others stood guard, one served as his eye, another as herald. Artembares’s proud son refused obedience, so Cyrus ordered the rest to seize him and whipped him soundly. Bleeding, the boy rushed to the city; his outraged father showed the lashes to King Astyages. Summoned, cowherd and boy stood before the throne. “How dare a peasant’s child strike a noble?” the king thundered. Cyrus answered that he had punished a subject and would accept whatever penalty the king decreed; Astyages suspected a kinship and questioned him.
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