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  To my parents Betty and Fred


  Prologue


  
    
      No man is rich enough to buy back his past.


      Oscar Wilde     

    

  


  This wasn’t any old lobster. It was super-sized, a giant crustacean struggling to fit onto my bone-china plate. Opposite me the wife of a British diplomat smiled nervously, sharing my anxiety about how to tackle this dead monster. This was 1992, my first social engagement with a Russian oligarch. Vladimir Gusinsky and his wife Lena had invited a small group for dinner to their Moscow apartment, just down the road from the city’s largest sculpture of Lenin at October Square. The waiters in their bowties hovered around us with excessive courtesy, constantly refilling our glasses with Chablis premier cru.


  Russia was changing before my eyes. A tiny slew were getting rich beyond their wildest dreams. Only a year or two earlier, the roles were reversed. Although the best I would offer guests was a can of Heineken, from a foreigners-only hard-currency shop, I knew that as part of a small band of comfortable Western expats I was the object of envy. By the middle of that decade, by now back in London, I watched the gradual invasion of the first generation of New Russians. Some of those same friends of mine would pick disdainfully at their food at Gordon Ramsay, leaving most of it on their plate for show. Or they would drop into conversation about their most recent long weekend in Cap Ferrat.


  Thus began my personal fascination with the global super-rich, their lifestyles, but more their psychology. First things first: we should admit that we are obsessed with the super-rich. We envy and abhor their lifestyles. We say we loathe what they have done to society, but we love to read about them in glossy magazines and to chart their success on lists.


  How have these people achieved their success – if success is the right term for the sudden appropriation of wealth? Why are they so blessed? Are they smarter, more determined or just luckier than the rest of us? Is the present crop of wealthy any different from those who have come before? The people who are blamed for the economic crisis and for widening inequality are still living in their parallel worlds, raking in the bonuses, taking their private jets to their private islands, while doling out the odd scrap known as philanthropy. We think in the second decade of the third millennium AD that we are living through a uniquely divisive and unequal era. But are we? I decided to investigate, to delve into the past – two thousand years in fact – in search of answers.


  Starting with ancient Rome, moving on to the Norman Con quest, the Malian kingdom, the Florentine bankers and the great European commodity traders, this story culminates with the oligarchies of modern Russia and China and the elites of Silicon Valley and Wall Street. From ancient times to the present day, from periods of stability to those of hubris and decline, they have more in common than we realise. For every Roman Abramovich, Bill Gates and Sheikh Moham med there is an Alfred Krupp and Andrew Carnegie. The twenty-first-century super-rich are not an oddity of history. They can thank their predecessors for teaching them the lessons.


  How do people become rich? They do so by fair means and foul, by entrepreneurship, appropriation and inheritance. They make markets and they manipulate them. They defeat the competition or they eliminate it. They gain or buy influence among the political leadership and the cultural and social elites. For more than a century American politics has made no secret of the link; indeed, it celebrates it. The more lavish the fundraiser, the more politicians feel obliged to attend. One such example is the Alfred E. Smith memorial dinner, a white-tie affair at New York’s Waldorf Astoria hotel, in memory of the country’s first Catholic presidential candidate. Nobody aspiring to the White House would dream of missing it. In October 2000, George W. Bush only half joked: ‘This is an impressive crowd – the haves and the have-mores. Some people call you the elites; I call you my base.’ The remark had the merit of honesty, and could be applied to many a global leader around the world in many an era.


  This is the topography of the global nomads – they mix with a narrow group of similar-minded people, sparring with each other at the same auctions, fraternising on each other’s yachts. They compare themselves only against each other, which often leads to dissatisfaction with their lot, to the belief that they are not wealthy or powerful enough. They pay as little back to the state in tax as they can get away with. They reinforce each other in their certainties, convinced that their acquisition of wealth, and spending of it through charitable enterprise, have earned them their place at the apex of global decision-making and moral supremacy. Lloyd Blankfein, the chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs, spoke for many of his group when he famously quipped that he was ‘doing God’s work’.


  Most of all, they are compulsively competitive – in the making of money and the spending of it. The first stage after the acquisition of wealth is the flaunting. Opulence has been manifested differently over the ages, but the psychology underlying it has rarely changed. For slaves, concubines, gold and castles of ancient and medieval times, read private jets, holiday islands and football and baseball clubs of the contemporary era. For some that is enough. They shun the limelight, hiding behind the high walls of their mansions, indulging themselves and their small coteries of friends and hangers-on in discreet luxury.


  At an early stage the laws of gravity intervene. The richer you are, the richer you become. Equally, the poorer you are, the easier it is to fall further. Investment advisers say that making the first ten million is the hard part. Once you’ve reached that milestone, beneficent tax regimes, lawyers and regulators will do the rest for you. The best brains follow the money, so the regulators earning a fraction of the incomes are no match for them. The plutocrats exhort the state to get off their backs and yet when the going gets tough the state is invariably their best friend, bailing out banks and other institutions deemed ‘too big to fail’. Profits are privatised, debts are socialised. As the American economist Joseph Stiglitz puts it: ‘Much of today’s inequality is due to manipulation of the financial system, enabled by changes in the rules that have been bought and paid for by the financial industry itself – one of the best investments ever.’


  Now, as in centuries past, status symbols are not enough. Once satiated by wealth, they want more. Some (though not many) seek political office. One might think of Silvio Berlusconi. He has followed in the footsteps of Marcus Licinius Crassus. A safer, more plied, route is the businessman/banker who wields influence at one step removed – not in secret, but not fully in the open either. Think Cosimo de’ Medici; think pretty much everyone who has acquired wealth and public profile in the modern day, from bankers to entrepreneurs to internet moguls. A seat on a government commission or cultural institution provides them with the respectability they crave, but also an assumption of vindication for their work.


  Wealth rarely buys peace of mind. The super-rich are consumed by what happens next. They fear for their legacies and for their children. Will the money they have made be safe in their hands? Will the standing they have acquired in society be frittered away? Will statues be cast in their image?


  They want to be remembered for more than making a fortune.


  What matters most to them is reputation. The contemporary wealthy employ a veritable army to look after their brand, to wash away inconvenient facts about their past. The boundaries between predatory and productive activity, between the legally corrupt and the morally corrupt, are often hard to define. Lawyers are hired to slap libel writs; public relations agents massage the message. Crisis PR is a booming business, helping to divert attention from the antics of wayward offspring and gold-diggers. Academics and friends in the media spread the gospel. ‘Thought leadership’ comes with a price tag. The shadier the road to wealth that is taken – from the use of cartels and discreet pressure to outright violence – the more determined is the billionaire to become a pillar of the new establishment, emulating the manners and the lifestyles of those who became rich before them. In ancient times, it was important to fund an army. In medieval Europe, the papacy was the key route up the social ladder. Now? Anyone who is anyone is at Davos, or the secretive Bilderberg conferences, or at a society wedding in the English countryside, preferably with a junior royal in tow. Art galleries and charities will swoon at the munificence of the wealthy. Social success is all but guaranteed. The new elite merges with the established one. Old money was new money once.


  With every lever at their disposal, the few who land up in jail or are otherwise shunned can be considered spectacular failures. To get on the wrong side of the law or the mutually reinforcing power elites takes some doing. At least that is the case in life. Managing reputation in death, the historical legacy, is a far more complicated endeavour. But with some advance planning that too is usually achievable.


  What do I mean by ‘the rich’? The word derives from the same Indo-European root that produced the Celtic word rix, the Latin rex and the Sanskrit rajah, which means ‘king’. In many cultures over the ages the concept of wealth has been associated with royalty. The formal structures of society may vary between eras and cultures, but this link between money and rank has not. Being rich is a comparative term and quite a few achieve that status. At different times in history they have belonged to the court, the trading class or the twentieth-century professional class. Their lives are more comfortable than most, but they tend to be fully assimilated in society. The people I focus on in my study of the past two millennia are those who have, through their accumulation of wealth and lifestyles, set themselves apart from the rest. These are, to use the fashionable modern term, the super-rich.


  Pretty much every country in the world has a ‘Rich List’. Some countries have several. Some lists are international. They evoke mixed reactions among the general public, and among participants. Yet all of them – from the best-known, such as the Sunday Times’ Rich List in the UK, to Forbes’ in the US, to the Hurun Report in China – arouse fascination. Bloomberg has a daily online list of the world’s Top 200. Movements are tracked in the same way as share prices. Some people are delighted to appear in the lists and take umbrage if they drop a notch. Others pay consultants fat fees to keep them out of the public eye, and regard any mention of their wealth as a sign of failure. The shy and retiring, it should be noted, are an ever-diminishing minority. It is so much harder now to live a life of anonymous fortune, but also why would one forgo the benefits that accompany it?


  It is relatively straightforward to rank within a specific time frame – at least those parts of the income or assets that are known and declared. It is far harder to compare between generations. Giving a value to coinage many centuries old is hard enough. It is important to factor in not just the raw figures, but what the money could buy in terms of both material goods and power and influence, which are tougher to enumerate. Most lists relate to absolute wealth, as distinct from relative wealth – in other words an individual’s purchasing power within countries and globally.


  This book is not a numeric rich list for the past or the present day. Many, but not all, of my subjects were among the richest of their era, but they were not necessarily the number one. They each tell a different story about how money is made, how it is spent, and how reputations are manufactured and moulded. They also shine a light on the societies of their time and their own reactions to wealth.


  The tale is divided into two parts, a larger ‘then’ and a shorter ‘now’. Each historical chapter tells a story that can be read on its own, identifying themes that link the super-rich of that moment with those in successive centuries and, of course, with the present day. Some chapters focus on a single individual; others combine figures from their own time, or near contemporaries, or make comparisons with those from another millennium.


  The contemporary chapters are designed to be different. They focus on groups: the sheikhs, the oligarchs and the Silicon Valley tech geniuses, otherwise known as the geeks. Finally come the bankers, hedge funders and private equity bosses, the pantomime villains accused of causing the financial crash of 2007–8 but still raking in the bonuses. By the time readers get to the modern subjects, they should recognise a pattern emerging – nothing that has occurred over the turbulent past few years is unique to its time. History, when it comes to the rich, has a habit of repeating itself.


  I begin my journey in the first century BC. Marcus Licinius Crassus made his money in ways that would make the dodgiest property dealer proud. With the help of his slaves, he would watch as buildings caught fire, rebuild them and pocket a tidy profit. Such was his success in real estate speculation (think property bubbles, think foreclosures), Crassus went on to become the richest man in the Roman Republic. He reinvested his gains to buy power. He became a pillar of society, forming an alliance with Pompey the Great and ‘discovering’ Julius Caesar before coming to a sticky end.


  A more extensive example of the land grab came a thousand years later. One of the wealthiest Englishmen of all time was Alan Rufus, a.k.a. Alain Le Roux, a man largely forgotten by history. As one of William the Conqueror’s trusted henchmen, he took part in the Battle of Hastings and the Harrying of the North – the massacre of much of the population of north-east England. For his pains he was rewarded with land that stretched from top to bottom of the country. Rufus’s story tells of the supplanting of one elite by another and the rewards that were available for loyalty. The systematic use of violence and ethnic cleansing, in which Rufus played a key role, redrew the map of England, creating an entire political and economic establishment that survives to this day.


  For a single event that projected wealth, nothing can beat the Hajj of Mansa Musa. The leader of the Malian Empire took thousands of lavishly dressed foot soldiers and slaves with him on his great pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324. He dispensed so much gold en route that he triggered a global crash in its value. Musa’s reign married ostentatious riches and public displays of piety. Wealth and power were inextricably linked. Yet, within two centuries of his death, his kingdom had been destroyed, his name erased from history by Europeans who couldn’t imagine a black African to have presided over such treasures.


  Few remember Cosimo de’ Medici for his less than ethical banking practices. His place in history was secured instead through his sponsorship of great artists and writers, and the construction of glorious churches in early Renaissance Florence. The practice of lending money, usury, is condemned in the Bible. Yet Cosimo de’ Medici and the various popes he sponsored struck a deal to get them all off the hook. The bank and the Vatican needed each other and both raked in the profits, just as banks and politicians have done in the twenty-first century. Power relationships and reputation management are the themes of this fourth chapter.


  The Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro was an example of a self-made man, the illegitimate son of an infantry colonel and a servant, who achieved great wealth, but not status, through the acquisition of land and resources in the New World of what is now Latin America. Chapter 5 is about violence in the service of wealth creation, but also about the tense relationship between old and new money.


  Chapter 6 takes two subjects, more than a millennium apart, to focus on the hereditary wealth of kings. Such was the monopoly of power and riches enjoyed by France’s Louis XIV and the ancient Egyptian king Akhenaten that they built palaces and cities to venerate their rule. In the Pharaoh’s case he even constructed his own religion. The supremacy of these semi-divine sun kings was total in life, but their legacies unravelled immediately on death. They both inform the story of the present-day Gulf sheikhs.


  The Dutch East India Company was the first example of shareholder capitalism, with small investors back home enjoying the spoils of lucrative trade – the seventeenth-century equivalent of a successful Initial Public Offering of the modern day. The company directors found the tactics of their Governor General, Jan Pieters zoon Coen, a little too brutal and vulgar for their taste. But the enjoyment of riches such young adventurers brought outweighed any ethical concerns they might fleetingly have had. A little over a hundred years later, Robert Clive turned the East India Company into a dominant force in global trade, enshrining British rule over the subcontinent for two centuries. Clive’s fondness for the baubles of wealth and his failure to show contrition in Parliament when events transpired against him were his undoing. The parallels with twenty-first-century bankers are uncanny.


  Alfred Krupp, the subject of Chapter 8, was the quintessential entrepreneur, turning a family firm into a global corporation at the height of the Industrial Revolution. His steel business traded with anyone – the Russians, the British, the French – but when it needed to shore up its credentials back home in Germany it pandered to the patriotic demands of the Kaiser. Krupp built a corporate city around his mills, controlling his workers from cradle to grave. He was one of the earliest practitioners of the theory of trickle-down. All would benefit from the company’s success, but some deserved to benefit more than others.


  It is easy to understand why the robber barons are seen as the precursors of today’s super-rich. By carving up the railroads, steel and oil industries and banks, they created monopoly empires and untold wealth for a few. Their parties and mansions form the backdrop to debate about twenty-first-century excess. More intriguing are the ideological similarities, which is why I focus on Andrew Carnegie in Chapter 9. His Gospel of Wealth, which brings together the notions of genetic superiority, free market and philanthropy, has become required reading for the turbo-charged billionaire of the modern age.


  What of the period that came after Carnegie, between the end of the Second World War and the collapse of communism? There are few great examples of the super-rich from the 1950s, 60s and 70s, a period of state intervention and a brief bridging of the divide between the rich and the rest. There was one somewhat bizarre group worth dwelling on – a cluster of kleptocrat leaders who, under American or Soviet protection, were given free rein to plunder. From this horror list of bejewelled dictators, I could have turned to Haji Muhammad Suharto of Indonesia or Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, or perhaps Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza. Instead, I focus on Zaire’s Mobutu Sese Seko. As his country fell apart, he built a runway for his private jet and palaces of marble. Mobutu is a prime example of reputation failure among the super-rich. His modest rehabilitation in recent years suggests that even the most rapacious among the wealthy have their adherents.


  The narrative moves from the twentieth-century eccentrics into the contemporary era, the convergence of globalisation, technology and the hegemony of Anglo-Saxon free markets that began in the 1990s. Instead of telling the stories of specific individuals, I focus on groups and their links to history.


  If you have the money, why not create your own cultural paradise, enticing the Louvre and the Guggenheim to the desert? That is what the sheikh running Abu Dhabi has done. In Qatar, they are also focusing on art, but their model is simply to buy as many works by Grand Masters as they can lay their hands on at auction, throwing in the Football World Cup for good measure. Dubai, more brash than the other two sheikhdoms, has opted to outdo its neighbours with the tallest, glitziest and most garish buildings in the world. Underlying some of these follies is intense ambition. Like Louis XIV and Akhenaten, the leaders of these three Gulf states inherited the wealth of a nation. Their goal is to use that to shift power and prestige. They have already gone a long way to achieving that aim, but the near collapse of Dubai in 2009 demonstrates the fragility of the model.


  I next focus on the pacts drawn up by the newly emerging class of super-rich in Russia and China as well as the autocrats who rule those nations. The Russians, many of whom established their fortunes in the wild 1990s, when their country’s natural resources were privatised on the cheap, were forced into an accommodation by President Putin. Under the unwritten terms of engagement, the oligarchs can make as much money as they like as long as they do not interfere with politics and ensure that the leadership cliques and other important officials are given a share of their immense profits. In China, the Communist Party’s control over the new capitalists is more formal. Those who play the game can enjoy untrammelled luxury at home and abroad, commanding a new level of obeisance from estate agents, lawyers and financial advisers in London and New York.


  The most romantic stories of instant wealth creation surely belong to the geeks. The awkward squad of American computer scientists and mathematicians have become a who’s who of innovative entrepreneurialism, aided by sharp elbows and assorted chicanery as their companies moved from the chaotic start-up to the venture capitalist boardroom. The corporate tax avoidance schemes are rooted not just in the desire to maximise profit. Like the robber barons, present-day billionaires have come to believe that they are best placed to spend the money they have decided not to give to state coffers, always meticulously legally. The titans of the internet believe that the same brain power that produced technological invention can be transferred to solving some of the world’s most intractable health and poverty problems.


  The last stop on this tale of the super-rich down the ages is devoted to the pantomime villains – the bankers. Not only have many of the protagonists been found wanting in their day jobs; they have also shown remarkable ineptitude in managing their reputations. To end up lower down the ethical pecking order than oligarchs is some achievement. The arrogance and greed that led to the global financial crash were quickly replaced by self-pity. While some have been forced to quit, the blow softened by the extraordinary wealth they accrued, few seem blessed with the self-knowledge required to explain their actions. And yet, all may not be lost. A number of figures in the banking world are back at presidential and prime-ministerial top tables. As for public opinion, history suggests that this too will soften as economies recover and memories fade. No matter what the wrongdoing, the rich can usually secure rehabilitation … if they focus hard enough on the task.


  The choices I alight on can be read on their own as individual stories. But they are also case studies designed to link the present with the past. They each represent both an era and a theme – from the appropriation of property and its use in self-veneration, to the roles played by religion, art and philanthropy in delivering benediction, to notions of class, conquest and acceptance, to cartels, industrialisation and good old-fashioned theft. So why did I select these subjects and not the many alternatives on offer?


  Readers may have their own list. I would be intrigued to see whom they would have included and why. Among historical figures, the wealthiest monarch is said to have been Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II. By the time the Romanov dynasty was overthrown in the Russian Revolution, the family’s wealth was estimated at $45 billion (in today’s prices). Theirs was, for sure, considerable and flamboyant wealth, but it was more hoarded than projected for a bigger purpose. I opted instead for Louis, the Sun King, because of the parallels with ancient and contemporary times.


  As for bankers, a sixteenth-century German, Jakob Fugger, could have provided an alternative for a medieval money man and philanthropist, building the world’s first social housing project. I could have opted for Thomas Guy, a wealthy wharf-owner and coal dealer who was miserly to his workers even by the standards of seventeenth-century London yet left a large bequest for the poor and sick, including for a hospital that still bears his name. Another alternative might have been Alfred Nobel, the Swedish chemist who, after making his fortune by inventing dynamite, left it to endow the eponymous prizes. For longevity, I could have opted for the Rothschilds. But none, in my view, can match Cosimo de’ Medici for his reputation-laundering brilliance.


  In the discussion about money and power, there is no shortage of candidates among super-rich emperors and kings. For sheer brutality, Genghis Khan takes some beating. Among the ancients, Crassus is sometimes confused with Croesus, the King of Lydia and inventor of coins in the sixth century BC, from whom the term ‘rich as Croesus’ derives. But Crassus’ greed as property magnate, politician, networker and schemer presents too many modern parallels to be ignored.


  I have not produced a chapter on the scions of twentieth-century business, such as Henry Ford or the other great motor manufacturers, or Richard Branson, who made his first billion in aviation. Ford’s support for Hitler was a terrible blot on the family name, but the relationship between wealth and dictatorship is covered thoroughly in the chapter on the Krupp dynasty, and in the mentions of assorted despots elsewhere in the book. There could have been a place for the shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis, or the oil tycoon who funded one of the largest private art galleries in the world, John Paul Getty. Nor have I covered some of the colourful multi-millionaires of post-war Britain, such as ‘Tiny’ Rowland, Robert Maxwell and Mohammed al-Fayed. No matter how colourful and controversial figures such as these have been, no matter the influence they might have wielded on individual politicians, they did not penetrate into every corner of public decision-making in the way contemporary bankers, oligarchs and internet giants have done.


  Moving on to the present day, I could have dwelt on celebrity footballers or pop stars, a special category whose astronomic contracts and advertising deals are indulged by the public, as are their out-of-hours troublemaking antics. I could also have discussed any of the big retail chief executives, such as the Koch brothers or Sam Walton of Wal-Mart fame in the US. Their contributions to wealth creation – pulling political strings and enforcing low unit-labour costs to increase profit margins – are detailed elsewhere, not least in the story of Amazon. As for investors, George Soros appears in passing, while Warren Buffett’s generous approach to philanthropy forms part of my consideration of Bill Gates and the creation of his foundation.


  I have focused less on hedge funders and private equity and more on the banks because of their more visible role in the financial meltdown. One ‘hedgie’ who doesn’t make it into Chapter 14 should be given an honourable mention here. John Paulson’s decision to buy credit-default insurance against billions of dollars of sub-prime mortgages before the market collapsed in 2007 earned him almost $4 billion personally and transformed him from an obscure money manager into a financial legend. He found the scrutiny unnerving, particularly when it all went wrong (for some) in the crash. Paulson took umbrage when it was noted that his annual income was the equivalent of the salaries of eighty thousand nurses. ‘Most jurisdictions would want to have successful companies like ours located there. We choose to stay here and then, you know, get yelled at. I’m sure if we wanted to go to Singapore, they’d roll out the red carpet to attract us,’ he noted. That point is crucial. Almost all governments are in a race to attract the super-wealthy, and their lucrative micro-economy. If not New York, London or Singapore, why not Mumbai, Rio de Janeiro or Dubai – or Mexico City, for that matter, which is moving fast to become a welcoming venue for the super-rich?


  Which brings us to Carlos Slim. The recent elevation of the Mexican telecoms mogul to world’s richest man belongs in the book’s conclusion, which asks why we tolerate some forms of wealth and not others. For many in Western countries that have suffered during the recent recession, hostility towards the super-rich is laced with a certain snobbery or even racism (just as it was towards Mansa Musa and the Malian kingdom). The sight of Russians, Chinese, or Mexicans living it up is, to many in the West, an affront. It challenges established notions of entitlement. A striking aspect of this present era is not the existence of the super-rich, but the fact that they exist in almost every country. They are a truly global phenomenon. The divide is growing not between societies but within them.


  Finally, this narrative contains not a single woman. Among the ancients, I could have chosen Cleopatra or any of several medieval queens. In the present day, I could have opted for the heiress Liliane Bettencourt, of L’Oréal fame; Australia’s richest woman, Gina Rinehart, a mining heiress, might have made a good candidate. Or I could have gone for Queen Elizabeth II, who always makes it on to the global rich lists. It is sad but necessary to acknowledge that the vast majority of women who might be considered super-rich in history have acquired wealth through either marriage or inheritance. For the past two thousand years it is men who have made, and hoarded, wealth in societies that have been exclusively patriarchal. Therefore, I decided to stick with my male-only list in order to send a deliberate message. I am convinced that if a future version of this book is written, perhaps even in five or ten years’ time, this imbalance will begin to be corrected. Indeed, the speed of change is accelerating. It is from the technology sector that prime candidates are most likely to emerge. Sheryl Sandberg of Facebook and Marissa Mayer of Yahoo (who have minor parts in this narrative) are fast becoming major figures among the rich and powerful of the internet corporate world. A number of women are also moving quickly up China’s rich lists. According to Forbes’ 2014 billionaires list, of the 268 newcomers, 42 are women – a single-year record. Yet it notes that only 32 billionaire women – or a meagre 1.9 per cent of all the globe’s billionaires – had a meaningful hand in building their own fortunes, as opposed to inheriting wealth. Other new billionaires to watch are Nigeria’s Folorunsho Alakija, who moved from fashion design to oil prospecting, and Denise Coates, a Briton who runs an online betting company.


  In September 2012, the left-wing French newspaper Libération ran the following front-page headline: ‘Casse-toi riche con!’ This translates roughly as ‘Get lost, rich jerk.’ The object of its opprobrium was Bernard Arnault, France’s richest man, who had just declared he was leaving for Belgium in protest at the 75 per cent tax rate imposed by the Socialist government. Arnault, who runs the LVMH luxury goods group, finally withdrew his threat, but only after threatening to sue the paper for insulting his honour.


  What is so remarkable about this is not that the wealthy seek to domicile themselves and their businesses in low-tax havens, but that criticism of them has been so ineffective. Just a hop across the Channel, British governments of all hues have taken the opposite approach, doing everything they can to attract the rich. They have deployed two arguments, the principled and the pragmatic – wealth creation is good (no matter how it is created), and some largesse in the form of taxation is better than none. British politicians have made a huge bet on the super-rich and the trickle-down effect of their wealth.


  The French approach is exceptional. The Anglo-Saxon model has been adopted across the rest of the world, where countries compete to lower ‘barriers’ to self-enrichment. In so doing, they are following the path of history. The period between 1945 and the Thatcher–Reagan reforms of the early 1980s was a rare moment in which the state sought to intervene to smooth out some of the rougher edges of inequality. At the same time, the rich retreated from an active role in politics as – initially at least – this more egalitarian approach was seen to be fairer and more economically efficient. There is no shortage of statistics to highlight the extraordinary changes that have taken place over the past thirty years. Here is a small selection:


  According to the US Congressional Budget Office, in the period between 1979 (the eve of Ronald Reagan’s election) and 2007 (the start of the crash), American incomes increased overall by 62 per cent – allowing for tax and inflation. The bottom 20 per cent, however, received only an 18 per cent increase. The figure for the top 20 per cent was 65 per cent, while the top 1 per cent saw their incomes rise by 275 per cent. Three decades ago, the average American chief executive made 42 times more than the average worker. By the mid-2000s, that ratio had risen to 380:1.


  The fabled top 1 per cent of earners (the principal targets of the Occupy movement) now own 40 per cent of the United States’ wealth. The top 300,000 Americans have amassed almost as much income as the bottom 150 million. Yet the biggest shift in wealth has not occurred in this group, but in the top 0.1 and 0.01 per cent. The smaller the group, the more exponential is the rise. The wealthiest 16,000 families in the United States now enjoy an average income of $24 million. Their share of national income has quadrupled in the past three decades from just over 1 per cent to nearly 5 per cent. That is a bigger share of the national pie for the super-rich than in the first Gilded Age in the late nineteenth century. Oxfam noted that the 2012 income of the world’s richest hundred billionaires was $240 billion – enough to wipe out extreme global poverty four times over.


  In America, progressive taxation started to make a dent into inequality in the 1930s. In Europe, it did not kick in until the late 1940s or early 1950s. The Gini coefficient, the statistic that measures inequality, reached a low of 0.3 in the mid-1970s. Now it has climbed back sharply to a global average of around 0.4, a rise of a third overall. These decimals might seem minor, arcane even, but they cast a sharp light on the relationship between rich and poor, within countries and between countries. Anywhere below 0.3 is considered strongly egalitarian (Sweden and the Nordics go below the line, as does Germany). Anything above 0.5 is considered dangerous and divisive. The United States hovers around the high 0.4s. Chinese inequality has risen by 50 per cent since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, and now stands at 0.48. Statistics like that tell one part of the story, a dry part.


  In the few years since the crash has anything changed? Rules and regulations have tightened, a little. The Gini has barely shifted. A few of the super-rich have seen their investment portfolios tumble. Some have fallen by the wayside, humiliated and resentful at their treatment. Yet nobody of any significance in the banks or elsewhere has faced prosecution. Politicians showed no appetite for bringing those responsible for the crisis to book, hiding behind legal complexities designed for (and often by) the wealthy. The vast majority have weathered the storm with consummate ease. Indeed, there is considerable evidence to suggest that in the recession, while the vast majority had to tighten their belts, the super-rich did better than ever. As economies shrank and people lost their jobs (and thereby stopped paying tax), the share of all income tax paid by the richest increased. And so did governments’ dependency on their ‘generosity’. In 2010, Alan Greenspan, the former chairman of the Federal Reserve, who after the crash admitted that he had misunderstood the behaviour of unbridled free markets, noted: ‘Our problem basically is that we have a very distorted economy, in the sense that there has been a significant recovery in our limited area of the economy amongst high-income individuals.’


  The Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, was much criticised for a speech he made in November 2013 in which he looked at the role played by the super-rich in the broader economy. In 1979 the top 1 per cent in Britain contributed 11 per cent to total income tax revenues. Now they contribute almost 30 per cent. The top 0.1 per cent, just 29,000 people, contribute fully 14 per cent of all taxation. Johnson concluded: ‘Some measure of inequality is essential for the spirit of envy and keeping up with the Joneses that is, like greed, a valuable spur to economic activity.’ Behind the infelicitous message lay a stark, and unarguable, point: all politicians are at it, fawning at the wealthy for a small splash of cash.


  The difference between this contemporary generation and past eras lies not in the gap between rich and poor. It revolves around the relationship between the super-rich and a middle class that has dramatically lost out. This is a relationship laced with aspiration, envy and a growing sense of injustice. Often these groups hail from the same socio-economic background, comfortable but not wealthy – Medici, Coen and Clive serve as examples from centuries past, just as Jeff Bezos and Fred Goodwin do today. But through career choice, luck and in some cases skill, they end in very different financial circumstances. Will that middle-class resentment have any effect? The signs over the last few years suggest not. The problem lies not just in economic models and power, but in psychology. Newspaper editors know that there is no better way to arouse interest among readers or increase sales than to publish lists of the wealthy and stories about their lavish homes and their yachts. Politicians know that the public has a confused approach towards tax. They know it is a social good, but when the opportunity arises to pay less to the state – particularly when passing money on to the next generation – it is seized with alacrity. Whether or not they admit it in polite society, for many people the allure of bling remains as strong as ever.


  That is why the wealthy invariably win. If history serves as a guide, it illustrates that, while some fortunes disappear and dynasties die, the super-rich have proved remarkably adept at not just preserving their economic and political power, but laundering their reputations. No matter how they made their money, they have created legacies that are often kinder to them than they deserve.


  PART ONE


  Then


  CHAPTER 1


  Marcus Licinius Crassus – Scandal, fire and war


  
    
      As long as the music is playing, you’ve got to get up and dance.


      Charles ‘Chuck’ Prince, CEO, Citigroup

    

  


  He may have been the richest of them all. Marcus Licinius Crassus was the ultimate oligarch who used the nexus of wealth and politics to become one of the most powerful figures in the Roman Republic. He was a man of his times, when corruption was an art form, when violence, politics and profit were rolled into one. This was an era of rapid economic growth, with wealth flowing in from newly conquered lands. Friendships and enmities, loyalties and betrayals, could be bought and sold. The elite were all at it, but some were more successful than others. His skills have proven transferable through the ages. He would have felt right at home in the Russia of the past twenty years, or in other societies in which ruthlessness and greed were regarded as inevitable parts of public life.


  ‘The Romans, it is true, say that the many virtues of Crassus were obscured by his sole vice of avarice.’ Who would dare gainsay Plutarch, the great moral philosopher and chronicler of ancient generals and statesmen? ‘For at the outset he was possessed of not more than 300 talents, and still, when he made a private inventory of his property before his Parthian expedition, he found that it had a value of 7100 talents. The greatest part of this, if one must tell the scandalous truth, he got together out of fire and war, making the public calamities his greatest source of revenue.’1


  Crassus could spot a business opportunity from miles away. As soon as a building was seen burning, he would send in his expert-slaves to deal with the dangers. That his teams might have caused the fire was of no particular concern. As the building went up in smoke, Crassus would buy out the hapless inhabitants, who knew that even the pittance he offered them was better than nothing. If no deal were done, the slaves stood aside and watched the house burn down. Then they would take the vacated and scorched land anyway.


  Crassus used his cash to make himself indispensable. He would house senators and fund armies. In so doing, he managed his reputation to the top – one of the first examples of a goal that has obsessed the super-rich for the past two millennia. Through cunning and endeavour, rather than any particular skill, he came to dominate Rome, alongside his long-time rival, Pompey, and the precocious Julius Caesar. These three would later be known as the First Triumvirate.


  Crassus was a better entrepreneur than he was a military general, but the glamour of the battlefield was hard to resist. After one successful campaign, he tried his luck against the Parthians. His death was humiliating and painful, his enemies pouring molten gold into his mouth as a symbol of revenge for the brutal quest for wealth that had defined his life.


  Marcus Licinius Crassus was born into a leading Roman senatorial family around 115 BC – the exact date isn’t known. His father Publius Licinius Crassus was the embodiment of a successful noble. In 97 BC he held the consulship, the highest political office in the Roman Republic, governing ‘Further Spain’ for three years. Publius returned home to a triumph, the supreme military honour, for his role in subjugating Lusitania (which approximates to modern southern Portugal and western Spain). He was then elected a censor in 89 BC, overseeing public morality and administration of state finances.


  Crassus’ upbringing was modest by the standards of the nobility. He was raised in a small house with his two brothers, Publius and Gaius,2 achieving the required grounding in rhetoric and a polite interest in history and philosophy.3 In his teens and early twenties, he served under his father on military campaigns in Spain and Lucania (in the south of Italy). As the second son, Marcus Licinius Crassus would have expected a solid senatorial career but no guaranteed inheritance.


  Hopes of a steady and conventional rise in politics were shattered in 88 BC. Rome’s first civil war erupted when the Marians, under Lucius Cornelius Cinna and Gaius Marius, seized the city in a coup while their rival Sulla was out of town fighting in the east. The city resisted for some time, but when it ultimately fell, Marius and Cinna exacted revenge, massacring their political enemies. Many of Rome’s leading senators were murdered along with their families, their heads exhibited in the Forum. Crassus’ brother Gaius was among them. His father committed suicide before his pursuers could get to him, an act deemed selfless and noble. His other brother, Publius, had died two years earlier in the first Social War and it seemed only natural then that ‘Crassus took the widow to wife’. Pretty much everything was transactional in the Rome of the time; everyone had a value. He had two children by Tertulla, ‘and in these relations also he lived as well-ordered a life as any Roman’.4


  Suddenly Crassus had become head of the household, inheriting a modest fortune of seven million sesterces (this bronze and silver coinage was the currency of the time – the talents cited by Plutarch relate to the currency most commonly used by the Greeks). The family estates had been seized; his hopes of a political future in Rome were bleak. His first task was survival. With the Marian purge in full swing, Crassus escaped and fled to Spain, his father’s old seat of power, with three friends and ten servants. His relative youth (he was still under thirty) may have helped him avoid proscription and a gory death.


  Plutarch observed that from an early stage, when faced with adversity, Crassus was not over-endowed with courage. Once in Spain, he ‘plunged into some fields along the sea shore belonging to Vibius Paciacus’, a local lord. There he found a ‘spacious cave’, where thanks to Vibius he was brought abundant meals by a man who was, on pain of death, not allowed to look at him. Crassus was hardly sleeping rough. The cave ‘opens out to a wonderful height, and at the sides has recesses of great circumference opening into one another’. That was not the end of the luxuries, as befitting a noble of his station: ‘Vibius had made up his mind to pay Crassus every sort of friendly attention and it even occurred to him to consider the youth of his guest – some provision must be made for the enjoyments appropriate to his years.’ And so ‘two comely female slaves’ were brought, no doubt helping alleviate the boredom during his eight months of self-imposed isolation. It must be said that Plutarch, on whom the record is disproportionately dependent, was not averse to embellishing a story or two. But even if some of the colourful detail may be a matter of retrospective decoration, the Crassus story stands up to historical scrutiny.


  Although, in keeping with the times, the tale is based around military valour, Crassus had broader designs. In early 84 BC he heard that Cinna had been killed, and he quickly came out into the open again. He raised an army of 2500 men, recruited from his father’s veterans who had settled in the area. Displaying an early flair for a predatory style of business, he then used this army to extort money from neighbouring Spanish cities to pay for his campaign. That was his way of expressing gratitude for their hospitality. He gathered ships and made his way via North Africa, finally joining Sulla in Italy in his war against the Marians. Sulla welcomed Crassus as a trusted lieutenant in his army, on the understanding that he wished to avenge ‘thy father, thy brother, thy friends, and thy kinsmen, who were illegally and unjustly put to death’.5 At the same time, an uppity young general called Gnaeus Pompeius, ten years younger than Crassus and known as the ‘teenage butcher’ by his enemies, arrived with three legions. This man was Pompey and he was to be a lifelong ally – and rival.6


  When Sulla invaded Italy in 83 BC, both Crassus and Pompey were at his side. The outcome of the first Civil War was decided at the Battle of the Colline Gate, just outside Rome, in late 82 BC. Sulla’s army had been facing possible defeat, but Crassus’ forces triumphed on one wing, causing the enemy forces to flee. Crassus had broken through into the elite. He was praised as a public and patriotic figure who had proven critical in helping Sulla take back Rome. He did not go unrewarded for his pains.


  After formally assuming power, Sulla rid Rome of anyone with Marian sympathies. A list of those to be punished was produced; nobody in the Marian leadership was spared. But Sulla went much further than that, purging hundreds of fellow travellers whose links with Cinna and Marius were tenuous at best; they were condemned to death, their properties seized, their sons and grandsons barred from standing for office. This was regime change, the annihilation of a political class ruthless even by Roman standards, leaving vacancies aplenty in the ruling Senate and huge financial gains to be made from patronage.


  The method of retribution was gruesome – and profitable. Proscriptions formed the basis of the real estate empire upon which Crassus built his fortune. Vanquished soldiers were cut down on the spot as they retreated from the battlefield; their severed heads were brought back to Rome to be exchanged for the promised bounty. Their widows and widowed daughters were forbidden to marry. At the heart of the proscription system was denunciation. If you could help get rid of someone, you stood a reasonable chance of gaining some of his assets. This story sums up the practice:


  
    
      One Thoranus, an ex-praetor [governor], had been denounced. He pleaded with the centurion, come to slay him, to delay until his son, a favourite of Marcus Antonius, could beg him for mercy. ‘He has already appealed,’ laughed the officer, ‘but on the other side.’ The son, in other words, had sought the reward offered the betrayers of the proscribed. The old man called for his daughter, begged her not to claim her share of the inheritance after he was dead, or her brother would ask for her life too. He then submitted to his doom.7

    

  


  Crassus must have enjoyed exacting vengeance on those responsible for the death of his father and brother (although he was quite satisfied with the inheritance). What mattered to him most, however, was securing the land of his family’s foes. Their confiscated property was auctioned off to pay the costs of the demobilisation of the victorious soldiers. As Sulla’s right-hand man, Crassus was in the perfect position to reap the rewards. He and his agents identified what they needed and then procured the homes at knock-down prices. Imagine hundreds of repossessed homes going to one buyer. Plutarch paints the picture: ‘For when Sulla took the city and sold the property of those whom he had put to death, considering it and calling it spoil of war, and wishing to defile with his crime as many and as influential men as he could, Crassus was never tired of accepting or of buying it.’8


  The money came in thick and fast, but even that wasn’t enough for Crassus. He had developed a taste for instant riches. He enjoyed the sport of acquisition more than the fun of spending. He snapped up the homes even of some who had played no role in the Marian regime, but whose property and wealth he coveted. The landlord as bully; the speculator playing on distress; the unscrupulous developer milking rents from countless tenements; the slumlord with no qualms about sending in the bailiffs; the dishonest lender during the sub-prime crisis – the twentieth- and twenty-first-century housing market has had its many villainous characters and practices. Think Peter Rachman, the notorious landlord in west London who intimidated and exploited his tenants in the 1950s and 60s. People like him need look no further than Crassus for the model on which to draw.


  Crassus, it seemed, would stop at nothing in his acquisition of property. Land purchases and sales were easy to conduct, the more so as Rome acquired ever more territory through invasions. The Republic of this time provided the first real estate market in history, although it was open to only a lucky few to conduct business.


  One of Crassus’ more bizarre schemes is mentioned at the start of Plutarch’s account. He was accused of ‘criminal intimacy’ with Licinia, one of Rome’s most hallowed vestal virgins. Plutarch suggests that Crassus may have been lusting after something else, something that he seemingly enjoyed more than carnal pleasure:


  
    
      Now Licinia was the owner of a pleasant villa in the suburbs, which Crassus wished to get at a low price, and it was for this reason that he was forever hovering about the woman and paying his court to her, until he fell under the abominable suspicion. In a way it was his avarice that absolved him from the charge of corrupting the vestal. He was effortlessly acquitted. But he did not let Licinia go until he had acquired her property.

    

  


  His lust for property, in other words, saved his life.


  Sulla denounced Crassus, less out of any moral qualms about his actions (after all, he had set the trend), more to stem his lieutenant’s growing power. By this point, however, Crassus could afford not to care. He had smartly invested the wealth he had accrued from the proscriptions, diversifying into commodities and manpower – otherwise known as slaves. His new properties ranged from silver mines in Spain, to large landed estates in the country, to townhouses in the city. His tracts of land were ‘as nothing compared with the value of his slaves’, Plutarch writes. ‘So many and so capable were the slaves he possessed – readers, amanuenses, silversmiths, stewards, table servants; and he himself directed their education, and took part in it himself as a teacher, and, in a word, he thought that the chief duty of the master was to care for his slaves and the living implements of household management.’


  It might seem an oxymoron to delicate modern tastes, but Crassus’ approach to his slaves had a skilled management touch. He saw training as essential. He set productivity targets for his workforce. They were there to do a job for him, often a skilled job; they would be looked after, as long as they obeyed. He also had a side business in slave rentals to friends and associates. Slaves were attached to a property, sold along with its machinery and animals.


  Sulla had inadvertently helped to boost Crassus’ portfolio. He created over 450 new senators (one of whom was Crassus himself). He was keen to extend his power base, so he invited into the Senate not just nobiles (at the top of the hierarchy), but a new crop of three hundred affluent members of the lower equestrian order.9 The Senate was ostensibly an assembly of landowners, and those who had been newly promoted needed to own estates to match their status. The price for membership of the Senate for an eques, a member of the equestrian order, was 400,000 sesterces (it would rise to one million under Augustus). The cost of land, however, was prohibitively high for many of them, so Crassus leased properties at a discount to specific senators, leaving them indebted to him. This made perfect business sense. The new members of this elite club, who had to be accommodated in an enlarged Curia (Senate House) in the Forum, would ensure influence and leverage for Crassus in the post-civil war political world. He kept the rents manageable for those he needed; other properties he sold at huge margins to people who didn’t matter.


  This was just the start of Crassus’ land grab. Peacetime brought him further opportunities to extend his real estate empire. Having disposed of the dead, it was time to dispossess those still alive.


  In the first century BC, Rome was a huge, crowded and growing city of nearly one million people. For the wealthy, with their large homes in the city and their country retreats where they could enjoy better air and escape the intense heat of summer, life was more than tolerable. As most forms of work were regarded as demeaning for the upper classes, and as service in the Senate was unpaid, a good chunk of revenue for the wealthy came from war. The more provinces Rome gained in far-flung places, the more the Republic received in tax revenue – and the more the wealthy benefited from the audacity of their conquering armies (as would later be the case during the European settlement of the New World). The odd proscription of rivals closer to home also produced welcome top-up income.


  The two thousand or so members of the elite did not suffer the indignities of the masses. They had assets in gold and silver, while a strong market had developed for art plundered from conquests. Property also provided a useful investment vehicle. In addition, as in other ages, it was a symbol of status and power. The elite’s self-standing houses, or domus, were located mainly on Rome’s seven hills. This was the place to live and network. The Forum, alongside, was where the business of the state was conducted – the site of debate, tribunals, temples, memorials and triumphal processions. From the top of the Palatinate, Capitoline or Esquiline nobles could peer down at the teeming streets below. Like the super-rich of contemporary times in Mayfair, Park Avenue or Palo Alto, they were insulated from the struggles of the rest of society. Their opulent homes lacked for nothing – atriums, stables, fountains, gardens and even running cold water. They tried as often as possible to head off to their mansions outside the city. These were on a different scale – fantasy villas with colonnades and copious gardens, serviced by several hundred slaves.


  Crassus’ emphasis on urban property, and its potential for wealth creation, was rare. He had his eyes on the insulae of ordinary mortals in Rome’s crowded warrens. These were buildings of up to eight storeys high, the ground floor of which was usually a shop or other small business. The better off among the lower orders lived on the lower floors. The insulae were erected quickly and often shoddily – wooden or mud-brick structures standing on narrow excrement-filled pathways. Lacking water above the ground floor, chamber pots were emptied in the neighbourhood latrine, on the neighbourhood dunghill, or at a nearby fuller’s, who used urine to clean or soften wool. Slaves served as water-carriers, porters and sweepers.


  These places were firetraps. Fireplaces and chimneys had not been invented; heat came only from an open fire in a brazier. Juvenal wrote in his Satires, with only a small amount of exaggeration: ‘We live in a city supported mostly by slender props, which is how the bailiff patches cracks in old walls, telling the resident to sleep peacefully under roofs ready to fall down around them.’ With virtually no sanitation or management of infrastructure, fires were endemic.


  Yet the Republic had no fire brigade. Spotting this gap in the market, Crassus trained his slaves as firefighters and architects. Once he could count on five hundred qualified employees, he put them to work. They would arrive on the scene of a burning house, commiserate briefly with the residents, then offer to buy the building – which was disappearing before their eyes – off them. The owner, fearing that he would be left with nothing, was forced to sell. Crassus’ slaves would then extinguish the flames. The buildings were redesigned at ever-greater density and sold at a decent profit. It is a matter of conjecture whether Crassus’ eager brigades started some fires or helped others on their way. They may not have needed to, but nor did they rush to intervene until the moment of conflagration was right. ‘In this way,’ Plutarch recounts somewhat dryly, ‘the largest part of Rome came into his possession.’10


  Just how amoral was Crassus? Like many a skilled politician-cum-businessman, he manipulated the institutions of state and the law to his own benefit. He saw all relations in transactional terms. Everything, everyone, could be bought. The contemporary historian Sallust spoke for many of the Republic’s old guard, who saw their social hierarchies undermined by a brash new generation: ‘The love of money grew first: the love of power followed. This was, so to speak, the root of evil. Greed undermined loyalty, honesty and the other virtues. In their place it taught arrogance, cruelty, disregard for the gods and the view that everything was for sale.’11


  Writing in the first century AD, when the Republic was a distant memory, Juvenal similarly denounced the culture of Crassus’ time: ‘With us the most reverend majesty is that of Riches: even though, Foul Lucre! Thou dwellest in no temple, and we have not reared altars to Coin, as we have for the worship of Peace and Faith, Victory, Virtue and Concord.’


  The American historian William Stearns Davis wrote of ‘the gilded youth’ of the later Roman Republic. His study of political corruption and high finance was published in 1910, in the latter stages of the age of the robber barons, of which he and many liberal intellectuals and politicians were contemptuous (see Chapter 9). His anger towards the inequalities and ruthless acquisition of wealth of his time is reflected in his florid depictions of Crassus, Pompey and Caesar:


  
    
      The Roman seemingly was in all his business relations more devoid of sentiment than the most abused Semite. He was in money matters either oppressor or oppressed, either hammer or anvil. In his private life his sympathies extended only to a very narrow circle of associates. His instincts as a moral being were always subordinate to his instincts as a financier, and a financier whose code was that of unmitigated commercialism.

    

  


  Davis ascribes the venality of this ancient period, which reached a climax in the age of Augustus, shortly after Crassus’ death, to the loss of prestige of the old noble families (for that one might read old American money of the mid-nineteenth century). ‘Their scions, who had not earned but had inherited riches, were more anxious for spending than for getting. Luxury and squandering rose to ever greater excesses, and culminated under Nero.’ It would take some time, he added, for a more frugal and responsible example to be set during the Roman Empire:


  
    
      The Stoic philosophy and, more slowly, Christianity began to establish other ideals than those of getting and enjoying. The high-born families who had amassed the riches had nearly all died out, thanks to a childlessness caused by luxurious living and to the slaughters of the civil wars and of the tyrants; and property was passing into the hands of ex-slaves and provincials who had a juster knowledge of the use of riches.12

    

  


  Whether these money-obsessed, acquisitive men of the Republic were too busy to father children is, to put it mildly, a moot point. This was an extreme variant of the avaricious-Crassus narrative, but it represents the mainstream view of Davis’ time, and of successive generations of historians. The great mid-twentieth-century German historian of Rome, Matthias Gelzer, derides Crassus as a parvenu or spiv: ‘Despite his origin from the old nobility, the attributes of the true grand seigneur escaped him, and he always remained the calculating bourgeois, who constantly treated even politics as an economic undertaking.’


  A surprising characteristic of Crassus is that, despite his vast assets, he lived relatively modestly. He built no house for himself apart from the one in which he lived. The usually critical Plutarch describes Crassus as a generous host ‘for his house was open to all’. When he entertained at table, ‘his invited guests [were] for the most part plebeians and men of the people, and the simplicity of the repast was combined with a neatness and good cheer which gave more pleasure than lavish expenditure’. As for his demeanour out and about in Rome, he was regarded as a ‘careful man, and one who was ready with his help. He pleased people also by the kindly and unaffected manner with which he clasped their hands and addressed them. For he never met a Roman so obscure and lowly that he did not return his greeting and call him by name.’13 Cosimo de’ Medici (see Chapter 4) exhibited similar social skills in early Renaissance Florence. Crassus and Medici were good networkers, assiduous not just at courting those with power and influence, but also managing their reputations among the lower orders. You never knew when you might need someone.


  For Crassus, therefore, money was not an end in itself, but a means to an end. He did not need lavish properties on which to emblazon his ego. He needed to amass a large fortune to fulfil his ambition to reach the top, to build up a powerful, independent political position. When it came to financial transactions, he gave no quarter. He would lend money to his friends without interest, ‘but he would demand it back from the borrower relentlessly when the time had expired, and so the gratuity of the loan was more burdensome than heavy interest’. He possessed a particular skill for profiting from others’ misfortune, be it from fire, war or political intrigue. One time, when briefly captured by pirates in 75 BC, Caesar is said to have lamented: ‘How Crassus will rejoice to hear of this.’14


  If Crassus’ ends were clear, his means were flexible. In the 70s BC, while Pompey pursued military honours far away, Crassus consolidated his position closer to home. He worked within the Roman political scene to build a network of patronage and influence, using a mix of wealth, charm and steel. He was keen to offer advice, legal representation and financial support to senators and others who mattered. He rarely committed himself to a political position or alliance. As Plutarch notes, he let his money do the talking. ‘He had great influence, both from the favours which he bestowed and the fear which he inspired, but more from the fear.’15 Indeed it was said among Romans that Crassus had ‘hay on his horns’, reflecting a Roman practice of tying hay to the horns of dangerous bulls so that those who encountered them knew to be wary. It was through this heady mixture of dependency and fear that Crassus established his power base.


  This was a period characterised by unrest: slave uprisings, conspiracies, coups and purges heightened a sense of instability and the scope for corruption. Each generation produced its own laws seeking to ban the purchase of votes. By Crassus’ time the penalty for violation was ten years of exile. The laws were more honoured in the breach. The easiest way of getting around impediments was to come to verbal arrangements with go-betweens, known as divisores. ‘These professional gentlemen would proceed to mark out the Roman tribes into smaller and more wieldy sections, arrange the voters into clubs and fraternities, marshal the faithful henchmen to the electoral comitia and duly pay over the stipulated honorarium upon delivery of the election,’ writes Stearns Davis, adding that to the America of his time this had ‘a painfully familiar aspect’. He adds: ‘It is sufficient to remark that under the later Republic almost any man of noble family and deep purse seems to have been able to rise fairly highly in the scale of offices, provided he was willing to spend freely.’


  Crassus was an expert in buying influence, but he did so as much through his property portfolio as anything as grubby as a brown envelope. Once a position was secured, it was still important to perform. In 73 BC, as he was holding the praetorship, a high office with the power of military command, Crassus was confronted by a slave rebellion that would threaten the heart of power. In a story made popular by book and film, Spartacus led an escape of his fellow trainee gladiators and precipitated a mass revolt. The Senate’s initial response was complacent; it was assumed that the Capuan militia would swiftly put down the uprising. The slaves outfought the soldiers, seizing their weapons and plundering country estates; it was only then that Rome’s politicians were galvanised into action. The rebellion threatened the political leadership and the economic fabric of the Republic as the human property of citizens absconded to join Spartacus. Rome was under-resourced to tackle the growing slave army, with most of its forces and leading generals, including Pompey, fighting wars far afield in Spain and the east.


  Cue Crassus, offering to equip, train and lead an army, at his own expense, adopting the mantle of national saviour. In keeping with his style, this was not an altruistic gesture of patriotism. It was a calculated risk, but one with a very high prospect of return. Crassus had waited until Rome had no other option but to depend upon him. His underwriting of the Roman forces was an investment, effectively buying stocks in the Republic just when the price was low. Victory against the slave army promised Crassus the chance to outshine his rival Pompey and attain the power afforded by glory. ‘No man could be counted rich,’ he declared, ‘who could not maintain an army from his own resources.’16


  The Senate gave Crassus absolute power to do whatever he had to do to restore the status quo. In addition to the remnants of the two defeated armies, he raised and financed a further six legions out of his own pocket. He recruited his soldiers mainly from the veterans of Sulla’s civil war, who had settled in central Italy with land and slaves. Their possessions were endangered by the revolt and thus they formed loyal and willing soldiers; they also knew that Crassus would guarantee their pay. His initial strategy was to secure central Italy, forcing Spartacus into battle in the south. However, a subordinate legate hoping for glory by the name of Lucius Mummius prematurely attacked Spartacus’ army without Crassus’ permission and suffered an overwhelming defeat.


  In response, Crassus reinstated the ancient Roman punishment of ‘decimation’ for those who had fled, selecting one man out of every ten at random to be clubbed to death by his fellow soldiers: some fifty legionnaires met their fate in this fashion. ‘For disgrace also attaches to this manner of death, and many horrible and repulsive features attend the punishment, which the whole army witnesses.’ By deploying such an ostentatious form of discipline, Crassus taught his men ‘he was more dangerous to them than the enemy’.17


  For all the brutality, it still took Crassus six months to break the slave rebellion and save the Roman establishment from the threat of Spartacus. He trapped the rebel armies in the southern toe of Italy, digging fortified trenches across the length of the peninsula. Spartacus’ army managed to break through Crassus’ line, but was soon defeated in battle. Spartacus stood firm, however, until the last. ‘Finally, after his companions had taken to flight, he stood alone, surrounded by a multitude of foes, and was still defending himself when he was cut down.’18 Crassus and his forces captured and crucified six thousand of Spartacus’ slaves on the Appian Way, the road from Capua to Rome. Their bodies were left to rot on the road as a warning against future insurrections.*


  The older the society, the harder it is to use contemporary indicators to draw conclusions about income distribution and purchasing power. Nevertheless, a number of estimates suggest that the top 1 per cent of Roman society controlled a similar proportion of national wealth to their counterparts in the robber baron period of the late nineteenth century and the present day.19 The Gini coefficient (the standard measure for inequality) in the Roman Republic of Crassus’ time is estimated at 0.42–0.44,20 a figure that is almost identical to the US calculation for 2013.


  For all the notional power wielded by the plebs in ancient Rome, the elite controlled the economic resources and monopolised public office. The nobles paid lip service to the Republic’s institutions, such as elections, but these were contested between individuals drawn from the same social class. They viewed the lower classes as morally and intellectually inferior. The automatic equation of penury with moral inferiority was so ingrained that egens – the poor or needy – became a common term of abuse. Following the same logic, the term locuples – the rich – also took on a broader meaning and was used in aristocratic circles as a term of praise. The basis of wealth as a personal virtue lay in the aristocratic belief that only the rich man had freedom of choice and thus was able to act according to moral principles. As the writer of mimes Publius Syrus stated: ‘necessity makes the poor man a liar’. Material necessity forced people to perform tasks considered demeaning for a man of honour. Most obviously it compelled people to sell their labour in return for wages, which in the eyes of the elite effectively reduced them to the level of slavery.21


  Crassus did not achieve everything that he had hoped to in victory over Spartacus and the slave revolt. Partly this was because he asked for reinforcements for his final assault – a decision he immediately regretted. His rival Pompey, who had been returning to Rome through the north of Italy from his conquest of Asia Minor, saw the benefits that might accrue from intervention. His force overran a group of fleeing slaves with ease. He then sent word to the Senate claiming that although Crassus had overcome the rebel forces at the outset, it was he, Pompey, who had officially ended the campaign. In so doing, Pompey demonstrated that the Romans were just as adept as politicians of modern times in massaging the message, showing that in war, as in business and politics, the spin counts for as much as the facts on the ground.


  Pompey had stolen a march on his rival. Crassus was furious and struggled to keep his frustrations to himself. The competition between the two men posed a grave danger for Rome. According to Plutarch, it vexed Crassus ‘that Pompey was successful in his campaigns and was called Magnus (that is Great) by his fellow citizens. And once when someone said: “Pompeius Magnus is coming”, Crassus fell to laughing and asked: “How great is he?”’ Crassus’ resentment may have had something to do with the rumour at the time that Pompey had demanded the epithet for himself.


  Neither man was prepared to disband his army, each claiming a triumph for his victories and demanding a consulship. Hoping to appease both men and avoid conflict, the Senate gave way. But one man did better than the other. Both were elected Consul, even though Pompey lacked the necessary experience and age, being just thirty-four years old and never having held political office. Pompey was awarded a triumph for his earlier victories in the east, while Crassus received the lesser accolade of an ovation (a triumph could not be awarded for victory in a war against slaves). As compensation, Crassus gained special dispensation during the parade to wear a laurel crown, a symbol usually reserved for triumphs, rather than the lesser myrtle crown. In the yearning for status that preoccupied the Roman elite, these symbols mattered, desperately.


  Putting his resentment to one side, Crassus laid on lavish celebrations for the citizens of Rome out of his own pocket, providing ten thousand tables for the people to feast on pheasant, thrush, raw oysters, wild boar and peacock. He might have displayed a studied modesty during his domestic entertaining, but when it came to his role as a benefactor, he spared no expense – the politician and man of means presiding over an outdoor banquet for the middle and lower-middle classes who comprised his support.


  Reinforcing his image as the public-spirited businessman-cum-statesman, Crassus sponsored competitive sports and gave other money to public causes. He granted each family a gift of three months’ supply of corn. While tradition dictated that a military victor dedicate a tenth of his campaign spoils to a temple, he gave a tenth of his total personal fortune to the temple of Hercules. (Victorious generals had long sought to foster an association with this demi-god in the public mind.) If he could not rival Pompey’s achievements on a distant battlefield, he could at least put on a display of munificence back home in Rome.


  The two men may have been rivals, but they also had much to gain by working together, combining their popularity, prestige, wealth and connections in order to dominate the Senate. Pompey and Crassus shared power at several points, each always nervously looking over his shoulder at the other. In their first consulship of 71–70 BC, they restored the power of the plebeian tribunate that had fallen into abeyance under Sulla. They also reinvigorated the office of censor. Both of these measures brought them popular support and helped to reconfigure the power structures of Rome to their benefit. Under the census that was held in 70 BC, sixty-four senators suspected of moral or financial corruption were expelled and replaced by loyalists. One assumes that their crime was to have fallen on the wrong side of the two power-brokers of the Republic.


  While Pompey spent this period in pursuit of further military glory in the east, Crassus embedded himself at the heart of Roman politics, continuing to weave his web of patronage and indebtedness with consummate skill. He speculated on young politicians’ careers by fronting them the necessary money, in the expectation of future returns once they were ensconced in lucrative provincial governorships. The most famous of his protégés was Gaius Julius Caesar, who came under his wing in the mid-60s. In 62 BC, Crassus secured Caesar’s election to the praetorship, followed the next year by governorship of one of the Spanish provinces, together with credit up to 830 talents. The young Caesar had run up large debts. ‘When men needed help, their necessity was his opportunity.’22


  Alliances were there to be made – and dropped. Speculation raged that Crassus was behind at least one attempted coup by Lucius Sergius Catiline, one of his young protégés, against the Consul Cicero. The conspiracy was exposed and many of those involved were executed. Crassus kept a careful distance from the senatorial debates around the fate of the rebels. Catiline, who was popular among the plebs, almost succeeded second time around, only to die on the battlefield. While one witness directly implicated Crassus in the conspiracy, the senators brushed over this claim because of their indebtedness to him.


  As Plutarch notes, Crassus was ‘neither a steadfast friend nor an implacable enemy, but readily abandoned both his favours and his resentments at the dictates of his interests, so that frequently, within a short space of time, the same men and the same measures found in him both an advocate and an opponent’.23 Plutarch’s acute observation could be applied to many a financier over the years. Hug the powerful close, but keep alert to shifts in that power.


  It was from Caesar that Crassus would reap the greatest return on his investment. In 60 BC, Crassus and Pompey united once more to throw their collective weight behind Caesar’s election to Consul. Pompey wanted his new eastern settlement ratified; Crassus needed to renegotiate a contract with a powerful group of business clients to improve the collection of taxes in Asia. At this point, Caesar did not hold power in his own right, but he was the instrument of these two powerful men: Crassus, his political patron, and Pompey, his father-in-law. Caesar was duly elected, but a number of senators ensured that their ally – Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus – was jointly elected, preventing Pompey and Crassus’ total dominance. The Roman elite feared this new and powerful alliance: the writer Varro dubbed Caesar, Pompey and Crassus the tricaranus – three-headed monster. Its trepidation was not misplaced. Caesar delivered for his paymasters, using violence and intimidation to reduce Bibulus to virtual house arrest and threatening the Senate until they ratified his measures, while buying off the plebs with populist policies. But he was bored by political machinations. Now that money and power had been consolidated again in the rightful hands of the three rulers, Caesar sought glory in adventure. He set off for Gaul.


  No sooner had he gone than the alliance between Pompey and Crassus crumbled; neither was formally in power, but each worked behind the scenes to assert his interests. The streets of Rome convulsed with violence just as money was gushing in as never before. Pompey’s victories in Asia had almost doubled national income. Rome occupied most of the civilised world, and yet the explosion of wealth and the greed it gave rise to destabilised the Republic. The populist politician Publius Clodius used the plebeian tribunate, supported by armed street gangs, to launch attacks on a number of senior statesmen. Caesar’s actions were decried as unconstitutional and his campaign in Gaul was called into question – even though it had successfully extended Rome’s reach to the Rhine and the English Channel. Pompey was harassed by mobs. Crassus, as ever, remained untouched. Clodius, like most men in Rome, was indebted to him: Crassus had previously defended him from a charge of sacrilege, ensuring his acquittal. While Crassus did not openly endorse Clodius’ actions, they were certainly helpful, intimidating his political rivals and limiting their power.


  Five years later, with Caesar’s first term in Gaul coming to an end, the mutual interests of the three men intersected again. Caesar was now a player in his own right, with prestige and military successes to rival those of the other two. In April 56 BC, the informal triumvirate met at Lucca in northern Italy to revive their alliance, which had served them so well in the past. Caesar wanted an extension of his command in Gaul in order to extend his campaign and consolidate his victories. Crassus and Pompey readily agreed to give him another five years of military command, while ensuring that the rest of Rome’s dominions were divided between them. According to their deal, Pompey assumed the right to rule Spain in absentia, while Crassus gained jurisdiction over the Near East, seven legions and the right to make war or peace without consulting the Senate or the people of Rome.


  Of the three, Crassus potentially gained the most at Lucca. The Parthian Empire, encompassing modern-day Iran and Iraq, had designs further west, towards Armenia. But it was embroiled in civil unrest and deemed to be vulnerable to invasion. Its links to the Silk Route and other trading channels offered opportunities for intervention and profit. Crassus knew that if he succeeded in subjugating that empire, he would fulfil Rome’s long-held goal of extending its reach deep into Eurasia. As Plutarch wrote: ‘to that ancient infirmity of Crassus, his avarice, there was now added a fresh and ardent passion, in view of the glorious exploits of Caesar, for trophies and triumphs’.24


  Crassus’ ambitions had until this point been accompanied by a certain prudence. By now he was sixty and consumed by a desire for military victories to secure his legacy – a late mid-life crisis, perhaps, or was it more jealousy towards Pompey and Caesar? The Consul and historian Cassius Dio records that Crassus wished ‘to accomplish something that involved glory and at the same time profit’.25 His ambition seemed limitless: ‘he would not consider Syria nor even Parthia as the boundaries of his success, but thought to make the campaigns of Lucullus against Tigranes and those of Pompey against Mithridates seem mere child’s play, and flew on the wings of his hope as far as Bactria and India and the Outer Sea’.26


  When Crassus departed for the east in late 55 BC, the Roman elite was lukewarm in its support. A number of key figures had expressed doubts about the military logic for the campaign and the prospects for success. The Parthians had an impressive military machine. Crassus’ detractors suspected that his characteristic lust for profit had trumped good sense – and that, no matter how great his ambition, he could not match Pompey for valour or skill on the battlefield. Pompey, keeping his misgivings to himself, accompanied Crassus to the gates of Rome. However, legend has it that as he approached the city limits, the tribune of the plebs, Gaius Ateius Capito, appeared on top of the gates to enact a ritual that would bring misfortune to Crassus for usurping the honour of the Republic. According to Plutarch, he ‘invoked curses which were dreadful and terrifying’ upon Crassus and his campaign.27


  Undeterred, Crassus marched his army overland to Syria, via Greece and Asia Minor, arriving in mid-54 BC. His plan was to defeat the Parthians and annex Mesopotamia – which would provide access to the Persian Gulf and overseas trade routes. However, Crassus was not what he had been; he had not fought a military campaign for fifteen years. His seven legions comprised mainly young and inexperienced soldiers, attracted by the promise of rich rewards, although some were veterans of Pompey’s campaigns in the east. Plutarch tells the story of Crassus passing through the kingdom of Galatia (much of modern-day Turkey) en route to Syria, where the elderly king was building a new city. Crassus said to him: ‘O King, you are beginning to build at the twelfth hour’, to which the king replied: ‘But you yourself, Imperator, as I see, are not marching very early in the day against the Parthians.’28


  Once in Syria, Crassus chose to invade via the Euphrates into western Mesopotamia, rather than entering from Armenia with the aid of the local king, Artabazes, who had offered up his forces. This move was initially successful: Crassus secured western and northern Mesopotamia after besieging key strategic towns. He then withdrew to Syria for the winter, to wait for his son Publius to arrive with a thousand Gallic cavalry, veterans of Caesar’s recent campaigns in Gaul. Crassus is much criticised in ancient accounts and by modern historians for his decision to withdraw when he had the upper hand. He should, according to Plutarch, have pressed on to Babylon and Seleucia, cities hostile to the Parthians. Instead, he hung around, giving his enemies time to prepare. The reason? Greed: ‘Then again fault was found with him because his sojourn in Syria was devoted to mercenary rather than to military purposes. For he made no estimate of the number of his troops, and instituted no athletic contests for them, but reckoned up the revenues of cities, and spent many days weighing exactly the treasures of the goddess in Hierapolis.’29


  During the campaign, a contingent of Crassus’ troops entered the Hasmonean kingdom of Judea and sacked the Great Temple of Jerusalem, replicating Pompey’s actions a decade before. Crassus also confiscated the treasures of the Temple of Venus at Hierapolis.30 Whether the spoils were used to fund the campaign, enrich Crassus personally or found their way into the pockets of individual soldiers is unclear – a combination of all three is likely.


  Not only did Crassus’ military strategy fall victim to a winter of plunder, but when spring did arrive, he appears to have lost his ability to distinguish those who would bring him profit from those who were exploiting him. As he advanced into Mesopotamia again, an Arab chieftain, Ariamnes, advised Crassus to attack at once, reporting that the Parthian troops were weak and disorganised. Despite evidence to the contrary, Crassus trusted this ‘crafty and treacherous man’ – who was, in fact, in the pay of the Parthians – and, on his directions, led his troops down onto the desert plain to engage the enemy.31 Plutarch’s account of this part of the campaign presents Crassus as ever more confused, making decisions against sound advice and evidence and disregarding the numerous bad omens that littered his path. The tale is redolent with superstitious warnings. As Crassus was leading his army across the Euphrates:


  


  
    
      Many extraordinary peals of thunder crashed about them, and many flashes of lightning also darted in their faces, and a wind, half mist and half hurricane, fell upon their raft, breaking it up and shattering it in many places. The place where he was intending to encamp was also smitten by two thunderbolts. And one of the general’s horses, richly caparisoned, violently dragged its groom along with it into the river and disappeared beneath the waves. It is said also that the first eagle which was raised aloft faced about of its own accord.

    

  


  It was on a desolate plain, near the town of Carrhae, that Crassus faced Surena, the pre-eminent general of the Parthian king Hyrodes, who ‘brought Crassus to ruin, who, at first by reason of his boldness and conceit, and then in consequence of his fears and calamities, was an easy victim of deceits’. The Battle of Carrhae was characterised by Crassus’ misjudgement, indecision and a refusal to listen to the advice of his generals; he was outmanoeuvred at every turn by the tactics of the Parthians. On the first day, they led Crassus’ son Publius and his cavalry into a trap. The brave Publius ‘cheered on his cavalry, made a vigorous charge with them, and closed with the enemy. But his struggle was an unequal one both offensively and defensively, for his thrusting was done with small and feeble spears against breastplates of raw hide and steel, whereas the thrusts of the enemy were made with pikes.’ Although hit in the arm, Publius refused to leave his men. ‘Declaring that no death could have such terrors for him as to make him desert those who were perishing on his account, [he] ordered them to save their own lives, bade them farewell and dismissed them. Then the Parthians cut off the head of Publius, and rode off at once to attack Crassus.’32


  Parthian troops triumphantly approached the Roman forces, with Publius’ head ‘fixed high upon a spear, rode close up and displayed it, scornfully asking after his parents and family, for surely, they said, it was not meet that Crassus, most base and cowardly of men, should be the father of a son so noble and of such splendid valour’. Instead of filling the Roman forces with a thirst for revenge, this increased their sense of resignation and foreboding. Crassus was, according to Plutarch, ‘prey to many conflicting emotions, and no longer looked at anything with calm judgement’. He saw that ‘not many of his men listened with any eagerness’ to his orders.


  The end came the following day. Surena offered a truce. The enemy leader had sent Crassus a horse with a ‘gold studded bridle’ to take him across the river for their negotiations. Several of the Roman generals urged him not to accept the offer, convinced that it was a trap. Crassus ignored them and mounted the horse. As he galloped away a scuffle ensued and Crassus was killed. The mythology around his death has produced a number of conflicting stories. Dio’s account records that ‘the Parthians, as some say, poured molten gold into his mouth in mockery; for though a man of vast wealth, he had set so great store by money as to pity those who could not support an enrolled legion from their own means, regarding them as poor men’.33 Similar deaths have been visited since on those deemed greedy. In the early thirteenth century, Genghis Khan was said to have executed Inalchuq, a Central Asian ruler who refused him tribute, by pouring molten silver into his eyes and ears.


  Plutarch’s version has it that after sending the head and right hand of Crassus to Hyrodes, Surena conducted a mock-triumph of his victim, with one of his men dressed up in women’s clothing, proclaiming him Imperator, impersonating him and leading a procession bearing the heads of slaughtered Romans. He adds: ‘Behind these followed courtesans of Seleucia, musicians who sang many scurrilous and ridiculous songs about the effeminacy and cowardice of Crassus; and these things were for all to see.’ He concludes: ‘with such a farce as this the expedition of Crassus is said to have closed, just like a tragedy’.34


  Crassus had speculated his wealth and prestige on the Parthian campaign. The result was one of the most humiliating defeats in the history of Rome. He paid the ultimate price for his greed; his legions lay in disarray, with twenty thousand of his troops dead and a further ten thousand captured.


  Crassus shaped the course of the late Roman Republic, an era dominated by wealth and the competition to acquire it. He died just twenty-four years before the fall of a republic that had lasted over half a millennium. The fragile balance of power had been shattered. Plutarch recounts that ‘through fear of him [Crassus,] both Pompey and Caesar had somehow or other continued to treat one another fairly’.35 Violence, factionalism and corruption gripped Rome in the vacuum left by Crassus’ death, culminating in 49 BC in another civil war. Pompey, long jealous of Caesar’s military prowess, used his rival’s absence in Gaul to take control of the Senate. Caesar was commanded to leave his army and return to Rome as a private citizen. This he refused to do. His crossing of the Rubicon – a river which generals were forbidden by Roman law to cross without disbanding their armies – marked the beginning of the irreversible decline of the Republic. Rome fell under Caesar’s autocratic rule. His assassination led to the eventual assumption of power by Augustus, Rome’s first emperor. It bears remembering that without Crassus’ financial sponsorship, Caesar would almost certainly have languished in the middle ranks of Rome’s hierarchy. This was one of his many legacies.


  Plutarch identifies in Crassus character traits common to many of the rich and powerful of subsequent eras. Through his early property scams he amassed such a fortune that he is considered the wealthiest man in Roman history, and one of the wealthiest of all time. His annual income (from his real estate and many other investments) at the time of his death was estimated at twelve million sesterces. In a society riven by factionalism, greed and inequality, his total wealth was estimated at 170–200 million sesterces, the equivalent of a year’s income for the whole Roman exchequer.


  So how does Crassus compare with the super-rich of later periods? It is impossible to give a definitive answer, but some have tried. Given that currencies are hard to translate across eras, and purchasing power differs hugely, one economist suggests a measurement on the basis of human labour. How many people could each member of the super-rich employ in his time? The figure for Crassus is apparently 32,000 Romans – or half the capacity of the Colosseum. This compares with John D. Rockefeller’s 116,000 Americans in 1937 and Bill Gates’s 75,000 in 2005. The wealthiest of all would be Carlos Slim, who could command some 440,000 Mexicans with his fortune in 2009. Other economists provide their own matrices and results. Whichever is used, Crassus was up there with the wealthiest.36


  Plutarch’s story of Crassus is a morality tale. At the height of the final assault, the soldiers still wanted to hear from their leader, but he was nowhere to be seen: ‘He was lying on the ground by himself, enveloped in darkness, to the multitude an illustration of the ways of fortune, but to the wise an example of foolish ambition, which would not let him rest satisfied to be first and greatest among many myriads of men, but made him think, because he was judged inferior to two men only, that he lacked everything.’37


  Those two men were, of course, Pompey and Caesar. Crassus had not been as gifted as either of them; he had got as far as he had by guile, tenacity and ruthlessness. Having acquired his enormous wealth and consolidated his position, he could have left it at that and history might have been kinder to him.


  That is the case for the prosecution. Was Crassus, in the end, more acquisitive than the others, or was he simply less prone to hide his ambition? Some contemporary historians are seeking to reverse what they see as a bias against him, blaming snobbery for the depiction of a man who dirtied his hands with filthy lucre. Not only did he lose at war, but he violated the code of antiquity by amassing a fortune from grubby business rather than the more ‘virtuous’ route of warfare and the seizure of others’ assets. This analysis has some merit in highlighting the perennial resentment by old money of new money. Yet no amount of historical revisionism can hide the extent of Crassus’ determination to acquire wealth and status by all means open to him.


  Unlike Marius, Sulla, Cicero, Pompey and Caesar, Crassus has had few busts or portraits made in his name. He therefore failed in that all-important test: to secure his legacy. Money might have bought him political power, but it was not a guarantee of military prowess, which in those times was the ultimate determiner of status. Arrogance may have got the better of him, and the battlefield may have been his undoing, but he established a new paradigm for those seeking wealth. Entrepreneur, oligarch and political operator, Crassus is the first and archetypal member of the club of super-rich.


  CHAPTER 2


  Alain Le Roux – Cleansing the land


  
    
      Ruthless isn’t always that bad.


      Stan O’Neal, CEO, Merrill Lynch

    

  


  He was one of the richest men in English history, yet he holds little place in the popular imagination. Alan Rufus was one of William the Conqueror’s henchmen in the late eleventh century. This opportunistic Breton clambered aboard the Norman invasion and was repaid for his loyalty with a swathe of land extending down the spine of the entire country.


  The period immediately after 1066 is an early example of regime change and the transfer of wealth and power that accrued in large part from an act of genocide – the Harrying of the North. Estimates suggest up to a hundred thousand people were killed in and around Yorkshire for resisting William’s rule. Entire villages were burned and their inhabitants slaughtered, while their farming plots were scorched. Many of those who survived the onslaught died of starvation.


  The nobles who served alongside William at the Battle of Hastings, or who subsequently went over to his side, were rewarded with land and property confiscated from the indigenous population. The Domesday Book meticulously documents the impact of this colossal programme of expropriation, revealing that by 1086 only about 5 per cent of land in England south of the River Tees was left in English hands. Locals were purged from high office of Church and state. French became the lingua franca. By 1096, not a single bishopric was held by an English man. With a new elite in charge, a huge building programme was undertaken. Over the next twenty years more than a thousand castles were built to consolidate the Normans’ power and project their prestige.


  State-sponsored land extortion and nepotism defined the era. Those who acquired wealth were either known to the King or were related to him, among them his half-brother, Bishop Odo of Bayeux (who became Earl of Kent), and William de Warenne, the first Earl of Surrey. A small coterie became the equivalents of the billionaires of the modern age. One of the richest, and cleverest, was Alain Le Roux. Otherwise known by his adopted English name Alan Rufus, or Alan the Red, or his later title the Earl of Richmond, he was a second cousin of William. His share of the spoils amounted to nearly two hundred manors totalling 250,000 acres. The ‘Land of Count Alan’ stretched from Yorkshire to London, taking in Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire, and on into Normandy and Brittany. By the time he died in 1093 at the age of fifty-three, Alan was worth at least £1100, or the equivalent of over £8 billion today, making him one of the richest Englishmen of all time. Except he wasn’t English, not until he and his descendants started to identify with a country that he had helped to buy up. Rufus not only enriched himself but paved the way for a new elite to form, cleanse its reputation and become the landowners and establishment of the next millennium.


  The Norman invasion of 1066 is still seen, perhaps more than any other event, as being responsible for the birth of modern England. It marked the supplanting of a culture and the wholesale transfer of wealth and power from one elite to another. Guillaume le Bâtard, William the Bastard, illegitimate son of Robert the Magnificent, Duke of Normandy, invaded and expropriated an entire nation’s property and land, distributing it to a cluster of loyal lieutenants. It should therefore come as little surprise that a recent rich list of British history puts four knights of the Norman Conquest in the top six of all time.1


  Duke William of Normandy had been, or so he claimed, designated rightful heir to the English throne by King Edward the Confessor as far back as 1051. His chief obstacle to the crown was the Saxon Godwin family, which held all the important earldoms of England and most of the land. The elder Godwin brother, Harold, was the power behind the throne in the 1060s. In 1064 Harold took a trip across the Channel to Normandy, during which he narrowly avoided being shipwrecked and ended up a semi-prisoner at William’s court. Here, willingly or not, he swore an oath upon holy relics to uphold William’s claim to the throne: ‘[William] made Harold stay with him for some time and took him on an expedition against the Bretons. Then after Harold had sworn fealty to him about the kingdom with many oaths he promised him that he would give his daughter Adeliza with half the kingdom of England.’2


  However, when Edward died just over a year later, Harold, by now back in England, assumed the throne, claiming his oath to William had been made under duress. Harold quickly had himself crowned in his new abbey at Westminster. The Bayeux Tapestry – the embroidered cloth that records the events leading to the Norman Conquest – depicts the members of the congregation looking upwards towards Halley’s Comet, a portent of doom to come.


  Thus began not just a battle over the immediate crown, but for history. Norman historians used a single contended statement to legitimate their sequestration of land and wealth and their establishment of a new order for a millennium. This was reputation management writ large.


  William painstakingly gathered his army and planned his attack. Support from his nobles was not guaranteed, however. He needed to make his case to the Pope, gathering his lieutenants at his new abbey at St Étienne, asking for God’s blessing. He received the papal banner to carry into battle, signifying the righteousness of his claim. The cause was based around a narrative of William as upstanding and frugal, juxtaposed against the lecherous and treacherous Harold, who had frittered away his subjects’ wealth. William told his assembled troops: ‘he spends his wealth uselessly, scattering his gold without consolidating his lands. He will fight for fear of losing the things he has wrongfully seized; we are claiming what we have received as a gift and earned by our favours.’3 The Pope turned a personal dispute over the English crown into a holy war, legitimising all subsequent actions and benefits that would accrue from success. Suddenly every chancer, soldier and self-styled knight in Western Europe wanted to get in on the act.


  One of the adventurers making the Channel crossing to try their luck was Alan, son of Count Eudo of Penthièvre in Brittany and Agnes of La Cornouaille (a region in the south-west of the Breton peninsula settled by Anglo-Saxon princes). Alan was known as ‘the Red’ thanks to the colour of his beard. The epithet was also to distinguish him from one of his brothers – Alan Niger, or Alan the Black. Because of his father’s status as a nobleman, Alan the Red could use the title comes, or count, despite not holding any land in his own right in Brittany. Yet in a crowded field of seven brothers, and expecting no inheritance of his own (that was expected to go to the eldest), he needed to make his own way, to seek his own fortune. Joining William’s army of invasion seemed the best way of securing wealth and status. This formed a pattern for ambitious younger sons: William de Warenne, who became one of England’s richest men, was one; another was Alan’s brother Brien. Illegitimate sons, like William the Bastard himself, were even more eager to prove their worth.


  William’s campaign was an extremely risky venture. England had been invaded and re-invaded several times over the previous two centuries. There was little guarantee that this occupation would be any more permanent. The Bretons had an uneasy relationship with the Normans, as they had been engaged in a war against each other only a few years earlier. William had even taken Harold Godwinson with him on a campaign against the Bretons, to impress upon him his military strength. Alan’s cousin was the very same Duke of Brittany whom William had been fighting. This Duke even alleged that William had poisoned his predecessor – Alan’s uncle – by dipping his riding gloves in poison.4 None of this was enough to dissuade Alan from joining forces with the Normans. He was also a kinsman of William: the various intermarriages between the two houses interspersed with bouts of warfare.


  A large Breton contingent under the command of Alan and Brien sailed along the north French coast to join William’s invasion force. Numbering as many as five thousand men, they made up a sizeable minority of the troops. This was not just a Norman conquest, but a Breton, Flemish and Lotharingian one, too (Lotharingia stretched as far east as modern-day Cologne and Strasbourg). Young adventurers from across Western Europe gathered under the Pope’s banner, lured by the riches of England and the prospect of carving out their own estates.


  The story of the invasion is a familiar one. Harold was defending his land on two fronts. He first diverted his army to the north to defeat an invasion by his disgruntled brother and sometime ruler of Northumbria, Tostig Godwinson, aided and abetted by Harald Hardrada, an adventurer seeking to recreate the Viking kingdom in that part of England. Harold saw them off at Stamford Bridge, to the east of York. But he had relied largely on peasant farmers, and on forces cobbled together by two earl brothers, Edwin and Morcar.


  On victory, Harold stood down his army, thinking it was too late in the year for William to make the dangerous sea crossing. But as he returned south, he heard news of a fleet sighted off the Channel coast – an armada of seven hundred ships was about to reach the English shore.


  As soon as they landed in October 1066, the Normans embarked on a strategy that they would pursue with great efficiency over the next few years – wilful destruction and intimidation. They burned villages and stole food supplies to keep their army going. This forced Harold’s hand, and he pressed southwards with his hastily reassembled army to repulse the invaders. The Normans caught him by surprise. The theatre of battle, as every English schoolchild learns, was Hastings.


  Alain Le Roux was commanding the sizeable Breton contingent at Hastings, on the left wing of the Norman army, which did not, in the first instance, acquit itself well. William’s forces came up against the Saxon defensive shield-wall. Harold’s five thousand war-weary men should have been no match for William’s fifteen thousand infantry, archers and cavalry. The Normans were forced to fall back, giving every impression of an army in retreat. Historians continue to debate whether this was a ruse, a false flight that tempted the Saxons off the high ground, leading to their inglorious defeat and Harold’s death.
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