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            Letter to the Reader


      History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and
         a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval
         London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high
         on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms
         of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again,
         you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth
         of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be
         conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first
         Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator.
         Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern
         along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will
         take you there then safely bring you back!
      

      
      The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and
         would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here:www.headline.co.uk
         and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
      

      
      Paul Doherty

   



      
      About the Author

      
      Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in
         all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set
         at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett,
         Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot.
      

      
      Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at
         Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with
         his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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      Foreword

      
      It seems that I have been studying Alexander the Great all my life. It began at the Palladium in Middlesbrough when, owl-eyed,
         I watched Richard Burton in the role of the Great Conqueror. Sitting in a dark cinema, and being taken back to Hollywood’s
         version of history I was fascinated, as we all are. It has been a long journey from such an idealized view. My study of Classical
         Greek and the Greek koine only whetted my appetite for more knowledge about Alexander, as did the writings of Plutarch, Arrian
         and the rest.
      

      
      Alexander the Great has meant different things to different people at different times. In the nineteenth century he was the
         European Ideal and the stories of his generosity were always emphasized. I was weaned on these until I came across the history
         of Alexander’s life by Quintus Curtius and my doubts began. I remembered a certain passage in his history (Ch. 8, Bk 7), when
         twenty Scythian ambassadors met Alexander. True, their speeches may be embellished but I distinctly remember one section when
         the leading envoy accuses Alexander of making war on the human race and then goes on to argue how they had not harmed Alexander,
         so why should he harm them? Why should he come to punish plunderers in their country when he had plundered every nation on
         earth?
      

      
      I began to look at Alexander’s conquest and his character from a different perspective. No one can doubt Alexander’s incredible courage, his genius for battle, his restless energy and the
         charismatic nature of his leadership. However, through the sources, I decided to concentrate on Alexander’s death and his
         final days – after all, he did die young, suddenly and most mysteriously. Was his death the outcome of choosing glory and
         a short life? Or did that glory, and the darkness behind it, deliberately shorten his brilliant career? After sifting the
         evidence regarding Alexander’s death, I here propose a new solution based on that evidence.
      

      
      I would like to thank all who helped me, particularly those outstanding colleagues at the London Library. I am also very grateful
         to Mrs Angela Francescotti for her hours of typing to finish this manuscript.
      

      
      Dr Paul Doherty

April 2004

   



      
      
      Chronology

      
      
         
          



         
         
         
         
         
            
            	356 BC

            
            	ALEXANDER born in Pella, Macedonia, probably either 20 or 26 July, son of Philip and his third wife Olympias
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	354

            
            	Demosthenes attacks idea of a ‘campaign against Persia’
Midsummer: Philip captures Methone; loses an eye in battle
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	348

            
            	August:Philip captures and destroys Olynthus
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	343/2

            
            	Aristotle invited to Macedonia as ALEXANDER’S tutor; takes up residence in the Groves of Mieza
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	342/1

            
            	Olympias’ half-brother Alexander (with Philip’s backing) accedes to the throne of Epirus

            
         

         
         
            
            	340

            
            	ALEXANDER, now 16, left as regent in Macedonia, raids the Maedi in Thrace
Founds Alexandropolis in Parthia
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	338

            
            	2 August Battle of Chaeronea in Bœtia
Major defeat of Athens/Thebes by Philip
ALEXANDER and Antipater lead a Macedonian embassy to Athens
Philip marries Attalus’ niece Cleopatra
Olympias and ALEXANDER go into exile
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	337

            
            	Spring: Hellenic League convened at Corinth
ALEXANDER recalled to Pella
Autumn: League at Corinth ratifies Greek campaign against Persia
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	336

            
            	Spring: Parmenio and Attalus sent to Asia Minor for preliminary military operations
June: Darius III Codomanus accedes to the Persian throne
Cleopatra bears Philip a son, Caranus
Alexander of Epirus marries Olympias’
               daughter Cleopatra
Philip murdered
ALEXANDER succeeds to throne of Macedonia
Late summer: ALEXANDER calls a meeting of the League of Corinth;
confirmed as Captain General
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	335

            
            	Early spring: ALEXANDER goes north to deal with Thrace and Illyria
Revolt of Thebes, destruction of that city
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	334

            
            	March—April: ALEXANDER and his army cross into Asia Minor
May: Battle of the Granicus
General reorganization of Greek cities in Asia Minor
Miletus besieged and captured
Autumn: Reduction of Halicarnassus
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	333

            
            	ALEXANDER’S column moves north to Celaenae in Phrygia and Gordium
Early spring: Memnon of Rhodes dies
Mustering of Persian forces in Babylon
Episode of the Gordian Knot
Darius moves westward from Babylon
September: ALEXANDER reaches Tarsus; becomes ill
Darius crosses Euphrates
September–October: Battle of Issus
ALEXANDER advances southward through Phoenicia
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	332
            

            
            	January: Byblos and Sidon submit
29 July: Fall of Tyre
September—October: Gaza captured
ALEXANDER crowned as Pharaoh at Memphis
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	331

            
            	Early spring: Alexander visits Oracle of Ammon at Siwah
April: Alexandria founded
ALEXANDER returns to Tyre
Darius moves his main army from Babylon
18 September–October:. Battle of Gaugamela
Macedonians advance on Babylon which falls in mid-October
Revolt of Aegis who is defeated at Megalopolis by Antipater
Early December:. ALEXANDER occupies Susa unopposed
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	330

            
            	January: ALEXANDER reaches and sacks Persepolis
May: burning of temples etc. in Persepolis
Early June: ALEXANDER sets out for Ecbatana
Darius retreats towards Bactria
Parmenio left behind at Ecbatana with Harpalus as treasurer
Pursuit
               of Darius renewed
Darius found murdered near Hecatompylus
Bessus establishes himself as ‘King of Kings’ in Bactria
Late August: march to Lake Seistan
The ‘conspiracy of Philotas’
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	329

            
            	March—April: ALEXANDER crosses the Hindu Kush
April—May: ALEXANDER advances into Bactria; Bessus retreats across the Oxus
June: ALEXANDER reaches and crosses the Oxus
Bessus surrenders
ALEXANDER advances to Samarkand
Revolt of Spitamenes
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	329/8

            
            	ALEXANDER takes up winter quarters at Zariaspa
Bessus executed
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	328
            

            
            	Campaign against Spitamenes
Autumn: Black Cleitus murdered
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	328/7

            
            	Spitamenes defeated and killed

            
         

         
         
            
            	327

            
            	Spring: Soghdian Rock captured
ALEXANDER marries Roxane
30,000 Persian ‘Successors’ recruited
The ‘Pages’ Conspiracy’ and Callisthenes’ death
Early summer. ALEXANDER re-crosses Hindu Kush; begins invasion of India
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	327/6

            
            	ALEXANDER reaches Nysa; the ‘Dionysius episode’
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	326

            
            	Advance to Taxila
Battle of Hydaspes (Jhelum) against Rajah Porus
Death of Bucephalus
July: mutiny at the Hyphasis (Beas) River
Return to the Jhelum
Early November: ALEXANDER’S fleet and army move downriver
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	326/5

            
            	Campaign against the Brahmin cities; ALEXANDER seriously wounded
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	325

            
            	September. ALEXANDER’S march through the Gedrosian (Makran) Desert
Harpalus defects from Asia Minor to Greece
The Great Purge begins
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	324

            
            	January: Nearchus and the fleet sent on to Susa
The episode of Cyrus’ tomb
ALEXANDER returns to Persepolis
Spring arrival of 30,000 trained Persian ‘Successors’
The Susa mass-marriages
March: The Exiles’ Decree and the Deification Decree
Craterus appointed to succeed Antipater as regent, and escort veterans home
ALEXANDER moves from Susa to Ecbatana
Death of Hephaestion
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	323

            
            	Harpalus assassinated in Crete
ALEXANDER campaigns against Cosseans; returns to Babylon
ALEXANDER explores the Euphrates canals; boat-trip through the marshes
Antipater’s son, Cassander, arrives to negotiate with ALEXANDER
29/30 May: ALEXANDER falls ill after a party; dies 10/11 June

            
         

         
         
            
            	323–322

            
            	Uneasy peace between the Successors
Ptolemy takes over Egypt

            
         

         
         
            
            	322–321 

            
            	
Breakdown of peace between ALEXANDER’S commanders: Wars of Succession begin
            



            
         

         
      

      
   



      
      
      Principal Characters

      
         
         
The House of Macedon

            
            
      
         
         
   



         
         
            
            	PHILIP

            
            	King and Alexander’s father

            
         

         
         
            	OLYMPIAS

            
            	Queen, Alexander’s mother and Philip’s third wife

         

         
         
            
            	ALEXANDER

            
            	Son of Philip and Olympias

            
         

         
         
            
            	ARRIDHAEUS

            
            	Also known as Philip, Philip’s son and Alexander’s half-brother

            
         

         
         
            	CLEOPATRA

            
            	Alexander’s sister

            
         

         
         
            
            	CLEOPATRA

            
            	Niece of Attalus and Philip’s fourth wife

            
         

         
         
            	NICESIPOLIS

            
            	Thessalian concubine of Philip

         

 



         
Leading Macedonian Commanders


      
         
   



         
         
            	PTOLEMY

            
            	Under Alexander, possibly Alexander’s half-brother

            
         

         
         
            
            	PERDICCAS

            
            	Under Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	ATTALUS

            
            	Under Philip

            
         

         
         
            
            	ATTALUS [II]

            
            	Under Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	NEARCHUS

            
            	Cretan, Alexander’s admiral

            
         

         
         
            	LEONNATUS

            
            	Under Alexander

            
         

         
         
            
            	LYSIMACHUS

            
            	Under Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	EUMENES

            
            	Under Philip and Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	HEPHAESTION

            
            	Alexander’s close friend

            
         

         
         
            	HARPALUS

            
            	Alexander’s treasurer

            
         

         
         
	
CLEITUS


            
            	‘The Black’ or ‘Black Cleitus’, Alexander’s personal bodyguard and senior commander. Cleitus had also served under Philip

            
         

         
         
            	ANTIGONUS

            
            	The ‘One-eyed’. Senior commander under both Philip and Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	CRATERUS

            
            	Alexander’s lieutenant and leading commander

            
         

         
         
            	COENUS

            
            	Leading commander

            
         

         
         
            	POLYPERCHON

            
            	Leading commander

            
         




Other Members of the Macedonian Court

            
      
         
   



         
         
            
            	PAUSANIAS

            
            	Philip’s assassin

            
         

         
         
            	MEDIUS OF LARISSA

            
            	Macedonian naval officer

            
         

         
         
            
            	CHARES OF MYTILENE

            
            	Royal Chamberlain

            
         

         
         
            
            	ARISTOTLE

            
            	Alexander’s tutor

            
         

         
         
            	CALLISTHENES

            
            	Alexander’s official historian

            
         

         
         
            	ARISTANDER OF TELEMESUS

            
            	Seer, necromancer

            
         

         
         
            	LEONIDAS

            
            	Alexander’s tutor

            
         

         
         
            
            	LYSIMACHUS

            
            	Alexander’s tutor

            
         

         
         
            	CALANUS

            
            	Indian holy man

            
         

         
         
            	ANAXARCHUS

            
            	Resident sophist at Alexander’s court

            
         

         
         
            	CLEOMENES

            
            	Alexander’s governor of Egypt

            
         

         
         
            	APOLLODORUS

            
            	Alexander’s co-governor of Babylon

            
         

         
         
            	PEITHAGORAS

            
            	Seer

            
         

         
         
            
            	MELEAGER

            
            	Macedonian officer

            
         

         
         
            	PROTEAS

            
            	Nephew of Cleitus: a notorious toper

            
         

         
         
            	THAIS

            
            	Athenian courtesan at Alexander’s court

            
         

         
         
            	HERMOLAUS

            
            	Royal page

            
         

         



The House of Parmenio


      
         
   



         
         
            
            	PARMENIO

            
            	Leading general under Philip and Alexander

            
         

         
         
            
            	[image: image]

            	Sons of Parmenio and officers in Alexander’s army

            
         

         



            
The House of Antipater


      
         
         
   




         
            
            	ANTIPATER

            
            	Veteran general under Philip: left as Regent of Macedon by Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	CASSANDER

            
            	Son of Antipater, a leading protagonist in the Wars of Succession.

            
         

         
         
            
            	IOLAUS

            
            	Son of Antipater, Alexander’s cupbearer

            
         

         
         
            
            	NICANOR

            
            	Son of Antipater

            
         

         



Persians
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            	Persian rulers of the fifth century BC

            
         

         
         
            
            	ARTAXERXES OCHUS III

	Contemporary of Philip

            
         

         
         
            	DARIUS CODOMANUS III

            
            	Alexander’s rival

            
         

         
         
            
            	MEMNON OF RHODES

            
            	Greek mercenary general in the pay of Darius III

            
         

         
         
            	MAZAEUS

            
            	Persian satrap of Babylon

            
         

         
         
            	SISYGAMBIS

            
            	Persian queen mother

            
         

         
         
            	BATIS THE EUNUCH

            
            	Commander of Gaza

            
         

         
         
            	ROXANE

            
            	Persian princess, wife of Alexander

            
         

         
         
            	BARSINE

            
            	Alexander’s alleged mistress

            
         

         
         
            	BAGOAS

            
            	Eunuch, friend of Darius III and later of Alexander
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            	Persian satraps who resisted Alexander

            
         





Athenians


      
         
         
   




         
            
            	DEMOSTHENES

            
            	Orator, fervent opponent of Macedon

            
         

         
         
            
            	ISOCRATES

            
            	Orator, ardent supporter of a Greek campaign against Persia

            
         

         



Other Rulers


      
         
         
   




         
            	ADA OF CARIA

            
            	Queen of Halicarnassus and the surrounding territories

            
         

         
         
            
            	PIXADORUS

            
            	Ruler of Halicarnassus in Caria, Queen Ada’s rival

            
         

         
         
            	HERMEIAS

            
            	Petty Greek despot

            
         

         
         
            	ALEXANDER OF EPIRUS

            
            	
Olympias’ half-brother, ruler of a small but strategically placed kingdom on Macedon’s border; married Alexander’s sister,
               Cleopatra
            



         

         
      

      
   



      
      
      Prologue

      
      Babylon May 323 BC

      


[image: image]

‘A God caused this fate,

         A God created this disaster’

 Euripides, Andromache

         (line 1203)





      
      Had the thirty-three-year-old Alexander of Macedon believed in ghosts, they would have surrounded him in the bathhouse of
         Nebuchadnezzar’s palace, set amidst the lush fields, gardens and orchards, a veritable paradise, despite the boiling heat
         of the Babylon summer. According to Plutarch, the signs of an impending tragedy, the portent of some gathering unknown terror,
         of unreasoning dread, had filled Alexander’s mind since he had moved into Babylon earlier that summer. The soothsayers and
         fortune-tellers who thronged his court may have told him the story about how a Babylonian king, Belshazzar, had been forced to confront his own nightmares, face his own death and ponder the dissolution of his own empire
         in that very same city. Whilst Belshazzar had been feasting, the Finger of God had appeared to inscribe in burning marks on
         the walls of his palace the ominous warning: Mene, mene, tekel u-phärsin, which meant God had measured Belshazzar’s sovereignty, weighed it in the balance, and found it wanting, and so his kingdom
         was to be divided.1*

      
      Alexander’s fever, which had appeared the night before, whilst he had feasted and revelled, had not abated. He had offered
         oblation to the gods and shared the rich produce from that sacrifice with others of his council whilst honouring his admiral
         Nearchus the Cretan. Nearchus had recently survived the perils of an exploratory voyage along the northern rim of the Indian
         Ocean and was set to lead Alexander’s fleet along the shoreline of the Arabian Peninsula. Alexander had left this feast only
         to be persuaded by an old drinking friend, Medius of Larissa, a Thessalian with an eye for a good time and a tongue used to
         flattery, to join a private drinking party with some of the king’s old cronies. Alexander had then fallen ill, so common report
         later put it, but this had not stopped him attending a second party with Medius. However, the fever became so raging, Alexander
         decided to adjourn to the imperial bathhouse and lie by its great pool in the hope that it would cool him.2 It is not known whether Alexander had his favourite book brought down, the Iliad, which, ever since he was a boy, he had kept beneath his pillow next to a dagger.3 Alexander knew Homer’s heroic descriptions almost by heart. The book was such a treasured possession that he kept it in a
         beautiful casket looted from the treasure of Darius Codomanus, the Persian King of Kings, whom Alexander had overthrown at
         the Battle of Gaugamela some eight years earlier (331 BC).4

      
      Alexander saw himself as a Homeric warrior, a second Achilles – from whom he could claim descent through his witch-queen mother,
         Olympias of Epirus, a fiery Molossian. She could trace her ancestry through Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, and his wife Andromache,
         the widow of Hector, taken as Neoptolemus’ prize after the fall of Troy.5 Alexander, like all his contemporaries, regarded such genealogy as a self-evident truth. The Iliad was Alexander’s inspiration, the struggle Homer recounted was Alexander’s vision of war, and Achilles, described by Homer
         as ‘that most terrifying of men’, was his role model. Achilles had chosen a brief, glorious life over a long, boring one.
         (Only in the underworld, after his death at the hands of Paris, and faced with an eternity of boredom does Achilles question
         the decision he had made. Achilles realizes what it is like to be a ‘king of all the dead’ not in the Iliad but in its sequel, the Odyssey when Ulysses visits the underworld.)6

      
      
      Shaking with fever, beside the pool, Alexander of Macedon must have reflected upon his own ‘immortal longings’ and recalled
         that warning from the Iliad: ‘The day of your death draws close’ and, perhaps, ‘he must die in his own palace of a painful illness.’7 Alexander, the new Achilles of the West, was, in fact, seriously ill, following the same feverish pattern of sickness as
         his friend Hephaestion, who had played Patroclus to Alexander’s Achilles. Hephaestion had died a year earlier (324 BC) at Ecbatana in northern Persia despite all of Alexander’s prayers and sacrifices (see Part Seven, pp. 147-86). Did Hephaestion,
         like Patroclus in the Iliad, come back to haunt the king? To remind him of those early days together in the Grove of Nymphs at Mieza, just to the south
         of Pella, the new capital of Macedon? That had been the time of preparation, when perhaps Alexander first felt those immortal
         longings, that pothos, [image: image] that deep, unquenching desire to achieve one’s end – to be like his hero Achilles – aniketos [image: image] – that is, invincible?
      

      
      
   



      
      
      Part One

      
      The God

      
      

[image: image]

‘From petty reasons, the tongue provokes great quarrels for men. Men who are prudent, take care not to argue with their kin.’
            Euripides, Andromache (lines 642–4)
         

      



      
      From the very start, the signs of the coming of a God had been clear to see, at least to some. Philip of Macedon, the conqueror
         of those sprawling lands wedged between Greece in the south and the Balkans to the north, had taken a new wife. Philip had
         fought off rivals to the throne of Macedon, organized his army and, looking south, planned to extend his hegemony over all
         Greece which, by 357 BC, was a collection of powerful city-states. Philip’s main challenge was from Athens and Thebes, ‘the
         twin eyes of Hellas’. A century of war had not diminished the intense rivalry between these two city-states, yet neither of
         them was strong enough to win supremacy either over its rival or the other states such as Sparta.1 The Greeks dreamed glorious dreams, articulated by the orator Isocrates of Athens, of a unity, a brotherhood of states which
         would launch a great campaign across the Hellespont. The purpose of such a campaign was to liberate the Greek colonies, the cities
         of Asia Minor, such as Ephesus and Miletus, from Persian domination as well as to punish the self-proclaimed King of Kings,
         ruler of the Persian Empire which, under despotic princes such as Xerxes, had dared to invade Greece, despoil its cities and
         tried to impose tyrannical rule on freedom-loving Greeks.2 Like most dreams, such aspirations were fanciful. The Greek city-states were riven by political infighting between democrats
         and oligarchs. If compromise and harmony were maintained within the cities, then the intense rivalries between the different
         states created an impasse which could not be broken. Sparta had defeated Athens and torn down the long walls of the Piraeus,
         Athens’ harbour, to the sound of pipes. Then Sparta in turn had declined and Athens had recovered from the dark days of 404
         BC. The Athenians had rebuilt their walls, and refurbished their fleet, harbours and arsenals whilst Spartan supremacy had
         been shattered by the Sacred Band, the crack corps of the Theban army, at Leuctra in 371 BC.3

      
      So the city-states continued to dream their dreams, whilst to the north barbaric Macedon, with its rich natural resources
         of woods, meadows, cattle herds, fish-filled rivers, silver and gold mines, flexed its muscles. The Macedonian royal house
         had long kept itself occupied with its own savage tribal wars. These ended abruptly with the emergence of Philip in 360 BC, a warrior king par excellence in a warrior society. Philip’s title of king was never actually used, his status was rather ‘first amongst equals’, a generalissimo,
         a successful war commander, who secured the allegiance of other Macedonian warlords. A thickset, barrel-chested, heavy-bearded
         man with an eye for the ladies and a taste for undiluted wine, Philip had early established himself as an ambitious war leader.
         His jovial manner, ready wit and wicked sense of humour masked a cruel, ruthless and wily strategic brain. Outwardly the bluff
         Macedonian aristocrat in his broad-brimmed hat and purple cloak, in truth, he was a born intriguer. He had developed a fighting
         force, cavalry and foot, which was second to none, drilled and trained like professional mercenaries. Philip had studied the
         use of siege artillery, strengthened his fleet, and sought out harbours. But Macedon’s real military strength rested on the well-organized, superbly drilled phalanx of spearmen with their 15-foot-long sarissas or pikes, fighting en masse and delivering the hammer blow of battle alongside auxiliaries, light-armed javelin men, archers
         and slingers. These in turn were supported by fast-moving, well-organized cavalry units eager to exploit any break in the
         enemy wall.4

      
      Philip, for all his warmongering, understood the importance of diplomacy over force, to get his own way. He often repeated
         the maxim ‘With children you cheat with knuckle bones, but, with adults, oaths.’5 He was always eager to sign a treaty to reach a compromise, agree to a pact, or form an alliance – which could later be kept
         or broken according to circumstances. Philip would prefer to spend money on bribes than spill the blood of his precious troops.
         The historian Diodorus Siculus records how Philip used to boast that ‘it was far more through the use of gold than of weapons
         that he enlarged his kingdom’.6 If peace treaties were a means to achieve his aims, marriage alliances confirmed them. It became a common joke in Greece
         that ‘Philip of Macedon always married a new wife with each campaign he undertook’.7

      
      In 357 BC, Philip took, as his third wife, Myrtale, a princess of the Molossian royal house which ruled Epirus, a small but strategic
         state to the south-west of Macedon with ports and harbours giving access to the Ionian Sea.
      

      
      Myrtale, not yet eighteen, had been initiated into the Maenadic rites which originated in the worship of Dionysius, the God
         of Wine.8 Myrtale was ambitious and hot-tempered, with a nasty attitude to any opposition. She later changed her name to Olympias after
         Macedon’s outstanding triumphs at the Olympic games which took place between the date of her marriage to Philip and the birth
         of her beloved son Alexander in 356 BC.9 Olympias moved into a society where intrigue and violence were regarded as an occupational hazard, into a culture despised
         by its sophisticated southern neighbours who scoffed at the rustic culture of Macedon, ridiculed its coarse language and laughed
         at a kingdom whose army purified itself by marching between the corpse of a dog, disembowelled and cut in half by a priest.10

      
      
      On the other hand, Olympias became queen of a kingdom whose ruler was proving to be a brilliant general and military genius,
         a ruthless politician who, if he could not bribe or lie his way to success, would deploy his well-organized army to achieve
         his will.
      

      
      In this tumultuous and upwardly mobile society Olympias emerges as an individual obsessed with her own status and that of
         her son. She also shared one common trait with her new husband – a devotion to Dionysius, the God of Wine. Yet Philip, despite
         his apparent boorishness, was something of a cultural snob. He had moved the capital of his kingdom from Aegae to the more
         accessible Pella built amidst the foothills of the mountains of Macedon.11 He had created and developed a new city, a magnet for artists as well as for drinkers. Philip was a true Macedonian, a hard-drinking
         man. Ephippus of Olynthus, a gossip, describes the Macedonians as a people ‘who never understood how to drink in moderation’.
         He pointed out how they drank so much, so fast, that they were often drunk before the first course was even served.12 According to the snobbish Athenians, who regarded the Macdeonians as poor second cousins, temperance and moderation were
         regarded as characteristics of the civilized, gulpers were vulgar, and the lavish consumption of undiluted wine was a characteristic
         of the barbarian.13 The Macedonians were firmly bracketed amongst the latter, Philip their king being regarded as the best example. Demosthenes,
         the great freedom-loving orator of Athens (or so he described himself), called Philip ‘a sponge’, whilst Theopompos of Chios
         described Philip as a ‘lover of drink who slept with a golden wine goblet beneath his pillow’.14 Drink defined Philip’s court, and like attracts like: Philip and his officers worshipped at the altar of Dionysius, the God
         of Wine. The court at Pella, Theopompos sniffily wrote, ‘was the haunt for all the most debauched and brazen-faced characters
         in Greece and abroad to assemble . . . nearly every man in the Greek or barbarian world, of a lecherous, loathsome, or ruffianly
         character flocked to Macedon.’15 Nevertheless, they were also, as Demosthenes conceded, ‘admirable soldiers, well trained in the science of war’.16 Philip developed the reputation of a ‘bon viveur’, a jovial rogue, around whom countless stories teemed.
      

      
      On one occasion, half-drunk, Philip presided at the trial of two robbers. He sentenced the first to flee from Macedon and the second to chase him.17 On another occasion, after taking a certain city, Philip had the prisoners processed by him whilst he sprawled on a captured
         throne drinking copiously. One of the prisoners asked to speak to him in confidence. Philip beckoned the man forward who,
         as soon as he was close enough, whispered to Philip that he was exposing himself. The inebriated victor hastily readjusted
         his tunic and cloak, thanked the man and promptly released him.18

      
      The hard-drinking culture of Macedon’s court was a lasting influence on Alexander. Drink proved to be a catalyst for conflict,
         violence and tragedy in the Great Conqueror’s life. One of Philip’s infamous comoi (drinking parties) provoked the most serious confrontation between Philip and his heir whilst Alexander’s own drunkenness
         played a role in some of the major crises in his reign and, ultimately, his end. Nevertheless, though the love of wine might
         turn Philip’s court into a Bacchanalian revel and portray Philip as a jovial old rogue, it also served as a mask. Philip could
         be ruthless, especially in the dynastic infighting with would-be claimants for his crown. In Macedon blood might be thicker
         than water but, when it came to political survival, not so precious. In such struggles no mercy was asked and none was shown.
         Philip proved this in 348 BC when he took the city of Olynthus. He captured his two half-brothers, potential rivals, and promptly executed them.19 Philip’s court might be a shrine to Dionysius, where uncut wine flowed like water, yet there was a more complex purpose to
         it. Philip gathered a coterie of like-minded men, Macedonian and mercenary, around him, not only as Theopompos remarked ‘for
         their love of drinking and vulgarity’ but also because, with them, he could ‘have discussion on the most vital matters’.20 These ‘vital matters’ were Philip’s burning ambition to unite all Greece under him, either by force of arms or by subtle
         diplomacy. He wanted to make himself Captain General of Greece and launch a war against the power of Persia. The God of Wine,
         in his black goatskin garb, certainly sat at Philip’s table but so did the fiery-eyed Eynalius, the Macedonian God of War,
         whose name Philip and Alexander’s troops invoked in their resounding war cry as they shattered a host of enemies from the
         Haemus (Blood River) near Chaeronea in Greece to the muddy waters of the Jhelum in modern Pakistan.
      

      
      Philip was no idle dreamer, nor was he a political visionary. The great pamphleteer of Pan-Hellenism, Isocrates of Athens,
         preached such a war in his ‘Panegyricus’, urging all Greece, either under Athens or Sparta, to unite and unleash all-out war
         across the Hellespont. The ‘Panegyricus’ was first published in 380 BC. By 346 BC, Isocrates, despairing of those he first approached, now turned to Philip of Macedon, urging him in his well-publicized letter,
         ‘An Address to Philip’, to assume the mantle of Pan-Hellenism.21 Philip was flattered. At last he was being acknowledged, accepted by the great city of Athens as more than a Macedonian pirate
         and free-booter. Isocrates’ fellow citizen, Demosthenes, knew Philip better, and reckoned that there would be a heavy price
         to pay. Demosthenes constantly warned about ‘the Barbarian in the north’, adding that Philip was not interested in freedom
         but domination.22 At first, however, Philip could do very little. He faced trouble in Greece, whilst Persia was ruled by Artaxerxes III Ochus,
         a man of iron and blood who ruthlessly imposed his own regime, whatever the cost, even if it meant the wholesale execution
         of every relative irrespective of age and sex, so that no rival could emerge to challenge him.23

      
      Such a heady atmosphere permeated Macedonian politics when Philip met the redoubtable Olympias, also known as Myrtale. He
         had been struck by her five years earlier, when they met during initiation into a mystery cult on the island of Samothrace.24 Philip must have been there for wine and pleasure; Olympias took the matter much more seriously. On her marriage to Philip,
         she imported the sacred snake cult, linked to the rites of Dionysius, into Macedon.25 She also brought burning ambition. It would be untrue to conclude that her and Philip’s later troubles were the result of
         a passionate marriage which soured when Philip turned to other women. Olympias was made of sterner stuff. Philip’s different
         marriage alliances were part of the normal social fabric and his womanizing was an integral part of his character. To see
         Olympias as the scorned woman, the stricken victim of the green-eyed goddess, would be mistaken. Plutarch relates a peculiar
         story about one of Philip’s mistresses, the Thessalian, Nicesipolis who joined his entourage in 354 BC, three years after his marriage to Olympias. Rumours reached Olympias about how this new mistress was bewitching Philip with
         her potions and spells. Olympias, intrigued, sent for Nicesipolis and found her quite delightful. She laughingly rejected
         the gossip about Nicesipolis being a witch, and told her, ‘You are your own best magic, my dear.’ They became firm friends
         and, after Nicesipolis’ death, Olympias raised her friend’s daughter, Thessalonice, as her own.26

      
      In July 356 BC, Olympias gave birth to Alexander, followed a year later by Cleopatra. According to the evidence, these were her only children.
         Olympias doted on her son. Only when Alexander’s status was threatened, his power compromised or his person belittled did
         Olympias become the Gorgon Medusa of legend. Of course, such passion must have been stifling. The historian Tarn claimed that
         Alexander never cared for any woman ‘except his terrible mother’.27 The adjective should be terrifying. The Athenian orator Hyperides claimed that Olympias was too much, even from a distance,
         as Athens found to its cost when the city decided to renovate the temple of Dodona in Olympias’ native Epirus. The possessive
         trait which so dominated Olympias thrills through every word of the warning she sent to Athens: ‘The land of Molossus is mine.
         It is not for you Athenians to lay a finger upon a stone of that temple.’28 When Alexander left Macedon in 334 BC, never to return, Olympias was left as queen mother with old General Antipater as regent – a shrewd move. Antipater couldn’t
         stand Olympias, who always responded in kind: their mutual antipathy was a fine balancing act to maintain the political equilibrium
         in Macedon. Olympias and Antipater would unite to ruthlessly crush any opposition and, that achieved, return to watching each
         other like two fighting dogs. Both pestered Alexander with letters yet there was never really a contest for his affection.
         Alexander might assert that his mother charged a terrifyingly high rent for the nine months he had spent in her womb but he
         still adored her. He told one friend how, ‘One tear shed by his mother wiped out ten thousand of Antipater’s letters.’29 Alexander’s immediate act after his first great victory over the Persians at the Granicus (334 BC) was to send the precious goods looted from the Persians as a gift to his beloved mother.30 According to Quintus Curtius, Alexander confided to close friends how the greatest reward for his efforts and labours would
         be if his mother could be granted immortality on her departure from life.31 The remark not only testifies to Alexander’s love for Olympias but the perception of himself as the new Achilles whose mother
         was immortal. Alexander had no better protector, supporter or adherent than this formidable woman who, decades later, died
         as she pitted herself against Alexander’s inveterate enemies.32 Olympias was a born street fighter in every sense of the word. Her protection and exaltation of her son began even before
         his conception. She sowed an awesome seed which had its own bloody legacy. She firmly believed that Alexander’s conception
         was planned and brought about by the direct intervention of the Gods. Little wonder that Alexander was so singular. He was
         constantly presented with a reality so different from other men: he had been divinely conceived; therefore he had a divine
         mission. Nor is it surprising that such a son should, in all things, strive to emulate and surpass his charismatic father
         Philip. He, in turn, cannot be blamed for listening to the gossip that his overbearing foreign queen had cuckolded him, and
         that her arrogant son was simply a cuckoo in the family nest.
      

      
      According to Plutarch, Olympias shrouded Alexander’s conception and birth in divine mystery. On the night before the consummation
         of her marriage she dreamed that a thunderbolt pierced her womb, a great fire was kindled and the flames shot out further
         than she could see.33 Some time later, according to the same source, Philip had a dream that he was sealing up his new wife’s womb with wax which
         bore the impression of a lion. A number of Philip’s advisers were not impressed and sowed their own seeds of doubt in his
         mind. They claimed that all the dream proved was that Philip was suspicious of Olympias and should keep a watchful eye on
         her conduct. The seer Aristander of Telemesus, who later made his fortune as Alexander’s official fortune-teller and was greatly
         patronized by Olympias, ridiculed such doubts. According to Aristander, Philip’s dream showed that the king couldn’t seal
         up something that was not empty: Olympias was pregnant with a male child who would demonstrate all the qualities of a lion.34 When the royal physicians confirmed the pregnancy, Philip was suitably impressed but, according to Plutarch, the old cynic was still suspicious. He took to spying
         on his wife and was repelled to see a serpent sharing his wife’s bed.35 Understandably, Olympias’ hobby of handling trained snakes made Philip not so eager to share her embraces. Plutarch adds
         that, because of this sacrilegious peeping, Philip was chastened by Ammon and lost the sight of the eye he had pressed against
         the keyhole, when it was actually pierced during the siege of Methone.36 Some of these stories are undoubtedly legend but many are based on fact; they all shroud Olympias, her relations with Philip
         and the conception of Alexander in a mixture of spiritual aura and sexual intrigue.
      

      
      Olympias may have glorified her son’s origins; she also planted the seeds of suspicion in Philip’s mind. He must have entertained
         doubts about her fidelity and wondered about the actual paternity of a son who later challenged him. Undoubtedly, the way
         in which Olympias spread such stories did not help matters. According to Plutarch, Olympias, at least publicly, always rejected
         such stories as pious fiction and groaned at how ‘Alexander would never stop mixing her up with the Goddess Juno.’37 Privately, of course, Olympias would have done her best to encourage the tales and so her campaign continued. According to
         one story related by Plutarch, Alexander’s birth in the summer of 356 BC spread terror abroad. On the same night he was born, the temple of Artemis in Persian-held Ephesus was burnt to the ground.
         The real cause was a madman but the flatterer Hegesias claimed it was because the Goddess was absent attending Alexander’s
         birth. The Magi, priests of the Persian God Ahura-Mazda, are recorded as having understood what had happened, and running
         about beating their faces and crying ‘that day had brought forth the Great Scourge and destroyer of Asia’.38

      
      Be that as it may, the early years of the ‘Great Scourge’ are fairly light in detail. His nurse Lanice was the sister of ‘Black
         Cleitus’, the king’s bodyguard. His first tutor, Leonidas, a kinsman of Olympias, was an old soldier with tough ways. According
         to an account given by Alexander to Queen Ada of Caria, Leonidas used to keep his meals meagre, drill him hard and search
         his possessions for any luxuries or sweetmeats hidden by his mother.39 Leonidas’ strict regime was offset by Alexander’s personal tutor, Lysimachus, who flattered the boy and indulged his fantasies about Achilles. Lysimachus called
         himself Phoenix (the name of Achilles’ tutor); Philip became Peleus, Achilles’ father, whilst Alexander was, of course, Achilles
         reincarnate.40

      
      Over all these domestic arrangements brooded the menace of Olympias, ever watchful of her son. According to Plutarch, in 358
         BC, the year before Philip married Olympias, he had married another princess, Philinna of Larissa, a Thessalian who gave birth
         to a son, Arridhaeus. According to Plutarch, ‘as a boy Arridhaeus had shown a pleasant character and displayed promise’, until
         Olympias fed the boy a drug which, according to our source, ‘impaired the functions of his body and did irreparable damage
         to his brain’.41 Olympias certainly viewed Arridhaeus as a threat. Some seventeen years later, six years after her own beloved son’s death,
         she finally settled with this hapless victim: he was cruelly executed at her behest in 317 BC.42

      
      To lessen Olympias’ baleful influence as well as provide his son with an excellent education, Philip decided to hire the best
         educator in all Greece. The sophists of Athens regarded Philip as a boor and his court uncivilized but Philip continued the
         policy of his predecessors in trying to attract scholars and artists to his court, a move openly mocked by the intellectuals
         of the great city. ‘Shall we, being Greeks,’ Thrasymachus the orator shrilled, ‘become slaves to a barbarian?’43 Demosthenes was more dismissive, ‘He, Philip, is not a Greek nor related to the Greeks.’44

      
      Philip set his face like flint against such insults and managed to persuade one of the greatest philosophers, Aristotle, himself
         a Macedonian, and the son of a court physician, to take over Alexander’s education. Aristotle was a brilliant scholar, a dandy
         and, at the time, a very disappointed man, because he had been overlooked for promotion in the famous schools of Athens. More
         important to Philip than even his classical education, Aristotle was definitively anti-Persian, holding views very similar
         to those of Isocrates regarding the superiority of Greek culture.45 Philip set up an academy in the precincts of the Grove of Nymphs at Mieza, a famous beauty spot and tourist attraction as
         late as Plutarch’s day46 (137 AD). Other young men were included. Several of Alexander’s life-long companions – Hephaestion, Cassander, Ptolemy, and others – became fellow scholars.47 For three years, from 343 BC to 340 BC, Alexander lived and studied in those idyllic surroundings amongst the foothills of the Bermium Mountains, the lush wine-growing
         area of modern Noussa. The spot was also called the Gardens of Midas because, according to legend, it was here that Midas
         captured Silenus, by a mixture of wine and sacred water, so as to learn the secret of life. Silenus had to be ransomed by
         Dionysius who gave Midas the ambiguous gift of turning everything he touched to gold.48

      
      In 340/339 BC, Alexander’s academic life was brought to an abrupt conclusion. At the age of sixteen, his father being absent, he was made
         regent and had to launch a defensive campaign against the tribes of Thrace who had risen in rebellion. By the time that campaign
         finished in 339 BC Alexander was seventeen, educated, with some experience in government and bloodied in war.49 The child is the father of the man. Alexander, both physically and spiritually, emerges on to the political scene as a person
         in his own right with a character and disposition based not on idealist interpretation or romantic theory but empirical evidence
         which can be analysed and assessed. As Strabo the Geographer wrote, ‘These things, whatever truth may be in them, have at
         least been scrutinized and believed amongst men.’50

      
      Alexander was striking in appearance. He was below average height, we know, because after his great victory over the Persians,
         he occupied Darius’ palace and sat on the Persian king’s throne and his feet dangled even above the footstool – an embarrassment
         quickly avoided when a page hastily removed the footstool and replaced it with a table. Alexander was muscular and compact.
         His hair, parted down the middle and ringleted around the forehead and the nape of his neck to resemble a lion’s mane, was
         reddish blond. He was fair-skinned with a high complexion and his eyes were odd, one being greyish-blue, the other brown.51 According to the Alexander Romance, his teeth were sharply pointed ‘like little pegs’,52 his nose rose straight to the forehead above full lips and a rounded chin. His forehead bulged slightly over his eyes, his
         voice was high-pitched but became harsh when excited; his walk was fast and nervous. The court sculptor, Lysippus, provides
         the best, though stylized representation. Alexander had a characteristic leftwards inclination of the neck with an upward cast to the eyes which gave him a rather dreamy, girlish
         look. This gesture was often imitated by the young men of the court and it is difficult to decide whether this characteristic
         pose was due to some physical defect in his neck and shoulders or simple affectation.53

      
      After three years’ study under Aristotle, Alexander was certainly well educated and his three years in the Groves at Mieza
         must have had a profound effect on him. Aristotle encouraged his love of Homer and actually autographed the prince’s copy
         of the Iliad.54 Later, when Alexander was campaigning in Persia, despite the different crises facing him, Alexander asked his treasurer Harpalus
         to send him something to read. Harpalus put together a package to please his master which included the writings of Aeschylus,
         Sophocles and, above all, Euripides.55 On a number of important occasions, such as the events leading to his father’s murder or Alexander’s own mad drunken slaying
         of Black Cleitus, Alexander quoted lines from that great playwright.56 The rather mysterious source known as Nicobule claims that Alexander could recite the entire corpus of Euripides’ work, in
         which case Alexander would have known the line: ‘You are insane, you who seek glory and conflict amongst the weapons of war.
         You think, in your ignorance, you will find a cure for human misery there.’57 Alexander must have recited those lines, yet they were ones that he studiously ignored for most of his life.
      

      
      There were other influences, particularly in politics, where Aristotle must have had his greatest influence helping Alexander
         to theorize and articulate his own autocratic tendencies. During Aristotle’s stay in the Groves at Mieza, Aristotle’s close
         friend and father-in-law, the petty despot Hermeias, was captured by Persian agents and taken back to Artaxerxes to be cruelly
         tortured about what he knew regarding the mind of Macedon. Hermeias refused to break and died bravely. Aristotle composed
         the ‘Hymn to Virtue’ in Hermeias’ honour and unleashed all his vituperation against Persia on the welcoming and attentive
         mind of Alexander.58 Aristotle argued that all barbarians were slaves by nature so it was right and fitting for Greeks to rule over barbarians.
         Alexander should be a leader to the Greeks, Aristotle advised, and a despot to the barbarian Persians. He should treat the former as friends and relatives but deal with the barbarians as beasts or even plants.59 Aristotle was preaching nothing new. Similar sentiments can be found in the speeches of Demosthenes or the racist taunts
         of Isocrates’ ‘Address to Philip’. Aristotle, as exemplified in his Politics (Book Three), also ingeniously circumvented the usual Greek hatred of autocracy, one-man rule, arguing that, if the outstanding
         personal virtue [image: image] of the leader is superior to that of all other citizens put together, then kingship is justifiable.60 With Alexander, Aristotle was preaching to the converted. Three great notions emerged to dominate his royal student. First
         the idea of aniketos, of being invincible, a title the Delphic Oracle would later confer on Alexander. Secondly, pothos, a deep unquenchable desire to achieve his ends, however difficult. Finally, Alexander’s own unshakeable perception of the
         supremacy and excellence of his own destiny.
      

      
      In the turbulent, machismo politics of the Macedonian court such a competitive attitude had to find a focus and, undoubtedly
         helped by Olympias, Alexander regarded his father as the best measure by which to judge himself. From the very beginning,
         whatever love or admiration existed between father and son, their relationship was strongly influenced by an intense rivalry
         which constantly looked for an outlet. Even the famous incident involving the horse Bucephalus attests to this growing rivalry,
         although Alexander was no more than a boy of nine years at the time. Philip was doing business with a horse trader and singled
         out a beautiful black stallion with a white starburst on its forehead. The horse proved very unruly. Alexander, standing by,
         pointed out that they didn’t know how to handle him. Philip, teasingly, asked Alexander to show them how. The young prince
         rose to the challenge. He grasped the halter and moved the horse so that it would no longer be frightened by its own shadow
         thrown by the sun. Once he had calmed the horse down, Alexander mounted it and, riding bareback, put the stallion through
         its paces, much to the admiration of his father and onlookers. Philip was delighted. He gave the horse as a gift to Alexander.
         A bond of friendship was formed between boy and horse, this would last for thirty years until Bucephalus died near the Jhelum
         River in Pakistan where Alexander erected a city there in its honour.61
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