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INTRODUCTION


‘Man, being reasonable, must get drunk. The best of life is but intoxication.’


Lord Byron


Once upon a time I was a boy of 18: bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, lightly pimpled. I had the beginnings of a goatee and some green-and-red hippie pants, stupidly long hair and a new pack of rollies. I had bought a book by Michel Foucault and very nearly read a whole chapter, and was doing my best to like music that did not have a tune. I was more of a feminist than any female I knew, and more than happy to tell them all why – just after I’d finished explaining racism to migrants.


In other words, I was all set for uni.


My subject of choice was History, of course. (Or ‘Herstory’, as I may well have called it.) I mean, why on earth would you study anything else? War and peace, murders and suicides, revolutions and riots, tights and ruffs – to me, it sounded far more fun than torts, and all that other dreck they dish up in a law degree.


But here’s the thing: it wasn’t at all. History – as taught at uni, at least – turned out to be all about idiotically complicated theories instead of fun, racy facts. It wasn’t enough to know what stuff had happened, we were expected to understand why. If I was to tell you that in our first semester we were taught ‘parametric determinism’, ‘cultural materialism’ and the ‘theory of historical trajectory’, I think you would agree that we suffered.


Anyway, I’ve forgotten that stuff now. I’ll probably be able to tell a psychiatrist all about Hegel’s ‘dialectical method’ 30 years from now, but for the time being it remains safely suppressed, somewhere deep inside my subconscious.


But what I do remember is this: crudely speaking, there are two basic theories of history, two broad and unifying explanations for why humans do what they do, from which all the more complicated theories derive.


The first is what’s known as the ‘Great Man Theory’. Essentially, it just means that history was made by a small handful of people – generally men – each of whom was in some way exceptional. It’s the idea that the Roman Empire would never have happened without Julius Caesar, for example, or that there wouldn’t have been a Russian Revolution without Trotsky and Lenin. Individual intelligence, individual charisma, individual goodness, individual evil – these are the fundamental forces that most shape our world.


The second theory is exactly the opposite. It essentially says that individuals are irrelevant: that underlying economic forces make us do what we do. If Caesar didn’t conquer Western Europe, some other Roman would have. The Russian Revolution was inevitable, regardless of which Russian led it. A true understanding of history involves looking at the means of production – at who owns stuff, who profits, who gets exploited, and so on. And doing your best to not then fall asleep.


Anyway, there’ll be none of that rubbish in this book. And that is because, in it, I propose a third theory of history – an entirely new, and perhaps not entirely stupid, hypothesis about why various things might have happened. That theory, in short, is intoxicants. Beers, wine, spirits. Dope, mushrooms. Opium, heroin. Cocaine, speed and so on. What I’m saying is that, ever since Australopithecus afarensis came down from the trees and found some fermented fruit lying about on the ground, human beings have been taking things to relax and generally cope with this hell called ‘reality’. From presidents and prime ministers, to painters and poets, to sailors, soldiers and scientists, pretty much everyone has, at some time, drunk more than they should or taken something that one should not take.


And it’s a custom that can have consequences. In my case, these involve waking up after a party confused and embarrassed, then texting a few dozen apologies.


But other consequences can change the course of our world.


So forget the Great Man Theory of History, folks. I would instead like to give you the Trashed Man (not to mention, lots of not-so-straight women). And, above all, forget about the means of production. This book is about what goes on when humans are not being productive at all.
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We all have a bit of a dark side, an evil little voice in the back of our heads. It’s a little voice that can lead to some very big and bad things, to serious crimes such as murder and rape. It can lead to cruelty and genocide, to savagery and violence. It has even led some men to invest in lycra.


My own little voice, I am sorry to say, sometimes tells me to try and get my dogs drunk. But I’m not going to do it (I think), because it feels a bit wrong – and in any case, probably won’t even work.


To get drunk, you see, you need to be able to actually metabolise alcohol, rather than just drink it down. If you can’t do that, you’ll just feel sick and spew. This ability relies on a complex set of proteins that we humans have, with even-more-complex names such as ‘alcohol dehydrogenase enzyme’, and one particular version that’s called ‘ADH4’. The canine versions of these proteins aren’t efficient enough for them to get drunk, which is good news for my pets because there are times when that voice is quite loud.


Having said that, human beings aren’t entirely alone in their ability to get tipsy. If rotting fruits and vegies are exposed to certain bacteria they eventually become alcoholic, but this fact doesn’t stop some animals from eating them – and in fact it might even encourage them. Bohemian waxwing birds, for example, only eat rowan berries late in the winter, when the cooler weather means they’ve begun to ferment, while pen-tailed tree-shrews like to drink fermented palm nectar for about two hours a night – a drink with the same alcoholic content as beer. Drunk bees are also a thing, believe it or not; after drinking fermented nectar they can have flying accidents.


Still, the list of boozy animals is hardly a long one, and what’s odd is that there’s only one primate on it: us. All of our cousins – chimps, gorillas, gibbons, orangutans and so on – actually have ADH4, and all the rest of those proteins and enzymes that the budding young alcoholic requires, but tests suggest that they don’t really work. Simply put, your average gorilla can get drunk if she’s given vodka in laboratory conditions, but she’ll only get drunk a teensy bit – and then almost immediately start to feel very ill.


So what makes human primates so good at drinking? The answer is probably just plenty of practice. At some point in our evolutionary past, the ADH4 that’s found in humans somehow became about 40 times better at breaking down ethanol. It’s a genetic mutation that seems to have occurred about 10 million years ago – just around the time that climate change shrank the forests of Africa and saw endless grasslands grow up in their place. Fresh hanging fruit slowly became harder to come by, so some species would have had to make do with what they found on the ground.


Chances are, our species was one of them. Ever so slowly our tree-dwelling ancestors ran out of trees to dwell in, and so started to walk on two legs. And ever so slowly, they adapted their diet … and developed the ability to become legless.


And it’s an ability that they seemed to enjoy. Evidence of humans deliberately making alcohol dates back at least eight thousand years.


How has it affected our behaviour since? Dear reader, it’s time to find out.






Early evidence of wine-making
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	c. 7000 BCE – Residue found on broken pottery in China included traces of compounds from ancient wines





	[image: ] 	c. 6000 BCE – Grape seeds and vine dust uncovered at Gadachrili Gora site in Georgia





	[image: ] 	c. 5400 BCE – Wine remnants found on Persian pottery jars in Iran





	[image: ] 	c. 4100 BCE – Wine press and formation vat discovered in Armenia





	[image: ] 	c. 3150 BCE – Wine residue on clay jars found in the tomb of Scorpion I, one of Egypt’s first kings













Early evidence of beer-making
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	c. 3500–3100 BCE – Evidence found of Mesopotamian beer manufacturing





	[image: ] 	c. 2050 BCE – Mesopotamian tablet found to be an early receipt for 5 Silas (approx. 4.5 litres) of ‘the best beer’ from brewer Alulu





	[image: ] 	c. 1981-1975 BCE – Egyptian funerary model shows an ancient brewery at work





	[image: ] 	c. 1800 BCE – Sumerian poem Hymn to Ninkasi includes praise to the goddess of beer and a beer recipe









Oldest existing alcohol
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	c. 350 – Unopened bottle of wine found in a Roman sarcophagus





	[image: ] 	c. 1653 – Rüdesheimer Apostelwein stored in the cellar beneath the town hall of Breman in Germany





	[image: ] 	c. 1680s – Hungarian Tokaji wine stored in the Royal Saxon cellars in Dresden





	[image: ] 	c. 1787 – Wine made by Chateau Lafite estate, believed to be from Thomas Jefferson’s cellar











Popular ingredients for making alcohol
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	Africa – millet, maize, cassava





	[image: ] 	North America – persimmon, agave





	[image: ] 	South America – corn, sweet potatoes





	[image: ] 	Asia – rice, wheat, sorghum





	[image: ] 	Russia – rye













Nicknames for alcohol
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	Grog





	[image: ] 	Booze





	[image: ] 	Liquid courage





	[image: ] 	Hooch





	[image: ] 	Juice













Alcohol pros
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	Improved mood





	[image: ] 	Grandiosity





	[image: ] 	Heightened sense of confidence





	[image: ] 	May reduce risk of heart disease





	[image: ] 	May reduce risk of diabetes











Alcohol cons
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	Nausea and vomiting





	[image: ] 	Loss of bladder and bowel control





	[image: ] 	Blurred vision





	[image: ] 	Blackouts





	[image: ] 	Temporary loss of consciousness













Alcohol big-time cons
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	Death of brain cells





	[image: ] 	Liver damage





	[image: ] 	Pancreatitis





	[image: ] 	Coma





	[image: ] 	Death














FROM HUNTERS 
TO BOOZERS


Did beer kick-start civilisation?




[image: ]




‘Alcohol is the anaesthesia by which we endure the operation of life.’


George Bernard Shaw




The Reformation, the Renaissance, the Industrial Revolution. World War II, Hawthorn’s premiership three-peat. There have been many important events in the history of humankind – many moments that have affected us all.


But one event, I’d say, stands alone in its importance, far, far above all the rest – and, no, I’m not talking about Hawthorn’s seven straight grand finals in the mid-to-late 1980s. I’m talking about that time in the Middle East about 12,000 years ago, when a bunch of nomadic hunter-gatherers decided to stop nomadically hunting and gathering, and try their hands at some farming instead.


That decision to settle down, clear some trees, dig a hole and grow grain was humanity’s biggest move in literally millions of years. It’s pretty much on a par with the time some ape-like creature climbed down from a tree, spent some time on the ground and thought, ‘Hey, this is better.’


‘Why’s that?’ you ask, understandably puzzled. ‘What’s so great about grain? I mean, I like fibre as much as the next person, but sure …’


‘Here is why,’ I swiftly reply, with sincere apologies for cutting you off. It’s because farming didn’t just lead to more regular bowel motions. It led to what we very loosely call ‘civilisation’. Raising animals, growing crops, building shelter, sharing space: these things require a level of cooperation that throwing spears simply didn’t entail. Whereas once homo sapiens had moved around in tiny little groups, hunting bison, hoarding berries and so forth, all of a sudden, we all became property owners, with all the complicated rules and commitments that property ownership entails. All of a sudden, we started living in large-scale communities with ploughs, wheels and fences – and more to the point, complex customs and laws.


It was the beginning of a journey that led to music, science, philosophy and art, and may well have come to a dead end with the Kardashians.


Anyway, God bless bread, right? Because that’s what all this grain was for?


Wrong, say a significant number of archaeologists and botanists. The human race’s motive for cultivating nutritious wild grasses may actually have been to make and drink beer. Pretty much every product of civilisation that you can see around you right now – this book, that table, the TV you’re about to switch on – could well represent the later stages of a journey that began with the simple desire to get pissed.


It’s a theory that’s been around for decades, thanks to an American archeologist and anthropologist named Robert Braidwood. ‘Could the discovery that a mash of fermented grain yielded a palatable and nutritious beverage have acted as a greater stimulant towards the experimental selection and breeding of the cereals than the discovery of flour and bread-making,’ that snappy phrase-maker wondered in the Scientific American, way back in 1952.


The short answer is that we simply don’t know. While we can be confident that our ancestors started growing grains about 12,000 years ago, evidence relating to which grains and why is quite literally thin on the ground. But it’s worth pointing out that archaeologists recently dug up some beer-brewing troughs in what’s now Turkey, and according to carbon-dating they’re around 11,000 years old.


It’s also worth noting that bread-making would have been a difficult business 12,000 years ago, given the primitive reaping technology that was then available. After collecting tiny return of grain for their labour and carefully removing the chaff, ancient farmers would have then had to spend God-knows-how-long grinding it all into flour, and monitoring some sort of fire-oven, all for the sake of just one little loaf.


Alcohol, in contrast, is comparatively easy to create. For fermentation – the magic that turns grass into booze – to take place all you need is some water and yeast.


So raise a glass to alcohol, I say. Then drink it down, fill it up and drink more. Alcohol may well be the cause of many of society’s problems, but without it, we might not have a society at all.




DRINKING ETIQUETTE AROUND THE WORLD


With alcohol came civilisation – and more than one ‘civilised’ way to drink it. Here are a few to keep in mind next time you head overseas:




	Never clink glasses together when drinking beer (Hungary)


	Maintain eye contact when toasting (Sweden)


	Pour and receive your drink with two hands (Korea)


	Vodka shots should be downed in one (Russia)


	Never fill a wine glass more than halfway (France)


	Never top up your own drink – let your host do it (Japan)


	If you don’t finish your drink, pour it back in the bottle (Kazakhstan)


	Always return a shout (Australia)















DRINK LIKE AN
 EGYPTIAN


How beer built the Pyramids
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‘ Work is the curse of the drinking classes.’


Oscar Wilde


One of the wonders of the world, the Pyramids of Giza have been called all sorts of things, from ‘powerful,’ ‘spectacular,’ ‘iconic’ and ‘extraordinary’, to the more prosaic ‘pyramid-shaped’. Constructed during Egypt’s Fourth Dynasty, they were the world’s tallest man-made structure for nearly 38 centuries, and have been fascinating tourists for over 45. When Moses was just a slip of a lad, these suckers were already 1000 years old. Some even say they might even be as old as Cher.


But the big question is, who built them? For a long time it seemed the answer was ‘slaves’, but nowadays we know different. It was actually a paid workforce of sorts. The pyramids were put together by about 20,000 artisans, labourers, foremen and craftsmen over a period of about 20 years.


We also know that they were paid in beer. Recent archaeological excavations in and around the pyramids have uncovered about five square kilometres’ worth of long-hidden tombs set aside for more senior stonemasons. In amongst their skeletons, archaeologists have found beer jars and wine vats intended to keep these workers hydrated in the afterlife – and plenty of evidence that they stayed juiced up in this one.


Records show that while the pyramids were being built, beer was dished out three times a day – in the morning, at lunch and at night. ‘For the pyramids, each worker got a daily ration of four to five litres,’ said the University of Pennsylvania’s Dr Patrick McGovern. ‘It was a source of nutrition, refreshment and reward for all the hard work. It was beer for pay. You would have had a rebellion on your hands if they’d run out. The pyramids might not have been built if there hadn’t been enough beer.’


And Egyptian civilisation itself might have struggled to get off the ground were it not for the sweet amber ale. Made out of boiled water, honey, barley and herbs, and about as thick and sweet as a milkshake, ancient Egyptian beer was safer to drink than the dank old Nile, and a far better source of nutrition. To drink water back then was to drink liquid bacteria; to drink milk was to drink something sour. In a world that was hot, dirty and utterly fridge-less, beer was drunk daily by the entire population, regardless of age, wealth or gender. The hieroglyph for it was even in the word ‘meal’.


And in practical terms it meant ‘money’ as well. Coins being fairly rare for much of Egypt’s history, beer helped the wheels of commerce to turn. Public officials and priests were paid in the stuff, and merchants used it as a unit of trade. The standard basic wage was ten loaves of bread and one-third to two full jugs of beer per day.


Guarded over by Osiris, the God of Regeneration, and considered sacred in the temples of Hathor, beer was quite simply ‘the national drink’ of the land of the Pharaohs.


If you want to walk like an Egyptian, just walk into a pub.




WORKING HARD FOR THE TINNIES


If you thought that the practice of paying for manual labour in beer ended with the Ancient Egyptians, I’d suggest that you think again. A government-funded program in present-day Amsterdam recruits alcoholics to clean the streets and pays them in – yes – beer. The participants spend a few hours picking up rubbish, and in return they receive five cans of beer, half a pouch of rolling tobacco, ten euros and a nice, hot lunch. It might sound a touch counterproductive, but organisers consider the practice a first step towards recovery, insofar as it gives participants a sense of purpose and, well, something to do.












BEWARE OF OVERLY
 BIG NIGHTS


A big wooden horse will only get you so far




[image: ]




‘I envy people who drink. At least they have something to blame everything on.’


Oscar Levant


We don’t know whether the Iliad is true, but we do know that it is long. Chryseis, Glaucus, Hephaestus, Hermes: these are not skin conditions, or obscure STDs, or some poorly named new brands of swimwear. They are just four in the near-endless cast of characters that populate the oft-retold tale of the Trojan War. Described by Homer in both the Illiad and the Odyssey, and rebooted by Virgil in yet another epic poem called the Aeneid, the ten-year-long conflict between the Greeks and the Trojans too often feels like it’s being told in real time.


But eventually, of course, the story does actually end, thanks to cunning Odysseus and his big wooden horse. The Greek general came up with the now-famous idea of pretending to retreat, but actually having most of his troops sail a few miles down the coast. The Greeks who remain, of course, build said big wooden horse, leave it on the beach and huddle inside.


Having seen the ships sail away, the Trojan soldiers eventually come out of their fortress, see the horse and decide to drag it back in. But as they all fall asleep that night, a trapdoor opens and ropes drop to the ground. Greek soldiers creep out and quietly unlock the gates. Their comrades rush in and wholesale slaughter ensues. Beware of Greeks bearing gifts, as someone once put it. (Shakespeare, I’d imagine, or someone like that. If you’ve come here for meticulous referencing you’ve come to the wrong place.)


What’s missing from this summary of the story, however, is the vital role played by booze. We tend to forget that when the Trojan schmucks decided to drag the horse in, they didn’t just stand around admiring it for a bit, then yawn, stretch and go get some shut-eye. Some of them were aware that it might be a trick.


For example, the Aeneid describes a Trojan called Laocoön who ‘rushed down eagerly from the heights of the citadel’, to confront them. ‘O unhappy citizens, what madness?’ he supposedly shouted. ‘Do you think the enemy’s sailed away? Or do you think any Greek gift’s free of treachery? Is that Ulysses’ reputation? Either there are Greeks in hiding, concealed by the wood, or it’s been built as a machine to use against our walls, or spy on our homes, or fall on the city from above, or it hides some other trick: Trojans, don’t trust this horse.’


It’s a pity, of course, that this man’s name was Laocoön, but I think we can all agree that he made a good point. Nonetheless, ‘trust this horse’ his compatriots did, and if you’ve read this book’s blurb, you can probably guess why. They’d just won a war and they wanted to get shitfaced; the battle was over, it was time for a drink.


As Homer wrote in The Odyssey, ‘And so the wooden horse was brought within the City’s walls, accompanied with much feasting, drinking and rejoicing by the triumphant and war-weary Trojans throughout the day and into the night as they celebrated their victorious ending of the long Trojan War.’


‘The citizens of Troy slept deeply following their raucous celebrations’ – and, needless to add, most of them never woke up.


Now someday, dear reader, you might find yourself in a war, and not see much value in a fake farm animal. Just try to remember that if your enemy’s pissed, even the silliest of plans might just work.






UNUSUAL HANGOVER CURES


When you’ve woken up hungover, your city sacked and fields laid to waste, you probably need a bit of a pick-me-up. Here are some of the more exciting suggestions on offer:




	Ground rhino horns (Vietnam)


	Deep-fried canary (Ancient Rome)


	Dried bull penis (Sicily)


	Pickled sheep eyeballs in tomato juice (Mongolia)


	Sparrow droppings in brandy (Hungary)












GREAT AUSTRALIAN PISS-UPS


Sir George Reid, 1903


‘Never have I seen such enthusiasm for water – and so little of it drunk.’


Our fourth prime minister discussing the celebrations for the opening of the Kalgoorlie pipeline.


Dawn Fraser, 1964


‘We chose a fine big Olympic banner with the five circles on it, and one of my companions bunked himself up on the shoulders of the other. They swayed around a little, and they swore once or twice; but finally they pulled the flag loose. “Quick,” said one of them. “Cop this.” I took the flag. “Go for your life,” said the other. “The [police] are coming.”’


In her autobiography Below the Surface, Dawn Fraser describes a drunken night stealing flags at the Tokyo Olympics.


Michael Caton, 2015


‘I hated seeing the words “Harry finishes his beer” when I had an 8am call. By 11am, after doing several takes, I would be completely shickered, to use a good old Jewish phrase. And I’d still have to finish my work for the day.’


Michael Caton played Harry on The Sullivans at a time when prop departments didn’t believe in fake beer.


Bernard Tomic, 2012


‘So far as I am aware, there’s no suggestion Mr Tomic has committed any offence of any kind. If there is, he certainly hasn’t been charged or even questioned about it. So I’m really not sure what all the ruckus is about.’


The tennis player’s lawyer after his client got into a drunken, half-naked punch-up late at night in a Gold Coast hot tub.


Brendan Fevola, 2009


‘I pretty much made a dick of myself that night ... obviously had too much to drink. I don’t think I missed too many people that night. I want to express my deep sorriness again.’


Former AFL star Brendan Fevola after a 12-hour bender at the Brownlow Medal count.


St Kilda Football Club, 2013


‘He was talking to one of the footballers then another footballer went behind him. He had one of those gas lighters that you light a stove up [with]. He basically opened the flame.


‘I saw that his shirt, because we were hired as security, and pants went alight and it slowly started. You know, flames started appearing.’


An observer of the night some St Kilda footballers hired – and allegedly set fire to – a dwarf entertainer.












ALEXANDER THE
 GREAT ALCOHOLIC


How drunkenness destroyed a great city
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‘None of the men who in this country have left footprints behind them have been cold water men.’


Sir John Robertson


‘When Alexander saw the breadth of his domain, he wept for there were no more worlds to conquer.’


Do you remember that line from Die Hard? Well Hans Gruber got it wrong. Actually written by Plutarch, one of those ancient toga-wearing types, the original line said pretty much exactly the opposite: ‘Alexander wept for other worlds to conquer’. Personally I’d trust Alan Richman over most ancient essayists.


Regardless, both lines refer to Alexander the Great, the boy-king who conquered half the world by the time he hit 30 without once losing a battle or in any way messing up his great hair. Placed on the throne of Macedonia at the age of 20, after his father popped off in unpleasant circumstances, the blond one used that tiny state’s tiny army to unite all of Greece, then headed off east to crush the vast Persian Empire.


Vast empire crushed, he thought, ‘Why stop there?’ and proceeded to clobber everyone in his path for some 5000 kilometres. When the boy-king popped off himself at age 32, he left behind an empire that stretched from Egypt to India, and a reputation as one of history’s great generals.


But it would be unjust to pretend that his achievements certainly didn’t end there, for Alex also left behind a reputation as one of history’s great alcoholics. A devoted member of the cult of Dionysus (the ancient Greek god of wine), the all-conquering one was fond of all-night booze-ups, and equally committed to quenching his thirst through the day.


Historians such as John O’Brien believe that Alexander’s ‘escape into alcoholism and desire to conquer the world were two sides of the same coin’ – that coin being an ‘uncertainty about his own identity, and a desperate desire to prove himself’. Whether or not this is true, it’s hard to doubt Allison Weintraub’s assertion that ‘alcohol played a major role in his decisions, actions, and frame of mind … As Alexander’s use of alcohol amplified, his mood and temperament became progressively more violent and unstable, which caused his companions to fear him … (and) finally resulted in his demise.’


Want evidence? Well, try visiting the city of Persepolis, the ceremonial capital of the Persian Empire, a glorious mass of gold and marble in what’s now southern Iran.


Only you can’t, because Alex burned it down. Packed to the gills with priceless art and irreplaceable texts, ornate statues, vast temples and so on, that architectural marvel was reduced to a pile of ash because a 26-year-old got a bit pissed over lunch.


Here’s what happened according to Quintus Curtius: after conquering the city in 330 BCE, Alex and his pals ‘were feasting, and intoxication was growing as the drinking went on’. ‘He took part in prolonged banquets at which women were present … harlots who were accustomed to live with armed men with more licence than was fitting.’


‘One of these, Thais by name, herself also drunken, declared that the king would win most favour among all the Greeks, if he should order the palace of the Persians to be set on fire … When a drunken strumpet had given her opinion on a matter of such moment, one or two, themselves also loaded with wine, agreed. The king, too, more greedy for wine than able to carry it, cried: “Why do we not, then, avenge Greece and apply torches to the city?”


‘All had become heated with wine, and so they arose when drunk to fire the city which they had spared when armed. The king was the first to throw a firebrand upon the palace, then the guests and the servants and courtesans. The palace had been built largely of cedar, which quickly took fire and spread the conflagration widely.’


Good times.


Mind you, being one of Alexander’s drinking buddies wasn’t always so great – and if you don’t believe me, just ask Cleitus the Black. One of the boy-king’s oldest friends, Cleitus even saved the Conqueror’s life in 334 BCE, when he was cornered at the Battle of the Granicus. But that didn’t stop Alex from running him through with a spear when he said something slightly tactless during a drunken dinner.


Equally fun were the ‘Drinking Olympics’, a competition Alexander organised to celebrate his conquest of India. It involved drinking until you could drink no more. And then, yes, drinking quite a bit more. And then drinking some more after that. It’s said that of the 42 drinkers, 35 died immediately after the match. The rest, including the winner who had swallowed 12 litres of wine, died a few days later.


The good news (unless you were a wine merchant) was that not all that long after this, Alex himself all of a sudden died too. He passed away very abruptly at age 32 after coming down with a fever in Babylon. To this day, we still don’t know what said ‘fever’ was – or, indeed, if it was a fever at all. But we do know that he came down with it right after two straight days of ‘drinking far into the night’.


And we also know that he kept on drinking while he was ill. For Professor John O’Brien, the hot, sweaty and dehydrated king’s ‘insistence on wine – rather than water, [to slake his thirst] only makes sense if the “fever” was an acute case of alcohol withdrawal’. No ancient army could kill the Great One, or slow his Empire’s remorseless tread. But a few fermented grapes seem to have stopped him right in his tracks, and in so doing, changed the world.




THE REAL AUSSIE THIRST-QUENCHER


Australians may have more in common with Alexander the Great than we realise – at least when it comes to our favourite drink. While we’re known as a nation of beer-guzzlers, studies have shown that Australia’s actual favourite drink is red wine, the tipple of choice for 27 per cent of Aussie drinkers. Beer comes second at 24 per cent, followed by white wine at 16 per cent, and finally cider and whiskey both at 7 per cent. And in surprising news for people with tastebuds, no less than 3 per cent of us apparently prefer to drink rum. I myself would probably rather drink petrol.












THAT SINKING
 FEELING


How a boozy party boat brought on a war
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‘He that drinks fast, pays slow.’


Benjamin Franklin


If Prince Charles suddenly died it’d be sad and all, but succession-wise, not such a problem. This is because Prince William is waiting right there in the wings, all ready to step up and take his place on the throne.


And even if he happened to die too, in some tragic royal massacre involving terrorism or some unusually fierce corgis, there’d be no need to worry, because we’d still have that plump little cherub Prince George standing by, all ready to grasp the crown, orb and sceptre. Australians may object to this family on all sorts of levels – they’re anachronisms, they’re fox hunters, they’re inbred, they’re bald – but there’s no denying that it’s full of legitimate heirs, every single one of them potentially entitled to rule.


But when King Henry I died in 1135, I’m sorry to say that things were a little more complicated. Close observers could tell this by way his death sparked a vicious civil war.


How? Well, the problem was that while Henry was an enthusiastic pants man, and had pumped out at least a dozen kids during the course of his reign, only two of said kids were made with his lawful wedded wife and, as such, entitled to rule.


Complicating matters further was the fact that by the time Henry died, the only legitimate boy, William, was dead. The only legitimate girl, Matilda, had an even more serious problem, that being that she was a girl.


So when Henry popped off leaving Matilda to rule, a few right-thinking lords naturally responded, ‘No way.’ Not caring for this newfangled political-correctness-gone-mad, they swung their support behind one Stephen of Blois, Matilda’s penis-owning cousin from France. A battle or two later, he was wearing the crown.


But he never wore it very comfortably. The 19 years of Stephen’s reign is known amongst historians as ‘The Anarchy’: a two-decade long orgy of bloodshed, chiefly characterised by theft, riot and rape. It was a period of lawlessness, poverty and constant pitched battles. A period in which England’s nobles switched their support back and forth between the two warring cousins, and the peasants who fought for them went to cold, early graves.
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