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‘Here are set forth the histories of Herodotus of Halicarnassus, that men’s actions may not in time be forgotten, nor things great and wonderful accomplished both by Greeks and foreigners . . .’

Herodotus


 


‘Let us begin by committing ourselves to the truth, to see it like it is and to tell it like it is, to find the truth, to speak the truth and live with the truth. That’s what we’ll do.’

Richard M. Nixon
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CHAPTER ONE
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Written in Alexandria-at-the-End-of-the-World1 in Sogdiana in the twenty-third year after the foundation of the city, the seventy-third year of my life, by Euxenus the son of Eutychides, of the deme of Pallene.

Consider Alexander, and consider me. Both of us came a long way to die, but my journey wasn’t like his; mine led me out of vast tracts of folly and into a small village on the borders of wisdom.

Once, when I was young, I believed in democracy. When I was a little older, I believed in oligarchy, government by the enlightened few; after that, in monarchy, the rule of the philosopher-king. Now I believe only in drainage, public sanitation and clean water.

Oh, yes; I’ve come a lot further than Alexander.

 



‘My father used to say,’ I told you once, ‘that the greatest misfortune a man can know is to bury his own son. Of course, he was quoting from one of those mouldy old tragedians my grandfather Eupolis knocked around with at one time, but the sentiment is commonplace enough. My father, a remarkably fortunate man, never got to put this to the test. The consequences for his sons, all seven of us, were accordingly catastrophic.’

You looked puzzled, my young friend. ‘Sorry,’ you said, ‘I don’t quite follow. How could it have been any better for any of you if some of you had died?’

You remember the conversation, Phryzeutzis, I’m sure. We were standing in the shade of the gatehouse watching them put up the scaffolding for building the first of the rainwater tanks, which goes to show how long ago it was. As I recall, it was as hot as a smithy that day, even in the shade. I confess I was in one of my more garrulous moods. As usual, I was talking about myself. Most of it was probably going right over your head.

‘Over the course of my excessively long life,’ I explained, ‘I’ve made something of a study of luck, in roughly the same way as a three-legged cat studies the habits of mice, and I believe I’ve detected a pattern in the way it operates. Take, for example, the history of my family over the past few generations. It’s a wonderful illustration of my theory. You can keep the score if you like.’

‘Excuse me?’ you said.

‘Keep score. Count up instances of good luck versus instances of bad luck, and tell me who wins in the end.’

‘All right,’ you said.

‘Here goes, then. Now then, let’s see. My great-grandfather (who died long before I was born) was a nothingish sort of man who lived an uneventful life in Pallene, fairly but not very near the glorious city of Athens—’

‘Athens,’ you repeated. ‘In Greece, right?’

‘In Greece,’ I confirmed. ‘In his day, Athens was the greatest power in Greece, the only place in the world ruled by a democracy, the home of the finest poets, painters, philosophers, scientists and the like that the world has ever seen.’

‘Ah, yes,’ you said. ‘You’ve mentioned it before.’

Of course, we didn’t know each other so well in those days.

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘he farmed his land, voted in Assembly when he could spare the time, went to the Festivals, raised a family, got on with his life in a reasonably efficient manner and probably went to his grave wondering when the show was going to start. He was neither rich nor poor, famous nor infamous, and though he died on active service in the early stages of the Great Peloponnesian War against Sparta, I don’t suppose he made a big deal about it; I picture him dying unobtrusively somewhere, probably of dysentery after drinking bad water, rather than falling ostentatiously among the clash of arms. He was, by any definition, a lucky man, although his good fortune lay entirely in the fact that he had no luck of any kind, good or bad.’

‘You’re losing me again,’ you said.

‘Am I? Sorry.You’ll get the hang of it as I go along, I expect. Now  then,’ I went on, ‘my grandfather Eupolis, on the other hand, had far more than his share of luck. Having survived the plague that wiped out a large slice of the population of Athens—’

‘Good luck,’ you said, folding down a finger on your right hand.

‘Quite so,’ I said, ‘except that it disfigured him for life.’

‘Bad luck,’ you said firmly, folding down a finger on your left hand.

‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘because of the plague he inherited substantial amounts of property by virtue of being the only one left -’

‘Good luck,’ you said. ‘I guess,’ you added.

‘- But found himself bereft of family at an early age -’

You frowned sympathetically. Of course, at that time I didn’t know about your family history. ‘Bad luck,’ you said.

‘- And went on to contract a disastrously unhappy marriage -’

You nodded. ‘More bad luck,’ you said.

I smiled. ‘Not long after that,’ I said, swatting away an unusually persistent fly, ‘he took part in the ill-fated Athenian invasion of Sicily, where the whole of our army was massacred—’

‘Still more bad luck,’ you pointed out. ‘I’ll run out of fingers soon.’

‘The whole of our army,’ I repeated, ‘except for him—’

‘Ah,’ you said cheerfully. ‘Good luck at last.’

‘Him and his deadliest enemy—’

‘Oh. Properly speaking, that’s more bad luck, isn’t it?’

‘Absolutely,’ I replied. ‘A good man loves his friends and hates his enemies. After a series of hair-raising adventures - lots and lots of luck; a jumble of good and bad, like the junk lots at the end of a public auction - he made it back to Athens (good luck) only to be charged with sacrilegious treason and put on trial for his life (bad luck), escaping by a hair’s breadth—’

‘Good luck?’ you suggested hopefully.

I nodded. ‘You could say that,’ I replied, ‘though from what I can gather, pure fluke would be nearer the mark. After that,’ I added, ‘he continued the distinguished career as a writer of comic drama that he’d begun before the War interrupted it. He lived to see the fall of the great Athenian democracy (bad luck), which with good reason he detested (so good luck really), survived his shrewish and deceitful wife (good luck), whom he’d been devoted to (bad luck) and died at a ripe old age (good luck) after choking on a fishbone (bad luck), survived by one son, my father Eutychides.’

‘Sorry,’ you said. ‘I lost count some time back. But I think it was pretty evenly matched.’

I shrugged. ‘In Greek,’ I explained, ‘Eutychides means “son of  a lucky man”. Grandfather had his faults, Heaven knows, but you couldn’t fault his keen sense of irony.’

You smiled, and offered me the pitcher of water. You were laughing.

‘What’s the joke?’ I said.

‘Nothing,’ you replied. ‘Have a drink. You need to drink more in this hot weather.’

‘Never mind that,’ I said. ‘Tell me what I said that was so confoundedly funny. Usually when I make a joke you just stare at me with a half-witted expression on your face.’

‘All right,’ you said. ‘Though it isn’t funny, just - well, curious. Sounds to me,’ you said, ‘that your grandfather had luck the way we have rats in our barn.’

 



While I think of it, maybe I should just explain at this point why I’m not writing this in Greek. I should be, I know. After all, Greek is now the common language of the known civilised world, whereas this barbarous Scytho-Sogdanian dialect, which is so obscure it hasn’t even got a name, has never previously been used for writing and probably won’t be used again; as witness the fact that I’m having to use the Greek alphabet to write it down in, notwithstanding that there aren’t Greek letters for half the peculiar noises these people (sorry; you people) make with your mouths. If there’s a reason, it’s because I simply don’t want to be an Athenian any more, or even a Greek of any description. In which case, you ask, why are you doing something so absurdly, quintessentially Greek as writing a book - ‘sitting talking to yourself with a stick and a bit of sheepskin,’ as my neighbours call it - which nobody will want or be able to read? To which I immediately reply that I wish I knew. I do, honestly. My excuse, however, is that it behoves those of us who have seen momentous events to record them for the benefit of generations yet unborn, so that the deeds of great men shall not be wholly forgotten, and the mistakes of the past shall not unwittingly be repeated in the future. Or something like that.

 



Where have we got to? Oh, yes, my father, and luck.

I had another discussion with you about this, Phryzeutzis (if that’s your damn name; it sounds more like a dog being sick than anything I’d call a name, but Phryzeutzis is the nearest I can get to it in Greek letters), a month or so back, if you remember; and since you’re probably going to be the only reader this book ever has, I can’t think why I’m painfully transcribing it here. But I did make some rather  brilliant points, as I recall, and I expressed myself with more than usual clarity, succinctness and wit; and anyway, most of the time you were watching a beetle climbing up the doorframe and not paying proper attention, so here it is again, for you to read and digest at your leisure.

‘My father,’ I told you, as we watched them digging the big trench for the main drain I was insisting on (very sweetly, they were humouring an old man), ‘was a stolid man; solid bronze all the way through and never claimed to be anything else. He never wore a thin coating of silver and pretended to be a drachma.’

You turned your head and looked at me. ‘What’s a drachma?’ you asked.

‘It’s an Athenian coin,’ I replied. ‘They were always made of pure silver, but at the end of the War we were so poor we took to making them out of bronze and coating them in silver. Didn’t fool anybody.’

‘Ah,’ you said. ‘This is money we’re talking about, yes?’

‘That’s right,’ I said, nodding.

‘The little round metal buttons with a horse on one side and Alexander on the other.’

(You didn’t say ‘Alexander’, of course; you can’t pronounce Alexander, you poor savage. You said something like Zgunda. But I knew who you meant.)

‘Correct,’ I replied, rather grumpily. ‘Except that in those days, they didn’t have Alexander on them anywhere, they had Athena, Goddess of Wisdom, eternal patron of Athens.’

‘I see,’ you replied, optimistically in my opinion. ‘Athena is the giver of wisdom, and you Athenians were especially fond of her.’

‘That’s it.’

‘Why?’

You have this aggravating habit of asking difficult questions. Not  difficult, of course, in the sense that sixteen multiplied by four take away six divided by three is difficult; awkward to explain to one of your limited intelligence is probably a better way of putting it.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘because we Athenians honour wisdom above all things.’

‘Oh.’ You looked puzzled. ‘Strange.’ You didn’t choose to amplify that rather odd remark; instead you asked me whether stolid was a good or a bad thing to be.

I thought about that for a moment. ‘Neither, really,’ I said. ‘Or both. Of course, he was lucky—’

You laughed, for some reason. ‘Sorry,’ you said. ‘Please, go on.’

‘He was lucky,’ I continued, slightly annoyed at the interruption,  ‘to be living during an uncharacteristically peaceful time in Athenian history. Well, I say peaceful; it wasn’t. We were caught up in a series of nasty little wars - us against the Spartans—’

‘Just a moment,’ you said. ‘I thought you told me the war was over by his time.’

That’s your trouble, you never pay attention. ‘The War, yes. That finished when Father was seventeen. The wars against Sparta in his day were just wars. We were also fighting the Persians, and with the Persians against the Spartans, and with the Thebans against the Spartans, and with the Spartans against the Thebans—’

‘Why?’ you asked.

‘What? Because we were at war, of course.’

‘Yes, but why? What was the war about?’ You looked so worried it was almost comical. ‘It must have been pretty complicated, if your enemies kept becoming your friends and the other way around.’

I frowned. ‘I can’t remember,’ I said. ‘Mostly, I think, it was about who owned which cities. The cities of the various empires, I mean.’

You nodded; then something else bothered you. ‘Athens had an empire, then?’ you asked.

‘Sort of. Well, we were protecting them against the others, you see. Except when they rebelled.’

‘And then you protected them against themselves?’

‘Pretty much. You see, the Spartans and the Thebans and the Persians were picking on our cities, trying to take away their freedom, so we had to prevent that. And sometimes our cities wanted to go over to the enemy, so we had to prevent that too.’

‘I see,’ you said, though I think you were probably lying. ‘And you were protecting them because you were a democracy.’

‘That’s it. We believed that no man should be superior to another.’

‘Right. And that’s why you had an empire. I think I get the idea. But all these wars,’ you went on, ‘they must have made life terribly difficult for you and your family, when you were growing up.’

I smiled and shook my head. ‘Oh, no,’ I said, ‘it wasn’t anything like the War. Actually, it was a fairly good time to be an Athenian. We had the democracy back again - the Spartans abolished it at the end of the War, but when we threw out the Thirty Tyrants—’

‘They were Spartans, then.’

‘No,’ I said patiently, ‘they were Athenians. Anyway, after we’d got rid of them, and when we’d started rebuilding the empire and tribute-money was coming in from the cities of the empire, it was almost like it had been back in Grandfather’s day.’

You closed your eyes for a moment. ‘You mean, during the War?’

‘Well, yes. But the War wasn’t all fighting, there were big gaps in it when life wasn’t too bad. And in Father’s time, too, we were really quite prosperous, thanks to the state-owned silver mines. In fact, a few years before I was born we were able to pay people just to sit in Assembly and listen to the debates.’

You were suitably impressed by that; or so I thought. ‘You mean, people wouldn’t go to the debates unless they were paid? I thought Assembly was where you did the democracy.’

I sighed. ‘This is why it’s so hard for me to teach you anything,’ I said. ‘You keep wandering off the point. And the point is, life wasn’t so bad after the War, in my father’s day. Nothing much was going on; not like it was during the War.’

You gave me an odd look when I said that, presumably because you still hadn’t grasped what I was trying to tell you. Maybe it’s just as well I’m writing all this down for you. You’ll be able to read it through slowly and carefully and finally get it all straight in your mind.

‘You were telling me about your father,’ you said.

‘Yes indeed.’ I smiled fondly. ‘He was a man for his time, really. He cared about his property and his family and that was about it. And he had seven sons.’

‘Ah,’ you said, ‘I think you said something about that once before, when we were talking about luck that time.You seemed to think that was bad luck.’

‘No,’ I answered slowly, so you’d be able to follow, ‘that was good luck. Well, his good luck, anyway. A large family is a sign of the gods’ blessing. No, we were the ones who had the bad luck, after he died. You see, back home, when a man dies all his property doesn’t just go to his eldest son, it’s divided equally between all his sons, because that’s much fairer, you see.’

‘Ah,’ you said. ‘Democracy.’

I laughed. ‘You could call it that, I suppose. But the upshot of it was that Father’s property, divided seven ways, didn’t come to very much for each of us. In fact, it wasn’t enough to keep a pig alive. Now do you see the point I was making? Father had good luck, pretty well all his life; but as soon as he died, the bad luck started for us. None of us could make a living, so we had to give up farming and find something else to do. And that, basically, is how I ended up in Macedonia, with King Philip and Prince Alexander.’

[image: 004]

The plain truth of the matter is that my childhood was far too pleasant to be memorable. Not, of course, that I thought it was pleasant at the time. I seemed to spend most of my time hiding from people; my six elder brothers, all trying to palm their chores off on me, or my father, or the latest in a long succession of teachers and tutors. I got to be quite good at hiding, but not nearly good enough. I learned a lot of basic strategy that way - never hide in a tree, because once they spot you there’s nowhere else to run to; the last place they’ll think of looking is the place where they’ve just looked, and so on - and I got plenty of fresh air and exercise. But the lesson I never did learn was that it’s stupid to waste a whole day hiding rather than do a morning’s work. That’s simple commercial good sense, not spending a day to earn a morning; but in all the courses of tuition my father arranged for me (and he was fanatical about education, for reasons I’ll explain in a moment), simple good sense was never part of the curriculum. Like so many things in my life, I never got around to learning that until I was far too old for it to be of any use to me.

Thinking about it, I may have made it sound as if the inevitable division of my father’s property into seven worthless shares came as a dreadful shock that dawned on us some time between the moment of his death and the morning after the funeral. Far from it; even when he was a relatively young man with only four sons, Father was obsessed by it, virtually to the exclusion of everything else. It coloured his whole life, and so hard did he try to find some workable solution to the problem that he neglected a great many other things, and so made the situation far worse.

It’s worth mentioning at this point that we Greeks (or at least we Athenians, back in those days; I keep using this magic new word ‘Greeks’ as if it actually means something, but it doesn’t. And what I know about the rest of the Greeks, the ones who weren’t Athenians, could be written on the back of a potsherd with a rusty spearhead) had very strict views on how an honest man should make his living. Basically, he grew it, or for choice watched it grow, while other people did the actual hoeing and planting and pruning. The ideal was that a man inherited enough land from his father to grow enough food to qualify him for a respectable place in society - we divided people up into classes, according to how many measures of produce, wet and dry, their land produced in a year; so many measures and you could vote, so many more and you could fight for your country, and if your estate was big enough to produce five hundred measures a year, it stood to reason that there was no way you’d be able to eat all that stuff  yourself without dying of chronic obesity, so you were obliged to use the surplus for the good of the community, by fitting out a warship for the fleet or financing the production of a play at one of the Festivals. That’s how come the Athenians of old had the best fleet in Greece, invented the Drama and never seemed to put on weight.

Best of all, of course, was having enough money to be able to afford enough slaves to do all the fieldwork for you. Failing that, it was considered honourable, if tiresome, to work in the fields yourself, and some fairly rich men (Grandfather Eupolis, for example) quite enjoyed fooling about in the dust with a mattock or a pruning-knife. As far as earning a living went, though, that was it. Anybody who worked for someone else, even if he was a free man, felt that he was no better off than a slave. Nearly all the craftsmen and artisans, the smiths and carpenters and potters and wheelwrights and so forth, had their four or five scruffy acres of vines interplanted with barley and so could imagine they were really gentlemen farmers who happened to make door-hinges or sandals for a hobby. Merchants saw themselves as farmers who whiled away the parts of the year when nothing much was doing on the land by renting a space on a ship and taking a pleasure-cruise to Egypt or Italy, fetching along a few jars of wine or oil or honey just to help defray expenses. And the people who simply had no land at all, not even enough to lie down on without trespassing, had no choice but to admit that they were good-for-nothing outcasts from society and try to make a living out of politics.

Actually, that wasn’t too hard at all. What with payment for attending Assembly and payment for sitting on juries (and we were such a savagely litigious nation that the demand for jurors usually outstripped the supply of layabouts by an alarming degree), a man could eat reasonably well and feed his family just by sitting on a stone bench all day, listening to the flower of Athenian oratory (a science in which we’re still unsurpassed in all the world; wonder why?) and doing his civic duty. If that wasn’t enough, however, there always used to be the third means by which Athens provided for her less fortunate children, namely the three obols a day she paid a man to sit in a warship and pull an oar. Since it was the moral effect of so many fine warships cruising up and down their coastlines that encouraged our loyal allies on the islands to part with the tribute money that paid for the juries and the Assemblies, the third option was necessary to provide for the other two; hence, I suppose, all those wars. At any rate, we Athenians proudly declare to all who’ll listen that Athens is  the only place in the world where a man can make a living sitting on his bum being entertained by professional orators. It’s a proud boast, and one that nobody before or since has ever sought to emulate, for some reason.

So it was understood that I and my brothers wouldn’t actually starve, whatever happened. But there’s more to life than just staying alive, the gods know; and so my poor father fretted himself half to death trying to dream up schemes whereby all eight of us would be able to live like gentlemen without having to listen to speeches. He was an ingenious man, my father, I’ll give him that. One way round the property qualifications was to own a workshop or a factory. Some of the greatest Athenians of the past had done precisely that; Nicias the General, Cleon the Orator, Hyperbolus and so on. It was respectable, so long as you simply owned the building and the slaves and didn’t actually dirty your own hands.

So Father snooped around looking for promising businesses to invest in, in the hope that in time they’d grow successful enough to do one of us boys as his share of the inheritance. Sadly, the only businesses my father could afford to buy into were either failing or doomed from the start. Offhand I can recall the franchise in the state-owned silver mines (he bought the concession on the only chunk of rock in Laurium that didn’t have any silver in it); the trumpet factory (how many trumpets a year do you think a city the size of Athens consumes, for pity’s sake?); the sandal-making shop that would have got the contract to supply sandals to a large contingent of the Athenian army, if that contingent hadn’t been the one decimated by the Thebans at Mantinea; the charcoal-burning yard on Lemnos, which he bought shortly before Lemnos was taken away from us by the Spartans, and which he sold for the price of a second-hand hat a month or so before we got it back again . . . If he’d only kept the money he poured into these disasters and laid it aside in a temple, there’d probably have been enough to buy three of us a merchant ship each. As it was, his prudence and foresight left us when he died with nothing but the land, the stock and the farm instruments; even some of the slaves had had to be sold to cover his liabilities from a joint-venture trading scheme involving a shipload of prime Euxine timber that hit a submerged rock somewhere near Byzantium.

But at least he’d seen to it that I had an education, though I’m not sure a bit and brace and a set of chisels wouldn’t have been more useful. Father had got it into his head at an early stage in my  development that I was going to be the clever one, and it’s perfectly true to say that Athens has always appreciated cleverness, more so than any city in Greece. Unfortunately, cleverness is a bit like sulphur or charcoal; producing the stuff is all very well, but the by-products can make the whole district uninhabitable. Athenian cleverness is nasty stuff to be around, like tar or nitre, and people who make their living in the cleverness industry - law, philosophy and politics, as if there was any difference between them - tend to die young. Accordingly I wasn’t too keen on the idea, in spite of Father’s insistence, which is why I kept running away and hiding.

There were three ways you could earn a living by making speeches. First, there was good old-fashioned informing, though that was going out of fashion even then. Basically, an informer made it his business to bring actions at law against those who allegedly betrayed or injured the State. If they got a conviction, they were awarded a fat slice of the convicted man’s property, while the remainder went to the Treasury to pay for such things as jurors’ wages. Good, honest work; but for some reason a degree of stigma went with the job, and there was always a slight risk of having your throat cut on a dark night.

Writing speeches was far more socially acceptable, though it didn’t pay quite as well. We Athenians are tolerant people; we understand that not everybody is blessed with an inspired turn of phrase, and sometimes it’s not very fair to pitch a honey-tongued professional informer against a doddery old farmer in a talking match to the death. It was, therefore, open to the defendant to pay someone to write his speech for him.

Slightly more prestigious was teaching philosophy, with special reference to ethics, morality and how to turn these lofty concepts arse-about-face in the course of a public address. Since a fair number of the practitioners of this art were gentlemen who studied and taught the subject either as a hobby or for wickedness, rather than as a commercial proposition, my father decided that this was the least degrading of the three options and looked around for someone to apprentice me to.

And that, to cut a long story short, is how I came to be involved with Diogenes, the Yapping Dog, quite possibly the most unpleasant and distasteful person I’ve ever known. He had no original ideas, nothing to say, no redeeming qualities of any kind except a certain flair for meretricious annoyance and self-advertisement, and a complete and total lack of fear. He’s dead now, of course; and if I were Hercules or Theseus or some other hero from the old stories and  could go down to Hell and bring back just one soul with me, it’d be Diogenes’.

Dear gods, I remember with appalling vividness the day my father took me to meet him for the first time. Being my father, he’d formulated his cunning scheme and set his heart on it as being the definitive answer to the problem of what to do about Euxenus, before stopping to consider the one basic practicality on which the success of the project depended, namely money. A last-minute glance at the household accounts made him revise quite drastically his choice of who I was to be apprenticed to. Up to that point, my father’s criteria for selection had been reputation, valuable contacts, proven rates of success, et cetera. Came the day, however, and it all boiled down to who would be prepared to take me on for the money available, and the choice suddenly dwindled down to one.

That was the time when Diogenes was running his celebrated (or notorious) living-in-a-barrel gimmick. The idea was to show up the mindless materialism of us regular folks by dispensing with any vestige of luxury and retaining only the barest of essentials; to wit, one upended oil-jar, with a sort of hole-cum-door smashed in the side for him to crawl in and out of. It was a marvellous attention-grabber, which he exploited shamelessly by rolling this confounded thing from pitch to pitch, wherever there was likely to be a large, good-natured crowd, and squatting in it looking all haggard and unworldly until he’d attracted a substantial enough audience to justify a performance. Of course, he didn’t actually sleep in the wretched thing. As soon as the show was over, he’d dump it somewhere and either sneak back to his own warm, cosy house or (more usually) spend the night with one of his devoted female disciples whose husband happened to be out of town. The remarkable thing was that nobody (except me, of course) ever seemed to notice that the whole thing was a racket. In retrospect, I think it was because everybody wanted him to be genuine, and so assumed he was, without question.

Come to think of it, nearly everything about the Yapping Dog was a lie, and a strange kind of lie at that; he went out of his way to make himself seem far worse than he actually was. When he stood up straight and combed his hair and washed (I think he did all three simultaneously about five times in his entire life) he was a reasonably tall, well-proportioned man, quite good-looking in a bland sort of a way; but somehow or other he managed to make himself look like a scrawny, ugly little dwarf. I think he smeared soot under his eyes to make them look sunken and hollow, and his deformed crouch was a  masterpiece of histrionics, though he undoubtedly suffered for his art. As his accredited pupil, I was allowed to watch when nobody else was looking, and he stood up and stretched his sorely abused spine with a quite heart-rending groan.

Anyway. Diogenes was on duty in his jar when we found him (he was never hard to track down, at least during working hours). He was sitting in the shade, half in and half out of the jar, with his other celebrated prop, the lantern (which he lit and carried round in broad daylight, claiming to be looking for an honest man. Great line. If anybody can tell me what it means, I’d be ever so grateful) and nibbling at a crust of stale bread which he kept handy at all times.

‘Diogenes,’ my father said.

‘Get lost.’

My father (stolid, respectable, robustly healthy, a great eater of garlic and onions) didn’t know what to make of that, so he pretended he hadn’t heard. ‘Diogenes,’ he repeated.

‘Didn’t you hear what I just said? Gods, it must be awful to be deaf as well as stupid. Go away, you’re ruining the view.’

My father, a born straight man, turned round to see what he was talking about. ‘What view?’ he said. ‘There’s just a wall.’

‘So?’

Now, being a boy of tender years, I’d instinctively guessed what Diogenes’ game was within a minute of first setting eyes on him - after all, his entire persona was little more than Bad Boy - and as far as I was concerned, the best of luck to him. But I also knew my father, who was as straightforward as they come; insult him to his face three times and he’d just look confused, but try it a fourth time and you’d be going home with your teeth in your hat. For some reason I decided it wouldn’t be good if Father broke the strange man’s neck, so I intervened.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’ve come to the wrong place. This isn’t Diogenes the philosopher, it’s only a chicken.’

‘Be quiet,’ said my father automatically; he always said ‘Be quiet’ when one of us spoke, right up till we were grown men. But Diogenes leaned forward a little and raised one grubby eyebrow.

‘What did you call me?’ he said.

‘A chicken,’ I repeated.

‘You think I look like a chicken?’

I nodded. ‘A featherless biped. Sorry we disturbed you.’

Now that, of course, was the most outrageous flattery, but I’d guessed (correctly) that Diogenes craved flattery almost as much as  money. To explain: once, when Diogenes was going through one of his periodic picking-on-great-men phases - ‘monstering’, he used to call it - he took to showing up at the public lectures staged by the celebrated Plato (student of Socrates, Founder of the Academy, greatest living philosopher; a nasty bastard who picked his nose while eating dinner). Once, when Plato was lecturing on ‘What Is Man?’ and got to the bit where he contrasted/compared Man with other animals, he used this phrase ‘featherless biped’, and Diogenes took a fancy to the expression. At the next lecture, therefore, Diogenes sat in the front row, waited till Plato used The Phrase, stood up and threw a plucked chicken onto the middle of the stage.

‘There you go,’ he said in a loud voice. ‘Plato’s Man.’

I know; it loses a lot in the telling. Probably you had to be there. But that was the end of Plato’s public lectures for several months, and the poor fellow found it hard to get about during daylight for the crowds of small boys who’d materialise out of nowhere and follow him about going ‘Ter-wuck-wuck-wuck!’ and waggling their arms up and down. If it had been anybody else, I’d have felt sorry for him.

Anyway, the flattery did the job. ‘I’ll talk to you,’ he said to me. ‘You’re obviously the brains of the family. What do you want?’

My father cleared his throat. ‘Diogenes, I want you to consider taking my boy here as your apprentice. Of course, I’m willing—’

‘What did he just say?’ Diogenes interrupted.

‘He wants you to consider taking me as your apprentice,’ I said.

‘Ah. Right.’ Diogenes smiled, and scratched himself ostentatiously. That was another thing about him; all his disgusting habits were so obviously affectations that I, for one, was never offended by them. ‘He should have said so himself. All right, how much?’

My father mentioned a sum of money. Diogenes looked at me pointedly. I repeated what Father had said. Diogenes spat.

‘Try again,’ he said. ‘Dammit, I wouldn’t even teach you philosophy for that.’

My father, who was controlling his temper so ferociously that I was afraid his neck would snap, pointed out pleasantly enough that that was in fact what he wanted me to learn.

‘Huh?’ Diogenes grunted.

I repeated what Father had said, word for word. ‘The hell with that,’ Diogenes replied. ‘Any bloody fool can teach philosophy. In fact, only a bloody fool can teach philosophy. What I teach is how to be human, for which my rates are rather more than your man there is willing to pay. Sorry, kid.’

To be honest, I was starting to get a little bit tired of Diogenes’ cabaret act. Either Father was going to stand there and take it, which wasn’t right since he’d done nothing to deserve it, or else pretty soon he was going to kick Diogenes halfway to Boeotia, and I didn’t want that to happen, either. ‘Suit yourself, then,’ I replied. ‘You’d have made a lousy pupil anyway.’

Diogenes looked at me, and I recognised the look; recognition, together with a warning: This is my pitch, keep off! He ignored the feed line, and yawned. ‘But,’ he said, ‘I do occasionally do charity work. All right, then.’ He stood up, three quarters upright so as to be shorter than my father. ‘You gods,’ he droned, in best hiring-fair fashion, with one hand uplifted, ‘witness that I take this boy as my apprentice and in return for his service and the woefully inadequate sum agreed upon by the parties hereto I undertake to teach him how to be a featherless biped and a good dog, amen.’ Then he looked my father straight in the eye and held out his hand for the money.

‘Good,’ he said, after he’d counted it (twice). ‘We start tomorrow, first light, sharp. Bring your own lunch.’

On the way home, Father was unusually silent. Normally he’d think aloud as we walked together.

‘Euxenus,’ he said at last, ‘there’s a lot you can learn from that man.’

I was surprised. In fact, I was surprised that he’d made the deal at all. ‘Yes, Father,’ I said.

‘That man,’ (and Diogenes was always that man in our household from that day forth), ‘is very good at what he does. In fact, that’s probably the best investment I’ll ever make on behalf of you boys.’

The remarkable thing about my father - that stolid, misguided man - was that from time to time he was entirely right.




CHAPTER TWO
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Curiously enough, the first day I spent as an apprentice human being under the tuition of the celebrated Diogenes was also the day on which a minor tribal chieftain in the far north of Greece was killed in a battle with some neighbouring bunch of savages. The man’s name was Perdiccas, and he had been the ruler of a district called Macedonia.

Perdiccas was the second of the three sons of King Amyntas. He’d achieved the throne by murdering his elder brother Alexander in the normal course of business, and would undoubtedly have been a highly satisfactory ruler by Macedonian standards if only he’d had the chance. He was survived by a son and a younger brother, who was appointed regent until Perdiccas’ son came of age. Predictably enough, the boy died not long after, and Amyntas’ youngest son, Philip, became king. He was twenty-three years old.

Eight years earlier, the brilliant and successful Theban general Pelopidas, finding himself at something of a loose end between massacres, amused himself for a while by persecuting the northern primitives. Anxious to get rid of him without parting with anything of value, King Perdiccas offered him his younger brother as a hostage, and so off young Philip went to Thebes for three years as a guest of Pelopidas and his even more brilliant and successful colleague, the Theban commander-in-chief Epaminondas, a man regarded by his contemporaries as the most innovative and clear-sighted military thinker of his day. It was Epaminondas who virtually reinvented the art of war by changing the criteria of victory. Previously, you won a battle by taking possession of the battlefield, piling up a great heap of  the enemy’s discarded arms and armour, and dedicating the spoils to your regional patron god; it was Epaminondas who demonstrated to the world that the best way to win a battle is to kill as many of the enemy as you can, and the hell with piles of shiny helmets and breastplates. The novelty of this approach wasn’t lost on impressionable young Philip, and since he wasn’t a proper Greek anyway and accordingly lacked the true Hellenic feel for a truly beautiful and satisfying heap of verdigrised armour, he set himself to contemplating the new Theban approach to war with a view to mastering it and if possible improving it further.

 



Well, Philip served his apprenticeship, I served mine. That first morning, I showed up for work bright and early, with my wax tablets for making notes and my lunch in a goatskin bag on my shoulder, to find that Diogenes wasn’t there. For some reason, this didn’t come as a total surprise to me. As I think I mentioned earlier, I’d observed at our first encounter that although Diogenes was beyond doubt very dirty and scruffy, it was a comfortable, really rather cosy sort of dirtiness and scruffiness that looked as if it was designed to give a firm feel of authenticity without causing distress or inconvenience to the man who had to live in it. It certainly wasn’t the sort of miserable, demoralising squalor you’d expect from, say, sleeping rough in a broken old storage jar.

(Very perceptive of me. Diogenes’ appearance was quite the work of art, and when I got to know him better I found that he took longer over his face, clothes and hair every morning than the most fastidious society hostess.)

I sat down in the shade and waited, and in due course Diogenes showed up, rolling his damned jar like Sisyphus in the stories. You could hear him coming from quite a distance, because the jar made a sort of grumbling, grinding noise like the distant sound of an olive-press. It was a hot day, and when he finally came into view Diogenes was sweating freely.

‘Don’t just stand there,’ he panted, catching sight of me, ‘come and help me with this bloody thing.’

I carefully put down my satchel and ran over. He’d managed to get the thing stuck in a rut in the road, and it took both of us a fair deal of cursing and shoving to work it loose. When at last we’d managed to stow it where he wanted it to go, he flopped down on the ground and told me to go and fetch some water, which I did.

‘That’s better,’ he said, wiping his beard and handing me the cup.  ‘All right then, let’s get a few things straight before we start on this apprenticeship thing.’ He looked at me for a moment, and shook his head. ‘You’re a smart kid, I can tell you that by looking at you, so I won’t waste my time or energy trying to impress you. Actually, I’ve been giving this business a bit of thought and I do believe there are a few things I can teach you, beyond all the meaningless bullshit I do for money. That’s assuming you want to learn,’ he added. ‘Because if you don’t, you can bugger off and amuse yourself all day, I’ll keep your father’s money and we’ll both be happy.’

I thought for a moment. ‘I don’t mind learning,’ I replied, ‘so long as it’s interesting and useful. My father thinks I should be a philosopher.’

Diogenes nodded. ‘Very worthy aspiration. Haven’t a clue what it means. Have you?’

‘A lover of wisdom,’ I replied. ‘At least, that’s what the word means literally.’

Diogenes rested the back of his head against the wall of the jar, which was comfortably warm, and closed his eyes. ‘A lover of wisdom,’ he repeated. ‘Which begs a nice pair of questions: what’s wisdom, and is it something you can love?’

‘Excuse me?’ I said.

‘Oh, come on,’ Diogenes replied. ‘Fairly basic stuff, this. All right, let’s take the second bit first; only because the first one’s too hard for me, mind. Lover of wisdom; well, I assume you know what love is.’

‘More or less,’ I said.

‘All right. So, there are things you can love - beautiful people, the city you live in, your parents and children - and there’s other things you can’t, like a mattock-handle or cutting your toenails or cleaning caked mud off a ploughshare. You can appreciate a well-made mattock-handle, if it’s a nice straight-grained piece of ash that’s been properly shaped and smoothed so it won’t blister your hands, but I defy anybody who isn’t crazy or very, very sad to be in love with a mattock-handle. Now then, can you spot the difference?’

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘A mattock-handle is meant to be useful, in a practical sort of way. The other things you said are more - well, inspirational.’

Diogenes nodded. ‘Sounds good to me,’ he said. ‘And the same goes for my other two examples, I guess. Cutting your toenails makes walking more comfortable, and cleaning mud off a ploughshare makes ploughing easier. Beautiful men and women, the city and your friends and relations, on the other hand, can be useless or even  downright aggravating and you’ll still love them. All right so far?’

‘I think so,’ I said.

‘Mphm.’ His voice was getting lower and slower, and I thought he was about to fall asleep. ‘So if philosophy’s the love of wisdom, wisdom’s something that’s capable of being loved, we appreciate and value useful things but we love things that inspire us without necessarily being useful and quite often aren’t; in fact, bearing in mind the vast amount of unhappiness and pain caused by love in this life, it’s a reasonable observation that anything capable of being loved is also capable of making your life thoroughly miserable, whereas if your mattock-handle rubs your hands and you’ve got any sense, you mend it or sling it and get a new one. Conclusion, therefore: wisdom is more likely to be a pain in the bum than anything useful. Is that a sensible thing for a young man to spend his time learning?’

I shook my head. ‘I suppose not,’ I said.

Diogenes opened his eyes and sat up. ‘You suppose damn right,’ he said, with an unexpected degree of animation. ‘Oh, I know a bit about wisdom, you see, and I could teach you some if you really wanted me to. I could teach you to understand a little of human nature by studying history, and then you’d begin to see what a mess we humans make of things whenever we try living in cities and organising each other’s lives. Now that’s inspirational stuff; you get this sort of heady, dizzy feeling that comes with moments of great insight. But all it’ll do is depress you and make you want to pack in trying to be a good citizen and go live in a jar. Instead, I suggest you take my word for it when I tell you that wisdom - which is just another way of saying “the truth” - isn’t something you want any truck with. Keep well clear of it; sell it to other people if it’ll make you a drachma, by all means, but don’t think of trying it yourself. No, what I imagine you want to learn is something useful and helpful, the sort of thing that’ll earn you a living and keep you safe and warm in later life. What do you think?’

‘That sounds eminently reasonable,’ I said.

‘Good, because it so happens that that’s what I’m eminently qualified to teach you. I can teach you the opposite of wisdom, which is folly, and the opposite of truth, which is lying. Deal?’

I looked at him gravely. ‘Deal,’ I said.

‘Good lad.’ He looked round to see who was passing by, then looked back at me. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘what do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘I’m sorry?’ I replied, puzzled.

‘You heard me,’ Diogenes repeated. ‘What do you want to do for  the rest of your life? Farmer? Speechmaker? Mercenary soldier? Do you want to be the man who goes round with a mop and a bit of rag cleaning out the baths when everyone’s gone home? Or would you rather be the King of Persia, say, or the Dictator of Syracuse?’

I smiled. ‘It isn’t as easy as that,’ I said. ‘There’s some things I can’t be, however much I’d like to.’

Diogenes frowned. ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘You’re not thinking clearly. All right, let’s be scientific about this.What do you, me, the blind man who sells sausages outside the Theatre of Dionysus and the Persian governor of Ionia all have in common?’

I scratched my head. ‘I don’t know,’ I admitted.

‘For a start,’ Diogenes replied, ‘they’re all featherless bipeds.’

I assumed that was a joke, but he was serious. ‘Well, of course they are,’ I replied. ‘They’re all people. Human beings. But then, so’s everybody.’

‘True,’ said Diogenes. ‘So’s everybody.’ He stood up, not bothering to crouch. I hadn’t realised how tall he was. ‘And if they gave out prizes for meaningless generalisations like they do for plays, they’d be draping both of us in garlands right now. The hell with this, let’s go and earn some money. It’s not as worthy or admirable as sitting in the shade all day talking drivel, but—’ He suddenly crouched down beside me and lowered his voice. ‘Can you keep a secret?’

‘Of course.’

‘It’s more fun.’

I looked at him. ‘I’m not sure I agree,’ I replied.

He sighed, crossed his legs and sat down in the dust. ‘That’s the trouble with you people, no sense of wonder, no appreciation of magic and the supernatural. That’s why your vision’s so limited.’

I frowned. ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m confused. I thought you were talking about money, not magic.’

‘I was.’ He lowered his voice again; later I came to recognise that stage whisper of his as a sign that I was about to be made a fool of. ‘All right, how about this? Suppose I was to tell you that there’s a special magical talisman, an artefact with the power to make people give you anything you want, do whatever you tell them to. Interested?’

‘I would be,’ I replied. ‘If I thought such a thing existed.’

‘Oh, it does,’ Diogenes said. ‘And what’s more, I’ve got one.’

‘Really?’ I was young, remember. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘All right, I’ll prove it to you.’ He jumped up and started to walk away. I had to run to keep up with him.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

‘You’ll see.’

As we walked, he kept on about the extraordinary powers of this talisman of his. Not only could it make people obey you, so that they could refuse you nothing; it could even make them like you. Love you, even. In spite of myself, I was getting interested; but Diogenes was walking so quickly that I didn’t have enough breath to ask questions with. With his special magical artefact, he continued, he could move mountains - literally, he could cause a mountain to be taken from one place and put down in another. He could create cities, destroy them; he could feed and clothe all the starving poor, or he could enslave a whole nation; the virtue of its magic was such that it could carry him across the sea, take him to the most remote corners of the world, from the Isles of Tin in the far west to the furthest reaches of Sogdiana . . .

We’d stopped in front of a baker’s shop.

‘But to start with,’ he said, ‘let’s do something easy. Watch carefully. I’m going to make the baker give me a loaf of bread.’

‘All right,’ I replied.

He nodded resolutely, walked over to the baker’s window and tapped on the sill.

‘Good morning,’ he said, ‘I’d like a quarter-measure loaf. Wheat, not barley.’

‘There you go,’ the baker replied. ‘One obol.’

Diogenes opened his mouth, fished out a coin (we used to carry our small change in our mouths back then) and put it down on the sill. ‘Thanks,’ he said, and walked back to where I was standing.

‘Satisfied?’ he said.

‘But you didn’t do any magic,’ I protested. ‘You bought the loaf.’

‘That’s right,’ Diogenes replied. ‘With my magic talisman.’

I didn’t say anything; didn’t seem to be much point. After all, that was just silly.

‘You’d be amazed,’ he went on, talking with his mouth full as we walked back to where he’d left the jar, ‘at how much magic we’re all capable of.’

‘Really,’ I said, sulking.

‘Oh, yes. For instance, I can make water go uphill.’

I frowned. ‘Really? No fooling?’

‘No fooling. Of course, I need my magic talisman.’

I could feel a headache coming on. ‘Oh, no,’ I replied. ‘You can’t pay water to flow uphill.’

‘No, but you can buy a jar to carry it in.’

That was so silly that I was about to say something rude. But I didn’t. In fact, I didn’t say anything.

‘Magic,’ Diogenes went on, ‘is easy. Just like most things in life. The trick lies in persuading people that they’re difficult.’

I stopped where I was. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I think I can see what you’re getting at. You’re saying that . . .’ I paused, trying to find the right words. ‘What a thing is depends first of all on how we define it. You defined magic as being able to make people do things, but you didn’t exclude paying them money from the definition. That’s how you were able to trick me.’

He shook his head. ‘No trick,’ he said. ‘You made it difficult for yourself, that’s all.’

‘But,’ I insisted, ‘some things really are difficult, because - well, they just are.’

He smiled. ‘Really? Name one.’

‘All right.’ I thought for a moment. ‘Flying through the air.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I can do that.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Honestly. I give you my word. Put me on a mountain or on the top of the old tower in the Potters’ Quarter, and I promise you I can fly through the air.’

He said it so convincingly that for a moment I believed him. ‘Really?’

‘Oh, yes.’ He grinned. ‘Just not for very long, that’s all.’

 



My brother Eudaemon loved playing soldiers. I can picture him now, with his wooden sword and the shield my father made for him out of a torn cloak stretched over a vine-sapling frame, charging up and down the rows in the small vineyard on the slopes of Parnes, chasing invisible Spartans. Well, I say they were invisible, and for sure I can’t see them any more, but in those days they were as plain as day (I was five at the time, and Eudaemon was seven). The difference between us was that while Eudaemon sallied forth to meet them, one small boy against a thousand fire-breathing hoplites, I tended to hide behind the old fig-tree until they’d gone.

My father’s attitude towards my brother’s martial aspirations tended to vary from day to day, depending on circumstances. For instance, when Eudaemon soundly defeated a phalanx of newly planted olive saplings (they outnumbered him thirty-five to one but eventually he overcame and beheaded them all), Father chased him three times round the terrace and broke his stick over Eudaemon’s  shoulders when he finally caught up with him. On the other hand, when one of our neighbours asked Eudaemon what he wanted to be when he grew up and Eudaemon immediately answered ‘a soldier’, Father nodded sagely and said there were far worse careers for an ambitious young man of good family. Later, I found out the reason for that reaction, and it’s a salutory lesson for anybody who tends to read books.

It was many years later, after Father’s death, and we were going through the box he kept his books in (he had well over twenty of the wretched things) with a view to sharing them out between us and maybe selling any that were worth money. While the rest of us browsed happily, snatching the rolls out of each other’s hands and reading bits aloud in silly voices, Eudaemon grimly worked his way through all of them till he found the one he was looking for, then stuffed it inside his tunic and hurried away. Well, naturally we couldn’t let that pass without finding out what it was that meant so much to our dear brother (we assumed it must be something with naughty bits in) and we left off fighting over the other books and persecuted Eudaemon until we’d managed to get the book from him. But it wasn’t dirty poetry or anything like that; it was a scruffy and well-used copy of Xenophon’s Persian Campaign, a most dangerous and pernicious thing as I’ll explain in a moment. Anyway, we tried teasing Eudaemon about this, but he got so angry and so violent that we had to give it back to him before he hurt somebody.

You, my ignorant young friend, don’t know the celebrated Xenophon from a stick of rhubarb, so I’d better tell you a little bit about him; because if anybody was to blame for all the things that eventually happened, it may well have been him. Xenophon was a mercenary soldier, one of those sad, nasty people who were unaccountably still alive at the end of the War - sorry; the Great Peloponnesian War - and lacked the patience to wait around at home till the next war began. Instead they went toddling off to Persia to fight for young Prince Cyrus against his brother, the rightful king. Of course, it was a complete and utter fiasco, Cyrus’ army was beaten; his Greek mercenaries, about ten thousand of them who survived the war, found themselves stranded deep in the heart of the Persian Empire, which at that time stretched from the Greek border as far as the edge of the known world; as if that wasn’t enough, all the Greek army’s senior officers were lured to a banquet by the local Persian representatives and murdered. Awkward, to say the least. At this point, our hero Xenophon (an Athenian, needless to say) was elected  commander-in-chief by his fellow desperadoes and proceeded to march them home, from Cunaxa, where the Tigris meets the Euphrates, across deserts and mountains and all manner of other romantic and godforsaken terrain, through Media, Armenia, Pontus, Paphlagonia (it goes without saying that we had only the vaguest notion where the blazes any of these places were, but that didn’t matter; they sounded fantastic) until finally reaching the Bosporus, which was effectively home. Every step of the way, according to Xenophon’s insidious little book, they fought and made mincemeat out of hordes of Persian warriors, shrugging off their vastly superior numbers like an ox dispersing a cloud of flies with a shake of his head and a contemptuous flick of his tongue.

All this happened about fifteen years before I was born, and if it hadn’t been for Xenophon’s unfortunately compelling way with words, it’d have gone the way of all the other battles and wars in which foreigners have beaten Greeks and been forgotten about and buried. No such luck. To my father’s generation, who’d grown up at the lowest point of the War and lived through our defeat and the fall of the democracy, Xenophon’s escapade was incredibly significant and inspirational. If Greeks stopped killing Greeks, they said, and started killing Persians instead, there was no limit to what we could do. All the wealth and power of the Great King’s empire could be ours. The Persians were weak, effete, apples ripe and hanging heavy on the branch waiting to be picked or fall of their own accord. And so forth. It didn’t help matters that Xenophon’s pirate band was made up of men from all over Greece, Athenians and Spartans and Boeotians, deadliest of enemies during the War but now comrades-in-arms taking on the whole world and winning . . .

If it made sensible grown-ups go a bit crazy, think of the effect this tripe had on my poor brother, with his vine-prop spear and his home-made scrap-leather helmet with a single tatty crow’s feather for a plume. Apparently my father had been polluting his brain with it for years, reading it to him as a special treat in return for extra chores and double shifts breaking up clods of earth on the terraces. It’s easy enough to imagine the scene; there’s Eudaemon with his mattock, too big and heavy for a boy his age but that’s all part of the challenge; every recalcitrant chunk of dirt and tree-root is the head of a Persian soldier, a Mossynoician peltast or a Bactrian-camel-rider or even an Immortal of the King’s own guard. And every blow would send a shudder of pain down through his elbows, jarring his spine and making his head ring, until his eyes glazed over with berserk fury and  he slashed wildly at the ground, striking great showers of sparks off stones and never ceasing from smiting and smiting until at last he missed his aim completely and knocked the head off the mattock against the trunk of a tree . . .

You’re reading this, Phryzeutzis, and wondering why on earth I’m making such a big deal out of this. Among your people, you’re about to remind me, a boy practises every day with his bow as soon as he’s old enough to string it on his own. By the time he’s twelve years old he rides with the fighting men when they go cattle-rustling; by fourteen he’ll either have killed some other miserable little kid or been killed himself. Yes. Well.

I suppose it’s different for you - I mean us - here at the end of the world.You don’t recognise childhood as a sovereign nation among the ages of Man. Children are just adults who haven’t finished growing yet; the fact that they can’t do as much work is offset by the fact that they need less food, and so they’re tolerated until they’re fit to be deployed, so to speak. It’s a different attitude from ours, theirs, the Athenian way of looking at things, and I’m too old now to care whether it’s better or worse. Let’s just say that since Eudaemon was a little Athenian boy, and little Athenians don’t have to bring home the severed head of an enemy warrior in order to prove they’ve graduated to adulthood (we have a little ceremony with music and cakes and an embroidered tunic instead), then I hold by my assertion that encouraging his obsession was the wrong thing to do.

Where was I? Oh, yes. Eudaemon wanted to be a soldier; so Father set about trying to find a soldier to apprentice him to. Now, we Athenians didn’t have anything like a standing army (the navy was different, as I think I explained earlier) and we were getting into the pernicious habit of hiring mercenaries whenever we needed people killing in bulk, rather than putting on bronze underwear and doing the job ourselves. I think that was what my father had in mind when he talked about soldiering being a worthwhile career for a young man of good family; true enough, some mercenaries were making good money, and somehow or other professional soldiering managed to escape the working-for-someone-else stigma (probably because the average mercenary worked for himself first and whoever was paying him a poor second).

Anyway, there was one mercenary living near us, an extraordinary fellow by the name of Bias - an appropriate name, it means ‘violence’. He was a sight to see, Bias was, on a fine spring morning. In retrospect, I suppose he was a walking advertisement for his own prowess.  He used to go down to the market every morning in his fanciest armour - mirror-polished Boeotian helmet, corselet of gleaming gilded scales, silver-plated greaves clipped round the calves of his legs, and a whacking great Thracian cavalry sabre bouncing up and down on his hip, regardless of whether or not carrying arms in public happened to be illegal that week. People used to stop and stare at him as he bought his pint of sprats (he tended to carry them home in his helmet) and if anybody was so ill-advised as to stop him and admire a particular item of his outfit, he’d gladly spend an hour or so telling them the whole gory history of where he’d acquired the piece, who it had formerly belonged to and how, in graphic detail, he’d killed the previous owner. All Bias’ clobber was taken from the bodies of his slain foes, of course, prizes of war (or, if you prefer, second-hand); the idea being, I suppose, to advertise his excellence in his chosen profession and designed to create opportunities for sales pitches. I remember when I was a kid skipping along behind him trying to spot the hole in the backplate whose previous incumbent he’d reportedly kebabbed with a javelin at no fewer than forty paces; there was no trace of a puncture-mark or a brazed-on patch, so I guess he must have had it invisibly mended.

In due course my father apprenticed Eudaemon to this remarkable person. Money changed hands, and Eudaemon went to live at Bias’ house. Now, it occurred to me that, for someone who made his living fighting in wars, Bias spent an unconscionable percentage of his time at home in Athens, where there weren’t any. For all his splendid outfits and stirring tales of valour, Bias never actually seemed to do any fighting, and therefore didn’t seem to me to be a suitable person to teach our kid the warrior’s trade. I mentioned this to Father and got a thick ear for my pains, appropriately enough. But time went on, and whenever Eudaemon was allowed home for a visit (he lived about two hundred yards away) I got the impression from what he told us that he was receiving a first-class education in the noble arts of armour-polishing, sword-burnishing, cloak-darning and cleaning mildew off leather, but that was about as far as it went. Eudaemon, of course, was fiercely loyal, as you’d expect a soldier to be. According to him, a man’s got to look after his kit if he expects his kit to look after him, and no soldier’s worth a damn who doesn’t spend a substantial number of his waking hours bulling up metal and waxing leather. As it happened, this was confirmed by my father’s recollections of his brief period of military service, many years earlier, which he spent either polishing his gear or getting it covered in mud while digging  miles of trenches across a flat, uninhabited plain many miles from where the fighting was taking place; so he accepted the Bias/ Eudaemon version of the military curriculum without question, and got annoyed with anybody who suggested that he was being taken for a sucker.

Nevertheless, rumours of the scepticism that was rife in the lesser members of our household seemed to have reached Bias, because he started giving Eudaemon lessons in military theory. All of these came out of a remarkable book (I wish I still had my copy, but it went the way of all flesh last year, when I needed some thin rawhide to mend a broken hoe) by a man called Aeneas the Tactican, whose qualifications for pontificating about the art of war seemed to consist solely of having written this same book. What Aeneas lacked in hands-on experience, however, he more than made up for in imagination. His book (and, therefore, Bias’ lessons) positively teemed with cunning schemes and devilish contraptions for winning wars at a stroke and bringing the boys home before harvest. There were ox-powered troop-ships and mechanical gadgets that hurled rocks, there were dastardly ploys for deceiving the enemy (unless, of course, they’d also read Aeneas’ book), there were stratagems and counter-stratagems and counter-counter-stratagems for the really advanced student. And, best of all, there were the bees.

Oh, gods, the bees.

Imagine you’re trapped in a city under siege, with seventy thousand men camping out under your battlements, vowing to slaughter every living thing inside the walls. They have archers and battering-rams and siege-towers, not to mention plenty of food and drink.You, on the other hand, have a first-generation copy of Aeneas the Tactician, so there isn’t anything to worry about really. Every day the enemy shoot and bombard and hammer away; you repel every attempt, sword in one hand and book of instructions in the other. Eventually, the enemy get depressed. Some of them start talking loudly about going home. Their general is getting worried, and consults his chief engineer.

No problem, the engineer replies. We can’t climb over the walls or bash them down, so what we’ll do is we’ll dig a tunnel under the walls and then collapse it, bringing the walls tumbling down. The general smiles broadly and off the engineer goes, requisitioning buckets and organising shift rosters; and the next thing you know, your sleep is troubled by a sort of underground scratching noise, which is too loud to be cockroaches and too quiet for an earthquake.

Just in time, you figure out what’s going on, and immediately consult The Book. Sure enough, there’s the answer. It’s wonderful. It goes like this.

First, find out as best you can where the enemy tunnel is.Then, dig a tunnel of your own to intercept it. When you’re nearly through into the enemy’s main shaft, you stop and go round the city collecting up all the hives of bees you can possibly find, stunning the vicious little creatures by puffing smoke at them with a portable brazier and a pair of bellows. Then you take the hives of drowsy but evil-tempered bees down your tunnel, break through into next door, sling in the beehives and seal the hole up quick. In due course the bees wake up with a foul hangover and set about finding someone to blame for their injuries. Since ten standard beehives contain something of the order of five million bees, life in the enemy’s mines is likely to be unbearably exciting for quite some time. Once you’ve given your black-and-yellow-arsed allies a chance to do their stuff, you open the hole up again and flood the mines with smoke, enabling your men to get into the enemy’s diggings and cave in the tunnels, leaving them the whole lousy job to do again.

I remember that the first time Eudaemon told us about this, I laughed so much I had to go outside and take deep breaths of cold night air to regain my composure, much to my brother’s irritation. What, he wanted to know, was so damn funny about a thoroughly ingenious, utterly foolproof military manoeuvre? I replied that if he couldn’t see the joke, I wasn’t going to be able to explain it to him, and we left it at that. I may even have apologised, under duress, for my lack of proper respect. Of course, the next time I came across Aeneas’ book - well, that’ll keep.

 



So there we were, the sons of Eutychides, all apprenticed to our various vocations, all quietly chugging along with them to humour our father and not really giving much thought to the future. I knew, of course, that what I was learning from the illustrious Diogenes wasn’t, in purely commercial terms, worth spit. I assume Eudaemon realised the same thing, deep down in his liver, and the same for the others as they played at surveying or banking or trading in exotic spices. It didn’t matter really, because Father was fit and healthy and in due course we’d each marry a girl with enough of a dowry to make up the difference between our inheritances and what we’d need to bring in a decent living.

Time passed, though, and one by one all the gullible heiresses in  our part of Attica married other people. This was annoying; it meant that our brides would be from more distant regions, which would mean a lot of traipsing about the countryside going from holding to holding - five acres in Pallene, seven more out as far as Marathon maybe, two more over Phyle way; grandfather Eupolis’ inheritance had been scattered enough as it was without the further headache of subdividing it and then matching up the bits with more far-flung snippets. Before you ask, there was no question of selling inconveniently situated land and buying other land to take its place. In those days, that simply wasn’t done; it’d be like selling the members of your family you didn’t happen to get on with and buying someone else’s sweet-natured aunt. Land, after all, was for ever; it was people who came and went. It was thinking like this that made the relatively straightforward task of making a living in Attica such a complex and difficult matter, and led the Athenians as a nation to turn their back on self-sufficient agriculture and dabble in world domination instead.

Came the time, however, when even the girls of our age in Acharnae and the back end of the Mesogaia were all married, but not to any of us. Naturally enough, we started to ask why. Generally speaking, Athenian fathers are only too delighted to get their daughters off their hands as quickly as possible, only just stopping short of giving them away, one free with every five jars of olives. It turned out, however, that my father, and our family in general, had acquired such an unhealthy reputation for eccentricity (because of my father’s knack of apprenticing his sons to world-famous deadheads) that nobody wanted to know us, let alone marry into our obviously jinxed house. Perhaps it would have been different if my mother had been alive (she died when I was three). She’d been the daughter of a very prestigious and respectable family - you could tell how grand they were from the fact that most of them were in political exile at any given moment - and I’m sure her people’s solid reputation would have gone a long way towards undoing the damage. But once she died her family didn’t want to know us, so that was no help. And of course the more obvious it became that we weren’t going to be able to marry our way out of trouble, the more feverishly my father schemed and contrived to make sure we’d all be provided for. I tell you, he reminded me of a boy trying to untangle a ball of wool; the more he tugged and yanked at it, the tighter the tangles became, and the harder he pulled. It’s something of a miracle, in fact, that we managed to keep things together as long as we did.

In the event, my father died as stolidly and disastrously as he’d lived. He was stung by a wasp during the olive harvest, and fell out of a tree. It was a singularly fatuous way for him to die; there wasn’t any call for him to go shinning up trees at his age, but the slave whose job it was had bruised his knee and gone limping home, and Father was worried in case the wind blew the olives down (we were late with the olives that year, for some reason), leaving them on the ground, spoiling. So, being Father, he clambered up into the branches with his long stick for knocking the olives down, and he’d already cleared all the ones worth having; all that were left were a few small, hard specimens up in the high, thin branches, but (being Father) he was determined to show up the malingering slave by doing a thorough job. The wasp stung the back of his left hand, the one he was holding onto the branch with; I suppose he automatically let go, and went crashing down in a tangle of twigs and foliage, landing awkwardly and breaking his leg.

Now, that wasn’t enough to kill him, Heaven knows; but he was alone out there, unable to move, with the sun setting, which meant that all our sensible neighbours had left the terraces and started home. And of course it would have to be the one night in the year when we had a freak rainstorm.

Normally, of course, we’d have realised something was wrong when he failed to come home, and gone out to see what the matter was. But of course we had a house at Phyle (house is an overstatement; it had been a house back in Grandfather Eupolis’ day, but by that point it was four walls and a vague recollection of the shape of a roof, which we patched up with trimmings and branches whenever we had occasion to use it, for example during the olive harvest) and we naturally assumed that Father had decided to sleep there rather than trudge all the way back to Pallene.

He was still very much alive the next morning, when our loathsome neighbour Demonax found him and (grudgingly, we assume) helped him down the hill to our roofless, tumbledown house. That, however, was the limit of neighbourly charity as far as Demonax as concerned; he had olives to get in, and if Eutychides was fool enough to go falling out of trees and breaking legs, he should be grateful for a shoulder to lean on as far as the house, where undoubtedly the slave or one of the maids would show up before noon. So he left him there, wrapped in his sopping wet cloak, either failing to notice or failing to care that Father was developing a rare old fever.

Well, the slave with the bad knee tottered back up to the olive  grove, saw that Father wasn’t there, assumed he’d gone home and set about getting in the rest of the olives. He knew he was in trouble for sloping off the previous day, and was anxious to regain a bit of lost favour by putting in a full day’s work. It was only by chance that he stayed so late at his work that he decided to stop over at the house himself; where he found my father, half off his head with fever, apparently having a heated argument with Grandfather Eupolis about the merits of Euripides’ play The Trojan Women.

By this time, of course, it was too late in the day to think about trying to get him home, or even finding help. So Father had to spend the night there, with nothing to eat (the slave had only taken his own lunch with him, and of course he’d eaten that) and precious little in the way of warmth or comfort. As soon as it was light, the slave set off to find help. He made the mistake of hammering on Demonax’s door. Our neighbour replied that he’d already wasted enough valuable time larking about with the old fool, and he had better things to do, etc. By the time the slave gave up and left, encouraged on his way by Demonax’s two unspeakably ferocious dogs, it was already mid-morning, and by the time the slave had gone back home, found someone who’d listen to him (my feckless brother Euthyphron; hardly the person you’d choose to turn to in a crisis), organised a makeshift litter and some bearers, and slogged back out to Phyle, it was dark again.

By now Father was in terrible shape, so Euthyphron decided to take him home in the dark. I suppose it wasn’t his fault that it rained again; it rains so rarely in Attica that the risk was practically negligible. But he’d been going back and forth to Phyle since he was a little kid, he shouldn’t have got lost and spent the whole night wandering up and down, round and round in circles, until he finally blundered into the house at Pallene, soaked to the skin, about an hour before dawn.

Even after all that, you’d have expected Father to pull through. True, he had dreadful congestion in his lungs by this stage, as well as the fever, but this was Attica, where as a rule people generally don’t die of a broken leg. We called for a doctor, and he came; a short, fat, busy little man from Halicarnassus who drained off an alarming amount of Father’s blood in a series of little bronze dishes while mumbling prayers to Asclepius in a sing-song voice that nearly drove me round the bend. His considered opinion was that the real cause of the illness was the wasp-sting. Some people, he said, react very badly to being stung, and that’s just how it goes. We pointed out that we  kept bees, and Father had been stung more times than he’d eaten salted fish, but the doctor shook his head and said that bee-stings and wasp-stings had quite different effects and attacked different humours in the body. Then he siphoned off another jugful of Father’s blood just to be on the safe side, charged us a drachma, and went home.

But we didn’t imagine for a moment that he was going to die; we knew he was very ill, but the worst we anticipated was the inconvenience of having to hang around the house listening to him argue (with incredible bitterness, most of the time) with the ghost of his dead father when we all had work to do. I suppose the apprehension set in when we realised that none of us knew how the estate, the family business, actually worked. Oh, we knew about its component parts, but Father had always kept a firm and exclusive grip on the overall management of it all, and we didn’t have a clue what needed to be done. Slaves and day-labourers kept turning up at the door wanting to be told what they should be doing, and we didn’t know. It was utterly thoughtless of Father, we told each other, to be lying there raving like a loon when there was so much work to be done that only he could do. We knew whose fault it would be when he recovered and found that everything was in a total mess; there’d be no point trying to explain . . .

And then one of us raised the possibility - I don’t think anybody said it in so many words - of what would happen if he didn’t recover; what if he died, and left us all alone? At first that didn’t bear thinking about, and besides, he wasn’t going to die, so stop being so damn morbid. But time went on, and although his slanging match with our late grandfather grew steadily more vitriolic (we could only hear one side of it, of course, but we remembered Eupolis and were sure that at the very least he was giving as good as he got), his voice was getting steadily weaker. He didn’t recognise any of us, or even seem to be aware that there was anybody there except his own father. When he started telling the old man that it was his neglect and mental cruelty that killed our grandmother Phaedra, we were all so embarrassed we got up and left the room.

He died on the seventh day of the fever, in the middle of a stream of abuse. It was the first time we’d ever heard him use that sort of language, or express himself so passionately about anything. In fact, after Grandfather died, I can’t remember Father ever mentioning him (aside, of course, from this occasion) in anything except a vaguely respectful tone such as you’d use about some minor god you  believed in but didn’t actually know very much about.

Well, soon enough I expect to see him again - both of them, in fact - on the other side of the blind river, that drab and featureless place where we Greeks go when we die. I’ll be able to ask them both what it was that passed between them that was important enough to blot out everything else from Father’s mind in the last hours of his life. I’ve often speculated idly about what on earth it might have been. The prospect of satisfying my curiosity on this point is, in fact, about the only thing that reconciles me to the thought of death, which in all other respects has nothing to recommend it whatsoever.




CHAPTER THREE
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Athenian children, my illiterate young friend, are plagued from their earliest years by the poet Homer. For reasons which I have never and will never understand, we’re required to learn vast acreages of his dreary masterpieces by heart, and anybody who can’t or won’t is immediately dismissed out of hand as perverse or just plain stupid. ‘Ignorant little ratbag, doesn’t even know his Homer,’ they say, and reinforce their reproof with the backs of their hands.

Bizarre. After all, there’s nothing in the Iliad and next to nothing in the Odyssey that’s of any practical value to anybody; quite the reverse, in fact. Four-fifths of the Iliad is endlessly repetitive battle scenes, describing a style of fighting that would get you killed in less time than it takes to blow your nose if you tried it on a modern battlefield, and the rest of it’s an extremely dubious, if not downright blasphemous, take on the lifestyle and morals of our gods. There’s some stuff about shipbuilding and carpentry in general in the Odyssey, I grant you; but as a guide-book it’s been proven useless time after time. The gods only know how many poor fools have set off to find all the wonderful places that Homer firmly asserts are out there, somewhere between Troy and Ithaca; according to those of them who’ve made it back in one piece, Homer got it wrong. As simple as that.

But there was one bit in the Iliad that made one hell of an impression on me when I was a small boy; in fact, it scared me stiff, and still does. I’m not talking about those comically gory descriptions of spearpoints coming out through the backs of people’s skulls. They just make me giggle. The bit I’m talking about is the scene where Hector’s off to join the fighting and Andromache, his wife, is urging  him not to go. What’ll become of me and the kids, she says, if you get yourself killed? There’s nothing worse in all the world than the fate of a woman whose husband’s killed in war. Suddenly, she’s left on her own, with nobody to protect her. At best, the people she thought were her friends ignore her, at worst they come sniffing round like wild dogs looking for easy prey. And if the city falls, what has she got to look forward to but slavery and degradation at the hands of the people who killed her husband?

That sense of loneliness, of no longer being protected against the world by someone who you thought you could rely on to be there; I know how that feels. That’s how we felt, my brothers and I, when our father died. For all our splendid and expensive educations, we hadn’t got a clue what we were supposed to do. It was like looking down as you walk along and seeing that there isn’t any ground, that in fact you’re walking on thin air over a damn great chasm. All we knew was that with Father gone we were in deep trouble - we knew that because he’d been telling us so ever since we were children. Now, in spite of his best efforts, the very catastrophe he’d worked all his life to avoid had come about, and we were the ones who were going to have to deal with it.

My brother Eudaemon dealt with the problem by running away. He left without telling anybody on the morning after the funeral, taking with him my father’s armour and sword (no great loss; after forty years of neglect they consisted of nine parts verdigris, one part force of habit) and all the badly hidden money, just enough to pay for a passage on a ship, if you didn’t mind sleeping on top of the cargo. We tried to find out where he’d gone, and a friend of the family reported hearing that the mighty Bias (who vanished from sight at the same time, to the great sorrow of various creditors) had joined an army being raised by Philomelus of Phocia against the Thebans. It seemed logical to assume that Eudaemon had gone with him, and when we heard a while later that Philomelus and a large part of his army had been wiped out, we shot out urgent messages begging for news and offering a cash reward for any information, but no replies were forthcoming, not even obvious lies.

My brother Eugenes, easily summed up by the phrase ‘hatefully pragmatic’, pointed out that at least this meant one less brother to share the estate with. With Eudaemon gone, he explained as we sat under the old fig tree outside the back door at Pallene, we would now have just over seventeen acres each rather than barely fifteen.

‘For gods’ sakes,’ interrupted my brother Eudemus (the sensitive  one; apprenticed to Lysias the banker, and the only one of us with any real prospect of being able to make a decent living), ‘that’s a disgusting thing to say.’

‘I’m just trying to be practical,’ Eugenes replied irritably. ‘Somebody’s got to be, after all. Dammit, if it’d bring him back I’d willingly hand over my entire share to the King of the Centaurs, but it won’t. He’s gone, we’re still here. And maybe, just maybe, that could make it possible to keep the family together, so that the rest of us won’t have to go out risking our lives halfway across the world—’

‘Do you really think so?’ interrupted my brother Euthyphron. You may remember, he was the one who coped so remarkably badly with the job of getting my father home from Phyle. There was no malice in him, but he was an idiot.

‘Well,’ Eugenes replied, ‘it’s conceivable. Let’s look at this scientifically, shall we?’ He fished a wax tablet and a stylus out of the fold of his tunic. ‘Now then, last year we got an average return of eleven medimni per acre on barley, twenty metretes per acre for the vines and two metretes for the olives. Very roughly, and not allowing for interplanting barley in the vineyards, we’ve got thirty acres suitable for barley, seventy acres of vineyards and twenty of olives and other general rubbish - Grandfather’s beans, the great lupin experiment, other junk like that. Split seven ways -’ he paused for a moment, scowling and counting on his fingers ‘- split seven ways, we each get four and a quarter acres of the barley fields, ten each of vines and two and three quarters of the leftovers, making a total of seventeen acres. Everybody with me so far?’

Eudemus was about to make another formal protest at the distastefulness of this conversation, but the rest of us shushed him. This was interesting.

‘All right then,’ Eugenes went on. ‘Here’s the good bit. Four and a quarter of barley at eleven medimni the acre is forty-seven medimni. Ten of vines at twenty metretes, that’s easy enough, two hundred metretes. Two and three quarters at two, wet or dry - probably over-optimistic, but it doesn’t make much odds anyhow - call it five and a half measures for ready money. Add those all up -’ another pause while he did just that ‘- and the total for each one of us,’ he announced triumphantly, ‘is two hundred and fifty-two and a half measures each, wet and dry. Not enough for Cavalry class, sure, but we’ll easily qualify for Heavy Infantry, and there’s no shame in that, none at all.’

We looked at each other like men rescued at the last minute from a  shipwreck. ‘That’s amazing,’ said my brother Eumenes, more commonly known inside the family as The Human Weasel. ‘Even splitting the estate up like that, we’re all still rich. And that’s all because Eudaemon took it into his head to totter off and get himself killed?’

‘Hardly,’ broke in my brother Eudorus. ‘If Eudaemon was still here, we’d have fifteen each, not seventeen. By Eugenes’ reckoning, we’d all still be producing enough to make Heavy Infantry. And there’s the point. Father wasn’t stupid, he could do sums just as well as Eugenes can, probably better. And he still thought we were done for. So what’s changed?’

That was typical Eudorus; hence his nickname Apometeorus, that which descends upon one from a great height. He took a delight in exterminating optimism wherever he happened to find it, like a man clearing his barns of rats. The worst thing was, he was always right.

‘I don’t see that,’ Eugenes replied. ‘It’s a matter of simple arithmetic.’

Eudorus shook his head. ‘No, it’s not,’ he said. ‘You’re basing your argument on a false premise. Euxenus, you’re the tame philosopher. Explain to your brother what a false premise is.’

Eudorus, I need hardly add, was also the eldest, which probably accounts for his pessimistic nature. He’d lived longer than any of us with Father’s obsessive conviction that we were all headed for ineluctable destitution and poverty, and so it was a fundamental article of faith with him.

‘I know what a false premise is, thank you very much,’ Eugenes said. ‘I just don’t think I’m guilty of one, that’s all.’

Eudorus sighed. He had the knack of making a noise just like an icy winter wind sighing through the eaves. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘let me explain it to you so you’ll know better in future.You’re basing all these clever calculations of yours on these figures for average yield. Would you mind telling me how you arrived at those figures? I mean, is there any solid basis for them, or did the Muses tell them to you in a dream when you were herding goats on Parnes?’

There was a slight crackle in the air, evidence of Eugenes painfully keeping his temper. ‘Simple,’ he said. ‘I looked up last year’s census in Father’s accounts, divided the yield figures by the acreages, and got the figure for the average that way.’

Eudorus nodded. ‘Splendid,’ he said. ‘Obviously it didn’t occur to you that - to take an example at random - the long five-acre at Pallene regularly gives us sixteen measures of wheat to the acre, while  Old Rocky at Phyle barely gives us six in a good year. Now you tell me, brother. Which of us gets the five-acre, and who gets stuck with Old Rocky?’

Needless to say, there was a loud and confused chorus of replies to that question. Eudorus shut us all up with a ferocious scowl, and went on.

‘Another point,’ he said. ‘We get sixteen measures per acre off the five-acre because we manure it properly. We can do that because we’ve got nine mules.We can afford to keep nine mules because we’ve got a hundred and twenty acres. Now, if each of us has seventeen acres, it stands to reason - or at least, it does in the version of reality where I’m compelled to live - that we can’t each keep nine mules. In fact, we’ll be hard put to it to keep one. And what about labour? We get good yields because we plough three times and we harrow and we break up the clods and we make sure the terraces are kept up. When I say “we”, of course, I’m referring to the slaves; the slaves which our father, with typical fat-headed generosity and respect for tradition, set free in his will. No slaves, no work-force, no triple ploughing. Result: reduced yields. Face it, brothers, the old man knew what he was talking about. This family’s finished in agriculture, and there’s no two ways about it.’

There was a long, wretched silence; an invariable sign that Eudorus had been talking. ‘All right, then,’ Eumenes piped up. ‘If you’re so damned clever, you tell us what we should be doing.’

Eudorus sighed again, and I instinctively pulled my cloak up to my ears to ward off the freezing cold wind. ‘It’s pretty obvious, actually,’ he said. ‘But you’re not going to like it.’

‘You don’t say,’ Eugenes muttered.

(It’s just occurred to me, my Scythian friend; I’ll bet you’re completely and utterly bemused by the fact that all my brothers’ names begin Eu-. I’m afraid you’re just going to have to live with it; we did. Once an Athenian family gets it into its collective head to have a tradition like that, you’re stuck with it. Be grateful that at least all the names are different. In one of the oldest and grandest Athenian families, all the men were called either Callias or Hipponicus, and had been for a thousand carefully recorded years.)

‘What we’ve got to do,’ Eudorus went on, ignoring him, ‘is this. The land is split between four of us - four only, no more. The other three will have to make shift for themselves as best they can. I know it’s hard, but it’s the only thing we can do. It’s that, or sitting on juries for a living.’

This time, the post-Eudorus silence was very long and quite deadly. Eventually, Euthyphron, of all people, cleared his throat nervously and said, ‘I agree with Eudorus.’

‘Of course you do,’ Eudorus said. ‘Because I’m right, and we all know it. Now, how are we going to do this? I propose we draw straws, but we can fish for pebbles in a hat if anybody’s got strong feelings on the matter.’

(You’ll have noticed, I’m sure, that nobody once thought of suggesting that we do the really obvious thing, namely not split the estate up at all, just carry on living together as we’d always done with our nine mules and their abundant manure. Well, it’s probably really obvious to you, and it’s become really obvious to me now that I’m an old man who’s seen the whole world and devoted his life to philosophy. But back then we were young. More to the point, we were young Athenians. It would never have occurred to us in ten thousand years not to divide up the estate, because that was what happened when a father died. Even Eudorus’ suggestion was outrageously radical, the sort of desperate expedient people are forced into in the worst of extremes, like when starving men in a dungeon must either turn cannibal or die.)

In the end, we fished for pebbles in a hat. There were four black pebbles and three white ones. I have my white pebble still. A clever man I met in Propontis some years later managed to drill a hole through it, using a tiny sliver of sapphire as a drill-bit, so I could wear it on a string round my neck. I’d hate to lose it; after all, it’s the only bit of my father’s land I ever got to keep for my own, so I’ve had to make the most of it. Does that sound bitter, Phryzeutzis or whatever your barbarian name is? Of course it does, because I am bitter. I’m as angry and wretched and full of hate now as I was all those years ago, when I opened my fingers and looked down and saw a white pebble in the palm of my hand. There are still some mornings when I wake up out of a dream about home and realise where I really am, and start crying and crying until my chest hurts and I can scarcely breathe. I’m afraid that’s what it means to be an Athenian, you see. We have this absurd devotion to our rocky, barren, evil-natured, dry, thin-soiled, infertile, poxy little armpit of a country, and that’s what makes us so terribly dangerous when we’re defending it and so utterly dangerous when we’re deprived of it. There’s an old story about the time when Xerxes the Great King of Persia invaded Greece with a million men, the hour of our greatest glory when we silly little Greeks killed his soldiers by the hundred thousand and threw him back across the  Hellespont. After the great battle at Plataea, so the story goes, the Spartan king captured the Persian general’s luggage and broke it open. He’d never seen the like; gold and silver tableware, silk and furs and tapestries, precious stones and ivory and sandalwood and all the legendary wealth of Asia, heaped up in obscene confusion on the floor of the general’s tent. According to the story, King Pausanias stood staring at all this stuff for quite some time; then he scratched his head, turned to his second-in-command and said, ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

‘What doesn’t?’ the other man said.

‘These people have all this wealth,’ he said, ‘all this gold and stuff, all these things. Why in the gods’ names should they risk their lives to come all this way and try to take our miserable, poverty-stricken little country away from us?’

(A good story, that; for all I know, it may even be true. Remember it, please; keep in your mind the expression on those thin Greek faces at the sight of all that luxury, that Oriental plunder. It might help you understand a bit of what comes after.)

 



On the day my father died, Queen Olympias of Macedon gave birth to a son.

In fact, it was a busy day all round. On that day, King Philip of Macedon won a battle; the Macedonian general Parmenio won another battle; King Philip’s prize racehorse won its event at the Olympic Games; and in Ephesus, the world-famous temple of Artemis burned to the ground.

Philip and Olympias named their son Alexander. It wasn’t the best-omened name they could possibly have chosen. The first King Alexander had collaborated shamelessly with the invaders during the Great War against Persia, and the second Alexander had reigned for barely a year. Shortly before she gave birth, Olympias (who came from the barbarous tribes of Illyria and kept live snakes as pets) was struck by lightning during a freak thunderstorm. It was a miracle she wasn’t killed and didn’t lose the baby. For many years, King Philip suspected the boy wasn’t his son at all, and Olympias didn’t help matters much by dropping heavy hints that the father of her child was a god, either Zeus himself or one of those strange and faintly ridiculous Illyrian gods-of-drinking-a-lot-and-falling-over, in whose honour the secret order to which Olympias belonged staged jolly little orgies, at which they drank themselves silly, danced naked round a campfire and tore living things (human beings, if they could catch  any) into small pieces before stewing them in a cauldron and eating them.

I don’t remember hearing about the birth of an heir to the Macedonian throne at the time; reasonably enough, I think. True, even that early in his career, Philip was starting to show signs of being a strong, innovative king with an apparently endless appetite for war and conquest, but it was still easily possible to ignore him. If you’d have asked me or my brothers to say who the King of Macedon was on that tiresomely eventful day, it’s quite likely that we wouldn’t have known.

 



‘No more money,’ Diogenes said with a sigh, ‘no more lessons. Sorry.’

I was shocked. We’d spent so much time together, had so many long-winded debates about abstruse philosophical issues, that I honestly believed we shared some kind of bond of friendship. Besides, what had he actually taught me that anybody would possibly want to know? Nothing. And there had been a great deal of money, over the years.

‘I’m sorry you feel that way,’ I replied stiffly. ‘I was under the impression that we’d gone past that stage.’

Diogenes raised one eyebrow. ‘Really? How strange. Anyway, not much I can do about it now, not if there’s no more money. Pity. I don’t like leaving a job almost but not quite finished.’

That was a bit too much for me to let pass without comment. ‘Come on, now,’ I said. ‘Admit it, you’ve taken me and my family for suckers. You haven’t taught me anything.’

Diogenes scowled at me so ferociously I thought he was going to burst into flames. ‘You little bastard,’ he said. ‘You ungrateful little snot. I’ve taught you everything you know about being human, and this is the thanks I get.’

‘Not quite,’ I said icily. ‘You’ve had enough thanks from my family to buy a warship.’

He stood up. ‘I don’t think there’s anything more to be said,’ he replied. ‘I forgive you for your disgusting behaviour; after all, your father’s just died, so I suppose I have to make allowances. I’m just rather sad to see how little of what I’ve taught you had actually managed to penetrate that thick layer of bricks you call your skull. I’m disappointed, Euxenus, bitterly disappointed.’

And with that he walked away, a perfect study in sorrowful contempt. Fortunately, there weren’t any stones or bits of broken pot lying about, or I’d have committed a crime against philosophy.

So there I was, a young man in his twentieth year, with no land, no skill or profession, no apparent means of earning a living; in precisely the situation my father had spent his life trying to avoid. If I’d had in my hand the money he’d spent on my education, I’d have been comfortably set up for life.

Having nothing better to do, I wandered through the streets towards the market-place, just as any Athenian in my position would do. There was once a Scythian, one of your countrymen, who lived in Athens for a while and then went home. When his neighbours asked him what was the most remarkable thing he’d seen in the Great City, he replied, ‘The market-place.’

‘Oh,’ they said. ‘What’s that?’

‘Well,’ answered this Scythian - Anacharsis, his name was - ‘it’s a large open space in the middle of town set aside for respectable people to swindle each other in.’

A bit harsh, but there’s an element of truth in it. Certainly, the market-place is one of the places in the City where Athenians go to get the better of each other, along with the Law-Courts and Assembly. Come to think of it, quite a few of the landmarks of Athens are dedicated to the Athenian passion for doing down one’s fellow citizens.

I sat down under the shade of an awning and tried to think of a way of earning some money. The prospects weren’t encouraging. I had no goods to sell and no trade or profession to offer. Until the next census I was theoretically a member of the highest class of Athenian society, the pentacosiomedimni or Five-hundred-measure-men, eligible for the supreme offices of state; but my total wealth came to just under seven drachmas plus whatever somebody might be persuaded to pay me for my shoes . . .

True enough. But, outside our family, who knew about it? No reason why anybody should. In the eyes of my fellow citizens I was still a man of wealth and leisure. Once I’d grasped that, I didn’t need to ask myself,  What would Diogenes do if he were in my place? I already knew.

For an obol I bought one of those little jars of cheap, disgusting wine, and drank the contents to bolster my nerve. Then I looked around for a group of people, any group of people. As it happened, there were ten or so likely-looking types standing about reading the latest three-days-rations list; so I picked up my empty jar, wandered over and sat down under the list.

‘Hey, you,’ someone said. ‘Get out of the way!’

I ignored him. He said it again. I looked up with a frown.

‘Do you mind?’ I said. ‘I’m trying to concentrate here.’

The man who’d yelled at me looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean?’ he said. ‘You’re just sitting there.’

I deepened my frown into a scowl. ‘Are you blind as well as stupid?’ I replied. ‘What do you think this is?’ And I pointed to the jar.

‘It’s a jar.’

I sneered at him. ‘It’s a jar,’ I repeated. ‘For gods’ sakes. If I was as unobservant as you, I’d climb the old tower in the Potters’ Quarter and jump off, just to save myself further humiliation. Assuming I could find it, that is.’

Instead of getting angry, the man just looked more curious; likewise the others with him. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘what’s so special about the damn jar?’

I grinned. ‘It’s not the jar, you fool,’ I replied. ‘It’s what’s in it.’ I paused and furrowed my brows. ‘Why am I telling you this, anyway? It’s none of your business, go away.’

‘Like hell I will,’ the man said. ‘This is the Market Square and I’m an Athenian citizen. Tell me what you’ve got in the jar.’

I shook my head. ‘Certainly not,’ I told him. ‘You want one, go find your own. This one’s mine.’ I made a show of standing up and getting ready to leave; at once, the crowd (which had grown already) clustered round to stop me.

‘Tell us what’s in the jar,’ the man said urgently. ‘Go on, we aren’t going to take it off you or anything. We just want to know what it is.’

‘I’ll bet you do,’ I said angrily. ‘But if you think I’m sharing my birthright with the likes of you, you’re badly mistaken. Go to hell.’

The word ‘birthright’ caught their attention. Someone at the back called out, ‘I know him, that’s Eutychides’ boy.You know, Eutychides from Pallene, the one who just died.’
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