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CHRONOLOGY



All dates are BC. The timing of many events is often uncertain, especially for Philip’s reign, as explained in the main text.






	499–494

	Ionian Revolt against Persia.






	498/7

	
Death of Amyntas I of Macedon (date of start of reign unknown)






	498/7–c. 454

	Reign of Alexander I of Macedon






	490

	Darius sends army to invade Greece. Victory of Athenians and Plataeans over the Persians at Marathon.






	480

	Xerxes leads second invasion of Greece. After forcing the pass at Thermopylae, his fleet is defeated at Salamis.






	479

	Defeat of Persian army at Plataea.






	454–413

	Reign of Perdiccas II of Macedon






	431

	Outbreak of Peloponnesian War.






	415–413

	Disastrous Athenian expedition to Sicily.






	413–399

	Reign of Archelaus of Macedon






	
404

	End of Peloponnesian War. Athens’s Long Walls demolished and tyranny established.






	403

	Restoration of democracy at Athens.






	399–398/7

	Reign of Orestes of Macedon






	398/7–395/4

	Reign of Areopus II of Macedon






	394–393

	Reign of Pausanias






	393–370/69

	Reign of Amyntas III






	386

	Persian “King’s Peace” established in Greece.






	382

	Spartans seize Theban citadel.






	c. 382

	Birth of Philip.






	379/8

	Thebans destroy Spartan garrison.






	371

	Epaminondas and Pelopidas lead Theban army to victory over the Spartans at Leuctra.






	370/69–367

	Reign of Alexander II of Macedon






	c. 368–365

	Philip held hostage in Thebes.






	367–365

	Reign/Regency of Ptolemy






	365–359

	Reign of Perdiccas III






	362

	Tactical defeat of Spartans at Mantineia proves strategically indecisive, in part because of the death of Epaminondas.






	359

	Death in battle of Perdiccas II. Philip becomes leader of Macedonia, either as king or regent. He fends off and defeats several Argead challengers.






	359–336

	Reign of Philip II of Macedon






	358

	Philip subdues Paeonia. He then defeats Illyrian king Bardylis. Intervention in Thessaly(?).






	357

	Philip captures Amphipolis. Athens engaged in war with rebellious allies. Philip marries Olympias. (If Philip initially rules as regent for his nephew Amyntas, then he became king in his own right around this time.) Philip allies with Chalcidian League.






	
356

	Philip captures Pydna and other cities. He defeats a loose coalition of Thracian, Illyrian, and Paeonian leaders. Philip captures Potidaea and hands it over to his Chalcidian allies.






	356

	Birth of Alexander.






	355

	Philip active in Thessaly (?). He starts to besiege Methone. Start of Sacred War.






	354

	Philip wounded during the siege and loses an eye. Methone falls. Autumn campaign in Thrace (?).






	353

	Philip once again in Thessaly and becomes involved in the Sacred War. He is defeated by Onomarchus.






	352

	Philip returns and wins victory at the Crocus Field. The pass at Thermopylae is occupied by a strong coalition force, blocking the Macedonians from advancing into southern Greece. By the end of the year, Philip campaigns in Thrace, where he is taken ill.






	351

	Operations in Thrace near the Gallipoli Peninsula and in Illyria.






	350

	Philip intervenes in Epirus.






	349

	Philip attacks the Chalcidian League.






	348

	Philip captures Olynthus.






	347

	Philip besieges Halus. Athenians attempt to create an anti-Macedonia alliance, but fail to raise much interest. Philip probably begins to campaign in Thrace.






	346

	Philip campaigns in Thrace. Continuing negotiations with Athens and other states. He marches south and skillfully manipulates the situation to accept the surrender of Phocis. End of the Sacred War. In the autumn he presides over the Pythian Games.






	345

	Philip campaigns against the Dardanians.






	
344

	Philip campaigns against the Illyrians. Activity in Thessaly. Negotiations with Athens.






	343

	Philip sends envoy to Athens. Demosthenes prosecutes Aeschines.






	342

	Philip deposes the king of Epirus and replaces him with Olympias’s brother Alexander of Epirus. Aristotle begins to tutor Philip’s son, Alexander.






	341

	Philip campaigns in Thrace.






	340

	Sieges of Perinthus, Selymbria, and Byzantium. Seizure of Athenian grain fleet. Alexander is left as regent and defeats Maedi. He founds Alexandropolis.






	339

	Amphictyonic League declares Sacred War on Amphissa and appoints Philip as its leader. Philip abandons siege of Byzantium and launches campaign against Scythians. He is wounded in an encounter with the Triballi on his way home. After recovering he marches south and by the end of the year has seized Elatea.






	338

	Philip defeats Thebes, Athens, and their allies at Chaeronea and imposes peace terms on them.






	337

	Philip summons Greek leaders to Corinth. He is appointed leader of a Panhellenic war to be waged against Persia. There is friction at court following his marriage to Cleopatra, prompting Alexander to flee. He is subsequently recalled.






	336–323

	Reign of Alexander III (the Great) of Macedon






	336

	Parmenio and Attalus sent to Asia Minor at the head of some 10,000 men. Philip prepares to follow, but is murdered. Accession of Alexander amid executions and political murders. He responds quickly to crush initial opposition in Greece and is appointed hegemon of Panhellenic forces for the Persian War.






	335

	Alexander campaigns against Thracians and Illyrians. Thebes declares war, prompting his rapid return. Thebes is stormed and abolished as a political entity.






	334

	Alexander marches overland to the Dardanelles and crosses to Asia in May. He defeats the local satraps at the Battle of Granicus. Capture of Miletus and siege of Halicarnassus.






	333

	Memnon launches naval offensive, but momentum is lost when he dies and then Darius recalls most of the mercenaries serving with the fleet. Alexander campaigns in Asia Minor and cuts the Gordian knot. Reaching Cilicia late in the summer he falls seriously ill, but eventually recovers. He defeats Darius III at the Battle of Issus.






	332

	Siege of Tyre. Persian fleet fragments, much of it joining Alexander. After the fall of Tyre Alexander besieges and captures Gaza. By the end of the year he takes Egypt, which is not defended against him.






	331

	During the visit to Egypt Alexander founds Alexandria and visits the oracle of Zeus Ammon at the Siwah Oasis. He returns to Tyre and launches offensive into the Persian heartland. He defeats Darius at the Battle of Gaugamela, and takes Babylon. Late in the year (or possibly in the next) news arrives of the rebellion and defeat of Agis of Sparta.






	330

	Alexander loots and burns Persepolis. Campaign against the Mardi. Alexander resumes pursuit of Darius, who is arrested and murdered by his own nobles. Plot by members of Alexander’s court. Philotas accused of treason and executed. Bessus declares himself king of kings.






	329

	Macedonians advance into Sogdiana and Bactria. Alexander leads army over the Hindu Kush. Bessus captured. Widespread rebellion against the Macedonians in Bactria and Sogdiana.






	328

	Brutal campaigning against various rebel leaders. During a rest period at the end of the year, Alexander kills Cleitus in a drunken argument.






	
328 or 327

	Alexander captures the Sogdian Rock and the Rock of Chorienes.






	327

	Continued campaigning against rebels. Plot of the pages discovered, leading to executions. Advance to the Indus.






	326

	Alexander defeats Porus at Battle of Hydaspes. He advances to the river Hyphasis, but his Macedonian troops refuse to cross it. Alexander returns to the Hydaspes and leads expedition downriver toward the sea. Any community refusing to submit is treated as an enemy and attacked. Late in the year (or early in the next) Alexander is badly wounded during the storming of a city of the Malli.






	325

	In spite of his injuries, there is no more than a brief delay in the advance. A revolt led by Brahmans is suppressed. Alexander reaches the Indian Ocean and sacrifices. He divides his forces for the march back to the Persian heartland. Craterus sets out first, then Alexander, and finally Nearchus and the fleet, delayed by adverse weather. Alexander and his men endure the hardships of the Gedrosian desert.






	324

	Army and fleet once again concentrate in Carmania. Alexander orders the dismissal of mercenaries employed by his satraps. He also sends an envoy to the Olympic Games declaring the return of exiles to the Greek cities. His veterans mutiny at Opis, but Alexander imposes his will. Mass marriage of his Companions to Persian brides. A large contingent of veterans begin journey home under command of Craterus. Death of Hephaestion.






	323

	Alexander at Babylon. Preparations for major expedition to Arabia, but Alexander falls ill and dies before it can be launched.
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Introduction



“SOME TALK OF ALEXANDER”


Some individuals change history. Perhaps all do in at least a tiny way, but some leaders make a much greater difference to events that shape their own world and what follows. Saying this in no way denies the importance of wider factors. Contemporary society, the economy, demographic trends, and technology underlie the rise and fall of nations and create context, limiting what is possible. The actions and characters of human beings still matter, and leaders inevitably have the greatest influence of all. To take an obvious example, there were many factors that encouraged the rise of dictatorship in Germany after the First World War, but the personality of Hitler was critical in determining how Germany’s tragic history played out. At the same time the United States and Britain would have had other leaders if Roosevelt and Churchill had died in their cradles, but the course of the Second World War would have been different without the decisions each man made. Leaders matter in any age for good or ill, and there are times in history when a few individuals make a profound difference, even if much of it is unintentional.


Philip and Alexander were such leaders, and between them they changed the course of history, and did it remarkably quickly. In less than forty years the fractured, backwater kingdom of Macedonia came to dominate Greece, then attacked the greatest superpower of the day and won. They created and led the finest fighting force yet seen in history, humbling Athens and Sparta, destroying Thebes, burning down the palace of the Persian king, crossing the Hindu Kush, and marching into what is now Pakistan. These were no mere raids, and both men founded many cities and settled them with their soldiers to control the conquered territory. While the empire Philip and Alexander forged did not survive them as a single entity, they played a key role in spreading Greek language and culture over a vast area, and a different sort of Greek culture, its ideas no longer dominated by the leading city-states. The consequences of this were many and profound, for it led to the New Testament being written in Greek, and a Greek-speaking “Roman” empire surviving in the eastern Mediterranean for a thousand years after the last emperor to rule from Italy.


Alexander the Great is famous, one of that handful of leaders for whom the epithet has stuck. Few now remember Pompey Magnus at Rome, so of “the Great” we are left with Alfred in England, Charlemagne in France, and much later Peter and Catherine in Russia, and Frederick in Prussia—the last three from a relatively short period of time. Alexander’s victories and sheer importance dwarf those of the others, and he never suffered the catastrophic military disasters of the likes of Napoleon—partly through his own luck and talent, and more because he died before his thirty-third birthday.


Alexander has done much to shape the Western image of the youthful hero: small, fair-haired, pale-eyed, and boyish, he was unconventional, impatient, swaggeringly confident, always proven right when he defied the wisdom of his elders, and a man who fought in a way that was as clever as it was ferocious. Leading from the front, he won more victories than any fictional hero, in a spectacular “live fast, die young” career that briefly made him master of much of the known world. If in reality he never wept because there were no more worlds to conquer or sheathed his sword for lack of argument, it does not diminish what he did in such a short time. Only in the modern mechanized era have a few armies managed to advance so fast for such a long period as Alexander’s men.1


Philip was not dubbed “the Great” (nor indeed was Alexander until the Roman period), and he was inevitably overshadowed by his son. When Philip is remembered, it is as part of Alexander’s story, the old man too drunk to cross the floor when he lost his temper with his son. One-eyed and limping from his many wounds, he can seem worn out and little more than an obstacle to his dazzlingly talented child. In contrast none of Alexander’s wounds were permanently disfiguring and he never got the chance to grow old. Centuries later the Emperor Augustus permitted no sculpture, statue, painting, or coin to show him aging beyond his twenties, but this was tight control of his public image and not an accurate reflection of a man who lived into his seventies and had bad teeth. Alexander also tightly controlled his image, but unlike Philip or the Roman emperor, he died before old age became an issue.


Yet without Philip there could have been no Alexander, for Philip reshaped Macedonia, making it bigger, stronger, and more united, and also created the army from scratch and even the plan to attack Persia. His son inherited all of this at the perfect moment and age for him to chance his luck and win far greater glory. Philip died at forty-six, and it is too easy to forget that he was at most twenty-three when he became king. Then he was the young, handsome, unscarred, and charismatic monarch, with only modest military achievements in his own right, but with the confidence and energy to save a kingdom on the brink of dismemberment and turn it into a military and economic powerhouse. The story of how he did this is well worth telling in its own right, apart from being essential to understanding what his son did.


Still, Alexander casts a very long shadow. Another youthful hero, let alone his father, does not easily fit with his image: just as Julius Caesar must always be the elderly lover of Cleopatra and Mark Antony the dashing younger man, even if the latter was in his middle fifties when he took his own life—at most a couple of years younger than Caesar on the Ides of March. On the whole the Romans get far more attention than the Greeks in fiction, screen dramas, and even documentaries. The discovery in the 1980s of the royal tombs at Vergina in northern Greece and the possible identification of one set of remains as Philip briefly produced a surge of attention, but otherwise even Alexander receives no more than occasional coverage on television, usually connected with his battles. Two Hollywood epics have tried to tell his story, with Richard Burton playing the role in 1956 and Colin Farrell in 2004, but each film struggled because the sheer breadth of the tale is very hard to fit into a few hours of screen time. In both we have Philip as the old man, more or less a spent force, and a story that gets going only when he is murdered and makes way for Alexander.


My own love of the ancient world began with the Romans, and specifically the Romans in Britain and the Roman army, although as my interest grew, like everyone else I soon realized that Rome can only be understood in the context of Classical and Hellenistic Greece. In my childhood Alexander was little more than a name, and my fondness for cinematic epics meant that I avidly watched the Richard Burton movie on TV, though little of it stayed with me apart from Philip tripping as he attacked his son, and Burton delivering the speech before the battle, ending in, “Kill Darius, kill Darius, kill Darius.” Aged seventeen, I first studied Alexander in any depth, and it was not until a few years later that I really encountered Philip, not least when as a young lecturer I was tasked with teaching seminars on father and son.


The pull of Greek history and culture is a strong one, as the Romans understood. There remains something almost unbelievable about the burst of creativity coming from the people living in this small area, who in such a short time came up with the idea of democracy (and discussing politics), developed philosophical ideas, and laid much of the basis of scientific thought, while producing plays and literature that remain moving and provocative to this day. They also portrayed human beings in art in a way that was both more lifelike than ever before and at the same time idealized. More than anything else, Classical Greece is a microcosm of humanity, for alongside all the wonders and greatness there was savagery and cruelty, selfishness and prejudice, and a willingness to despise the rest of the world as barbarians and accept slavery as normal. The Greeks were both great and terrible, just as people throughout the ages have shown themselves capable of the extremes of good and evil. In many ways Philip and Alexander represent this paradox, as men who both built and destroyed, and who acted from a very Greek desire to excel for the sake of doing it—as well as for personal advantage, of course.


This book is about Philip and Alexander and aims to tell each man’s story in as much depth and detail as possible, because no book has so far done this for the general reader. Books on Alexander abound: for every year there is at least one new biography or study of some aspect of his campaigns. Some of these are very good and I have no desire to add to the pile, but in contrast Philip is neglected, only rarely written about in his own right and usually as little more than a prologue to his son. This is unfair to Philip’s importance, but also weakens our understanding of how Alexander behaved, for the similarities in the way father and son waged war and made politics are highly revealing. Looking at both men offers a far better way to place them into context, and if anything makes their achievement all the more striking.


The sheer scale of what Philip and Alexander achieved is staggering. This is not to say that this was a good thing for the wider world or to claim that their motives were even remotely altruistic. The historian’s job is to discover and understand the past, and that is no easy thing, especially when dealing with the ancient world. This book is not about judging Philip and Alexander or their contemporaries in moral terms, but about trying to establish what happened, how it happened, and, where possible, why it happened. As well as telling the reader what is known about this era, it is equally important to say what is not known, and to make clear that conjecture and surmise are just that and not fact. Alexander has appeared in many guises down the ages, from saint to monster, military genius to efficient thug, and even recently as a gay or bisexual icon. Those looking to the past to justify their views about the present will readily see what they wish to see, but this is not good history for it brings us no nearer to understanding what really happened or the world of these human beings.


A true biography of Philip or Alexander is impossible, for there is so much about them, and especially their thoughts, emotions, and ideas, that cannot be known. Unlike Caesar or Augustus, virtually nothing survives in their own words, and nothing at all hinting at private thoughts, at least that we can be sure is genuine. This book tries to tell the story of their lives as far as the sources permit, and to this end it is vital to remember that they and those around them were simply people, like us, albeit products of very different cultures. It is well worth asking some of the questions a biographer might, in spite of the fact that most cannot be answered with any certainty. However, one of the biggest mistakes anyone can make in this sort of book is to create their own Philip or Alexander and then fill in the gaps by deciding that this is the sort of thing they would have done in the circumstances. Honesty is important, especially when admitting what is unknown.


In many ways this book is old-fashioned history, with the emphasis on war and politics because these were the preoccupation of the ancient sources (and indeed of Philip and Alexander), and with the story presented as a narrative. I make no apology for this. Narrative history is the test for understanding any era, for the best theories of social or economic history, let alone other academically fashionable approaches, fail if they do not match—and ideally help to explain—the wider course of events. One aim is to work out where Philip and then Alexander were at any time and what they were doing. This means that there is a lot of discussion of campaigns, battles, and sieges, for both men spent most of their adult lives fighting wars. There is a lot of killing in this book, a lot of storming cities and massacring or enslaving their populations, and the details can become repetitive as well as grim. It was tempting to skim over much of this, and sometimes I have summarized weeks or months of operations in a few lines, but on the whole I have tried to resist this urge, for the danger is that it lets us forget just how much time both men devoted to fighting small-scale skirmishes.


Philip and Alexander led their armies in a style that put them personally at far more risk than Roman commanders such as Julius Caesar, let alone the generals of more recent centuries. Both men suffered multiple wounds, and both came closest to death in combat when fighting against communities and peoples that were obscure even in the ancient world. Both spent most of their adult lives marching in all weather over all terrain, in the many little combats and dangers, while living in camp with the army all around. Neither Philip nor Alexander had prolonged periods of rest in which to formulate policy with care and consideration, for they were rarely still. Envoys are supposed to have been amazed when they were brought before Alexander, conqueror of Persia, to find him in armor, stained with sweat and covered in dust, rather than the splendor and ceremony associated with royalty. Sometimes there was luxury and excess, but danger, hardship, and fatigue were even more familiar.2


It is impossible to say what all this meant to either man, or to do more than guess at how the experience changed them, or the toll taken by fatigue and injury. Most of the time, the king’s key advisors were men sharing these experiences, hardships, and dangers, so apart from the pressures of kingship, little of their life was unique. There is a good deal that we cannot know. Alexander’s mother, Olympias, was clearly a strong personality, and it would be revealing to know far more about her, and to understand her relationship with her husband and her son, but the evidence does not exist. Women tend to be a shadowy presence in much of ancient history, and although it is obvious that they were often highly influential, their own voices are not preserved and they are seen solely through the prism of others. Lamenting this fact does not change it.


Macedonian kings were polygamous by tradition, and Philip took at least seven wives, fathering five children who reached adulthood. It was claimed, admittedly by Greek observers contemptuous of his character if not his achievements, that he also had many affairs, taking both women and young men as his lovers. Alexander married three times, all in the last few years of his life, and the tradition about him is very different, asserting that he did not sleep with a woman until he was twenty-three and first took a mistress. A homosexual relationship is alleged with Hephaestion, a friend since his youth, and later with the eunuch Bagoas, as well as hazily with others, but the emphasis is always on his restraint and self-control, exceptional by contemporary standards and most of all compared to the promiscuous Philip. In general, the sources suggest that many Macedonian kings and aristocrats took lovers of both sexes, although some caution is required since these are accounts written by outsiders portraying their subjects as barbarians. They were also influenced by the deeply entrenched idea that excessive, sometimes aggressive, sexual activity was the mark of kings and tyrants. Each case must be considered in turn, even if the truth can rarely be established. Yet what stands out is how little any of the sources deal with either man’s love life—or that of any other major figure from the ancient world. Sexuality was a minor concern when the Greeks or Romans tried to understand someone’s character, which ought to put the modern obsession into some sort of perspective.


The sources present many problems, even by the standards of studying Greek and Roman history, and not simply because they do not discuss many things of interest to us. (See Appendix 1 for a fuller list of the sources.) Plenty was written about Philip during his lifetime and soon afterward, apart from his own public letters and decrees, but none of this has survived intact. The only contemporary or near contemporary evidence we have consists of snippets of such works quoted by later authors, a small number of inscriptions, and the speeches of Athenian orators, delivered to an audience who understood far more of their own world than we ever can, in a political environment where truth was of minor importance. The only surviving narratives for Philip’s life were written far later, and the most complete are by Diodorus Siculus, who wrote his Library of History in the first century BC, and Justin, who produced an Epitome of the earlier Pompeius Trogus’s general history at some point between the second and fourth centuries AD. In each case Philip was not their main concern, and his career was just a fairly brief episode in their wider surveys of the past. Neither source would be a scholar’s first choice when it came to reliability if anything better was on offer.


Far more material survives for Alexander, often focused on him to the exclusion of wider history, and yet here the problem of distance in time is even more marked. Traditionally, historians have relied heavily on Arrian and Plutarch, both of whom wrote in the second century AD, more than 400 years after Alexander’s death—as distant from him as we are from Elizabeth I and the earliest days of Colonial America. Greeks writing under the Roman Empire—both men were Roman citizens and Arrian was a distinguished senator—they lived in a very different world, and it is hard to tell when they interpreted the past by the standards of their own day. This is even more true of Curtius, a Roman who wrote in the first century AD and was clearly influenced by his experience living under Rome’s emperors. Diodorus devotes more space to Alexander than Philip, although substantial sections of his work are missing, as is a significant part of Curtius dealing with Alexander’s early years and some of the months near the end of his life.


The surviving authors all made use of accounts that have not survived, some of them written by eyewitnesses or others living far closer to the events. Arrian tells us that he relied most on Aristobulus, a member of Alexander’s court, and Ptolemy, one of Alexander’s officers who later became ruler of Egypt, because they were in a position to know the truth; in the case of Ptolemy, it would be “shameful” for a king to lie. Scholars have devoted immense effort and great ingenuity into mining the surviving sources in the hope of reaching their ultimate sources, and on that basis judging the accuracy of the material they contain. The results are precarious houses of cards, tottering from so many guesses and assumptions. Thus many have contrasted the “official” version of Alexander’s career, which tends to be sober and flattering to the king and is represented by Arrian, with the “vulgate” of Diodorus and Curtius, which is hostile and sensationalist. In this way, and from the best of motives, they have tried to create certainty from the confusion and contradictions in the evidence, ignoring the flimsy basis for their underlying assumptions and the ease with which the whole lot can come crashing down. It is both more honest and simply better to acknowledge that our sources are all far later, and that we cannot be sure how accurate the information that they had at their disposal was, or how well they used it. What survives is all that we have to go on, and all we can do is make the best of them, judging each author on his own merits.3


The sources restrict what we can say about Philip and Alexander, and generations of scholarship still leaves us with a good deal of disagreement and uncertainty. Another reason for writing this book is to bring some of this work to an audience outside specialists in the field, and at the start I ought to acknowledge the massive debt owed to them. The literature on Philip and Alexander is vast and ever growing, asking new questions and adopting new forms of analysis. One eminent scholar noted that she began studying Alexander’s history and found that gradually she and her colleagues were redefining the field as Macedonian studies and raising a far broader range of themes than in the past. The notes and bibliography will give interested readers initial access to the academic literature. Neither is exhaustive, for to cite every work on the subject would result in references that dwarfed the main text of the book.4


My own work has in the main been concerned with the Romans, so I am an outsider to the study of the fourth century BC; I do not presume to answer all the unanswered questions or revolutionize the academic understanding of the period. Hopefully this has the advantage of a wider perspective, and an approach that is both fresh and useful. Hindsight is one of the greatest problems for any historian, as is long familiarity with a period: it can lead to taking far too much for granted. The rise of Macedonia under Philip and Alexander was as unexpected as it was rapid, and it is all too easy to forget this. When Alexander died, there were still plenty of people around who had been adults during the chaotic years before Philip’s accession. Those years really were not that long before, but the knowledge that Philip’s reforms fundamentally changed the nature of Macedonia, turning it into a formidable power, and that his son would march all the way to India, can make it hard to appreciate just how shocking and baffling this was to contemporaries.


Philip was murdered at the age of forty-six, and Alexander died a few weeks short of his thirty-third birthday without a clear successor. These are the facts, and it is vital to remember that no one knew these events were going to happen, or that Philip and Alexander would lead the Macedonians to so many victories against a wide range of opponents in very different conditions. One of the keys to understanding these men is to bear in mind how much they did and how quickly they did it. As far as possible this book will approach the story as if the ending was uncertain and, while once again admitting my profound debt to all the work that has been done on them and their era, also go back to the sources with an open mind and see what sort of story they tell.
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IN THE BEGINNING


Long before Philip or Alexander there was Macedonia, a kingdom in northern Greece ruled by the Argead dynasty. The nature of the family is important, for their sole right to become king was never challenged by the aristocracy. One justification for this was that the Argeads claimed to be distinct, originally outsiders to the region, descendants of a nobleman exiled from the city of Argos in the southern Greek Peloponnese, who in the seventh century BC took his family and household north and conquered a new kingdom. As aristocrats of Argos, they claimed Hercules, the demigod and son of Zeus, as the founder of their line, often worshipping him as Herakles Patruoüs (the “ancestor” or “father”). Such stories were common in the ancient world; the Romans famously boasted that their city was founded by Romulus—son of Mars and descendant of Aeneas, himself son of Venus, who had led away a party of Trojans after the sack of their city and eventually settled in Italy. By the first century BC, the Aedui, a large tribe living in Gaul, claimed to be the offspring of other refugees from Troy, making them “brothers” of the Romans, and smoothing the alliance between the tribe and Rome’s Republic.1


Ancient communities were fond of such stories, happily inventing them when convenient, making it hard to know whether any of these tales contained the slightest shred of truth. Perhaps the Argeads were originally from elsewhere—a chief and his band of warriors forced to leave their homeland or migrants seeking new opportunities—but it is impossible to know. For whatever reason, only an Argead could be king of Macedon, a rule that was never broken until the final extinction of the line with the murder of Alexander IV, son of Alexander the Great, in 310 BC. Something in the Argead bloodline was seen as special and sacred, for the king had an important role as somehow more closely connected to the gods. Tradition claimed that one of Philip’s ancestors, newly become king on the death of his father, was carried as a babe in arms to join the Macedonian army as it faced the Illyrians, turning defeat into victory. More routinely, an adult king led the army on any important occasion and presided over major festivals, while each royal day began with the king personally cutting the throat of the sacrificial animal.2


The Argeads were special, alone possessing the right to rule, but this had failed to grant Macedonia any great stability, since any male Argead could be king if enough people supported him, or at least were willing to accept him. As far as we can tell there was no fixed rule as to who should succeed when the king died. If his oldest son was an adult, then there would probably need to be a good reason not to choose him, but this was certainly possible. Brothers might be preferred, or members of another line of the wider clan. Although a gathering of adult males representing the people in arms, or at least the most significant among them, acclaimed a new king by clashing weapons against shields, there is no sense of an election where royal candidates were chosen. Instead a man claimed to be king and then saw whether he was supported and able to survive. There were sometimes plenty of other options available, for the Argeads bred prolifically, helped by a tradition of polygamy. They also tended to be long-lived, at least if they did not come to a violent end.3


In the earliest days the names of kings are known, including the first Philip, but little else is certain, and the dynasty begins to emerge into recorded history in the second half of the sixth century BC, under the rule of Amyntas I, who was succeeded c. 498 BC by his son, Alexander I, and then in 454 BC by his grandson Perdiccas II. After these three long reigns, the kingdom became less stable, with many of the next monarchs assassinated by those around them. In 399 BC Archelaus I was murdered during a hunt, the conspirators not quite managing to make it look like an accident. The philosopher Aristotle judged that the king was killed because of his own vices, dying at the hands of a disappointed young lover, although he explains that politics as well as personal grudges played a role. Archelaus had ruled fairly successfully for fourteen years, strengthening his kingdom, but he had risen to power in the first place through assassinations and executions. He was the son of King Perdiccas II, but the philosopher Plato alleges that his mother was no more than a slave owned by his uncle. This may simply be a slur, a misunderstanding of royal polygamy, or could even true, confirming that the child of a concubine might be recognized as legitimate. Archelaus killed his uncle, the uncle’s son, and also a half brother as he made himself king.4


Amyntas III became king in 393 BC, the fifth king in the six years since the murder of Archelaus. One of his four predecessors may have died of disease, but the rest were murdered, and the precise details and lengths of their reigns are hard to decipher. Amyntas most likely assassinated his immediate predecessor. The new king was a great-grandson of Alexander I. The first Alexander had lived a long life and fathered at least six children, including Amyntas’s grandfather, but neither this man nor Amyntas’s father had been king. For whatever reasons the line had so far been overlooked, for Amyntas was already a mature man and yet had clearly not been seen as an obvious candidate for the throne up to this point. Yet in spite of the heavy Argead death toll during the last few years, rivals survived and would soon resurface. Apart from the threat posed by Amyntas’s own relatives, his kingdom was surrounded by foreign enemies.5


The first to act were the Illyrians, old adversaries of the Macedonians, who lived to the northwest. They were a numerous and warlike people divided into many different tribes and following different kings and chieftains. Illyrians was the name given by the Greeks to the “barbarians” living in this area, much as they dubbed other groups Celts, Thracians, or Scythians because they felt them to be similar and it was easier to use such blanket terms than to understand the complicated reality of tribes and clans. There is little reason to believe that the Illyrians felt much sense of corporate identity, and they certainly had no idea of nationhood. However, by the start of the fourth century BC a leader named Bardylis, most likely a king of a tribe called the Dardanians, had united not simply his own people, but also many of their neighbors under his rule. He may have been behind the major invasion that struck the heartland of Macedonia just a few months after Amyntas III became king. Whichever group of Illyrians was responsible, the new king was forced to flee, probably taking refuge in Thessaly, Macedon’s southern neighbor.6


Eventually Amyntas III returned, aided by Thessalian allies; usually the Illyrians were interested more in plunder and extortion than permanent occupation, so Amyntas did not have to drive them out. A man named Argaeus may have exploited the king’s flight to seize the throne for himself, for according to Diodorus some of his sources claimed that the man ruled for two years, but the whole episode is obscure and hard to interpret. A decade later there was another major Illyrian attack, and this was soon followed by hostility from some of the Greek communities in the Chalcidice, the triple-pronged peninsula to the east. These latter were led by Olynthus, a city-state that Amyntas had tried to appease in the past. Once again, the king was forced to flee, and this time it took aid from Sparta to restore him in 382 BC.7


It is hard to know how much of Macedonia Amyntas actually controlled during his reign. The heartland of the kingdom was Lower Macedonia, the rich plains north of Mount Olympus and around the Thermaic Gulf on the Aegean coast. This was good farming country, with a more settled population dwelling in towns and villages. Most important were the old royal center at Aegae, the “place of goats” (modern-day Vergina), and the even larger city of Pella, which had grown in size and importance under Archelaus I. Lower Macedonia was encircled by mountains. Upper Macedonia lay beyond, also enclosed by mountain ranges crossed by only a few passes. Its population was still predominantly pastoralists, and it was divided into several independently minded regions, such as Lyncestis and Elimiotis, each with its own royal dynasty. These local kings never appear to have challenged the Argeads for the rule of all of Macedonia, but staunchly resisted central control and were willing to fight to maintain their independence, even allying with Illyrians and other neighbors such as the Molossians of Epirus to the west. The stronger Argead kings imposed their will on most or all of Upper Macedonia. Weaker monarchs, like Amyntas, had to do their best to conciliate and persuade.8


Amyntas III had at least two wives, and as far as we can tell he was married to both women simultaneously rather than in succession. Polygamy was alien and repellent to most Greeks—or at least to educated Athenian males, who overwhelmingly shape what we like to consider to be Greek opinion. Taking more than one wife was seen as barbaric, as indeed was monarchy itself. In the Greek world polygamy was the mark of a tyrant, who was expected to be sexually predatory, and generally immoral and cruel. (All of which would later be said of Philip by critics in Athens.) Foreign monarchs, notably the king of kings in Persia, tended to be polygamous, reinforcing the sense that this was something foreign and inherently wrong. Athenians were uncomfortable with the idea of queens having any political influence at all, so having more than one queen at a time, all of them vying for power, was especially sinister.9


Our best evidence for Macedonian polygamy comes from Philip himself, who took seven—or possibly eight—wives. His father’s two wives and the sheer quantity of Argeads suggest that this was an established tradition, since otherwise our sources would surely have criticized Philip for what they would see as so distasteful an innovation. There is no direct evidence for polygamy among Macedonians in general, so it may have been exclusive to the Argeads, or more probably the sole right of the ruling king. One result was that there were often plenty of potential kings, some willing to challenge the incumbent. As we have seen, most Macedonian kings died violent deaths, usually at the hands of someone close to them; the same was true of other Argeads, who were killed because they had, or it was feared that they might, seek kingship.


One of Amyntas III’s wives, Eurydice, gave birth to Philip in 382 BC, or perhaps a little earlier in 383 BC, based on a source saying that he was forty-six and another that he was forty-seven when he died. The discrepancy may be down to different methods of counting, and whether from birth the individual is considered to be one year old. To add to the confusion the Greeks used a number of ways of measuring time, usually based on lunar months, and none of them correspond to the modern solar calendar of twelve months, derived as it is from the system introduced by Julius Caesar in 46 BC. This means that even when a source actually gives us a date for something, it may have occurred late in what would be for us the preceding year. In fact, more often than not, ancient historians and biographers did not bother to go into much detail about someone’s birth, unless it happened to coincide with a major event or later became surrounded with stories foretelling a great destiny. As a result, we cannot be sure in which year Caesar, Cleopatra, or Mark Antony was born, let alone many other less famous figures from the ancient world, since none of our sources tell us.10


None of our sources preserve any stories about Philip’s birth or early childhood. Once again, this is not uncommon, save for a handful of individuals like Alexander and the Emperor Augustus, and in these cases much is the product of later romantic invention. The lives of women and children rarely occupied the attention of our sources. For Caesar and other aristocratic Romans of his era we can get some idea of the rituals surrounding childbirth common among their class and paint a generic picture of the event. Similar information on the practices of the Macedonian royal family in the fourth century BC simply does not exist or is of little value; Philip is said to have dismissed one of his army officers for taking hot baths, a luxury the Macedonians did not even permit to women in labor, while we know that Artemis Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth, was venerated at the sacred site of Dium. Since ritual and sacrifice permeated every aspect of life in the ancient world, especially for the kings of Macedon, we may safely assume that the birth of a son to Amyntas III was marked with due ceremony, at least within his household. In the wider world few would have paid much attention, for Macedonia lay on the fringes—some would say beyond—the world of the Greeks, and was not a great power or considered an important cultural center.11


Childbirth was a dangerous time for both mother and infant. Philip’s mother had already survived the ordeal at least twice, for she had presented her husband with two other boys, Alexander and Perdiccas. At some point the couple also had a daughter, Eurynoë, but it is unclear where she came in the sequence, although she was most likely older than Philip. These four are the children who survived to reach adulthood, and it is quite possible that there were others who did not. Infant mortality rates were shockingly high in the ancient world, while some believe that the heartland of Amyntas’s kingdom was plagued by malaria-bearing mosquitoes, adding to the risks for all ages. In spite of this, the mother and these four children all survived and would outlive her husband.12


Amyntas III was also married to a woman named Gygaea, with whom he had another three sons, all of whom reached adulthood. Philip’s mother, Eurydice, outlived her husband, and all three of her sons were preferred as candidates for the throne before the sons of Gygaea, which may suggest that the latter were younger, unless there was some other reason for their being overlooked. It is possible that another wife or wives has gone unrecorded, for yet another son of Amyntas is mentioned by Diodorus. Nor was it wholly unthinkable that an illegitimate son might be recognized as rightful successor. Thus from birth it was possible that Philip would one day become king, but unlikely ever to be straightforward or unchallenged, and had his older brothers lived longer, he might never have ruled.13


Eurydice came from one of the Upper Macedonian dynasties, for her maternal grandfather was king of Lyncestis. Yet her father’s name was Sirras and he may have been an Illyrian. Upper Macedonia was most at risk from Illyrian raiding and it would have made perfect sense for a local dynasty to form a marriage alliance with a powerful leader among the tribes. Philip would in due course take an Illyrian wife for the same reason, so there is nothing inherently impossible in this, although some scholars prefer to believe that Eurydice was wholly Lyncestian. Plutarch calls her an Illyrian, “so thrice barbarian,” and claims that she was illiterate until as a mature woman she learned to read and write in Greek alongside her children. He quotes a now lost inscription she dedicated to the Muses, “when she gained her soul’s desire to learn, mother of young and lusty sons was she, and by her diligence attained to learn letters.”14


Two inscriptions commissioned by Eurydice have survived from Aegae, both dedications to Eucleia at the temple dedicated to this goddess of good reputation. In Athens Eucleia’s temple was set up to commemorate victory over the Persians at the Battle of Marathon, but in other Greek cities the shrines do not appear to have had any warlike association. Instead the goddess was linked to Artemis (the virgin huntress and twin of Apollo) and sometimes claimed to be daughter to Hercules, with her temples located near marketplaces and often visited by courting couples who made offerings before getting married. Whatever the precise nature of the cult of Eucleia at Aegae, Eurydice is the first royal Macedonian woman who has left any trace of a public presence, although this may only have developed after the death of her husband.


Some Illyrian women were believed to train as warriors, prompting speculation that—if she was in fact the daughter of one of the tribes’ leaders—Amyntas’s wife was far more forceful than most Macedonian royal women. Since we know so little about the latter it is unwise to do more than speculate, and it may simply be that Eurydice was a strong character and that the circumstances allowed her to assert herself. Many Greeks, and especially Athenians, revolted at the thought of a woman wielding power, so it is no coincidence that some of the sources describe her in an extremely hostile way as treacherous and enslaved by her passions. Similar themes will recur when we encounter other forceful royal women.15


Amyntas III died in 370 BC. By recent standards among the Argead family he had lasted a long time and survived threats from all sides, albeit often at the cost of making major concessions to outside powers and leaving his kingdom weak and vulnerable. His death was apparently from natural causes, which was an achievement in itself in the bloody politics of the Argeads. Justin in his Epitome repeats a story claiming that Eurydice plotted to murder her husband. In this version she was having an affair with her daughter’s husband, and planned to marry him and make him king in Amyntas’s place. What was to happen to Eurynoë is not explained, but she uncovered the plot and revealed it to her father. The conspiracy fell apart, and the king is supposed to have spared his wife for the sake of their children. No other source contains this bizarre and implausible anecdote, and it is the sole evidence for the existence of Philip’s sister, Eurynoë.16


Alexander II, Eurydice’s eldest son, succeeded to the throne. Philip was about twelve and his brother eighteen or more, since it was unlikely that anyone younger would have ruled without a regent. He was certainly active and bold, soon leading an expedition to intervene in a power struggle within Thessaly. Yet Macedonia remained weak, threatened on every side. The Illyrians were once again active, and Alexander II may have bought peace by paying them tribute, much like Anglo-Saxon kings paid Danegeld to keep away the Vikings or people offering protection money to mobsters. In each case such desperate measures give no permanent respite, for the aggressor soon returns. Philip may have been sent as a hostage to cement the agreement. Thebes, newly dominant after inflicting a stunning defeat on the Spartans at Leuctra in 371 BC, was also active in Thessaly at the time, and Macedonia could not on its own hope to compete with a major Greek power. In 369 BC the Theban general Pelopidas imposed a peace on Macedonia and the warring cities of Thessaly, and as part of this agreement Philip definitely was sent as hostage to Thebes along with thirty sons of Macedonian nobles.17


Philip spent almost three years in Thebes, much or all of the time living as a guest in the house of Pammenes, a wealthy and well-connected aristocrat. Although he was not free to leave, this was a very loose and comfortable confinement. For generations the Argeads had embraced Greek, and especially Athenian, culture, so that Philip was already well read and familiar with the great works of literature and drama. A Macedonian boy was also prepared for war, learning to ride and fight from a young age. Hunting was both the great joy of the aristocracy and further training for war. It was said that a Macedonian had to sit rather than recline on a couch at dinner until he had killed a boar without trapping it in a net. No doubt such a custom only applied to aristocratic males, and may have been less rigid in practice than outsiders liked to think, but courage and skill at arms were expected of a young Argead male.18


Greek city-states saw monarchies such as Macedonia as inherently backward. Even so, aristocratic culture in most cities remained a little closer to these old-fashioned ways. Aristocrats could afford to keep horses to ride for pleasure, for travel, and for the thrill of hunting. In Athens and elsewhere, the wealthiest class was known as hippeis—horsemen or knights. They also had the leisure time to study and discuss, and to devote themselves wholeheartedly to the physical training, competition, and display of the gymnasium. Pelopidas was renowned for his obsession with physical training and bodybuilding. Thus although the experience was different, it was not wholly alien to Philip’s upbringing. In later life his attitude toward Thebes was pragmatic, suggesting neither great love nor particular hatred. He treated Pammenes as a friend, and although it was politically convenient to do so, the emotion may well have been genuine. Accepting the hospitality of an aristocrat, whether simply visiting his homeland as a private individual, as a representative of the state, or even as a hostage, was believed to create a bond on both sides, guest friendship of the sort familiar from Homer’s poems. One source claims that Pammenes and Philip were lovers, but stories of this sort are common enough whenever a youth came into contact with a famous man and it is impossible to know whether or not there is any truth in them.19


Pammenes was an important man who had already made something of a military reputation and would go on to lead Theban armies. He was on very good terms with Epaminondas, who alongside Pelopidas had led the recent Theban resurgence, commanding the army and fighting in the front rank when the Spartans were beaten at Leuctra. Through his host, Philip thus came into contact with the most famous commander of his day. Epaminondas was a serious man, a devotee of Pythagorean philosophy, which apart from its interest in numbers and formulae made him refuse to eat meat or participate in animal sacrifice. Although an aristocrat by birth, he was not wealthy and was seen as something of an eccentric because he seemed to revel in a simple life devoted to learning and virtue. Plutarch says that Philip “comprehended his [i.e., Epaminondas’s] efficiency in war and campaigns,” but was neither by nature nor choice inclined to copy his “restraint, justice, magnanimity and gentleness, wherein Epaminondas was truly great.”20


Some ancient sources say that the years in Thebes had an important influence on Philip, but they do not go into detail. Modern scholars have often gone much further, claiming that in these years he learned about military equipment and training, tactics, strategy, politics, and diplomacy. All we can definitely say is that for several years he experienced life among the elite in a leading Greek city-state. He had the chance to witness the vagaries of politics within Thebes and among the wider community of city-states, for in these years Theban prestige was at its height. Politics and war would have filled as much or more of the conversation among his hosts than ideas and culture. How much he understood and learned from all this is pure speculation.21


In late 368 BC or early in 367 BC—we cannot be certain given the systems of dating—Alexander II of Macedon was stabbed to death during a ritual war dance (telesias) held as part of a festival, a situation which inevitably put the king close to a number of armed young men. Although one man was executed for the murder, most people seem to have believed that the conspiracy was led by Ptolemy of Alorus, who is mentioned as a prominent member of Amyntas III’s court on an inscription in Athens. Diodorus says that Ptolemy was a son of Amyntas, and brother to the young king. Perhaps he was the child of a third, otherwise unknown wife to Amyntas, or simply an Argead from another branch of the family, but as usual we simply do not know. Justin blames Eurydice for the murder of her own son, so some historians have identified Ptolemy as the unnamed son-in-law and lover with whom she was supposed to have conspired a few years earlier.22


Perdiccas was not yet old enough to succeed, so Ptolemy took charge as his regent or guardian (epitropos). He did not mint coins in his own name, and opinion is divided over whether or not he actually proclaimed himself king, but there is no doubt that he became in all important respects the ruler of Macedon. He may have married Eurydice, and she appears to have had a fairly public role in these years. While this might appear to confirm Justin’s story of illicit and murderous passion, she may equally have had little or no choice in the matter and simply have done what was necessary to protect herself and her remaining sons. That we happen to have evidence for her dedicating a statue in a temple to a goddess of good repute may be mere chance, an attempt to quash the lies being told about her, or even bold defiance of the truth.23


The position of Macedonia remained weak. Pelopidas of Thebes intervened soon after the murder of Alexander II, but moderated his stance and came to terms after Ptolemy managed to bribe some of the mercenary soldiers serving with the Thebans. Another fifty hostages, including Ptolemy’s son, were dispatched to Thebes, but Ptolemy remained in power. A more direct threat appeared in 367 BC when Pausanias, an exiled Argead probably from another branch of the royal family, invaded with his own force of mercenaries. This pretender mounted his campaign from the Chalcidice to the east and found substantial support, whether because of his own reputation or dislike of Ptolemy. Several Macedonian communities were swiftly captured or decided to welcome the challenger. Ptolemy lacked the strength to defeat him, so he did what so many Macedonian rulers had done in the past and looked for outside help.24


Iphicrates was a famous Athenian commander who had spent a lot of his life campaigning in the north as a representative of his home city and a mercenary leader. He had married a Thracian princess and at some point had dealings with Macedonia and Amyntas III, who was said to have adopted him. At the moment he happened to be in command of a squadron of Athenian warships, hovering around the coast near the city of Amphipolis, trying to reestablish an Athenian presence in the Chalcidice in spite of the hostility of the cities there. Ptolemy appealed to him for help, although our sources suggest that the lead was taken by Eurydice, who asked Iphicrates to come to her aid. Decades later the Athenian orator Aeschines boasted that he had reminded Philip of this past favor, claiming that his mother “put your brother into the arms of Iphicrates, and set you upon his knees—for you were a little boy.” Then she reminded the Athenian general of her late husband Amyntas, who “made you his son and enjoyed the friendship of the city of Athens.” In honor of this relationship, she begged for his protection now for her sons and Macedonia. The appeal worked and Iphicrates chased Pausanias “out of Macedonia and preserved the dynasty for you.”25


Aeschines told the story decades later, when he was defending himself against charges of misconduct during a subsequent embassy to Philip and was keen to show that he had reminded the Macedonian monarch of Athens’s past services to him and his family. Speeches, especially those made in a heated atmosphere of Athenian politics, were not noted for strict adherence to the truth, and some of his account is distinctly odd. Philip was fourteen or fifteen at the time, Perdiccas at least a year older, so that neither was little and the image of them sitting on the Athenian general highly unlikely. Apart from that, Philip was a hostage in Thebes at the time and nowhere near the royal court. On the other hand, the speech was designed to convince fellow Athenians of Philip’s past goodwill, and it would have been strange and personally dangerous for Aeschines to say all this if there was no basis for the claim that Athens had helped the king’s family during this crisis. Most likely he embellished rather than invented. A little earlier in the speech, Aeschines said that this was a time when Philip and Perdiccas were at risk and Eurydice “had been betrayed by those who claimed to be their friends.” Perhaps this was an allusion to the murder of Alexander and takeover by Ptolemy, suggesting that the queen was a pawn caught up in a power struggle rather than the adulterous conspirator. The only mention of Ptolemy in the speech is far from positive, for almost as soon as Pausanias had been driven away, the regent collaborated with Thebes and allied with the city of Amphipolis against Athens. Aeschines called this “ungrateful and outrageous,” although it was characteristic of the rapid switches of alliance made by earlier Macedonian monarchs—and by Athens itself.26


Ptolemy was murdered in 365 BC by Perdiccas or someone acting on his behalf, and the second of Philip’s brothers now became sole ruler no longer controlled by a regent. Perhaps he had simply reached an age where he was old enough to rule without a regent or could no longer be easily controlled, prompting a power struggle which culminated in assassination. His policies did not differ from those of the dead regent and at first did not favor Athens. Instead he renewed the alliance with Thebes, and as part of this agreement Philip returned home. He would never again find himself in the hands of enemies or any foreign power.27
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CRISIS


Philip was free after years as a hostage at Thebes, was now around seventeen years old, and returned to a Macedonia ruled by his brother, Perdiccas. This was an important moment, although it is impossible to say how he felt, what his character was at this age, or even much about his appearance. Few images of Philip survive, and all depict him late in life, his face lined and missing an eye. In 1977 archaeologists working at Vergina, the site of ancient Aegae, dug into a great tumulus and concluded that one of the sealed tombs within belonged to Philip and contained his cremated remains. From this a famous reconstruction was made of the features of this man in the hope of gaining a sense of the person who turned Macedonia into such a formidable kingdom. The identification is not certain, but the case is a good one.


This tomb, Tomb II, was one of three hidden by the tumulus, and all three are likely to be royal and date from the latter part of the fourth century BC, which narrows down the possibilities when it comes to who was interred in each one. Tomb I had been broken into and plundered in antiquity, and among the bones were those of a man in his forties, who was some six feet high, which was unusually, although not exceptionally, tall for the ancient world. These remains had not been cremated and many believe that they were not the original occupant of the tomb. The man in Tomb II was also middle-aged, but at five foot seven or five foot eight, he was very much average size for a Greek or Macedonian. The initial analysis of the bones suggested a serious injury to the right eye and perhaps a leg wound, although a minority of those to examine the remains subsequently have disagreed. On balance, the occupant of Tomb II probably is Philip II, which means that the reconstruction of his face may give a hint of his real appearance. Yet caution is needed, for much about any such reconstruction must be conjectural in the circumstances, whether it be the shape and size of the nose or ears or the complexion and coloring. No ancient source mentions the color of Philip’s hair or eyes. As an adult he sported a thick beard, which was normal for an adult Macedonian male and was fairly universal throughout the wider Greek world, so the seventeen-year-old may already have grown one.


More is known about Alexander’s appearance, which helps to suggest some possibilities, for the father may have resembled the son. Alexander’s hair was said to be blond or tawny like a lion’s, and several monarchs from the dynasties set up by his Successors were also described as golden-haired. A mosaic from Pompeii copied from a fourth century BC Greek original depicts Alexander with medium brown hair, although it is quite possible that the color on the mosaic did not match the original or had faded over time. The paintings from the royal tombs at Aegae show a wide range of hair colors, from black and dark brown through to fair and even distinctly chestnut. All of this suggests that Macedonians were not of any single complexion or coloring and that Philip’s hair and eyes could have been almost any shade.1


In 365 BC the young Philip was not yet grown to full maturity, although he was surely fit and strong from his active life and time in the gymnasium. He would not have had the marks of a hard life and a succession of injuries, so he was not yet the stern, commanding presence suggested by the reconstruction of the dead man. All in all the young Philip remains a shadowy figure, and we can only guess at his appearance, let alone his attitudes to his older brother and mother when he returned to his homeland. Eurydice is only mentioned once more in our sources, in a passage from Justin that is even more dubious than usual, and we do not know when she died. An especially rich tomb made for a female burial at Aegae in the fourth century BC has been dubbed the Tomb of Eurydice. While this is perfectly possible, as yet there is no direct evidence to associate it with her.2


Philip had returned to his homeland and his family, and at some point he was given charge of a region by his brother. Scholars speculate that this was in the east, including the border facing the Thracians and the Greek colonies on the coast. If this is right, then the suggestion that he was given command of some troops as well would make sense to defend royal control against these possible threats. Perdiccas III had an infant son, and it is impossible to know whether Philip was the trusted brother and friend happy to serve the family interest or seen as a potential rival to be placated and watched carefully, albeit less of a threat than the others waiting in the wings. The king was a devotee of Plato, and greatly honored one of the philosopher’s pupils, a man named Euphraeus. He chose as dinner companions men able to discuss geometry and philosophy. Philip may well have been able to do this, but little in his later life suggests that he relished such earnest gatherings, and there are hints of squabbles between the brothers.3


Perdiccas III decided to back Amphipolis and other cities in the Chalcidice against the Athenians. Around 364 BC an Athenian force struck back and the king was forced to accept peace terms imposed by Athens, so that he switched sides and contributed soldiers to aid an unsuccessful Athenian attack on Amphipolis. After this, he abandoned the new alliance and sided with the Chalcidian cities once again, only to be defeated by another Athenian expedition. Perdiccas begged for peace, was granted it, but within a few years was flouting the agreement. He dispatched soldiers to help garrison Amphipolis, which was under renewed attack from the Athenians.4


We have more evidence for relations with Athens than other matters during these years, but this was far from being Perdiccas III’s only concern, and there were several bouts of fighting against the Illyrians. At one stage, the king came to believe that his men were surrendering too readily, confident that they would be ransomed and return home. Perdiccas sent ambassadors to discuss the terms of this, but he does not seem to have wanted to secure the men’s release. When the delegation returned empty-handed, he had them tell everyone that the Illyrians had refused to take payment and executed the captives instead. The deception is supposed to have stiffened the resolve of the rest of Perdiccas’s troops to fight rather than surrender.5


In 360 BC a large army of Illyrians invaded Molossia, one of Macedonia’s close neighbors and equally exposed to the predations of the tribes. The Molossians managed to save many of their people and ambushed a substantial number of raiders, but just like paying tribute, this did not end the threat. In the past the Illyrians had inflicted heavy defeats on the Molossians of neighboring Epirus, and they kept coming back. King Bardylis was now well into his nineties but remained tightly in control of his territory and able to field large numbers of warriors. While it may seem unlikely that such an elderly man actually took the field, around the same time a King Agesilaus II of Sparta died aged about eighty-four while bringing his army home from a campaign in Egypt. Life expectancy was low in the ancient world, but some tough individuals beat the odds and remained active into old age.6


Upper Macedonia was Bardylis’s next target, and Perdiccas responded by mustering a large army and confronting the invaders. A battle was fought in the late summer of 360 BC or perhaps spring of 359 BC; there is the usual uncertainty over the precise date according to our calendar. Nor are any details known of this battle, and whether it was an open encounter or an ambush, but there is no doubt of the catastrophic defeat suffered by the Macedonians. Perdiccas was killed—the first Macedonian monarch known to have died at the hands of a foreign enemy, and we cannot say whether the defeat began with his death or whether he fell when his army was already beaten. Either way, some 4,000 of his men died alongside him, and in the aftermath the cowed survivors could do nothing to stop the Illyrians from plundering freely. Macedonia’s other enemies also scented weakness.7


Perdiccas III’s son Amyntas was a very small boy, unable to take over. Instead, Philip was acclaimed as leader. Initially this may have been as epitropos on behalf of his nephew, a claim made by Justin and perhaps implied elsewhere. Yet he may have been named king from the start, perhaps with the assumption that Amyntas was earmarked as his successor until he had produced a son of his own. Sadly there is no detailed description of how Philip became leader of the Macedonians, which makes it even harder to settle the question of his precise status after the death of Perdiccas. Most of the evidence for choosing a new king comes from the era of Alexander and especially the events after the latter’s death without an obvious heir, making it hard to know how much was well-established tradition and how much a product of a wholly new situation for an army whose conquests had taken it so far from home. Scholarly debate has a tendency to polarize between those who believe that the Macedonians had strongly entrenched constitutional practices and others who prefer to see everything as far looser, dependent on the strength or weakness of individual kings. No doubt the truth lies somewhere in between, since it is hard to imagine any society lasting so long without creating strong and deep-seated traditions and conventions. The most obvious of these was the belief that only an Argead could become king.8


An assembly (ecclesia) of the Macedonians, adult men who when called upon served in the royal army or had done so in the past, gathered to acclaim a new king, marking their approval by clashing spear shafts against shields. How this all worked is impossible to say, and we simply do not know whether this was little more than a formality or in any meaningful way a forum for genuine debate and decision making. Some scholars have suggested that the assembly showed a strong preference in favor of the late king’s eldest son as successor, perhaps because they felt that the monarch’s sacred aura passed most strongly to his closest blood relation. Others deny this, or at least feel that in the desperate situation following Perdiccas’s disastrous defeat, common sense would overrule any sentiment of this sort when an adult brother of the king was available.9


In favor of a period as epitropos is an inscription from Boeotia, the Theban-dominated region of central Greece, which recorded visitors and donors to an oracle. The inscription includes an “Amyntas, son of Perdiccas, king of the Macedonians” and could refer to Philip’s nephew. Otherwise we have Justin’s explicit statement and differing versions of the length of Philip’s reign, which can be interpreted to support around two years or so as regent before he became king. Although Justin is far from the most reliable of sources, the claim of a regency is an odd one to invent. Against this, if Amyntas was named as king, then no coins were minted bearing his name, nor is it clear how and when he was removed and formally replaced by Philip as monarch in his own right rather than as epitropos. Amyntas was clearly not seen as too dangerous a rival, for he remained at court and when old enough married one of Philip’s daughters. Given the willingness of other Argeads to kill their close kin this is surprising, most of all if he had actually been king, although it may simply tell us of Philip’s growing self-confidence as over time success followed success.10


Hindsight makes Philip the obvious choice to succeed his brother, but we should remember that he was just twenty-two or twenty-three and as yet unproven. He had administered a region for his brother, and as a result commanded some troops. Control of an organized force, however small, strengthened his hand in the aftermath of the death of the king and the costly rout of his army. While it is possible that Philip had taken an active part in some of Perdiccas’s campaigns, there is no direct evidence of this and we cannot assume that he was able to boast of any personal military achievements. Apart from his nephew, there were other Argeads to consider, not least his three half brothers, the sons of Gygaea. If these made a bid for power then it was quickly defeated. The eldest, Archelaus, was executed by Philip, most likely around this time, and the other two escaped into exile. More serious challenges came from outside the kingdom, so were not on the spot to challenge the decision of the assembly. Pausanius, the man defeated with the help of Iphicrates, reappeared, this time backed by a Thracian king. Argaeus, most likely the same man who had briefly supplanted Philip’s father Amyntas, also renewed his claim to rule and was backed by Athens with ships, men, and money.11


Philip was chosen to lead Macedonia, presumably with support from the majority of influential men at court and by the acclamation of the assembly. Rarely did the Macedonians refer to their monarch as king (basileus), and instead he would simply be Philip, son of Amyntas. Although we cannot be sure of his status, the Macedonians knew who Philip was and what powers he held and what influence he wielded. In many ways it does not matter whether he was regent or king, for either way it was up to him to deal with the usurpers and defend the kingdom. Bardylis of Illyria had overrun and occupied large parts of Upper Macedonia and was well placed to raid further afield. The Paeonians, another neighboring tribal kingdom, also began to send plundering expeditions across the border.12


The bigger threats took a while to develop, since no one had expected Perdiccas to be killed or Macedonia to be plunged into the uncertainty inevitable at the start of a new reign. If the defeat happened late in 360 BC, then autumn and winter soon followed and warfare was rarely continued during these months, giving Philip a breathing space. Even if the king died in early 359 BC, then there was still bound to be a lull before the storm. Both of the pretenders needed time to find allies, who then assisted them in raising armies. The Illyrians had won a great victory, and no doubt wished to return home to celebrate and enjoy the spoils of success. This was simply one glorious episode in the long predatory conflict with Macedonia and other vulnerable regions; it was never a war to the death, but rather an ongoing source of profit. Bardylis took some territory but could look forward to a renewal of payments of tribute from whoever succeeded Perdiccas, with the option of launching fresh attacks if the Macedonians failed to comply. Whatever the details of his status, Philip was now in charge of a kingdom that seemed on the verge of being torn apart by its neighbors.13


Philip had a short breathing space to consolidate his hold on power and prepare to meet the onslaught. That it would come from a disparate and mutually hostile array of opponents did not make it any less daunting. Nor was the condition of Macedonia encouraging after long decades of weakness. The 4,000 soldiers who had died with Perdiccas represented at least a third of the royal army, and most likely included many of the best men. The survivors were understandably demoralized, while the quality of Macedonian soldiers was mixed even in more stable times. For well over a century Macedonia had enjoyed a reputation for producing fine cavalrymen. These were drawn from those wealthy enough to afford a mount and body armor, men who learned to ride at a young age. In contrast, Macedonian infantry were viewed with contempt as a poorly armed and unskilled rabble. Archelaus I (413–399 BC) had tried to address this weakness by issuing his soldiers with standard equipment paid for by the state, but any improvements achieved by this do not seem to have outlived him. Philip’s brother Alexander II made another attempt, organizing his infantry into a close-order phalanx like that used by the Greek hoplites who had dominated the battlefield since the fifth century BC; he also granted them an honorific title to foster their morale. He suffered too many defeats and was murdered too soon for there to be any lasting improvement.14


The weakness of Macedonia in this era cannot be overstressed. Alexander II had only minted coins in bronze, and Perdiccas III mainly in bronze with some issues of silver coins conforming to Persian weights. This is in marked contrast to the plentiful silver coinage minted by Bardylis, and the rich gold, silver, and bronze issues from the cities of the Chalcidian League. The wider region was rich in natural resources. In the early fifth century BC Alexander I had controlled a silver mine that yielded one talent of precious metal a day, but this now lay in territory no longer ruled by the kings of Macedon. Iron and other minerals were still readily available, although it is clear that access to silver was greatly reduced. Gains made in recent years scarcely compensated for the scale of such losses. An exiled Athenian politician helped Perdiccas III to reform the sale of the franchises to collect harbor duties, doubling the income from twenty talents to forty a year, a gain that was sufficiently large to be worth noting. Philip’s brothers were not poverty stricken, but they did bequeath a treasury far weaker than those of earlier monarchs.15


Yet Macedonia had the potential to be very wealthy. The climate even of Lower Macedonia is more continental than Mediterranean, giving it greater annual rainfall and less extreme heat in the summer. Olive trees, one of the central pillars of Greek agriculture, grew in only a few small areas within the kingdom, but most other crops, including cereals and vines, flourished, and there were extensive areas of good pasturage. In Upper Macedonia, the balance shifted more in favor of animal husbandry than agriculture, but even so there was plenty of fertile farmland. In all regions the population was reasonably large by ancient standards and able to feed itself from local produce.


In southern Greece decent arable land was in such short supply that woods had long since been felled as even marginal ground was put under cultivation. In contrast Macedonia had plenty of good farmland and extensive forests survived, with a useful mix of deciduous and evergreen trees. These provided fuel and building material for the population, but were a very valuable resource for export. Any major building project required long timbers for roof beams, and such things were simply not available locally in most of Greece. Timber was even more vital for shipbuilding, with keels, frames, masts, and oars all needing the right size and quality of wood. The forests also provided the pitch used to seal the hulls. The philosopher Theophrastus wrote that “the best timber which comes into Greece for the carpenter’s use is Macedonian.”16


Timber, pitch, and minerals all appear to have been royal monopolies. Much of the land was also owned by the king, although he might grant it to individuals in small or large estates and permit them to take the revenue from it. All this meant that in stable times a strong king controlled substantial and highly profitable resources, which provided a generous income. Insecurity and instability eroded this, weakening each king and making it harder for them to assert control. Under Alexander I, Upper and Lower Macedonia were united. By the end of the fifth century BC, the regional kingdoms of Upper Macedonia were loose allies of the king of Macedon, sometimes willing to accept his rule but at other times joining his enemies to fight for their independence. Since 399 BC prolonged weakness had loosened the bonds even further. The kings were simply not strong enough to be worth courting for the regional monarchs, nor powerful enough to assert control. Over time the regions became more and more independent. Some looked elsewhere for friends better able to offer protection against the Illyrians and others. The Orestae joined the Molossian tribes, describing themselves as Orestae Molossi rather than Orestae Macedones. There were also old links of culture and alliance to neighbors like the Molossians, many as strong or stronger than the bonds to Macedonia. Similarly, Greek cities on the coast that had at times acknowledged the king asserted their own independence, often marking this by minting coins in their own name.17


Philip took charge of a shrunken and impoverished kingdom surrounded by enemies, all of whom gave every impression of being much stronger. Later it was claimed that a prophecy foretold that Macedonia would become great under the rule of a son of Amyntas. At the time, most people doubtless expected a continuation of brief reigns by kings dominated by external powers. For its neighbors and the Greeks to the south, the death of one Macedonian king and the creation of a new regime were of interest only because they offered opportunities for gain. Neither Perdiccas, nor at the moment Philip, held any great significance in the wider sweep of things. Macedonia mattered to outsiders only because of its location and access to natural resources. This, rather than any sentiment, was the reason why stronger states and leaders were willing to back pretenders and intervene in the politics of the kingdom.18


In 359 BC Macedonia was weak, and Philip simply could not hope to confront and beat all the threats facing him simultaneously. Fortunately, his opponents needed time to prepare almost as much as he did. Diodorus Siculus claimed that he began by talking, “bringing together the Macedonians in a series of assemblies and exhorting them with eloquent speeches to be men.… He was courteous… and sought to win over the multitudes by his gifts and his promises.” Even Philip’s enemies would later admit that the king was charming and charismatic, and this was an early display of the force of his personality, when he most needed to exude confidence. Leadership is never simply about a leader imposing his will on others, and the audience of Macedonians desperately wanted to be inspired and to believe that there really was hope of success.19


Encouragement was accompanied by practical preparation to confront the Macedonians’ enemies in battle. The development of the army that would win Philip’s later battles and under Alexander sweep across the world was not instant, but the process began in these early months. Diodorus tells us that Philip introduced new tactics and equipment, specifically forming his infantry in a phalanx, but one that was unlike anything seen before. Macedon lacked a hoplite class—the mainstay of the armies of Greek city-states—composed of men able to provide their own equipment and hone their skills in the gymnasium. Instead of relying on armored spearmen fully capable of fighting as individuals, Philip issued a new weapon, the sarissa, a pike some sixteen to eighteen feet long and held in both hands. It had a large iron spearpoint and, crucially, a heavy counterweight on the butt, allowing it to be held far back so that most of the weapon projected in front of the man wielding it.20


The sarissa was cumbersome, almost useless for an individual and designed for a group of men in close formation, standing shoulder to shoulder. Because of its size, it could not be used with the large and heavy hoplon, so this was replaced by a smaller shield, no more than two feet in diameter, which was strapped to the left arm and shoulder. At least at this early stage, few men in the Macedonian phalanx wore armor, and even helmets may have been rare. A pikeman in the front rank stood with his sarissa held underarm. He was able to jab at the enemy, but could do little to defend himself. In the meantime the sarissa kept the enemy at a distance, because even if an opponent managed to break it or dodge past, the spearheads from the pikes of the next four ranks projected in front of the formation. A hoplite would have to get past all of these spearpoints before he brought his own spear in reach of the pikemen in the front rank. Later on, the standard formation for the Macedonian variant of the phalanx was eight ranks deep, and it is quite likely that this was true from the start. The men in the ranks behind the fifth angled their pikes forward to offer some protection against thrown missiles.


There was nothing subtle about Philip’s pike phalanx, which was designed to attack the enemy head on, confronting them with serried rows of pike heads. In this formation the individual soldier did not need great skill with his weapon. What mattered was the strength with which he delivered each thrust and, crucially, keeping in rank so that no gaps developed in the phalanx. The sarissa was awkward and far from the handiest weapon for attacking, especially compared to a spear or sword. That did not really matter. The enemy were held off at a distance where it was hard for them even to strike at the Macedonians, while the sarissas could and did inflict wounds, especially to the face. The mere approach of a dense phalanx with its hedgehog of glittering spearheads was itself intimidating; in the second century BC one experienced Roman commander described it as the most terrifying thing he had ever seen.


In the early days Philip had to train his men to stay in formation during the advance, to keep their ranks and files, and then for the front rank to jab and keep on jabbing at the enemy. The basics of what was required could be achieved in weeks. After a few months of drill, confidence and familiarity would grow. In later years Philip’s and Alexander’s phalanxes drilled and drilled until they became highly flexible, but that took a long time and required the creation of new drills. The first steps were much simpler, suitable for training men who were not full-time soldiers but farmers, herdsmen, and craftsmen who answered the king’s call to muster.21


Philip may well have invented the sarissa, at least in the form it was adopted by his army. The Thracians sometimes used exceptionally long spears, and Iphicrates had also given longer-than-usual spears to the mercenary soldiers he had led with great success. In neither case does it seem that these weapons were held two-handed, so the sarissa was clearly distinct and new. Philip had seen military training at Thebes, most notably of the Sacred Band, an elite formation of 300 semiprofessional hoplites. He may have copied some of their techniques for his infantry bodyguard, who appear to have fought as hoplites and not adopted the sarissa or the smaller shield. Otherwise, it may simply have taught him the value of practicing for war as much as possible rather than offering specific methods to copy.22


Apart from the close-order infantry, the better-off provided cavalry for the Macedonian army and there may well have been archers and other specialist troops, and perhaps a few mercenaries. All could be trained, and Philip could do his best to instill confidence. Yet he was unproven as a commander and so was the army, while battle was always a risk. The simplicity of the tactics of the sarissa phalanx ultimately depended on the willingness of the soldiers to keep ranks, close with the enemy, and stay in contact until the other side gave way. Even a moment of panic could quickly cause the whole formation to collapse. Greek generals led from the front, and all the indications are that Macedonian kings did the same, which meant that even victory could come at a high price; Epaminondas died at Mantineia, while the famous Spartan Brasidas was one of only a handful of fatalities on his own side when he routed an Athenian army outside Amphipolis in 422 BC.23


More than seventy years later the Athenians still coveted their former colony of Amphipolis, which had allied with Sparta and thrown off Athenian rule. Sensing that regaining the city was their real goal, and that backing Argaeus in his bid for the Macedonian throne was merely a means to this end, Philip decided to weaken their resolve. He recalled the garrison sent to the city by his brother and formally declared that the city was autonomous. Ostensibly this renounced any Macedonian claim to Amphipolis, so that even if Argaeus succeeded in becoming king he would not be able to hand over the city to Athens. In the meantime, envoys went to the Paeonian king and also to the Thracian king; they were backing Pausanias, the other pretender to the Macedonian throne. Philip gave both monarchs substantial bribes. The gifts were enough to persuade the Paeonians to cease raiding his territory, at least for the moment. Like a lot of successful leaders, Philip was lucky; in Thrace the formidable King Cotys, who had united the tribes, had just died, and because several of his sons were battling to succeed him, they did not present a unified threat. The prince who was supporting Pausanias preferred to take Philip’s gold and silver rather than risk war on the pretender’s behalf in the hope of gaining plunder and influence. Pausanias vanishes from our sources at this point, so perhaps the deal was sealed with his death.24


In 359 BC an Athenian expedition landed at their ally Methone, a city near Pydna on the coast of Macedon. Argaeus brought his own mercenaries, and there was also a force of 3,000 hoplites supplied by Athens: many mercenaries, but at least some of whom were citizens, all backed by a squadron of warships. This was a substantial force, its scale in keeping with earlier Athenian expeditions to the region. After disembarking, they divided their strength. The bulk of the Athenians remained under their commander, Mantias, at Methone, while Argaeus advanced with his own men and some Athenian observers. He force-marched to Aegae, some eighteen or nineteen miles away, and it is just possible that the decision to leave the main force behind was to avoid making his reliance on foreign aid too obvious. Arriving outside the traditional capital of the kingdom, he declared himself king, hoping that the locals would come out and acclaim him. They ignored him, whether from trust or affection for Philip, dislike of Argaeus, or plain doubts about his chances.


Argaeus retreated, but his men must have been tired and dispirited, and by this time Philip knew of his presence. It was his turn to move quickly, and he caught and defeated the pretender before he could get back to Methone and his allies. Although it was little more than a large skirmish, Philip had won his first victory. He was generous to those Athenian citizens with the column, allowing them to return to Methone. Argaeus and any exiled Macedonians serving him were not so fortunate, and Philip insisted that they be handed over to him, presumably for execution. Meanwhile Mantias and his men tried to capture Amphipolis, but failed.25


Luck is one thing, but successful leaders need to be good at exploiting the opportunities that come their way. Soon afterward, the Paeonian king died. Philip had bought peace from him, but he now realized that the Paeonians would more than likely be preoccupied in squabbling over the succession. He mustered a large army and advanced against the Paeonians, defeating them in battle and forcing their leaders to swear allegiance to him. Buoyed by this second success, Philip now turned to deal with Bardylis’s Illyrians, and—most probably early in 358 BC—he summoned the Macedonians to muster under arms after a winter spent in their homes. At an assembly, he made a speech encouraging them and promising victory, before advancing at the head of an army of 10,000 infantry and 600 cavalry.26


This time it was not Philip but his opponent who preferred to talk. Bardylis sent to propose peace on the basis that each monarch would hold on to the territory he controlled. Philip rejected the offer, demanding that the Illyrians retire entirely from Upper Macedonia, and in response Bardylis gathered his forces, which suggests that he was more than half expecting to fight. He had 10,000 infantry and 500 cavalry, although the latter appear a lot less capable than their Macedonian counterparts. On the other hand, he and his men remembered their great victory over Perdiccas and were bound to be confident that they could rout the same enemy once again.27


In the fifth century BC the Spartan general Brasidas had been dismissive of Illyrian warriors, claiming that they were far less formidable than they looked to inexperienced eyes. Their battle cries were frightening, and they postured and waved their weapons in the hope of frightening their enemies, but he dismissed this as empty bluster. Steady troops would ignore all this, and whereas civilized Greeks fought in ordered ranks, each man dependent on his neighbors and unwilling to let them down, the Illyrian warriors were a loose mob. Brasidas assured his men that “since flight and attack are considered equally honourable with them, their courage cannot be put to the test. Besides a mode of fighting in which everyone is his own master will provide a man the best excuse for saving himself.” Several generations later, it was possible that the Illyrians had adopted closer formations in battle, and there is some evidence that many wealthier warriors adopted hoplite-style helmets and armor, but even so their style of warfare continued to favor individual heroism.28


The two armies met in fairly open country, most likely near Lyncus. Bardylis had waited for the Macedonians to come to him, perhaps still hoping that Philip would make concessions rather than risk battle. A lot of the Macedonian troops were the sort of inexperienced soldiers that Brasidas had claimed were most easily intimidated by the noisy demonstrations of tribal warriors. Philip trusted to the training his men had received and, unwilling to talk, deployed his army to face the Illyrians. For a while the Macedonians yelled their own challenges back at the enemy; some ancient commentators claimed that you could tell the outcome of a battle by listening to the shouts raised by each side.


Philip advanced, ordering his cavalry to sweep around the Illyrians’ flanks. Bardylis’s cavalry are not mentioned, which suggests that they either gave way or dismounted to join the infantry. The Macedonian infantry were formed with the royal bodyguard on the right. Seeing the threat of encirclement, Bardylis pulled his men back until they formed a large hollow square—a difficult maneuver that may suggest that the warriors still formed up in a fairly open order. Philip led his bodyguard, which moved faster than the rest of the line, most of which consisted of pikemen. This may have been deliberate, mirroring tactics pioneered by the Thebans Epaminondas and Pelopidas when they defeated the Spartans at Leuctra in 371 BC, or simply a reflection of the better training and confidence of his elite troops. He struck on the enemy’s flank, on the vulnerable corner of their formation.


Diodorus tells that the battle was hard fought and that the combat swayed back and forth for some time, with heavy casualties on both sides. There is no reason to disbelieve him. Even Philip’s best troops were not especially experienced, while the Illyrians were confident of beating the Macedonians once again. The sarissa kept the warriors at a distance, but unless the pikemen were very determined and had great stamina, they would soon tire and struggle to inflict many wounds. Combat tended to be over quickly or bog down into a slogging match as each side became exhausted. The side most able to hold on and keep going forward to renew the fight was most likely to win.


Philip and the bodyguard fought well, and after some time his cavalry managed to break into the square. This was no mean achievement in an era when horsemen were not expected to defeat determined men on foot in a head-to-head encounter. Fatigue, and the continued aggression of the Macedonians, meant that this time it was the Illyrians who started to give way. Once the formation was broken, it quickly dissolved into panicked flight. Diodorus claims that 7,000 Illyrian warriors died in the battle or in the vigorous pursuit launched by Philip’s men. The square formation would have made it harder than usual for men to escape once the army collapsed, so that a good many of these casualties are likely to have fallen close to the battlefield. Philip eventually recalled his men and began to deal with his own wounded. In properly Greek fashion he set up a trophy on the spot to mark his victory. Showing a similar understanding of how things were done—and an acknowledgment of his appalling losses—Bardylis sent envoys to beg for peace. Philip reclaimed all the lost territory of Upper Macedonia as the price of granting it.29


This was a major victory against a truly formidable opponent, and although we know of the successes to come, we should not forget that Philip had taken a big gamble. For the moment all the pretenders were defeated or in exile, and the immediate threats had been beaten off. In the process Philip had begun to recover lost regions and assert his dominance over neighbors. He had survived the first crisis. That did not mean that he was secure.
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MACEDONIAN, GREEK, AND BARBARIAN


For the first time in generations, the Macedonians had smashed an Illyrian army, but that did not make Philip safe or his kingdom secure. To understand the threats and pressures he faced, it is important to pause the narrative for a moment and look at the place of Macedonia, its kings and people in Greece as a whole, and also at the wider world. This means going back in time, for few cultures are truly static, and the dynamism of the Greek city-states meant that there was constant political change and shifts in the balance of power.


Macedonia lay on the fringe of the Greek world, and opinion was divided over whether the Macedonians were Greeks or barbarians. Linguistically it ought to have been simple. The Macedonians spoke Greek, their names were Greek, and whenever they committed anything to writing it was in the Greek language. In Lower Macedonia they spoke a dialect with a distinct accent and many unusual expressions, which although definitely Greek was barely intelligible to outsiders. The peoples of the Upper Macedonian regions mainly used a form of western Greek, much like the Molossians and other communities in that area. The royal family and most aristocrats also knew the more widely spoken Attic Greek, and when Macedonian embassies went to Athens they did not require the services of translators to understand and be understood. No doubt many Macedonians also were more or less fluent in the tongues of their neighbors, such as the Illyrians and Thracians. Ethnically the population was a mix, and this would only increase under Philip’s rule. When it came to religion, Mount Olympus, the legendary home of the gods, lay on Macedonia’s southern border, and the Macedonians worshipped Zeus, Dionysus, and the other Olympian gods and goddesses just like other Greeks. In all these ways they stood apart from the Thracians and Illyrians, but there were also profound differences in culture and society between the Macedonians and the wider Greek world.1


As always, the evidence is heavily weighted in favor of Athens, skewing our sense of what was normal. The idea of what it meant to be Greek no doubt varied a great deal over time and from region to region. In its origins it was a simple division between those who spoke a form of the Greek language and everyone else—the barbarians whose words sounded like the bleating of a flock of sheep. Many cultures throughout history have seen themselves as normal and the rest of the world as different and inevitably inferior. (I am reluctant to employ the overused and far too simplistic catchall term “the other,” since this really explains very little and ignores the subtle degrees of attitude in most human beings.) Greek observers like Herodotus could note the great antiquity of Egyptian culture, marvel at its monuments and the old secrets of its religion, yet still see the Egyptians as barbarians. The same was true of the population of the Persian Empire for all its might and wealth. Early on the sense of what it meant to be Greek grew far beyond mere language.2


It was not simply ethnic, although there was a strong sense of ancestry and past history, which blurred with what we would see as myth. Tradition maintained that there were distinct groups of Greeks, notably Dorians like the Spartans and Ionians like the Athenians, who spoke distinct dialects and had their own cults. Every community also had its foundation story, often involving heroes and divine assistance, and any mention of a people in Homer’s epics was especially treasured. The community in the specific form of the city-state (polis, plural poleis) became central to Greeks’ sense of their own identity early on. A linguistic element and some of the ethnic element remained, since other peoples, such as the Etruscans or Latins in Italy, also had urban cultures and their own versions of the city-states, but they were never considered Greek.


The development of the polis is not at all well understood, but it emerged as a self-governing state with its own laws, constitution, magistrates, and official cults. Physically it was a city, usually fortified, and always controlling an area of territory outside the walls. There might be villages within that territory, but none of these had a significant separate identity: they were part of the polis. The smallest city-states had populations numbering in hundreds, but most boasted several thousand people, while a handful grew to be even larger. In most cases one or more other independent—even rival or hostile—cities lay within sight and certainly within a couple of hours’ walk. No one is quite sure, but there were at the very least more than 400 Greek poleis. Most lay in the Greek peninsula itself, but over the centuries colonists had gone out to found new city-states on the Black Sea shore and widely across the Mediterranean coastlines. In Philip’s day southern Italy and much of Sicily had been Greek for centuries, and there was also the great city of Massilia (modern Marseilles) on the south coast of Gaul, Emporion and other communities in Spain, as well as cities in Asia Minor. Some colonies failed or were wiped out by the indigenous peoples while others flourished, so that the wider Greek world covered a large area.


A polis was not a community of equals. Slavery in various forms was omnipresent and its existence never seriously questioned. Slaves were not citizens, had no political rights, and were rarely given their freedom. Sparta’s remarkable military machine relied on work being done by the helots, a subject serf population descended from the existing inhabitants of the area when it was conquered by the Spartans. Many cities were reluctant to grant citizenship to foreigners living and working there, even when these became permanent residents. Freeborn women were citizens, and their rights varied from community to community, but while they might participate in some official cults, they were barred from politics, unable to vote or hold office. There was an intimate connection between political rights and the obligation to fight in the army whenever the polis went to war, and this was one major pretext for the marginalization of citizen women.


Monarchy was rare by the fifth and fourth centuries BC. Where it survived—as in Sparta, which had two kings at a time—it tended to be part of a mixed constitution, involving councils of elders and popular assemblies. There were tyrants, men who had seized or inherited supreme power and who were more or less restrained by the law depending on local circumstances. Such men tended to thrive overseas but were rare in southern Greece. Some cities were oligarchies, where the greatest power was in the hands of a restricted group, usually a clique of wealthy aristocratic families. Others were democracies, in which the people or demos were supposed to be supreme, electing magistrates and voting directly on many matters great and small. Just who constituted the demos varied considerably, and the right to vote, let alone stand for election, was usually tied to wealth. Distinctions between types of constitution were often blurred, so that a tightly restricted demos of the better-off was akin more to oligarchy than to some of the more radical democracies. Internal revolution was fairly common as different groups seized power and the constitution changed.


Greek city-states were inherently unstable. They were also warlike: a sense of shared Hellenic culture never prevented city-states from frequently and enthusiastically going to war with each other. This had helped to create, and then continually reinforced, the importance of military service as a central part of citizenship. Political rights were the preserve of those who were willing to fight for the state in the most important and dangerous role. Opinion is divided as to how much warfare shaped the polis, or whether the polis created a distinct form of warfare. At its heart was the pitched battle, decided by a clash of heavily armed and armored hoplites formed up in a dense line or phalanx. The name hoplite came from the hoplon, a bronze-faced circular wooden shield some three feet in diameter. This sheltered the man carrying it, but also helped to protect the man on either side as long as they kept close together in line. In addition, a hoplite wore a bronze helmet sometimes covering his face apart from eye slits, wore a metal or heavy fabric cuirass, and sometimes greaves on his lower legs. He was primarily a spearman, wielding a seven-to-eight-foot spear that he used to thrust.3


In the fifth century, Herodotus has a Persian commander express amazement at the Greeks’ style of fighting, claiming that they fight wars “most senselessly… in their wrongheadedness and folly. When they have declared war against each other, they come down to the fairest and most level ground that they can find and there they fight.” Exaggerating wildly, he then claimed that the losses in such battles were catastrophic, with the victors suffering heavily and the losers virtually annihilated. More reasonably, he argued that since they all spoke the same language, Greeks ought to be able to settle their differences peacefully rather than through war, but if they had to fight, at least they ought to use cunning and fight from strong positions.4


All this is a caricature, written for Greeks proud of their subsequent triumph over the mighty Persian Empire, but there are elements of truth within it. A hoplite panoply was fairly expensive, and it was the duty of each man to equip himself. This meant that under normal circumstances poorer citizens could not be hoplites or join the city’s phalanx. Originally most hoplites were farmers who owned a decent-sized plot of land and were aided by their family and a number of slaves. Such men were not professional soldiers and did not wish to be away from home for too long, especially at labor-intensive times like harvest. There was little collective training, so the simple tactics of a phalanx were ideally suited. Each side’s hoplites deployed in a single long line, eight or more ranks deep, before one or both advanced into contact. An army reliant on such part-time soldiers was best suited to a fairly brief and ideally decisive campaign. In southern Greece the open plains needed by a phalanx are rare, which meant that battles tended to occur on or near the same sites generation after generation, at the most convenient spots on the routes between cities. Both sides formed up, advanced to contact, and within an hour or so one or the other tended to collapse and flee. The hoplite panoply was heavy and uncomfortable; combined with the stress of combat and the heat of the day, this meant that men were soon exhausted. Victory went to the side left in possession of the field and able to set up a trophy of victory. The losers acknowledged defeat by asking permission to recover their dead, a task that needed to be done quickly in the heat of the Greek summer.5


Tactics were simple, and after forming the phalanx and deciding how deep it would be, most generals stationed themselves in the front rank, unable to do much more than set an example and inspire the men closest to them. Skirmishers and cavalry rarely played much part on the day of battle. A properly formed phalanx would not be broken by any horsemen fielded by a city-state, and the missiles of skirmishers were little more than a nuisance to the well-protected hoplites. Skirmishers were drawn from the poor, and their marginal role in a pitched battle justified their marginal role in politics. Cavalrymen tended to be drawn from well-to-do aristocrats, men not only able to afford a horse, but the time to learn to ride properly. Yet the glory in battle went to hoplites, so that many men who could have afforded to serve as horsemen chose instead to join the phalanx and fight on foot.


At least in the early days of democracy in the sixth century BC, the demos was effectively the hoplite class, even if we cannot say whether it was the political or military reform that came first. Hoplite farmers elected their civil and military leaders and went out to do battle against a phalanx of their counterparts from rival cities. Aristocracies adapted to the new situation, joining the phalanx in battle, and through their money and connections provided a disproportionately large share of elected magistrates.


City-states were aggressive and unstable, and even democracies were grossly unequal societies by our standards, yet still in this era Greek communities could boast so many staggering achievements. Among the Greeks and nowhere else was the idea of democracy created and put into practice. They discussed and analyzed the concept as well as other political ideas, just as they began to study and dissect abstract concepts and the world around them in a way no one else had done. They produced art, architecture, literature, and theater unlike anything that had come before. Familiarity should not obscure just how extraordinary this explosion of creativity was.


The same innate competitiveness, the desire to win glory (aristeia) by showing yourself to be better than those around you, fueled the good and the bad of Greek culture. Honor and status mattered for cities and for individuals. The Olympic Games are famous in part because of their modern revival, but they were just one of a cycle of major Panhellenic festivals involving competitions in artistic performances as well as sport. Homer’s heroes raced and dueled against each other, and the “anger of Achilles” that shapes the story of the Iliad began with a slight against his honor. Tradition maintained that the first Olympic Games were held in 776 BC and repeated every four years, providing one of the most widespread systems of dating. For a set period before and after this and the other major festivals, a truce was imposed on any conflict between Greeks to permit travel and participation in the games. That quintessentially Greek institution, the gymnasium, was a place not simply for promoting personal fitness, but was designed deliberately to do this in public, so that even training was competitive. Pelopidas, the man who sent Philip as hostage to Thebes, was renowned as a bodybuilder in the gymnasium before he made a name as a soldier and commander. Excellence in anything was little valued unless it was acknowledged by others.6


Reputation and honor mattered, and were shaped both by how someone saw himself and how others treated them. Citizens who felt themselves poorly treated by their home community readily plotted revolution to set things right. A group that considered themselves superior would genuinely believe that it was right for them to seize power, and the individual confident in his talents could aspire to leadership or even tyranny. Cities went to war when they felt slighted by another community, even when their actual military resources were far weaker than the new enemy. It was taken for granted that a polis would dominate others if it was sufficiently strong, while the philosophers who considered the issue of relations between states came very close to seeing war rather than peace as the natural condition.7


It is wrong to exaggerate and see the desire to excel as obsessive or as the sole driving force in Greek politics and society. Not everyone was an Achilles, obsessed with personal honor above all else, nor so spectacular as a warrior—or anything else—that their behavior had such a profound impact on those around them. Most of the time, the ambitions of politicians within a community balanced each other. Yet the revolutions kept on occurring, and it is striking just how many Greek politicians spent time in voluntary or forced exile from their home cities.


At the same time, warfare between city-states always was common, over real or imagined slights as well as for more tangible advantages. Many wars were decided by the clash of rival phalanxes, but things were not always so simple. Even in Homer, it was not the face-to-face heroism of Achilles that got the Greeks into Troy, but the cunning of Odysseus in devising the wooden horse. There were raids, ambushes, piracy, and surprise attacks, and on occasions one side gained sufficient advantage to take and destroy the rival community. When this occurred any sense of shared Greek identity did nothing to prevent massacre and mass enslavement.


Being Greek set someone apart from the barbarians, but a man generally identified far more with his city. Some cities maintained long-standing ties of friendship with other communities, but all also had historic rivalries and enmities, and by their very nature, Greek poleis did not readily cooperate. The pressure of the great Persian invasions in the early fifth century BC changed this to some extent, at least for a brief period. These were epic victories in which the Greeks against all odds threw back the invaders, prompting Herodotus to write the first prose history in Greek and fostering the greatest flourishing of Athenian culture.8


Persia was the mightiest empire of its day, controlling territory, population, and wealth that dwarfed all the Greek communities combined. By the end of the sixth century BC, the Persian kings were pushing their dominance westward into Europe, coming ever closer to mainland Greece, but the spark for the first invasion came from Athens. Greek cities of Ionia in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey) rebelled against Persian rule, and democratic Athens answered their request for help in the war. The Athenian aid was limited and did not prevent the utter defeat of the rebels, but it drew Persian attention. In 490 BC, King Darius sent an expedition to punish the impudent Greek city. Sparta promised aid, but delayed sending an army because it was celebrating a religious festival. This meant that only the Athenians and their allies from the city of Plataea formed in a phalanx and charged the Persian army at Marathon. It was the first real sign of the superiority of the hoplite in hand-to-hand fighting, for the Persians were routed with heavy loss and the invasion defeated.


A decade later Darius’s son Xerxes returned with an enormous army and fleet, preceded by ambassadors demanding fire and water, the traditional symbols of submission. Preparations for the expedition took several years and were deliberately as visible as possible to convince anyone considering resistance that defeat was inevitable. In 480 BC the Persians bridged the Hellespont, the narrow strait of the Dardanelles between Europe and Asia, and marched their army into Europe. Herodotus later claimed that it numbered a million men, which is logistically impossible but provides an early example of our sources’ fondness for portraying Persian armies as vast hordes. This was a far more serious effort than the first invasion, and the aim was formal conquest.


For a while, the enormity of the threat overcame the instinctive Greek reluctance to cooperate. Resistance was led by Athens and Sparta, the two largest city-states, and each contributed in its own way. Sparta was the land power, its army acknowledged as the finest in Greece. At its heart were the Spartiates, the small caste of Spartan male citizens raised from earliest youth to be soldiers. Professionals in a world of amateur hoplites, they trained constantly both as individuals and as units, freed from the need to work for a living because all laboring tasks were performed by helot serfs. Spartan society was brutal. Every year the state formally declared war against the helots, and in their late teens Spartiates took to the hills, descending at night to beat up or murder any helots they could find.


In contrast Athens was a democracy, with a society that was outward-looking and innovative, unlike the staunchly conservative Spartans. The city had a large population, which meant that it could field a large number of hoplites, but its main contribution was its navy. In the last generation Athens had turned itself into the greatest naval power in Greece, the state building a fleet of triremes, sleek and maneuverable warships rowed by three banks of oars, each oar operated by a single rower. This navy was funded by state-owned silver mines at Laurion in southern Attica, and the ships were probably built mainly from timber from Macedonia. Ships were one thing, but to be truly effective the crews needed regular training and this meant they had to be paid.


Once again, the Spartans were occupied with a festival and unwilling to commit their full army at the start of the campaign in 480 BC. Famously, they sent Leonidas, one of their two kings, and 300 Spartiates to defend the narrow pass at Thermopylae. Less famously, they were supported by a larger number of non-Spartan citizens, as well as allies from other states. For days they held the pass against Xerxes, proving again and again the superiority of hoplites—especially Spartan hoplites—in close combat. At the same time the combined Greek fleet held the larger Persian navy to a draw at Artemisium. The end came when the Persians were shown a route through the mountains around the pass itself. There were not enough men to defend this properly, so the Greeks withdrew, covered by the Spartans, who were wiped out in the process.


Xerxes had broken through to Boeotia, and there were few natural obstacles left to hinder his advance until he reached the isthmus of the Peloponnese. Thebes was one of several communities to submit to Persia rather than risk the devastation of its homeland. In contrast Athens evacuated most of its population and let the enemy sack the home city. Although there were severe strains, somehow the spirit of cooperation endured among enough of the poleis for them to re-muster their fleet and face the Persians at Salamis, a restricted stretch of water where numbers could not be brought to bear fully and skill and seamanship would be critical. Led by a Spartan commander as part of a political deal even though the largest contingent of ships were Athenian, the Greeks triumphed. Like Trafalgar, the Battle of Britain, or Midway, Salamis was a victory that meant that the defenders would not lose for the moment, rather than a battle to win the war. Xerxes returned home, leaving behind a general in command of a very large army to complete the conquest. A year later, in 479 BC, this force was routed on land at the Battle of Plataea.


Sparta and Athens emerged from this epic struggle against a superpower with their prestige at a new height. Spartan hoplites had held the limelight in the glorious defeat of Thermopylae and the victory at Plataea, while Athens could boast that it had made Salamis possible and had borne the brunt of the fighting. That victory was less straightforward and could not be attributed solely to the courage of hoplites, for each trireme’s crew of just under 200 men consisted primarily of rowers, recruited from the poorest. Soon, Athens would extend the right to attend and speak in the Popular Assembly to all citizens, including those registered as owning little or no wealth. This was democracy in its most radical form, and although the better-off and more educated were disdainful of what they saw as the fickle nature of the mass of the people, it was under this system that Athens reached the height of its power and prosperity.


Athens with its flourishing cultural life was better placed to celebrate its achievements than Sparta. As importantly, its navy gave it the chance to pursue the enemy and continue to prosecute the war by raiding Asia Minor and aiding the Greek cities there. In order to do this effectively, it formed the Delian League of coastal cities, which contributed ships or money to the common effort of aggressive defense against Persia. As the Persian threat receded, the League gradually transformed into an Athenian empire, where the allies were clearly subordinate, contributing only money that Athens then used to maintain its own massive fleet. Yet tension with Sparta bubbled away, each city seeing the other’s prestige and power as a challenge to its own status. Larger cities like Corinth and Thebes in turn resented Spartan and Athenian eminence. Smaller cities made alliances with more powerful ones for protection against local rivals. This meant that a petty dispute between two minor cities could provide the pretext for larger states to seek advantage. The second half of the fifth century was dominated by the struggle for preeminence between Athens and Sparta, with short lulls interrupting longer periods of open warfare, culminating in what is called the Peloponnesian War (431–404).9


The fundamental differences between the land power Sparta and the naval power Athens made it hard for each side to use its main strength to inflict fatal damage on the other. Pitched battles between phalanxes were rare, raiding by land and sea more common. No Greek state had much skill at siege warfare, so taking an enemy city was a matter of long and difficult blockade. Unless the city was small, or a faction within it was willing to betray the others and admit the enemy by stealth, it was a question of waiting for the inhabitants to starve. Athens was a huge city by Greek standards, which had long since been unable to feed its population from local produce. Instead the Athenians relied on imports of staples, especially grain, much of it from the Black Sea. Lines of fortification known as the Long Walls connected the city itself to its harbor at Piraeus. Sparta formed armies of 30,000 or so to invade Attica, the wider country around Athens. These were forces on a scale not seen since the muster at Plataea. The Athenians simply retreated behind their walls, leaving the Spartans to ravage the countryside while staring impotently at the fortifications. For a decade the Spartans did this each summer for a month or so. Athens hoped to win the war elsewhere by stripping Sparta of allies and nibbling away at her strength. Other states could not avoid getting caught up in the conflict, but their interests were their own, and they were willing to switch allegiance whenever it seemed to their advantage.


The cost of decades of warfare was appalling. Cities were destroyed, their populations slaughtered or enslaved. Athens was especially brutal in the treatment of allies who turned against her, although in truth there was little to choose between the savagery of each side. Natural disaster added to the horrors inflicted by human beings when plague broke out in overcrowded Athens, killing a large proportion of the population. The unfocused strategy of both sides is shown especially in the Athenian decision to commit huge resources to an attack on Syracuse, the greatest Greek city on Sicily. Poorly planned and even more poorly executed, this resulted in a humiliating and costly disaster at the hands of the Syracusans, who were aided by a Spartan military advisor. Yet the war lumbered on. Sparta, realizing that it needed to defeat the Athenian fleet to bring its enemy down, created its own squadrons of warships to add to the triremes provided by its allies. In a great irony, this was all made possible by an alliance between Sparta and Persia, the current Great King sending large subsidies to pay for the creation of the fleet. Athens was close to exhaustion and was not helped by some of the more quixotic decisions of the Popular Assembly, most notably executing some of their best admirals for failing to save all the sailors from triremes sunk during a battle.10
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