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      History is an ambiguous word. It refers both to what happened and to the process of telling what happened. In both cases the central
        problem is that the subject at hand is at best only partially recoverable. Even the deepest research and the highest imagination cannot bring the past fully back to life. Yet that is the ideal that historians find themselves pursuing. They marshal their
        sharpest insights, their shrewdest arguments, and their most evocative words in the hope that, somehow, they can recreate (and thus create) history.

      Essential to that aim is the ability to think oneself into a situation long gone. Historians may shape narratives and explanations to suit their own
        predilections, but they will never carry their readers or listeners with them unless the pictures they draw are persuasive—unless their history is indeed, in Ranke’s famous phrase, “wie es eigentlich
        gewesen,” as it actually was. Ranke was not advocating an imperturbable objectivity. His phrase assumed a subjective fashioning of the past by historians, but with a
        special purpose: After completing a comprehensive examination of the surviving evidence, they had to try to make sure that the result would be accepted as the actuality itself. History is, after all, a daughter of rhetoric.

      All of which is merely to say that putting themselves into the past, and bringing their audience with them, is what historians have to do if their work
        is to be effective and convincing. The epitome of that effort is the mental leap that enables the scholars of today to become so attuned to the way that historical actors thought and behaved that it is almost as if they were there. That, one can say with
        some confidence, is the heart of the historian’s enterprise.

      From that statement of basic purpose, it is but a small step to the seemingly artificial, but in fact profoundly natural, exercise that asks scholars to
        pick a moment in the past which they believe they can inhabit. They do that implicitly all the time. What this exercise requires is that they do so explicitly. At that point, however, the question arises that every contributor to this volume had to face:
        If I have to pick a moment, which will it be? Clearly, it ought to be an occasion of some significance or broad interest, and to give it meaning one has to explain the context and tease out the implications. But in the end there has to be a scene, or a
        succession of scenes, to which the writer is particularly drawn—an unfolding of events that can bring clarity and perhaps even new levels of comprehensibility if one imagines what a fly on the wall might have seen and heard.

      To some extent, the appeal is the frisson of proximity to a famous event. Probably more people than the entire population of Paris later claimed to have
        joined in the storming of the Bastille. For the historian, however, the exercise goes well beyond prurience; it becomes a means of understanding the past. When one throws oneself into a sharply defined occasion, scouring every available source of
        information and determinedly seeking to engage with the dramatis personae directly, one is forced to make decisions about what happened that the usual sober, distant, scholarly appraisal may not demand.
        I Wish I’d Been There® is not just a way of evoking history; it requires a degree of concentration and informed speculation that the historian
        may otherwise not venture. Again and again in the essays that follow, as the authors take their close looks at moments in the past, they are led to new and original readings of history.

      That outcome could hardly have been expected. The presiding assumption was that historians, as they imagined what a witness might have seen, would add
        immediacy, color, and vibrancy to well-known events. In most cases, however, vital information either is missing or can be interpreted in more than one way, and so these journeys across time required a fresh illumination or a rethinking of vital moments
        in the history of Europe. As a result, these essays are not only engaging and suggestive, they are also telling contributions to historical understanding. 

      What is particularly fascinating is the range that they cover. We have politics, law, religion, peace and war, science and the arts, rebellion and
        social change. We move across a wide geography for over two millennia. And above all, we gain a sense of the excitement, the passion, the drama, and the joys and tragedies that are the essence of history.
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      Josiah Ober

      At the Deathbed of Alexander the Great

      
        
          Josiah Ober is the Constantine Mitsotakis Professor in the School of Humanities and Sciences at Stanford University, where he holds
            appointments in Political Science, Classics, and Philosophy. After teaching at Montana State University, he joined the Classics Department at Princeton University in 1990, where he was the David Magie Professor of Classics from 1993 to 2006. Professor
            Ober has written extensively on military history, classical political thought, and ancient and modern democracy. He is the author of a number of books, including Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens,
            The Athenian Revolution, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens, and, most recently, Athenian Legacies: Essays on the Politics of Going On
            Together (2005). He is currently completing a new book on participatory democracy, knowledge organization, and innovation. He spends as much of his spare time as possible wading the streams near Boze-man, Montana, fly-fishing for trout.

          To start this volume, he takes us back to the last days of the greatest conqueror in history.
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      At the Deathbed of Alexander the Great

      The last days of Alexander the Great have been obsessively studied since antiquity and much is known; the numerous Greek literary sources
        can be complemented by precious cuneiform texts and the evidence of archaeology. We know when and where he died: June 11, 323 B.C., between 4:00 and 5:00 P.M., on the banks of the Euphrates River in the fabled city of Babylon, in a palace built by the great and notorious Nebuchadnezzar a quarter millennium before. At the moment of his death,
        Alexander was surrounded by his lieutenants, soldiers, wives, and eunuchs; by Macedonians, Greeks, Persians, and Babylonians; along with petitioners, ambassadors, admirers, and gawkers from across three continents. The cause of death was fever. The
        symptoms began several days before, after a long night of heavy drinking. The fever abated briefly, then became increasingly severe. At the end Alexander could barely move and could not speak clearly, but he retained enough strength to press his signet
        ring into the hand of one of his generals. When asked to whom his spear-won realm should pass, the king, it was said, managed to whisper “to the strongest.”

      Few ancient death scenes are as well documented, yet so much remains mysterious. Upon Alexander’s demise, a rumor circulated that he had been
        poisoned. Fingers pointed to Antipater, the veteran commander who had been left in charge of Macedon when the twenty-year-old Alexander set out to conquer Asia. Antipater’s son Cassander arrived in Babylon just a few days before the onset of the
        king’s fever and had quarreled violently with Alexander. Cassander’s brother Iolaus was the king’s cupbearer; the story held that Cassander had smuggled into Babylon a poison so deadly that it corroded all
        metal and could only be contained by a mule’s hoof. Had Cassander passed a hoof-full of death to Iolaus, fearing that the king planned to strip Antipater of his command? But if so, what was the poison? Ancient and modern pharmacologists have
        struggled to correlate the reported symptoms with the action of poisons known in Alexander’s day.

      The rumors about the cause of Alexander’s death are intertwined with reports of his plans for the future: Having conquered Greece, Egypt, and Asia
        as far east as India, what lands would the Undefeated God, as the king had recently designated himself, choose to conquer next? A massive fleet of warships had recently gathered at Babylon, and the rivers had been cleared of obstructing dams: The
        waterway was open to the Persian Gulf. At the least, it seemed, Alexander’s plans included circumnavigation of the Arabian Peninsula. That would be a notable feat of navigation—and allow him to acquire the spice and incense-producing coastal
        zones of Arabia. But those in the know said that the king had his eye on restive city-states in Greece, and on fresh conquests in Africa, Italy, and even Spain. Close to hand, the city-state of Athens had recently (if only briefly) offered asylum to
        Alexander’s onetime chief treasurer, Harpalus, who had absconded with thousands of talents of silver. Farther west, on the northern shore of Africa, lay the hugely wealthy Afro-Phoenician state of Carthage, and then there were the luxury-loving
        Etruscans of central Italy and their neighbor, the fast-rising state of Rome. Mineral riches were there for the taking in Spain. To the north lay Thrace and Scythia, rich in gold and grain. According to the rumor mill, no part of the civilized world lay
        outside the king’s ambit of desire. Which of these rumors were true?

      

      And by what system of governance and what social policies did Alexander intend to rule his vast kingdom? Would he continue to reign as his
        father Philip had before him, as king of the Macedonians and constitutional hegemon of the Greek city-states? Would he bring all of his realm under one government, lording over the world from Babylon as the legitimate successor of a long line of Persian
        Kings of Kings, on the model of Cyrus, Xerxes, and Darius? Had he reinvented himself as the greatest of the Central Asian warlords during the challenging Indo-Bactrian campaigns of the last several years? Would he return to Egypt, to rule as a divine
        conqueror-pharaoh on the model of Ramses the Great?

      We could frame an answer to these questions if only we could observe how Alexander chose to dress in public and in private. Dress mattered a lot in the
        ancient world: How you dressed was an indication of who you were. It is certain that the king had taken to wearing selected items of Persian garb, at least on certain occasions: gorgeous purple robes, but not trousers; the diadem, but not the tiara. How
        often and in what circumstances did Alexander choose to costume himself as Persian royalty? As Macedonian soldier or rough-riding warlord? How widely and deeply were oriental court customs being adopted by his Macedonian followers? Some were happy to
        adopt Persian protocol by prostrating themselves before the king. Other men, who openly scorned the Persian custom of proskinesis, had recently lost their lives: Callisthenes, the philosopher and nephew of
        Alexander’s teacher Aristotle, died in prison. Cleitus the Black, whose quick work with a sword had saved Alexander’s life at the start of the Asian adventure, had been stabbed to death by Alexander in a drunken quarrel. The squabble had been
        over the king’s growing passion for the trappings of what Cleitus despised as orientalism. How important was it to the son of Philip of Macedon that he be humbly acknowledged by one and all by obsequies traditionally
        accorded the Persian Great King?

      Even more pressingly: How would he treat his subjects—and how would they relate to one another? A few months before his death, Alexander had held
        a military review of thirty thousand Persian youths who had just completed four years of training in the arts of fighting in the Greek style. Apparently Macedonians and Greeks would no longer hold a monopoly on military service; Persians were being
        incorporated into the cavalry and into the infantry phalanx. Were these the first moves toward a unified empire, whose diverse ethnic groups would be equal in the eyes of their king?

      Perhaps the key to understanding the king’s intentions lay with the new cities populated by mustered-out veterans, recently founded by and named
        for Alexander. Many new cities had been planned, but were they to be culturally purely Greek, as the king’s old tutor, Aristotle, advised? Or semi-Greek? Or some exciting hybrid form as yet unknown? The port city of Egyptian Alexandria was becoming
        a cosmopolitan center of trade, culture, and government. But what of the others? At the farthest northeast frontier of the empire, at the modern site of Ai Khanoum on the Afghan border, archaeologists were amazed to discover a major town featuring a
        startling mix of Hellenic and Asian cultural features; it was apparently founded by Alexander during his Afghan campaign. How many other new cities had been planned for the lands between Egypt and India? What role
        were they to play in the king’s schemes for governing his vast realm?

      The answers to at least some of these questions must have been known and recorded. For modern historians, some of the most tantalizing mysteries about
        the last days of Alexander concern documents. What records were being kept and by whom? Authors of the Roman era believed that Royal Diaries were maintained by Alexander’s official staff. The diaries supposedly
        recorded the details of what the king did and said day by day, from the beginning of his reign to the end. What would a modern historian give to travel back in time, to study those records at leisure, perhaps with a helpful archivist nearby to pull the
        papyrus scrolls from their cedarwood cabinets? Did Alexander have the foresight to prepare a final testament that would clarify the succession and the distribution of power among the many ambitious and able men who had fought by his side and who must now
        manage the gigantic and diverse empire? A detailed version of Alexander’s will has come down to us, but it is attached to the fantasy-filled Romance of Alexander. The will seems to be earlier
        than the rest of the Romance, but does it have any bearing on the king’s actual intentions?

      Every historian wants to know what really happened in the past. That means—at a minimum—gaining access to records, the more detailed and
        accurate, the closer to the actual events, the better. But in our hearts we always want more than we can ever have: We want to read documents that are lost forever; to interview people long dead; to be eyewitness to the great events that changed the
        course of history. We want that in part because we want to solve mysteries, we do want to know the truth about the past. But in honesty, the search for the truth about events and historical trends is only one of the reasons I would choose to experience
        this moment of past time above all others. What I really want to know is what it felt like to be at the center of the world, at a moment when human history had reached one of
        its great turning points.

      A turning point it certainly was: Thirty years before, when the baby Alexander was just beginning to walk and talk, the world had seemed set in its
        course. The Greeks would fight endless wars over the meaningless question of which city-state would exercise brief hegemony. An ossified but operational Persian Empire would continue to dominate an extensive core. People at
        the fringes of the empire—western Anatolia, Egypt, and India—would continue to find ways to avoid Persian domination, and ambitious local governors would periodically assert a tenuous independence. Macedon would continue in its role as
        underperforming giant with great human and natural resources, but lacking effective central government.

      Some of those assumptions began to change as Alexander’s father, Philip, consolidated royal power in Macedon, brought the mainland Greeks under
        his control, and laid plans for an Asian expedition that would add the rich provinces of western Anatolia to his burgeoning Macedonian Empire. But in the dozen years since Alexander had inherited the throne of Macedon, the pace had accelerated wildly. So
        much had changed for an unimaginable number of people across Europe and Asia, as long-entrenched systems of government had been suddenly overturned. The treasure-houses of the Persian Empire, packed with the carefully hoarded loot of two centuries of
        plunder and efficient taxation, had been thrown open. Tons of silver and gold spilled into the Euro-Asian economy. The Greek language, and the rich cultural heritage it brought with it, was becoming the new lingua franca. Everything, it seemed, would be
        made anew.

      In the days before the news of Alexander’s death was broadcast, everything was still possible. I want to experience the vertigo of gazing at the
        unlimited horizons that had opened virtually overnight. Alexander had done the unthinkable by toppling the greatest empire in the Mediterranean and western Asian world in three great battles. He burned down the great Persian capital of Persepolis, giving
        the Greek world revenge for all the temples burned by Xerxes during the Greco-Persian wars of a century and a half past. Then he ruthlessly hunted down the killer of his enemy, Persia’s last Great King. He went on to
        defeat the bellicose tribes of Central Asia and honored the pride of the Afghans, his toughest opponents, by taking as his first wife Roxane, daughter of a local warlord. Alexander had met the challenge of the giant rajah Porus’s war elephants on a
        tributary of the Indus River, and then survived the extraordinary rigors of a desert crossing upon his return east.

      I want to hear the war stories of soldiers who had answered the call of a teenage king, marched out as raw recruits from their home villages in the
        Macedonian highlands, and were now wealthy, weary, battle-scarred veterans of the greatest expedition in human history. By their terrifying prowess with spear and sword, many tens of thousands of Greeks and Asians had died. But, meanwhile, once-insular
        worlds of thought were opened to one another as Indian religious adepts, priestly Egyptian temple archivists, Babylonian astronomers and mathematicians, and Greek historians and philosophers rubbed shoulders in the imperial capitals. I want to listen to
        their conversations, to attend the birth of a new and cosmopolitan world of knowledge.

      The conviction that everything had changed and anything might be possible was intensified by the blurring of the boundary between the realm of the gods
        and mortals. After his conquest of Egypt, Alexander had been welcomed as a divine son by the great god Ammon in the desert oasis Siwa. He had enthusiastically been adopted by the native populace of Egypt as a legitimate successor to the dynastic
        god-kings of the Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms. Shortly before his death, Alexander sent a request (which was taken as an order) to the Greeks assembled for the games at Olympia: They were to offer their king divine rights, as if he were a living god.
        The divinity of the man Alexander was only one new religious idea among many now cascading through the world. The Greeks, long used to offering sacrifices to a wide pantheon of anthropomorphized deities, found themselves
        confronted by highly sophisticated philosophical-religious traditions founded by the Persian Zarathustra and by the Indian Gautama Buddha; they were astonished by the practices of the Indian “naked philosophers” and by the complex ritual
        rules of Hinduism. Bold new religious syncretisms were blossoming; new ways were being found to explore and honor the unseen world of the divine. I want to hear tales of enlightenment, conversion, and spiritual rebirth. I want to be in Babylon in the
        spring of 323 B.C. to breathe in the potent atmosphere of hope mixed with dread. The hope was stimulated by the miraculous return of Alexander from the dead. Along with most of the
        Macedonian army, he had set out from his base in India with the plan of crossing what he supposed would be a reasonably well inhabited zone to the west. Instead he had found the nightmarish Gedrosian Desert. Coordination between Alexander’s land
        army with his fleet broke down as the desolation of the coastal zone became apparent; both fleet and army were cut off, assumed lost. With the king’s disappearance, imperial order began to break down: Men Alexander had set up as local governors
        began, tentatively, to consolidate authority in their own names. Without Alexander they knew there could be no unified empire, but only spoils. Each was positioning himself to grab his share.

      When Alexander did emerge from the desert with most of the army intact, and his admiral Nearchus appeared with the fleet, hope for a new world was
        reborn and the celebrations were extravagant. What were people hoping for? Alexander had already helped Greek cities in western Anatolia replace corrupt oligarchies with democracy. Some people would have been looking forward to lives as free citizens in
        democratic towns; others were imagining the cultural opportunities to be offered by the many new “Alexandrias.” Yet others anticipated the huge potential for long-distance trade that would emerge with the
        expanded empire.

      Yet Alexander had emerged from the desert with his dark side to the fore. He had always been volatile, but his displeasure now grew more violent.
        Governors who had shown too much independence were summoned to the king—some were summarily executed. Meanwhile, Alexander issued high-handed orders commanding Greek cities to accept back within their walls all persons who had been sent into exile.
        For democratic city-states, this could mean introducing terrorists and revolutionaries: embittered oligarchs who could be expected to plot against the existing governments.

      More reasons for dread: The newly formed regiments of Persian youths had been a rude shock to the veterans. The Macedonian soldiers feared that they
        would now be summarily dismissed from service, and they rose up in vehement protest. They were brought back into the fold with munificent mustering-out bonuses, a splendid feast in which their ethnic pride was catered to, and their king’s expansive
        declaration that he regarded all of his Macedonian soldiers as his kinsmen. But the unease remained—the veterans were more than ready to go home; they dreaded what would happen if they did.

      Then, en route to Babylon, Alexander’s closest friend and most trusted companion, Hephaestion, suddenly sickened and died. Alexander’s grief
        was terrifying. The attending physician was crucified. The king’s misery was nightmarishly expressed in a series of ferocious, near-genocidal military raids on horse-stealing tribal peoples in the Iranian highlands. What did this new level of
        combat savagery portend for the grand expeditions in the works?

      I want to walk the steaming midsummer streets of Babylon in June of 323 B.C. to
        know what it feels like to live in a wildly heterogeneous society at the brink of a strange and wonderful and terrifying new world that had been opened by a man whose life now hung by a thread. But I also long to visit
        Babylon when it was, for the last time, the center of the world. Within fifty years after Alexander’s death, Babylon’s population was shipped away to new homes in an upstart town named for another of Alexander’s lieutenants. The great
        city’s temples, palaces, gardens, and houses slowly disappeared under the sand and would remain invisible until modern archaeologists began excavation.

      But in 323 B.C., Babylon was still the greatest and most populous city in the
        world, and its history was unthinkably long by Greek standards—it had been a great urban center at the dawn of the second millennium B.C., when Hammurabi had made it the capital
        of his empire. With its huge and unruly population and its venerable religious tradition, Babylon had spelled trouble for the Assyrian Empire during the early first millennium; it had been sacked by the Assyrian kings Sennacherib and Assurbani-pal. When
        the Assyrians were overthrown by a new Babylonian dynasty, the city was splendidly rebuilt by Nebuchadnezzar II— King Nebuchadnezzar of biblical infamy. Beginning at the turn of the sixth century B.C., Nebuchadnezzar dedicated much of his long reign to reconstructing the city in a fashion worthy of its long and glorious history. The massive old ziggurat temples were restored, and new temples of staggering opulence were
        dedicated to the Babylonian gods. Superb gardens (the famous Hanging Gardens recorded by Greek historians and geographers) imitated a mountain landscape in the midst of the flat and fertile plain. A stone bridge now spanned the Euphrates, connecting the
        two halves of the city.

      In June 323 B.C., Alexander’s attendants carried him over this bridge to a
        cool bathhouse on the west bank of the river in an attempt to quell his raging fever. At the center of the city, near the river, lay Nebuchadnezzar’s palace—it was here that Alexander died.

      

      How would Babylon strike the senses of a traveler in midsummer of 323 B.C.? The first impression would surely be one of immensity: The mighty fortification walls, wide enough at the top for two chariots to pass, enclosed some two hundred square miles, according to the measurements of the Greek
        historian Herodotus. After the fall of the neo-Babylonian dynasty to the Persians, Babylon had become one of the capital cities of the Persian Empire, but the Babylonians had not lost their stubborn independence of spirit: King Xerxes destroyed the great
        temple of Marduk to punish them for a revolt in 482 B.C. Later Persian kings allowed Babylon to go to seed, preferring to spend their winters at Susa near the Persian Gulf and their
        summers at the pleasantly cool royal residence at Ecbatana. By contrast, Alexander had announced great plans for the ancient city.

      After his final and decisive defeat of the Persian King Darius III at Gaugamela in 331 B.C., Alexander had taken over Babylon without a fight. The Macedonian invader earned the affection of the Babylonians by forbidding his soldiers to enter private homes without permission. Moreover, he had promised to rebuild
        the great temple of Marduk. When Alexander left Babylon to head east, he arranged for the city to serve as a primary resupply center and left it under the control of his chief treasurer, Harpalus. Before his treasonous defection in 324
        B.C., the treasurer had set to work putting familiar Greek plants in the royal gardens and building a notoriously expensive monument to his favorite concubine. Had Harpalus also been
        preparing the city to become a worthy capital of the world empire—restoring the palace so that it would once again be fit for a King of Kings, repaving the boulevards for the victory parades to come? Alexander’s plans for the city became even
        more extravagant in the early months of 323 B.C. After Hephaestion’s untimely death, planning began for his gigantic tomb. Thousands of craftsmen flooded into the city, eager to
        work on the mausoleum that everyone expected would be one of the grandest architectural enterprises in human history.

      In anticipation of Alexander’s triumphant return to Babylon, we must suppose that the public areas, and especially the palace, were given a
        facelift. But did the generations of Persian neglect show through? Was the ancient city’s degeneration disguised by a new coat of stucco and paint? Where and when did the decay show through? Was the magnificent Ishtar Gate still splendid, with its
        brilliant blue and golden tile mosaics of lions and winged griffins? What of the famous gardens—were they newly planted and irrigated by the ambitious Harpalus? Or overgrown tangles of weed and vine, only partially masked by potted plants? What of
        the ancient temples, and the private homes and workshops and wharves? Did Babylon smell of river, or of dust? Of animal and human waste, or of perfume, incense, and scented oil? Of ambition or desire? Walking through the crowded city at night, guided by
        the flickering orange light of naphtha-torches, would I hear the cough of a captive lion, the shriek of an ostrich, or the bark of jackals amidst the babble of multitudes of men and women speaking in myriad foreign tongues?

      Who would I meet if I could move freely through the streets of the city, through the palace, into the private royal quarters and the homes of the great
        and the ordinary? Who was there in Babylon, at the center of the world, at the moment of Alexander’s final breath? Along with the local Babylonians, there were camp followers, captives, and emissaries from all the lands Alexander had conquered:
        Anatolians, Cilicians, Syrians, Phoenicians, Jews, Egyptians, Medes, Persians, Bactrians, Indians, and a thousand other ethnicities. Ambassadors had flocked to the new capital from around the world, hoping for a private moment with the Great King. There
        were Greeks, of course: Athenians to complain about the exiles decree, Thebans to urge the rebuilding of the first great Greek city to be sacked by the young Alexander, Rhodians with plans for how their island could
        become a center of Mediterranean trade. But the Greeks were outnumbered by envoys from more distant and exotic lands: Scythians and Thracians, Italians—including, it was said, Roman senators—Carthaginians, Spaniards.

      Dominating the throng were thousands of hard-fighting and hard-partying Macedonians. These included the great field marshals, regimental commanders, and
        generals, each with his retinue: men of extraordinary talent and ambition, steely-eyed specialists in violence who excelled in the arts of war, and diplomacy, treachery, and survival, all learned in the hard school of Alexander’s camp. And with
        them were their concubines and Asian wives. In Susa, en route to Babylon, Alexander had officiated over a mass wedding: Scores of commanders were given huge dowries when, at the king’s urging, they agreed to marry the daughters of Persian and
        Bactrian aristocrats. Alexander himself had added to his polygamous family: It was in Bactria that he had first married, and Roxane was now visible with child—it would be a boy, although no one knew that yet. More recently Alexander had wed the
        daughters of two former Persian kings, Artaxerxes III and Darius III. If the rumors were true, Alexander had far exceeded his father’s total of seven wives. It was said that the Great King had followed Persian royal practice by gathering a proper
        harem and now had as many beautiful concubines as there were days in the year.

      Thousands of ordinary Macedonian soldiers had taken camp wives on the long march across Asia. Alexander blessed these unions by offering his soldiers
        dowries and discharging the debts they had contracted in the course of the expedition. The king’s apparently keen interest in legitimizing cross-cultural unions seemed to point to a vision of the future that transcended the narrowly
        Greco-Macedonian horizon of many of his closest associates. What was going through the minds of Alexander’s veterans and their newly legalized wives, and the countless others who anxiously awaited news from the
        palace in the long, hot days while the king’s illness worsened?

      Finally, the suspense undid the veterans. They demanded to see their king. And here is the moment I most long to see: Alexander being taken from the
        palace on a litter, which was then set up in a high place in the city. His men filed by for a last moment of communion with the commander who had led them to glory. The communion was silent: The king could not speak, but acknowledged each of them with
        his eyes or a slight gesture. They had seen him so often before, but never like this, never in silence, never with the recognition that the adventure was over. It would end here, in Babylon, and I want to be there to see that moment as the curtain gently
        comes down, as the members of the audience realize that they will soon be alone in this vast and crumbling theater. I long for that last, intimate glimpse of Alexander, reduced to his human essence, slipping away into legend.

      If I could be there, would I know if what the Roman chronicler Quintus Curtius wrote was true? “Wandering about and as if crazed, they filled that
        city, great as it was, with grief and sorrow, . . . those who had stood outside the royal quarters, Macedonians and foreigners alike, rushed together. And in their common sorrow the vanquished could not be distinguished from the victors. . . .” Did
        Macedonian and Persian, Babylonian and Greek weep together? Were they mourning the man Alexander, their all-too-mortal king and former master? Or had some of them already begun to grieve for the loss of their own dreams, and for a stillborn world in
        which an expansive Alexandrian identity might have overcome the deadly entrenched distinctions between Greek and barbarian, between Iranian and Babylonian, between pagan and Jew?
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      Hannibal Crosses the Alps

      Crossing mountains with an unfeasibly large army has been by no means a unique feat in the annals of military history. Alexander the Great
        did it; so too did Mao Tse Tung. In Europe alone, two A-list future emperors both invaded Italy by storming the Alps. Charlemagne’s victorious expedition of A.D. 773 was long
        remembered as a peculiarly epic undertaking: “What an effort it cost him,” wrote his earliest biographer, “to traverse the pathless ridges of the mountains, and the rocks which scrape the sky, and the sheer abysses.” A thousand
        years later, and it was the turn of Napoleon to lead his men on an expedition across the steepling range: Indeed, so dramatic did it seem to his admirers, so daring, and so heroic, that it came to serve them as the perfect expression of his genius. In
        1801, barely twelve months after the French had erupted from the Alps and routed the startled Austrians at the Battle of Marengo, Jacques-Louis David, the supreme artist of the revolutionary era in France, completed his most flamboyant masterpiece:
        Napoleon Crossing the Saint-Bernard. Despite the fact that Napoleon himself, somewhat embarrassingly, had made the entire journey on a mule, David opted to portray the youthful general astride a rearing white horse,
        possessed of the same ferocious sublimity of the jagged peaks behind him. More than any other single work of art, it served to define Napoleon as the quintessence of a romantic hero: restless, demonic, aiming for the skies.

      Yet it is not the French crossing of the Alps that I would choose to watch, if I had a time machine and only the single ticket. Even David, when he
        painted his great portrait, was obliged to acknowledge that Napoleon’s expedition, fired with a revolutionary ardor though it was, had merely been following in the footsteps of a very ancient predecessor indeed.
        Rocks at the foot of the painting are shown inscribed with three names. One is that of Napoleon himself: “Bonaparte.” The second is that of Charlemagne, whose achievements as a conqueror of Europe, and ultimately as an emperor, the upstart
        Corsican would soon decisively emulate. The third name, despite belonging to a general whose career, like Napoleon’s own, ended in catastrophic defeat, was endowed with such an immortality that it remains to this day indelibly associated with the
        crossing of the Alps, long after the mountain expeditions of other generals have faded from popular consciousness: “Hannibal.”

      It helped, of course, that he took elephants with him. Iconic moments in history are invariably distinguished by their strong qualities of visual
        drama—but can any compare for pure spectacle with the passage of Hannibal’s army over the Alps? The ascent was made late in the campaigning season, in October, when snow had already begun to fall in the mountain passes and ice lay thick over
        the bare rocks of the trail. It was across this bleak landscape that the war elephants were obliged to slip and stumble: creatures from the heat of Africa* transplanted to the frozen roof of the world. Many, starved of food and exhausted by their
        terrible climb, sank to their knees with plaintive cries, immediately to be butchered for what little meat still clung to their mighty frames. Others, tormented by arrows and slingshot, perished in the ambushes that the mountain tribesmen, inveterately
        hostile to intruders, persisted in setting for Hannibal’s snaking columns. Others yet, trustingly following wherever their mahouts guided them, somehow made their way along paths of fearsome narrowness and did not
        succumb to the cold, or the circling vultures, or the depths of the waiting ravines. Such were the exploits, when I was young and poring over illustrated histories of the world, that moved me more than any others; and they are exploits that continue to
        move me now.

      Yet fond though I remain of elephants, I do not think that a desire to witness scenes of pachydermatous heroism would be sufficient on its own to have
        me setting the controls of my time machine to the Alps, 218 B.C. Just as, for the moviegoer, special effects are hardly an infallible imprimatur of quality, so similarly, for the
        discerning time traveler, the sheer spectacle of a historical episode would never on its own be a sufficient guarantee of its momentousness. Context, in the business of time-tourism, would be everything. Over the centuries, after all, many millions have
        crossed the Rubicon and the Delaware; made the journey from Mecca to Medina; been crucified. Many generals too have invaded Italy. Is the fact that Hannibal was the only one to do so with elephants the limit of his significance? If so, then the very
        drama and heroism of the undertaking would serve only to emphasize its ultimate futility. It would seem to illustrate nothing save the vanity of human wishes.

      An ancient perspective. Juvenal, Rome’s angriest satirist, was the first to make the point. Undercutting pretensions came naturally to him. Like
        any self-respecting talk-radio host today, he could work himself up into a lather of indignation about a whole host of issues, whether immigration, sexual deviancy, or the breakdown of law and order: All served to rouse him to apoplexy. Celebrities,
        however, were a particular bugbear: not only those, like gladiators, whom Juvenal felt did not deserve their fame, but even those who did. In the cause of excoriating them, his satire was capable of aiming
        stratospherically high. The objects of his mockery included some of the most legendary figures in history: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar— and Hannibal.

      By the time that Juvenal came to write his satires, some three and a half centuries had passed since the celebrated crossing of the Alps. Rome, which
        had been brought to the verge of destruction in the war that followed Hannibal’s descent into Italy, was by now at the very peak of her greatness and prosperity. Her dominion comprised the fairest portions of the known world. Roman arms had proved
        themselves triumphant from the moors of Scotland to the deserts of Iraq. Beyond the borders of the empire, there seemed to lurk only barbarous savages not worthy of being conquered. Certainly the notion that any foe might oppose the legions as their
        equal appeared a ludicrous one. Mothers, warning their naughty children that Hannibal was at the gates, might still use Rome’s greatest enemy as a bogeyman—but Juvenal, at any rate, could afford to be witheringly unimpressed.
        “You’re a lunatic,” he wrote, addressing Hannibal’s shade. “It’s all very well, powering your way over the savage peaks of the Alps, but what are you good for now? Exciting small boys. Serving them as a theme for
        school recitations. Nothing else besides.”

      Two millennia on, and Hannibal—as my own youthful enthusiasm for him suggests—continues to excite small boys. But is that, as Juvenal
        mocked, the limit of his relevance? Hardly. Poets cocooned by the Pax Romana could afford, perhaps, to sneer; and yet there was, in the very iconoclasm of Juvenal’s satire, a grudging acknowledgment of the
        shadow that Hannibal still cast over the city he had labored so heroically to destroy. Even at the very peak of their greatness, the Romans had not forgotten that it was the defeat of their most inveterate enemy, more
        than any other achievement, that had proved them fit to rule the world. If they had hated and dreaded him, then so too, albeit grudgingly, had they admired him: For by admiring him, they were, of course, admiring themselves. Centuries after his death,
        statues of Hannibal still stood in Rome. Juvenal, a great one for pacing the streets of the capital, would surely have known them well. The very force of his satire derived from the fact that it was so strikingly counterintuitive. Hannibal, the most
        brilliant general that the Romans had ever confronted, more than merited his fame.

      And merits it to this day. It is not merely that his own life was one of the most remarkable in history: a narrative of incomparable daring and
        achievement, yet culminating in the bleakest ruin. For the tragedy was far from Hannibal’s alone: A great empire was indeed destroyed by his exertions, but it was that of Carthage, his own native city, not Rome’s. The battle between these two
        republics for the mastery of the western Mediterranean was the closest that the ancient world ever came to the style of total warfare as practiced in the twentieth century: the first conflict in history, perhaps, that can properly be titled a world war.
        Lasting, on and off, for more than a century, and embroiling not only the Romans and the Carthaginians, but Spaniards, Numidians, Macedonians, and Gauls as well, it was finally concluded only when a prostrated Carthage was utterly razed from the face of
        the earth.

      Had Hannibal, as he prepared his invasion of Italy, appreciated that he was committing his city to a death struggle? Certainly he would have had few
        illusions as to the character of his enemy. Carthage and Rome were seasoned adversaries. The one a great naval power, the other the mistress of Italy, their ambitions had been bound to clash—and had duly done so, in 264 B.C., in Sicily. For two decades a deadly war of attrition had bled both cities white until, at last, thanks to a monstrous demonstration of their sheer
        bloody-mindedness, the Romans succeeded in dragging their exhausted enemy down to defeat. Not, however, to utter ruin—for even among the general wreckage of the Carthaginian war effort, one commander had remained unvanquished in open battle. This
        was Hamilcar, leader of Carthage’s forces in Sicily, where the nickname he had won for himself— “Barca,” or “Lightning”—was a fitting reflection of the scorching brilliance of his generalship.

      Hamilcar, although obliged to return to Africa as commander of a defeated city, had remained confident that Carthage could reclaim her former
        preeminence. Restlessly, he had scouted about for new horizons. The Carthaginians, by the terms of the peace treaty forced on them by Rome, had undertaken a complete withdrawal from Sicily; and so it was, in 237 B.C., that Hamilcar Barca turned his attentions instead to Spain. Naturally, before leaving Carthage, he had made sure to offer up a sacrifice to Ba’al Hammon, greatest of the city’s gods. Accompanying him to the
        shrine that day had been his eldest son: nine-year-old Hannibal. As the sacrifice reeked before them, Hamilcar asked the boy if he wished to sail for Spain as well. Hannibal nodded eagerly. Hamilcar had then ordered his son to lay his hands upon the
        bloody viscera of the sacrificial victim and swear a solemn oath. “Never to bear goodwill to the Romans.” 

      Such, at any rate, was the story that Hannibal told many years later in his old age, as reported by Polybius, a Greek concerned to investigate the rise
        of Rome to empire. Two centuries on, and the great Roman historian of the wars with Carthage, Livy, decided that the oath had been insufficiently vengeful and opted to hype it up: In his account, Hamilcar makes his son swear always to be an enemy of
        Rome. Here, with a rare clarity, we can see Hannibal’s legend in the process of its formation: blended of the great Carthaginian’s own genius for self-promotion, Greek scholarship, and hatred of Romans.
        Whether the episode in Ba’al’s temple really took place as Hannibal claimed it did is impossible to know, of course; yet even if it did not, it feels as though it should have, for certainly, as he grew up, it appeared as though his life did
        indeed have a single purpose. Leaving his native city, the young Hannibal’s mastery of warfare was soon being forged in a succession of grueling frontier campaigns. Spain was a fearsome place, swarming with murderous tribes—but the mountains
        there were rich with precious metals. The Barca family, braving ceaseless risk, succeeded in carving out in less than two decades an entire new empire. Although Hamilcar himself was killed in 228 B.C., the victim of a tribal ambush, Hannibal was more than capable of keeping the flame of his father’s ambitions alive. Over the following decade the flood of wealth from his new mines enabled him to recruit ever-larger
        forces. Hannibal knew that he would need them all if he were to renew the struggle with Rome. Total war would have to be met with total war. Victory would be impossible unless the enemy was utterly prostrated.

      Here, then, was why the Romans were right to regard the assault that was finally launched against them in 218 B.C. as the supreme test of their national character. Hannibal’s invasion of their homeland had been planned very consciously as an exploit designed to shake and astound the world. As such, it represented a marked break
        from the generally crabbed approach to overseas adventures that had long distinguished Carthaginian policy. Hannibal, a virtual stranger to his native city, looked farther afield for his inspiration. As with so many other areas of expertise, the cutting
        edge of international generalship was Greek. Ever since the reign of Alexander the Great and his spectacular conquest of the Persian Empire, his successors—the generals of what is known by historians today as the
        Hellenistic Age—had indulged themselves by thinking big. Big spending; big armies; big dreams. That none had remotely succeeded in emulating the great conqueror’s own achievements had done little to dent the widespread enthusiasm for aping
        Alexander that flourished amid advanced military circles. Hannibal, who spoke Greek, worshiped Greek gods, and took Greek scholars with him on his campaigns, was also aiming to fight as a Greek might have done.

      Hence the elephants. Compared to the other units under Hannibal’s command—the carnage-hungry Libyan pikemen, say, or the Namidian cavalry,
        or the Balearic slingers, or the Gallic tribesmen, or the Spaniards with their deadly stabbing swords—the great beasts were of merely limited tactical value, “unsuited by their very nature,” as one candid military analyst would later
        put it, “to the demands of combat.” Nevertheless, in an age that had long since come to equate power with swaggering displays of gigantism, they represented the very ultimate in status symbols, an indispensable military brand, without which
        no Hellenistic general could hope to be regarded as a serious player. Hannibal, obliged as he was by Roman command of the sea to launch his invasion by land, took his elephants with him in order to mythologize what would otherwise have appeared all too
        obviously a strategy bred of weakness. As they lumbered over the Pyrenees or trampled the trails of southern Gaul, or bellowed their anxiety from makeshift rafts bobbing across the river Rhône, so also did they trumpet the godlike scale of their
        master’s ambition. Not even Alexander had attempted anything quite so fabulously exotic as Hannibal was attempting now.

      And then, of course, there came the crossing of the Alps. Hannibal’s decision to take the mountain road into Italy rather than continue hugging
        the coast was a reflection, once again, of his obsession with winning victories that would resonate with the power of myth. Keeping to the lowlands, as the Romans expected him to do, would have obliged him to fight his
        first battle against the legions of the republic in neutral territory; but Hannibal, confident as he was in his own genius, wanted it won on Italian soil. So it was, as Polybius put it, that “he marched away from the sea, in an easterly direction,
        as though heading for the center of Europe,” leaving a Roman consul slack-jawed with astonishment in his wake, who scrabbled to lead his forces back to Italy. Even as the legions were being embarked, Hannibal was advancing some one hundred miles
        inland. Then, after ten days’ march, he swung back southward. He and his army began their ascent. Ahead, white-crested, and towering ominously above them now—the Alps.

      What followed was to prove one of the most celebrated and totemic of all military feats. In truth, however, as a strategic maneuver, it was little short
        of a catastrophe. Hannibal attempted it too late in the year; he had failed to win the mountain tribesmen to his side; he had so seriously miscalculated the likely number of casualties that his army, by the time it finally debouched into northern Italy,
        had been more than halved. Perhaps some 60,000 men had followed Hannibal across the Pyrenees that summer; of these, by the autumn, almost 35,000 had deserted or been killed, or fallen frozen by the wayside. Among the elephants, the rate of attrition was
        even worse. True, it had seemed at first as though sufficient numbers had survived the terrible expedition to constitute an operational unit; but by the spring of 217 B.C., only a
        single beast, out of the 37 that had originally left Spain, was still alive. Losses on such a scale must have been devastating to Hannibal. It had never been any part of his plans to destroy Rome with a mere 25,000 men. Although the local Gauls would
        soon add to his numbers, they could not entirely make up for the many skilled and battle-hardened troops he had lost. Hannibal would surely have dreaded that his invasion of Italy had failed almost before it had
        begun.

      In the event, his achievements in the aftermath of his crossing of the Alps would be sufficient to establish him as one of the very greatest generals of
        all time, and bring Rome perilously close to total ruin. Between late 218 and the summer of 216 B.C., in a masterful display of strategy and tactics infinitely beyond his opponents,
        Hannibal brought three Roman armies to murderous defeat. In the third of his victories, at Cannae, he faced eight legions, the largest single army that Rome had ever put into the field. Monstrously outnumbered though he was, Hannibal enveloped some
        70,000 of the enemy and wiped them out. It has been calculated that not until the Battle of the Somme would more combatants die in a single day of fighting. To this day, Hannibal’s tactics at Cannae are taught at Sandhurst and West Point as the
        very model of how to fight the perfect battle.

      Yet if his astounding victory had served to raise the benchmark of generalship to a new high, then so also, for Hannibal himself, did it represent an
        ultimately fateful tipping point. On the evening that followed the battle, with the moans of the wounded still rising from the blood-soaked fields that stretched beyond their camp, his lieutenants urged their commander to march on Rome. The prize, as
        Maharbal, the Numidian cavalry chief, was said to have put it, would be the chance to dine in triumph on the Capitol. And almost certainly, he was right. Swept with panic, overwhelmed by refugees, riven by rumors of treachery, the Roman people would
        surely have succumbed to an immediate advance by the Carthaginians against their city—and even if they had not, they would have been hard-pressed to withstand a sustained blockade. Yet Hannibal did not move. Why not? One factor, more than any
        other, must have preyed upon his mind: the nagging dread that his forces were too small to compel Rome’s surrender. A bitter irony indeed: that at the very moment of his greatest triumph, and with ultimate victory
        almost at his fingertips, the consequences of his Alpine crossing should have come so damagingly home to roost.

      Maharbal’s supposed reproach has echoed down the ages. “Truly, Hannibal, you know how to win a victory—but not how to use one.”
        And so it would prove. It had been Hannibal’s hope—even his expectation—that the Romans, in the aftermath of the unprecedented slaughter he had inflicted upon their legions, would sue for peace. Instead, in the face of catastrophe, they
        showed only continued defiance. Stiffening every sinew, summoning up every last reserve of strength, they grimly began to haul themselves back from the brink. Fresh armies were raised; a second Carthaginian invasion of Italy, led by Hannibal’s
        brother, was annihilated; an expeditionary force conquered the Barcid Empire in Spain. Still the Romans did not dare to confront Hannibal himself. For a decade and a half after Cannae, he was left to roam Italy unopposed; but what the legions no longer
        dared attempt, disease and desertion were progressively accomplishing. His numbers were running out for good at last. In 203 B.C. he was frantically summoned back to Africa, there to
        confront a Roman army on his native soil. He lost.

      This one defeat ended the war. Carthage, unlike Rome after Cannae, had no further reserves of manpower on which to draw. Predictably savage though the
        conquerors’ terms were, Hannibal persuaded his countrymen that they had no choice but to accept them. Carthage, once the greatest power of the West, was reduced to an impotent, indemnity-bled rump. Still, though, the Romans could never forget, nor
        forgive, those responsible for the ordeal they had been forced to pass through. So it was that Hannibal was first driven into exile, and then, “like a poor bird stripped of its feathers by age,” harried into committing suicide. So it was,
        too, in 146 B.C., that Carthage was stormed and burned, and a deadly interdiction was proclaimed, forbidding anyone ever again to build upon the site
        of the city. Rome’s hatred had proved implacable. But such vengefulness was also, in a sense, the greatest compliment that the new mistress of the world could pay a foe. The Romans would never forget what they had been up against in Hannibal.

      And nothing better exemplified it than Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps. In the life of every great hero, the Romans believed, a crisis point was
        bound to come, a moment of supreme and agonizing tension, when the quality of the man would be tested to the very limit and his fullest potential revealed. That Hannibal had dared, like a god, to lead war elephants over mountains in the cause of his
        hatred was the surest measure of the examination that Rome herself had passed. To sit and watch his forces as they labored over the Alpine ice would be to gauge the future greatness of the most extraordinary empire in the history of the world.

      But that is not the only reason why I wish I had been there. Not only would the Romans go on to defeat Hannibal, they would also keep the tightest of
        grips upon how the story of that defeat was told. The holocaust that obliterated Carthage obliterated countless records, too, for the conquerors, brutally pragmatic as ever, bothered to save only agricultural manuals from the flames. As a result,
        everything we know about Hannibal derives from his enemies, either the Romans themselves or their collaborators. To see his army in the flesh and consult with those who marched with it would be a precious opportunity indeed: the chance to hear voices
        that have been forever silenced, and glimpse what the world might have been like had it ended up, not Roman, but Carthaginian.
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      Christmas Day in the Year 800

      The glitter of the knightly courts and splendid cathedrals we associate with medieval Europe tends to obscure how dim and fragmented that
        world still was in its early days, in the seventh and eighth centuries. The coherence and the confidence that had emanated from Rome were now but a distant memory, hundreds of years in the past. Both political and religious authority were so feeble as to
        be virtually nonexistent. The population of the area west of the Elbe and the Balkans had shrunk from over 40 million at the height of the Roman Empire to one-quarter that number. Even Rome itself, once home to over a million people, now had no more than
        25,000 inhabitants. Dotted with isolated and largely defenseless communities, Europe was a grim and dangerous place. Its glories seemed entirely in the past.

      And yet in the eighth century there were at last signs of hope for the future. The Muslims who had swept across the Mediterranean and through Spain
        during the previous century were finally stopped at the Battle of Tours near the Loire River in 732. The victor, Charles Martel, leader of the Franks, was the founder of a dynasty that at last created some continuity of political authority. And the great
        monasteries that were being founded across Europe—notably Bobbio in Italy, St. Gall in Switzerland, and Fulda in Germany—by monks from the far west, mainly Ireland, were becoming famous centers of religious devotion. Their example of holiness
        and charity, and their determination to uphold the traditions of Western culture, provided both an ideal of sanctity and a preservation of learning that were of vital importance in troubled times.
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