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FOR MY STUDENTS


TIMELINE

All dates in this book are B.C. (B.C.E.) unless otherwise noted

559     Cyrus the Great becomes king of Persia

490     First Persian invasion of Greece, battle of Marathon

480     Second Persian invasion of Greece, battle of Thermopylae

431     Peloponnesian War begins

404     Peloponnesian War ends

359     Philip ascends to throne of Macedonia

356     Birth of Alexander (July)

343     Aristotle arrives in Macedonia as Alexander’s tutor

338     Philip victorious at battle of Chaeronea; Alexander visits Athens; Alexander goes into exile

337     League of Corinth meets, authorizes invasion of Persian Empire

336     Darius III becomes king of Persia; Alexander returns from exile; murder of Philip; ascension of Alexander to throne of Macedonia

335     Alexander campaigns on the Danube; revolt and destruction of Thebes

334     Alexander crosses into Asia Minor; battle of the Granicus; capture of Miletus and Halicarnassus

333     Episode of the Gordion Knot; battle of Issus

332     Siege of Tyre; capture of Gaza; Alexander enters Egypt

331     Alexander visits oracle at Siwa; battle of Gaugamela; Alexander enters Babylon

330     Persepolis captured and burned; death of Darius; conspiracy of Philotas

329     Alexander crosses the Hindu Kush, reaches the Oxus River, advances to Samarkand; defeat of Bessus

328     Murder of Cleitus the Black

327     Marriage to Roxane; pages conspiracy; Alexander invades India

326     Battle of the Hydaspes; death of Bucephalas; mutiny on the Hyphasis

325     Alexander reaches the sea; march through the Gedrosian desert; voyage of Nearchus and the fleet

324     Alexander returns to Persia; mass marriages at Susa; death of Hephaestion

323     Alexander returns to Babylon; death of Alexander in June
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AUTHOR’S NOTE AND
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



IF ANYONE IS SURPRISED THAT I HAVE WRITTEN
ON THIS SUBJECT EVEN THOUGH SO MANY
HISTORIANS BEFORE ME HAVE ALREADY DONE SO,
I WOULD ASK THEM TO LOOK AT ALL THE OTHER
BOOKS FIRST AND THEN READ MINE.

—ARRIAN



The ancient Greek historian Arrian believed that his biography of Alexander the Great was unique and surpassed all previous works on the life of the Macedonian king. I make no such claims for my book. There are hundreds of excellent studies available on all aspects of Alexander’s life, along with several comprehensive academic biographies in print that surpass mine in detail and technical argument. Why then another book on Alexander? The answer is partially selfish. I grew up fascinated by this man, so I couldn’t resist the opportunity to immerse myself in the ancient and modern sources on his life, to visit sites along his journey, and to imagine him racing his horse Bucephalas across the plains of Macedonia or crossing the deserts and mountains of Iran and Afghanistan. But most important, I wanted to write a biography of Alexander that is first and foremost a story. My hope is that this narrative is authoritative and yet accessible to those who love history but may never have read a book about Alexander’s life and are not experts on the ancient world.

My search for Alexander was encouraged by many friends and helpers. My colleagues at Luther College have been wonderfully supportive as I researched and wrote the book. The patient counsel of Joëlle Delbourgo guided me through the world of publishing, while my editor Bob Bender, his assistant Johanna Li, and Philip Metcalf at Simon & Schuster saved me from countless mistakes. The libraries at Luther College, Bowdoin College, and Harvard University graciously helped me find the resources I needed. My local guides were most generous in sharing their knowledge as I followed Alexander’s footsteps, especially Katikiotes Lazaros in Greece, Osama Iskander in Egypt, and Mine Karahan in Turkey. My wife, Alison, as always was my greatest helper and favorite photographer. Finally, to my students who cheerfully suffered through my ancient history courses and never complained when I made them read just one more book or visit one more museum, my eternal gratitude.
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MACEDONIA


ALEXANDER WAS BORN ON THE SIXTH DAY OF THE
MONTH CALLED HEKATOMBAION, THOUGH THE
MACEDONIANS CALL IT LOÖS. ON THE SAME DAY
THE TEMPLE OF ARTEMIS AT EPHESUS BURNED TO
THE GROUND.

—PLUTARCH



The solitary messenger rode east from the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia through the hill country along the Alpheus River. Behind him crowds from all the cities of Greece were pouring out of the stadium after watching the unexpected finish to the horse race at the Olympic games. The rider followed the river until the road split into two paths several miles from town. One branch led south to the land of the Spartans, but his journey lay over the high mountains of Arcadia to the north. Trading for fresh horses and snatching a few hours of sleep whenever he could, the young man flew along steep valleys and beneath lofty peaks. The king awaiting his message would suffer no delays.

Soon the rider descended into the lush valley of Argos, legendary home of Hercules, then north beneath the ancient citadel of Mycenae, where Agamemnon ruled before he led the Greeks to conquer Troy. Onward through the port city of Corinth he raced, then over the narrow isthmus into the land of the Megarians. The road to nearby Athens veered to the east, but his path led ever northward through the city of Thebes, then along the narrow pass at Thermopylae, where over a century earlier three hundred Spartans had stood against the entire Persian army. Mile after mile across the rolling grasslands of Thessaly he rode until at last the towering mass of Mount Olympus rose before him. He skirted the eastern side of the peak through the beautiful Vale of Tempe and then down along the Aegean coast until at last he entered the fertile plains of Macedonia.

The horseman kept the shore to his right as he galloped past the temples at Dion, and into the broad lowlands of Macedonia ringed by mountains on the far horizon. The road to the royal tombs at Vergina lay to the west, but he turned east skirting the capital at Pella and crossed over the Axios River, riding many miles along the coast to the Chalcidice peninsula. Finally he reached the Macedonian army camp beneath the walls of the old Corinthian colony of Potidaea. In recent years the Athenians had taken over the town as part of their long struggle to control the rich timber and mineral resources of Macedonia, but the city was no longer in their hands. Just before the messenger arrived, Philip II, king of Macedonia, had captured the town.

The weary courier dismounted and entered Philip’s tent. The triumphant king was only in his late twenties but well on his way to turning a weak and threatened kingdom on the northern edge of civilization into the mightiest state in the Greek world. Philip, in a jovial mood from his conquest of Potidaea and undoubtedly draining copious amounts of wine, according to Macedonian custom, welcomed the rider but ordered him to wait as another messenger had arrived just before him. This first man announced to the king that his favorite general, Parmenion, had defeated the wild Illyrian tribes in a great battle, securing the western borders of Philip’s rapidly expanding kingdom. Then the rider from Olympia came forward and saluted Philip, proclaiming that the horse the king had sponsored in the Olympic games had won first prize. It was then that the king noticed a third messenger had entered the tent. This courier bowed and declared that Philip’s wife, Olympias, had just given birth to a boy he would name Alexander.

The drunken revelry at the court of the king that night must have been unprecedented even by Macedonian standards. But soon Philip issued a decree to honor the good news he valued above all others—he commanded a special silver coin be struck to celebrate the victory of his horse.

Alexander, son of Philip, was born in the year of the 106th Olympic games, during the leadership of Elpines at Athens, in the third year of the rule of Artaxerxes III, Great King of Persia—or by our reckoning July of the year 356 B.C. Every Greek state had its own calendar based on local festivals. In Athens, the new year had just begun with the rising of the first new moon after the summer solstice and the sacrifice of a hundred animals to the gods. Hundreds of miles north in Macedonia the month bore a different name, but the coastal plains still baked in the summer heat. In winter, when the Athenians enjoyed a mild Mediterranean climate, the Macedonians shivered against the north wind.

The homeland of Alexander lay cut off from Greece by the mountain wall of Olympus and surrounding peaks. Indeed, most Greeks were quite happy with the separation since they considered the Macedonians little more than barbarians. The mountains and plains of the Macedonian north were as foreign to the cultured Greeks of the south as the steppes of Scythia or the dark forests of the Celts.

Viewed from above, the land of Macedonia is a great bowl tipping into the Aegean Sea. On its south, west, and north are towering mountains drained by rivers flowing through plains rich in grains and pasturage. Mount Olympus, almost ten thousand feet in height, dominates the view of the south. To the west and north are mountains almost as high, stretching like a horseshoe from Olympus to beyond the Axios River. To the east the great three-fingered peninsula of Chalcidice reaches into the sea.

But ancient Macedonia was surrounded by more than just difficult mountains. The famed horse warriors of Thessaly to the south cut off Philip’s kingdom from Greece, while to the west the powerful tribes of Illyria were a constant threat. From the north the Paeonians and Agrianians staged devastating raids from the highlands they shared with mountain lions, bears, and wild auroch cattle. To the east along the road to Byzantium beyond the Strymon River was the savage land of Thrace, where tattooed warriors crafted intricate gold jewelry and regarded plundering as the only honorable means of living.

Macedonia itself was divided into two vastly different regions. The mountains of the south, west, and north were the traditional home of fiercely independent pastoralists whose lives revolved around the sheep and goats they raised for meat, milk, and wool. During the summer the highland Macedonians grazed their flocks in the mountain pastures high above the plains, but in the cold winter months they were forced to bring their animals down to the coastal lowlands. In this area lived the Macedonian farmers, who raised crops and tended vineyards. Thus the highlanders by necessity had learned to live alongside their lowland cousins for part of the year, giving them a share of their flocks and fertilizing their fields with animal manure in payment.

But it was the mountain Macedonians—from the upland regions of Pelagonia, Lyncestis, Orestis, Elimiotis, and Pieria around Mount Olympus—who for countless generations had fought against the wolves, bears, and human predators that threatened their flocks. Their whole life was a constant war to keep their animals alive in a harsh and rugged land. For the highlanders, the tribe was everything and everything depended in turn on the bravery, cunning, and diplomacy of their chiefs. If Illyrian raiders stole a tribe’s best rams by night, the chief immediately led his men in a counterstrike to seize the animals and mercilessly kill the thieves. If lowland farmers threatened to withdraw age-old privileges of winter pasturage, the highland chief would invite them to a splendid feast, flatter them endlessly with tales of their grandfather’s generosity, and shamelessly bribe their leaders with promises of fat ewes and warm woolen cloaks. The highland lords were kings of the Macedonian world. The Greeks far to the south might talk of democracy and debate laws in their assemblies, but in the cold northern mountains the Macedonians had for ages lived and died at the word of their chiefs.

The plains of Macedonia were rich in barley and wheat, but the highlands held the resources most coveted by the Greeks. Cities such as Athens had long ago stripped their own hills of timber as their populations grew, but the mountains of Macedonia were still covered with towering forests of pine and oak needed for ships of war and trade. Beneath these forests, especially in the eastern Macedonian mountains, were iron, silver, and gold.

Though the pastoral Macedonians of the mountains differed from the lowland farmers in many ways, they shared a common language that defined them as a single people—and separated them from the Greeks to the south. The Macedonian tongue was so far removed from the Greek of Athens or Sparta that it may as well have been a different language entirely. Years after his birth, when Alexander was in central Asia, he grew so angry at a drinking party one night that he switched from his usual Greek speech to yell at his guards in Macedonian. Later still his soldiers mocked an officer on trial for addressing them in Greek rather than the normal Macedonian of the ranks. Macedonians were known for their odd words and strange pronunciation—they could never quite get Greek sounds right even when they tried. Though their kings bore ancient Greek names, the Macedonian people called Philip Bilippos instead of the normal Greek Philippos. This only served to make them an object of further scorn to their pretentious critics in the Athenian assembly. Language, as well as politics, culture, and so much else, reinforced the opinion of the Greeks that the Macedonians were a separate people, barbarians from beyond Olympus, no matter how hard their kings might try to behave like Greeks. And to most Macedonians, this was just fine. They saw the Greeks as feeble, effeminate, self-important snobs who had long since squandered whatever manliness and courage they had possessed when they had driven back the Persian invaders more than a century earlier. The Macedonian nobility might study Greek philosophy and recite the poetry of Homer, but the common Macedonian soldier was proud not to be Greek.

Alexander was born into a family that traced its royal roots back to the great hero Hercules—at least that was the story the family told visitors to its court. According to the Greek historian Herodotus, who journeyed to Macedonia a century before Alexander and collected every scrap of gossip he could find on the kingdom, the Macedonian royal family began when a Greek refugee named Perdiccas arrived from Argos in southern Greece. A descendant of Temenus of the family of Hercules, Perdiccas was banished from Argos along with his two older brothers. The brothers eventually made their way north to Macedonia. In the mountains of the west they found refuge with a local chieftain and his kindly wife. Times were hard for everyone, so young Perdiccas and his brothers labored as simple farmhands to earn their keep. One day the wife noticed that the loaves she baked every day for Perdiccas grew to twice the size of the others. When she told her husband, the chieftain feared this was an ill omen and ordered the brothers to depart at once. The brothers demanded their wages, but the flustered chief shouted that all they would receive was the ray of sunlight shining into the room. The two older brothers were ready to fight, but young Perdiccas took his knife and calmly traced the outline of the sunbeam on the dirt floor and said they would accept the chief’s offer. He then gathered the sunlight three times onto his tattered garment and left with his brothers. The chief soon realized Perdiccas had performed some sort of magic spell that threatened his own rule and sent warriors to kill the brothers. But a nearby river miraculously rose, cutting off the soldiers and allowing Perdiccas and his brothers to escape to the hills of Pieria north of Mount Olympus. There at a place known as the Gardens of Midas, where young Alexander would one day be tutored by Aristotle, the brothers from Argos established a kingdom that in time spread down from the highlands to the rich farmland along the coast.

This story was told to Herodotus six generations after Perdiccas by King Alexander I, the direct ancestor of Alexander the Great. The elder Alexander began his rule during the Persian Wars against Greece during the early fifth century and, after the victories of Athens and Sparta against Persia, was eager to connect his royal family to the winning side. Thus the foundation story of Macedonia should be taken with a large grain of salt, though it is possible to see a glimmer of history beneath the fairy tale. The divine Greek origins of the Macedonian royal family are fanciful, but the gradual spread of a local highland tribe from the hills near Mount Olympus to the coastal plains beyond the city of Vergina is quite plausible. The takeover of nearby winter grazing lands by a warlike tribe from the highlands would have provided a strong nucleus for a future Macedonian kingdom.

Whatever truth was in the tale, Alexander I was not about to let Herodotus continue on his travels without a few more stories to prove his undying love for the Greeks. According to Alexander, when the Persians invaded nearby Thrace, they sent envoys to the court of his father, Amyntas, requiring him to submit to the Great King by the symbolic act of giving him earth and water. Old Amyntas was terrified and agreed, even inviting them to a feast that evening. During dinner the Persian ambassadors began shamelessly to fondle the wives and daughters of the royal family who were present, but the old king was too afraid to object. Young Alexander was beside himself with anger, though he remained outwardly composed and merely suggested that his father retire for the evening. After the king was gone, his son declared to the Persians that they were most welcome to the company of the Macedonian women for whatever pleasure they might desire. But, with a wink, he suggested the women be allowed to withdraw for a few minutes to freshen up before the orgy began. The eager Persians gladly consented, but while the women were gone Alexander substituted his own warriors, veiled and dressed in women’s clothing, to sit beside the visitors. At his signal, just as the Persians were beginning to untie their garments, the disguised warriors pulled out daggers and cut the Persians’ throats. Macedonian men might treat their women as chattel, but woe to any foreigner who touched them.

And yet, if this story is true, it is remarkable that just a few years later the elder Alexander, now king, gave his own sister to a high-ranking Persian official in marriage and was considered a loyal ally of the Great King. He was even chosen as Persian ambassador to Athens to plead for the city’s submission and fought with his Macedonian troops against the Greeks during the final battle at Plataea in 479—though he claimed secretly to have given the Greeks the Persian plan of attack on the eve of battle. If the Greeks were later willing to forget about the duplicity of the elder Alexander and even honor him as a friend of the Greeks, it can only be that they needed his timber and mineral resources more than they wanted revenge for his treachery.

Alexander I was a master diplomat who played all sides against one another to expand his kingdom. He was a faithful subject of the Persian Empire when it suited him and a Greek patriot when the Great King turned his back. After Alexander was assassinated—a frequent event in Macedonian royal history—his son Perdiccas II continued his father’s policies of international intrigue during the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta. Perdiccas changed sides so many times during the conflict that the Macedonians couldn’t keep track of who they were backing during any given year.

Perdiccas was murdered by his illegitimate son Archelaus who—amid the swirl of treachery, violence, and vicious love triangles, heterosexual and homosexual, that were part of everyday life in the Macedonian court—took the throne and began an intensive program of Hellenization. Earlier kings had long encouraged Greek culture among the nobility, but Archelaus made it a top priority. Though the common people scoffed and continued to live as they had for centuries, the Macedonian court under the new king became a center for Greek artists and scholars. Among the many intellectuals wooed to the palace with lavish gifts was the Athenian playwright Euripides, who visited in his waning years and wrote the Bacchae there—a wild tale of sex, murder, and insanity that surely owes its inspiration to life among the Macedonian nobility.

In 399, the same year Socrates was forced to drink hemlock in Athens, Archelaus was murdered during a hunting expedition by his friend and lover Craterus. Macedonia was soon plunged into bloody dynastic struggles and debilitating frontier wars. Kings quickly rose and fell, sometimes several in a single year, until at last Amyntas III, grandfather of Alexander the Great, clawed his way to the top and seized the throne in 393. His long reign, however, brought little stability to the kingdom and palace intrigues raged unchecked, including an unsuccessful plot by his wife, Eurydice, and her young paramour to murder him. When Amyntas died, surprisingly of old age, in 370, his son Alexander II succeeded him, only to be murdered by his cousin Ptolemy the following year. Ptolemy in turn was slain by Perdiccas III two years later. Perdiccas himself soon died fighting against the resurgent Illyrians, leaving the last surviving son of Amyntas to take the deeply troubled throne. The untested young man faced an almost hopeless situation. Macedonia was in chaos with the nobility pitted against each other in civil war, barbarians invading on all sides, and the Greeks, especially the Athenians, working tirelessly to weaken, divide, and dominate the beleaguered kingdom. No one believed the new king, Philip, stood any chance of saving Macedonia.

Years later in Asia, Alexander and his men were feasting one night after their hard-won victories. As the wine flowed freely, some of Alexander’s dinner companions began to belittle the achievements of his father, Philip. Alexander joined in, boasting that his own victories from the Danube to the borders of India rivaled those of the god Hercules and were not to be compared with the petty conquests of his father. It was then that one of Philip’s old generals rose and called the drunken king an ungrateful lout. You would be nothing, he declared, without the achievements of your father—a far greater man than you will ever be.

Alexander personally ran the man through with a spear for his insolence, though he knew there was truth in the soldier’s final words. History has been so fascinated with Alexander the Great that it has overlooked the genius of his father. But by his supreme skill at diplomacy, his mastery of intrigue, and his revolutionary innovations in warfare, Philip laid the foundation for everything his son achieved.

Yet when young Philip came to the Macedonian throne after the death of his brother, few would have wagered the new ruler or his kingdom would survive. At first glance Philip was a typical Macedonian nobleman—fiery in temperament, excessive in drink, and exceedingly fond of war, horses, beautiful women, and handsome young boys. But he possessed a keen understanding of the hearts of men and a boundless vision for Macedonia.

Philip also knew exactly how he could change Macedonia’s dismal fortunes. When he was only fifteen, he had been sent as a hostage to the Greek city of Thebes by his brother the king. The ancient city of Thebes had lacked the influence of Athens and Sparta, but at the beginning of the fourth century it had taken advantage of the power vacuum created by the end of the Peloponnesian War to build its army into the most powerful force in Greece. In 371, the Thebans crushed Sparta’s finest warriors at the battle of Leuctra and ended forever the myth of Spartan invulnerability. The Macedonians immediately negotiated an alliance with Thebes and sent hostages to guarantee their good intentions. If Macedonia behaved itself, the hostages would be treated as honored guests. If not, they would be tortured and killed.

Philip was fortunate to be assigned to the household of the Theban general Pammenes, who was a great friend of Epaminondas, the victor of Leuctra. While the other Macedonian hostages feasted and chased local girls, Philip spent every moment learning the latest techniques in warfare from the Theban generals. The Macedonian army before Philip’s time consisted of a peasant infantry led by undisciplined nobles on horseback. Like their counterparts in the Middle Ages, these Macedonian knights saw themselves as the epitome of heroic warfare and treated the lowly farmers and shepherds in the infantry as so much fodder for enemy spears. But Philip discovered a very different kind of army at Thebes.

The Thebans had perfected the art of hoplite warfare. Each hoplite was a proud citizen who could afford to equip himself with a bronze helmet, a thick breastplate, greaves to protect the legs, and an iron-tipped spear eight to ten feet long used for thrusting, not throwing. In addition, each man carried a razor-sharp iron sword and heavy shield (hoplon) almost three feet wide on the left arm. As each hoplite was unshielded on his right side, he relied on the man next to him for protection, encouraging by necessity a strong sense of unity in battle. When a hoplite line advanced shoulder to shoulder against the enemy, it was a wall of death.

The Theban hoplites drilled endlessly and, whether common soldier or wealthy cavalryman, were ruled by iron discipline. The very best of the Theban warriors were chosen for membership in the Sacred Band, an elite corps of infantry consisting of 150 pairs of male lovers funded by the state. As lovers, the soldiers fought all the more furiously to protect and impress their partners. They had been crucial in the defeat of the Spartans at Leuctra and were the finest soldiers Greece had ever produced.

Philip also watched and learned from the democratic assembly at Thebes. He saw the grave weakness of a system in which every man could voice his opinion and vote. Debates in the assembly were endless, while political parties worked to destroy the power of their rivals. Philip began to see how an old-fashioned monarchy like Macedonia could act much more decisively than a Greek city and be unstoppable on the battlefield—if it were ruled by the right king.

After three years in Thebes, Philip returned to Macedonia when his brother Perdiccas slew their cousin Ptolemy and took the throne. When Perdiccas marched off to fight the Illyrians a few years later, Philip was left in charge as regent. A few weeks later, Perdiccas and four thousand Macedonian soldiers lay dead on the battlefield. Now Bardylis, king of Illyria, was poised to strike at the Macedonian heartland while the Paeonians on the northern border were already taking advantage of the chaos by raiding deep into Macedonia. In addition to external troubles, at least five other Macedonian nobles were vying for the throne. The Thracians backed one of these candidates, the Athenians another, while each of Philip’s three half brothers also plotted to become king.

Philip quickly arrested and executed one brother, forced the other two into exile, then bribed the Thracians to murder their favorite. Finally he struck a secret deal with the Athenians to withdraw support from their candidate, Argaeus, who soon found himself marching against Philip with only the few mercenaries he had hired with his own funds. Philip easily defeated him and made a great show of sending home unharmed the Athenians among the mercenaries. By the autumn of 359, Philip was ensconced as king of Macedonia, but his hold on the throne was tenuous at best. Illyrians, Paeonians, Thracians, Athenians, and especially other Macedonian nobles were waiting for their chance to dispose of this clever young ruler.

Philip began that winter to build the army he had dreamed of in Thebes. Discipline came first. Troops were drilled until they could execute complex battlefield maneuvers in their sleep. Philip marched them countless miles over the mountains with full packs until they were ready to drop from exhaustion. Officers who had previously thought themselves above petty military rules soon learned otherwise. One nobleman lost his command for taking a bath in camp, another was publicly whipped for drinking a cup of water before he had been dismissed. But during that cold winter Philip’s reforms slowly began to take hold as the men and officers took pride in their newfound abilities.

Philip knew, however, that discipline and esprit de corps would not be enough against either wild barbarians or Greek hoplites. He needed a radically new kind of army if he was to defeat hordes of screaming Illyrians or the spit-and-polish professionals of the Sacred Band. He knew his troops stood little chance in traditional warfare, especially against hoplites. The hoplites’ heavy armor was far too expensive for Macedonian farmers and goatherds—so Philip decided to change the rules. The troops of his new army would wear almost no armor and carry only a small shield, so that even the poorest young man from the hills of Macedonia could qualify for military service. This increased his pool of potential soldiers far above that of any Greek city. But how could such lightly armed peasants hope to stand against the fearsome hoplites? The answer lay in a brilliant innovation developed by Philip—the sarissa. Standard hoplite spears were eight to ten feet in length, but the sarissa was almost eighteen feet long. This allowed the Macedonian infantry to march in close formation with overlapping sarissas lowered in front of them to skewer hoplites before the enemy spears could reach them. Of course, the effectiveness of the sarissa depended on the disciplined Macedonians acting as a unit. If even one infantryman swung his sarissa too far to the left or right, the whole line would become hopelessly tangled. But control of the sarissa was made possible by the elimination of heavy armor and weapons so that Macedonian foot soldiers, unlike their Greek or barbarian counterparts, could use both hands to hold and thrust their spears to deadly effect. The Macedonians drilled to such perfection with their long spears that soon they could turn together in any direction, open and close a line in an instant, and charge the enemy with frightening speed. The sarissa was made to destroy hoplites, but the deadly formation would work equally well on barbarian warriors charging the Macedonian lines.

Along with the development of a new kind of infantry, Philip reformed the cavalry to act in coordinated units with his foot soldiers. No longer would Macedonian nobles ride forth on their own in search of glory. In Philip’s army, the cavalry worked closely with the infantry, waiting for the sarissas to open a wide enough gap in the enemy line for the cavalry to ride through and strike at the undefended rear. Philip also was one of the first generals in history to create a highly trained corps of engineers. In time these men would be able to span raging rivers, cut roads across soaring mountains, and take any city by siege with awesome new engines of war.

But as impressive as Philip’s innovations were on the training field, no one knew whether they could bring victory in battle. The first great test came the next year when the young Macedonian king launched an attack on the Illyrians led by Bardylis, the very man responsible for his brother’s death two years before. Details of the battle are sketchy, but we know Philip brought with him at least ten thousand soldiers—almost every man of fighting age in Macedonia. Philip was determined to secure his western border and prove his worth as a general. It was a tremendous gamble, for if he had been defeated not only would his reign have come to an end but Macedonia itself would have been fatally weakened and carved up by its neighbors.

Even though Bardylis brought almost as many men to the field, he was hesitant when he saw the force before him and sent Philip a message offering a truce—but the Macedonian king would have none of it. He personally led his infantry forward against the Illyrians, though instead of striking their front line head-on, he employed a seemingly odd strategy of hitting the enemy with an angled formation. This meant the Macedonian front line struck the Illyrian troops on their left, while the right side of the Illyrian line watched. The Illyrian commanders tried to keep their right side in position, but the men were naturally drawn to the left to engage the enemy and protect themselves. It was exactly what Philip was counting on. As the Illyrians’ right slowly bent forward, a gap opened in the center of their line—and in rode Philip’s cavalry. The Macedonian horsemen successfully concentrated all their effort on breaking through to the rear of the Illyrian forces and throwing the enemy into chaos. The battle raged for hours, but eventually the Illyrians were completely surrounded and thousands were slaughtered on the battlefield. It was an inspired and innovative strategy that Philip would refine and use with devastating effect in future battles, as would his son Alexander.

Bardylis sued for peace and Philip, having made his point, graciously accepted. The Illyrian leader agreed to withdraw from all the territories of western Macedonia that he had previously occupied. To sweeten the deal, he offered Philip his daughter Audata in marriage. As was the case elsewhere in the ancient world, marriage was used in the Balkans to guarantee treaties and seal alliances. Love was irrelevant in such political unions. The woman’s task was to bind two kingdoms together, produce children, and serve as a hostage for her country’s good behavior. The wife expected no affection aside from that needed to sire a child, preferably a son. If her husband took other wives, concubines, or boys to bed, this was no concern of hers. All that mattered to the bride in such political marriages was that her status as a queen was respected and that any son she produced was granted his proper place in line for the throne.

Philip took to marriage alliances with a gusto unusual even for a Macedonian king and was notorious in antiquity for adding a new wife whenever he went to war. By the time of his death, he had married seven brides. After Audata died giving birth to a daughter, he married Phila from the southern mountain region of Elimeia as part of his grand strategy to bind the highland tribes of Macedonia more closely to him. She too died soon after, leaving the twenty-five-year-old Philip without a queen and, more important, without a male heir. He quickly married two women from Thessaly to strengthen relations with the kingdom on his southern border. The first Thessalian bride eventually bore him a daughter, named Thessalonica, for whom a great city would be named. The second at last gave Philip a son in the year 357. The proud father named him Arrhidaeus—but it soon became clear that the boy was mentally handicapped and unfit to inherit the throne. The eldest son of Philip was quietly put away and rarely appeared in public for the next thirty years.

It was then the king looked to the kingdom of Epirus (roughly modern Albania) on the Adriatic coast just south of Illyria and north of Greece. Epirus had long suffered Illyrian raids, so an alliance with Macedonia to contain their mutual enemy was beneficial to both. The security of Philip’s southwest border was also paramount, as was maintaining trade routes between the Adriatic and Macedonia. The head of the royal house of Epirus, Arybbas, had no daughters available and had already married his eldest niece himself, but his younger niece was still unmarried. Her name was Olympias.

As Plutarch tells the story, Philip and Olympias had met several years earlier on the island of Samothrace: “It is said that while still a young man, Philip was initiated into the sacred rites at Samothrace at the same time as Olympias, who was an orphan. They fell in love and pledged to marry, with the consent of her uncle Arybbas.”

The occasion and setting of this meeting is so strange it may be true, though Plutarch’s seemingly random encounter of two young lovers was likely based more on politics than romance.

Samothrace is a small, mountainous island in the northern Aegean lying between Macedonia and Troy. Its one claim to fame was a religious center on the northern coast dedicated to twin gods known as the Cabiri, who, along with powerful goddesses worshiped at the site, protected travelers, promoted fertility, and promised immortality to initiates. The Macedonians had recently taken an interest in Samothrace and had contributed generously to the temple, perhaps from genuine religious motivation or more likely from a desire to integrate themselves into an ancient Greek cult. That young Philip chose to be initiated into the local religion is no surprise, given his crafty use of diplomacy, spiritual and otherwise, to build alliances and strengthen his ties to the Greek world. But why would an Epiriote princess and her uncle the king just happen to be on a remote island far from home during the same summer festival as a royal Macedonian prince? It seems that Arybbas was very deliberately arranging a meeting between his niece and the young Philip in hopes of laying the groundwork for a future alliance between the kingdoms. Philip himself may well have been in on the plan before he arrived on Samothrace and it is probable that he was more interested in practical discussions with Arybbas about countering the Illyrian threat than gazing into the eyes of the teenage Olympias. Still, he may have liked what he saw in the young woman—beauty, intelligence, passion—all qualities appealing to an up-and-coming prince with hopes of producing a son worthy of his throne. In addition, her family claimed descent from Achilles, the greatest of the Greeks to fight at Troy. To mingle the blood of his own ancestor Hercules with that of Achilles must have been a powerful incentive to the union.

Olympias was no more than eighteen when she married Philip, but she was an experienced hand at palace intrigue and rivalries. In Epirus, however, she had at least been among family and friends, but in the Macedonian capital of Pella she was alone. On her wedding night she was led veiled into the bridal chamber, after which Philip entered and shut the door. As she fulfilled her most important duty as a wife for the first time, a chorus of maidens stood outside the doors and sang hymns to the goddess of fertility.

Later stories say that on the night before the wedding as she lay sleeping a peal of thunder crashed around the palace and a lightning bolt shot into her room, striking her womb without harming her. The legends also say that Philip soon dreamed he was putting a seal with the figure of a lion on his wife’s womb, which the prophet Aristander of Telmessus interpreted as a sign that Olympias was already pregnant with a son who would be bold and lionlike. Such stories of miraculous conceptions and divine parentage were common for heroes in the ancient world, but if Philip had any doubts that Olympias was a virgin when he took her to bed that first night, she would have been sent back to her uncle in disgrace.

During those first few weeks of married life together Philip must have devoted himself wholeheartedly to siring a son with Olympias. He would soon be away on campaign for long stretches of time with no opportunity for conjugal visits. Philip was a vigorous young man well known for his sexual appetites, so his young bride from Epirus received his frequent attention. But, according to Plutarch, late one night during those first few weeks of marriage Philip arrived at the bedroom of Olympias fully up to the task before him when he saw his wife sleeping next to an enormous snake. He had known Olympias was particularly devoted to exotic forms of worship common to women from her mountain homeland. He did not object to such sacred activities, many of which involved snakes, as long as they were conducted discreetly, but he was deeply disturbed that she brought serpents into her bed for private ecstatic rituals. Fearful that she might place a spell on him or that he might offend some divinity, he withdrew quietly and thereafter made only rare visits to her bedchamber.

We can be certain that whether the job was done by Philip or one of the gods—as Olympias would later claim—she was soon pregnant. Nine months later, in the hot Macedonian summer of 356, while Philip was conquering the town of Potidaea and awaiting news of his horse at the Olympic games, his wife gave birth to a son. Again, as with many ancient heroes, stories were repeated in later years of extraordinary events surrounding the birth of Alexander. It was said that the great temple of the goddess Artemis at Ephesus on the western coast of Asia Minor burned to the ground while the distracted goddess was busy in Macedonia attending the birth of the new prince. The Persian priests known as Magi who were resident in Ephesus reportedly ran madly about the ruins of the temple beating their faces and declaring that one who would bring calamity on Asia had been born that day. Other writers more soberly pointed out that the highly flammable temple had burned down repeatedly in the past and on this occasion had been set ablaze by a mentally disturbed man.
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Alexander’s boyhood at Pella was typical of any young Macedonian noble. He lived in his mother’s quarters in the palace and, with Philip often fighting on the borders over the years, he seldom saw his father. As was normal in royal households, Olympias turned over the day-to-day affairs of child rearing to a matron from a distinguished family. Alexander’s nurse was a woman named Lanice whose brother, known as Black Cleitus, would one day save Alexander’s life. But throughout his early years his mother was never far from his side and took a passionate interest in her son’s welfare. She was determined that he would keep his rightful place as Philip’s heir at all costs and worked tirelessly to that end. Mother and son were close from the beginning and remained so throughout Alexander’s life, sometimes to his exasperation.

Alexander did not, however, grow up a spoiled and pampered prince. From almost the day he could walk he began his training in war. Philip’s most skilled veterans drilled him in archery, swordplay, and especially horsemanship. Few days passed when Alexander did not mount a favorite horse and tear across the Macedonian plains. His first tutor was a crusty old tyrant named Leonidas, who had all the charm and subtlety of his namesake, the indomitable Spartan king who had fought against the Persians at Thermopylae. Leonidas was a kinsman of Olympias from Epirus, but he showed no favoritism to his young charge. As Alexander said in later years, Leonidas’ idea of breakfast was a forced march through the night, and of supper, a light breakfast. His tutor also used to rummage through his chests to make sure his mother hadn’t hidden away any luxuries for her son. He was so parsimonious that one day when Alexander took a whole handful of incense to throw on the altar fire, Leonidas rebuked the boy, saying that once he had conquered the spice markets of Asia he could waste good incense but not before. (Years later, when Alexander had taken the entire Near East, he sent his aged tutor an enormous shipment of frankincense and myrrh with a note saying he could now stop being so miserly to the gods.) Yet Alexander loved his cantankerous teacher and thought of him as a second father.

Other tutors taught the precocious Alexander the arts of reading and writing so that from an early age he learned to love Greek literature, especially the poetry of Homer. One of Alexander’s earliest childhood games must have been fighting with his friends as Greeks and Trojans beneath the walls of an imagined Troy. The prince also showed an unusual talent for music and became an accomplished lyre player. His other favorite tutor in these early years was a coarse but lighthearted Greek named Lysimachus, who was better known for his sense of humor than personal hygiene. He nicknamed Alexander “Achilles” and called himself Phoenix after the ancient hero’s own tutor. Lysimachus would later accompany Alexander to Asia and provoke one of the most dramatic episodes in the young king’s life.

One of the earliest stories about Alexander tells how when Philip was away on campaign yet again, the young prince, perhaps seven or eight years old, met ambassadors from the Great King of Persia who had come to the Macedonian court. Alexander was gracious and charming to the guests, winning their respect by not asking after trivial matters but inquiring into the length and conditions of Persian roads, how far it was to the Persian capital, what kind of man the Great King was, and what sort of army he possessed.

We can’t be certain, but it is likely that these envoys arrived at Pella to invite three celebrated Persian exiles to return home in safety. One of these men was Artabazus, an important Persian leader who had been involved in a revolt by fellow satraps against the king a few years earlier. His son-in-law, Memnon, a Greek from the island of Rhodes, was another of the exiles, along with an Egyptian named Menapis. They had come to Macedonia seeking a safe haven to weather the turmoil of the Persian court. These men would have been a treasure trove of information about Persia for the young Alexander, and it is not difficult to imagine the boy learning everything possible about the great empire to the east from them during their time at Pella. Even at this early age, he dreamed of kingdoms to vanquish. He often complained to his friends that Philip’s success in war weighed heavily on him: “Boys, my father is beating me to everything! He’s leaving me no worlds to conquer.”

Philip’s rapid expansion of the Macedonian kingdom was nothing short of astonishing. In the year before Alexander’s birth, he had taken the old Athenian outpost of Amphipolis across the Strymon River on the border with Thrace. With the city largely undamaged and the grateful inhabitants unharmed, this strategic gateway to the east became a crucial garrison town and commercial center controlling the timber and mineral resources of the whole Strymon valley. The same year Philip took the Athenian fortress at Pydna on the Macedonia coast, just a day’s march from Vergina, though the nearby outpost at Methone remained in Athenian hands. The next year his army again struck to the east, capturing the Thracian town of Crenides near Amphipolis. The Thracian king Cetriporis was furious at losing the city, especially as the vast riches from the nearby gold mines fell into Philip’s hands. Never modest, Philip now did something unprecedented in the Greek world and named the town after himself. From that day forward until Saint Paul visited in Roman times and founded the first Christian church in Europe on the site, the old Thracian town was known as Philippi.

With the revenues from the mines above Amphipolis and Philippi, the young Macedonian king was able to enlarge his army and equip it with the finest weapons and horses. With these new resources Philip laid siege to Methone in 354 in a final attempt to drive the Athenians from the Macedonian heartland. It was a furious fight, but in the end Philip took the town. The price he paid was the loss of an eye. Whether this was just an unlucky blow or the divine consequences of gazing on Olympias in bed with her serpentine lover, as was later claimed, Philip remained blind in one eye the rest of his life.

Undeterred by his infirmity, Philip began to extend his influence south into Thessaly at first by alliances, then by seizing the key port of Pagasae. His incorporation of large numbers of the renowned Thessalian cavalry into his army became a central component of his military power, as it would be for Alexander. Next, Philip again invaded the Chalcidice peninsula in 349 and attacked the city of Olynthus. This well-protected settlement had long been the center of commercial activity in the area and had served as the capital of the Chalcidic Confederacy against Sparta, then against Athens. The city had been on friendly terms with Macedonia, but when Philip took Amphipolis the citizens had seen the writing on the wall and allied themselves with Athens for protection. The Athenians promised assistance, but somehow the Athenian assembly could never quite agree on what should be done. As the noose tightened on Olynthus, the Athenians debated and delayed until at last Philip had the city surrounded. The king battered the walls and rained arrows down on the defenders, many with bronze tips inscribed with Philip’s name. When he at last took the town, Philip was uncharacteristically harsh. He sacked the city, leveled the site, and sold the survivors into slavery. By the devastation of Olynthus, Philip was sending a message to the Greeks—he could be merciful, but if opposed, he could also be ruthless.

The famed Athenian orator Demosthenes—who, according to legend, had overcome a childhood speech impediment by talking loudly with pebbles in his mouth—was one of the first Greeks to realize that Philip posed a deadly threat to the ancient cities of Greece. He saw Philip’s conquests in the north as so many stepping-stones to Athens. He tried with all his might to rally his fellow citizens to stand up to the Macedonian king before it was too late:


Have any of you been paying attention to Philip’s progress? Have you seen how he has risen from weakness to strength? First he takes Amphipolis, then Pydna, not to mention Potidaea. After that comes Methone and Thessaly . . . Then he invades Thrace, removing their chieftains and replacing them with his own men . . . Finally he seizes Olynthus—and I won’t even mention his campaigns in Illyria and Paeonia!



Although his oratorical skills were unsurpassed, Demosthenes was unable to motivate the apathetic Athenians to offer more than token resistance to Philip and his Macedonian army. Most Greeks were simply unwilling to believe that barbarians from beyond Mount Olympus posed any serious threat to their way of life. The embassy the Athenians sent to Pella was easily charmed by the lyre playing of ten-year-old Alexander, then bribed by Philip to make peace and look the other way while he swallowed up more Greek territory.

But Philip’s greatest opportunity for both legitimacy in Greek eyes and the expansion of his influence to the south was yet to come. The sanctuary of Delphi, home to the greatest oracle of the god Apollo, had long been a sacred gathering place for all of Greece. Kings, warriors, shopkeepers, and peasants could freely travel to the temple there and ask the god for advice—should they go to war, open a new business, or marry the girl next door? Delphi lay high on the slopes of Mount Parnassus in the region of Phocis in central Greece. In 356, the same year Alexander was born, a dispute had broken out between the local inhabitants around Delphi and the cities of the Amphictyonic Council, a regional organization of towns dedicated to protecting the oracle. Soon the dispute erupted into a bitter conflict known as the Sacred War between the people of Phocis and their allies from elsewhere in Greece—including Athens—and the council members, most notably Thebes. The war dragged on for years with neither side able to gain the advantage.

In 348 the weary Thebans called on Philip to join them and crush the Phocian rebels once and for all. The Macedonian king hesitated, as he wanted to avoid a direct war with Athens, but the Athenians—constantly harangued by Demosthenes—were finally beginning to take seriously the threat Philip posed. Embassies traveled between Athens and Pella in an attempt to settle the conflict peacefully. Promises were made and oaths were exchanged, but the dark cloud of war loomed over the land. At last, Philip took a bold risk and marched for Thermopylae, the gateway to Greece. There, where the Persians had crushed the Spartans on their way to destroy Athens, Philip, backed by his army, at last forced the Amphictyonic Council to take decisive action against the Phocian rebels and end the impasse. Faced with Macedonian troops on their border, the Phocians capitulated and Philip was granted a place of honor on the council. Athens was not pleased, but it was unwilling to press the matter. Philip, through a skillful combination of diplomacy and military threats, was now the dominant member of the most powerful political alliance in Greece.

One day when Alexander was about twelve years old, he made a friend who would follow him all the way to India. That this friend was a horse named Bucephalas is the most charming quality of a story that has long been one of the most famous and revealing in Alexander’s extraordinary life.

Philip himself was present that day, a rare event, when a horse breeder from Thessaly named Philoneicus had arrived at the small town of Dion beneath Mount Olympus and asked if he could show the king his wares. Philip, always keen for a new stallion to ride in battle, gladly agreed and along with Alexander accompanied the trader to the grassy plains just outside town. Philoneicus then led Bucephalas forward to the astonishment of the crowd. He was a truly magnificent animal, tall and powerful, midnight black with a white blaze on his forehead and an ox-head brand from the ranch of his breeder (hence the name Bu-cephalas—“ox-head”). Philoneicus knew he had caught the eye of Philip and the rest of the horse-loving Macedonian nobles, so he casually mentioned that he couldn’t possibly part with such an animal for less than thirteen talents. This incredible price was enough to support a man for a lifetime, but Philip merely shrugged. As stunning as the horse was, Philip could see at a glance that it was skittish and unmanageable, rearing up against Philip’s most experienced groomsmen and allowing no one to mount him. Even a horse as splendid as Bucephalas was useless to the king if he could not be ridden.

Philip ordered the animal taken away, but Alexander confronted his father and proclaimed he was losing a priceless stallion because he lacked the courage and skill to manage him. The king was not used to being chastised before his men, especially by his young son, but Alexander was beside himself with frustration and repeated his charge. Philip was angry now and glared at his son with his eye.


“Are you fool enough to criticize your elders? Do you really think that you know horses better than we do?”

“This horse at least. I can handle him better than any man alive!”

“Oh really? And if you can’t, what penalty are you willing to pay for your rashness?”

“I will pay the whole price of the horse.”



Even Philip couldn’t help but admire the bravado of his son and laughed along with his nobles at such youthful arrogance. But he agreed to the bargain and told his groomsmen to lead the horse to Alexander.

Bold he was, but Alexander was not foolish. While the warriors of the court had seen only the wild nature of Bucephalas, the young boy had noticed something more—the horse became uncontrollable only when the sun was behind him. It was his own shadow on the ground that had frightened Bucephalas. Alexander cleverly took the reins and gently turned the stallion toward the sun so that he cast no shadow before him. He then stroked the horse and spoke to him gently for several minutes until he was calm. To the astonishment of his father and the watching crowd, Alexander then cast aside his cloak and sprang up on the horse’s back in a single motion. Bucephalas was ready to fight, but the boy held him on a tight rein as they started trotting across the plain. Little by little, as Alexander got the measure of the animal, he began to loosen the reins and let the mighty stallion gallop across the grasslands at full speed. Everyone was terrified that the prince would be killed, but Alexander and Bucephalas raced far away from the crowd then back at last toward his father. A great cheer went up from all assembled and Philip, bursting with pride, shed tears of joy and kissed his son as he dismounted. He then embraced Alexander and prophetically declared: “My son, you must seek out a kingdom equal to yourself—Macedonia is not big enough for you!”

Philip knew that Alexander had now reached an age when his spirit and intellect had moved beyond the limits of his boyhood tutors. If he was someday to be king and take his place at the head of the rising power in the Greek world, he needed the kind of training that could come from only the greatest mind of the age. To Philip, this could be only one man—Aristotle. He was an unusual choice, since at this time Aristotle was a virtually unknown refugee living in exile, but the man who would one day become one of the most famous philosophers in history had known Philip since they were both boys. Aristotle was from the nearby town of Stagira on the Chalcidice peninsula, but he had been raised at the Macedonian court of Philip’s father, Amyntas, where his own father was court physician. Philip was only a year or two younger than Aristotle, so the boys had grown up together. At seventeen, Aristotle had left Macedonia and traveled to Athens, where he spent the next twenty years as a student of Plato at the famous Academy. When Plato died, Aristotle had expected to take over leadership of the school, but instead had been driven out of town by Demosthenes and the anti-Macedonian party because of his connections to Philip. That same year, his rebellious hometown of Stagira was destroyed by Philip’s army, so Aristotle fled to a city near Troy where the tyrant Hermias governed in the name of Persia. He remained there three years and even married the adopted daughter of the tyrant, but when Hermias was murdered, he retreated to the nearby island of Lesbos to teach and study the local flora and fauna. Three years later, when Philip invited him to return to Pella as Alexander’s tutor, Aristotle jumped at the chance.

Aristotle was an inspired teacher. Just as Socrates had taught Plato and Plato in turn had instructed Aristotle, now the philosopher from Stagira would show Alexander the wonders of the universe. With his skinny legs, small eyes, persistent lisp, outrageous clothing, and gaudy rings, Aristotle must have made a laughable impression on the Macedonian prince, but when the man spoke, Alexander knew he was in the presence of genius. Unlike Plato, who valued theory and speculation above all else, Aristotle was a practical man. He was passionately curious about how things worked and was as likely to be found knee-deep in a swamp collecting tadpoles for dissection as in a library studying the art of poetics. In an age before specialization, Aristotle studied and wrote about everything. He practically invented logic and deduced that the universe must have been created by an all-powerful prime mover who, however, took no interest in his handiwork. Aristotle was the first great experimental scientist, with physics, astronomy, biology, embryology, meteorology, and much more in his realm of expertise. He knew from observation and experimentation that the earth was a sphere and that whales were mammals, not fish. He pioneered the study of ethics and argued that the greatest virtues come from moderation. He declared that man was a political animal—that is, a creature who finds his true home in the polis or city. No person could lead a meaningful life isolated from others, he declared, for a life without friends would not be worth living. But he also believed, as did almost everyone at his time, that slavery was a natural state of affairs and that men by nature were superior to women. He also held that people of barbarian nations were inferior to Greeks and should be treated as such.

Alexander must have studied all these ideas and more under Aristotle, but the subjects that seemed to have interested him the most were medicine, science, and poetry. Aristotle learned the healing arts from his own father and passed the knowledge on to Alexander. As a general on the field of battle in later years, Alexander was known personally to treat wounds and prescribe medicines for his men. He also collected specimens of plants to send back to his teacher and mapped out the world with a precision previously unknown. He loved reading, especially Homer’s Iliad, which he revered as a handbook of war. Aristotle edited a volume of the poem for him that he carried on his campaigns in a special box. At night, Alexander placed it reverently under his pillow—along with a very sharp dagger.

At the site of Mieza west of Pella, where the plains of Macedonia met soaring peaks, Aristotle tutored Alexander and other young nobles of the court, many of whom became the prince’s most loyal followers. These included his friend Ptolemy, a distant member of the royal family from the wild Macedonian highlands who would one day become pharaoh of Egypt. There was also the son of Philip’s trusted companion Antipater, a youth named Cassander, who suffered from ill health all his life but managed to become a powerful king after Alexander’s death. The slightly older Laomedon from the Aegean island of Lesbos would become invaluable to Alexander as he was fluent in Persian, while his Macedonian comrade Marsyas would become one of Alexander’s earliest biographers. Alexander also made friends with Nearchus, originally from the island of Crete, who would use his seafaring skills to sail the Indian Ocean. But of all the companions of Alexander who studied with Aristotle, Hephaestion of Pella would become his closest friend.
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Plutarch describes Alexander as fair in complexion with a ruddy face and piercing eyes. He was shorter in height than the average Macedonian, though he never let this hold him back in boyhood games or on the battlefield. His image is preserved in copies of marble busts made while he was still alive by court artists employed by Philip. These follow the conventions of Greek art in many ways, showing a clean-shaven young man with lean cheeks, a square jaw, and a fierce look of determination. A remarkably detailed ivory carving of Alexander just over an inch high from Philip’s tomb at Vergina shows similar features along with a muscular neck and deep-set eyes gazing upward to the heavens. Plutarch also says a very pleasant odor rose from his skin. Whether or not this was true, sweet smells were frequently associated with gods in the ancient world, as they were with Christian saints in medieval Europe.

In a court of sexual excess available in a bewildering variety of forms, it might have been expected that the adolescent Alexander would indulge himself shamelessly. But he showed a surprising lack of interest in the pleasures of the flesh, though he was impetuous and bold in every other way. He greatly valued self-control and had about him an air of seriousness well beyond his years. From boyhood, his relationships with women were unusually respectful in a world where slave girls, concubines, and even wives were treated as property. His mother, Olympias, was so worried about Alexander’s apparent lack of interest in girls that she procured for him the services of a beautiful Thracian prostitute named Callixeina in hopes of sparking his interest, but to no avail. It seems that the unrestrained passion and subsequent weariness of lovemaking deeply troubled the young man. As Alexander would confess years later, sex and sleep more than anything else reminded him that he was mortal.

One day, when Alexander was asked if he would be willing to compete in the footrace at the upcoming Olympic games, the prince replied that he would, but only if he could compete against kings. If anyone doubted his desire to rule and seek glory on the battlefield, he banished these doubts when he was only sixteen years old. While Philip was busy leading an expedition against his rebellious ally Byzantium, the king left his son at Pella as regent of the Macedonian kingdom. When Philip handed Alexander the royal seal ring granting him power to rule in his stead, there were surely stern words of fatherly warning not to do anything rash. The ring was meant to be a test. If Alexander could successfully resist the temptations of such power for a few months, his position as heir would be secured.

But on the frontiers of a kingdom such as Macedonia, there were always enemies waiting to pounce. The wild Thracian Maedi in the mountains to the north had been kept in check for years by Philip’s army. When news reached them that Philip and his troops were in distant Byzantium with only a boy left behind on the throne, they smelled opportunity. The tribesmen left their mountain hideouts and began moving down the Strymon valley above Amphipolis with their hearts set on plunder and revenge.

As soon as word reached Pella, Alexander gathered whatever forces his father had left behind and headed north for his first taste of battle. Details are few, but we know that over the next few weeks Alexander destroyed the Maedi and took over their land. Poorly suited though it was for all but raising goats, the mountains were rich in iron needed for forging weapons. Then in a bold move that foreshadowed future colonization in Asia, Alexander settled a mixed population of Macedonians and foreigners at a Maedi stronghold and renamed the settlement Alexandropolis—city of Alexander. Plutarch says Philip was pleased when he heard the news of Alexander’s victory, but any teenager who named a city for himself bore watching.

Alexander soon had an even greater opportunity to prove his worth. Philip had reached the limit of his patience with the Athenians and their endless conspiracies against him. Demosthenes had been warning for years that Macedonia—not Sparta, Thebes, or even Persia—was the greatest threat to their city. With Athenian pirates harassing his coasts and the joint efforts of Athens and Persia to crush his kingdom, Philip decided to strike first. He seized the Athenian grain fleet sailing from the Black Sea as it passed Macedonia, depriving the city of its most important source of food. Then he marched south with his army before anyone knew what was happening and occupied the town of Elatea north of Thebes. Philip was hoping to provoke the Athenians into doing something foolish—and he was not disappointed. Athens was still an important sea power, but it had not fought a significant land battle in decades. Demosthenes, nonetheless, whipped the Athenians into a war frenzy, flattering them that they were the heirs of the victors at Marathon and would certainly crush this upstart barbarian on the field of battle. The Athenians also formed an alliance with Thebes, warning their northern neighbor that Philip would destroy them on his way to attack Athens. Thus on a hot day in early August of 338, the Athenians and their allies, including the elite Sacred Band of Thebes, arrived at Philip’s camp in a narrow valley in central Greece near the village of Chaeronea.

The armies that gathered on the swampy plain little more than a mile across were enormous, perhaps sixty thousand men in all, with numbers roughly equal on both sides. But whereas the Athenians were mostly shopkeepers and farmers, the Macedonians were professional soldiers who for years had fought against both Greek hoplites and all manner of savage warriors from the mountains of the north. And yet, it was the three hundred grim-faced lovers of the Theban Sacred Band that worried Philip the most. He had to break them if he was to win the battle. It is surprising, therefore, that Philip placed his now eighteen-year-old son, Alexander, at the crucial point on the end of the Macedonian line opposite the Sacred Band.

Philip’s strategy was essentially the same he had first used years earlier against the Illyrians. While the Athenians and their allies formed a straight line across the valley, the Macedonians stood at an angled formation pressing the Athenian line only on the far left. Philip then ordered his men to advance, so that the Athenians on the left felt the full force of the Macedonian attack while those to the right were still untouched. At first, the Athenians held the enemy and even began to force them back. Those farther down the line on the right saw the Macedonians retreating and broke ranks to join in the attack—exactly as Philip knew they would. While the more disciplined Thebans led by the Sacred Band held their line, a gap opened up in the Athenian center and in rushed the cavalry of Alexander. He quickly surrounded the Thebans while his father moved against the Athenians. The sons of Marathon collapsed in shambles and fled, with at least a thousand killed and twice that number captured. Many of Athens’s best generals stood their ground and were slain, but among those who ran in terror from the battlefield was the orator Demosthenes. The common soldiers from Thebes fared little better, but the men of the Sacred Band formed a circle and faced Alexander and his Macedonians, prepared to fight to the death. Their corpses soon piled on top of one another until at last there was no one left to fight. Only those few too wounded to resist were taken alive, while the rest fell where they stood. Philip honored the dead of the Sacred Band by burying them on the battlefield and celebrated their courage with the towering statue of a lion that still stands in the quiet valley of Chaeronea.

Philip was gracious in his victory, though he was reluctant to give Alexander the credit he deserved for his decisive role in the battle. The king could have marched south and destroyed both Thebes and Athens, but instead he sent an embassy, led by Alexander, to the Athenian assembly seeking peace. Philip’s magnanimity was based on the simple calculation that Athens, especially its navy, was more valuable to him intact. All Athenian property and persons would be respected, while he also returned the Athenian prisoners captured at Chaeronea unharmed and without ransom. He allowed the Athenians to maintain control over the Aegean islands they held and promised not to garrison Macedonian troops in their town. All he asked in return was that Athens become his ally. The assembly was so grateful not to be facing Macedonian troops on the city walls that it granted Philip everything he asked for and conferred Athenian citizenship upon the king and his son. The Athenians even erected a statue of Philip in the marketplace.

For Alexander, the embassy to Athens must have been a grand occasion, the only time he would visit the most famous city in Greece. There he saw the Acropolis soaring above the town, topped by the Parthenon containing the gilded statue of the virgin goddess Athena. As with all ancient Greek buildings and sculpture, those on the Acropolis were painted in brilliant colors—no Greek would have endured bare white marble. Alexander surely visited the theater of Dionysus on the slopes just below the Parthenon, the very place where Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex had first been performed. On the hill of the Pnyx across from the Acropolis was the meeting place of the assembly, where Pericles had declared that future generations would marvel at all that Athens had achieved. Nearby was the Academy, where his teacher Aristotle had studied, and the agora, where Socrates had cornered hapless citizens, demanding they examine their most cherished beliefs. All of Athens stretched before him that glorious summer, the heart of Greek history and culture whose image he would cherish the rest of his life.

Meanwhile, Philip was wasting no time consolidating his hold on Greece. That winter he called for a general assembly of all the Greek cities at Corinth. In the aftermath of Chaeronea, no one dared to refuse, except for the eternally belligerent state of Sparta. Philip could have wiped the Spartans off the map, but they were no real threat to him and he must have calculated that their absence made the proceedings seem almost voluntary. The terms the king laid out at Corinth were simple—the Greek states were to live in peace with one another, defend each other in case of attack, submit to the decisions of a central representative council (the synedrion), and form an alliance with Macedonia, swearing to uphold him and his descendants as leaders of a unified military force. Although this League of Corinth was cast in a democratic mold, there was never any doubt that Philip was now the undisputed ruler of all of Greece.

In his first decision as military leader of the League, Philip proposed a bold plan that he had nurtured for many years—the invasion of the Persian Empire. It was not a quixotic notion, given the political situation in Persia at the time. The Athenian orator Isocrates, now in his nineties, had in fact been advocating such a Panhellenic crusade for decades, though mostly in hope of giving the Greeks someone to fight besides each other. But the aged Isocrates saw at last in Philip a leader with the military might and authority to unite the Greeks in a grand campaign against Persia to avenge the atrocities of the past and liberate the Greek cities on the Aegean coast of Asia from Persian rule. Philip cared no more for the lofty ideals of Panhellenism than he did for democracy, but the respected orator offered him convenient propaganda for his own military ambitions. Not that he entertained foolish dreams of conquering the whole Persian Empire, but its rich Greek cities in nearby Asia Minor were far away from the heartland of Persia. The empire was stretched thin from years of rebellion in Egypt and other provinces, while the palace at Susa was in chaos with the recent assassination of the Great King Artaxerxes III by the eunuch and grand vizier Bagoas. Persian leadership had passed to Arses, the young and untested son of Artaxerxes III, who as Artaxerxes IV was firmly under the thumb of his father’s assassin. The timing could not have been better for Philip. With Greece unified under his command and the Persian leadership in crisis, the Greek cities across the Aegean were delightfully vulnerable. The League of Corinth had no choice but to elect Philip leader of the combined Greek and Macedonian crusade against the Persian Empire.

While he was making plans for the invasion, Philip took time to further his own image as patron of all things Greek by commissioning a grand edifice known as the Philippeum in the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia. This structure was circular in shape, surrounded by columns, and held sumptuous ivory and gold statues of Philip and his family, including Olympias and Alexander. Some believed that Philip was now seeking to establish himself and the Macedonian royal house as semi-divine figures. There had been previous cases of mortal heroes accorded special honor bordering on worship, but to construct a shrine to a living ruler was unprecedented in Greek history. Egyptian pharaohs were seen as divine intermediaries between gods and humans, but not even the Great King of Persia was worshiped as a god. Among Macedonian nobility, the ruling king was seen as the first among equals—blessed by the gods, certainly, but not one of them. Whatever Philip’s intentions, whether a proclamation of his power after the victory at Chaeronea or something more, the fact that Olympias and her son were included in the Philippeum made it clear that Philip considered Alexander the undisputed heir to the Macedonian throne.

It was now that one of the strangest events in the turbulent history of the Macedonian court occurred. Philip had no sooner returned to Pella than he announced that he was divorcing Olympias on suspicion of adultery and taking yet another wife, this time from an old Macedonian family of impeccable pedigree. Moreover, he began spreading rumors that Alexander was not his true son. Why would Philip throw the court into turmoil with such baseless charges at this crucial stage of his expansionist plans? Philip was ready to send his generals Attalus, Parmenion, and Amyntas across the Aegean to prepare the way for his invasion of Persia. Thousands of troops and tons of supplies had been requisitioned from his Greek and barbarian allies. It seemed sheer insanity to risk his conquest of the Persian cities of Asia Minor because of a domestic dispute.

And yet, Philip must have had a very good reason for rejecting Olympias and Alexander so suddenly. The answer seems to lie in the political maneuvering among the leading Macedonian families. Olympias had always been an outsider to them, a half-wild foreigner from the mountains of Epirus who worshiped snakes and cared only for securing her son’s position as Philip’s heir. If the king was to take a bride who was a blue blood Macedonian and if she bore him a son, then that boy would be worthy to inherit the throne. Philip was only in his forties, with plenty of time to sire a son who would come of age before Philip grew old. It just so happened that his general Attalus had a niece and ward named Cleopatra who was young, beautiful, and, he hoped, fertile. Attalus was married to Parmenion’s daughter, so that any child of Cleopatra would have ties to almost all the leading families at Pella. In their minds, any future heir of pure Macedonian blood was preferable to a half-Epiriote prince like Alexander.

Philip agreed that rejection of Olympias and her son was in his best interest. He had seldom slept with Olympias in the twenty years since Alexander’s birth and had never forgotten the chilling sight of her entwined with a snake on her bed. Her son Alexander was a fine lad, he admitted, handy as could be in battle, but too talented and ambitious for his own good. It would be a shame to lose him, but Philip was confident he could father other sons to take his place.

Philip wanted to show there were no hard feelings and so invited Alexander to the wedding banquet. As with all Macedonian parties, the wine flowed without ceasing, with Philip drinking more than anyone. It was late into the night when Attalus rose and proposed a toast to his niece the bride and a very drunk Philip. He called on all Macedonians to offer a prayer to the gods that they would soon grant the couple a legitimate successor to the throne. Alexander was furious at the none-too-subtle insult and threw his cup at Attalus, demanding to know if he was calling him a bastard. Philip then jumped up and drew his sword, intending to strike down his son, but stumbled and fell flat on the floor. Alexander glared down at him in disgust and proclaimed: “Look, everyone! The man who wants to cross from Europe to Asia can’t even make it from one couch to the next.” Alexander then stormed out of the room. By dawn he and his mother had fled to her family in the mountains of Epirus.

Months passed while Philip fumed in Pella and Alexander brooded in Epirus, then moved on to stay with friends in Illyria. The next summer Cleopatra gave birth to a daughter named Europa, not the son Philip and the Macedonian nobility had hoped for. But time was now short before the planned invasion of Persia would have to begin. Troops and supplies were ready. The Persian court was more chaotic than ever with the timely murder of Artaxerxes IV—again by the eunuch Bagoas—and his replacement with the new Great King, Darius III (Darayavaush, in the Persian language). Philip had even sent to Apollo’s oracle at Delphi for the god’s approval of his upcoming expedition. After appropriate offerings were made, the priestess replied in verse: “The bull is ready for slaughter, the end is near, the sacrificer is present.”

It was a typically ambiguous response from Delphi, but Philip chose to interpret it favorably, seeing the bull as Persia and himself as the sacrificer. Soon others would see it differently.

For a king to begin a long and distant war without an heir at the ready was a risky proposition. Even some of the old Macedonian families began to worry that the kingdom would descend into chaos if Philip were killed in Asia. Finally it was the arrival of an old friend, Demaratus of Corinth, that brought the king to his senses. When he met Philip, they exchanged the usual pleasantries, then Philip asked if the Greek cities were still quarreling. Demaratus shook his head and then, as only a longtime companion could, told Philip he was a fine one to ask about affairs in Greece when he couldn’t even manage his own family. He admonished Philip, saying that he had brought the recent bitterness and dissension on himself. It was time to end the feud with his son and establish him again as heir before sailing to Asia. Philip was taken aback, but he saw the wisdom of Demaratus and reluctantly agreed. Soon messengers were on their way over the mountains of Illyria to bring Alexander home.
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