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PROLOGUE


IN THE Odyssey, Homer describes “an island in the surging sea which they call Pharos, lying off Egypt. It has a harbor with good anchorage, and hence they put out to sea after drawing water.”

When Alexander the Great came upon this site in 332 B.C., a settlement named Rhakotis sprawled along the shore and was a haven for fishermen and pirates. Behind it, five native villages were scattered along the strip between Lake Mareotis and the Mediterranean Sea. Just off the coast lay the island of Pharos, where Alexander stayed before setting out to find the oracle of Zeus Ammon in the Siwa Oasis.

Diodorus Siculus, writing in the first century B.C., furnished detailed information about Alexander’s deciding to found a great city in Egypt and issuing orders to his architects that they build the city between the marsh (Lake Mareotis) and the sea. “He himself,” stated the Greek historian, “laid out the site and traced the streets skillfully and ordered that the city should be called after him, Alexandria. It was conveniently situated near the harbor of Pharos, and by selecting the right angle of the streets, Alexander made the city breathe with the Etesian winds [the northwestern winds of summer], so that as these blew across a great expanse of sea, they cooled the air of the city and thus provided its inhabitants with a moderate climate and good health. Alexander’s architects also laid out the walls so that they were large and very strong. Lying between the great marsh and the sea, the city thus afforded two approaches by land, both narrow and easily protected in case of war.”

Since the Nile was only twenty miles away, Alexander realized that wherever this great river poured itself into the sea, so much silt and mud would collect at the Delta it would be impossible to have a sound harbor there. But at Pharos, silt posed no problem. His new city would have two clear harbors: one on the Mediterranean, the other facing Lake Mareotis to the south. Furthermore, he would construct a canal from the lake to the Nile, connecting Alexandria with all the river ports of southern Egypt. Thus the city would be able to accept trade ships from the Mediterranean as well as from the Nile without danger of being clogged by the accumulation of sediment.

Because Alexander had defeated the Persians at the Dardanelles and at Asia Minor, and because Egypt clung to its bitter hatred of the Persians, the country fell willingly into his hands. He was twenty-five when he entered Memphis, the ancient capital of Egypt (modern Cairo). From there, he traveled by barge down the Nile, all the way to the clay-bound coast facing Pharos Island. The place apparently fascinated him, and he ordered his architect Deinocrates to build a magnificent city on the site. The Greek biographer Plutarch wrote that Alexander knelt down and sliced out the streets of this proposed city with strokes of his finger in the sand—streets wide enough for eight chariots to travel side by side, each leading diagonally to the sea.

To maintain control of his newly acquired Egyptian territory, Alexander needed a capital on the coast to serve as a supply link with Macedonia. At Pharos, he had found the ideal site: secure harbor, mild climate, with ample fresh water, and easy access to the Nile and the Lower Kingdom. Alexander hoped that the genius of Hellenism would be perpetuated here, a metropolis of culture to benefit the entire world.

When Alexander departed for the Siwa Oasis, Deinocrates, a renowned architect of the time, carried out Alexander’s instructions, laying out the new capital of Egypt: crossing the streets at right angles and lining them on both sides with columns the full length of the city, east to west. Along with spacious parks and gardens, slaves constructed lavish buildings and palaces, including a university called the Mouseion (home of the Muses), and a magnificent library, which would attract the best scientists, philosophers, mathematicians, physicians, teachers, and scholars of the age.

Amazingly, Alexander’s grand dream would find its way into the mind and soul of the city, and produce a profound influence on western culture, art, politics, and religion to this day.
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THE BIRTH OF THE CITY
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WITHIN A CENTURY after Alexandria was built, it was larger than Carthage and growing so swiftly that it acknowledged no superior, even Rome. It had already become the center not only of Hellenism, but also of Judaism. Its Mouseion was the leading university of its time—the finest teachers, philosophers, and scientists flourishing within its walls. Here ancient scholars produced the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament), and on these streets Julius Caesar would stroll with Cleopatra to the wild cheers of the populace.

For the thousand years after its foundation, Alexandria served as the cultural, political, and religious center of Egypt. In addition to its reputation for learning, its architecture was famous. The Royal Palaces were spread out along the northeast angle and occupied the promontory of Lochias, which locked in the harbor on the east. The Great Theater, together with the gigantic temple to Poseidon, stood on an imposing hill, while below, the docks of the Emporium accepted ships from all over the world, their marble arms stretching out toward the sea, all the way to the Caesarium, which was protected on each side by two gigantic obelisks, Cleopatra’s Needles. The Gymnasium and Palestra were situated in the eastern half of the city, whereas the Mausoleum of Alexander the Great lay at the point of intersection of the city’s two main thoroughfares: Canopic Way and Street of the Soma (body of Alexander). The Serapium, the most famous of all Alexandrian temples, stood toward the western border of the city near Rhakotis Hill and occupied the highest spot in Alexandria. Later excavations revealed that its basement contained a series of long subterranean galleries and burial chambers carved in the rock and lined with limestone.

Many descriptions of this extraordinary city survive. The ancients liked to compare places with objects. A map of Piraeus resembled a vase; the island of Rhodes looked like a theater and its rounded port an orchestra. Of Alexandria, the Roman scholar Pliny wrote: “The city is made in the image of a Macedonian chlamys [a short oblong cloak worn by horsemen], circular in shape, notched along the edges, and jutting out to left and right.”

The shape of the city indeed resembled a chlamys. Moreover, it was approximately bisected by Canopic Way, which ran from the Sun Gate to the Moon Gate, a distance of 40 furlongs (8,000 yards). Its width was a plethron (100 feet). Both sides of the lengthy street were bordered with endless rows of magnificent columns and rich facades of houses and temples. Finally, before embarking for the Siwa Oasis, Alexander instructed his architects to build royal palaces that would be notable for their size and massiveness. Those who were to rule Egypt after him would repeatedly enlarge these already lavish palaces.

By the early part of the first century B.C., the city had grown so rapidly that travelers and historians overwhelmingly agreed she was the greatest city of the civilized world and surpassed all others in size, elegance, and luxury. She was at the height of her fascination and beauty when the geographer Strabo visited her in 25 B.C. and remained there for several years, consulting the works of historians, geographers, and astronomers at Alexandria’s famous Library. Both the long sides of the city were washed by the waters of the Mediterranean and Lake Mareotis, with a diameter of some 30 stadia (approximately 606 feet), while the short sides were the isthmuses, each 7 or 8 stadia wide and pinched in—one by the sea, and the other by the lake. For administrative purposes, the city was cut into five sections, each called after a letter: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon.

Beta included the Royal Palaces, the Mouseion, and other buildings; Delta was the Jewish Quarter. The city was intersected by streets ideal for horse-riding and chariot-driving; two in particular, Canopic Way and Street of the Soma, extended to more than a plethron in breadth (a stadion was 6 plethra), cutting one another into two parts and at right angles. There was building on building here, all linked with one another and the harbor—even those that lay outside the harbor on the Lochias promontory.

The Mouseion was part of the palaces. It had a public walk, an exedra (a hall or arcade with seats or recesses suitable for lectures and discussions) and a large building to house the scholars who resided there. They not only held property in common, but also had a leader in charge of the Mouseion, formerly appointed by the kings, and later by the caesars. In addition, there were many spacious exedras with porticoes and seats where philosophers, rhetoricians, physicians, scientists, and poets studied and debated new theories. Part of the palace area (the Mausoleum) provided the enclosure where Alexander the Great and the Ptolemaic kings were buried. Across the Great Harbor, on Pharos Island, the imposing Lighthouse, one of the Seven Wonders of the World, warned ships of the approaching coast.

The first sight to catch the traveler’s eye as he sailed into Alexandria’s waters were the Royal Palaces, which ran contiguous with the Royal Palaces on Lochias. Along its serene coast rolled groves of lush trees and shrubs. But it was what lay inside Alexandria that attracted visitors: the countless temples, a magnificent Theater, Cleopatra’s Needles standing guard over the port, the Poseidium, and particularly the Emporium, with its busy bazaars and warehouses extending as far as the Heptastadion, the great mole that connected Pharos Island to the mainland.

Further on, a navigable canal led to Lake Mareotis; and beyond the canal, the Necropolis (Western Cemetery), with abundant gardens, graves, and halting stations for corpse-embalming. Along both sides of the canal, as far as the Serapium, there were more buildings. The most beautiful of all, however, was the University, whose rows of porticoes extended more than a hundred meters in length. At the heart of the city stood the imposing Court of Justice. Here too was the Paneium (temple to Pan, the Greek god of shepherds and goatherds), reached by a winding spiral road, and from whose commanding summit the whole city could be viewed below.

[image: Image]

After the conquest of Egypt, Cleomenes was appointed collector of revenues by Alexander. He was greatly despised. Demosthenes called him “Ruler of Egypt and dishonest manipulator of the country’s lucrative grain trade.” Aristotle concurred, citing Cleomenes’ numerous incidents of fraudulent conduct with merchants, priests of the temple, and government officials. The Roman historian Arrian added his own assessment: “He was an evil man who committed many grievous wrongs in Egypt.”

Although Deinocrates had drawn up the original plans for the new city, it was Cleomenes who began Alexandria’s construction. During his two-year tenure as collector of revenues, Cleomenes had amassed a huge fortune through bribes and corruption. Soon after the death of Alexander, however, General Ptolemy took control of Egypt and one of his first functions was to have Cleomenes put to death. Deinocrates then proceeded to lay out the city and to erect some of its principal buildings. Alexandria grew so rapidly, first under Ptolemy Soter, then under his son Ptolemy II, that in 270 B.C. the city had to be divided into three governable districts.

Rhakotis was the native Egyptian quarter, within which was erected the Serapium. Here also was Pompey’s Shrine, the Catacombs, and the Race Course.

Bruchium, the royal Greek-Macedonian quarter, occupied the entire front of the Great Harbor from the promontory of Lochias to the long causeway that connected Alexandria to the island of Pharos. Together with the large population of Greek-Macedonians, many other Europeans and Asians dwelt in this quarter. It was the most thriving section of the city, with its elaborate government offices, trade marts, and imposing public buildings. Of these, the Mausoleum, or Soma, stood out, as did the great Mouseion with its famous Library and Theater, both of which were adorned with colonnades of rare Egyptian marble. Toward the slender promontory of Lochias, among exotic gardens and groves of unusual trees and flowers, rose the beautiful and stately palaces of the Ptolemaic kings and the Temple of Isis.

The Jewish Quarter was almost as large as the Greek. It had its own sturdy walls and was governed by an ethnarch (Greek for “leader of the people”) under a jewish council and laws. In essence, the Alexandrian Jews had a city of their own. Occasionally, quarrels broke out between them and the Greeks or the Romans, and with every change of political wind their privileges were periodically abolished. According to the historian Josephus, Jews settled in Alexandria shortly after the death of Alexander the Great. At first, they dwelt in the eastern sector of the city, near the sea; but during the Roman era, two of the city’s five quarters (particularly the fourth, or Delta) were inhabited by Jews, whose synagogues spread over almost every part of the city. The Jews of Alexandria engaged in various crafts and commerce. Though some were extremely wealthy (merchants and moneylenders), the vast majority worked as artisans. Together they formed an autonomous community governed by respected leaders, ethnarchs, and a council of seventy-one elders. The ethnarch was responsible for the general conduct of Jewish affairs in the city, especially in matters of law and the drawing up of documents.

During the Ptolemaic period, relations between the Jews and the government were good, and many of the Jews acquired citizenship in the city. Only twice (in 145 and 88 B.C.) did insignificant clashes break out, both over political disagreements. In 38 B.C., during the tumultuous reign of Caligula, a serious riot erupted against the Jews, instigated largely by the anti-Semitic attitude of the Roman governor, Flaccus. As a result, many Jews were murdered, their leaders publicly scourged, synagogues defiled, and all the Jewish population confined to one quarter of the city. On Caligula’s death, the emperor Claudius restored their religious and national rights.

Within the three main districts of the city, the Greek, Egyptian, and Jewish quarters, an enormous population of many other groups and classes coexisted: Asian tradesmen; Greeks from the mainland and the Aegean Islands; Afrasians from Cyrene; people from Syria, Asia Minor, Arabia, Babylonia, Assyria, Media, Persia, Carthaginia, Italy, Gaul, Iberia, and India. In truth, the city was a universal nurse, or pantotrophus, nurturing each race that settled there.

Alexandria was cut into these distinct parts by two large avenues: Canopic Way stretched from the Moon Gate in the Western Harbor and extended through the heart of the city, all the way to the Sun Gate at the eastern outskirts, beyond the Jewish Quarter. The Street of the Soma began on the shore of the Great Harbor and traversed the city, crossing Canopic Way from north to south, on to the shore of Lake Mareotis. These two magnificent streets were more than 100 feet wide and flanked on both sides with marble colonnades, statues, monuments, and sphinxes. Most of the other streets ran parallel to Canopic Way or braced the Street of the Soma.

Every cistern in Alexandria connected to the Nile, carrying water clear of silt for domestic use. Like the cisterns, all the buildings in the city were built of stone—even the ordinary dwellings—without wooden floorings and timbers. Their foundations were of masonry and adorned with vaulted arches. The absence of wood construction made Alexandria the only fireproof city in the world. Sprawled over the mainland and Pharos Island, this superb metropolis boasted a wide variety of shops, industrial factories, institutions of learning, centers of culture, and magnificent works of art. Almost daily, ships from every corner of the globe docked on each side of the Heptastadion, a thin strip of land connecting Pharos with mainland Alexandria. The workers loaded and unloaded their wares: silk and rice from the Orient, grain and corn from the fertile valley of the Nile bound for Greece and Rome, ivory from deep in Africa. For bathers, massive marble steps descended from the shore into the salty waters of the Mediterranean.

Within the confines of the city were military camps for the Macedonian and mercenary soldiers, barracks and arsenals, a huge Gymnasium and Stadium for athletic events, halls for lectures, theaters for drama and comedy, where spectators could look up beyond the stage and see the eternal flame of the Pharos Light.

Entering Alexandria by land was an unforgettable experience, according to ancient accounts. The Greek historian Achilles Tatius traveled to the city from Ephesus in the fourth century A.D. and, after a journey of eight days, he reached Alexandria, entering it by the Sun Gate, just to the east of the Jewish Quarter. A straight, double row of columns led all the way from the Sun Gate to the Moon Gate near the Necropolis. From this vantage point, two things struck him as especially strange and extraordinary: it was impossible to decide which was the greater—the aura of the place and its beauty, or the city itself and its inhabitants. So deep was the impression, he later wondered “whether any other city in the world could be found large enough to hold such a population.” It so happened that he arrived in Alexandria during the combined sacred festival of the Greek god Zeus and the Egyptian Serapis. There was a long procession of torches. Although it was late evening and the sun had gone down, “it seemed as though another sun had arisen, vying indeed with the sky for beauty.”

Strabo, the Greek geographer, visited Egypt in the days of Augustus and was so enthralled with Alexandria’s beauty, he decided to remain there for an extensive period of time. He claimed the best approach to the city was from the sea, sailing along the right hand of the Great Harbor, past the Pharos Light. On the left hand, along the reefs and promontory of Lochias, stood the Royal Palaces; and within the harbor, just in front of the Royal Docks, rose the smaller island of Antirrhodus, with its plush gardens and multicolored lodges. “It is indeed quite fitting,” he remarked, “that Alexandria, with her two excellent harbors and easy access to the fertile valleys of the Nile, should be called the greatest emporium in the world!”
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Son of Philip II and the Epirote princess Olympias, Alexander was born in 356 B.C., on the sixth day of the month Hecatombaeon (near the end of July), the same day that the famous Temple of Artemis at Ephesus was burned. This coincidence inspired Hegesias of Magnesia, a Greek rhetorician and historian, to construct a ponderous joke, “frigid and dull enough,” according to Plutarch, to have put out the fire. “It was no wonder,” jested Hegesias, “that the glorious temple of Artemis was burned, since she was away from it, attending to the birth of Alexander the Great.”

All the Persian soothsayers and magi in Ephesus imagined that the destruction of the temple was but the forerunner of an even greater disaster, so they ran through the streets of the city beating their faces and shouting, “On this day is born the destroyer of Asia!”

Philip, who had just captured the city of Potidaea, received at this time three messengers. The first announced that his general Parmenion had overthrown the Illyrians in a great battle; the second, that Philip’s superb racehorse had won a victory at the Olympic Games; and the third, that his son Alexander was born. As expected, Philip was delighted with such good news, but he was particularly overjoyed when the soothsayers told him that his son, whose birth coincided with these victories, would surely be the greatest king in the world.

Alexander’s personal appearance was best depicted by the sculptor Lysippus, the only artist whom he allowed to represent him, and in whose works can be clearly traced the slight droop of his head toward the left and the piercing glance of his eyes that formed his chief characteristic, later imitated by his friends and successors. The Greek artist Apelles, in the celebrated painting of Alexander wielding a thunderbolt, did not catch the fresh tint of Alexander’s flesh, but instead made it darker and swarthier than it was reputed to be. According to Aristoxenes, one of Aristotle’s pupils, Alexander’s skin was quite fair, even inclining to a reddish hue around the face and breast. In addition, “his body diffused a rich perfume, which scented his clothes and even made his breath remarkably sweet.” Theophrastus, Aristotle’s successor at the Peripatetic school in Athens, explained that the sweet scents emanating from Alexander’s body were caused by his hot and fiery temperament, an assertion supported by the popular belief of the time that sweet aromas were caused by heat acting on moisture. Theophrastus’s logic suggested that “the hottest and driest regions of the earth produce the most aromatic perfumes, because the sun dries up that moisture which causes moist substances to decay and putrefy.” Therefore, Alexander’s body would do the same.

Even as a child, Alexander showed unusual self-control, abstaining from all sensual pleasures despite his passionate nature. While Philip prided himself on his oratorical prowess and even minted his victories in the chariot races at Olympia on his coins, Alexander rarely chose to pursue glories of this type. To test him, his friends, knowing that he was a swift runner, asked him one day if he would be willing to compete in the foot race at Olympia. “Yes,” he replied, “but only if I compete against kings.”

He disliked athletic competition, particularly boxing and the pancratium, which included the footrace, leaping, throwing the quoit, hurling the javelin, and wrestling. In this contest, no one received the prize unless he was victorious in all five events.

Disdaining professed athletes, as a young man Alexander instead awarded prizes to dramatists, musicians, and rhapsodists, and enjoyed only hunting and cudgel-playing. Around this time, his father invited Aristotle to be his tutor. From the great philosopher, Alexander learned that moderation alone could hold a kingdom together. In contrast, his mother Olympias was a proud and exceedingly passionate woman, a fervent disciple of the orgiastic rituals practiced in Thrace and Macedonia, all of which greatly offended her husband. Despite her sensual nature, Alexander revered her all his life, and while he acquired from his father the strong qualities of leadership in both government and military affairs, his true character and nature were largely hers.

From a young age, Alexander possessed an inquisitive mind. When several Persian envoys visited his father at the Royal Palaces, Alexander drew them aside and questioned them about the routes across Asia. Throughout his life, he nourished a deep love for poetry, and always kept a copy of the Iliad (which Aristotle had revised for him) under his pillow. Everywhere he went, even into battle, he carried the Iliad with him. His heroes were Achilles and Heracles.

Aristotle also taught him logic, ethics, metaphysics, politics, and was responsible for stimulating Alexander’s deep interest in scientific investigation, geography, hydrography, ethnology, zoology, botany, and medicine.

When Philonicus the Thessalian offered a champion horse named Bucephalus to Philip for the huge sum of thirteen gold talents, the king and several of his friends went to a level area of ground to test the horse’s speed. Plutarch wrote that Bucephalus was so unmanageable, he allowed no one to mount him or even draw near. With this, Philip became incensed and harshly told Philonicus to take the vicious animal away. Alexander witnessed the episode and, edging toward his father, said, “Let me tame the horse.” “And if you can’t tame him,” Philip smirkingly replied, “what penalty will you offer for your impudence?” “I will pay the entire price of the horse,” said Alexander.

While Philip laughed and proceeded to take bets with his guests, Alexander approached the horse, took it by the bridle, and turned it toward the sun. Apparently, its shadow dancing on the ground had alarmed the animal and made it skittish. Speaking gently to the horse, Alexander patted it on the rump several times, then, flinging off his cloak, leaped on Bucephalus’s back and reined it steadily in without violence or blows. Immediately, the horse showed its willingness to gallop. Alexander calmly urged it to full speed with his voice and heel.

At first, Philip and his guests remained silent, but when Alexander wheeled the horse around and rode up to them, they all burst into applause. The historian Diodorus wrote that Philip so wept for joy that as soon as Alexander dismounted, he kissed him and said, “My son, seek a kingdom worthy of yourself. Macedonia is not large enough for you!”

From then on, Philip was careful in his relationship with his son, never issuing orders or making him do anything by force, always realizing that Alexander required, as Sophocles said of a ship, “Stout ropes to check him, and stout oars to guide.”

It was more from guilt perhaps that Philip decided to pay Aristotle a handsome fee to be his son’s tutor. He had just captured and destroyed Aristotle’s native city of Stagira; and now he decided to rebuild and repeople it, ransoming the citizens who had been sold for slaves and bringing back those who were living in exile. He appointed the temple and grove of the nymphs near the city of Mieza as a schoolhouse and residence for both Aristotle and Alexander. The stone seat where Aristotle sat and the shady avenues where he daily walked were preserved for centuries. Alexander was taught not only Aristotle’s doctrines of ethics and politics here, but also those abstruse mysteries that could only be communicated orally and kept secret from the public. After Alexander had invaded Asia, he heard that Aristotle had published some treatises on these mysteries and became so greatly upset he wrote his tutor a sharp letter:

Alexander wishes health to Aristotle: You have not done well in publishing abroad these sciences which should only be taught by word of mouth, otherwise how shall we be distinguished from other men if the knowledge we have acquired is made the common property of all?

To pacify him, Aristotle wrote back and assured him that these doctrines were published only for those who had been instructed in philosophy by himself and would be quite useless in other hands.

Alexander’s own memoirs disclosed that above all else, Aristotle implanted a love of medicine in him. Not only was Alexander fond of discussing it but even prescribed for his friends when they were sick, ordering them to follow special courses of treatment and diet. Not surprisingly, he loved and admired Aristotle even more than he did his father. “The latter,” he said, “has taught me to live, but the former has taught me to live well.”

At sixteen, Alexander governed Macedonia in Philip’s absence, and even put down a Thracian uprising; at eighteen, he commanded the left flank of Philip’s army at Chaeronea. During these early years, the relations between his mother and father were strained, chiefly because the headstrong Olympias did not tolerate Philip’s concubines. The situation reached the breaking point when Philip married the niece of his general, Attalus. Philip had always been unsure that Alexander was his real son (the rumor was first spread by Attalus) and this suspicion was augmented at the wedding feast, when Attalus requested everyone present to pray for a legitimate heir to the throne. Alexander flung his cup into Attalus’s face and shouted, “Then what am I, a bastard?”

Philip supported Attalus and would have run his sword through Alexander, but he was drunk with wine, and as he went to stand up, his feet slipped and he fell down on the floor. Still fuming, Alexander insulted him: “See there,” he said, “the man who wants to pass through Europe into Asia, and he can’t even stand on his feet!”

Alexander took his mother and fled to Illyria.

The next year Philip was assassinated. The greatest blame was placed on Olympias, while additional suspicion was attached to Alexander himself. However, Alexander’s complicity seems unlikely, since he went to great lengths to seek out and punish the conspirators.

[image: Image]

Alexander was twenty when he succeeded his father to the throne of Macedonia. Soon after, he was chosen by the Greeks to be their leader in an invasion of Persia, and subsequently many statesmen and philosophers paid him visits to offer their good wishes and congratulations. Only the eccentric philosopher Diogenes failed to make an appearance. He was at that time living quietly in the small village of Craneium near Corinth, and Alexander, anxious to visit with him, rode there on horseback from Athens. He found Diogenes lying full length on the grass, basking in the sun. “Is there anything I can do for you?” Alexander asked him. “Yes,” replied Diogenes, “you can stand a little to the side. You’re blocking the sun’s rays from my body.”

Shocked at the philosopher’s insolence, the accompanying crowd jeered and scoffed, and Alexander raised his hand and silenced them. “I tell you this,” he said. “If I were not Alexander, I would prefer to be Diogenes.”

Before embarking on his Persian campaign, Alexander decided to consult the oracle of Apollo at Delphi. By chance, he arrived there on one of the days when the oracular responses could not be obtained. At once, he sent for the chief priestess, but she refused to officiate, saying she was forbidden to do so by law. Not to be denied, Alexander entered the temple and dragged her to the prophetic tripod. She had no choice but to yield to his persistence. “You are invincible, my son,” she said. This was all Alexander wanted to hear.

He reached Egypt late in November 332 B.C. and went upstream on the Nile to Memphis, where he sacrificed to the Egyptian god Apis and was accepted as pharaoh. From there he traveled to the coast, and on the Mediterranean shore near the village of Rhakotis, he knelt on the sand and with his finger traced out the lines of what was to become Alexandria. After instructing his architect to build the city, he set out across the western desert, accompanied by a few followers, including the historian and philosopher Callisthenes (nephew of Aristotle), to find the oracle of Zeus Ammon in the Siwa Oasis. The oracle of Ammon had for centuries ranked, along with Delphi and Dodona, as one of the three great shrines of the Greek world. Pindar had written a hymn to Zeus Ammon, and the Athenians had only recently consecrated a temple, naming it Salaminia Ammonias.

Alexander did not take the regular route directly to the oracle. Instead he chose to travel along the coast to the city of Paraetonium, where he accepted Cyrene’s offer of alliance for a second invasion of Persia. From there, he headed across the desert, and when his guides lost the way, he was led the remaining distance by two vigilant crows on their own search for the oasis.

He entered the shrine alone and later refused to disclose what the oracle had told him, except that Ammon was pleased to see him. In his memoirs, he admitted that Ammon had told him to sacrifice to certain gods when in trouble (as Apollo told Xenophon). Afterward, the priest greeted him as the son of Zeus Ammon, granting him dominion over the whole world. Armed with the conviction that he was now a god, Alexander headed east again to face the Persians in battle. This time it would be with an entirely different goal: to harmonize the whole world, not to Hellenize it.

King Darius of Persia had meanwhile collected a huge army and posted it at the passage of the Granicus River, forcing Alexander to engage the Persians at a strategic yet well-fortified location. Alexander’s generals were alarmed at the depth and coarse bed of the river, and especially at the rugged and uneven ground on the nearest bank where they would have to mount their attack. Several raised a religious issue, warning that the Macedonian kings never made war during the month of Daisius. In response, Alexander decreed that the second month in the Macedonian calendar would henceforth be called Artemisium. Everyone except General Parmenion accepted the decree. The general beseeched Alexander not to risk a battle at this time of the year because the region was noted for its storms and torrential rains during autumn.

Alexander paid no heed. “The Hellespont would blush for shame,” he said, “if I crossed it, and then feared to cross the Granicus.” He then plunged into the stream with thirteen squadrons of cavalry, leaving the bulk of his army behind. To them, it seemed the act of a madman rather than of a general. It would be riding through a swift river under a storm of arrows and missiles, toward a steep bank, where every advantageous position was occupied by the enemy. Nevertheless, Alexander and his cavalry gained the opposite shore and established a sound footing, despite the steep slope slippery with mud.

The Persians immediately met Alexander’s assault with shouts and spears. Many of the Persians pressed around Alexander himself, a conspicuous figure with his shield and long white plumes hanging on each side of his helmet. At one point, a javelin struck him in the joint of his corselet, but the sharp thrust did not find his chest. Then two of the Persian generals, Rhoesakes and Spithridates, attacked him simultaneously. He avoided the charge of the latter, but broke his spear against the breastplate of Rhoesakes and was forced to engage him with his sword. As they battled, Spithridates rode up behind Alexander and, standing in his stirrups, dealt him a blow with his battle-ax, cutting off one side of Alexander’s plume and piercing his helmet to the scalp. Preparing to strike another blow, Spithridates was run through with a lance by one of Alexander’s soldiers, an African cavalryman name Cleitus. At the same moment, Alexander spun around and slew Rhoesakes with his sword.

During this fierce cavalry encounter, the Macedonian phalanx successfully crossed the river and attacked the enemy’s infantry force, none of which offered much resistance except for a body of mercenary Greeks under the hire of Darius. These troops fled to a ridge above the river and begged for mercy, but Alexander, riding up to them himself, attacked them. Unfortunately, his horse (not Bucephalus) was slain by a sword thrust into the stomach from one of the mercenaries lying wounded on the ground.

The Persians lost 20,000 infantry and 2,500 cavalry in the Battle of Granicus. Aristobulus, the Greek historian who accompanied Alexander on his campaigns, wrote that the total loss of Alexander’s army was 34 men, 9 of whom were foot soldiers. For each of these heroes, Alexander decreed that statues be made in bronze by the sculptor Lysippus; in addition, to satisfy his allies in Greece, particularly the Athenians, he sent them three hundred captured shields. On the remaining plunder he placed the following inscription: “Alexander, the son of Philip, and the Greeks—all but the Lacedaemonians—won these spoils from the barbarians of Asia.” To his mother, he sent golden drinking cups, purple drapes, curtains, vases, and urns. Overall, Alexander kept little for himself.

The victory at Granicus brought further rewards. Many of the neighboring states of Asia Minor submitted to Alexander without a struggle, including Sardis itself, which was the capital of Lydia and the main fortress of the Persians in that region. The only cities that resisted him, Halicarnassus and Miletus, he took by storm, and eventually conquered all the adjacent territories.

All this time, Alexander deliberated about King Darius of Persia—whether to attack him at once and risk all that he had won, or to consolidate and organize his gains on the Asia Minor coast and thus gather new strength for the final battle. He finally chose the latter course and forth-with extended his conquests along the entire coast of Asia Minor as far as Phoenicia and Cilicia. After this, he put down a revolt among the Pisidians and conquered the whole of Phrygia.

On his arrival at Gordium, King Midas’s ancient capital in central Asia Minor, he was shown his celebrated chariot that was tied up with a knot of cornel-tree bark, and learned from the natives that whoever untied the knot was destined to become ruler of the entire world. Most historians contend that the knot was so secure it was impossible to untie, so Alexander drew his sword and cut it in two: his personal historian Aristobulus, however, who was present at the scene, reported that Alexander untied the knot by simply pulling out of the pole the pin to which the strap was fastened, and then drawing off the yoke itself from the pole.

A few days later, Alexander received an intelligence report that Memnon, the brilliant general to whom Darius had entrusted the defense of the Asia Minor seacoast, had suddenly died. Meanwhile, Darius had amassed an army of 600,000 men and was encouraged by a dream in which he saw the Macedonian phalanx engulfed in flames as well as Alexander wearing a courier’s cloak and acting as his servant. Plutarch wrote that the king of Persia was further inspired by the long inaction of Alexander in Cilicia, caused in all probability by an illness that resulted from the physical and emotional hardships he had undergone during his arduous conquests. However, those close to him maintained it was the consequence of bathing in the icy waters of the Cydnus River. Local physicians dared not attend him because they felt he was beyond the help of medicine, and if they tried to cure him and failed, they dreaded the displeasure of the Macedonians.

At last, an Akarnanian physician named Philip decided to run the risk of treating him. He compounded a mixture and persuaded Alexander to drink it, saying it would give him strength and enable him to take the field. When General Parmenion heard about the supposed cure, he immediately dispatched a letter from his camp, warning Alexander to beware of Philip because he had been bribed by Darius to poison him. Alexander read the letter and placed it under his pillow. At the appointed hour, Philip entered the room, carrying the medicine in a cup. Alexander took the cup, handed him the letter from Parmenion, and proceeded to drink the compound. After reading the letter, Philip fell on his knees beside the bed, professing his innocence. Alexander ignored him. Instead, he smiled and drank the cup dry. At first, the drug produced extreme fatigue, and Alexander lay back on the bed speechless and insensible. Within a short time, however, under Philip’s constant watch, he slowly recovered his strength, and eventually showed himself to his army, healthy and eager for battle.

Although outnumbered by Darius’s forces at Cilicia, Alexander not only avoided being surrounded by them, but was able to outflank their left with his own right wing of Macedonians. By this clever maneuver, he soundly defeated the Persians, slaying more than a 100,000. Amid the clashes, Darius abandoned his army and Alexander sped after him. But the Persian king had gained a start of more than a mile and managed to escape. Nevertheless, Alexander captured the Persian king’s chariot, along with his bow and arrows. When he returned to camp, he found the Macedonians reveling in the newly captured riches. The royal pavilion of Darius, full of beautiful slaves and finely crafted furniture, was reserved for Alexander himself. According to legend, Alexander pulled off his armor, proceeded to the bath, and said, “Let me wash off the sweat of battle in the bath of Darius.” “No,” one of his soldiers laughed, “in the bath of Alexander!”

After he entered the bath and saw that all the vessels for water, the bath itself, and the boxes of unguents were made of pure gold, he passed from the bath into a spacious and lofty salon, where a sumptuous banquet awaited him. Addressing his officers, he boasted, “This indeed is what it means to be a king!”

While he was dining, he was told that the mother, wife, and two daughters of Darius, among the many captives, had seen the chariot and bow of the Persian king and were mourning for him, assuming he had died. So Alexander sent a messenger to inform them that they should neither mourn for Darius nor fear Alexander. This message to the captive family preceded other acts of generosity permitting them to both bury any of the slain Persians they wished and to take back all their clothing and furniture that had been seized by the soldiers as plunder. Alexander also allowed them to retain their royal titles and state, and even increased their revenues. But in perhaps the noblest gesture of all, he protected them from vulgar language and the idea that they might suffer any form of violence while under his jurisdiction. Thus they lived relatively unharmed, “as though they were in some sacred retreat of holy virgins rather than in a camp.”

Like the famous Helen, the wife of Darius was said to be the most beautiful woman of her time. Her match, Darius himself was the tallest and handsomest man in Asia; his daughters resembled the parents in grace and charm. With his signature restraint, Alexander never touched any of them, though he once exclaimed to his officers that “these Persian women make men’s eyes sore to behold them.” Despite their magnetism, he was determined that his self-control should be as much admired as their beauty, “and he passed by them as if they were images cut from stone.”

Plutarch reported that when Philoxenus, the commander of Alexander’s fleet, informed him that Theodorus, a slave merchant of Tarentum, had two lovely slaves for sale and desired to know if he wished to buy them, Alexander reprimanded Philoxenus, ordering him to send Theodorus and his merchandise to hell. On another occasion, when he learned that two Macedonians of General Parmenion’s regiment had raped the wives of some mercenary soldiers, he wrote to Parmenion and ordered him “to put them to death like brute beasts that prey on mankind.” In that same letter, he confessed, “I have never seen, or desired to see the wife of Darius; and have not even allowed her beauty to be spoken of in my presence.” If Alexander could tame his lust, so would his men.

While preparing to march in pursuit of Darius, Alexander attended a banquet among his officers, several of whom brought along their mistresses. One of these, the celebrated Thaïs, was of Greek parentage and later became the mistress of General Ptolemy in Egypt. At first, she amused Alexander with her intelligent conversation, then flattered him until at last, when he was drunk, she bragged of her Greek patriotism. She declared that after suffering the hardships of the Asia campaign with the Macedonian army, she wanted nothing more than to burn down the famous palace of Xerxes, because he had burned her native Athens. She explained that she wanted to apply the torch with her own hand in the presence of Alexander, so that it would be remembered by history that a woman, who shared Alexander’s conquest of Asia, had now taken revenge on the Persians for the wrongs they committed in Greece.

Applauded by all the officers, her speech convinced them and Alexander to execute her wish. Plutarch wrote that Alexander was so captivated by her spirit that he leaped from his couch and headed for Xerxes’ palace with a garland of flowers on his head and a torch in his hand. His officers and their mistresses followed close behind, all erupting with cheers when Thaïs stepped forward and applied the torch to the palace. Deep down, these officers had another reason for their pleasure, since the destruction of Xerxes’ palace signaled that Alexander would at last leave Persia and return home.

The rest of the army, however, was not that anxious to depart from Persia. They had found extreme luxury and extravagance there. Many of the soldiers even had their sandals fastened with silver nails, while others confiscated camels, nets for hunting, rich perfumes, manservants and chambermaids.

Alexander admonished them, warning, “Our great conquests will come to an end on the day when we learn to live like those whom we have vanquished.” To stress this point even further, he set an example for them, exposing himself to even greater hardships and danger, not only in battle but also in his hunting expeditions. When he killed a lion one day, an old officer ran up to him and said, “Alexander, you have now conquered the kingdom of lions.” This hunting scene of Alexander fighting with the lion was later depicted in bronze at Delphi—some of the figures executed by the sculptor Lysippus, and others by Leochares. Alexander risked his life in these endeavors to teach his army to live with simplicity and fortitude. It was not an easy task, for they had now become rich and important persons, desiring only to enjoy themselves and never again embark on perilous campaigns and long marches across arid territory unknown to them. It was only natural that they would begin to murmur against Alexander, even plan to revolt, but he bore all this with typical calm and selfassurance, never speaking badly of them. Despite repeated warnings by his closest friends, he joked, “It is the fate of a king to do good for his subjects, and to be ill-spoken of by them in return.”

While in Persia, Alexander proved himself to be a voracious reader and avid letter writer. As commander of all the forces fighting under him, he had to listen to and settle the quarrels of his subjects. Often, in an effort to show his impartiality, he would cover one ear with his hand while the prosecutor was speaking, so that he might remain unbiased when the accused spoke out in his defense. But the charges and trials soon became so numerous that Alexander soured of arbitrating and judged all of the accused were guilty. The one act he never tolerated or forgave was a slur against his reputation, for he valued this more than his life or his crown.

Meanwhile, with every nation he conquered, kings endeavored to marry off their daughters to him, which he respectfully declined. However, when he beheld a certain Roxana dancing in a chorus after a feast, he was so struck by her beauty he made immediate arrangements to marry her. Though Roxana was to become the only woman he had ever loved, it was said that he never approached or touched her until he was lawfully married to her. Focused on his military campaign, Alexander had little time for anything else.
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