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INTRODUCTION

Here you have the story of some of the world’s most powerful men making absolutely horrible decisions and obvious mistakes. Any good cynic will immediately ask how to narrow the choices down to just one hundred through all of history. Certainly there were a lot of mistakes to choose from. Those included here are some of the most interesting and outrageous errors that generals, kings, and presidents have made. Some dramatically changed everything, some are fun to read about, and many will make you marvel that they happened at all. These mistakes, bad decisions, and the occasional scandal all affected how you live your life today. When we look at the past, it becomes obvious that the march of history is often a stumble. How you live, work, and love today are as much the result of mistakes as they are the result of some brilliant plans or an inspired leader’s guidance. Take a good look around, and then read the headlines. Really, did you think things got this way on purpose?
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LOSING IT ALL

Immortality

259 BCE, CHINA
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In a look at the mistakes and failures of leaders all through history it seems appropriate to begin with a man who changed half the world but failed himself and his dynasty. Most certainly, the young prince Ying Zheng became the most successful ruler of his time, yet he ended his reign as perhaps the greatest failure.

Qin Shi Huang is often called the first emperor of China. In fact, that is what he called himself, and it is the literal translation of his name and title, Qin Shi Huang (pronounced chin shuh huang). In the West, Qin is often phonetically spelled “Chin,” as in “China.” This is not because he was the first person to rule a large part of China. For generations before Qin Shi Huang was born, northern China was controlled by the Zhou dynasty. But the Zhou were merely the most dominant of many, almost independent, warlords. Qin Shi Huang became something new and different.

Empires had risen in China where two or more of the many warring states had been conquered for a few years or even a few generations. For almost three centuries before the rise of Qin Shi Huang, the nations of China were simply, and appropriately, referred to as the “warring states.” These nations were Qi, Wei, Yan, Zhao, Han, Chu, and Qin. By the time Qin Shi Huang took the throne, the last remnants of Zhou control over the seven feudal nations were gone, and warfare among them was common. His era was also the time period that gave rise to the study and science of war, including Sun Tzu’s famous book The Art of War.

So if there were earlier “emperors,” why is Qin Shi Huang universally recognized as being the first emperor of China? The eastern Zhou and those others who had tried to dominate the heartland of China had ruled through the local nobles and princes. The earlier emperors were basically just the most dominant feudal lords, controlling, through the local lords, various parts of China. Qin Shi Huang took a different route and became the ruler of something that was new at the time. The empire he created was not just another collection of feudal loyalties; Qin Shi Huang instead created a centralized administration and culturally uniform state. Qin Shi Huang was the first emperor of China as we think of that nation today. He may have failed in many ways, but he left behind a land with awareness of its unique and shared identity.

While the young Qin Shi Huang did begin his life as a prince, his early years were hardly idyllic. To begin with, the young prince Ying Zheng was likely not his father’s child. His mother may have originally been the wife of, or was at least the lover of, a rich merchant named Lü Buwei. This merchant had also become the friend of a young Qin prince. When Zhoa Ji became pregnant, Lü arranged for her to become the prince’s concubine. In 259 BCE, she gave birth in Hanan to Ying Zheng, whom the prince believed to be his own son.

When the future emperor was only thirteen years old, his father, the ruler of Qin, died. Ying Zheng was too young to rule in such turbulent times, so Lü Buwei acted as his regent. Yep, the same man who may well also have been his father. This worked at first, but as Ying Zheng got older, he began to make his own decisions. This does not seem to have gone over well with his regent.

In 240, Zheng was nineteen and trying to take full control of Qin. His regent and possible father, Lü Buwei, plotted with the king of Wei to take over Qin while the young king was away from the capital. His mother also joined the plot. By that time, she had borne two children, potential rivals for his throne, by a general named Loa Ai. Her son may have been a king, but her personal habits certainly were not noble. Their armed revolt failed. Both his mother and Lü Buwei were banished. The dowager queen spent the rest of her life living isolated on an estate in a far corner of Qin. The former regent, whom some historians suspect was also Zheng’s father, was said to have become so obsessed waiting for further punishment that two years later he drank poison.

The young king learned quickly, and this time he surrounded himself with wise advisers. The administration of Qin and the Qin army was dramatically improved. The economy of Qin boomed, and he hired the best professionals to train and lead his armies. By his mid-twenties, Ying Zheng ruled the most powerful of the seven warring kingdoms.

Ying Zheng became feared, and with good cause, by his weaker neighbors. Outright war was only one of the ways that the warring states’ kings attacked each other. In 227 BCE, the king of Yan sent two very skillful assassins who penetrated all of Zheng’s defenses. The young ruler literally fought them off himself, using his personal sword until help arrived. Later, a musician entertaining his court almost succeeded in assassinating the Qin king with a lead-weighted flute. More attempts failed, but they did seem to have given the young ruler an understandable obsession with staying alive. He was not paranoid; rather, a lot of people were trying to kill him. This was the turbulent era in which the classic Chinese movies such as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon and Hero were set. In fact, the hit movie Hero is the story of an assassin from one of the conquered warring states. Seeking revenge, he set out to kill Qin Shi Huang, but when he shared the vision of a united China, the emperor was spared.

In the next ten years Ying Zheng became Qin Shi Huang by conquering all six of the rival states. The last to fall were Yan and Zhao in 222 BCE. All through this time there were likely more assassination attempts. At least one, again sent by the Yan king, almost succeeded. With northern China under his control, Qin Shi Huang continued throughout the next decade to expand his rule south even as far as today’s Vietnam.

The emperor had seen how the earlier attempts to build a lasting empire on a feudal foundation had failed. So he remade his administration using appointed officials. The former nobles were either neutralized or invited (in the way you cannot refuse) to leave their home provinces and live near the capital. This separated them from their former lands and any support, and isolated China’s former nobility in a place where they could be easily watched. Qin Shi Huang then simplified the written language and forced its use all through the kingdom. He issued new money, standardized weights, and created (using forced peasant labor) a vast network of roads.

The first emperor had both united and given a common identity to an area easily equal to the land conquered later by Europe’s greatest empire, Rome. At this same time in Europe, Rome was an Italian power that was still digesting conquered Etruscan cities. When Qin Shi Huang conquered the last of the warring states, Rome was a central Italian power that was desperately fighting off a Gaulic horde that almost destroyed the city before its empire got started. Although it was not ruled by his descendants, Qin Shi Huang created the basis for the Chinese empire that survived more than a thousand years longer than Rome.

But there was a much darker side to Qin Shi Huang’s rule as well. Having decided on Confucianism as the basis for his bureaucracy, he banned all other philosophies. This ban did not just keep other viewpoints out of textbooks. He ordered that all non-Confucian books and those not directly related to his new laws be burned. In 212 BCE, a group of scholars had the audacity to disagree with the emperor, so he had 460 of them buried alive. Then he had another 700 stoned to death. It is not surprising that after all that, there was a lack of public questioning of his laws or decisions. To unite China, Qin Shi Huang became one of the most oppressive and hated rulers in history.

It seems that most leaders who rule great empires cannot resist building on a grand scale. Qin Shi Huang did this, erecting palaces and the Lingqu Canal. This canal was a commercial success, linking the Yangtze and Pearl River networks. It allowed trade (and taxes) to expand greatly once completed. It also cost the lives of thousands of laborers who were literally worked to death. Not only did Qin Shi Huang demand all war prisoners and convicts work themselves to death on his massive government projects, but he also forced every male in China to spend a year working on them without pay. It was a policy designed to antagonize virtually every family, and it did.

The greatest construction project in the world was also begun by Qin Shi Huang. Even a unified China was not powerful enough to stop massive raids by the horsemen of the steppes. At the time these horsemen were called the Xiongnu. Several hundred years later, these same tribes became known as the Huns. So the emperor ordered a series of fortifications joined by a wall or bank. Literally hundreds of thousands of laborers were forced to work on this defensive line, and tens of thousands, some say hundreds of thousands, died brutally while building it. These were the first sections of what we today call the Great Wall of China.

But the mistake that Qin Shi Huang made was not of overbuilding, nor was it a poor philosophical decision. It was a personal mistake. He wanted his empire to last forever and eventually decided the best way to do that was to seek immortality. The first emperor of China became obsessed with finding a potion or magic item that would grant him that immortality.

Much of the emperor’s efforts were spent not ruling but seeking an elixir of eternal life. To accomplish this, he financed all sorts of magicians and charlatans. Much of his time was spent traveling to the far corners of the empire on this search. But Qin Shi Huang did not travel alone. He was always accompanied by a good portion of his court, hundreds of servants, and about sixty thousand soldiers. While doing this, he tended to be a less effective ruler. When this caused a problem, he simply became more brutal, torturing and killing any discontents.

There was also a second problem with Qin Shi Huang’s decision to become immortal. If you are going to live forever, then you do not need to worry about your successor. The emperor had an heir, but spent no time teaching him to rule and generally kept him isolated so he could not become a threat to his father.

Now, Qin Shi Huang was provided by his many alchemists and magicians with potions that were to make him immortal. Perhaps some of these men even believed in what they fed their emperor. Unfortunately for Qin Shi Huang, the base ingredient in many of these immortality potions was mercury (the liquid metal). Mercury is highly toxic and a nerve poison. Long before exposure to mercury kills you, it affects the brain. Hat makers in Europe once used mercury to make felt, and it was also used when they chewed the felt cloth, softening it as part of the process. Almost every man who chewed on the mercury-soaked cloth went mad. This result became the source of the phrase, still used today, as being mad as a hatter. Eventually, Qin Shi Huang himself became mad as a hatter. So China had an absolute and notoriously brutal emperor who was also going insane. He still demanded that his every command be instantly obeyed, even if those commands were irrational. Although it is likely that no one pointed that out to him. Life in a traveling court must have been nerve wracking and was often fatal.

It was on a journey searching for yet another rumored magic item that could make his immortality potion work that Qin Shi Huang died near the seashore. Shortly after his death, the inadequately prepared first son and heir committed suicide, tricked into it by his prime minister who installed and controlled Qin Shi Huang’s second son as emperor.

With the repressive and extravagant emperor’s death, the resentment of just about everyone erupted into revolt. The nobles saw a hope of regaining their former position (but most eventually failed in this), and peasant revolts became commonplace. Three years later, in 207 BCE, an army of rebels defeated the Qin army and Qin Shi Huang’s dynasty ended. Ironically, some of those rebels were likely armed with weapons looted from the now-famous terra-cotta figures who were meant to guard Qin Shi Huang after his death.

The first emperor of China succeeded in creating a unified nation. And that nation was truly the first of its kind. But because of his obsession with immortality, his own dynasty lasted less than two years after his death. Qin Shi Huang united China and then died early, losing it all by foolishly trying to live and rule forever.
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PERSONAL AMBITION

The War Lover, Alcibiades

431 BCE, GREECE AND SICILY
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This is a classic example of how the ambition and greed of one politician brought down an entire nation.

In 431 BCE, a twenty-seven-year war began between Athens and Sparta. This was called the Peloponnesian War, named after the lower peninsula of Greece, the Peloponnese, where most of it was fought. The war began well for Athens, even though Sparta invaded their land. Knowing that they could not defeat the Spartans in a land battle, the Athenians were sold on a plan by their leader, Pericles. The plan was initially successful, and the Greeks retreated into their city, which was protected by high walls. Because there was no real siege equipment yet, there was nothing the Spartans could do but burn down the farmhouses around the city and wait outside the walls. But Athens was also connected by a long fortification to their nearby port, and so it could not be starved out and even continued to be a major trade center during this time.

For the next year, the Spartan army sat outside those high walls, and the Athenians used their superior fleet to cause their rival Greek city-state and its allies problems elsewhere. The eventual drawback came during the siege. The population of Athens more than tripled and inevitably plague, probably the bubonic, arose in the crowded city. In the next months, Athens lost almost a quarter of its citizens, and many who survived were weakened. Athens’s foresighted leader, Pericles, died in this plague and Cleon took over. Cleon and the Athenian army, who were transported by their fleet of triremes, actually managed to defeat the Spartans on land at Sphacteria. But the Spartans countered with a successful campaign against the Athenian allies in northeastern Greece. More battles ensued in 422 BCE, and both Cleon and the Spartan leader Brasidas were killed.

After nine years of war, both sides were tired. So the leader of the peace faction, Nicias, took charge of Athens. A treaty with Sparta was signed in 421, over the objections of Alcibiades and the faction we would today call Athens’s “hawks.” There was a chance for Athens to recover and rebuild, with most of her dominance in Greece intact. But the ambitious and charismatic Alcibiades was not satisfied with peace. If there were peace, the assembly would have no reason to put him in power, and there would be no glory from victories to add to his prestige. So the ambitious Athenian noble soon found a way to restart the war. The opportunity came when a group of nobles, who had been displaced from a small Sicilian city run by their rival city Syracuse, came to Athens, silver in hand.


Early in the spring of the following summer the Athenian envoys arrived from Sicily, and the Egestaeans with them, bringing sixty talents of uncoined silver, as a month’s pay for sixty ships, which they were to ask to have sent them. The Athenians held an assembly and, after hearing from the Egestaeans and their own envoys a report, as attractive as it was untrue, upon the state of affairs generally, and in particular as to the money, of which, it was said, there was abundance in the temples and the treasury, voted to send sixty ships to Sicily, under the command of Alcibiades, son of Clinias, Nicias, son of Niceratus, and Lamachus, son of Xenophanes, who were appointed with full powers; they were to help the Egestaeans against the Selinuntines, to restore Leontini upon gaining any advantage in the war, and to order all other matters in Sicily as they should deem best for the interests of Athens.

Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War



Anxious for glory, Alcibiades and his allies saw the invitation to assist the Sicilian city as a pretext to lead the Athenian army in a takeover of the entire island. Sicily was one of the richest areas in the Mediterranean and, like Greece, was divided between competing cities. These cities had begun as Greek colonies and shared both the Greek language and culture. They had little involvement in the Peloponnesian War so far, though what little assistance Syracuse had once given Sparta was also used to gain support for Alcibiades’s invasion. The decision was classic realpolitik. The war party saw a way to enhance its own standing and gain a new colony for Athens. And they took it.

Greed and ambition brought about this decision in an Athens that was still recovering from plague and a war with Sparta. This was a war that had ended only by a truce, and it was far from settled. Sparta was likely to, and later did, start the war again. But that didn’t matter, because a successful war would make Alcibiades and his followers supreme in Athens. The assembly voted to invade a distant and powerful island. There seemed little motive beyond politics and greed. There was no threat to Athens, and there were no great philosophical differences. The real irony was that Syracuse, the major city in Sicily, was also the other most active democracy of all the Greek states. They were governed in the same manner as Athens, not by elected kings, such as those who ruled Sparta, or hereditary emperors, such as in Persia. Syracuse was, in its way, politically more like Athens than almost any other Greek colony. Located on the tip of Sicily, Syracuse was, also like Athens, a major center for trade and commerce. For no more reason than that they could, and in what proved to be the middle of their war with Sparta, Athens chose to attack a powerful and distant city-state that was similar to them in almost every way.

Politics was vicious in Athens. Before the expedition left, Alcibiades, its chief proponent and likely military commander among the three leading the expedition, found himself accused of sacrilege. The penalty was death, and it is probable the charge was trumped up by his political enemies. The timing was just too good. If he stayed and fought the charge, the fleet and most of his supporters would be gone. If he left, Alcibiades could be called back at any time and the assembly would still be controlled by the opposition. He tried to get the trial to happen before the fleet sailed for Syracuse, but he failed to do so. He chose to accompany his men. This put extra pressure on him to find a quick victory. If he returned a hero, the charges would just disappear.

At first the battle went well, and the Athenians defeated Syracuse’s army in a traditional battle. But when the Syracusian army retreated into their city and things settled down to a siege, everything went wrong. The Athenians were not in a similar position as that of the Spartans when they were warring before. The one hopeful difference was that they had a fleet and could at least have a chance of isolating Syracuse. But this required the Athenians to keep their fleet near Syracuse, and there were few nearby protected harbors. This meant that the Athenian fleet would be vulnerable to storms.

Then Alcibiades was recalled to Athens without a success to save him. Because all of his allies were camped outside Syracuse, he knew the results of the trial were foregone. Such trials were by popular vote, and his supporters would not be there. Alcibiades, Athenian noble, chose discretion over valor, fled to Sparta, and took service with their kings.

Outside the walls of Syracuse, with the Athenians’ most competent commander, Alcibiades, gone, things went from bad to worse. Nicias, who had opposed the entire invasion, became a rather indecisive commander. Reinforcements arrived, but the Greeks could not take the city. Then, with most of the triremes with them, a large part of the entire Athenian fleet was lost in a storm. Eventually, the entire expedition, including all its reinforcements, was forced to surrender. Thousands of hoplites, the best in the Athenian army, and the majority of its fleet and sailors were gone, lost far from home while losing a war there had been no reason to start. The few thousand Athenian survivors spent the rest of their lives at hard labor in Sicily’s quarries. Virtually no one returned home to Athens.

The result of Athens’s decision to attack Syracuse on little more than a pretext was its eventual doom. It was not a rapid thing, and fortunes in the war that soon restarted between Athens and Sparta changed more than once. Even Alcibiades eventually found himself back in Athens and commanding another army for a short time. The Athenian army, their navy, and their wealth never recovered from the losses on Sicily. Sparta restarted the war, and after twenty-seven years, they finally defeated Athens. Athens lost the Peloponnesian War not in battle against Sparta, but because of an unneeded and ill-fated war they chose to start against fellow Greeks on an island far from their city.

The man who persuaded Athens to mount the expedition against Syracuse that cost the city-state so much was Alcibiades. He was considered one of the best-looking and most charismatic men in Athens. A member of an old, noble family, Alcibiades was smart, charming, a good speaker, and rich. Among those who sang his praises was Socrates. Yes, that Socrates, master of philosophy and famed hemlock drinker, was a fan of Alcibiades’.

Alcibiades was the leader of the faction in Athens that disliked Nicias’s treaty with Sparta and wished to continue with the war. They got their wish, but only in the worst possible way. It is definitely ironic that his leadership decisions to attack Syracuse put Athens in a position in which it would eventually lose the very war he desired to restart and win.

When it became apparent he was going to be convicted of the crime of mutilating dozens of statues of Hermes, messenger of the gods, which were spread along many streets throughout the city, he was forced to change sides. The statues were thought to bring the city good luck, and the myth was that their destruction doomed Athens to bad luck. (Hmm, perhaps they were right.) The penalty for this sacrilege was death. When recalled for what was a certain conviction, Alcibiades chose instead to run to Sparta and offer his services against Athens. Alcibiades finally had the war he had agitated for, but he was now fighting against Athens and for Sparta.

For a while Alcibiades’s arrangement with Sparta worked, but while leading Spartans in assisting the city of Chios in revolting against Athenian control, the former Athenian leader was warned that he was to be assassinated. It seems that Alcibiades had seduced the wife of the Spartan king, Agis II, and the man wanted revenge. In fact most of Sparta suspected that the king’s new son was actually Alcibiades’s offspring. Thus the Athenian had to flee once more. Alcibiades was now unwelcome in both Sparta and Athens. This pretty much ruled out his living in any Greek city in the world because, after two decades of near constant war, they were by now all allied to one side or the other. So Alcibiades fled to the protection of the capital of the Persian satrap (governor) Tissaphernes. Tissaphernes was in charge of dealing with Greece for the Persian Empire and, to date, had supported Sparta with gold and supplies. It was traditional for Persia to play one Greek city-state against the other. They had been doing it for generations. There Alcibiades persuaded the satrap to stop supporting Sparta and instead support Athens.

Bringing with him Persian support, and more important Persian gold, Alcibiades was once more welcomed in Athens. He returned to the city and was eventually put in charge of their army. The position didn’t last very long because one of his chosen commanders, Antiochus, was badly defeated, and Alcibiades took the blame for appointing the loser. Alcibiades continued to be active in Athenian politics but found his advice on military actions ignored. When the city fell to Sparta in 404 BCE, he was no longer safe anywhere in Greece and began a journey to Persia. Alcibiades never made it. His party was attacked on the road, and he was killed. The Spartans were suspected because Alcibiades would have been the logical focus of any Athenian revolt. But others thought he died at the hands of the brothers of a Persian noblewoman he had seduced.
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LACK OF PLANNING

Why There Was No Alexandrian Empire

356 BCE, MACEDONIA AND PERSIA
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There is no question that Alexander III of Macedon, known to most people as Alexander the Great, was one of the greatest commanders of history. He never lost a battle or failed to subdue a city he besieged. He won battles fought from Thrace and Greece to India. What this conqueror of half the world never accomplished was to leave behind a lasting empire. Because of Alexander’s mistakes, the son of the woman he loved, and his heir, died young and a captive.

Born in 356 BCE, Alexander was the son of Philip of Macedon. Philip was first the undisputed king of the militarily powerful kingdom of Macedonia, and later he was the effective ruler of all of Greece. When Alexander was born, Greece and the Persian Empire had effectively been at war, hot or cold, for several generations.

Philip was a war leader. He was a man who took what was a rather backwater kingdom, Macedonia, and turned it into the most powerful state on the Greek peninsula. Philip developed a professional army with new weapons and tactics that would serve Alexander well. While Philip was hardly an ideal parent and often a judgmental taskmaster to his son, there was no question that he spared no effort to prepare Alexander to be the leader of a united Greece and assist him in his dream of taking revenge on Persia. From the ages of thirteen to sixteen, Alexander studied philosophy, medicine, and the scientific method with Aristotle. Aristotle cultivated the young prince’s inquisitive mind. All his life, Alexander valued knowledge, and it is not by mistake that the greatest library in history was located in Alexandria.

Alexander’s first experience at independent command came when he was sixteen, the age of adulthood in Bronze Age Greece. Alexander was left in charge of Macedonia in 340, while his father attacked and conquered a Greek area known as Byzantium. With Philip away, the Maedi, a Thracian mountain tribe in the northern part of Macedonia, chose to revolt. They likely felt that with Philip’s young and still-unknown son in charge, they had an advantage. Alexander and the forces he raised in Macedonia crushed the Maedi.

Two years later Alexander was entrusted with command of the entire left wing of the Macedonian army in the battle that gave Philip undisputed control of all of Greece. In a final bid for independence, a number of Greek states had allied together and challenged Philip’s rule. The battle was hard fought until Alexander saw a gap open in the Greek line and led a courageous cavalry charge to it and against the flank of a sacred band of Thebes. This broke the cohesion of the Greek phalanxes and won the day. This victory was probably the high point of the relationship between Philip II and his son, Alexander III.

A few years later, Philip chose to divorce Alexander’s mother, Olympia, who seemed to have been a rather difficult person, at best. She tended to mysticism and meddling in court politics. The divorce freed Philip to pursue a much younger beauty. This threatened Alexander’s position as heir. Should the new wife have a son, he would be considered just as eligible to replace Philip as Alexander. He did not take this well and insulted Philip publicly at the wedding feast. Alexander and his mother were forced to flee to Epirus, but Alexander was able to fairly quickly reconcile with his father. His mother, Olympia, remained away from the Macedonian court until Philip died.

Macedonia was not really part of Greece and was considered by Greeks to be an uncultured barbarian land with ambitions of being Greek. This was pretty much what it was until Philip II put it on the military and political map. There is nothing like a convert, and Philip strove to be seen as the protector, not the dictator, of Greece. Alexander was raised to be a true believer in the superiority of Greek culture and philosophy. Perhaps because he was considered by some Greeks to be an outsider, the young prince, like many who try to fit in from outside, was also fanatical about being a champion for Greece. Or at least he was until he found himself conqueror of all of Persia. (But that mistake we will discuss a little later.) Also his father, Aristotle, and all of the Greek philosophers and leaders imbued Alexander with a sense of both the Greek military superiority and the need to defeat a Persian Empire that continued to threaten its independence.

Twice Persia had nearly succeeded in conquering all of Greece, and this left a lasting animosity between both sides. Persia also had annexed all of the Greek colonies on the eastern shore of the Aegean Sea. Greece, having at most a small fraction of the population and wealth of Persia, also unquestionably had a very great chip on its collective shoulder. Persians made no secret of the fact that they saw Greeks as being rough and uncultured. From his first days, it was Alexander’s ambition to defeat Persia and spread “his” Greek culture, establishing a lasting empire in which Greece would be secure. It is this goal that dominated Alexander’s life, but because of his leadership style and lapses in judgment, he was doomed to fail.



ALEXANDER’S ARMY
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The Macedonian army, which because of Alexander’s invasion of Persia contained troops from all over Greece, was the most powerful and effective military force of its day. Beyond defeating two attacks by the much wealthier and more populous Persian Empire, the Greek phalanx was recognized as superior to any unit the Persians could put in the field. In fact, many Greek men, coming from relative poverty and limited opportunity, chose to become mercenaries and often found employment in Persia. Greek mercenaries were often hired by the Persian satraps (governors) and often formed the core of any Persian army. Greek mercenaries fought for the Persian emperor Darius III even in his final defeat at Arbela.

In 401 BCE, a force of about ten thousand Greek mercenaries was hired by Cyrus the Younger in his attempt to overthrow his brother, Artaxerxes II, the Persian emperor. Cyrus’s army met Artaxerxes’s and defeated it, but Cyrus was killed during the battle. His army fell apart, the Persian units disappearing into the countryside or changing allegiance. This left ten thousand Greek mercenaries deep within Persia with no employer or paymaster and on the losing side of a revolt. The local satrap then made matters worse when he tricked and killed all of the Greek commanders. This demonstrated the power and sheer intimidating strength of the Greek warriors: The ten thousand Greek soldiers were still able to walk out of the heart of Persia intact. Their story was told in Anabasis, and the account was written in 401 BCE by Xenophon, who was one of the three men who took charge when their officers were killed. The account would have been read by Alexander, and its lessons were not lost on him. Such military feats were likely what encouraged first Philip, and then Alexander, to think he could defeat an empire with many times the population of his own and massively greater wealth.

Infantry battles in this era tended to resemble a rugby scrimmage. Both sides pushed and killed until one side gave way. The most effective unit for pushing and stabbing was the Greek phalanx. It was composed of from as few as eight to as many as twenty-four or even more lines of pike-armed soldiers. These pikes were often well over twenty feet long. In reality, only the men in the first few lines could use their pikes. The majority of the men in the rear simply pushed forward on the men in front of them. This kept the formation moving forward or at least prevented them from being pushed back. Because the phalanx could remain intact only when the men were standing or moving forward, being pushed back could mean defeat.

A phalanx, on flat terrain and moving forward, was nearly unstoppable except by anything but another phalanx. The real problem with the phalanx as a formation was its inflexibility. It was incredibly powerful at its front but was unable to respond to flank attacks. Nor was it effective on rough terrain or once it had lost cohesion.

Among the innovations introduced by Philip II and Alexander was the use of the sarissa, a shorter type of pike that was about sixteen feet long. Their infantry was trained not only to fight in the traditional square formation of the phalanx but also to form long lines only a few men deep or create wedged or triangular formations with the point facing their opponents. This flexibility, when tied to a much superior use of cavalry, gave Alexander’s armies a decisive superiority.





To understand the mistakes he made, you have to remember that Alexander’s goals were to unite his known world under one empire. This would not only eliminate any threat to Greece but lead to universal peace and prosperity. His means to do this was to conquer everyone and anyone. It was, to steal a quote, to be the war to end all war. The reason we call Philip’s son Alexander “The Great” is because he basically succeeded in the conquering part. For over a decade and a half, Alexander won every siege and defeated every army he fought, even when badly outnumbered. Unquestionably, he was the greatest military mind of his time, if not all times. But when you look at the long-term results, you see that there he was far less successful.

3: Leading from the Front

Philip II had already put his plan to invade Persia into motion when he was assassinated. He had a son by his new wife, but the boy was still a baby. There had always been some question about whether Alexander had anything to do with the murder. It was committed by one of his friends, and the killer was slain immediately by Alexander’s personal retinue. With the only other heir very young and a war virtually started, there was no choice but to make Alexander king of Macedonia. Olympia, Alexander’s mother, returned and took over the court. Philip’s new wife and infant son did not fare well or last long.

Alexander was not able to begin the attack on Persia right away. First an alliance of Greek cities decided it was once again a good time to regain their independence. He hurried south and dealt with them. Then a number of those same Thracian tribes he had battled at age sixteen revolted again. While the new Macedonian king was putting down that uprising, a number of Greek cities heard a rumor that Alexander had died. They revolted again. Alexander had to rush his army all the way across Macedonia, but in a week they were approaching Athens, the center of resistance. The city took one look at who led the large army approaching and “welcomed” him into the city. This crushed the Greek’s second revolt and established Alexander as Philip’s heir. Alexander was in complete control and was finally ready to move against Persia. He should have learned a lesson from all this about succession and chaos, but in the very end, he didn’t.

With his kingdom secure, Alexander was ready to lead his new army into Persia. Landing with about forty thousand soldiers, the Macedonians were soon met by forces raised by the local satrap. They fought with the Persians in their favorite situation, lined up with the Granicus River in their front and forcing any attack to cross it.

Alexander formed his army with a dense formation of infantry in the center and his cavalry on both sides. When the Persians saw Alexander commanded the cavalry on the right side, they reinforced that part of their army, knowing he would lead the decisive attack. They were right about Alexander leading the attack but not where it would fall. The battle opened with one of Alexander’s best generals, Parmenion, attacking Persia on the left with horsemen backed by infantry. He had some success, and the Persians reacted by moving what remained of their reserves and some of the soldiers from the center of their position. They succeeded in stopping Parmenion’s horsemen and infantry. Then, just as the new Persian troops were forcing the Macedonian left back, Alexander led his horsemen across the front of the rest of his unengaged infantry and tore into the weakened Persian center. The new Macedonian king rode at the point of a giant cavalry wedge, which cut deeply through the Persian heavy cavalry fronting their line and then easily through the lighter infantry behind. The charge then turned and drove toward where the Persian satrap commanded.

Being in the front of the battle, Alexander soon was in a melee with the commanding Persian noble’s bodyguards. If the official accounts are to be believed, he personally killed a number of them. Then one of the Persians, Spithridates, stunned the Macedonian king with a blow from his battle-ax. The mounted Persian was himself killed just before he was able to deal a deathblow. Alexander recovered and was soon able to show himself to the army, maintaining morale.

With its center shattered and its commander threatened, the entire Persian army broke and was scattered. The mounted Persian units fled and left eighteen thousand Greek mercenaries standing in the open to be mercilessly slaughtered. Alexander considered them to be traitors, and all but two thousand were killed. The survivors were all condemned to hard labor. It was a time when heroes were revered and personal courage was at a premium. Leading from the front, Alexander inspired his men, but at the cost of putting the one man who united them at risk. Perhaps at this point, when he was establishing his reputation with his father’s army, this made sense. Later this courageous habit cost him dearly.

Moving south down the eastern Mediterranean coast, Alexander conquered all of the ports, one after the other. A few cities held out and took months and an engineering wonder to defeat. But eventually he controlled them all. This neutralized the powerful Persian navy without a battle. No ports, no port in a storm, and more important no food. Most of the ships and crews changed sides or were abandoned. Alexander then moved into Egypt, which welcomed him, in the tradition of the pharaohs, as being the son of a god.

Awakening to the full extent of the threat, the Persian emperor, Darius, gathered with him what should have been an overwhelming force. Alexander marched back up the coast to meet him. The two armies met on the banks of the Pinarus River, near the city of Issus. Even though Darius had far superior numbers, he took a defensive position. Alexander again feinted against one side of the Persian line and then pinned most of the rest with his infantry. Then he personally led the Companions, his best cavalry unit, and others horsemen against the Persian left, breaking through it. Alexander kept his successful horsemen in check and swung the wedge around to charge directly against the spot where Darius was commanding the battle from an ornate chariot.

The Persian emperor’s personal guard, including his brother, moved forward to stop the charge and slay Alexander. Most of them died, and when Darius was unable to maintain control of his chariot after a second chariot driver died, he fled the battlefield. With their emperor in retreat, the Persian army panicked and broke up. Alexander was badly wounded in the thigh in the final stages of attacking Darius.

So who was the wiser commander? The king who led the charge and was nearly killed…again…or the emperor who fled and lost the battle but was unharmed? Alexander’s first continuing mistake, and one that probably cost him his life, was that he led from the front and was often the first man over the wall during a siege. In one case, this habit of being first over a city wall left him alone for several minutes, wounded, surrounded by enemies, and barely saved, until, at the last second, some of his Companions arrived. Plutarch lists seven major wounds that Alexander sustained, the last being dealt in India, where the emperor insisted on leading the key attacks.

Plutarch’s list of Alexander’s major wounds is as follows:


He was wounded in the head by a sling stone and then his neck was smashed with a club while fighting in Illyria just after Philip died.

At Granicus, Alexander was badly wounded in the head by a dagger.

At the Battle of Issus, there was that sword wound to his thigh while charging at Darius.

At Gaza, Alexander was first shot in the ankle with an arrow and then had his shoulder badly dislocated.

At the battle of Maracanda, an arrow struck his leg so hard that it split the bone.

When fighting the Aspasians, he was struck deeply by another arrow in the shoulder.

Attacking the Gandridae, Alexander was once more badly wounded in one leg by an arrow.



All in all, there are historical references to Alexander being wounded at least two dozen times. The last blow was to the chest and lung while in India.

It has to be noted that many of the wounds came after the Battle of Gaugamela, when Alexander had already conquered Persia and was himself the sole emperor. If he wanted a stable empire, he could have stayed in the capital and ruled it. But he could not resist the call of war. He moved on to conquer today’s Afghanistan, Bactria (where he met the love of his life, Roxanne), and eventually India. These many victories certainly won him the title of perhaps the world’s greatest commander, but they were in a way without meaning. He won the wars, but he never united the empire those victories created. The many wounds he received showing his heroism almost certainly hastened his death at a young age.

So that was Alexander’s first mistake: He could not stop leading from the front. He was a hero, and eventually that took its toll. The greatest general of history died at the age of thirty-three, worn out from campaigning and very much debilitated by his many wounds. He never had the chance to come back and ensure that his conquests would create the universal and lasting empire that was his vision.

4: Too Much Time Spent Fighting, Not Enough Ruling

Rather than sending out his generals to deal with any revolts after defeating Darius, Alexander spent most of the next two years leading his army over the far parts of Persia and beyond, eliminating all opposition. Because of this, there is a phrase historians never use: the Alexandrian Empire. This is because there never really was one. Within months of Alexander’s death, his conquests had been broken up and divided between his former generals. Years of warfare followed as each tried to conquer the other.



THE FACE OF ALEXANDER
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Entire libraries can be filled with books that speculate on the appearance or the mind of Alexander the Great. We know he was the son of one of the other great military commanders of his era. Or we do unless we believe what his mother often maintained. She claimed that the night he was conceived she mated with a giant snake that appeared from nowhere in her bed. The snake was known as a common ploy by the god Zeus, Olympus’s most notorious seducer. This meant that Alexander was the son of Zeus and a demigod. How much he himself believed this is unknown. Certainly, he used his mythical origins to ensure his welcome in such places as Egypt. It was there that the oracle at Siwa declared the Macedonian a god, and so this was accepted by many in Egypt and beyond. Perhaps the thought he was facing a demigod can help explain the otherwise courageous Darius III’s behavior both times he personally faced Alexander.

Certainly as a young man Alexander looked little like his father, Philip. But then by the time of Alexander’s birth, Philip’s face was badly scarred and he was missing an eye. The empty socket was said to become infected often. Alexander himself was said to be well formed and very handsome. His image on coins and frescoes reflects this.

While Alexander the Great is often portrayed with blond hair, that is inaccurate. His hair was light brown, not blond, although it was often bleached by the sun during his years of campaigning. Many descriptions of Alexander also record that each of his eyes was a different color. This is a real condition but it does not affect vision. While Alexander was badly wounded several times, his face was unscarred, and he retained his good looks.





There was another immediate reason for this breakup as well, but we will get to that mistake soon. More than a decade after he conquered Persia, Alexander the Great spent far less than half his time actually running the empire. He took many steps that spread Greek culture and fused it with Persian, but he simply was not at the center of power and did not live long enough to bring about a true cultural change or give everyone a sense of one unified empire such as the Romans later had. Alexander never lost a battle, he was truly a great general, but in a sense he lost the war. He never managed to merge the cultures fully enough to ensure the future continuity of the empire he created. There is no question he tried, but history says in this he failed. In some ways he was more like a warlord, not an emperor, because his empire did not long survive his death.

5: Losing Empathy with His Soldiers

No one thought more of his soldiers than Alexander, and normally the men returned the feeling. But one of the things a commander has to do is understand the needs of his soldiers. Now, Alexander initially did this very well. If nothing else, leading from the front and taking the same risks as your men does help morale. But Alexander also had a greater plan, or perhaps he just got blinded by his own success, nearly losing command of his army not once, but twice.

At his greatest victory, Gaugamela, Alexander defeated the last and largest Persian army raised by Darius. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say he brilliantly created a situation in which Darius could and did make his own massive mistake and defeat himself. Having effectively taken the capital, and with it control of virtually all of the Persian Empire, Alexander soon began dressing and acting like an eastern potentate. This included wearing the ornate robes of a Persian noble, taking over the harem, partaking in extensive feasts, and the rest. He also began making his Greek commanders and soldiers not just bow to him but prostrate themselves on the floor in front of his throne. Perhaps he needed this to win over the Persian nobles and bureaucrats, but it upset many of his troops and officers. As a way to integrate the two worlds, he ordered eighty of his top commanders to take Persian brides. The discontent his behavior caused among the normally much more egalitarian Greeks and Macedonians was so bad that Alexander had to speak to the men and make a real effort to win them back. Even then he had to reluctantly allow a number of his veterans to return to Macedonia with their plunder.

But perhaps Alexander did not take the lesson to heart. As he prepared to move into India, after spending most of the last seven years campaigning, his army effectively revolted. Alexander the Great was able to regain his control by handling them masterfully and appealing to their pride and reminding them of the successes they had gained under his command. As a result, Alexander had to send back a portion of this army and move on with a smaller and more mobile force.

After his victory at the Battle of the Hydaspes, Alexander again showed how his own desires blinded him to the feelings of his soldiers. They were deep in India, having just won a difficult battle, and Alexander wanted to march east to find and conquer everything to the end of the world. For a third time, the army refused to follow. They were worn out. But this time the commanders and army were united and would not relent. Eventually Alexander agreed instead that they would travel down the Ganges to the sea and would return home from there.

So the arguably most successful commander in history three times showed he had completely lost both empathy with and the support of his army. Alexander the Great’s army was fiercely loyal, but not blindly so. It was an army he never failed to lead into victory, but Alexander seemed to have failed to understand the limits of what he could demand of his remarkable force.

6: Failing to Name an Heir

Alexander’s final mistake not only doomed the empire he had created but also his beloved wife and newborn son. In his years as emperor, Alexander, for reasons unknown, never officially designated a successor or even named a regent for his newborn son. He did make it clear he expected his son to rule after him, but he made no other arrangements. A younger Alexander had fought three wars just to establish his position on the throne immediately after the death of his father, Philip of Macedon. So it is hard to say that he did not understand the problems caused by there being no clear heir to the empire he wanted to last forever. But even though he spent the entire last two years of his life in the empire’s Persian capital, Alexander never stated who should rule if he died.

There is no question that Alexander the Great wanted to leave behind a permanent empire. He saw an empire that merged both Greek and Asian cultures. He established over twenty cities, all named Alexandria, to support this vision of planting Greek culture throughout Persia. The most famous of these cities sits at the mouth of the Nile and is still called Alexandria more than two thousand years later. Nor is there any question that he loved his wife and cherished their son. But no matter what his intentions, leaving the succession undefined without a mechanism for transition guaranteed disaster.

The classic story, probably not true, is that when asked as he died who should rule next, Alexander answered “to the strongest.” Considering he was dying of what appears to have been West Nile virus complicated by the cumulative effect of his wounds and hard living, it is more likely that by that point he was unconscious. The effect was the same. His goal of a lasting empire and cultural unity was lost. Quickly the Macedonian commanders began fighting among themselves and dividing up the empire. Roxanne and his son were taken to Macedonia by Antipater, who claimed to be protecting them until the boy was old enough to rule for himself. Seven years later, Antipater poisoned them both. Within a few months, the empire was divided into “successor states,” which were at near-constant war with each other.

Never in ancient times were even the lands of the Persian Empire again united. Instead of his legacy of a cross-cultural empire, Alexander’s lack of dealing with his own mortality doomed the lands he once ruled to decades of war, while taking the family he loved to imprisonment and then death.
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COWARDICE

How to Lose an Empire in Ten Seconds

331 BCE, PERSIA
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The first time Darius III, Persian emperor, met Alexander the Great in the Battle of Issus, things did not go as he planned. He had placed his army in a strong position, with the steep banks of the Pinarus River in front of them and hills to one side and ocean on the other. He could not be flanked, and any attacking Macedonian would have to fight while climbing up the riverbank.

Darius was correct in that the position could not be flanked, but the rest of his plan was for the Macedonian army to be slaughtered by his armored cavalry and infantry at the top of the riverbank, as the attackers lost cohesion crossing the shallow river. Alexander did not try to force the position, but instead he ordered his infantry to attack up to the bank and then hold. With his army pinned by the left side of Alexander’s infantry, Darius was unable to reach the rest of the Macedonians and had lost control of the battlefield despite his numerical superiority. Then a wedge, formed by the Companion cavalry—his elite armored horsemen—and with Alexander himself leading at the point, smashed through his line along the river and turned to attack the Persian emperor. As his noble bodyguards and even his charioteer died around him, Darius withdrew and then kept on retreating. With their emperor fleeing, the Persian line collapsed, and those who could not flee were slaughtered.

The Battle of Gaugamela, sometimes called Arbela, was the second and last time these two commanders met in battle. Darius was now fighting within a few days’ march on his own capital, and he had spent weeks preparing the battlefield. He was determined to not make the same mistakes as he had at Issus. He was fighting near his source of supply, on a battlefield of his choice, and he had assembled a much larger army, while adding a number of weapon systems unavailable to the Macedonians.

Darius had raised troops from all over his empire. Among them were not only all forms of cavalry but also chariots with scythe blades attached to their wheels. He planned on these breaking up the Macedonian infantry formation. Mercenaries hired from distant India had even brought with them fifteen war elephants. The armored elephants were not only an imposing sight but their smell alone was often enough to frighten cavalry horses. The mere presence of elephants could render entire cavalry units unable to charge or even to flee. To maximize the effect of all of these mobile forces, the Persians had literally leveled the terrain until it was playing-field smooth.

The Persian emperor then made sure that he had a great superiority in infantry and heavy cavalry and placed them both in a long formation that had the flanks anchored. He even recruited thousands of Greek mercenaries to form phalanxes and ordered them to support key parts of his line. Having been beaten when on the defensive, this army was prepared to advance, not just to stand as they had at Issus. Heavy cavalry units were deployed throughout the massive formation to allow Darius to respond to any movement by the Macedonian horsemen.

Finally, to protect himself from another charge, the emperor surrounded his throne not only with his personal and noble guards but also with thousands of his best infantry, the Immortals.

When Alexander appeared late in the day, he camped in the hills near this well-prepared killing ground. Darius was understandably nervous about a night attack. Indeed many of Alexander’s commanders suggested just that. They were badly outnumbered, perhaps as much as five to one or more, and darkness would make organization on both sides difficult and so assist the smaller side. Alexander refused, stating he would not “steal” an empire. Darius was unaware of the decision and so made his first small mistake and kept his massive army in place and in formation all night while the Macedonians rested.

With the dawn, Alexander’s army marched onto the far side and the flat open field. He would fight on the Persian emperor’s prepared battlefield. Almost immediately, Darius ordered his scythed chariots to attack. The horses pulling these proved highly vulnerable to the Macedonian’s arrows and javelins. When a few chariots did reach the enemy’s line, the more mobile Macedonian infantry opened corridors that the horses instinctively ran through, exposing the drivers to javelin
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