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			PREFACE

			Though all other cities have their periods of government and are subject to the decays of time, Constantinople alone seems to claim a kind of immortality and will continue to be a city as long as humanity shall live either to inhabit it or rebuild it.

			Pierre Gilles, The Antiquities of Constantinople (1548)

			On the waves of the Sea of Marmara bobbed dozens of Greek triremes, sails full of wind, oars slapping noisily against the rowdy waters as they strained against the southern currents. Ahead to the north surged the Bosporus Strait, famed for dashing vessels against the walls of its rocky cliffs. Beyond that was Pontos Axeinos, the Inhospitable Sea, where pirates roamed and warlike tribes watched hungrily from the wooded shores. Pressing defiantly northward, the vessels entered the Bosporus. A few miles of hard going later, they shifted their sails and rudders to turn sharply west, toward the opening of a river there. Skirting easily into the placid waters of the natural harbor, the sailors disembarked, hauling their supplies onto shore. To the south rose the green hills of a verdant peninsula, thrusting out against the maw of the Bosporus. A half hour’s climb up a nearby hill at the tip of the peninsula rewarded them with a breathtaking panorama of their new home. They stood in Europe, yet just across the strait to the east they could see the shores of Asia. Perched on the Greek frontier, they looked north to the endless Thracian forests and the Bosporus waterway, leading to mythical places unknown. It was here, around the year 667 BC, that these few hundred settlers broke ground on a bold new settlement.

			Although in time it would grow in ways those colonists could never imagine, the city would ever remain suspended between worlds: Greeks and Persians, Western Romans and Eastern Romans, Catholics and Orthodox, Europeans and Asians, Christians and Muslims, West and East. In its many incarnations it would by turns become a den of debauchery, a city of saints, a smoldering ruin, and a glistening capital of two empires. It would be hailed as the greatest Christian city in the world before converting to Islam, taking on the mantle of the Muslim caliphate.

			Today it is Istanbul. Yet across the centuries it has answered to many names: Byzantion, New Rome, Antoniniana, Constantinople, Queen of Cities, Miklagard, Tsargrad, Stamboul, Islambul, the Gate of Happiness, and perhaps most eloquently of all, “the City.”

			It remains the City. “Istanbul” is simply a Turkish hearing of the Greek phrase στην Πόλη, meaning “in or to the City.” It was an appropriate name, for across the centuries it so dwarfed all other cities that it seemed to stand completely apart. It mattered little whether one was a thousand miles away from its majesty or just across the strait that splashed against its massive walls. “The City” was always the megalopolis on the Bosporus, set like a jewel between two continents and two seas.

			It is hard not to stand in awe when considering the extraordinary history of this extraordinary place. Once, it was a magnificent city of rulers, a place in which geography conspired to give it dominion over its horizons. From its sprawling palaces, history’s most powerful men sent forth commands to the distant reaches of their vast empires. The empires obeyed, revering their capital, showering it with wealth, adorning it with architectural marvels, and lifting it up to become a city above all others.

			Although it has marked the passage of more than twenty-five centuries, Istanbul is no ruin of antiquity. It remains a vibrant, energetic, and exceedingly prosperous place. With nearly fifteen million inhabitants, Istanbul is today Europe’s largest city, and the fifth largest in the world. Its financial districts are packed with modern skyscrapers teeming with commercial activity. Rapid increases across all sectors of Istanbul’s economy form the engine that drives consistent and impressive growth throughout the entire country. After substantial increases post-2010, Turkey’s economy was still growing at twice the rate of that of the European Union in 2014. Istanbul’s rising prosperity is evident enough in its revived neighborhoods, beautiful parks, and flourishing art communities. Indeed, Istanbul has become one of the world’s premier tourist destinations, touted regularly by the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal as a place of exotic delights, intriguing history, and a multitude of cultural attractions. Today Istanbul is known as much for its thriving art scene and chic restaurants as for the beauty of the Blue Mosque and the splendor of Topkapi Palace.

			The purpose of this book is to bring together the history of this urban marvel into one enjoyable and clear narrative. It is, from the outset, an impossible task. The history of Istanbul is so complex, stretching across so many cultures, events, and lives, that a library of books would not suffice to capture it. Yet if the entire story cannot be told, at least the most important episodes and broadest vistas can be sketched. The overarching goal here is to open up the rich history of Istanbul to any interested reader, while offering guideposts along the way for further exploration. It is well worth the trip. The history of Istanbul is bound tightly to the history of the Western world. All the currents of Mediterranean commerce, thought, religion, and power ran through Istanbul’s roads, wharfs, forums, and palaces. It is impossible to study antiquity, the Middle Ages, Christianity, or Islam without sailing past Istanbul’s shores, visiting its academies, poking one’s head into its churches and mosques. Then as now, it remains “the City.”

			My own fascination with Istanbul grew out of my study of the Middle Ages. While an undergraduate student, I was astonished to learn that long after the Roman Empire in Europe fell, it held lustily on to life in this city. There the forums remained full, the charioteers raced, and the emperors still ruled amid unrivaled splendor. I first visited Istanbul in 1986, at the beginning of my doctoral studies in history. American tourists were few. Conditions in the city, even in the core areas around the Blue Mosque, were poor. The smells of Istanbul were an unforgettable and inescapable part of the scenery. Some were pleasant, such as the savor of a street döner kebab or a wood-grilled fish on the wharf. But most were not. The worst were the cocktails of diesel exhaust belched from buses, raw sewage, and garbage piled on the streets, garnished with the stifling odor of the polluted Golden Horn waterway. Istanbul’s taxis jammed the streets, piloted by men with a hand perpetually on the horn and windows down to bellow at other drivers or unlucky pedestrians. I loved it anyway. For, just beneath the crowded, noisy, malodorous chaos were layers upon layers of historical grandeur. Fourteen-century-old Hagia Sophia could be entered for the equivalent of fifty cents, and there were never lines. Ditto for the nearby Basilica Cistern. A venue for lavish functions and concerts today, the ancient Binbirdirek Cistern was entered through a hole in the ground where an old man rented flashlights to those brave enough to explore the rat-infested cavern.

			Since those years, I have spent much time in Istanbul and a good portion of my career researching and writing about it. I have tried to bring the fruits of that work to this history. There is, of course, much to be found in this book on the physical city, its buildings, plazas, roads, and harbors. But above all I have tried to keep the focus on the human stories of those who lived there: the emperors and empresses, craftsmen and architects, sailors and fishermen, street vendors and harem concubines. They are all part of the rich diversity of this most cosmopolitan of cities.

			Modern histories often privilege the modern. I have worked hard not to do that here. After all, anything that is twenty-five centuries old deserves our respect. By approaching Istanbul’s long lifespan with a more even hand the richness of its earlier centuries is not lost behind the immediacy of contemporary events. Real history requires perspective. The long-lasting effects of the city’s Nika Riots in AD 532 are clear enough; the effects of the failed military coup of 2016 are not. One of the difficulties in writing a general history is knowing when to stop. I have cautiously brought this narrative to the time of its writing, but have tried not to exaggerate the importance of current events simply because they are current. The history of Istanbul demonstrates repeatedly that small events scarcely noticed can have profound effects down the centuries. A bit of humility is always advisable when assessing the events of one’s own age.

			How this city came to dominate its worlds is a story worth the telling.

		

	
		
			PART I

			BYZANTION

			667 BC–AD 330

			Byzantion makes all merchant-captains drunk.

			Menander, The Flute Girl

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			Across from the City of the Blind

			The origins of Istanbul are found in the childhood of Western civilization. Two thousand seven hundred years ago it was common for bands of Greek colonists to board their triremes and roam the shores of the Mediterranean seeking new, profitable homes. Often they were simply groups of men dissatisfied with their current situations and seeking better ones elsewhere. Sometimes they were sent out by their city governments to found new dependent colonies. All these hardy voyagers sought rich, uncivilized lands where they could live securely and conduct trade. To the west, Sicily and southern Italy were already covered with Greek city-states, so many that the early Romans referred to the region as Magna Graecia (Greater Greece).

			The Greeks had also begun eyeing lands to their northeast, where they planted new settlements along the coasts of the Sea of Marmara. Set between the Aegean Sea and the Black Sea, the Sea of Marmara was linked to the Greek world by the Hellespont (called today the Dardanelles), a thirty-eight-mile strait separating the continents of Europe and Asia. The islands and coast of the Sea of Marmara were endowed with plentiful resources, including lumber and marble, for which it received its name (marmara).

			Around 750 BC the Greek city-state of Megara won its independence from nearby Corinth. Megaran merchants did a brisk business shipping textiles, wool, and livestock from their homelands to distant ports for impressive profits. Megaran goods could be found almost everywhere, but increasingly after 700 BC their merchants headed to the Sea of Marmara to sell their wares.

			Like their fellow Greeks, the newly independent Megarans sent their first colonists westward to Sicily. Around 725 BC they founded Megara Hyblaea on the eastern shore of the island. Ancient references and modern archaeology testify that Megara Hyblaea was a prosperous port city. Nonetheless, the shift in Megaran trade to the northeast convinced the next group of colonists to settle in Thrace, on the northern shore of the Sea of Marmara. Founded on a steep hill to the east of a natural harbor, Selymbria (modern Silivri) quickly became a wealthy city. Fifteen years later, in 685 BC, the Megarans sent another group of colonists, who settled thirty miles to the east of Selymbria, on the Asian side of the water. Although it faced the Sea of Marmara, Chalcedon (modern Kadıköy) was just east of the mouth of the Bosporus Strait, the only water link to the Black Sea. The current near Chalcedon was slow, so it must have been founded as a safe harbor for local merchant traffic, as well as a stopping point for those few entrepreneurs risking business along the strait.

			In those early years these three Megaran colonies were a risky proposition. Travel from Greece to the Sea of Marmara was time consuming owing to the currents running south out of the Hellespont and to the contrary Etesian (or Meltemi) winds that blew from mid-May to mid-September. Tribes in the forests and plains near the Sea of Marmara were yet another problem. On the European side lived the fierce Thracians, while on the Asian side were the troublesome Bithynians. Yet as more Greek colonies were founded in the area, it slowly became a safer place, and therefore more profitable.

			To the north lay the dangerous Black Sea. The Bosporus Strait, which stretches for twenty miles between the Sea of Marmara and the Black Sea and is less than half a mile wide at points, also had a reputation for peril. The popular story of Jason and the Argonauts credited the danger to giant wandering rocks that patrolled the strait in search of unwary vessels to crush. In Apollonius of Rhodes’s version, Jason and his men sailed through the Bosporus but were stopped from entering the Black Sea by the Symplegades, massive boulders that slammed violently together when anything passed between them. Determined to defeat the trap, Jason released a dove that darted between the rocks. The giants crashed together with such force that water and steam exploded upward, obscuring the view. The dove made it through, losing only a few tail feathers in the journey. At once Jason ordered his men to row the Argo forward, before the rocks were able to strike again. This they did, although the contrary swell of the waters from the Black Sea nearly doomed them. Seeing their danger, the goddess Athena swept them forward—and just in time. The rocks crashed together once again, pulverizing a decoration on the ship’s stern but leaving the men unharmed. Jason’s victory broke the magic of the Symplegades, and henceforward the way to the Black Sea was open.

			As the Greeks settled new colonies closer to the Black Sea it, too, became a less inhospitable place (at least for them). Increasingly they referred to it as simply Pontus, “the Sea.” The Sea of Marmara they called Propontis, meaning “before the sea,” suggesting that journeys northward were becoming more common. The Black Sea had much to recommend it to the merchants of the Greek world. There one could obtain the rich produce of the Danube and the Crimea, as well as goods that traveled overland from the Asian steppes from as far away as India. The Black Sea might be a difficult place, but the lure of profit was strong.

			It was the search for profit that gave birth to the city of Istanbul. In or around 667 BC, ships filled with Megaran colonists sailed into the Bosporus searching for a new home. On the western side of the strait, within view of Chalcedon, arose a lush and hilly peninsula jutting out into the water. Immediately to its north flowed a wide and slow-moving river emptying lazily into the Bosporus. To the west of the peninsula were the dense forests and fertile soils of the Thracian countryside. It seemed in every way a perfect location for a commercial city. The river, which was soon named the Golden Horn (Chrysokeras), provided a natural harbor for vessels, protecting them from the swift currents of the Bosporus running south. It also acted as a fishery, catching with its curved shores confused schools on their way down to the Aegean. The fish in the Golden Horn were so abundant that they could be caught by hand, or by simply throwing rocks into the water. The high hill at the point of the peninsula (modern Seraglio Point) not only allowed one to survey the entire entrance to the mighty Bosporus, but was defended by steep sides and surrounding waters. This was a location from which one could, with sufficient naval strength, command the Bosporus, the link between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean Sea.

			The Megaran colonists landed their vessels, performed their rituals of dedication, and began the hard work of building a new city. They named it Byzantion. Those first Greek settlers were engaging in a costly gamble. Chalcedon, just across the Bosporus, had already established itself as the center of commerce in that part of the Sea of Marmara. There was no need for a Greek merchant vessel to fight the Bosporus current to land at Byzantion when Chalcedon was so close and so convenient. Byzantion, though, was focused on a different market, one that remained unproven. For Byzantion to succeed, Greek commerce into the Black Sea needed to flourish.

			And it did. Within a century, Greek colonies appeared along the upper Bosporus and even on the southern shores of the Black Sea. Trade through the strait became brisk. Soon Byzantion outstripped the older Chalcedon in every way. Indeed, visitors to the region often assumed that Byzantion was the original settlement and Chalcedon simply a suburb (as it would later become, and remains today). In the early sixth century BC, the Persian general Megabazus was astonished to learn that colonists from Megara had founded Chalcedon seventeen years before the settlement of Byzantion. How could the Chalcedons have missed the rich peninsula just across the Bosporus? He joked that Chalcedon must have been founded by a company of blind men.

			Megabazus’s jest quickly worked its way into the evolving myths of the city of Byzantion. Early colonists are generally too busy to write histories, leaving it to future generations to compose their own versions of their city’s foundation. In Byzantion it was later claimed that the leader of the Megaran colonists was a man named Byzas, the son of the god Poseidon and the nymph Ceroëssa. Bards and poets told rapt audiences that Byzas had led his intrepid band first to the sacred shrines of Delphi, where they sought guidance from the wild prophetess known as the Sibyl. She advised them to found their new home “across from the city of the blind.” Byzas was puzzled by the answer but set sail to look for this strange place nonetheless. In time, he and his men came upon the empty slopes of the Bosporus peninsula and stared with disbelief at the existing city across the waves. Surely, they exclaimed, Chalcedon was a city of the blind! That very day they founded Byzantion, named of course for their leader. He became, it was said, its first king.

			There is no doubt that later generations of Byzantines believed the story of their heroic founder. Coins struck in Byzantion frequently bore the image of the fabled king Byzas (Illustration 1). The truth, though, is probably less colorful. Modern excavations on the acropolis prove that native Thracians established simple settlements there long before the Greeks of Megara arrived. Recent excavations in the Yenikapı area have also uncovered a Neolithic settlement of huts, graves, and even footprints dating back to 6000 BC. But there does remain a break in the archaeological record between 1200 BC and the foundation of Byzantion. So, while the peninsula was settled by Stone Age and Iron Age tribes, it appears to have been vacant when the Megaran colonists arrived. Were the Chalcedons truly blind? Of course, blindness had nothing to do with any of these choices. The colonists who had settled at Chalcedon were simply focused on a different market, one that would later be overshadowed by the growing commercial activity on the Bosporus.

			Those first years were undoubtedly difficult for the people of Byzantion, as they struggled to build shelters and basic defenses against Thracian raiders. We may assume that they received some assistance and additional settlers from Megara, but others came to join them as well. We hear, for example, of a large number of settlers arriving from Miletus, on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor. There is no doubt that the city grew steadily during its first century, but how large it became is unclear. As with most Greek cities, its acropolis was the center of government and religious life. Around that, it had land walls that roughly corresponded to the existing walls around the Topkapi Palace and Gülhane Park. Seawalls were probably unnecessary. The swift current and steep hills along the Bosporus made an armed landing nearly impossible. And the Golden Horn itself could be protected by a thick chain suspended across the river’s mouth and fastened to fortified towers on both sides. There must have been an agora, an open area for markets, civic meetings, and mustering troops. And of course there were shrines and temples. Almost certainly there was a temple to Zeuxippus, a local Thracian version of the god Zeus.

			Unfortunately, further information about the early history of Byzantion is scarce. Classical authors mentioned it only when it played a role in larger events. Archaeology is also not much help, given the extraordinary changes in the city in subsequent centuries. Excavations on the acropolis in the 1970s revealed a large amount of debris, including weights, figurines, and a vast array of pottery from this period. There is no doubt, then, that Byzantion was a small yet prosperous place.

			Byzantion first comes into view on the world stage during the Persian Wars. Theoretically, the natural state of a Greek polis (city-state) was independence—although that did not halt powerful Greeks’ bullying their Greek neighbors into submission. In principle, the ancient Greeks believed that civilized life could be found only in the freedom of their own self-governed city-states. Many non-Greeks disagreed. The Greeks, after all, were relative newcomers to civilization. There were far older, wealthier, and more powerful empires to the east. The Persian Empire, based in what is today Iran, had grown rapidly under the rule of Cyrus the Great (559–30 BC). Aside from employing his efficient armies, Cyrus had a novel and surprisingly successful strategy of conquest. When he selected a city, kingdom, or region to add to his empire he would offer the people there a simple choice. They could surrender, in which case their property would be left untouched and their persons unmolested. Leaders and bureaucrats could often keep their positions and even continue to follow their own laws, although they would be responsible to a Persian governor known as a satrap. Aside from that, the conquered were required only to keep the peace, pay a tribute, and provide troops for additional Persian conquests. Cyrus had no interest in changing local languages, religions, or customs. Good members of the Persian Empire could keep them all. Those who refused to surrender or who later rebelled felt the full violence that Cyrus could unleash. And it was awe inspiring. The vanquished had their property taken, their people massacred, and their cities leveled to the ground. Frequently all that remained of Cyrus’s enemies were wastelands punctuated by mountains of skulls.

			Most people surrendered. Even mighty Babylon gave up with scarcely a fight. When he entered the great Mesopotamian city, Cyrus not only released the captive Jews, but also ordered the rebuilding of their Temple in Jerusalem. This generosity earned Cyrus a prominent place in the Bible, where he is described as a heroic servant of God.

			The Greeks did not share the Jews’ enthusiasm for Cyrus or his benevolent rule. From their perspective, Cyrus was a barbarian—as were all non-Greeks. Because it was the natural state of Greek men to be free, it was therefore unnatural for them to be subject to non-Greeks. The Greeks closest to the expanding Persian Empire lived in western Asia Minor, where cities such as Troy, Ephesus, and Miletus flourished. In the mid-sixth century BC this region was loosely organized into the Kingdom of Lydia, ruled by Croesus from his capital at Sardis. Like Cyrus, Croesus was interested in expanding his territory, although his methods were less subtle. According to Herodotus, Croesus asked the Oracle at Delphi for advice on a war with Persia. The Oracle responded that Croesus should ally himself with the most powerful Greeks and that his attack would then cause the destruction of a mighty empire.

			At some point in the 540s BC, Cyrus moved his forces into Lydia, brushing aside all opposition. Before the Greek allies could arrive to prosecute their invasion of Persia, Cyrus appeared outside the walls of Sardis. In short order, the Persians crushed the Lydian army and captured Croesus himself. The king was probably executed, although Herodotus tells a story in which Cyrus spared his enemy just before he was to be burned alive. In that version, Croesus became one of Cyrus’s closest advisers. With or without Croesus, the Lydian kingdom was no more. The Oracle was right: a mighty empire had indeed been destroyed.

			In the years after the conquest of Sardis, the Persians in Lydia were kept busy incorporating the various Greek city-states into their empire. As elsewhere, the Greeks were allowed to retain their property, religion, and customs provided they remained loyal. Satraps were appointed to oversee local governments, but even these were almost always chosen among the Greeks. The cities themselves were governed by Greek tyrants appointed by the satraps.

			The people of Byzantion no doubt looked on the situation across the Bosporus with trepidation. Having expanded westward to the Aegean Sea, the Persian Empire was prepared to stretch across the strait into Thrace, thereby gaining a foothold in Europe. It is not clear precisely when it did that—certainly before 513 BC, when Byzantion is described within the Persian satrapy of Hellespontine Phrygia. By then, the ruler of the Persian Empire was Darius I (c. 522–486 BC), a man determined to expand his domain deep into Europe. To prepare the way, he was forced to deal with the Scythians, fierce nomads living north and east of the Black Sea. The Scythians had for some time been causing serious trouble for the Persians, conducting border raids, attacking Persian forces, and disrupting the lucrative Black Sea trade. Darius meant to stop it.

			Around 513 BC, Darius led a large army to the Bosporus Strait, directly opposite the city of Byzantion. His plan was to cross over, march through Thrace, and then head north to the Danube, scouring the Black Sea coast of all Scythians. There was, though, the problem of the Bosporus, but Darius had a plan for that, too. Mandrocles, a Greek engineer from the island of Samos, had already begun construction on a wide bridge of boats, over which Darius’s troops, animals, and wagons could cross. The bridge was built at the narrowest part of the Bosporus, precisely where the Fatih Sultan Mehmet Bridge is today suspended across the waters. Darius was so pleased with this floating marvel that he showered riches upon Mandrocles and placed two marble columns on the opposing shores to mark where he had once conquered the forbidding waves. On the columns, Darius listed the cities that had supported his campaign—in Greek on the western column and in Assyrian on the eastern one. The columns no longer survive, though apparently the Greek one was later sent to Byzantion to adorn a temple of Artemis.

			Darius’s expedition into Europe was only moderately successful. On the one hand, he never lost a battle. Yet that was only because the Scythians were willing to let their sparsely settled territory do the fighting for them. As the Persian forces marched north toward the Danube, the Scythians simply melted into the forests. With much difficulty Darius and his men crossed the great river, but they were unable to win a decisive victory against their retreating foe. Because there were no cities and little cultivation, there was no way for Darius to convince the Scythians to stand and defend their property. They had none. Finally, he ordered the construction of some fortifications to guard against further disruptions on the Black Sea and returned his army to Thrace. Although Darius himself returned to Sardis, he left one of his generals, Megabazus, to complete the Persian conquest of Thrace. It was this Megabazus who famously proclaimed that Chalcedon had been founded by blind men. Shortly thereafter Macedonia voluntarily allied with the Persian Empire. The territory of free Greeks was rapidly shrinking.

			It was perhaps inevitable that the desire of Greeks for self-rule would clash with Persian hegemony. After decades of control by local tyrants and provincial satraps, the Greeks of Asia Minor longed for the idealized days of democracy. In 499 BC the tyrant of Miletus, Aristagoras, summoned the leading citizens of his city to propose a rapid strike against Persian control in the region to free the Ionian cities along the western shore of Asia. They agreed. No sooner did Miletus declare its independence than it was joined by nearly all the other Greek cities in Asia Minor. And from Greece itself came matériel and military support.

			Ionian and Athenian forces met in the spring of 498 BC and began their march to the Persian provincial capital at Sardis. Unaware of the danger, the city quickly succumbed. The Greeks set fire to it, burning it to the ground. The core of Persian power in Asia had been destroyed, leading more and more cities to overthrow their satraps. Byzantion, too, declared its independence from Persia.

			Darius blamed the Athenians for the rebellion. It was they, he believed, who had stirred up the Ionian Greeks with their talk of freedom and democracy. He swore that he would make them pay. According to Herodotus, Darius ordered a servant to remind him three times daily of his vow of vengeance against Athens. But it was not just Athens that needed taming. Darius also concluded that Greek cities in Asia and Thrace could never be firmly controlled while their cultural brothers remained free in Greece.

			The first order of business was to put down the rebellion. The second was to end the Greek problem once and for all.

			The Persians brought formidable forces to Asia, yet it still took several years to crush the Ionian revolt. Separate deals were hammered out with various Greek cities, some of which were willing to return to Persian rule in exchange for escaping the usual punishment meted out to rebels. But many cities remained loyal to the Ionian cause, even when clearly lost. The struggle culminated in 494 BC, when the Persians defeated a sizeable Ionian fleet and laid siege to the leading city of the revolt, Miletus. A proud showpiece nestled on the blue shore of the Aegean, Miletus had given the Greek world magnificent poetry, philosophy, art, and even the system of street grids still used by urban planners today. Now it was surrounded by a foreign army with a thirst for vengeance. It did not hold out long. When the walls finally crumbled, the Persian army rounded up the men of the city and put them to the sword. The women and children were sent to the slave markets, and what remained of the city was incinerated. Great Miletus was no more.

			The same fate awaited each city in rebellion. After eliminating all opposition in Asia, the Persian armies headed for the Sea of Marmara and the Bosporus. The citizens of Byzantion and Chalcedon knew what fate awaited them. If they made a plea for mercy, it is not recorded. But neither did they stand and fight. Instead, they took everything they could carry and fled north to the Black Sea. There they founded a new city, Mesembria. When the Persians finally arrived at Byzantion they found only the winds of the Bosporus rustling through the empty streets. Like Miletus, Byzantion was eradicated.

			True to his plan, Darius followed up his victory over the Greek rebels with campaigns against Greece itself. The naval attack on Athens in 490 BC was a complete disaster for the Persians, who had suffered enormous casualties at the Battle of Marathon. Darius redoubled his efforts, preparing to personally lead a massive invasion of Greece. But he would not live to see that war. In 486 BC the great warlord died in his bed.

			Darius’s extensive preparations continued uninterrupted under his son, Xerxes I (486–65 BC). The Persians already controlled most of the Aegean shore and many of its islands. In Thrace, provision stations were established to feed the thousands of Persian troops that would soon march across it. It is difficult to tell what part, if any, ruined Byzantion played in all this. Xerxes ordered the construction of two bridges of boats to be constructed at the Hellespont, south of the Sea of Marmara. The Persians’ bypassing the Bosporus may suggest that Byzantion was still a field of rubble. There is evidence to suggest that Byzantion was resettled in the 480s, perhaps as a Persian naval base. According to Herodotus, Byzantion contributed one hundred vessels to Xerxes’s invasion fleet. Xerxes did not initially enjoy his father’s success with long floating bridges. The first attempt to cross the Hellespont was destroyed by storms, causing Xerxes to sentence the strait to be bound in irons and receive three hundred lashings. The sentence was carried out: irons were tossed into the sea, and Persian officials solemnly beat the water with their whips. The Hellespont responded favorably. The subsequent bridges were more successful, allowing Xerxes to march his armies into Greece in 480 BC.

			Despite powerful military forces and careful preparations, Xerxes’s invasion went poorly from the start. He was delayed, and suffered heavy casualties against the Spartans at the Battle of Thermopylae, although in the end he won the day. Desperate, the Athenians fled Athens, sailing across the water to the Isthmus of Corinth. The Persians burned Athens and then boarded their vessels to hunt down the last of the troublemakers. But at the Battle of Salamis, the Athenian navy defeated the Persians, sending thousands of their soldiers to the bottom of the sea. Most of the Persians were then ordered home to put down a revolt in Babylon, although Xerxes left sufficient forces to continue the war in Greece. The Athenian victory rallied other Greek cities, which banded together to defeat the Persians completely at the Battle of Plataea in 479 BC. Despite extraordinary efforts, the great empire of the East had failed to defeat the rebellious Greeks.

			After the victory at Plataea the bronze armor and weapons of the fallen Persians were collected, melted down, and cast into a twenty-foot-tall statue of three serpents, all entwined around one another, with their heads forming the base of a sacred tripod at the top. The magnificent Serpent Column was then given to Delphi as a votive offering of thanks to Apollo for Greece’s surprising, seemingly miraculous victory. The warriors of the Dorian Greek state of Sparta placed a pedestal nearby the column, proclaiming that it was a monument in memory of the Spartan contribution to the destruction of the Persians. When pilgrims from other Greek cities objected to Sparta’s version of events, the pedestal was removed. In its place, the names of the allied cities were inscribed on the lowest coils of the snakes. That column, which has been on outdoor public display for twenty-five hundred years, is today in Istanbul very near the Blue Mosque. How this fascinating relic came to be there, though, is a story for another chapter.

			In the aftermath of the Persian defeat, Greek cities everywhere proclaimed their independence. In some places this required armed action. It was the genius of Persian administration that it relied as much as possible on local citizens. That meant that there were more than a few Greeks who had profited under Persian rule, and who were now out of a job. Some fled to Persia; others bided their time, hoping for a return of the Persian armies. In Byzantion it appears that Persian interests held on. In 478 BC, Greek forces led by Pausanias, the son of the Spartan king Cleombrotus, liberated Byzantion. The population of the city was probably small, but it may have been augmented by people returning from exile. There is no doubt that Pausanias put considerable effort into securing and refurbishing the city, and as a result gained popularity with the citizens. For all its troubles, Byzantion remained a strategically placed city with a potential for rich profits.

			Unfortunately, Pausanias had problems of his own. Back when he was in Sparta he had been charged with conspiring with the Persians to lead a rebellion that would put Sparta in the empire and him as its tyrant. He was tried and found not guilty. Now in Byzantion, those suspicions arose again. First there were the high-level Persian prisoners in Byzantion who somehow managed to “escape” back to the court of Xerxes. Then there were the whispers of Persian emissaries ushered into the residence of the Spartan general. Some feared that Pausanias would hand over Thrace to the Persians in return for a powerful position in conquered Greece. Whether there were any grounds for these fears remains a mystery. There was enough evidence, though, for the Spartan authorities to recall Pausanias to stand trial at home. As before, he was cleared of all charges.

			Pausanias returned to Byzantion without an army, but with a wellspring of goodwill. The citizens of Byzantion proclaimed him leader. He established a government and legal code, modeled unsurprisingly on Sparta. He began building projects and restored ports and markets. The city was once again a center for fishing and trade. Coins began to be minted in Byzantion, and hoard finds suggest that they circulated widely.

			Close to royal power in Sparta, Pausanias may have hoped to use Byzantion as a foundation for forming his own kingdom in Thrace. In another age, that might have happened. But in the aftermath of the Persian Wars, Athens was determined to organize the Greek city-states into a defensive alliance to ward off any further invasions. Byzantion was crucial to that effort. Not only could the city resist a Persian crossing of the Bosporus, but more immediately, it could ensure the free flow of grain from the Black Sea. This was important to Athens and other Greek coastal towns without access to large agricultural regions. No enemy, Persian or Greek, could be allowed to close off that strait.

			Pausanias’s plans for Byzantion, whatever they were, did not agree with those of the Athenian commander of forces, Cimon, who expelled him from the city. Pausanias went to Colophon, in Asia, but a few years later he was again accused of conspiring with the Persians and returned to Sparta. Once again he was cleared of all charges, but his enemies continued to search for evidence. It appears they found something, for Pausanias fled to Sparta’s Temple of Athena for sanctuary. The building was sealed, and he starved to death.

			Byzantion had paid dearly for the cause of Greek independence. Now, as the city regained its population and restored its properties, it faced a new challenge to its freedom—not from the Persians, but from its Greek defenders.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			Bread for Athens

			With the defeat of the Persian Empire the people of Byzantion faced a new era. The fierce wars that had so long raged across Asia Minor and Greece were over. Without the Persian threat, the Greeks were free to pursue their own interests, choose their own governments, and make war on their Greek neighbors at will. This was their way. The Spartans’ return home after the liberation of Byzantion was a bold statement that they would no longer prosecute a war once it had met all its objectives.

			The Athenians disagreed. Athens had been the Persians’ prime target, and its citizens paid for their defiance with blood, treasure, and a home reduced to ashes. They were determined not only to neutralize the threat but also to make certain it never rose again. They would not abandon the Ionian cities of Asia Minor still under Persian rule. So, when the Spartans withdrew from the city of Byzantion, the Athenians arrived in force.

			The Athenian idea was big, though deceptively simple. They proposed an alliance of free Greek city-states working together to drive the Persian Empire completely out of the Aegean Sea and Greek Asia Minor. The interested cities held a meeting on the centrally located Aegean island of Delos. There, they forged a pact to work together to neutralize the Persians, exact retribution for their attacks on the Greeks, and see to the continued defense of the allied members. To that end, all the cities would contribute men, ships, and materiel, which would be stockpiled on Delos. Thus was the Delian League formed—and of course Byzantion was a prominent member.

			At first all went as planned. The league defeated the Persians, ejecting them completely from the Greek world. But success brought its own problems. With the threat diminished, the Athenians offered to league members the option of contributing money rather than troops and ships. Since it was cumbersome to keep armies active in a time of peace, most of the cities availed themselves of that option. It is a testament to the healthy economy of Byzantion that its assessed contribution was one of the largest in the league. As before, all funds were stored at Delos, although increasingly the governance of the league was falling to Athens.

			Athens’s dominance did not go unnoticed. League assessments were not small. Indeed, they had to be sufficient to hire the troops and build the ships that a city would otherwise have contributed. As a result, member cities were largely drained of the funds necessary to muster their own troops or prosecute their own wars. It was not long before some of the members expressed a desire to depart the league. Secession, they would learn, was not an option. When Naxos announced its departure around 471 BC, the league declared war. Naxos’s fortifications were destroyed, and it was forced back into the alliance, now without a vote. A similar fate awaited subsequent rebels. The Delian League was a strong but indivisible union.

			No doubt many in Byzantion resented the high costs of league membership. But they were in no position to object. Much of the food on Athenian tables made its way from the rich lands of the Ukraine and Crimea, across the Black Sea and through the straits of the Bosporus and the Hellespont. It was absolutely vital that the Athenians maintain control over these strategic waterways. An inscription found in Athens, dating probably to the 420s BC, refers to “Hellespontine Guards” based at Byzantion. The job of these officials was to inspect all grain shipments moving south through the Bosporus and to direct them either toward Athens or to other Aegean allies. This was not something the Athenians were willing to leave to the whims of local merchants. It meant a permanent Athenian presence in Byzantion.

			By the mid-fifth century BC the Delian League had become the most powerful military force in Greek history—and a de facto Athenian Empire. In 454 BC the leader of Athens, Pericles, ordered the Delian League treasury relocated from Delos to Athens and began using the league’s money to beautify Athens, constructing monumental buildings such as the famous Parthenon. Athens had become the capital city for millions of Greeks who had fought for independence from Persia. In the end, they had traded one overlord for another.

			Sparta was strong enough to remain out of the Delian League, and to defend its friends should the league try to bully them into joining. In practice, that meant that the Greek world quickly divided itself into two armed camps. After years of skirmishing, the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta began in 431 BC. The people of Byzantion probably took no active role in the war, but their financial contributions and defense of the Bosporus were essential for Athenian efforts. Almost immediately the Spartan armies destroyed the farmlands around Athens and surrounded its walls. Since Athens relied principally on its powerful navy and access to commercial shipping, the Spartan attack had little effect. As long as the grain barges sailed past the city of Byzantion bound for Athens, all was well.

			Yet passive support did not mean active love for Athens. Many in Byzantion likely remembered, perhaps inaccurately, the old days of Pausanias when Sparta built up their city. There is no doubt that a sizeable portion of the population in Byzantion looked to Sparta to free them from the Athenian yoke. This was demonstrated vividly in 413 BC, when news of a stunning defeat for Athens buzzed through the busy ports of Byzantion. Two years earlier, the Athenians had sent a fleet of more than one hundred vessels under the command of Alcibiades to defeat the Greek city of Syracuse. They had been responding to an Ionian request for aid, but it was also an opportunity to wage war on Spartan colonies on the wealthy island of Sicily. Had Athens been successful, the Athenian Empire would have become a truly Mediterranean-wide power. But the Athenian forces were not just defeated, they were completely wiped out. For the first time since the Persian Wars, Athens lay prostrate.

			The response to Athens’s defeat was the same in Byzantion as in dozens of cities across Ionia and the Aegean. The leaders of the city ejected the Athenian officials, renounced their membership in the Delian League, and offered to support Sparta’s new Peloponnesian League. Persia even offered to send money and troops to support Sparta against its old rival. Athens was torn apart by factionalism. In so much chaos, Byzantion was once again free and independent.

			But the Peloponnesian War was not yet over. The Athenian commander Alcibiades went east and gained control over a fleet of one hundred Athenian vessels stored at Samos in case of extreme emergency. That emergency, he reasoned, had come. He refused to recognize an oligarchic revolution in Athens that had been organized to seek peace from Sparta. He did not attack Athens, but he put sufficient pressure on the city to bring it back to its customary democracy. Then he turned his fleet northward, heading directly for the straits. At the Hellespont, Alcibiades came upon a Spartan fleet supporting the nearby rebel cities and cutting off grain shipments to Athens. At the Battle of Cyzicus in 410 BC, he destroyed the Spartans and restored the region to Athenian control. He then moved north into the Sea of Marmara and sailed directly for the mouth of the Bosporus, toward Byzantion.

			For those citizens of Byzantion who looked out that day from the acropolis to see the billowing sails of a hundred Athenian vessels below, it must have seemed like a recurring bad dream. How could Athenians be in these waters again, and in such force? Still, Byzantion was prepared to defend itself with a respectable fleet and army, and the Spartans sent a small force under the command of Clearchus. They would not so easily surrender.

			Unfortunately for the Byzantines, this firm resolution was not shared by other rebel cities. With a measured dose of threats and mercy, Alcibiades had already restored to Athenian obedience most of the cities along the Hellespont and the shores of the Sea of Marmara. The nearby city of Selymbria had surrendered almost immediately, accepting an Athenian garrison in exchange for complete forgiveness. When Byzantion refused a similar deal, Alcibiades set up a naval blockade and laid siege to the land walls to starve out the defenders. To ensure that traffic continued to flow on the Bosporus in the meantime, he built a fortified naval base just across the Bosporus, at the city of Chrysopolis (modern Üsküdar) and began charging tolls. Alcibiades had come to stay.

			Perched on the tip of the peninsula, ancient Byzantion was vulnerable to encirclement. Since Alcibiades ruled the waves, food and other supplies became increasingly scarce. It was also impossible to do business, which meant the money dried up. Unless something were done soon, Byzantion would fall. Faced with this grim calculus, Clearchus left the city to seek additional support and funds from Sparta. It was up to the Byzantines to hold out until he returned.

			Yet no sooner had Clearchus departed than a party arose in Byzantion favoring surrender. Its members were tired of suffering depredation while their neighbors lived comfortably after making peace with Athens. They insisted that envoys be sent to Alcibiades to request a similar arrangement for Byzantion. The surrender party was opposed by a pro-Sparta party, which likely included Spartan members of the city garrison. They swore that they would never give up the fortified area of the acropolis, making any surrender negotiations futile. The people should be patient: wait for Clearchus and the help he would bring. No amount of debate could close the gap between these two positions. Only action could decide the issue. One day, those who favored surrender simply laid down their arms and walked out of the city, claiming to be loyal partisans of Athens. The defending garrison remained firm, but that was largely because the pro-Spartans refused to allow any of the soldiers to leave the fortifications. Sensing that the resistance was unraveling, Alcibiades sent a decree to the garrison in which he personally guaranteed the security of all those who surrendered. That was enough. Most of the garrison switched sides, killing the pro-Spartans and securing the entire city, which they promptly handed over to Alcibiades. The Athenian was as good as his word. Byzantion was left unmolested, although the city was once again firmly under control of the Delian League.

			Alcibiades’s triumphs saved Athens from military defeat, but could do nothing about its political ills. Rife with factionalism and unforgiving of any defeat, the democracy did not reelect Alcibiades in 406 BC. Subsequent naval defeats led to the trial and execution of many of Athens’s top commanders. All this happened while a Spartan general, Lysander, seized the initiative in the ongoing war. In 404 he led a powerful navy back to the Hellespont to cut off Athens’s grain. Athens responded by sending an equally powerful fleet to clear the straits. Yet at the Battle of Aegospotami, Lysander crushed the Athenian forces. Securing the Hellespont, Lysander then sailed to Byzantion. Another Athenian fleet attempted to cut him off, but that, too, was quickly dispatched. Once again the seas that surrounded Byzantion were covered in sails, yet this time the vessels were Spartan. With no hope for support from Athens, Byzantion and Chalcedon surrendered, expelling the Athenian officials who had so recently been restored.

			The loss of Byzantion was cataclysmic for the Athenians. It was the strategic cornerstone of their empire. Without it, they simply could not continue. They surrendered to Sparta that very year. The Peloponnesian War had at last come to an end.

			Byzantion had long chafed under the Athenian Empire. Yet if the Byzantines believed that its demise would bring them greater freedom, they were deceived. Sparta knew well that Byzantion was the leash by which they could hold, or choke, Athens. They would not let it out of their grasp so easily again. The council in Sparta sent to Byzantion a garrison under the command of Clearchus, the same commander who had defended the city against Alcibiades in 409 BC. Needless to say, he was troubled by the events of Byzantion’s late defection to the Athenians. Spartan blood and that of Sparta’s friends had been spilled in Byzantion by simpering cowards unwilling to abide by their oaths or await aid from their allies. Clearchus would make them pay. He ordered the arrest and execution of all members of the prosurrender party, including many of great wealth and high position. He then established a tyranny that was characterized by a reign of terror so cruel that even the government in Sparta objected. Eventually they recalled Clearchus to stand trial for his crimes against Byzantion. Found guilty and sentenced to death, he fled Sparta, taking up a position in the court of the Persian emperor, Cyrus the Younger.

			Since the days of the Delian League, the form of a city’s government was often chosen by the nature of its alliances. Athens, the inventor and champion of democracy, looked favorably on those cities that adopted its government. Likewise, Sparta, which was ruled by an oligarchy, promoted that system. With the defeat of Athens, democracy had lost its main proponent. Athens had become an oligarchy under the control of Sparta known as the Thirty Tyrants. Byzantion, too, adopted an oligarchy. Like Athens, Byzantion’s government was answerable to Sparta. And given Byzantion’s economic and strategic value, Spartan officials remained in the city. Conditions had improved since the bloodbath of Clearchus, yet it appears there remained a good deal of opposition to Sparta’s hold on the city. Once again, the fog of memory made Byzantion’s days in the defunct Athenian alliance seem preferable to their current Spartan masters.

			Fortunately for the Byzantines, the Peloponnesian War had so exhausted Sparta and Athens that neither was in a position to exert the sort of crushing power they had once wielded. Sparta’s Thirty Tyrants in Athens did not last long before a former Athenian general, Thrasybulus, cobbled together an army of exiles and toppled them. A lifelong proponent of Athenian democracy, Thrasybulus later began his own campaign of spreading Athenian values and influence across the remnants of Athens’s former empire. Where democracies struggled against Spartan tyrannies, Thrasybulus took notice—and in many cases he could offer material and military aid. Around 390 BC, he was sailing through the Aegean seeking just such opportunities. Recognizing a chance to evict the Spartans, the leaders of Byzantion formed a democracy and requested his aid. It was swiftly given. Thrasybulus brought his Athenian fleet into Byzantion’s port and ordered the remaining Spartans out. Without support from home, they had no choice but to comply.

			A democracy in Byzantion signaled a friendship with Athens, and for the next decade or so, Byzantion was largely left to govern itself for the first time since the Persians crossed the strait more than a century earlier. In 377 BC, Athens formed a second league, this one aimed against an increasingly belligerent Sparta. The Athenians made clear in the new charter (which survives) that the member cities were to remain autonomous, with one vote each. No decision could be made in Athens without the approval of the league. More important, there were to be no tribute payments, and therefore no money to tempt Athenian tyrants to construct new empires. Byzantion joined the league, although it is not precisely clear what if anything the city contributed to the ensuing wars. By 371 the second league had defeated the Spartans, who would never again be in a position to build an empire. With the threat gone, there was no longer any reason to maintain the alliance. But once again the Athenians were reluctant to let it go. Finally, in 357 BC, Byzantion, Chios, Rhodes, and Cos overthrew their democratic governments and withdrew from the league. An Athenian fleet was sent to Chios but failed to take the island. It then made its way to Byzantion, where it was defeated as much by the weather as by the rebels. It was a pitiful little war, fought halfheartedly by a twilight power. The age of the Ionians was coming to an end.

			What came to take its place, no one could have foreseen. It came from Macedon, a rough, hilly territory in what is today the central and western parts of the province of Macedonia in Greece. The people who lived there were Greeks—at least they claimed to be. Many of the Greeks in the sophisticated south had their doubts. The Macedonians spoke a Greek dialect, but they had a low, primitive culture. Mainstream Greeks had long since banished despotism and royal dynasties, insisting on their more refined oligarchies or democracies, punctuated periodically by tyrannies when necessary. The Macedonians, on the other hand, had a dynastic monarchy, practiced polygamy, and had little or no exposure to Greek philosophy. They were a boorish, warlike people who lived without a polis. They were not barbarians—most Greeks would give them that. But they were uncomfortably close, an embarrassment to the refined culture of classical Greece.

			The Kingdom of Macedon came most dramatically to Greek attention during the 350s BC, when its king, Philip II, began waging vigorous wars to consolidate his power at home and expand his kingdom to the north and south. During those years, Philip often came into conflict with Athens, which attempted to rally its defenses against this latest threat to Greek liberty. When Philip captured Thessaly he became the most powerful leader in the region. Fearful of conquest, many of the Greek city-states began to submit to him. Athens and Sparta did not.

			One of Philip’s major initiatives in the 340s was to expand his kingdom to include Thrace. He sent his armies against the Scythians, just as the Persians had done in their day. Flush with victories, Philip and his forces arrived in the vicinity of Byzantion. In 340 BC he laid siege to Byzantion and the nearby Greek city of Perinthos, about sixty miles to the west. The conquest of Byzantion would pave the way for a planned campaign eastward against the Persians, and also give Philip solid control over the lucrative traffic that sailed through the Bosporus. Byzantion remained the key to starving proud Athens, and Philip was determined to make use of it.

			Yet the Byzantion of 340 BC was better fortified and more energetically defiant than the Byzantion of a decade earlier. The land walls of the city had been rebuilt on such a massive scale that they were considered among the best in the Greek world. Later authors describe the fortifications as having been made from giant, perfectly cut stones forged together so closely with iron bands that they appeared to be solid rocks defending the city. Philip kept up the siege for the better part of a year, during which he burned the crops in the fields and ravaged much of the surrounding countryside. The people of Byzantion sent word to Athens of their plight, and the Athenians eventually responded. Just as things looked the darkest for Byzantion, a fleet of Athenian vessels was spied on the horizon of the Sea of Marmara. The Athenians brought with them soldiers, supplies, and arms. Philip at last relented, dismantled his siege, and returned to Macedon. It was an uncharacteristic, almost unheard of, defeat for the king, one that damaged his reputation in the Greek world. In Byzantion the people rejoiced and credited the victory to the divine assistance of Hecate, the Greek goddess of crossroads, a favorite in this city of passages. Shortly after Philip’s defeat, the Byzantine coins would be minted with the image of a moon and star, the symbol of Hecate. By pure coincidence, it is the same symbol that appears on flags across modern Istanbul.

			According to Demosthenes, who worked with now-lost city records, the Assembly in Byzantion met to honor Athens for its support. Demosthenes quotes a decree produced “in the recordership of Bosporichus,” in which a Byzantine assemblyman named Damagetus made a sweeping proposal. After commending the Athenians for saving Byzantion and Perinthos, the proposal stated that henceforth Athenians should have in Byzantion and Perinthos the right of intermarriage, the right to become citizens, the right to own property in the cities, the right to petition the Assembly, and the right to prime seating at the city’s games. Furthermore, it ordered the creation of a monument that would consist of three colossal statues twenty-four feet in height, representing the cities of Byzantion and Perinthos jointly crowning Athens. It was to be placed in “the Bosporeum,” which was likely in the acropolis area. For those unable to see the monument, delegates were to be sent to all the pan-Hellenic games to describe the honor so that “the Greeks may know the merits of the Athenians and the gratitude of the Byzantines and the Perinthians.”

			Philip, of course, held quite a different view of Athenian meddling in his Thracian campaigns. Indeed, he considered it a direct violation of his treaties with Athens. During the next several years he and his teenage son, Alexander, waged repeated wars in the south to pacify the Greek city-states, Athens in particular. In the end, they were successful. In 338 BC, Philip organized the Greek cities into a league, which historians refer to as the League of Corinth. It had one purpose: to launch a Greek invasion of Persia. The tables were about to be turned.

			Yet not by Philip. Less than two years later the king was assassinated by a member of his own bodyguard. At the age of twenty, Alexander (soon to be “the Great”) took the throne. Since this was Greece, Athens and most of the other city-states instantly rebelled, but Alexander moved decisively to bring them to heel. He also waged war in Thrace to further stabilize that wild region. With his position in Greece secure, Alexander took up his father’s project: he began mustering troops to invade what remained of the Persian Empire.

			We can only assume that the people of Byzantion greeted the news of Philip’s death with some relief. Outside of Sparta, there were few places in Greece that had successfully defied Philip. There seemed little doubt that Philip would have eventually returned to Byzantion to claim the strait. And he would be angry. With Athens subdued, there was no longer anyone to come to Byzantion’s aid. Of course, there remained the danger of Alexander. Yet amazingly that dissolved, too. It may be that the young king was more eager than his father to begin a campaign in the East, and therefore did not want the delay of a long siege on the Bosporus. Or perhaps he simply considered Byzantion a moot point with Athens firmly in hand. Whatever the reason, Alexander completely bypassed Byzantion, crossing his formidable armies into Asia at the Hellespont. Much to their delight, the Byzantines became bystanders to the Macedonian conquests.

			The departure of Alexander’s forces from Greece would change the world. Under his command, the Greek and Macedonian armies conquered Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, and all of Persia in a stunning, truly unprecedented campaign. Alexander then continued east into India before his armies finally revolted and refused to go farther. Alexander at last returned to Babylon, where he died, perhaps poisoned, at the age of thirty-two.

			Alexander’s conquests fundamentally reshaped the culture of antiquity and ensured the Greek cultural dominance of the West. Greek language would henceforth become that of the elites throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Greek potentates would rule in Asia, in Africa, and in Europe. This new age, referred to by historians as the Hellenistic period, would see a marked increase in Greek commerce, wealth, and cultural output. Byzantion, which was now a free democracy, took full advantage of those changes. As the city grew in population and affluence, it expanded its control over nearby regions. The city of Chalcedon, on the opposite shore of the Bosporus, had merged into Byzantion sometime after Philip’s siege. By the time of Alexander’s death in 323 BC, Byzantion’s influence stretched far into Thrace to the West and into Bithynia in the East. The Byzantines, therefore, had a firm hold on the northern Sea of Marmara as well as both sides of the southern Bosporus Strait. This was an attractive position indeed.

			As coins poured into its coffers and a rich diversity of merchants appeared on its docks, Byzantion began to acquire a reputation as a cosmopolitan, albeit hedonistic city. Theopompus of Chios, writing around the 320s BC, explained that since the Byzantines were free members of a democracy and living at a commercial hub, “their entire population spends their days in the marketplaces and near the waterside; hence they have become accustomed to sexual debauchery and drinking deeply in the taverns.” Theopompus lamented that the Chalcedons had once been sober and honest, yet after they joined their city to Byzantion, “they descended into corrupt luxury” and soon became “drunks and big spenders.”

			There must have been something to this assessment, for Theopompus was not alone in making it. Athenaeus of Naucratis, writing in the second century AD, but using ancient poets as his source, described the people of Byzantion as “all drunk with wine and indeed virtually living in the wine shops.” He continued: “They rent out their bedrooms along with their wives to any customers. They cannot stand to hear the trumpets of war, even in a dream. In fact, once when a war was declared on them their general Leonides ordered the city’s wine dealers to set up shops on the walls, which at last convinced the Byzantine defenders to stop leaving their posts.” The Greek playwright Menander, who wrote around 300 BC, took advantage of this well-established stereotype in his works. In The Flute Girl, he has an Athenian merchant exclaim, “Byzantion makes all merchant-captains drunk. We drank for you—and good strong stuff too. And now that we have finished, I will tell you, I have four heads instead of just the one.”

			With wealth and wine came, naturally, song and poetry. Surely Byzantion had an active culture before 300 BC, but we know nothing of it. That is the fault of the papyrus on which the poems, songs, histories, and official records were penned. Papyrus scrolls were durable and cheap, but depending on the climate, they generally survived for only a few centuries. That means, of course, that almost all the words entrusted to writing in the ancient world have been lost. All that survive are some fragments preserved in desert caves and burials, carved inscriptions, and a handful of works that were thought important enough for medieval monks to copy onto parchment many centuries later. Artfully designed pottery fragments found in excavations in Byzantion’s acropolis (near the modern Archaeological Museums) testify to growing wealth and imply a flowering of culture in the bustling and sprawling city of the new Hellenistic Age.

			During this period, Byzantion was home to Moero, one of ancient Greece’s finest female poets. At an early age she produced accomplished heroic poetry. Later she penned epic poems, including one called Memory, which told a story of Zeus’s childhood. She also wrote a hymn to Poseidon, a narrative poem called The Curse, and a variety of short epigrams, including one on the death of a grasshopper. Meleager of Gadara, the ancient collector of epigrams, described Moero’s poems as “lilies” woven into his garland of poetry. Barest snippets of her extensive body of work have come down to us today—and those are florid little things. One, for example, is an epigram on a bunch of grapes, which may have accompanied a sculpture or painting.

			Cluster, full of the juice of Dionysus,

			Thou restest under the roof of Aphrodite’s golden chamber;

			No longer shall the vine, thy mother, cast her lovely branch around thee,

			And put forth above thy head her sweet leaves.

			While this is hardly genius, it is unfair to judge Moero’s skill on so little evidence. There is no doubt that her contemporaries thought highly of her. The famous Greek sculptor Cephisodotus, son of Praxiteles, is said to have produced a statue of her, which perhaps was displayed in Byzantion.

			Moero was either the
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