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Prologue

Alexander’s Choice

THROUGH THE TOUGH MOUNTAIN PASSES of northeastern Iran, the pursuers tracked their prey in the blistering summer heat of 330 BCE. They moved so fast that they left the landscape littered with the bodies of exhausted men and dying horses. But finally Alexander, the young, wildly ambitious, and improbably successful ruler of the upstart kingdom of Macedonia, caught up with his adversary, Darius III, Great King of Persia.

Alexander had spent the past four years fighting Darius across the vast reaches of his rival’s enormous, wealthy empire. Twenty-two years old at the start and with an army a fraction the size of the Persian king’s, he had nonetheless dared to challenge Darius, a seasoned war hero and leader of the hegemonic power of his day. By the time Alexander reached the Great King in northeastern Iran, he had defeated Darius in two major battles, received the submission of his most important subordinates, emptied his treasuries, and taken the royal family hostage. Already legendary, Alexander had trekked thousands of miles from his homeland on the Balkan Peninsula across Europe, Asia, and Africa: an exhilarating yet grueling journey, farther and longer than any Macedonian army had gone before.

By the summer of 330 BCE, Alexander could dream of ending it all with one last battle against Darius. But he arrived too late to meet the Great King face-to-face. Instead, in an abandoned cart covered with grimy animal skins, he found his rival bound in golden chains and stabbed to death by assassins. Generous in victory, Alexander covered Darius’s mangled body and arranged for its burial. He had just become king of the most powerful empire the ancient world had ever known.

Alexander had won, unexpectedly and definitively. What would he do next? His soldiers, who cheered and cried at the news of Darius’s death, hoped it meant their king would lead them home. Ancient biographers, and many modern scholars, have concluded that he should have. But Alexander made a different choice: instead of a triumphant return to Macedonia, he kept going east. He wanted to reach the literal ends of the earth, to see the Ocean that he believed encircled them. He wanted to conquer the known world.

In choosing to pursue his dreams of worldwide conquest, Alexander initiated what would become a dangerous, fascinating, momentous, and at times disastrous seven-year odyssey. On his journey, he would go far beyond the confines of the Classical world, and would irrevocably alter them. In these new places, from the barren Central Asian steppe to the fertile river valleys of Pakistan, he would meet nomadic Scythian warriors and naked Indian ascetics, face enormous battles and small but dangerous conspiracies, lose an army, find a new home. By the time he died in Babylon at the age of thirty-two, Alexander would create the largest lifetime empire in history save that of Genghis Khan. His choice had world-historical repercussions, destructive but also transformative, that echo to this day.

Alexander’s choice to go east has perplexed—and vexed—his biographers. So have many other decisions he made in his last years. Time and again, Alexander had the opportunity to turn back, take the easy way out, go home. He never willingly did. For some, this made him an unhinged megalomaniac; for others, a visionary. The truth is more complicated.

As he struggled eastward, Alexander was transformed from the invincible young conqueror of popular legend. He became instead a pragmatic, opportunistic, mature man—frequently unorthodox, and at times unheroic. During his last years, Alexander knew defeat as well as victory. He faced down a seemingly intractable guerrilla war and two major army protests; married (three times; Macedonian kings were polygamous); survived, barely, a direct hit to the neck, several assassination attempts, and a deep chest wound; and buried his closest friend. In the eyes of many observers (and perhaps his own as well), in his last years Alexander had failed, and his failures, like his victories, were immense. Historians pass over these years quickly, or highlight only a few lurid incidents. There is more to tell.

The last years of Alexander were not just the sordid aftermath of a once impressive career; they were in fact what made him “Great.” It is true that Alexander failed, hugely and repeatedly. But he also responded to his failures with grit, resilience, and an open-minded flexibility uncommon for his age, or for any other. He learned, slowly but surely, that although he had the best army in the world, the most brilliant generals, and an unsurpassed military budget, he could not solve his problems through force alone. Instead, he had to compromise, to integrate, and to live with imperfect solutions, so that in the empire he had created, the conquered had a stake as well as the conquerors. In essence, Alexander became great only in his neglected final years, after his empire struck back.

So Alexander’s story is not, as so often, one about a charismatic leader changing the course of empire and history. Instead, it is about how the empire changed him. As he faced external rebellions, internal conspiracies, protests, and a brutal, unforgiving landscape, Alexander learned to think, fight, and love differently. Out of this crucible, he forged his legacy: the integrated and globally interconnected Hellenistic world.

Alexander’s was not the ancient world’s first global empire, but it was by far the most ambitious and integrated in the years before Roman rule. Its creation was unexpected, perhaps even by the great conqueror himself. It was formed from the union of the Persian Empire with the ambitious, yet constantly quarreling Greek city-states and Alexander’s own kingdom of Macedonia. Of the three, few would have predicted that Macedonia would lead.

In the years just preceding Alexander’s conquest, Persia was an immense, powerful, and at times vulnerable empire. Under its first kings, Persia had rapidly expanded from its center in present-day Iran east to Pakistan, west to Turkey, and south to Egypt. By Alexander’s day, the Persian kings had ruled this huge territory with a light hand and impressive efficiency for the better part of three centuries. They could raise an army of a hundred thousand men with one royal order, and send a letter from the western border to the empire’s heartland in twelve days (normal travelers took three months). Despite their extraordinary power, the Persian kings had experienced astonishingly few revolts and fewer challenges to their rule. In the fourth century BCE, however, they suffered from internecine power struggles—due to their practice of maintaining a large harem, there were always too many half brothers contending for the throne—as well as occasional external threats. The greatest of these threats came from Greece.

The city-states of the Greek mainland had, by Alexander’s day, a long and complicated relationship with Persia. They had provoked, then repelled, two Persian invasions in the early fifth century. For the Greeks, these were existential struggles that cemented their cultural identity as tough, freedom-loving, independent states, opposed to the luxurious and corrupt inhabitants of a despotic empire. From a Persian perspective, the wars looked quite different: minor squabbles in the remote western borderlands. For both parties, the wars’ aftermath brought a century and a half of relative peace, complicated by the Greeks’ tendency to enlist as mercenaries in Persian power struggles—frequently, on both sides—and the Persian kings’ to use their abundant gold to undermine dominant Greek city-states and empower their enemies. Since the Greek states were not one unified nation but many small, acrimonious cities, the Persians had frequent opportunities to do so. Still, the Greeks were formidable soldiers, and there was always the danger that they would put their quarrels aside long enough to threaten Persia. It is an irony of history that they did so only after they had lost their independence to Macedonia.

While the Greeks had always conceived of themselves in opposition to Persia, in the years before Alexander’s birth they had paid scant and scornful attention to Macedonia. Alexander’s father, Philip II, was the most effective military commander of his era, who doubled the size of his kingdom during his twenty-three-year reign. Still, he was sneered at by the Athenian orator Demosthenes as “not even a barbarian from any place of which one can speak well, but a pest from Macedonia, where it was never yet possible to buy a good slave”—in Greek eyes, the ultimate insult. But as Philip grew in power, he began to command Greek attention, and the wary notice of the Persians as well. He did so by creating the ancient world’s most formidable army (a combination of a large, heavily armed infantry and a smaller, but brilliantly trained, cavalry) and then deploying it selectively, along with diplomacy and deceit, against his Greek opponents. After Philip had conclusively annihilated his last Hellenic adversaries at the Battle of Khaironeia in 338 BCE, he turned his sights to Persia. He sent an advance force of ten thousand soldiers, commanded by his powerful general Parmenion, across the Hellespont—the thin sliver of sea separating Europe from Asia at the western border of the Persian Empire—but was assassinated before he could join them. He left his army and his dreams of conquest to the twenty-year-old Alexander.

Philip’s legacy was a formidable one for a boy just out of his teens, but Alexander was ready for it. Short but strong, with large brown eyes and chin-length, artfully tousled hair, he was determined, physically fearless, and accustomed to command. He had been brought up in the tense, combative atmosphere of his father’s court, with its constant jockeying for power among high-ranking officers and ambitious royal wives (Philip had, eventually, seven). From this court, Alexander had been schooled in leadership and intrigue from an early age. He also learned philosophy from Aristotle and generalship from his father, the superb military leader. His training showed in the early years of his kingship, as he dealt swiftly and effectively with nearby threats; the Greeks were the first, but by no means the last, to pay a heavy price for underestimating the young monarch. Alexander then invaded Persia in 334 BCE. In a series of extraordinarily rapid, brilliantly fought campaigns across the Middle East, he succeeded in subjugating the western half of the Persian Empire in a little over three years.

By the time Alexander reached Darius in northeastern Iran, he had fulfilled his father’s dreams—and then some. He could have stopped, ruling the immense empire he now held from the Great King’s throne at Persepolis, or heading back to Macedonia with an inordinate quantity of loot. Instead, he kept going east. If he had known what was coming, even Alexander might have blanched. His early, easy victories were behind him, and during his years in Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, he faced more complicated challenges from his new enemies, from the tough terrain they fought on, and most insidiously, from his own men.

Alexander also faced the challenges posed by his rapid and unprecedented early success. He had conquered an empire that straddled three continents, and united under one man what are now the nation-states of Greece, Albania, Turkey, Armenia, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, Iran, Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Pakistan, and Egypt. Alexander had neither the army nor the bureaucracy to police this enormous, heterogeneous territory effectively, and the larger his empire became, the more pathetically understaffed it was. Nor were the chief inhabitants of Alexander’s empire easily compatible. Instead, the Persians, Greeks, and Macedonians followed different religions, were governed by radically opposed political systems, and had been battling each other for centuries.

Alexander rose to these challenges, but his success was neither straightforward nor easily achieved. Instead, it was a slow, stuttering process of stalemate, experimentation, failure, and then further experimentation, as Alexander felt his way gradually toward the integrated global empire he eventually created. The story of how he did so is intriguing in its own right, as the saga of a man coming to terms with a world far more complicated than the one in which he was born. It is also resonant. Alexander struggled with such questions as: How to convert military success into an effective, stable government? How to integrate new peoples into the state, without alienating long-standing inhabitants? And how to mitigate—for the conquered, the army, and those on the home front—the horrific costs of war? In his final years, Alexander encountered these challenges repeatedly, and he tried, failed, and tried again to solve them. His story is all the more relevant given its historical setting, the first European empire in the Middle East.

Alexander’s story is generally told from the accounts of Classical authors: powerful men, writing about the most famous ruler in antiquity for Greco-Roman aristocrats like themselves. Few Persians recorded their impressions of Alexander’s empire, and their accounts have been preserved fragmentarily or not at all. Even the Classical texts are limited. Apart from the fulminations of orators like Demosthenes, and a handful of sedate inscriptions in fourth-century bureaucratese, our extant Greek and Roman literary sources stem from the late first century BCE at the earliest—that is, some three hundred years after the death of Alexander.

These Greco-Roman texts quote, excerpt, and tendentiously revise earlier writers, particularly those from Alexander’s era. They had a lot to work with, since like many later politicians, the Macedonian king spawned a veritable cottage industry of historians and memoirists. Some were famous, like Alexander’s close friend and later king of Egypt, Ptolemy, and his official historian, Kallisthenes, nephew of Aristotle. Along with these significant historical figures came many others, less celebrated but with useful details on their areas of expertise: Alexander’s admiral; his master of ceremonies; one of his architects or engineers; his helmsman; even his seer, with details on dreams and divination. Taken together, these numerous and varied authors make it possible to write about Alexander—where he went, what he did, even what he said—in a manner almost unequaled in Classical antiquity. We know the details of his life far better than those of, say, Cleopatra or Constantine.

Useful as they are, these writers, and the later ancient historians who used them, come with certain inherent biases. They favor the king’s military adventures over his personal life and political accomplishments; they sensationalize, like the tabloids of today, and with a similar preference for a good story over the sober truth; and most significantly, they view Alexander’s life through a Greco-Roman lens, never a Persian one. Sometimes it is possible to read these sources against the grain and catch glimpses of, for instance, Babylonian priests, South Asian kings, or Iranian aristocratic women. For the most part, however, the Classical authors remain resolutely parochial.

To tell the story of Alexander’s life without these texts would be neither possible nor desirable, but recent discoveries allow us to complement them with other sources, radically different in character. We now have access to cuneiform tablets recording the observations of contemporary Babylonian astronomers, for example, and inscriptions in Aramaic—the lingua franca of the later Persian Empire—from what is now Afghanistan. Advances in Persian studies over the past half century mean that we now know far more about the empire Alexander conquered than we did previously; a similar renaissance in Macedonian studies has given us a better sense of where he came from. And while these reevaluations are still primarily based on texts, there is also a tremendous amount of evidence available from archaeology. Alexander’s swift, violent passage through Africa, the Middle East, and Asia left traces—from the ashes of the city he destroyed at Persepolis to the towns he founded in Central Asia to battlegrounds in Pakistan.

These archaeological traces of Alexander’s empire are not always comprehensively published, nor are they easy to interpret. They have consequently been neglected by most previous historians, who are more comfortable with literary texts than with coarse pottery and the fragmentary foundations of undistinguished buildings. For this book, however, archaeological remains are critical, because they offer us a perspective unavailable elsewhere. The archaeological evidence helps to re-create the world of Alexander in all its fullness and complexity, to show what ancient writers obscure, omit, or consider unimportant. It gives voice to those who remain voiceless when history is written only by the victors. The result is a new perspective on Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire, one that integrates into his history the experience of the conquered.

To study Alexander is to analyze power. What the archaeological evidence does is to allow us to trace the effects of power not only on the Macedonian king himself, but also on those on whom power was exercised. In doing so, this book brings new attention to those who are often considered bit players in “great man” history; for instance, Alexander’s women, enemies, subjects, and soldiers. It also conveys their agency: how the power they wielded affected Alexander.

In recounting the story of Alexander, historians generally begin with his birth, as the son of an embattled ruler in the provincial kingdom of Macedonia. But the true story of Alexander starts later on. It begins in his last years, as his character was revealed—and transformed—by failure. During these years, Alexander hunted lions in Uzbekistan and was almost killed himself by a South Asian warrior. He celebrated a dazzling wedding with nine thousand guests, and buried his lover with a funeral pyre the size of two football fields. He journeyed as far as Begram and Samarkand, but died still dreaming of fresh conquests. In his last years, as he faced down Afghan warlords, Indian elephants, and his own angry veterans, Alexander became a far more complex and compelling individual than he had been as an effortlessly successful young king. It was also in his final years that he began to have a lasting effect on the empire he had conquered. His story truly commences when Alexander—in defiance of his advisers, his army, and perhaps good sense as well—chose to leave behind everything familiar and set off on a quixotic quest for the end of the world. It begins with a burning city.
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One

A City on Fire

Persepolis, Iran

Winter–Spring 330 BCE

HIGH UP ON THE CENTRAL IRANIAN PLATEAU, in the thin, chill February air, the twenty-five-year-old Alexander of Macedon waited with his army at the gates of the royal city of Persepolis. He’d spent the past month chivying his troops on a forced march over the tough mountains of western Iran, fighting his way through enemy territory, foraging for food, bridging rivers swollen by winter rain.

Alexander had rushed to Persepolis, desperate to secure the treasure stored within its walls. Almost within his grasp was a fortune several orders of magnitude greater than his own inheritance: massive quantities of coins, bullion, and precious objects extracted from their empire by the ancient world’s wealthiest kings. If he delayed, he might lose it all to his rival, the Persian ruler Darius III. If he hurried, Alexander could take possession of riches that would fund his journey to the end of the world.

That February day, as he gazed up at Persepolis, Alexander could see that the treasure was well guarded. The city’s walls topped out at ninety feet above the plateau he stood on; at its back was the mountain Kuh-i-Rahmat. Set on a high terrace were thirty-three acres of monumental buildings; audience halls and palaces with soaring cedar roofs, columns ornately carved and elaborately painted; lush gardens filled with greenery. Beyond them, tucked away inconspicuously at the back of the complex, was the treasury, a low, mazelike building housing the riches Alexander sought. If he had to fight, they would be exceptionally hard to win. The city’s walls were thick, its gates few. Small wonder that Darius I, the revered and long-dead founder of Persepolis, called it his fortress.

Since its founding in the last years of the sixth century BCE, Persepolis had never been attacked; no hostile army had penetrated to this, the symbolic heart of the Persian Empire. A few short months later it would be devastated, with all the magnificent buildings and lush greenery turned into a smoky, blackened ruin.

When Alexander arrived, however, Persepolis remained intact. Its high walls functioned like the exterior of a strongbox, a rough and imposing sheath for the extraordinary riches within. Alexander could not be certain just what was inside: A treasure, but perhaps also an army, an ambush, or a host of outwardly compliant, dangerously resentful inhabitants? At Persepolis, as so often in his short and violent life, Alexander was preparing to rush headlong into the unknown. But for him the risk was far outweighed by the potential reward. Persepolis’s treasure was a prize he could not afford to lose in his high-stakes contest with Darius III.

Alexander had been fighting Darius since his arrival in Persia in the spring of 334 BCE. Then he had been a brash young man with big dreams and an army he could scarcely afford, the legacy of his father, Philip II. No one, perhaps not even Alexander himself, had expected him to make much headway against his adversary. He’d begun with the rhetoric of a Panhellenic crusade against Persia, which was de rigueur if one needed the support of the Greeks. But some victories along the western coast of Turkey, followed by a return to Macedonia with a decent quantity of plunder, were all most Greeks had envisioned when Alexander started out, and his advisers were only slightly more sanguine.

Alexander proved them both wrong. Since that spring day when he had invaded Persia, success had followed success in his war against Darius. He had won two massive set-piece battles at Issos and Gaugamela; taken by siege a host of wealthy, prominent cities; and annexed all the Persian provinces from northern Turkey to Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia. Proud and supremely self-confident, the young king had prevailed—against Darius, and against all those doubters from Greece and Macedonia. Demosthenes had once insisted that Alexander would be content to remain sauntering around his hometown and consulting omens. The headstrong young king must have been pleased to demonstrate how drastically the aging orator had miscalculated. Far from staying in Macedonia, Alexander had conquered the western half of the Persian Empire in a little over three years.

The Greeks, reckoning the odds from their dusty marketplaces and verdant philosophical academies back home, revised their estimation of Alexander. Perhaps he could win that Panhellenic crusade he’d talked of, echoing (however cynically) the advice Greek rhetoricians had given to his father. They began to hope that Alexander, despite his unpromising Macedonian origins, could be their instrument of vengeance for the Persian invasion of Greece a century and a half earlier. The Greeks nursed long grudges, even by ancient standards, and for them it seemed entirely reasonable for Alexander to punish Darius III for the sins of his great-great-great-grandfather, or burn down Persepolis in exchange for Xerxes’s sack of Athens. They dreamed of an extraordinary conflagration, grand and destructive enough to rival that of Homer’s Troy. If Alexander obliged, they might even give him a hero’s welcome upon his return.

Alexander’s Macedonian advisers did not share the Greeks’ preoccupation with vengeance, but they, too, wanted him to return to his homeland. They had been the top generals of Philip II and had known his son since childhood. As they followed Alexander on all his conquests, they were a fount of well-intentioned, frequently ignored advice for the young king. By the time they reached Persepolis, they had been on campaign longer than any Macedonian army officers had before. They were also farther away, with the high limestone walls of Persepolis some 2,300 miles from the decidedly less imposing fortifications of their own capital, Pella. Philip’s old generals felt Alexander had gone far enough, perhaps too far—beyond what his father had anticipated, and beyond what was strategic, and sustainable, also. The young king had already faced one serious rebellion in Greece, led by the Spartans. He’d quashed it—or rather, his Macedonian regent, Antipater, had—but the advisers were worried.

Alexander’s advisers were especially frustrated because the impetuous young king had already turned down at least one credible overture from Darius. After his first major loss at the Battle of Issos in 333 BCE, the Great King had written to the Macedonian upstart, offering all the lands west of the Euphrates River, the hand of a Persian princess in marriage, and ten thousand talents, an immense fortune, in silver. It was far more than Alexander had yet achieved, and an offer of wealth, land, and status beyond what any Macedonian ruler had had before.

“If I were Alexander, I would take the offer,” insisted Parmenion, Philip’s best general and now Alexander’s second-in-command.

“So would I, by Zeus, if I were Parmenion,” the young king shot back, all brevity and contempt.

The offer was tabled; Alexander fought on, and won again. By the time he reached Persepolis, his riches and territorial gains far exceeded what Darius had offered. Alexander’s achievements hardly placated his Macedonian advisers. If anything, they made matters worse. Unlike the Greeks, the advisers weren’t interested in conflagrations—don’t destroy your own property, said Parmenion to Alexander, grumpily but pragmatically, when the young king considered what to do with Persepolis. What they sought was restraint and a clear stopping point. In their view, it was high time for Alexander to settle down and profit from his conquests. He needed to bring his immense wealth back to Macedonia, keep a closer eye on those unreliable Greeks, perhaps even marry and produce an heir.

Alexander was, predictably, less than enthusiastic about this vision for his future. He had no interest in sitting on a throne, particularly one situated in Macedonia, for any length of time. He had seen the wealth, power, and sophistication of the Persian Empire—a place far better suited to his outsize aspirations than his small, provincial homeland. He wanted more, needed more. Some of his needs were practical, others less so. Practically speaking, Darius was still at large and a potential threat that Alexander needed to defuse. So were the governors of the Persian Empire’s borderlands in eastern Iran and Afghanistan. Farther east, the Indian subcontinent beckoned, with reports of its fabulous wealth and exotic natural resources: spices, gems, elephants. Beyond them all, but not so very far away, according to the scientific theories of Alexander’s former tutor Aristotle, was Ocean, the immense body of water the Greeks believed lay at the end of the world.

Ocean fascinated Alexander, at once a physical entity he sought to reach, a mythological character familiar from his favorite book, the Iliad, and a scientific hypothesis he hoped to prove. Ocean was the counter and the antithesis of the Mediterranean Sea, which was in Greek minds the center of the world. Around that wine-dark watery core, philosophers imagined thin strips of land, on which the peoples of the world were distributed “like ants or frogs around a pond,” in the words of Aristotle’s teacher Plato. Beyond the Mediterranean Sea, and the narrow bands encircling it, lay the vast gray depths of Ocean: cold, uncanny, boundless, filled with monsters. If Alexander could conquer up to Ocean, it would be an achievement that might satisfy even his enormous ambition—and it would be the ultimate secure border.

But before he could reach Ocean, Alexander had to deal with Persepolis. As he stood with his shivering and weary soldiers outside the city, he had done all he could. It was the Persepolitans’ choice what came next. In a letter to Alexander, their treasurer had been encouraging. But he had also made clear that the inhabitants of this powerful royal city were not fully under his control. Would they welcome Alexander into Persepolis, with the acquiescence befitting a royal city whose king had fled? Or would they resist? Given the strength of Persepolis’s fortifications and the timing of Alexander’s arrival, resistance would be at best an inconvenience, at worst a real danger. The young king and his army would have to blockade the city, settling in for a prolonged and chilly siege.

That February day, Alexander’s luck held (he was generally lucky, and even more frequently virtuous, according to the Roman biographer Plutarch, who wrote two essays on the topic). The Macedonian king faced no substantive resistance as he entered the city. There was no siege—the one at Tyre, in present-day Lebanon, had taken Alexander nine months—no gates were barred, no arrows fired.

Alexander walked unimpeded up the immense, broad staircase that led to the terrace buildings and passed through the gatehouse that, on its own, compared favorably in scale with the palace he grew up in at Pella. The inhabitants of Persepolis were accommodating, if unenthusiastic. At Babylon, Alexander had been greeted with roads carpeted with flowers and garlands, silver altars burning with frankincense and other rich perfumes, and a great procession of ambulatory gifts, including herds of cattle, horses, lions, and leopards. At Persepolis, the Macedonian king made no ceremonial entry into the city, and received no such exotic gifts. But he could afford to dispense with costly formalities. His chief goal, the treasury, remained intact.

Upon Alexander’s arrival, the treasury was intact, but by no means easy to get to. He had to walk through the gatehouse and into a courtyard that was roughly the size of a soccer field, where his Persian predecessors had once held elaborate outdoor ceremonies. He had to pass the enormous audience hall of the Persian kings, with its forest of columns sixty feet high and brightly decorated staircases. He then walked through a triple-gated building whose main function seemed to be to separate, in properly grandiose fashion, the more public area of the terrace from the more intimate private sphere of the palaces. And finally, after four palaces—three of them larger and more richly decorated than the one he grew up in at Pella—a staircase on the left led him to his goal. Before him stood the blandest and most inconspicuous building on the terrace, with plain mudbrick walls and stubby wooden columns: the treasury.

The treasury was visually unimpressive, but what it held was astonishing. The ancient sources disagree on just how much precious metal Alexander found there. (Classical historians were not statistically minded, and their budget figures tend to vary wildly, as do their calculations—frequently and grossly inflated—of the number of enemy soldiers killed.) Still, even the low estimate was forty thousand talents, at a time when the annual tribute of the Athenian empire topped out at twelve hundred. Nor did it begin and end with the more pedestrian forms of wealth, such as coins and bullion. Instead, the treasury was packed, from its flattened dirt floors to its wooden rafters, with the exotic, beautiful objects that the Persian kings had accumulated during their two centuries of imperial power: high-polished stone bowls once owned by Egyptian pharaohs, jewelry made of amethysts from India and lapis lazuli from Afghanistan, a spectacular Greek marble statue of Odysseus’s wife, the patient Penelope, waiting for him to come home. Alexander would have to decide what to do with it all—how to take what he needed for his quest for Ocean, where and how to store the rest. But on the day he arrived in Persepolis, all that lay in the future. For the moment, he simply cordoned off the terrace to ensure the treasure’s safety, then let his soldiers loose on the lower town, to rape, pillage, and slaughter as they wished.

The sack of Persepolis marked a new low in the relationship between Macedonians and Persians. The two peoples had much in common—both came from militaristic upstart kingdoms with more powerful, better-established neighbors—although the Persians had the advantage of conquering those neighbors far earlier. By the time they had their first substantial encounter with the Macedonians in the early fifth century BCE, the Persians had already extended their realm from Afghanistan to Turkey, and had recently added the once great land of Egypt to their empire. The Macedonians, by contrast, held only the broad, well-watered plains at the apex of the Aegean Sea, and were regularly preyed on both by nomadic peoples to their east and by the covetous city-states of southern Greece. When those Greeks drew the ire of Persia by supporting a rebellion of their fellow Hellenes in western Turkey, the Great King vowed to retaliate—and the Macedonians lay directly in his army’s path.

In 492 BCE, the Great King, Darius I, sent ambassadors to all the city-states of southern Greece, as well as to the kingdom of Macedonia. He demanded earth and water: simple everyday materials, but ones that symbolized submission to the rule of the Persian king. In Athens, the king’s ambassadors were thrown into a pit used for the execution of criminals; in Sparta, they were dumped into a well (where they had, said the Spartans, earth and water aplenty). In Macedonia, King Amyntas I—the great-great-great-great-grandfather of Alexander the Great—complied with the Persians’ demand. He likely felt he had no choice. His small, poorly equipped army was no match for the enormous one fielded by the Persians, and no Greeks, however bellicose, would put themselves at risk for their Macedonian neighbors, who still had a king and lived in villages rather than self-governing cities like the Hellenes. So Amyntas I submitted, and left the way to southern Greece open for the Persians. In fact, he went further, supplying troops to the Persian army, negotiating with the Greeks on their behalf, and marrying his daughter to the son of a high-ranking Persian general.

Amyntas’s son, Alexander I, benefited considerably from the collaboration with the Persians. He used Darius’s invasion as an excuse to expand his realm at the expense of his less compliant neighbors. More surprisingly, he managed to hold on to his gains even after this first Persian invasion of Greece had been roundly and implausibly defeated in 490 BCE. He even pulled off the same feat with the second invasion, by Darius’s son Xerxes, in 480–479. To judge from the ancient literary sources, Alexander I was an impressive operator, who played very cannily his initially quite unpromising hand of cards. He was also lucky and long lived, dying long after his Persian counterpart, in 454. In this, Alexander I was unusual. Between battle, hunting, and palace conspiracies, few Macedonian kings lived long or died in their beds. The same went for the Persians, although in the Greek sources at least, their most frequent cause of death was poisoning by their high-ranking eunuch officials, an outcome the Macedonians didn’t have to worry about.

For the next century and a half, the Persians and Macedonians had relatively little to do with one another. The Persians did not attempt a third invasion of Europe, and concentrated their efforts on destabilizing their Greek neighbors through selective alliances and bribery instead. Their kings continued to be plagued by palace conspiracies. Xerxes I, for instance, was assassinated with the collusion of a eunuch official, as were two later rulers. But despite these dynastic hiccups, the Persian Empire itself held together well. The only major loss was the far-off and traditionally autonomous province of Egypt, which broke away in 400 BCE and was successfully reconquered only ten years before the arrival of Alexander the Great. Elsewhere, the Middle East and Central Asia remained in what might be called a Pax Persica, their immense territories united and peaceful for more than two centuries.

The Persians’ successful empire in the east contrasted strikingly with the Macedonians’ beleaguered western kingdom. Following the death of Alexander I, the Macedonians cycled through a series of weak and ineffective rulers, whose internecine struggles were gleefully exploited by their neighbors. In the period from 399 to 393, for example, the Macedonians had four kings in six years, of whom all but the last died violently. The decade between 370 and 360 was even worse: two short-lived kings; one dangerously powerful but equally short-lived regent; invasions by the nomadic Illyrians from the west, the Thracians from the east, and the city-state of Thebes from the south; and hostages, ransom, and near-constant warfare, with Macedonia always on the losing side.

Ironically, the Macedonians suffered these losses because of their region’s abundant natural resources—they had what everybody in the ancient world wanted. Their well-watered plains were ideal for agriculture; even today, the traveler in Macedonia is struck by the abundance of fruit trees and vegetables that cloak the landscape in vivid green. The Macedonians in consequence attracted the attention of their less well endowed neighbors, especially the Illyrians, whose drier, more mountainous territory was far less suited to farming. During the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, the Macedonians were regularly raided, and intermittently invaded, by massive bands of these nomadic peoples, who swooped down from the mountains to steal cattle, terrorize villagers, and demand protection money before disappearing back across the border.

The city-states of southern Greece also coveted the natural resources of Macedonia, although they had different priorities and strategies than did the Illyrians. What they wanted most was timber. Within the northeast Mediterranean, the Macedonians had a near monopoly on the tall, sturdy trees the Greeks needed for shipbuilding. Since ships were required for both sea trade and naval warfare, two key Hellenic activities, the Macedonians were constantly at risk. The Greeks invaded their kingdom, established colonies on its outskirts, and imposed treaties, predominantly favorable to themselves, to regulate control of this valuable asset.

The Macedonians’ relationship with Greece was further complicated by their intermittent emulation of all things Hellenic. By the Classical era, the Macedonians spoke and wrote Greek, although they likely used another language among themselves. They also encouraged Athenian painters, philosophers, and shipbuilders to emigrate, offering them royal patronage. And they trained their army in the most up-to-date methods of Greek warfare.

Despite their Hellenizing efforts, the Macedonians were only grudgingly and sporadically accepted as members of what was, to the Greeks at least, a very exclusive club. Some prominent Hellenic intellectuals refused royal invitations to the Macedonian court. Others visited, then mocked the king when safely out of reach.

The Greeks’ cultural resistance extended even to athletics. When the early Macedonian king Alexander I attempted to participate in that quintessentially Hellenic activity, the Olympic Games, he was initially disqualified; the Olympics, said the judges, were only for Greeks. He responded by producing an elaborate genealogy tracing his ancestry back to the Greek city of Argos, and likely to its most famous former resident, the Argive hero Herakles. With this suitably illustrious, and impeccably Hellenic, pedigree, Alexander I won over the Olympic judges, and he was allowed to compete. He may even have won, since there is a fragmentary poem by Pindar praising his victory in the pentathlon.

While the Macedonians’ emulation of Greece is well attested—the Athenians chattered incessantly, in a self-congratulatory manner, about the Hellenic cultural ambitions of their arriviste neighbors—their connection to Persia is less familiar. Still, it was critical. During the Classical era, the Persians were the most prominent, and most effective, imperial power in the Mediterranean world. They exemplified precisely what the Macedonians aspired to. The Persians also had a king, a court, and royal institutions the Macedonians could emulate, and thus offered a far more appealing precedent than did the democracies and oligarchies of the Greek world.

By the time of Alexander’s youth, the Macedonians had taken on key Persian practices. They had an informal council of high-ranking aristocrats, the Companions, who advised the king and executed his orders. These were closely analogous to the Kinsmen (not always blood relations) who surrounded the Persian king. The Macedonians had Royal Pages, aristocratic youths who attended the king and were educated alongside royal family members. As in Persia, these young men were honored, but also instrumental. They served as hostages for their fathers’ good behavior, since a powerful aristocrat would think twice about rebelling when his heir would pay the price. Macedonian kings, like their Persian counterparts, were polygamous. In both cases, they had the same motivation, the need for an abundance of heirs, and the same problem, a superfluity thereof. The Macedonians even adopted a fashionable Persian bowl, known as the calyx cup, and used it the same way, for drinking and gift-giving.

By the time Alexander launched his invasion, the world he was attacking had critical connections to the one he had left behind. He was able to navigate the Persian imperial system—its court, its bureaucracy, its rituals—because it was what his own kingdom aspired to. Of course, the Macedonians did not adopt all Persian practices seamlessly. When one high-ranking Macedonian aristocrat first observed Persian courtiers bowing reverentially before Alexander, he burst out laughing (the king in response slammed his head against the wall). But Alexander was familiar enough with the Persian modus operandi to harness it effectively for his own purposes. He used it to plan his travels, feed his troops, and persuade Iranian administrators to switch sides. More ominously for the inhabitants of Persepolis, he also used it undermine Darius and demonstrate the Great King’s inability to protect his people.

When Alexander unleashed his men on the lower city of Persepolis, the thin, chill air was filled with the sounds of the sack: men shouting, heavy running footsteps, women screaming in terror, the dull, sickening thud of swords meeting flesh. Soldiers fought each other for precious objects, and killed captives whose ransom paled in comparison with the wealth that surrounded them. Some Persians committed suicide, dressing in their most expensive clothes before throwing themselves off the city’s high walls with their wives and children. Others set fire to their houses and burned themselves to death. It was a terrible fate for the symbolic heart of the Persian Empire.

It was not, however, an unprecedented or unexpected fate for a powerful imperial city. Ancient generals regularly permitted, if they did not encourage, attacks on civilian populations. For generals, such attacks were useful, because they allowed the soldiers to acquire plunder, a key component of military pay in the ancient world. They also served as a warning for other cities, making clear the penalties for resistance. Alexander had carried out several attacks on civilian populations already, at the Greek city of Thebes, the Carian Halikarnassos, and the Phoenician Tyre. The Macedonian king treated Persepolis no differently; he was brutal and implacable, but evenhanded. Every other military leader of his era, Persians included, had done the same.

After the sack, Alexander and his army remained for four months in Persepolis, waiting. Slowly, his soldiers lost the hungry look they had had when they arrived that winter, though they remained tired. They had been fighting in Persia for the better part of four years, thousands of miles from their homeland and families. They had no idea when, or if, they would ever return. The soldiers must have been uneasy as they stayed, unusually for Alexander’s army, so long in one place, without a major battle to fight or a siege to undertake. They were prevented by the harsh winter weather from any substantive campaigning, and in any case, they didn’t know exactly where Darius was, or what new stratagems he was formulating to continue the war.

The soldiers could see that the Great King had not come, as Alexander had hoped he would, to give himself up: to submit to his conqueror, acknowledge the Macedonian’s sovereignty, and receive, in return, some portion of his kingdom back again. With Darius still free, the soldiers would have to keep fighting, at least once the weather permitted and they figured out where their enemy was. In the meantime, they waited. For four months at Persepolis they rested, however warily, and enjoyed the proceeds of the sack.

Brutalized by the sack, Persepolis’s residents had spent those same four months adjusting to the difficult reality of living under occupation. They had seen the lower part of the town sacked, but the looters had not left, and the fate of the palaces was still in doubt. In the meantime, they had to share their elegant columned homes with Alexander’s soldiers; to supply them with food, drink, and whatever else they demanded; to watch them performing sacrifices to their unfamiliar gods, and taking part in athletic competitions—nude footraces, discus throws, and the pankration, a kind of all-in wrestling match that was the mixed martial arts of its day—that were considered bizarre by Persians. Persepolis’s residents saw the soldiers departing on a brief sortie against recalcitrant mountain peoples in the region, and returning, inevitably, victorious. It was disheartening, unpleasant, and, most of all, crowded. Alexander’s troops and followers likely rivaled the total population of the Persepolis region before the arrival of the Macedonians, and most were adult males, armed and demanding, a constant threat.

While the army rested for four months, Alexander was far from idle. The Macedonian king presided over his soldiers’ athletic games, awarding generous prizes, and personally conducted the army’s sacrifices. Throughout his career, Alexander was assiduous in cultivating the gods, and by the time he got to Persepolis, he had a good deal to thank them for.

In addition to his pious duties, the Macedonian king had another, more ominous agenda. He began by summoning twenty thousand mules and five thousand camels from the surrounding region, the snowy midwinter weather notwithstanding. He brought them as close as he could to the Persepolis treasury, which he had carefully preserved intact when he let his soldiers loose on the lower town. Then methodically and inexorably, he removed from it the riches he had sought.

Alexander took coins, bullion, perhaps a few precious objects—whatever he believed would help his cause, and whatever he feared to let fall into Darius’s hands. The treasure he had pursued so desperately was his, and he wanted to keep it safe. He loaded it up onto the mules and camels and sent them to make their slow, ungainly journey across the western mountain passes to the royal palace at Susa, 388 miles away. It was an extraordinarily difficult logistical challenge, even by Alexander’s standards. One scholar has estimated that the procession was so long that the last animals in line were five days behind the leaders.

Only once the treasury was safely en route did Alexander carry out his dangerous and devastating plan for Persepolis.

On a soft spring day in 330 BCE, Alexander set the crown jewel of the Persian Empire on fire. First, he organized a second sack of the city, concentrating his efforts not on the lower town and its already-brutalized inhabitants, but instead on the buildings of the upper terrace. He allowed his soldiers to ransack the palaces and the treasury, seizing whatever valuables they desired. Practiced looters, the soldiers took every single one of the gold and silver bowls on the terrace, because these were light, easy to carry, and possible to melt down, but left the beautifully polished ones in hard, too-heavy stone. The men also found all the precious metal swords and daggers that were once stored within the heavily guarded palace buildings, leaving only a few shabby bronze weapons and a scatter of arrowheads.

The soldiers had to work quickly; Alexander didn’t give them much time. For him, the sack was only a prelude. He let his soldiers loot whatever he had left behind. But he must also have warned them that those who worked too slowly might be burned to death.

The traces of the soldiers’ looting show their reckless speed. They had no patience for the mazelike windings of the treasury, so they created a faster thoroughfare, running up a ramp, across the building’s flat, low roof, and down a closed-off staircase, breaking down the door in the process. At the bottlenecks in their escape route, the soldiers dropped valuables: six gold rosettes and fragments of a gold band on the staircase, gold scraps and coins along the ramp. The men had taken so much, and needed to move so quickly, that they failed to notice what they’d lost. Then the fire intervened, and they never came back.

It was an extraordinary fire. Alexander had his men prepare it, heaping up richly ornamented wooden couches and intricately woven textiles to burn in a storeroom on the south side of the audience hall. The soldiers set alight masses of flammable material in the largest room of the treasury, the portico of the throne hall, and the audience hall’s center. Their work ensured that these buildings, the largest and most prominent on the terrace, would be devastated. Elsewhere the arsonists of Alexander were less meticulous. Some rooms of the treasury show only minor scorching, and the triple-gated building that led from the public area to the palaces was left virtually intact. The arsonists aimed at destruction, but also speed; even if a few buildings were still standing, they had done enough.

When Alexander’s soldiers had done their work, the fire raged all over the city of Persepolis. Flames scorched the walls of the palaces on the terrace. Their heat shattered limestone column bases; fused together the shafts of arrows; melted iron. The fire devoured cloth-of-gold canopies and tapestries, turned gold-encrusted couches into heaps of ash, and baked the mudbrick walls of the treasury light red. Sparks from the fire reached sixty feet in the air to the ceiling of the audience hall, lit and consumed its great cedar beams, and brought the remnants crashing to the ground. When it was all over, Alexander had turned the palaces on the terrace into ruins, blanketed in one to three feet of heavy gray ash. The accumulated wealth of the great Persian capital, its lush gardens, its ornate sculptures, and its immense, seemingly eternal buildings—all had been irrevocably destroyed.

In wantonly burning down a rich and powerful city like Persepolis, Alexander took a calculated risk, one of the greatest in a career full of audacious moves. It was stunning, dramatic, and—from the perspective of Alexander’s Macedonian advisers, at least—a senseless, self-destructive choice. Persepolis had been an imperial center, a nexus of control at the intersection of royal highways that stretched to the four corners of the Persian realm. As the advisers could clearly see, destroying it risked fragmenting that control, and called into question Alexander’s claim to be the new Great King.

Perplexed by the Macedonian king’s behavior, most ancient writers blame wine and a woman. Their story is that at a drinking party of Alexander and his companions, an Athenian courtesan came up with the idea, and the whole group lurched drunkenly after her, waving torches.

The reality was more deliberate and more sinister. Alexander had, after all, spent four months emptying out the treasury. He did it so thoroughly that of the forty thousand talents the building once held, only thirty-nine coins were left: nine gold, two electrum, twenty-seven silver, one bronze. He also organized the soldiers’ sack of the treasury before it burned, and set fires selectively to target the largest, most impressive buildings on the terrace. As the archaeological remains demonstrate, Alexander acted with ruthless, purposeful violence, not drunken impulsivity.

When Alexander burned Persepolis, he was attuned to several audiences. He knew it would please the Greeks, who had been agitating for vengeance against Persia for roughly a century and a half. It may also have appealed to Alexander personally. The Macedonian king slept with the Iliad nearby, and this was as close as he would ever come to the fire at Troy.

But Alexander likely aimed the destruction of Persepolis primarily at the Persians. In burning down the crown jewel of their empire, he sent a message: He had conquered, definitively and ruthlessly. Further opposition was futile. For those who might consider protecting Darius, or joining him in resisting the Macedonian king, the destruction of Persepolis was a warning of the retribution they would face. It was a sign that Alexander would not be satisfied with what he’d already won. He would keep going: to Darius, to the eastern empire, to the end of the world, if he could. Alexander torched Persepolis so thoroughly that it was never again substantially inhabited. Then he marched his army out of the smoking ruins. He was headed to the high mountain region of northwest Iran, where rumor had it Darius had fled. Winter was over, Alexander’s treasure secure. It was time to resume his pursuit of the Great King.





Two

The Hunt for the Great King

Iran

Spring–Summer 330 BCE

THE FIRE’S HAZE STILL LINGERED as Alexander left Persepolis. Beyond the city it dissipated, and the countryside was blanketed with the bright green leaves and pale blossoms of spring. There were apple, mulberry, pear, quince, olive, date, and pomegranate trees; the plains around the city were like an immense orchard. Spring rain and melting snow fed them with a crisscrossing network of irrigation canals, dams, and ditches, organized by the Persian kings to keep the heartland of their empire fertile and well watered. On the plains, cattle and horses nibbled tender new grass, while along the rivers, a rich variety of aquatic birds taught their hatchlings to swim and fly. Through it all marched Alexander, and with him some seventeen thousand armed men.

As Alexander led his army through the springtime plains and orchards around Persepolis, he faced the uncomfortable quandary of what to do next. For the moment, he was headed toward Ekbatana, a powerful city in the mountains of northwestern Iran. He had heard from his own scouts or Persian deserters that Darius III was there, gathering a new army with his allies among the nomads who lived along the northern borders of the Persian Empire. At Ekbatana, his informants doubtless told him, Darius had treasure to fund such an army—far less than the better-endowed capitals of Babylon, Susa, and Persepolis, but enough to buy an army if the allies were willing.

Alexander was fiercely determined to find Darius. He wanted to fight it out with his rival, confident that he would defeat the Great King and destroy his army as thoroughly as he had Persepolis. His dream was to capture Darius, as he’d tried and failed to do, to his immense frustration, at their two previous encounters at the battles of Issos and Gaugamela. Like Achilles—Alexander’s hero, and a legendary ancestor on his mother’s side—the young Macedonian king wanted constantly to be the best, and to be acknowledged as such. By defeating Darius, his greatness and preeminence would be clear. So would his royal legitimacy. If he could put the Great King in chains, Alexander would become, inarguably, the new Great King.

Alexander raced along the Royal Road from Persepolis to Ekbatana, some 514 miles, fearful that Darius was about to slip away from him once more. Ancient armies often missed one another; earlier in his career, in the immediate lead-up to the Battle of Issos, Alexander had in fact marched within thirty miles of Darius without knowing it. Now the Macedonian king was in even more unfamiliar territory, while his rival, a former governor of Armenia, knew the landscape better. If Darius escaped, Alexander’s best hope of finding him would be his knowledge that every army has deserters—particularly an army in retreat.

Alexander’s own army posed another problem. As he marched along the Royal Road, they spread out before him, an immense, heaving sea of men. Their bronze armor glittered in the sunlight, contrasting with the cold gray of their iron weapons and the quivering sheen of their horses’ coats. Dangerous men, well trained and formidable, they had prevailed in every battle they’d fought. And in the uncertain, potentially hostile territory through which they now moved, the soldiers were critical. Alexander had spent long enough in the Persian Empire to know that resisters could be anywhere, even among the pale blossoms and placidly munching cows of the Persepolis plain. The Macedonian king needed his soldiers, especially when another major battle with Darius threatened. But if the Great King chose to flee eastward, Alexander’s enormous, complex army became more of a liability than an asset. His soldiers moved too slowly, took too much effort to discipline, rest, and feed. For the hunt, when it came, he would need to let some of them go.

Alexander looked over his army, weighing his options. Most prominent, but most unwieldly, were the Macedonian heavy-armed infantry, with eighteen-foot spears tipped by cruel iron spikes at both ends. Their spears, known as sarissas, weighed so much that the soldiers had to use both hands to hold them, and carried their shields on straps slung around their necks and swords in belts. They marched in battle with their spears pointed outward, an outsize, bristling porcupine of a formation. Well trained and properly organized, the sarissa-bearers were unstoppable in warfare; no enemies could get close enough to harm them. But in pursuit they were a disaster in the making, difficult to maneuver and highly vulnerable on uneven ground.

Next to the sarissa-bearers marched the old-fashioned—and far more flexible—infantrymen known as hoplites, Greek and Macedonian. Their name derived from their hopla (“panoply”): a heavy bronze-plated shield, metal helmet, breastplate, and shin guards. They needed this panoply because their spears were comparatively short and light, a mere eight feet long and 2.2 pounds, one-fifth the weight of the sarissas. In battle, they moved like a tank, with shields overlapping so as to be almost impenetrable; they fought by shoving shields and jabbing spears against their opponents, until one side broke and ran.

The hoplites’ heavier armor and lighter weapons allowed them to perform tasks impossible for the sarissa-bearers, such as scaling walls—a key component of Alexander’s numerous city sieges—and scouting unfamiliar territory. But on the march, their heavy equipment made them slow, especially as Alexander generally forced them to carry all their gear. This reduced the need for pack animals, which had to be fed and slowed the whole proceedings down. But it made the march an astonishing athletic workout for everyone involved, especially at the speeds Alexander demanded (probably around thirteen miles per day, depending on the weather and terrain).

Infantrymen made up the bulk of Alexander’s army, but the cavalry was the Macedonian king’s own unit, and the one closest to his heart. Cavalrymen, too, could wield the eighteen-foot sarissa—a particularly impressive accomplishment given that they rode without stirrups (which were a later invention) and with only light, perfunctory saddles. They wore metal helmets and breastplates but no shin guards, because when charging, they had to keep their seats by gripping their horses’ sides with their legs, requiring incredible inner thigh strength.

When he came to power, Alexander inherited a large, well-equipped cavalry, to which he and many of his best friends belonged. He expanded and transformed it in order to fight the Persians, who had access to what were at that time the ancient world’s best horses. These horses came from Nesaia, in what is now northern Iran, and they were stronger, larger, and faster than those found in Macedonia (ancient horses were generally much smaller than those of today; even Alexander’s famous stallion, Boukephalos, his mount in all his most important battles, was likely the size of a modern pony). To counter the Nesaian horses, and the enormous Persian army generally, Alexander trained his cavalry in new tactics: coordinating with infantry, fighting at close range rather than launching spears from afar, and using the horse itself as a weapon, so that with rearing, checking, and charging it terrified the opponent’s horse, or any man unlucky enough to get caught beneath its hooves. For battle, Alexander aimed to hold on to as many of his cavalrymen as possible, and in pursuit they gave him speed, as they moved far faster than could the infantry. But in the dry, desertlike territory of eastern Iran, they would struggle, as they needed not only food but fodder and water for their horses; they could not go far on lean rations.

Along with infantry and cavalry, the mainstays of his army, Alexander had a range of other troops marching along the Royal Road. There were light-armed javelin men for skirmishing, archers for long-range attacks, scouts for reconnaissance, sailors for rivers and sea journeys, and engineers for siege machines and bridge building. All were organized into territorial units (Phoenician sailors, Cretan archers, etc.), and many hailed from outside the Greek world, including areas Alexander had recently conquered. He would soon give orders for thirty thousand Persian youths to be trained in the Greek language and Macedonian fighting tactics, with the goal of integrating them into his army once their training was complete. Later on, these youths would play a pivotal role, transforming Alexander’s forces and protecting the king when he was most in danger. But even before their arrival, Alexander’s army was a complex, heterogeneous, and multiethnic entity, disparate in many ways but unified by loyalty to the Macedonian king. In this way it was a microcosm of the society Alexander hoped to create in the Persian Empire at large.

Together with the soldiers traveled an even more motley and disparate group, the noncombatants who followed the army and provided various services to it. Some were official, others less so. Among those with official status were doctors—including Alexander’s personal physician, Kritoboulos—along with the attendants of the horses and pack animals and servants for the higher-ranking officers. Alexander limited their number as much as he could, since they had to be fed and looked after. He also armed them when desperate for reinforcements, though they rarely proved distinguished soldiers.

Similarly inept at battle, but important to Alexander, were a group of intellectuals and entertainers. They included historians, philosophers, seers, poets, actors, boxers, and flute players. They were prominent members of Alexander’s traveling court, although he often found them wanting. After one particularly sycophantic but unimpressive poet performed, the king remarked that he would rather be Homer’s Thersites—a low-class antihero of the Iliad—than his own poet’s Achilles.

Along with the servants and courtiers came a range of unofficial camp followers, including artisans (metalworkers, carpenters, stonemasons, etc.), merchants, and women. These women, and eventually their children as well, appear infrequently in the ancient literary sources, and scholars have paid them little attention. But judging from the remote and inaccessible places where they are mentioned—for instance, the Makran Desert in what is now Pakistan—they must have been a constant presence, following in the wake of the army and intimately connected to it. These women served the sexual and romantic needs of Alexander’s soldiers, who were not allowed to bring their wives on campaign and who had now been absent from their homeland for four long years. While there is no evidence for their forcible coercion on the march (Alexander was not about to waste soldiers guarding them), the women were not there of their own free will.

The women were primarily drawn from the conquered populations of the empire, whose lives had been radically disrupted by Alexander’s arrival in Persia. Now, far from their homes and families, they were dependent on their conquerors. As they moved east, the march grew harder, and the separation from their homeland more acute. Eventually, many of them formed new relationships with Alexander’s soldiers, despite the strong linguistic and cultural barriers separating them, and the element of coercion that must always have been present. Later, when Alexander himself was celebrating his wedding, he offered to formalize the unions of any of his men attached to Persian women. Reportedly, nine or ten thousand of them took him up on the offer—a surmounting of cultural barriers on an enormous scale.

For now, the women came along, doing their best to keep up with the swift marching pace Alexander required. By ancient standards, or even those of more modern eras, Alexander’s army traveled extremely quickly. Even in the eighteenth century, armies averaged a mere seven to eight miles per day, and Alexander was constantly surprising his enemies by arriving faster, and by more difficult routes, than they had anticipated. Given the length of the road between Persepolis and Ekbatana, their journey likely took about a month.

Three days before they reached Ekbatana, Alexander and his army encountered an unexpected visitor to their camp. He was a son of the Great King Artaxerxes III, who had ruled Persia during Alexander’s youth. When Artaxerxes died, this son was passed over. In retrospect, he was lucky, as the successful candidate, one of his siblings, was dead within two years. The passed-over son survived, becoming part of Darius’s entourage, and had followed him throughout his reign. But as Darius fled east, he recognized that the Great King’s hold on power was weakening. With the fine sense of political timing that had enabled him to survive so long, he deserted.

The son of Artaxerxes arrived in Alexander’s camp trusting to the well-publicized mercy of the conqueror, and with important news to guarantee his welcome. Darius’s northern reinforcements had not come, and the Great King had slipped away from Ekbatana. Taking the city’s treasury along with three thousand cavalry and six thousand infantry, he was heading east. Artaxerxes’s son let Alexander know how close he was to tracking down his rival. The Macedonian king could thrill to the fact that his prolonged and frustrating wait was almost over. With mounting excitement, he could ready himself for the hunt.

Before he began the chase, Alexander rested his army briefly at Ekbatana. He likely stayed in the elaborate Persian palace, constructed of imported cedar and cypress wood, and with rafters, ceiling, and columns plated with silver and gold. He fed his soldiers with the rich produce of the region, famous for its fruits and vegetables and now, in high summer, at its peak. And he must have appreciated the comparatively temperate climate—the reason that the Persian kings had chosen Ekbatana as their summer capital—and the spectacular natural setting, with snowcapped mountains to the north and west, and the fertile plain of the Qareh Sū River to the east.

At this royal capital, Alexander behaved differently than he had at Persepolis. Still eager to add to his treasure, he stripped the palace of its gold and silver plating. But he did not encourage his soldiers in destruction or atrocities as he had before.

Alexander had already begun to regret the burning of Persepolis. It was a difficult decision that had brought him short-term success—satisfying the Greeks and momentarily cowing the Persians—but over time, it created problems. It called into question his claim to legitimacy as Great King and his trustworthiness as a ruler. It also reminded the conquered of the destructive aspects of his conquest. Alexander could not be certain how bad the long-term consequences of his choice would be. But by the time he arrived at Ekbatana, he considered it a mistake, one that he learned from by behaving more mercifully to this northern royal city.

During his stay in Ekbatana, Alexander focused on the pursuit of Darius, and on the discharging of soldiers necessary for it. Demobilization was a tricky business. It involved releasing a flood of well-trained, belligerent men, who would leave his service thousands of miles from their homeland. He needed them
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