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Alexander the Great





Alexander the Great was born in 356 BC in Macedonia, to King Philip II, conqueror of Greece, and Olympias, a Greek woman. Olympias told her son that he was descended directly from Achilles, hero of the Trojan War. This story so inspired Alexander that he carried a copy of Homer’s Iliad with him until he died.


       When he was a boy, Alexander was educated according to the highest Greek standards, which included training in physical fitness and military tactics as well as the study of literature and philosophy. King Philip, wanting only the best for his son, engaged Aristotle as Alexander’s tutor. This formal schooling lasted only until Alexander was 16, however, when Philip made Alexander an administrator in his government. Two years later, Philip took Alexander to war with him, putting the young man in charge of the cavalry. The campaign was successful and brought the whole of Greece under Philip’s control. Philip planned to conquer the Persians next, but he was killed by one of his own men. Alexander inherited the throne. He was 20 years old.
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Alexander was a fierce and dedicated warrior. He expected his father’s subjects to accept his rule, and when some of the cities tried to revolt, he treated them harshly. When Thebes tried to break free of Macedonian rule, for instance, Alexander destroyed the city and sold thousands into slavery.


       In 334 BC, after liberating Egypt from Persian rule and establishing the city of Alexandria (which he named after himself) Alexander moved into Asia, intent on conquering the vast Persian Empire. In 331 BC, after many hardships and battles, he won the Battle of Arbela against Darius, King of the Persians, and Darius fled. This was an unexpected victory because Darius had many more men than did Alexander. Alexander won because he had a better battle plan and his men were better disciplined. He then pursued Darius into the mountains, and when the defeated ruler could not muster troops to fight again, he was killed by his own men. At the age of 26, Alexander was the ruler of a vast territory, having accomplished what his own father had dreamed of.
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Many stories of Alexander’s prowess have been passed down through history. One of the most popular involves his taming of a great, wild horse, which he named Bucephalus. He was very fond of the horse and rode it all the way to India. When the animal died there, Alexander built a city around its grave and named it Bucephala.


       Alexander explored his new empire for several years, traveling across the Hindu Kush, beyond the Indus River, and along the coast of the Arabian Sea. He administered his empire from Babylon, eager to improve trade and cooperation among the peoples he had conquered. To ease relationships between the Macedonians and Persians, he married a Persian princess (a daughter of Darius) and performed a ceremony in which thousands of his own men were wed to Persian women.


       Alexander dreamed of great things for his empire, but he died before he could accomplish half of what he envisioned. In the spring of 323 BC, he fell ill with a fever and died in Babylon in the early summer.
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