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In the footsteps of Alexander
the Great: My Journey to
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Traveling with a theme is best, although it is not every
time that one can do so. During my visit to Greece in spring
2008, | managed to travel with a theme, that is, “In the
footsteps of Alexander the Great”. Alexander the Great was born
and brought up in Pella and Virgina of present day Northern
Greece. Despite knowing that there is little left of both places
and that they are therefore not very popular with tourists, |
was not deterred: because it is not so much how many visual
remains are left but rather the meanings and the events that
took place there that count the most.

Greek civilization has always fascinated me. | have
enjoyed reading Greek mythology and history since | was a
child. And among all the figures from Greek history books, no
one impressed me as much as Alexander the Great. | must
admit, in my mind, he is not a hero and far from being a
saint. There were countless people that he and his Macedonian
troops killed in the process of being the Great. But the story
of him as a man who dreamed of a wider world, set off on
a journey to explore the world and eventually left his legacy
to the present day is fascinating. Even as far as Thailand:
whenever | went to Wat Sutat Temple and admire the beauty
and elegance of Phra Sri Sakayamuni Buddha statue, |
couldn’t thank Alexander enough for bringing Greek influence
to Ghandara in Northern India where Greek artisans were the
first to have sculpted Buddha images.

To go to Pella and Virgina, first one has to stop at
Thessaloniki - the second largest city in Greece. | took the
express train from Athens, and it took me about 8 hours to
reach Thessaloniki. Unlike Athens, Thessaloniki has the air
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of a city in a country that is in transition, the same air and
atmosphere you would find in countries like Thailand. | don’t
know if it is because the city reminds me of Bangkok, but |
was quick to fall in love with it. In the city, there was a lot
of dust from the construction sites visible everywhere, the
streets are full of cars and the sidewalks filled with vendors
and people. And of course, people were very friendly (unlike
in Athens). | loved it!

It is easy to travel to Pella from Thessaloniki and it
is also easy to miss Pella when you actually are passing
through it. It took me 2 hours by public bus to find myself
in Pella, thanks to a fellow passenger who pointed out the
place to me. Considering the greatness of Alexander’s empire
and how mighty and prosperous the city once was, what |
saw in front of me was so small. “Whatever goes up must
go down”, | thought to myself. Perhaps it is in a place like
this that one finds it easy to reach enlightenment, that is, to
realize the impermanence of all things. Present day Pella has
about 5 or 6 columns still standing. Yet its mosaic floor is
nothing but splendid: it is one of the most beautiful mosaics
| have ever seen. | think that the more ancient they were, the
more skilled and capable these artists became. The Roman
mosaics that | saw in Italy are only second best compared
to this. When | entered the site, there were only two other
tourists, but eventually they left, and | had the whole site to
enjoy for myself. It was fantastic.

The next day | took a bus to Virgina, a different route
from the one to Pella. The landscape along the road was
spectacular: wherever | looked it was so green with fields,

130 Inganoysud

‘ ‘ Alexander.indd 130 3/29/11 10:50 AM



orchards, plantations, farms
and small woods. The
Olympia mountain range
of the gods was always
in sight in the background.
On the way, | had to get
off in a small town (too
bad | forget the name)
and change bus. | never
realized how interesting
the name Virgina was until
| had to ask the locals
to make sure which bus
I had to change on to.
They were a group of 7 young women in their twenties,
After | asked them the question in English, there was a long

pause before they said in broken English “Wee all Virginas”
and then giggled. | didn’t think about it much, convinced that
it was the bus for Virgina they were waiting for. But when |
was told not long after by a station attendant that it was a
different bus | should get on, | started to think “Did the girls
understand my question? Did they think | asked them if they
were all Virginas?!”

Virgina is a great place. Surrounded by green mountains,
with a cool spring breeze blowing and the land carpeted with
bright-coloured wild flowers, the town should be an attraction
in its own right.

After getting off the bus, | went straight to the tomb
of King Phillip Il - King of Macedonia and father of Alexander
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the Great. The tomb is inside a big mound that looked more
like a hill, and the main attraction is the treasures kept inside.
The beauty of it cannot be described in words: all | know is
that | was completely awe-struck. Among the treasures, | was
most interested in a panel of ivory carvings which include a
bust of Alexander and bust of his father. For me this is the
most accurate portrayal of Alexander of all his many statues,
most of which were sculpted long after his death. The bust
of Alexander that | saw in the tomb was not a handsome
Apollo-like statue that you may normally find but a young man
with strong facial features: high forehead, big nose, determined
yet crazy eyes; the man that | saw is most likely to be short
in height like his father King Phillip. However, what counted
for me most is the fact that Alexander is the one who built
this mausoleum for his powerful father after King Phillip was
assassinated at his court in Virgina. It was the last tribute
Alexander could ever make to his father, who was responsible
for making Alexander the way he was. Without King Phillip’s
vision and taste for art and science, Alexander would have
been known by the world as just another ordinary Macedonian
King.

After | visited Virgina, the next day | took the train back
to Athens. My heart was fulfilled: | had been to where | had
wanted to go and learned what | had wanted to know. Yet
it was more from the fact that | had stepped on the same
soil and maybe touched the same stone that Alexander may
have stepped on and touched. The sentimental value that |
derived from this journey is immeasurable. Having said that,
as the Lord Buddha said, “Man’s worldly desire is limitless”;
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and | am looking forward to more journeys: Northern India,
Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria, Turkey etc., to continue in the
footsteps of Alexander the Great.

* This essay is one of the assignments produced during the Creative
Writing Class run by DVIFA for Ministry of Foreign Affairs officers. The
writer would like to thank Mr. David Gardner, one of the instructors,
for proof-reading and editing the text.*
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3. Auschwitz Birkenau. German Nazi Concentration and
Extermination Camp (1940-1945)." (1979)

4. Historic Centre of Warsaw (1980)

5. OIld City of Zamos¢ (1992)

6. Castle of the Teutonic Order in Malbork (1997)

7. Medieval Town of Torun (1997)
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