
An excerpt from the book

“Unbelievable!” said Cyrus. “I could not have imagined its 
immensity until I saw it. How thick is it?” he asked, looking at 
Chrysantas.

“My lord, many people believe it is fifty royal cubits1 in thick-
ness,” Chrysantas answered. “Besides, the bulk of it is made of 
baked brick, a mixture of cement and bitumen2 as mortar, and reed 
as shock absorber,” he added. 

Cyrus’ eyes widened. “It is impenetrable. As I can see, we can-
not climb it either—looks very high.” 

“It is two hundred cubits in height,” Harpagus remarked. 

“People exaggerate about things, yet I have seen with my own 
eyes,” Chrysantas interrupted. “There is a road up there on top of 
that wall, stretching all around the city. You can easily drive a four-
horse chariot on that road.”

1  One cubit is equal to 1.64 feet. 

2 Asphalt made from cement and mortar in ancient times. 

Ancient Babylon



3

“The sides seem to be almost four parasangs1,” Cyrus said. “It 
takes an enormous amount of manpower and many years of hard 
work to build such a fortification.” 

“Jewish slaves suffered for many years to build it—they worked 
their fingers to the bone here,” Harpagus said .

The boatman warned them to hold fast, for they were approach-
ing the dock. Ishtar Gate was the most crowded of the eight gates 
around the city of Babylon. The magnificent structure was made of 
glazed brick with different shades of olive and gold. It was about 
thirty cubits high and sixty cubits wide. The lintel, walls, and the 
two towers on either side, were decorated with golden reliefs of 
dragons, lions, and bulls framed in stripes bearing lotus flowers. The 
canal was loaded with boats—Hebrew money changers, bankers of 
exchange, procurers, guesthouse solicitors, peddlers, and beggars 
along the canal bank.

“You don’t need to dock, we are not disembarking,” said 
Chrysantas, in the Assyrian tongue.

The boatman looked at them with suspicion. They had presented 
themselves as horse traders and experience told him they possessed 
heavy pouches of gold coins under their garments. “This is the end 
of your trip across the canal, mister. It’s getting dark and no longer 
safe to stay on the water.” 

Cyrus winked at Chrysantas and said, “We will disembark right 
here, good man.” 

The sun hid behind the high walls and darkness fell all of a 
sudden. A money-changer boat approached them. One of the crew 
members repeated a phrase in different languages. “Master, we give 
you the best shekel for your money.” Chrysantas translated while 
1 An ancient Persian unit of distance about four miles.
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looking back at the man in the boat. He was wearing a cloak and it 
was hard to see his face, but the voice was familiar. Beggars were 
gathering ashore. “Marduk, bless you, grand masters—give to the 
poor,” a beggar said. 

Shoving his way clear, a procurer came forward and displayed 
a bronze emblem before their eyes to show he provided registered 
temple prostitutes. He knew the outsiders always had a few gold 
coins to spare for pleasure. “How about a wonderful night with girls 
from the temple before you start your trade, mister?” the man asked. 
Cyrus pushed him away, and told one of his companions to distrib-
ute some coins among the beggars. The procurer immediately iden-
tified Cyrus as the authority in the group. He stayed close to them, 
seeking an opportunity to sell his services. 


