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 Chronicles: Classical Era

 Julius Caesar

 The Man Who Crossed the Rubicon

 
 A First-Person Chronicle

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Veni, vidi, vici."

 — Julius Caesar, reporting his victory at Zela, 47 BC



Chapter One
 The Crossing

 The river was nothing. A shallow, muddy thing you could wade across in moments — narrower than the ditches my engineers cut across Gaul. But every man standing on that bank knew what crossing it meant. Roman law was explicit: the lex Cornelia de maiestate forbade any general from bringing armed troops south of the Rubicon. To cross was treason. To cross was civil war.

It was January — the tenth day, in the year the Romans would later reckon as 705 from the founding of the city. The calendar was so badly misaligned by then that the date bore little relation to the season — the Roman January had drifted weeks ahead of the solar year, a chaos I would later correct with the help of Sosigenes. Behind me lay Gaul — eight years of blood, conquest, and glory that had made me the most dangerous man in Rome. Ahead lay everything else.

Three days earlier, on January 7, the Senate had issued its senatus consultum ultimum, the ultimate decree — the same instrument that had been used to justify the murder of the Gracchi and the slaughter of Saturninus's followers. The decree gave the consuls and the governors of the Republic unlimited authority to "see that the state suffers no harm." In practice, it was a death warrant with my name on it. They demanded I disband my legions and return as a private citizen. Strip yourself of command, they said. Come home unarmed. Submit to prosecution for crimes you committed as consul. They wanted me humbled. Stripped. Destroyed.

Two of the tribunes of the plebs — Mark Antony and Quintus Cassius Longinus — had vetoed the decree on my behalf, as was their sacred right. The Senate ignored the veto. The tribunes were threatened with violence and fled Rome disguised as slaves in a hired wagon, arriving at my camp in Ravenna with the news that the constitution had been set aside. I showed them to my soldiers. "Look," I said. "This is what the Senate does to the people's tribunes — men whose persons are sacrosanct under Roman law." The tribunes' flight was everything I needed: proof that the Senate, not I, had broken faith with the Republic.

I looked at the water and thought of my daughter Julia, dead these five years. She had been married to Pompey — my alliance sealed in flesh, as Rome demanded. When she died in childbirth in 54 BC, taking my grandchild with her, the bond between Pompey and me died with her. He had been my son-in-law, my partner in the Triumvirate, the finest general Rome had produced. Now he was my executioner-in-waiting, and the Senate had placed the sword in his hand.

And Crassus — the third pillar of our alliance — was dead too. Killed at Carrhae in 53 BC, his legions annihilated by Parthian horsemen, molten gold poured down his throat in mockery of his legendary greed. The Triumvirate was dust. Everything that had held the balance of Roman power was gone.

My officers waited in silence. I had perhaps three hundred men with me at the river — an advance force, no more. The Thirteenth Legion was spread along the march route behind us. The rest of my forces, some twelve additional legions, were scattered across Gaul and Cisalpine territory. Three hundred men against the full might of the Republic — against Pompey's veterans, the Senate's levies, and every ally they could buy or bully into service. The arithmetic was absurd. But arithmetic had never stopped me before.

That evening, before the crossing, I had attended a public spectacle and examined the plans for a gladiatorial school I was funding — maintaining the appearance of normality while the most consequential decision of my life settled in my mind. I dined with friends. I was calm. A man who has decided is always calm; it is the deciding that torments.

I thought of Sulla, who had marched on Rome a generation before me and drowned the city in proscription lists. I thought of Marius, my uncle by marriage, who had done the same. The Republic they claimed to defend had been dying for decades — murdered by the very men who wore its name like armour. The Senate was not defending democracy. It was defending privilege.

After dinner, I slipped away quietly. The march to the Rubicon was made in the dark — no torches, no trumpets. At one point, we lost our way entirely and wandered the back roads until a local guide was found, a man who led us through the darkness by paths he knew from tending his fields. There is something fitting in that: the most momentous march in Roman history, guided by a farmer with a lantern. Even the baggage was carried on mules requisitioned from a nearby bakery — the conqueror of Gaul, borrowing bread-delivery animals to start a civil war.

Asinius Pollio was there that night — a man of letters and a soldier, who would later write the history of these events from memory. He recorded what I said and did with the scrupulousness of a man who understood he was witnessing something that the world would never forget. I am glad he was there. A moment without witnesses is merely a rumour.

At the river, a comedian's troupe was performing nearby — actors and musicians travelling south. One of them — a man of remarkable size, according to Pollio — snatched a trumpet from a soldier, blew a blast, and ran toward the far bank. My men laughed. I did not. But I took it as a sign, because a man about to start a war will take his signs where he finds them.

I stood a long time at the water's edge. Suetonius says I hesitated, and perhaps I did. I thought of the ruin that might follow — Appian records that I said aloud: "If I cross this bridge, it will be the ruin of all mankind; if I do not, it will be my own ruin." Both statements were true. The question was simply which ruin I preferred.

Then I spoke in Greek — the language of philosophy and private thought — quoting Menander the playwright: Anerriphtho kubos. Let the die be thrown. The historians would later render it in Latin — alea iacta est, the die is cast — but the Greek was what I said. The distinction matters. The Latin is passive, fatalistic. The Greek is a command. I was not submitting to fate. I was choosing it.

I stepped into the water. It was cold — January in northern Italy, the current sluggish with winter. My boots found the riverbed, mud sucking at my heels, and I walked across without looking back. Behind me, my men began to move. No trumpets. No war cries. Just the steady crunch of hobnailed sandals on frozen ground and the quiet splash of men crossing a stream that was about to become the most famous river in history.

On the far bank, I paused. The road south stretched toward Ariminum, the first town in Italy proper. We reached it before dawn — a forced march through the night at a pace that would become my signature in the weeks that followed. Speed was my weapon. Pompey expected weeks of preparation. I gave him hours. Town after town would open its gates before his couriers could arrive with orders to resist.

Beyond Ariminum lay Rome — three hundred miles of road, and at the end, either a throne or a cross. I had been preparing for this moment my entire life. Not this specific moment — I am not a mystic, whatever the poets say. But this kind of moment. The kind where every path converges to a single point, and the only question left is whether you have the nerve to step through it. I had answered that question in pirate ships and Senate chambers, in the forests of Gaul and the deserts of Spain. The answer had always been the same.

I gave the order to march south. Behind me, the men moved with the quiet discipline of veterans who had crossed rivers of blood in Gaul and now crossed this one — this insignificant trickle — into a future none of us could see. Some of them would die in the wars that followed. Some of them would stand with me at Pharsalus, at Thapsus, at Munda. Some of them would live to see the world I built on the ruins of the one I destroyed.

And Rome, which had stood for five centuries as a Republic, began its transformation into something else entirely.

 [image: Caesar crossing the Rubicon]Caesar crosses the Rubicon, January 49 BC — the act that began the Roman Civil War. Illustration, 1849.
 

Chapter Two
 The Subura

 I was not born to power the way my enemies like to claim. Yes, the Julii were an ancient family — we traced our lineage to Iulus, son of Aeneas, and through him to Venus herself. Every Roman aristocrat claimed divine ancestry, but ours was particularly audacious. My aunt Julia, at her husband Marius's funeral in 69 BC, reminded all of Rome that the Julii carried the blood of gods and kings. She mounted the Rostra and declared that on her mother's side she was descended from kings, and on her father's from the immortal gods. No woman had delivered a public funeral eulogy for a Roman man in living memory. It was not subtle. But then, subtlety was never our family's strongest quality.

Ancient did not mean wealthy. By the time I entered the world on the twelfth of July, 100 BC, our branch of the family tree was firmly planted in the Subura, one of Rome's rougher neighbourhoods. The Subura was a labyrinth of narrow streets, cheap taverns, and multistorey apartment blocks — insulae, we called them — that swayed in the wind and occasionally collapsed. Prostitutes, butchers, booksellers, and senators' sons lived side by side. It smelled of roasting meat and open sewers. I loved it. Our house was modest — what Suetonius would later describe as modicis aedibus — but it was ours, and it sat in the beating heart of Rome.

The Subura taught me something the Palatine Hill never could: how ordinary Romans lived. The aristocrats in their marble villas spoke of "the people" as though they were a single creature, a beast to be fed and managed. I knew them as individuals — the baker who extended credit when my family's purse was thin, the retired legionary who told me stories of campaigns in Africa, the freedwoman who ran a school where I first learned to argue. These were the citizens of Rome, and they deserved better than the corrupt oligarchy that governed in their name.

My father, Gaius Julius Caesar the Elder, was a respectable but undistinguished senator. He served as praetor — a magistrate one step below consul — but never reached the highest office. He died suddenly in Pisae in 85 BC, while putting on his shoes one morning — Pliny records this detail, and I remember it because there is something unbearable about the ordinariness of death. One moment a man is fastening his boots. The next moment his household has no head. I was fifteen, suddenly responsible for a family with more lineage than money.

My mother, Aurelia Cotta, was the true force in our home. Tacitus, writing generations later, still held her up as the model of a Roman mother — a woman who personally supervised every aspect of her children's education, who tolerated no idleness and no foolishness, who shaped her son's character with an iron discipline the Senate could only envy. She managed the household accounts, maintained the social connections that kept our family afloat, and navigated the lethal drawing rooms of Roman society with the instincts of a general. Everything I learned about political strategy, I learned first from watching her.

My education was superb — my family could afford that much. I studied grammar, literature, and rhetoric under Marcus Antonius Gnipho, a Gaul by birth who had been exposed as an infant, raised by a foster father, and educated in Alexandria. He was freeborn, not a freedman — the distinction mattered in Rome — and he was one of the finest teachers the city had ever produced. He taught me both Greek and Latin, and drilled into me the discipline of clear expression. Later, I studied under Apollonius Molon in Rhodes — the same Greek rhetorician who had trained Cicero. Rhetoric was not merely the art of speaking; it was the art of persuasion, of bending reality through words. In Rome, a man who could speak could rule. I was determined to speak better than anyone.

Before my father died, I had been nominated as the new Flamen Dialis — the High Priest of Jupiter. It sounds prestigious, and it was. But the restrictions of the office, as Aulus Gellius catalogued them, were extraordinary: the Flamen Dialis could not ride a horse, could not look upon an army in battle formation, could not spend a single night outside Rome, could not touch iron, could not see a corpse. His clothing was prescribed down to the knot in his cap. For a boy who intended to conquer the world, it was a gilded cage. Sulla's civil war freed me from it — one of the few mercies his reign provided. I was released from a prison of ritual, and my life's true direction began.

I had married Cornelia, daughter of Lucius Cornelius Cinna, one of Marius's chief allies. When Sulla seized power and began his proscriptions, he demanded I divorce her. Other young nobles complied with similar orders — it was sensible, it was safe, it was what a reasonable man would do. I refused. Cornelia was my wife. More importantly, compliance would mark me as a man who could be broken. I would rather be hunted than tamed.

My name hovered near the proscription lists. Sulla's soldiers searched for me through the marshes of Sabine country, where I hid despite a raging fever, moving from house to house each night. One patrol caught me. I bribed the officer — two talents of silver, according to Suetonius, an amount I could barely scrape together — and he let me go. Eventually, Sulla relented, persuaded by my mother's relatives, the Aemilii and the Aurelii, and by the Vestal Virgins themselves to lift the death warrant. But he warned those around him as I left: "In that boy, I see many a Marius."

He was right. I left Rome for the East, where I served under Marcus Minucius Thermus at the siege of Mytilene on the island of Lesbos. It was there that I won the corona civica — the civic crown, awarded to a soldier who saves the life of a fellow citizen in battle. It was made of oak leaves, and the man who wore it was entitled to a seat in the front row at public games, and the entire Senate rose to its feet when he entered the theatre. I was nineteen years old. The crown told Rome that whatever else I might be — young, indebted, hunted — I was also brave.

I was also, from an early age, spectacularly ambitious. Not in the quiet, patient way of a man who builds his career brick by brick. My ambition was a furnace — hot, constant, and visible to everyone who came near it. When I was serving as quaestor in Further Spain, I saw a statue of Alexander the Great in a temple in Gades and wept. Not from admiration, though I admired him enormously. I wept because by my age, Alexander had conquered half the known world, and I had done nothing.

That shame — if shame it was — became the engine of my life. I would not merely participate in Roman politics. I would dominate it. I would not merely serve in Rome's wars. I would fight the wars that mattered, conquer the territories that counted, and return with the kind of glory that no Senate could ignore or diminish. I began to spend — lavishly, recklessly, on a scale that alarmed my creditors and delighted the mob. I borrowed from Crassus, from bankers, from anyone who would lend to a man whose only collateral was ambition. Every denarius went into the public eye: games, buildings, gifts to the populace. Money is the seed of power, and I planted it everywhere.

When Cornelia died in 69 BC, I gave her a public funeral — unusual for a woman so young, but I wanted Rome to see my grief and to remember her father's name. At my aunt Julia's funeral that same year, I did something that made the optimates livid: I displayed images of Gaius Marius in the procession. Marius, whose memory Sulla had tried to erase. Marius, whose trophies had been torn down. The old veterans in the crowd wept. The Senate muttered. I smiled. The Subura had taught me that power belongs to those who seize the symbols that ordinary people understand. A trophy on a hill. A name spoken with reverence. A funeral oration that reminds Rome who its heroes were. These are the instruments of politics, and I played them with a virtuosity that my opponents never matched.

He was right to be afraid.

 [image: Bust of Julius Caesar]The Tusculum portrait of Caesar, one of two surviving busts made during his lifetime. Museo di Antichità, Turin.
 

Chapter Three
 The Pirates

 I was twenty-five when the pirates took me. I was sailing to Rhodes to study oratory under Apollonius Molon — the crossing from Italy to the eastern Mediterranean was routine, and the Cilician pirates who infested those waters were a known hazard. Known, but not avoided. Rome's navy was a disgrace, its seas unpatrolled, its merchant ships left to fend for themselves. The pirates had become a civilisation unto themselves — over a thousand ships, according to Plutarch, operating from four hundred towns and cities along the coast of Cilicia, raiding with impunity from the Pillars of Hercules to the shores of Asia Minor. They sacked sacred temples at Claros, Didyma, and Samothrace. They kidnapped Roman magistrates in their purple-bordered togas. They controlled the grain routes. The Senate debated endlessly and did nothing. It would take Pompey and the lex Gabinia another decade to clear them from the sea.

They seized our ship somewhere near the island of Pharmacusa, a scrap of rock in the Dodecanese. The capture was entirely ordinary — Cicero would later estimate that piracy cost Rome hundreds of ships a year, and the Senate's response was a standing policy of doing nothing until the problem became unbearable. Their captain assessed us quickly: a few merchants, some servants, and one young Roman of obviously patrician bearing. My clothing and manner made my rank unmistakable. He set my ransom at twenty talents of silver — a considerable sum, enough to buy a small estate in Campania.

I laughed in his face. Twenty talents? I told him he clearly had no idea who he had captured. I insisted he raise the ransom to fifty. The pirates stared at me. My companions stared at me. I was entirely serious. A man's ransom is a statement of his value. I refused to be underpriced.

Fifty talents was a fortune. It would take weeks to collect, which meant weeks of captivity. But those weeks would serve a purpose. I sent most of my entourage to raise the money — dispatched across the Aegean to the cities of the province of Asia, where Roman connections and the promise of future favours could loosen treasuries. Only two companions and three servants remained with me on the island. While the money was gathered, I would make myself known to my captors. I would study their operations, their harbours, their defences. And when the ransom was paid and I was free, I would return and destroy them.

I lived among the pirates for thirty-eight days. I was not a prisoner in any conventional sense — they gave me the run of their camp, and I took liberties that astonished them. I participated in their exercises and their games. I wrote poetry and speeches and recited them aloud, insisting the pirates listen. When they failed to applaud with sufficient enthusiasm, I called them illiterate barbarians — barbaroi, Plutarch's word, and mine — to their faces. When I wanted to sleep, I sent word that they were to be quiet. They obeyed, largely out of bewilderment. I treated them not as captors but as a particularly uncouth audience, and they did not know what to do with a hostage who gave them orders.

I also told them, repeatedly and cheerfully, that I would come back and crucify every one of them. They thought it was a joke. They liked me — I was entertaining, arrogant in a way they found amusing, and obviously worth a great deal of money. Young Roman aristocrats did not typically threaten their captors with execution. It was taken as a sign of high spirits. They did not understand that I never joked about promises. I was, in those thirty-eight days, entirely myself — perhaps more purely than at any other point in my life. Stripped of rank, of money, of the machinery of Roman politics, I had nothing but my will and my voice. They were enough.

The ransom arrived. Fifty talents of silver, gathered from the cities of Asia by my servants who had called upon every obligation and every connection the name of the Julii could command. The pirates counted it, released me on the nearest shore, and sailed back to their island, presumably pleased with the transaction.

I went directly to Miletus, the nearest port with a naval garrison. Within hours, I had commandeered several warships and recruited crews to man them. This was, technically, illegal — I held no military command, no magistracy, no authority to wage war. I was a private citizen raising a fleet and launching a military expedition on my own initiative — the kind of extralegal action that would have earned me a trial in Rome, had I not been young, angry, and utterly indifferent to the consequences. In a Republic governed by law, this was an act of breathtaking presumption. I did it anyway. When the moment demands action, procedure is a luxury. Besides, I had learned something important: that the speed of a man who acts without permission will always exceed the speed of a man who waits for it.

We sailed before dawn. Speed, as always, was the weapon. We caught them still at anchor off Pharmacusa, their ships loaded with plunder, their crews celebrating my ransom. They had not moved. Why would they? No Roman official was going to pursue pirates for the sake of a young aristocrat who had already been released. They did not understand that I was not a Roman official. I was something more dangerous — a man with a grudge and a borrowed fleet. The battle, such as it was, lasted minutes. I recovered the fifty talents in full and captured every pirate who did not drown or flee.

I brought them to Pergamum, where the Roman governor of Asia, Marcus Iuncus, was responsible for administering justice. Iuncus was a cautious man — the kind of provincial administrator who owed his office to avoiding decisions. He wanted to sell the pirates into slavery, a more profitable outcome for his accounts. I told him I had promised crucifixion, and I intended to deliver it. He hesitated. I did not wait for his verdict. While he deliberated, I went to the prison, removed the pirates, and had them executed under my own authority.

But I was not cruel for cruelty's sake. The pirates had treated me well enough during my captivity — they had shared their food, tolerated my insults, and kept me alive when a knife in the dark would have been simpler. Before the crucifixion, I had their throats cut — a mercy, since death on the cross was designed to be slow, a spectacle of suffering that could last two or three days. They died quickly. My promise was kept, and my mercy was noted. And every pirate in the eastern Mediterranean heard what happened to those who crossed Gaius Julius Caesar.

Afterward, I sailed to Rhodes and completed my studies with Molon, as I had originally intended. The interruption had cost me thirty-eight days, fifty talents temporarily, and a good deal of sleep. It had earned me something more valuable: a reputation. The story spread across the Mediterranean — the young patrician who demanded his own ransom be raised, who mocked his captors to their faces, who returned with a fleet and nailed them to crosses. It was the kind of story that builds a political career in Rome, where voters admire audacity and remember a good anecdote long after they have forgotten a policy speech.

I tell this story not to boast — though I admit it is a good story — but because it reveals something essential about how I approached the world. There is no situation so desperate that it cannot be turned to advantage. Captivity became reconnaissance. A ransom became a statement of worth. And a promise made in a pirate camp became the foundation of a reputation that would carry me through every crisis that followed.

The pirates saw a hostage. I saw an opportunity. That difference in perception is, I believe, the difference between men who shape history and men who are shaped by it.

 
 

Chapter Four
 The Alliance

 Rome in the 60s BC was a republic in name and an oligarchy in practice. The Senate — three hundred men, most of them born to wealth, all of them convinced of their own indispensability — controlled the treasury, the armies, the courts, and the provinces. They distributed power among themselves like dinner hosts distributing favours, and they resented, with a ferocity that bordered on pathology, anyone who threatened their monopoly.

I threatened it. Not yet through force — that would come later — but through popularity. The common people of Rome loved me, and the Senate could not forgive it. I spent lavishly as aedile in 65 BC, staging games and spectacles so magnificent that the crowds screamed my name in the streets. I exhibited three hundred and twenty pairs of gladiators in armour of silver — Plutarch records the number, and the Senate was so alarmed that they passed legislation limiting the number of gladiators any citizen could maintain in Rome. I borrowed enormously to finance these displays. By the time I stood for consul, my debts had reached thirteen hundred talents — Plutarch's figure — a sum that would have destroyed a lesser man. But I understood what my creditors understood: a man headed for the consulship is an excellent investment.

Before the consulship came the pontificatus maximus — the office of chief priest, the most prestigious religious position in Rome. The election of 63 BC was the great gamble of my early career. I was running against two senior senators, both former consuls, both supported by the full weight of the optimates. I was thirty-seven, in debt beyond imagining, and widely expected to lose. On the morning of the vote, my mother Aurelia walked me to the door and wept. I kissed her and said: "Mother, today you will see your son either Pontifex Maximus or an exile." I won by a margin that humiliated my opponents. The Pontifex Maximus was entitled to an official residence — the Domus Publica in the Forum — and I moved from the Subura to the heart of Roman power. I never moved back.

That same year, I restored the trophies of Gaius Marius to the Capitol — the monuments Sulla had torn down to erase the memory of his rival. I had them rebuilt in the night and set them up before dawn. When the old Marian veterans saw them gleaming on the hill that morning, they wept openly in the streets. The optimates were furious. Catulus called it an assault on the constitution. I called it a restoration of history. The people called it justice.

I cultivated every alliance, flattered every useful senator, and memorised the names and concerns of every citizen who could vote. When I walked through the Forum, I greeted men by name — thousands of them. It was not merely a political technique, though it was certainly that. I genuinely liked people. I found them interesting. I wanted to understand what drove them, what they feared, what they needed. A politician who does not understand the people he governs is merely a bureaucrat with a title.

But popularity alone could not crack the Senate's grip. For that, I needed allies with power of their own. I found them in the two men the Senate feared most: Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus — Pompey the Great — and Marcus Licinius Crassus.

Pompey was Rome's greatest living general. He had cleared the Mediterranean of pirates in a mere three months — a feat the Senate had expected to take years — conquered the East, reorganised half a dozen kingdoms, and tripled Rome's annual revenue. He had marched through Jerusalem, walked into the Holy of Holies — the inner sanctum of the Jewish temple — and walked out again unimpressed. He had celebrated three triumphs, more than any living Roman. His military record was beyond question. His political skills were not. Pompey wanted the Senate to ratify his Eastern settlements and grant land to his veterans. The optimates — the Senate's conservative faction — feared his popularity and refused both, year after year. He was a titan with no leverage, and he was furious.

Crassus was the richest man in Rome — possibly the richest man in the ancient world. He had made his fortune in real estate, buying properties at auction after fires (fires he may or may not have started), and he maintained a private fire brigade of five hundred men that would only extinguish your blaze if you sold him your building first. He had crushed the slave revolt of Spartacus in 71 BC, crucifying six thousand captives along the Appian Way from Rome to Capua as a message no one could miss. He was crude, effective, and politically ambitious in a way that money alone could not satisfy. He wanted military glory to rival Pompey's, and the Senate refused to give him a command. Like Pompey, he was powerful and frustrated.

I brought them together. This required considerable diplomacy, because Pompey and Crassus despised each other — they had nearly come to blows during their joint consulship in 70 BC, and their mutual contempt was the stuff of Roman gossip. But I showed each of them what the other could not see: that their real enemy was not each other, but the Senate that denied them both. Together, the three of us controlled enough votes, money, and military prestige to dominate the Republic.

The arrangement was simple. I would stand for consul. Pompey and Crassus would support my candidacy with their money and influence. In return, once elected, I would push through the legislation they needed: land for Pompey's veterans, ratification of his Eastern settlements, and a military command for Crassus. We would share power, check the Senate, and ensure that no faction could destroy any of us.

They would call it the First Triumvirate — three men ruling Rome. It was not an official institution; it was never ratified, never announced. It was a private arrangement, sealed in secret, its terms known only to us and our closest associates. The Senate called it a conspiracy. The people called it a relief. I called it politics.

I won the consulship for 59 BC. My co-consul, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, was a Senate creature who tried to block every piece of legislation I proposed. He claimed unfavourable religious omens — watching the sky for signs, a procedural tactic that could halt public business. When I ignored him and brought my land bill directly to the people's assembly, Bibulus came to the Forum to impose his veto and was met by a crowd that dumped a basket of dung over his head. He retreated to his house and spent the rest of the year issuing written proclamations that the gods were displeased. The wits of Rome joked that we were governed by "the consulship of Julius and Caesar" — Bibulus was invisible.

I passed the land bill. I ratified Pompey's settlements. I secured a five-year command in both Cisalpine and Transalpine Gaul — the platform from which I would build an army, a reputation, and a future that no Senate could take from me. And to seal the alliance, I gave Pompey my daughter Julia in marriage. She was fourteen. He was forty-seven. She loved him anyway, and he loved her — genuinely, completely, in a way that surprised everyone, including me.

In 56 BC, with the alliance fraying, the three of us met at Luca in northern Italy to renew our pact. Two hundred senators travelled north to attend — a measure of our collective power that would have terrified the old Republic. We agreed that Pompey and Crassus would hold a second joint consulship, that my command in Gaul would be extended for another five years, and that Crassus would receive the eastern command he craved. He would march against Parthia. He would not return.

The Triumvirate was complete. Rome was ours. But alliances are mortal things. Crassus would die in the desert at Carrhae, his legions annihilated by Parthian horsemen. Julia would die in childbirth in 54 BC, taking my grandchild with her. And Pompey, deprived of the bonds that held us together, would drift toward the Senate and from partner to enemy. The alliance that saved the Republic from the Senate would ultimately destroy the Republic itself.

But that was later. In 59 BC, standing on the steps of the Senate with the consulship in my hand and Gaul waiting in the north, I felt something rare for a man of my temperament: contentment. Not satisfaction — I was never satisfied. But a sense that the pieces were in the right positions, that the game was being played correctly, and that whatever came next, I had earned the right to play it.

 [image: Bust of Pompey the Great]Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus — Pompey the Great. Caesar’s ally in the First Triumvirate, then his rival in civil war. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen.
 

Chapter Five
 The Conquest

 I arrived in Gaul in 58 BC with four legions and a mandate to protect Rome's northern frontier. I left eight years later with ten legions, a personal fortune, and the submission of every tribe between the Rhine and the Atlantic. In between, I fought a war that killed a million people, enslaved another million, destroyed eight hundred cities, and added a territory the size of modern France to the Roman Empire.

My enemies call it genocide. My defenders call it empire-building. I call it what it was: the greatest military campaign of the ancient world, conducted with a precision and audacity that no general before or since has matched.

The Helvetii were first. An entire nation — three hundred and sixty-eight thousand people, according to their own census records, which we found inscribed on tablets in Greek letters — attempted to migrate through Roman territory. They burned their twelve towns and four hundred villages behind them, a gesture of commitment that I found admirable but inconvenient. I marched to intercept them, fought a series of engagements along the Saône and near the oppidum of Bibracte, and drove them back to their homeland. At Bibracte, the fighting was so close that javelins pierced through overlapping shields, pinning them together — men could not pull their arms free and fought half-blind, half-trapped, until the Helvetii broke. It took six weeks. The Senate had expected it to take years.

Then came the Germans. Ariovistus, king of the Suebi, had crossed the Rhine with a hundred and twenty thousand warriors and was carving a kingdom for himself in eastern Gaul. My soldiers were terrified — the Germans were enormous, savage, and surrounded by legends. Centurions wrote their wills. Junior officers developed sudden illnesses. Merchants arriving from Vesontio told tales so frightening that veterans trembled. I called an assembly and told my men, flatly, that I would march against Ariovistus with or without them. If the whole army refused, I would go with only the Tenth Legion, whose courage I trusted absolutely.

The shame worked. Every legion volunteered. We met Ariovistus in Alsace and shattered his army so completely that the survivors fled across the Rhine and never returned. Two campaigns, two victories, and my first year was not yet over.

Each subsequent year brought new wars. The Belgae — the fiercest tribes in Gaul, by their own estimation and mine — rose against us in 57 BC. At the river Sabis, the Nervii attacked with such speed that my soldiers barely had time to remove the covers from their shields. The Twelfth Legion took the worst of it — both centurions of the front cohort killed, most of the other centurions dead or wounded, the standard-bearer fallen, the eagle nearly lost. I grabbed a shield from a man in the rear ranks — I had no time to retrieve my own — and pushed to the front line, calling out the names of centurions I could still see, ordering them to open their files and use their swords. A general should not need to fight like a common soldier. But a general who is willing to do so earns a loyalty that no amount of pay or plunder can buy.

In 56 BC, I turned to the Veneti, a seafaring tribe of Brittany whose ships were built unlike anything we had encountered — massive oak hulls with flat bottoms for tidal harbours, sails of leather rather than canvas, and anchor chains of iron. Our galleys could not ram them; the oak was too thick. My officers devised a solution: long poles fitted with sickle-shaped hooks that sliced through the enemy's rigging. Once their sails fell, the Venetian ships were helpless. We destroyed their entire fleet in a single afternoon in Quiberon Bay. I sold their Senate into slavery and executed their elders. The Atlantic coast submitted.

In 55 BC, I crossed the Rhine. No Roman commander had done so before. My engineers built a timber bridge in ten days — each pile driven forty feet into the riverbed, braced against the current at an angle, cross-beamed and planked with a precision that still astonishes. I marched into German territory, burned some villages to make a point, and marched back. Then I dismantled the bridge. The message was clear: I could cross whenever I wished, and nothing on the other side could stop me.

That same year, I invaded Britain. The island was mythical to most Romans — a place at the edge of the world, shrouded in fog and inhabited by painted savages. The crossing was rough, the landing opposed. My legionaries hesitated at the waterline, staring at the Britons massed on the beach — until the eagle-bearer of the Tenth Legion leapt into the surf and shouted: "Jump, comrades, unless you wish to betray your eagle to the enemy!" They jumped. I returned the following year with a larger force — five legions and two thousand cavalry — defeated the British king Cassivellaunus, extracted tribute, and withdrew. Britain would not become a Roman province for another century, but I had planted the flag. I had gone where no Roman had gone, and the Senate — much as they hated me — had to acknowledge it.

The writing sustained me as much as the fighting. Each winter, I composed my commentaries — De Bello Gallico — in the third person, because I wanted them to read as history, not as self-promotion. "Caesar did this. Caesar ordered that." The prose was deliberate: clean, spare, devoid of ornament. Every schoolboy in Rome could read it. Every senator who read it understood that the author was building something more than a military record. He was building a legend.

The hardest year was 52 BC. Vercingetorix, a young chieftain of the Arverni, did what no Gaul had managed before: he united the tribes. He was intelligent, charismatic, and he understood that the only way to beat me was to deny me battle — to burn crops, retreat into fortified towns, and starve my legions into submission. It was the correct strategy. It very nearly worked.

The siege of Alesia was the campaign's climax and, I believe, the single greatest feat of military engineering in history. Vercingetorix retreated into the hilltop oppidum with eighty thousand infantry and twelve thousand cavalry. I surrounded the entire hill with a ring of fortifications — the contravallation — stretching roughly eighteen kilometres in circumference: trenches twenty feet wide, walls twelve feet high crowned with sharpened stakes, towers every eighty feet, ditches filled with water diverted from nearby streams. In front of the trenches, my engineers laid rows of concealed booby traps — sharpened stakes hidden in pits that my soldiers grimly called lilies, iron barbs set in wooden blocks they called goads, and five rows of interlocked branches called tombstones. Then, knowing that a relief army would come, I built a second ring facing outward — the circumvallation — with identical defences. The total fortification stretched some twenty-five miles. My army was sandwiched between two enemy forces, besieging and besieged simultaneously.

The relief army arrived. The Gauls claimed two hundred and fifty thousand men, attacking the outer ring while Vercingetorix struck from within. For three days, the battle raged on both sides. My men held. They held because the fortifications were sound, because the officers were competent, and because they believed — with a faith that still moves me — that I would find a way to win.

I did. I personally led the cavalry reserve in my distinctive red cloak — visible to every man on the field — around the flank of the relief army at the critical moment. The charge broke their assault and turned it into a rout. Vercingetorix surrendered the next day. He rode out of Alesia on his finest horse, circled my chair, dismounted, and laid his weapons at my feet. I sent him to Rome in chains, where he waited six years in the Tullianum dungeon before I had him strangled as part of my triumph in 46 BC. It was not personal. It was Rome.

The last resistance was at Uxellodunum in 51 BC, a hilltop stronghold whose defenders refused to surrender. When I finally took it, I cut off the hands of every man who had borne arms against me. It was deliberate cruelty, and I acknowledge it as such. I wanted every remaining Gaul to understand that the war was over, completely and finally, and that further defiance would be answered not with a battle but with a butcher's block. The mutilated survivors were sent home to their tribes as living messages. Gaul submitted.

The numbers still stagger me. Eight hundred cities taken. Three hundred tribes brought under Roman control. A million dead, a million enslaved. The territory I added to the Republic was larger than Italy itself. It would remain Roman for five centuries, and the language my soldiers carried there — Latin — would evolve into French, the tongue of diplomats and lovers.

But the true conquest was not territory. It was the army itself. After eight years of shared hardship, my legions were no longer Roman soldiers who happened to serve under Caesar. They were Caesar's men — loyal to me personally, bonded by blood and victory and the shared knowledge that we had done something no one else could have done.

The Senate saw this clearly. An army loyal to a general rather than the state is the most dangerous thing in a republic. They were right to be afraid. But they had created the conditions themselves — by denying land to veterans, by enriching themselves while soldiers bled, by treating the men who held the frontier as expendable tools. My soldiers loved me because I fed them, paid them, fought beside them, and remembered their names. The Senate offered them nothing.

When the time came to choose between the Senate and me, the choice was already made.
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Chapter Six
 The Civil War

 The war lasted four years and spanned the Mediterranean. It was the most destructive conflict Rome had ever seen — Roman against Roman, legion against legion, the greatest military machine in history turned upon itself. And it began, as all great catastrophes do, with men who could not compromise.

After the Rubicon, I moved south with a speed that stunned my enemies. Town after town opened its gates — not because they loved me, but because they feared what a siege would cost and respected what they had heard of my clemency. This was deliberate. I had watched Sulla's proscriptions as a boy, seen the lists of the condemned posted in the Forum, the heads of senators mounted on the Rostra. I swore that my civil war would be different. I would conquer by mercy what Sulla had conquered by terror.

At Corfinium, the first real test came. Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus — a man who hated me with a personal intensity — had occupied the town with thirty cohorts and refused Pompey's orders to retreat. When his soldiers mutinied and surrendered the town, I had Domitius brought before me. He expected death. He asked for it, in fact — the proud Roman gesture, requesting the honour of a clean end. I sent him away unharmed. I released his soldiers with their arms. I returned his personal funds — six million sesterces that had been seized from the town treasury. Then I wrote to my allies in Rome: "Let this be our new method of conquering — to fortify ourselves with mercy and generosity." It was not merely kindness. It was strategy. Every pardoned soldier became a walking advertisement for my cause. Every released officer returned to Pompey's camp with the unsettling news that Caesar was not the monster the Senate had promised.

Pompey fled Italy. He had expected weeks to organise his defence; I gave him days. He crossed to Greece with most of the Senate, leaving Italy and Rome itself in my hands. I entered the city without resistance, opened the treasury — over which the tribune Lucius Caecilius Metellus threw himself bodily, until I told him, quietly, that killing him would be far easier than arguing with him, and that he should not mistake my patience for inability — and used the money to fund the next phase of the war.

Spain first. Pompey's strongest legions were stationed in Hispania under his legates Afranius and Petreius. I marched west. At Ilerda, spring floods turned the rivers into torrents and cut my supply lines. My soldiers were starving. In desperation, they built coracles — light boats of wicker and leather, a technique they had learned in Britain — ferried men across the flooded plain, and established supply routes that Afranius could not cut. I outmanoeuvred the Pompeians through a campaign of movement rather than bloodshed, and accepted their surrender. "I came to fight an army, not starve one," I told them, and let the soldiers go free. Most of them joined me within the year.

Then Greece. Pompey had assembled the largest army the Republic had ever fielded — nearly fifty thousand infantry, seven thousand cavalry, plus fleets and allies from every eastern kingdom. I crossed the Adriatic in winter with a fraction of his numbers, landing at Oricum and establishing a beachhead on the coast. The crossing itself nearly killed me — not from the enemy, but from the sea. When my reinforcements under Mark Antony delayed, I attempted to cross back in a small boat during a violent storm to fetch them myself. The helmsman wanted to turn back. I seized him by the arm and said: "Fear nothing — you carry Caesar and his fortune." We were beaten back by the waves. But the story spread through both armies, and men drew their own conclusions about the kind of commander I was.

At Dyrrachium, I attempted to besiege Pompey's camp with a line of fortifications stretching seventeen miles — an extraordinary feat for an army that was itself outnumbered. It failed. My lines were overextended, and Pompey's counterattack found a gap. I lost a thousand men in a single afternoon, including several of my best centurions who died covering the retreat. It was my worst day in the field, and I acknowledged it openly: "Today the enemy would have won," I told my officers, "if they had a commander who knew how to win."

Pompey did not pursue. It was his fatal error. A decisive general would have destroyed me at Dyrrachium — my army was rattled, my lines broken, my supply situation desperate. Pompey was not decisive. He was cautious, methodical, accustomed to victories won through preparation rather than audacity. He feared that my retreat was a trap. It was not. His caution gave me time to regroup, to march south into Thessaly, and to choose the ground for the next engagement.

Pharsalus. The name still carries the weight of empires. On August 9, 48 BC, on a plain in Thessaly in central Greece, twenty-two thousand of my men faced forty-five thousand of Pompey's. The odds were two to one. Pompey's cavalry — seven thousand horsemen under Titus Labienus, my former legate who had defected to the Senate's cause — was supposed to sweep my right flank and roll up my entire line.

I had anticipated this. Behind my cavalry, I placed a hidden fourth line of infantry — six cohorts of my best men, veterans who had fought from the Belgae to the Arverni, with specific orders: do not throw your javelins. Use them as spears. Aim for their faces. These were aristocrats, I told my soldiers. Young men who valued their beauty. They would not stand against cold iron aimed at their eyes.

The cavalry charged. My horsemen fell back as planned. Pompey's cavalry surged forward, exultant — and met the fourth line. Six cohorts of hardened veterans, jabbing upward with seven-foot javelins. The cavalry broke. They broke completely, instantly, catastrophically. Once the horsemen fled, my fourth line swept around and struck Pompey's infantry in the flank. The battle became a rout.

Fifteen thousand of Pompey's men surrendered on the field. Twenty-four thousand more laid down their arms the next day. I granted them all clemency — every officer, every soldier, every senator who had fought against me. "They are Romans," I said. "And Rome will need them." When I walked through Pompey's abandoned camp that evening, I found the tents laid out for a victory feast — silver plate, myrtle garlands, couches draped in linen. They had been so certain of winning that they had planned the celebration before the battle began.

Pompey fled to Egypt, seeking refuge with the boy-king Ptolemy XIII. He was rowed ashore in a small boat by a welcoming party that included Septimius, a Roman centurion who had once served under him. Septimius struck first. Pompey's wife Cornelia watched from the ship as her husband was stabbed to death in the shallows. I arrived in Alexandria three days later. Ptolemy's advisors — calculating that my favour was worth more than Pompey's friendship — presented me with my rival's severed head and his signet ring.

I had expected many things. Not this. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, the conqueror of the East, the man who had celebrated three triumphs, the husband of my dead daughter — reduced to a head in a basket, presented by a child's eunuch minister like a plate of figs. I turned away. I wept. My staff thought it was performance. It was not. Whatever Pompey had become, he had been great once, and he deserved better than murder by a foreign court too stupid to understand the protocols of Roman power.

I had Ptolemy's chief advisor, the eunuch Pothinus, executed — not for killing Pompey, but for presuming to settle a Roman quarrel with a Roman blade. Achillas, the general who had led the murder party, I would deal with in battle. Then I settled Egypt's quarrel myself, which brought me to Cleopatra.

The civil war would continue — in Africa, in Spain, in the minds of men who could not accept that the old order was gone. But Pharsalus was the hinge. Everything before it was a republic dying. Everything after it was an empire being born. And I was the man standing at the turning point, with blood on my hands and mercy on my lips, trying to build something from the wreckage that two generations of Roman dysfunction had created.
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Chapter Seven
 The Queen

 She had herself delivered to me in a bed-sack — a stromatodesmon, Plutarch calls it, a bag used for carrying bedding. Not a carpet — that is a later embellishment, and Cleopatra deserves better than embellishment. The stromatodesmon was carried on the shoulders of a single servant — a Sicilian named Apollodorus — smuggled by boat through the harbour of Alexandria past her brother's soldiers and their checkpoints, up the palace stairs, and deposited at my feet. When the wrapping opened and she stepped out, I understood immediately why her brother's advisors had tried to destroy her.

She was twenty-one years old, dark-haired, sharp-featured — not the transcendent beauty that Roman propaganda would later invent, but something far more dangerous. Plutarch says her charm lay not in her appearance but in the character of her conversation and the persuasiveness of her voice. She was brilliant. She spoke nine languages — Egyptian, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Median, Parthian, Latin, and Ethiopian — the only Ptolemaic ruler in three centuries who had bothered to learn Egyptian, the language of her own subjects. She began speaking in flawless Latin, shifted to Greek when making a philosophical point, then quoted an Egyptian proverb in the native tongue to illustrate her argument. Within ten minutes, she had outlined the political situation in Egypt with more clarity than my intelligence officers had managed in a week.

I was fifty-two. I had been seduced before — by ambition, by danger, by the intoxication of command. But I had never met a mind like Cleopatra's. She thought in systems. She understood power not as Romans did — through force and law — but as a pharaoh must: through religion, trade, agriculture, and the careful management of a civilisation that had already endured thirty dynasties. She was, in every sense that mattered, my intellectual equal. I do not say that about many people.

I supported her claim to the throne. Ptolemy XIII's forces besieged us in the palace quarter — an embarrassing situation for the conqueror of Gaul, trapped in a foreign city by a teenager's army. The Alexandrian War was more dangerous than my commentaries let on. At one point, fighting in the harbour, I was forced to swim from the royal docks to safety when the enemy overran our position. I held my documents above the water with one hand and swam with the other, my purple cloak clenched in my teeth, dragging it behind me so the Egyptians could not claim it as a trophy. I was fifty-two years old and swimming through a hostile harbour in full view of both armies. Dignity is a luxury a general cannot always afford.

Reinforcements arrived at last. The decisive battle came at the Nile, and Ptolemy's forces crumbled. The boy-king himself fled by boat and drowned in the river, dragged under by the weight of his golden armour. They fished his body from the Nile and I had it displayed — proof that the war was over. Cleopatra became sole ruler of Egypt, with my legions as her guarantee.

We sailed up the Nile together — a fleet of four hundred ships, according to Appian, though I suspect the number is inflated. This is the part the poets love: the royal barge, the exotic queen, the Roman general bewitched by Eastern luxury. The reality was more pragmatic. Cleopatra was showing me her kingdom: the irrigation systems that fed millions, the granaries that supplied Rome, the temples that maintained the social order. She was making an argument — that Egypt was worth more to Rome as an ally than as a province. She was right, and I knew it.

She gave me a son. Ptolemy XV Caesar — born, by some accounts, on June 23, 47 BC. Caesarion, the Romans called him, "Little Caesar." I never formally acknowledged him in Roman law. I could not — Roman custom did not recognise foreign marriages, and my political situation was too delicate for such a declaration. But I knew he was mine. He had my eyes, my jaw, my restless energy. Looking at him was like looking at myself through a foreign mirror.

I left Egypt for more wars. The fighting was not finished — enemies remained on three continents. I defeated Pharnaces, king of Pontus, at Zela in a battle so swift that I summarised the entire campaign in three words: Veni, vidi, vici. I came, I saw, I conquered. I had the words carried on a placard in my triumph. The Senate was not amused. The people were delighted.

Africa was harder. At Thapsus in 46 BC, I faced the combined forces of Metellus Scipio and King Juba of Numidia, including war elephants that my soldiers had never faced before. The battle was decisive — my veterans shattered the enemy line, and the Pompeian cause in Africa died on that field. Cato the Younger, the Senate's most stubborn moralist, killed himself at Utica rather than accept my clemency. He read Plato's Phaedo — the dialogue on the immortality of the soul — twice that evening, then fell on his sword. When his physicians tried to save him, he tore open the wound with his own hands. I was genuinely sorry when I heard. Cato was a fool, but he was an honest fool, and Rome had too few of those. "I grudge you your death, Cato," I said, "as you would have grudged me the chance to spare your life."

I returned to Rome and celebrated four triumphs in a single month — over Gaul, Egypt, Pontus, and Africa. The processions were staggering: forty elephants carried torches through the streets at night. Vercingetorix was paraded in chains before being strangled in the Tullianum. My soldiers sang bawdy songs about me — a triumph tradition — mocking my famous baldness and my love affairs: "Romans, lock up your wives — the bald adulterer is coming home!" I laughed. A dictator who cannot tolerate ridicule is not a dictator for long. At one point, the axle of my triumphal chariot snapped, and I nearly fell into the street. My enemies called it an omen. I called it a broken axle.

Spain was the last campaign. At Munda, on March 17, 45 BC, I fought Pompey's sons — Gnaeus and Sextus — in the hardest battle of my life. Their army held the high ground and fought with the desperation of men who knew this was their final chance. For the first time, my veterans wavered. For the first time, I considered the possibility of defeat. I rode to the front line, dismounted, and fought on foot. "Are you not ashamed," I shouted at my men, "to hand me over to these boys?" They were ashamed. They rallied. We won. Afterward, I said — and I meant it — that I had fought many times for victory, but at Munda I had fought for my life.

I returned to Rome as dictator. Not for a year, as Sulla had been, but perpetually — dictator perpetuo, a title that made the Senate's blood run cold. I reformed the calendar, replacing the chaotic lunar system with a solar calendar of three hundred and sixty-five and a quarter days — advised by the Alexandrian astronomer Sosigenes, whom I brought from Egypt for precisely this purpose. I expanded citizenship to Gaul and Spain. I settled veterans on public land. I rebuilt the Forum, planned new roads, codified the law.

Cleopatra came to Rome. She lived in my villa across the Tiber, with Caesarion, and the gossip was volcanic. I placed a golden statue of her in the temple of Venus Genetrix — my ancestral goddess — and the Senate could barely contain its outrage. Caesar's foreign queen. Caesar's bastard heir. A golden idol of an Egyptian monarch in a Roman temple. The city that had conquered the world was scandalised by a woman who refused to be scandalised by it.

I was doing what the Senate had failed to do for a century: governing. Efficiently, decisively, without the endless paralysis of aristocratic debate. The Republic was broken — it had been broken since Sulla, since the Gracchi, since the moment the Senate decided that wealth was more important than justice. I was not destroying the Republic. I was replacing it with something that worked.

They hated me for it.
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Chapter Eight
 The Ides

 I knew they were plotting. You do not survive fifty-five years of Roman politics without developing an instinct for conspiracy. The signs were everywhere — the whispered conversations that stopped when I entered the room, the senators who could not meet my eyes, the sudden enthusiasm of Brutus and Cassius for "philosophical discussions" about tyrannicide.

A month before the end, at the festival of the Lupercalia on February 15, Mark Antony — drunk, sweating, half-naked as the rites required — ran through the streets and offered me a crown. A diadem, wreathed in laurel. I refused it. The crowd cheered. Antony offered it again. I refused again. The crowd roared. Was it a test? The historians have debated this for centuries. Had I arranged the scene to gauge the people's reaction to monarchy? Or had Antony acted on his own, with the ham-fisted political instincts for which he was famous? I will say only this: the crown was offered, and I refused it, and that refusal changed nothing. The men who planned to kill me had already made their decision. A king who refuses a crown is still, in the eyes of the envious, a king.

Marcus Junius Brutus. I had pardoned him after Pharsalus. I had appointed him governor of Cisalpine Gaul and marked him for the consulship. I had treated him — some said — as I might have treated a son. His mother, Servilia, had been my lover for years, and the rumour that Brutus was my biological child was widespread enough that I never bothered to deny it. Whether or not he carried my blood, he carried my trust, and that made his betrayal the sharpest blade of all.

Gaius Cassius Longinus was simpler. He hated me. He had expected a province and received a praetorship — a demotion in his eyes, though many men would have been grateful. Cassius had the lean, hungry look that Shakespeare would later give him, and he was right to do so. Hungry men are dangerous men, and Cassius was very hungry indeed. It was Cassius who organised the conspiracy, who recruited the waverers, who turned philosophical resentment into practical murder.

There were others — more than sixty conspirators in total, according to Suetonius, a number so large that secrecy was a miracle. They called themselves the Liberatores — the Liberators. Among them was Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus, one of my most trusted officers, a man I had named as secondary heir in my will. Among them were men I had pardoned, promoted, enriched. The ingratitude was breathtaking, but I do not think ingratitude was the motive. They had convinced themselves — genuinely, I believe — that killing me would restore the Republic. They believed that my death would free Rome from tyranny and return power to the Senate. They were, in this as in so much else, spectacularly wrong.

I was to leave Rome on March 18 for a military campaign against Parthia — to avenge Crassus and extend Roman power to the east. Sixteen legions were already assembled. The Senate would meet for the last time before my departure on the Ides. The conspirators knew this was their final opportunity.

The morning of March 15, 44 BC — the Ides of March — my wife Calpurnia begged me not to go to the Senate. She had dreamed of my death: the pediment of our house collapsing, my body lying in her arms, blood everywhere. Suetonius says the doors of our bedroom flew open of their own accord in the night. I have never placed much stock in dreams or doors, but Calpurnia's fear was genuine, and I considered staying home. I sent word to the Senate that the meeting should be postponed.

Then Decimus Brutus arrived. Decimus — not Marcus; there were too many Brutuses in Rome — was one of my most trusted officers. He had commanded a fleet for me in Gaul and governed Cisalpine Gaul at my appointment. He joked that I should not disappoint the Senate, that they were planning to offer me a crown for use outside Rome. He chided me gently — would I give your enemies ammunition by staying home on account of a woman's dream? He smiled as he said it. I smiled back. He was, of course, one of the conspirators, and his smile was the most treacherous thing in Rome that morning.

On the way to the Senate, a man named Artemidorus — a Greek teacher of rhetoric who had somehow learned of the plot — pressed a scroll into my hand. "Read this at once, Caesar — it concerns you personally." I took it. The press of the crowd was thick, petitioners clutching at my toga from every side. I never opened it. They found it still in my hand after I was dead.

A soothsayer — a haruspex named Spurinna, according to Suetonius — had warned me weeks earlier: "Beware the Ides of March." I saw him on my way to the Senate and called out: "The Ides of March have come." He replied: "Aye, Caesar, but not gone." I walked past him. Not from foolishness — I was never foolish — but from a conviction that had guided my entire life: if you live in fear, you have already lost.

I entered the Senate chamber, which was meeting that day in the Curia of Pompey — a hall within the Theatre of Pompey complex, not the old Senate house in the Forum. A cruel irony, given what was about to happen beneath the very statue of the man I had defeated. The senators rose as I took my seat. Tillius Cimber approached me with a petition — a request to recall his exiled brother. He grabbed my toga and pulled it from my shoulder — the signal. I told him to let go. Then Publius Servilius Casca struck from behind.

The first wound was in my shoulder — a glancing blow from a trembling hand. I grabbed Casca's arm and drove my iron stylus into it. "Casca, you villain, what is this?" — or in Latin, as Suetonius records, "Ista quidem vis est!" — "This is violence!" Casca screamed to his brother in Greek: "Help me!" Then they were all around me. Blades everywhere. In their frenzy, the conspirators wounded each other — Brutus took a cut to the hand, Cassius was slashed across the face. They were not soldiers. They were senators with daggers, and their panic was as dangerous as their blades. I fought — I have always fought — but there were too many. Twenty-three wounds in all. Only one, the physician Antistius later determined, was fatal — the second blow, a thrust between the ribs that pierced my chest. I counted none of them at the time.

I saw Brutus. Among the knives and the chaos and the spreading red, I saw his face. Whether I spoke to him, I cannot say with certainty. The historians claim I said "Kai su, teknon?" — "You too, child?" — in Greek, the language of philosophy and private grief. Perhaps I did. It would have been fitting. It would have been the kind of thing I would say. Suetonius says that when I saw Brutus, I stopped fighting and pulled my toga over my face — the Roman gesture of a man accepting death with dignity. Let it be so.

I fell at the base of Pompey's statue. The man who had been my rival in life became my companion in death — his stone face looking down at me while my blood pooled on the marble floor. The Senate fled. The conspirators stood over my body with their knives raised, their togas splattered with my blood, and congratulated each other on saving the Republic. Then they too fled, terrified of the very act they had committed. For hours, my body lay alone on the cold floor. At last, three household slaves came. They lifted me onto a litter and carried me home. One arm hung down over the side, swaying with each step. This is how the conqueror of Gaul returned to his wife.

They saved nothing. My death did not restore the Republic — it destroyed it utterly. At my funeral in the Forum, Mark Antony read my will to the crowd — I had left every citizen of Rome three hundred sesterces and my gardens across the Tiber as a public park. Antony held up my bloodstained toga, showed them each wound, and turned the people against the conspirators with an oration that Cicero himself could not have surpassed. A wax effigy of my body was raised above the bier on a mechanism that turned slowly, so the crowd could see all twenty-three wounds. The people went mad. They tore wood from the shops and benches, piled it around the bier, and cremated me on a spontaneous pyre in the Forum. They burned the houses of Brutus and Cassius. A poet named Cinna — the wrong Cinna, not the conspirator — was torn to pieces by the mob simply for sharing the name.

My adopted son Octavian — a sickly boy of eighteen whom no one took seriously — proved himself the most ruthless politician Rome had ever produced. He destroyed Brutus at Philippi. He destroyed Antony at Actium. He destroyed the Republic in everything but name and replaced it with the Principate — an empire disguised as a republic, which is the most successful political disguise in history.

He took the name Augustus. He took the title Caesar. A comet appeared in the sky during the funeral games he held in my honour — the sidus Iulium, the Julian Star — and he declared it was my soul ascending to heaven. The Senate declared me Divus Iulius — a god — and built a temple on the spot where my body had been cremated. And every emperor who followed took my name as a title: Kaiser in the German lands, Tsar in Russia, Caesar wherever men dreamed of absolute power. July — the month of Quintilis, renamed Iulius in my honour — still bears my name. The calendar I reformed organises the Western world still. And the Rubicon — that shallow, muddy nothing of a river — entered every language as a metaphor for the point of no return.

I was fifty-five when I died. In that time, I conquered more territory than any Roman before or after. I wrote prose that scholars still study. I reformed a government that had been failing for a century. I showed mercy to enemies who would have shown me none. And I proved something that still frightens those in power: one man, with enough will, can change everything.

The die was cast. It always was.

 [image: The assassination of Julius Caesar]The Death of Caesar by Vincenzo Camuccini, c. 1804–1805. The painting depicts the moment of the assassination in the Theatre of Pompey. Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, Rome.
 

Timeline

 100 BC (July 12) — Gaius Julius Caesar is born in the Subura district of Rome into the ancient but impoverished Julian family (gens Julia).

 85 BC — Caesar's father dies suddenly in Pisae. At sixteen, Caesar becomes head of the household.

 84 BC — Marries Cornelia, daughter of Lucius Cornelius Cinna, ally of Marius.

 82 BC — The dictator Sulla orders Caesar to divorce Cornelia. He refuses and goes into hiding. Eventually pardoned through the intercession of the Vestal Virgins.

 75 BC — Captured by Cilician pirates near Pharmacusa. Insists they raise his ransom from 20 to 50 talents. After release, returns with a fleet and crucifies them all.

 73 BC — Elected to the College of Pontiffs.

 69 BC — Serves as quaestor in Further Spain. Gains a seat in the Senate.

 63 BC — Elected Pontifex Maximus, Rome's chief priest — a lifetime appointment and major political coup.

 60 BC — Forms the First Triumvirate, an informal alliance with Pompey the Great and Marcus Licinius Crassus.

 59 BC — Elected consul. Secures a five-year command in Gaul. Gives his daughter Julia in marriage to Pompey.

 58 BC — Defeats the migrating Helvetii at Bibracte and the Germanic king Ariovistus in Alsace.

 57 BC — Defeats the Belgae at the Battle of the Sabis (Sambre).

 55 BC — First Roman to cross the Rhine (builds a timber bridge in ten days). First invasion of Britain.

 54 BC — Second invasion of Britain with five legions. Defeats King Cassivellaunus. Julia dies in childbirth, severing the bond between Caesar and Pompey.

 53 BC — Crassus killed at the Battle of Carrhae. The Triumvirate collapses.

 52 BC — Vercingetorix unites the Gallic tribes. Caesar defeated at Gergovia but triumphs at the siege of Alesia — the climactic battle of the Gallic Wars.

 49 BC (January) — Crosses the Rubicon with the Thirteenth Legion. Civil war begins.

 48 BC (August 9) — Defeats Pompey at the Battle of Pharsalus despite being outnumbered two to one. Pompey flees to Egypt, where he is murdered by Ptolemy XIII's advisors.

 47 BC — Cleopatra gives birth to Caesarion. Defeats Pharnaces of Pontus at Zela: "Veni, vidi, vici."

 46 BC — Appointed dictator for ten years. Reforms the Roman calendar with the help of the astronomer Sosigenes (the Julian Calendar). Celebrates four triumphs.

 45 BC — Defeats Pompey's sons at Munda in Spain — the hardest battle of his career.

 44 BC (February) — Named dictator perpetuo (dictator for life).

 44 BC (March 15) — Assassinated on the Ides of March in the Curia of Pompey by a conspiracy of senators calling themselves the Liberatores, including Marcus Brutus and Gaius Cassius Longinus. Stabbed twenty-three times.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Julius Caesar: The Man Who Crossed the Rubicon is a first-person dramatised biography based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; the first-person voice and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Primary Sources

 Caesar — Commentarii de Bello Gallico (The Gallic Wars)

 Caesar — Commentarii de Bello Civili (The Civil Wars)

 Suetonius — The Twelve Caesars, "The Deified Julius"

 Plutarch — Parallel Lives, "Life of Caesar"

 Appian — The Civil Wars

 ***

 Further Reading

 Goldsworthy, Adrian — Caesar: Life of a Colossus, Yale University Press, 2006

 Holland, Tom — Rubicon: The Last Years of the Roman Republic, Abacus, 2004

 Meier, Christian — Caesar: A Biography, Basic Books, 1996

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Chronicles — history in their own words.

 Visit chronicles.historiqly.com for more stories.

 Want to continue the conversation? Chat with Julius Caesar and 140+ other historical figures at app.historiqly.com.

 • • •
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