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    Introduction

    







    Ancient Roman names are known for their length and complexity—so much so,

    that they are often the bane of historians attempting to tell one famous

    Roman apart from another. The man who would become Augustus shares this

    complicated legacy of appellation. Upon his birth in 63 BCE, he had been

    bestowed with the name of Gaius Octavius Thurinus, with Octavius—later

    Octavian—being his first name with which others were to address him. In

    this book, he will be referred to as Octavian to avoid confusion.






    On his father’s side, Octavian’s family hailed from the village of Velletri

    some 25 miles outside of Rome. His father—who also carried the name

    Octavian—had risen to some political prominence, first with his appointment

    as quaestor (the Roman equivalent of prosecutor) in 70 BCE and then the

    seat of praetor in 61 BCE when Octavian was just two years old. This then

    led to an expanded role for Octavian’s father as the administrator of

    Macedonia, which meant that he would be gone for much of young Octavian’s

    first few years of life. When he returned in 58 BCE, he died from an abrupt

    and sudden illness, leaving the young Octavian officially fatherless.






    Octavian’s mother, a still fairly young and eligible woman named Atia,

    would remarry shortly after her first husband’s passing. She married a

    Macedonian aristocrat named Lucius Marcius Philippus who claimed to have

    been descended from none other than the Macedonian king of legend,

    Alexander the Great. Shortly after his mother’s union with Phillippus,

    Octavian was sent to live with his grandmother Julia. No one knows for sure

    why this was the case, although many have drawn the conclusion that

    Phillippus may not have been entirely accepting of his new stepson.






    At any rate, in his early years, it is said that Octavian was well cared

    for by his grandmother. It was also through the house of his grandmother

    that he would become acquainted with the most pivotal person in his life,

    his great-uncle Gaius Julius Caesar. Octavian and this rising Roman star

    shared Julia as their common relative since she was Julius Caesar’s aunt as

    well as Octavian’s grandmother. Caesar was in his early forties at the time

    and Octavian just a small child, so as you can imagine any interaction

    during this phase of Octavian’s life couldn’t have been too meaningful due

    to the gap in age, but the two would become close in good time.






    Immediately after being in his grandmother’s care during his early years,

    Octavian then went on to public education in the Roman form of elementary

    school called the ludi litterarii. Here Octavian would have

    learned the basics of mathematics, reading, and writing. Much emphasis

    would have been placed on group learning with the teacher repeating back

    information to the class and expecting the students to memorize what they

    were told.






    The next major milestone in Octavian’s life occurred when he was 12 years

    old in 51 BCE as his grandmother Julia passed away. As young as he was, due

    to the recognized closeness that the child had with his caretaker, he was

    allowed to say a few words at her funeral. Octavian’s eulogy was no doubt a

    touching one, but it was quickly overshadowed by the rousing speech given

    by his great-uncle, Julius Caesar. Caesar wanted to leave no doubt that he

    revered his aunt and all of his ancestors from the house of Julien. He

    proclaimed, “The family of my aunt Julia is descended from kings on her

    mother’s side and, through her father, from the gods themselves. For the

    Marcii Reges, her mother’s family, are heirs of Ancus Marcius, fourth King

    of Rome, while the Julian’s of which our clan is a member, descend from the

    goddess Venus herself. My family therefore holds the sanctity of kings who

    rule among men and of gods who rule over kings.”






    Claiming descent from the divine was a pretty bold statement, but for the

    most part the local residents in attendance, who all revered and respected

    both Julia and her nephew Julius Caesar in equal measure, are said to have

    responded favorably to the send-off. But no doubt lost in all of this

    acclaim and familial fanfare were the words of young Octavian, who through

    the tears streaming down his face attempted to express not his belief in

    his family’s greatness, but simply the heartache he felt after having lost

    the person who had cared for him most.






Chapter One






    Uncle Caesar’s War






    “Young men, hear an old man to whom old men hearkened when he was young.”






    —Augustus






    After the death of his grandmother, Octavian finally moved in with his

    mother and stepfather. Shortly after settling in with his new primary

    providers, he was enrolled to take classes with a grammaticus—a

    special Roman instructor in literature and language. Here young Octavian

    would learn to become well versed in both Latin and Greek, with a heavy

    overall emphasis on Hellenic culture. But most importantly, and telling for

    the future that Octavian was being groomed for, the grammaticus also

    specialized in training the pupils in public speaking. For any prominent

    Roman expected to someday contribute to civic culture, this was a crucial

    aspect of their education.



