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THE ROMAN MYSTERIES


by Caroline Lawrence


I The Thieves of Ostia


II The Secrets of Vesuvius


III The Pirates of Pompeii


IV The Assassins of Rome


V The Dolphins of Laurentum


VI The Twelve Tasks of Flavia Gemina


VII The Enemies of Jupiter


VIII The Gladiators from Capua


IX The Colossus of Rhodes


X The Fugitive from Corinth


XI The Sirens of Surrentum


XII The Charioteer of Delphi


XIII The Slave-girl from Jerusalem


XIV The Beggar of Volubilis


XV The Scribes from Alexandria


XVI The Prophet from Ephesus


XVII The Man from Pomegranate Street


The First Roman Mysteries Quiz Book


The Second Roman Mysteries Quiz Book


Trimalchio’s Feast and Other Mini-Mysteries


The Roman Mysteries Treasury


The Roman Mysteries Omnibus I


The Roman Mysteries Omnibus II
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The Roman Mysteries


FROM OSTIA 
TO ALEXANDRIA


WITH FLAVIA GEMINA
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To my husband Richard
who hardly ever complains
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If you are between eight and fourteen years old, you might know that I write a detective series for children set in first century Rome. The series is called The Roman Mysteries and it features four children who become friends and have adventures during the reign of the Emperor Titus (AD 79-81). Flavia Gemina is a highborn Roman girl, Jonathan ben Mordecai is her Jewish neighbour, Nubia her beautiful slave-girl, and Lupus is a tongueless mute whom they first find living wild in the graveyard outside their home town of Ostia, the port of Rome. Together the four solve mysteries centred around real historical events and people.


Some people think that because I write detective stories I am clever and observant. The reality could not be further from the truth. Because I’m a daydreamer, I forget people’s names, can’t remember faces, and often fail to notice huge differences in some of my closest friends: things like different hair colour, new glasses and drastic weight loss.


I also have a total block about cars. Except for E-type Jaguars and SmartCars, they all look the same to me. If the police asked me for the description of a car that caused an accident, I would probably say, ‘Um … it was silver?’


That’s why I admire fictional detectives like Sherlock Holmes, Nancy Drew and Adrian Monk so much. They really see and remember the details. And that’s why I created my own fictional detectives: to be clever.


Flavia Gemina is the sort of person I would like to be. Clever, observant and with a good eye for detail. Her friend Jonathan is literate in the most practical sense: he speaks several languages and knows at least three alphabets. Nubia is intuitive. She senses if something’s wrong, even if she can’t put her finger on exactly why. And Lupus is good at sneaking, spying, eavesdropping and generally making himself invisible. A good detective needs all these qualities. He or she needs to be observant, literate, intuitive and good at following people around.


Writers of historical fiction are like detectives. We have to recreate the scene of the crime, i.e. the past. Our clues are the ancient artefacts they used. Our witnesses are the writings of people who lived long ago, in my case: two thousand years. Over time, I’ve discovered a third way of reconstructing the past. By looking for it in different countries.


A famous first line from a book reads: ‘The past is a foreign country …’ I like to switch it around: ‘A foreign country is the past …’ Or it can be, if you know how to look.


In the countries that used to be part of the Roman Empire, some things haven’t changed in two thousand years. Wild boar is still on the menu in Rome every year in February; starlings wheel at dusk in October; swifts return in May and umbrella pines release clouds of yellow pollen in that same month, dusting the SmartCars on the Via Veneto. In the hot summer months, you can sit at a table in the cool shade of an ancient plane tree and eat olives, a taste as old as cold water.


Today’s Pompeian farmer digs with the same hoe as his first century ancestor. And his wife uses the same medicinal herbs that Pliny the Elder recommended in his Natural History. Inhabitants of the Greek island of Kalymnos bring votive plaques showing the parts of the body they want healed to the sacred grotto of a saint, just as their ancestors once brought clay models of body parts to the healer-god Asklepios. And an afternoon in a Moroccan hammam is probably very similar to a few hours spent in the Baths of Titus two thousand years ago. If you know where to look – if you know how to look – the past is visible everywhere.


This is not like any other travel book you will ever find. It will not tell you about exchange rates or which airlines travel to the places mentioned. But it will tell you how to find traces of the past in the places my books are set: Italy, Greece and North Africa. Together we are going to be detectives – like Flavia, Jonathan, Nubia and Lupus – and we will try to solve the question of what it would really have been like to live in the Roman Empire in the first century AD. To do this we are going to have to be observant, literate, intuitive and good at eavesdropping.


I am going to give you assignments and tasks. You might have to try a new type of food, learn a new alphabet and carefully observe the people around you. Most of all, you will have to use your imagination. That’s something I am good at. And I’ll bet you are, too.





FLAVIA’S TEN TIPS FOR STAYING
SAFE WHEN YOU TRAVEL



1. Memorise the name of the hospitium (hotel) where you are staying.


2. Carry a piece of papyrus (paper) with your name and the address of where you are staying.


3. Take a carrier pigeon (mobile phone) to keep in touch with your parents if you are separated.


4. Try out your carrier pigeon (mobile phone) when you first arrive in the new country.


5. Most guidebooks have a few pages about the customs of different countries. (e.g. the thumbs-up sign means ‘great’ in many countries but in other countries it is rude!) Study these before you go.


6. Be polite, but don’t trust anyone you don’t know, especially people who invite you to go with them on your own.


7. Be alert! Watch out for suspicious behaviour, especially people following you.


8. If beggars or stallholders pester you, just smile politely and say ‘no thank you’.


9. Do not go out without telling your parent or tutor and make sure you get their permission.


10. If you go out on your own, take a bodyguard or dog. (Or a parent or guardian.)
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ITALY



Most of the Roman Mysteries take place in Italy: Ostia, Rome and the Bay of Naples to be precise. I try to visit Italy at the time of year when each of my books is set, to get the feel of the place at different seasons. Sometimes I travel with my husband Richard, who does the maps in the books. Some times I travel on my own. The Roman Mysteries set in Italy are The Thieves of Ostia (RM I), The Secrets of Vesuvius (RM II), The Pirates of Pompeii (RM III), The Assassins of Rome (RM IV), The Dolphins of Laurentum (RM V), The Twelve Tasks of Flavia Gemina (RM VI), The Enemies of Jupiter (RM VII), The Gladiators from Capua (RM VIII), The Sirens of Surrentum (XI), The Charioteer of Delphi (RM XII) and The Slave-girl from Jerusalem (RM XIII).
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THURSDAY 18 MAY 2000 – London, England


I am sitting in an Italian restaurant having my first lunch with my editor, Judith. One of my dreams has come true. She has agreed to publish six books in a series called the Roman Mysteries, all because of one manuscript: THE THIEVES OF OSTIA. In fact, I am flying to Ostia that very evening for a one-day city break to Rome. Except I won’t be going into Rome, I’ll be staying near Rome’s airport in order to visit Rome’s ancient seaport. It will be my first visit to Ostia in over thirty years.


I am a little dizzy from excitement (and from a glass of champagne) but a bitter espresso clears my head. I replace the tiny cup on the saucer, thank my new editor for a delicious lunch and tell her I must catch my flight. ‘I hope you meet Flavia,’ says Judith, as I turn to wave goodbye. ‘What a strange thing to say,’ I muse, walking out of the restaurant towards the underground.


FRIDAY 19 MAY 2000 – Ostia Antica, Italy


I am enjoying a very different lunch from yesterday’s. I’m sitting in the ancient theatre of Ostia on a glorious spring day, sipping water and eating pistachio nuts. I’ve spent the morning wandering around the site, soaking up the atmosphere while taking photos and making notes in a notebook. (Ever since I decided to become a writer I have been buying pocket-sized notebooks in different colours. This one just happens to be grape-coloured.)


Suddenly, I spy a group of Italian schoolgirls skipping rope on the stage. My eye is drawn to one of the girls: slightly fairer than the others and a bit of a tomboy. My editor’s words come back to me: ‘I hope you meet Flavia.’ I put down my pistachio nuts and sit up straight. It’s her. It’s Flavia!


Dare I take a photo?


‘Carpe diem,’ I say to myself. ‘Seize the day’. I take a deep breath and approach the girls, whose teachers are safely nearby. In very rudimentary Italian, I try to explain that I am writing a book about a Roman girl who lives here in Ostia. The girls swarm around me, chattering happily. Then I ask if I can take a photo. I get some group shots and one girl snaps me with the others. I also take a picture of ‘Flavia’ on her own. Her name is Francesca and she gives me a wonderful smile.
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When I got back to London, I used the photo of Francesca as a model for a drawing of Flavia, and it became her mosaic portrait on the front cover of the books.


Ever since then I have tried to travel to the places I write about, in order to get the feel of the place and be inspired. In this book I am going to share excerpts from my notebooks. If you have read my books, you will immediately see when and where and how I get lots of my ideas.








TWELVE TASKS TO DO


IN AND AROUND OSTIA


(FROM EASY TO CHALLENGING):


1. Hug an umbrella pine.


2. Find the mosaic of four mules Pudes, Podagrosus, Potiscus and Barosus.


3. Find the elaborately curled wig of marble – made to fit on the bust of a Flavian lady – in the Ostia Museum.


4. Buy a black and white mosaic kit from the bookshop.


5. Have a photo of yourself taken in front of the ancient latrines.


6. Pretend you are a blindfolded donkey, and walk round and round a millstone in one of the bakeries.


7. Sketch the mosaic of the elephant with the inscription STAT SABRATENSIVM above it.


8. Find the synagogue and imagine the shoreline being where the road is now.


9. Locate the approximate site of Flavia’s house (still unexcavated) and read a favourite passage of the Roman Mysteries.


10. Have Sunday lunch at Allo Sbarco di Enea – the cheesy but fun restaurant just outside the site – and have a photo of yourself taken with a waiter in a short tunic.


11. Find a mosaic of Ostia’s lighthouse among the tombs of the Isola Sacra.


12. Find the crayfish mosaic in the so-called Villa of Pliny in Laurentum.






OSTIA LIDO



EXCERPTS FROM THE
GRAPE-COLOURED NOTEBOOK:




FRIDAY 19 MAY 2000 – Ostia Lido


6.00am – five stray cats: two black three tortoiseshell by a kiosk … Full moon palest apricot – three fingers above the milky sea … Seagulls at one level, swifts at a higher … Little brown sparrow? White collar, dark head pecking in the soft sand … Offshore breeze doesn’t smell salty 7.15am – set breakfast at the Hotel Ping Pong. Espresso, croissant, juice – a Beatles’ song on the sound system …


9.00am – off to catch the bus to Ostia Antica …


6.00pm – (back at Ostia Lido) Incredibly stiff offshore breeze coming from the west. The breakers aren’t very tall but they’re very foamy and frothy. The water has so much sand in it that it looks brown … I can hear canvas flapping madly: awnings and umbrellas. Flags are cracking in the wind. How did ancient sailors manage? …


SATURDAY 20 MAY 2000 – Ostia Lido


7.00am – it’s funny how on my second day here, everything is already familiar: the seafront, the feral cats by the kiosk, the buildings, the tiny espresso … even the same Beatles’ song at breakfast …







• QUESTION •


WHICH ROMAN MYSTERY BEGINS WITH
THE FOUR FRIENDS ON THE
BEACH OF OSTIA?
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A WALKING TOUR OF OSTIA,
THE ANCIENT PORT OF ROME



In the first century AD, Ostia was a bustling harbour town, with people from all over the Roman Empire: Greeks, Egyptians, Nubians, Syrians and Gauls. There would have been sailors, customs officers, garrisons of soldiers, merchants selling their wares, criminals on the run, and of course the storehouse owners and bakers to manage the grain. Ostia was the breadbasket of Rome. The harbour of Portus, a few miles north, is where the big grain ships from Egypt docked. Grain was stored in Ostia’s many warehouses and then transported up to Rome by road or barge along the winding Tiber.
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