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Introduction


THE RUBICON FACTOR


The Rubicon River, near modern Ravenna in northern Italy, is as unimpressive today as it was when Julius Caesar stood on its northern bank in 49 B.C. Small and shallow, it dries up at even the hint of drought. Certainly, it presented no obstacle to the advance of an army. It was just a matter of crossing a little bridge. But as Plutarch, one of Caesar’s two early biographers, tells us, the great general “became full of thought” as he approached the river. His “mind wavered,” and he “began to go more slowly and then ordered a halt.” Julius Caesar stood on the bank of the little river and “for a long time . . . weighed matters up silently in his own mind, irresolute between . . . two alternatives.”


The Rubicon divided northern Italy—Cisalpine Gaul, the large province Caesar controlled—from Rome, which was governed by the Senate and dominated by Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus, better known as Pompey. Once Caesar’s ally, Pompey was now his archrival, and he had the law on his side. The Lex Cornelia Majestatis solemnly forbade any Roman general from leading an army out of the province to which he was assigned. This meant, quite simply, that if Caesar and the six thousand men with him crossed the Rubicon, they would bring down upon themselves all the vast legions commanded by Pompey and the Senate of Rome.


To cross the Rubicon would mean civil war, maybe impossible to win and certainly tragic for the nation. But if this was a powerful reason not to cross, there was also a compelling reason not to remain on the northern bank. Inaction would perpetuate a peace that had been dictated by a fatally misgoverned Rome. To remain on the far side of the river, in apparent safety, would sooner or later bring calamity. A state misruled cannot long endure.


 


BORN ABOUT 100 B.C. into a patrician family on the financial skids, Julius Caesar grew up determined to revive his family’s fortunes and to bring distinction, honor, and wealth upon himself. But he also saw that Rome was in deep and deepening trouble. Those who governed it were corrupt and incompetent, in bed with a rapacious class of business tycoons called the equites, or knights, who had grown enormously powerful on the profits of military and other government contracts. The vast majority of Roman citizens and subjects, the peasantry who supplied the manpower of the mighty Roman legions and the labor for everything else, were oppressed and dispossessed by an economic system that barely allowed them a living. Rome and its empire were in perpetual turmoil, convulsed by revolutionary uprisings that alternated with iron-fisted campaigns to quell them. How many more such convulsions could Rome, barbarians pressing at every frontier, endure?


Through guile, boundless courage, military genius, and an advantageous marriage, Caesar became one of three triumvirs (along with Pompey and Marcus Licinius Crassus) ruling Rome and its provinces. His assigned stronghold was Cisalpine Gaul, bounded by the Alps, the Apennines, and the Adriatic. Here Caesar recruited troops for conquests beyond the northwest frontier of the republic. By the year 50 B.C., he had conquered all of Gaul—France up to the left bank of the Rhine—and, three years later, Crassus was knocked out of the triumvirate when, suffering total defeat at the hands of the Parthians, he lost Syria. This left Caesar and Pompey to square off against one another.


They did not have to wait long for a showdown. Caesar was due to resign his provincial governorships and take up a term as consul. Pompey pointed to a law that obliged Caesar to relinquish his army during the interval between the expiration of his term as governor and the commencement of his consulship. During this gap, an unarmed Caesar would be entirely vulnerable to Pompey and other enemies. He therefore lobbied the Senate either to eliminate the interval between offices or allow him to retain his army during it. As the date of expiration drew near, Caesar became impatient and stopped cajoling. He now peremptorily demanded of the Senate that Pompey be obliged to lay down his arms simultaneously with him. Offended by the consul’s insolence, the Senators responded that Caesar was to be treated as a public enemy if he refused to submit on whatever date they fixed.


And that was what brought Julius Caesar to the north bank of the Rubicon. To cross it would bring the wrath of Rome thundering down upon him and his men. To cross it would engulf the republic in civil war. But to remain on the northern bank would at best gain nothing and would most likely risk an end to his power. Besides, if it did not destroy Rome, crossing the Rubicon was the best hope of saving it.


According to Plutarch, Caesar stood on the riverbank, discussing “his perplexities with his friends who were there.” He “thought of the sufferings which his crossing the river would bring upon mankind.” Then, however, he “imagined the fame of the story of it.”


Another early biographer, Suetonius, recorded that Caesar remarked to his followers: “We may still draw back; but, once across that little bridge, we shall have to fight it out.” Caesar “stood, in two minds,” Suetonius relates, then suddenly caught sight of a man, “strikingly noble” and of “graceful aspect,” who played upon a shepherd’s pipe, played with such captivating beauty that soldiers, including the trumpeters, flocked to him from their posts. The man suddenly seized a trumpet from one of the military musicians, and ran to the river with it. Putting it to his lips, he sounded, with a piercing blast, the Legionnaire’s call to advance, then boldly crossed to the other side of the river.


Roused from his thoughts, Caesar called out: “Let us accept this as a sign from the Gods, and follow where they beckon, in vengeance on our double-dealing enemies. Alea iacta est!”


The die is cast!


With that exclamation, Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon, starting a great civil war that would bring him unprecedented power in the Roman world even as it advanced the frontiers of Rome both in extent and through time. Mired in corruption, Rome had been almost surely doomed. By choosing a course that ended this moribund misrule, Caesar gave to the Roman state, and therefore to Greco-Roman civilization, four more centuries of life in the West and six more in the East, bequeathing to the world a heritage that is more than history. It continues to influence and inform cultures and governments, including that of our own nation. Crossing the Rubicon was, by any measure, a great decision.


 


IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the Scots essayist-philosopher-historian Thomas Carlyle wrote that history was nothing more or less than the “biography of Great Men.” The “great man theory of history,” as it became known, held sway through the Victorian age of empires, but gave way during the increasingly egalitarian twentieth century to an interpretation of history not so much as that which results from the actions of some key individual, but as the sum total of mass movements and great social forces.


Certainly, it is possible to focus on the social pressures that lay behind Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon, the economic and political dispossession of an entire class of people, and to identify those pressures as the “real” cause of the great Roman civil war and, ultimately, of the historical, cultural, and spiritual changes the war made possible. Yet a stubborn fact remains: There was a river, and one man, Julius Caesar, decided to cross it. If it is valid to see life-changing, epoch-making history as the product of social forces, it is equally valid to see it as the result of great decisions put into action by the will of an individual.


No question that the will of Caesar was a powerful force. But will is also a universal human faculty, common to us all, the mental faculty by which each of us, every day and every minute of every day, makes choices. It is a faculty each of us shares with Caesar and every other great leader in history. Yet there must be something about or within the will of the Caesars of the world that does set them apart from the rest of us.


Call it the Rubicon Factor.


It is a quality of leadership that enables an individual to define and then to make decisions bearing the highest stakes and then, even more important, to act on the decision that has been made. In short, the Rubicon Factor is the quality that propels some to break through and to break through consistently.


What is the nature of this quality? Does everyone have it, or only an exceptional few? Are leaders born with it, or can it be acquired, cultivated, learned? By looking closely at the most courageous decisions of history’s greatest leaders and public figures—in the spheres of government, the military, culture, science, civil rights, philanthropy, and business—this book explores these questions and offers answers.


Let us anticipate one of those answers now. Possession of the Rubicon Factor may well be genetic, but it seems clear that it can also be learned, cultivated, applied, and practiced. The stories in this book are fascinating as history, but they are even more compelling as practical cases in point, object lessons for instruction, inspiration, and emulation.


What, for example, can we learn from Caesar’s crossing of his Rubicon? His two earliest biographers, the Greek Plutarch (A.D. 46–after 119) and the Roman Suetonius (A.D. 69–after 122), offer few clues. Plutarch says Caesar agonized over the decision until “finally, in a sort of passion, as though he were casting calculation aside and abandoning himself to whatever lay in store for him,” he exclaimed, “The die is cast”—or perhaps the better translation is “Let the die be cast”; that is, Roll the dice.


Suetonius introduced another element into the tale: the appearance of the stranger who plays a shepherd’s pipe, seizes a soldier’s trumpet, and sounds the call to battle. Was such a man actually present that day? Or perhaps he is a character of fiction, nothing more than Suetonius’s attempt to provide an explanation for what neither he (nor Plutarch, apparently) could satisfactorily account for: the process by which Caesar came to his great decision.


The real problem is that neither biographer did much of anything with the clues they themselves provided. Both Suetonius and Plutarch agree that Caesar did not act rashly, that, in fact, he gave a great deal of thought to the consequences of crossing the Rubicon and that he devoted time to consulting with his trusted commanders. Clearly, he understood that taking action would bring the calamity of war. But just as apparent is his understanding that taking no action would also have consequences. In this case, inaction would keep the peace, but it would be peace on Pompey’s terms. In other words, surrender.


The price of war is always blood, even in victory. Above and beyond that is the cost of possible defeat. Yet whereas war may bring either victory or defeat, surrender offers nothing other than defeat. Roll the dice, and you may win or you may lose. Hold the dice, and you cannot possibly win.


The Rubicon Factor drives the courage to act even as it creates a fear of failing to act, exposing as an illusion the apparent safety of inaction. With an army of only six thousand men immediately available to Caesar (the rest of his troops lay far beyond the Alps), crossing the Rubicon to provoke Pompey and all the legions of Rome could be seen as an act of arrogance or even madness. Yet, under circumstances Plutarch and Suetonius only hint at, Caesar’s decision emerges as highly reasonable.


The reasonable decision is not necessarily the safe decision. In a given situation, the most reasonable course of action may involve grave risks and great dangers. The Rubicon Factor encompasses, in part, the capacity to recognize the reasonableness of risk and, in part, also consists of the courage to act in accordance with reason despite the risks.


 


A GREAT DECISION ALWAYS has two characteristics. First, it is a choice between or among high-stakes alternatives. Second, it is a decision that must be made, that cannot be avoided. As Harry S. Truman once observed, “Presidents have to make decisions if they’re going to get anywhere, and those presidents who couldn’t make decisions are the ones who caused all the trouble.” Truman believed that if a president made a wise decision, that was “good for the country,” and if he made an unwise one, “that is too bad”—but it was still much better than failing to make any decision at all.


This book is a journey of exploration among history’s great decisions and those who made them. The goal of the journey is to discover, at each stop along the way, the Rubicon Factor, the source of insight and resolve that enabled the decision and that drove the necessary action that followed. The payoff of the journey is knowledge, perhaps even the very knowledge you need to make your own next great decision.
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The Decision
in Crisis














Cleopatra and the Romans (48–30 B.C.)


THE DECISION TO RESCUE EGYPT


The function of myth and legend is to magnify, to make the subject look greater and of more consequence than he, she, or it probably was. In the case of Cleopatra, however, this function was inverted. Myth and legend have worked to diminish rather than magnify her. They portray her as the most fascinating and (for a time, at least) most successful harlot in all history, the seducer of Caesar and Antony. To be sure, this is quite an achievement. Caesar and Antony, after all, were men of the very greatest consequence. Yet it is not nearly enough. For there was much more to Cleopatra, who made and acted on decisions that nearly set her upon the most powerful throne of the ancient world.


She was the second daughter of King Ptolemy XII and not even an Egyptian. Her father was a Macedonian and a member of the dynasty founded by Ptolemy, a marshal of Alexander the Great, which had ruled Egypt since the death of Alexander in 323 B.C. Yet, of all the Macedonian line, only Cleopatra bothered to learn the Egyptian language, adding it to the eight others she spoke. And with a keen understanding of human nature in general and the Egyptian people in particular, she portrayed herself—perhaps actually regarded herself—as the daughter of Ra, the primary Egyptian sun god.


Ptolemy XII died in 51 B.C., whereupon the throne passed jointly to his fifteen-year-old son, Ptolemy XIII, and to Cleopatra. Under Egyptian law and tradition, she had married her brother when he was twelve, and was therefore the sister-bride of the new king. Law and tradition in Ptolemaic Egypt also decreed that the male should be dominant among co-rulers. Cleopatra, however, did all she could to suppress her brother-husband, seeing to it that his name was dropped from official documents and that his likeness did not appear with hers on coins of the time.


Just how Cleopatra asserted her dominance, contrary to law and tradition, is not known. The fact is that she did it, and civil war broke out between her supporters and those of Ptolemy XIII. More accurately, the civil war did not so much break out as it evolved from the chaotic state in which Cleopatra’s father had left Egypt. For some two centuries, the kingdom had been in decline, forced to relinquish more and more control of its destiny and its resources (in the form of exorbitant tribute payments) to its putative ally, Rome. By the time of Ptolemy XII’s death, Egypt’s imperial holdings—Cyprus, Coele-Syria (the Lebanon valley), and Cyrenaica (northeast Libya)—had been yielded entirely to Rome. In many parts of the kingdom, anarchy reigned and famine was rampant.


Cleopatra made daring decisions. She cut her brother out of the royal loop and ordered mercenaries to kill the sons of the Roman governor of Syria when they came as envoys to ask for her alliance against the invading Parthians. Her boldness alarmed some powerful court officials in Alexandria, the Egyptian capital, and they staged a coup d’état, overthrowing her in favor of Ptolemy XIII—a figure they knew they could easily control. It is believed that Cleopatra fled to Thebaid by 50 B.C., whereupon Ptolemy XIII’s new handlers persuaded him to sign a ruthless decree (on October 27, 50 B.C.) banning grain shipments anywhere except to Alexandria. The purpose was to intensify and exploit the ongoing famine by starving Cleopatra and her supporters. (Collateral damage included the starvation of just about everyone else.) But Cleopatra was not one to quietly starve. She recruited an army from among the Arab tribes east of Pelusium, set it against Ptolemy XIII, and, with her sister Arsinoe, set up a base of operations in Syria. Cleopatra then advanced to Ascalon, near Jerusalem, from where she waited and watched.


Rome was also watching. In his own civil war, Caesar defeated Pompey at the Battle of Pharsalus in August of 48 B.C. Pompey, who had been appointed by the Roman senate as guardian of Ptolemy XIII, now fled to find refuge with his ward. But politics was a most unforgiving business in Egypt, and Ptolemy’s handlers had no desire to be associated with a loser. As the young pharaoh looked on from a distance, Pompey was murdered as soon as he set foot ashore on September 28. Four days later, Caesar, leading 3,200 Roman infantrymen and eight hundred cavalry, marched into Alexandria. He bore with him the fasces, a bundle of rods bound tightly together and surmounted by the head of an axe. The traditional Roman symbol of power and authority, the fasces signified Caesar’s intention to take control. Amid riots in Alexandria, Ptolemy XIII fled to Pelusium, and Julius Caesar took up residence in the Ptolemaic palace.


Even from a distance, Cleopatra ensured that she heard and saw all. Cleopatra was a fighter. She had already proven that with Ptolemy. But she knew that Caesar was hardly her weakling brother, and she possessed sufficient military savvy to know that her army of Arabs could not capture Caesar’s legions of Rome. She could quit. She could flee. But it was at this moment that she decided to find another means of overcoming Caesar. If her army was incapable of capturing Caesar’s army, Cleopatra decided that she would not try to capture his army. Instead, she herself would make Caesar himself her captive.


The portraits Cleopatra had caused to be pressed into coins reveal a face lively and intelligent rather than conventionally beautiful, her chin firm, her forehead broad, her nose delicate but prominent. The Greek biographer Plutarch described her voice as “an instrument of many strings,” adding that “Plato admits four sorts of flattery, but she had a thousand.” But there was the problem of how to get to Caesar. Although Ptolemy had left Alexandria, his forces still lay outside of the city. Her solution was to have herself rolled up in a carpet, which was carried through enemy lines as an offering to the great Caesar. The gift was unrolled before the conqueror, and, it is believed, the two became lovers that very day. Caesar invited both Cleopatra and Ptolemy to meet with him on the following day. When Ptolemy showed up, the work of his sister-bride was all too apparent to him, and he stormed out of the palace, screaming his betrayal. As Ptolemy attempted to rally the Alexandrian mob, Caesar’s guards brought him back to the palace, but he was subsequently released, after which he rejoined his handlers and prepared to wage war on Caesar and Cleopatra.


What, if anything, Cleopatra felt for Caesar—or he for her—cannot be known. All that is certain is that each intended to use the other, and each believed himself or herself to be in control. Yet, even if it was based on politics more than passion, the relationship proved symbiotic rather than exploitative. Caesar needed money to finance his army, and, citing the role Rome had played in restoring Cleopatra’s father to the throne in 55 B.C., he asserted his claim that Egypt owed him a debt. Cleopatra, whose pressing need was military power, was quite willing to strike a bargain. Her intention was to use a political-sexual relationship with Caesar to restore the Ptolemies to greatness, beginning with the recovery of southern Syria and Palestine.


But first there was the renewed civil war to win. And that would not be easy. The army that rallied around Ptolemy XIII had swelled to some twenty thousand men and, in November, laid siege to Alexandria. Most of the city’s great library, holding the accumulated wisdom of the ancient world, was burned, as were vital warehouses. Outnumbered, Caesar focused on what he deemed the most strategically important feature in the city, the Pharos lighthouse. By holding it, Caesar maintained control over the harbor.


In the meantime, Cleopatra’s sister, Arsinoe, slipped out of the palace and into the arms of one of Ptolemy’s commanders, Achillas. It was a betrayal for which Cleopatra would never forgive her. The army and the Alexandrian mob proclaimed Arsinoe their queen. In the end, however, Caesar prevailed, winning decisively on March 27, 47 B.C. While attempting to flee, Ptolemy XIII drowned in the Nile. Following the victory, Caesar restored Cleopatra to the throne, bowing, however, to Ptolemaic law and custom by compelling her to marry her eleven-year-old brother, Ptolemy XIV. Yet it was Caesar and Cleopatra, not Cleopatra and the youngest Ptolemy, who sailed up the Nile in luxuriant triumph together. Some historians record this as an amorous trip of two weeks, others as one of two months. In either case, Cleopatra was spontaneously worshipped as a pharaoh when the couple touched port at Dendara—an honor Caesar knew he would never receive.


By the time of this journey, it was clearly apparent that Cleopatra was pregnant. Although historians have argued whether or not the child was the son of Caesar, Cleopatra herself named him Ptolemy Caesar—or Caesarion—when he was born on June 23, 47 B.C. Caesar was not present at the birth, having left Cleopatra’s side to mop up resistance from Pompeian diehards. Among those he captured in this campaign was Arsinoe. Caesar returned to Rome in July of 46 B.C. He sent for Cleopatra and her court, who partook of celebrations in Rome during September and October, during which, among other things, Cleopatra had the satisfaction of seeing Arsinoe in Caesar’s ceremonial triumph, trailing behind in chains with the other captives.


Caesar next went to Spain, where, at the Battle of Munda on March 17, 45 B.C., he delivered the final blow to the forces of the conservative republicans who opposed him. Returning again to Rome and Cleopatra, he ordered a golden statue of her placed in the temple of Venus Genetrix, the ancestress of Caesar’s own Julian family, and he installed Cleopatra in a villa beyond the Tiber. He also acknowledged Caesarion as his son.


All of this, at the very height of Caesar’s popular acclaim, created outrage in much of Rome. Not only did Cleopatra occupy the villa with her husband-brother, but Caesar—who spoke openly of marrying Cleopatra—was, in fact, already married. Thus he proposed to violate not only Roman laws against bigamy, but also the even more important law against marriage to any foreigner.


Judging from the ostentatious luxury with which Cleopatra surrounded herself in Rome, she was little bothered by the public protest against her presence. She had, after all, prevailed in a civil war and maneuvered Ptolemaic Egypt into position to recapture its former glory. Her victory was, of course, short lived. On March 15, 44 B.C., Caesar fell victim to a cabal of assassins.


Following Caesar’s murder, Cleopatra seems to have behaved with great discretion, asserting officially that she was in Rome to do nothing more or less than negotiate a new treaty of alliance. But she was well aware that the death of Caesar brought her campaign for power to an abrupt end—at least for now—and she returned to Egypt with the knowledge that, without Caesar, a new Roman political struggle would inevitably begin. She intended to make the most of it—whatever it would become—for herself and for her country.


Cleopatra saw her opportunity in the outcome of the Battle of Philippi, central Macedonia, in 42 B.C. After routing the forces of Caesar’s assassins, the victorious Mark Antony seemed poised to inherit Caesar’s mantle. Envisioning the conquest of Persia next, Antony sent for Cleopatra, whom he had met in Egypt years ago when she was a girl of fourteen. It is likely that she set out on the journey to Tarsus in Asia Minor with a firm picture of Mark Antony in mind. Caesar had been a man of lofty intelligence and great wit—an opponent, an ally, and a lover who in every way was a worthy match for her. Antony, she understood, was made of very different stuff. Handsome, bold, and dashing, he was a notorious womanizer, and he was by no means celebrated for his brains. Commanding great power, he was nevertheless a weak man, as Cleopatra saw it, and she intended to use him. It would be far easier than it had been with Caesar. With his death, one door had slammed shut; with the arrival of Mark Antony, another swung wide open.


Cleopatra loaded her barges with gifts to flatter Antony, but she also delayed her departure to pique his expectation. And when she approached Tarsus, she entered via the River Cydnus in a barge of singularly rich beauty. It was pure theater. With Egypt on the verge of complete economic collapse, her oarsmen pulled the barge with silver oars, assisted by a wind that filled purple sails. Handmaidens arrayed as Erotes and Nereids attended to Cleopatra, who was dressed as the goddess of love herself, Aphrodite. If it all seems heavy-handed and vulgar in the retrospect of history, so it probably seemed to many who actually beheld it—except for Mark Antony, a man, Cleopatra correctly surmised, of most vulgar and heavy-handed sensibilities.


Cleopatra also understood that her greatest asset, beyond her charms—enhanced by the theatrical barge—was her status as queen of Egypt, descended from the venerable Ptolemaic line. Mark Antony loved women, but he loved royal women most of all, and his own wife, Fulvia, was nothing more than the daughter of middle-class parents.


Cleopatra read her man perfectly. Soon after her arrival, he set aside his plans for the Persian invasion, and he set aside as well all thought of the faithful Fulvia, who labored back in Rome, doing all she could to prevent the youthful Octavian—rival heir to Caesar’s authority—from gaining the ascendancy. Shamelessly, Antony focused on the present pleasures of Cleopatra, whom he followed back to Alexandria, enthralled.


With Caesar there had been a trade-off. He had granted Cleopatra his protection, which meant that she was never a truly independent monarch. Antony, thoroughly smitten and unable to think strategically, willingly acknowledged Cleopatra sovereign of Egypt. What she saw in Mark Antony was a new opportunity to use a Roman as the means of attacking Rome or, at least, holding it at bay. Not only did Antony offer her a second chance to restore Egypt—the first chance having been robbed by the death of Caesar—he seemed to offer an even better chance. Apparently equal to Caesar in the authority he wielded, Antony was simple-minded by comparison and utterly pliant. Whereas Caesar never entirely succumbed to Cleopatra’s wiles, Antony was utterly consumed by them.


It was not until 40 B.C. that Antony left Alexandria to return to Italy in order to hammer out an agreement with Octavian. This entailed marrying Octavian’s sister Octavia, Fulvia having died. For three years, the restless Antony fruitlessly negotiated with Octavian and tolerated marriage to Octavia, even as he pined for Cleopatra. At last, he left for Egypt again, reasoning that, like Caesar before him, he would use her wealth to finance the Persian campaign he had earlier put off. As usual, Cleopatra’s mere presence deprived Antony of all will and self-control. Use her? He married her.


It was an act of foolish arrogance, and Cleopatra should have tried to prevent it. She saw marriage as the means of bringing Antony entirely under her control, but failed to anticipate that it would also unite all of Rome against him and, by extension, against her as well. Had she herself succumbed to passion? Possibly. More likely, however, in this high-stakes game of global politics, it was her first short-sighted move, a fatal strategic lapse. Having risen to a level of brilliance that very nearly made her the precarious queen of a bankrupt country, empress of the world, Cleopatra began an accelerating downward spiral.


While Antony had been in Rome, Cleopatra turned her attention to Herod of Judaea, the most powerful of Rome’s client kings and a friend of Antony’s. Herod rebuffed her seduction, however, and on Antony’s return, Cleopatra not only persuaded Antony to give her large portions of Syria and Lebanon she also asked for the balsam groves of Jericho, which were part of Herod’s kingdom. When Antony found the gumption to refuse this, Cleopatra turned her wrath on Herod with attempts to sow discontent among the women of his household.


In the meantime, Antony pursued the costly and unsuccessful Persian campaign. Even after the campaign failed, he returned to Alexandria in 34 B.C. to celebrate a fictional triumph. With Cleopatra, Antony paraded through the city, the couple seated on golden thrones among their own three children and Caesarion, whom Antony proclaimed to be Caesar’s son—a move intended to cast Octavian, merely adopted by Caesar, in the role of bastard. Cleopatra seemed to get all that she had desired. She was publicly hailed the queen of kings, and Caesarion the king of kings. Alexander Helios, one of her sons with Antony, was given Armenia (which Antony had conquered—though only temporarily, as it turned out) and territory beyond the Euphrates. Ptolemy, his brother, was awarded the lands west of the Euphrates, while Cleopatra Selene, the boys’ sister, was made ruler of Cyrene.


But the glory, all of it, was illusory. Back in Rome, Octavian did not sit still. He seized Antony’s will (a document historians judge to be of dubious authenticity) from the temple of the vestal virgins, to whom Antony had purportedly entrusted the document, and published to the people of Rome the terrible facts: Antony had given Roman lands to a foreign woman and intended ultimately to transfer the capital of the empire from Rome to Alexandria, where he meant to found a new dynasty.


While Antony and Cleopatra dissipated during the winter of 32–31 B.C. in Greece, the Senate of Rome stripped Antony of his prospective consulate for the following year. Responding to Antony’s letter declaring his divorce from Octavia, Octavian moved the Senate to declare war not against Antony, but Cleopatra. The Egyptian queen’s alienation of Herod deprived her and Antony alike of a much-needed ally.


Now they stood alone against Rome.


On September 2, 31 B.C., Octavian engaged the combined fleets of Antony and Cleopatra at the naval Battle of Actium. Suddenly losing heart in the midst of the fight, Cleopatra took her ships to Egypt, leaving Antony’s ships to their fate. Antony withdrew from the scene of battle with a few ships, followed Cleopatra and her fleet, and boarded the queen’s flagship. For the next three days, despite their being on the same vessel, he refused to see her. Suddenly, however, he decided to reconcile.


But the situation by then was hopeless. Returning to Alexandria, Cleopatra apparently decided that her only option was to die—or, rather, not simply to die, but to die with renown. Her final manipulation of Antony, she decided, would be to induce him to kill himself for love of her. Retiring to her mausoleum, she sent messengers to Antony to tell him she was dead. The news, combined with the defeat at Actium, had the desired effect. Antony fell on his sword and, dying, was carried to Cleopatra’s mausoleum. When he discovered that she was still alive, he did nothing more before he passed than bid her to make peace with Octavian.
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CLEOPATRA HEEDED ANTONY’S ADVICE—after a fashion. Octavian visited her, and she did all she could to seduce the man. When this failed, she understood that she would suffer the same fate as her sister Arsinoe under Caesar’s captivity: she and her children would be led in chains in Octavian’s triumph ceremony. This realization prompted her to choose death over disgrace. She committed suicide, quite possibly by exposing herself to the bites of several asps. Not only was this snake a symbol of divine royalty, but Egyptian religion taught that death by snakebite guaranteed immortality. Cleopatra’s life had been a series of extraordinary, sexually charged but intensely political decisions in what was very nearly a successful effort to rescue her birthright—the kingdom of Egypt—and elevate herself to the greatest throne of the ancient world. Even in suicide, however, Cleopatra declined to relinquish choice, making what she must have believed was a decision for immortality.














Queen Boudicca and the Invaders (ca. A.D. 6 0)


THE DECISION TO RESIST


Today, the British call her Boudicca. In Roman annals, she was Boadicea. To her people, a Celtic tribe known as the Iceni who occupied East Anglia (southeastern Britain near present-day Norfolk) in the first century, she was Boudiga. It was the name they gave her, after the Celtic goddess of victory. No one knows what name she was born with. And no one knows much more than that she was born into the Celtic aristocracy about the year A.D. 30, then married Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, in 48 or 49.


The Celts in general—and the Iceni in particular—were a proud and warlike people who gave the conquering Romans a great deal of trouble. In A.D. 43, however, Prasutagus submitted to Roman authority, allowing the Iceni to become a client kingdom of the Roman empire in exchange for the right to continue to rule his people and lands. The benefits to the Iceni were considerable: protection, improved education, and more employment, as well as imperial funding and loans. But the costs were also substantial: a significant degree of slavery and often-burdensome taxes. Nevertheless, Prasutagus and Boudicca prospered under Roman rule, and the Celtic queen bore her husband two daughters, their names unknown to history.


Then, in 60 or 61, Prasutagus died, leaving Boudicca regent of the Iceni and guardian of their daughters’ inheritance, which consisted of money and heirlooms left over after he had rendered to Nero most of his lands and other possessions—as required of a client king deemed to be in debt to Rome. The Celtic king’s mistake was trusting Nero’s sense of justice, which, quite simply, the Roman emperor did not possess.


Within days of Prasutagus’s death, soldiers of the chief Roman administrator of Britain, Catus Decianus, called on Boudicca and brutally seized everything her husband had left to her and her daughters. Then the troops fanned out and plundered and destroyed the homes of Iceni nobles, seizing family members and selling them into slavery. Returning to Boudicca, they demanded immediate repayment of Roman loans made to maintain the Iceni court. When Boudicca protested her inability to pay, she was taken prisoner and publicly whipped, while her daughters were turned over to the Roman legionnaires for their pleasure.


After Boudicca was turned loose and reunited with her daughters, she had a decision to make. She could continue to lead her people in submission to Rome, or she could lead them in rebellion against the most powerful empire the world had ever known.


She chose rebellion.


Many historians dismiss Boudicca’s rebellion as the desperate act of a woman who had suffered a terrible personal assault. While little is known for certain about how she organized the rebellion, the few facts available argue against mere desperation. Boudicca was well aware that various tribes were already in scattered rebellion against Rome, and she rallied not just her own people, but appealed to the leaders of other tribes as well. By the time she finally launched her rebellion, she had gathered an army some 100,000 strong. This was not the product of an emotional outburst, nor was it an act of desperation, but a skillfully plotted, carefully organized revolution with a very real chance of success. Boudicca decided to transform her own pain and outrage into the fuel that drove a major military movement.


The war she made was indeed horrific. She began by attacking Camulodunum Colonia, modern Colchester, which was a colony of retired Roman officers and their families. She coordinated this attack with spies inside the town, and ravaged Colchester for some days. A messenger managed to escape to Londinium (London), but he must not have painted a very vivid picture of what was happening at Colchester, for the procurator (Roman governor) dispatched just two hundred legionnaires, who were rapidly consumed by Boudicca’s vast army.


After finishing off the town and killing everyone in it, Boudicca moved on. The Boudiccan army encountered the five thousand troops of Petilius Cerialis’s IX Legion Hispana, ambushed them, and killed every last foot soldier. Only Petilius himself, together with his cavalry, managed to retreat, leaving Boudicca to advance against London. This market city, spread over some 330 acres at the time, was quickly deserted by the Roman garrison charged with its defense. Boudicca razed London and killed everyone she encountered there. It is said that the fires she ignited were so hot that they reduced the city to a layer of hard red clay, ten inches thick, which, in places, still lies below the streets of the modern British capital.


From London, Boudicca turned to the northwest and attacked Verulamium (St. Albans), whose population consisted entirely of Britons who supported Roman rule. By this time, her army had swelled to perhaps two hundred thousand, against which the Roman governor of Britain, Suetonius Paullinus, could muster a mere ten thousand legionnaires. Intent on the destruction of St. Albans, Boudicca overlooked her opportunity to crush the legion sent against her. It was a fatal error. Suetonius positioned his troops on the top of a sloping hill within what the Roman historian Tacitus described as a “defile,” a kind of gorge. At the rear of the Roman troops was a forest. This meant that attackers would have to approach uphill and from a single direction only. Boudicca must have observed this, but she believed that the overwhelming numbers she commanded would nevertheless prevail.


Tacitus described the appearance of the Celtic queen during this battle as “almost terrifying.” Doubtless, this was an understatement. Like her warriors, she may have painted herself blue, a color intended to inspire special terror. Certainly, the sheer numbers alone must have been awe-inspiring. Yet the Romans were highly trained, and they had great confidence in Suetonius. He ordered his forces to array themselves in a tight phalanx formation, their shields together forming one great continuous shield, against which the Celtic spears, hurled uphill, were ineffective. Then, rapidly consolidating his men into a wedge, Suetonius ordered a hail of Roman javelins. They decimated Boudicca’s hordes, who panicked and broke just as Suetonius followed up his javelin assault with a combined infantry and cavalry charge from the front and the flanks—a devastating double envelopment that left some eighty thousand Celts dead and quickly ended the rebellion.
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AFTER GREAT INITIAL SUCCESS, Boudicca had been outgeneraled in the final battle. According to legend, she made her way home and poisoned herself. Although some historians point to the paucity of Anglo-Roman archaeological artifacts in Norfolk as evidence of the severity with which the Roman administration raked the rebel countryside—dead people don’t make artifacts to leave behind—others point out that, following Boudicca’s rebellion, the Roman administration of Britain was generally kinder, gentler, and more enlightened. If this was the case, Boudicca did succeed in bringing a measure of relief to her people. But perhaps this is less important than how her stand against injustice and tyranny survives in British history and legend as an inspiring example of a decision to refuse slavery and to lead the fight against tyranny, no matter how apparently overwhelming. Little wonder that Prime Minister Winston Churchill cited the precedent of the Iceni queen when he led his people in resistance against the legions of another empire nearly two thousand years after Boudicca.














Elizabeth I and the Spanish Armada (1588)


THE DECISION TO SAVE THE NATION


Elizabeth Tudor was born, at Greenwich Palace on September 7, 1533, a disappointment. King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, her father and mother, wanted a son and heir in a royal world where, really, only boys much mattered. A boy could become a king. A girl could become a queen, but, in the early sixteenth century, queens generally counted for very little. As one flabbergasted Londoner was heard to exclaim when she first laid eyes on Queen Elizabeth shortly after her coronation, “Oh Lord! The Queen is a woman!”


If Elizabeth came into the world as a disappointment, her early life in that world brought even worse. After Elizabeth was born, Anne Boleyn tried hard to have a son, but suffered a miscarriage in 1534, and, in January 1536, gave birth to a stillborn boy. On May 2, 1536, Henry had her arrested and tried on trumped-up charges of serial adultery and even incest with her brother. She was sent to the block on May 19. Eleven days later Henry married Jane Seymour and had with her a son, Edward. Sickly from birth, the boy was not expected to live, but, when he did, Henry paved the way to his inheritance of the throne by coaxing Parliament into declaring Elizabeth a bastard. She was banished from court and raised on an estate called Hatfield.


The death of Henry VIII in 1547 did not improve the lot of young Elizabeth. The king’s last wife and widow, Catherine Parr, married Thomas Seymour, England’s lord high admiral, who immediately began scheming against his brother, Edward Seymour, regent to the ten-year-old Edward VI. Edward Seymour put a stop to Thomas’s plans by ordering his execution, but he also accused Elizabeth of having had an affair with his brother and of having conspired in his treasonous plot. Bad as this was, the situation grew even worse after poor Edward VI succumbed to his many ills in 1553 at age sixteen. Now Elizabeth’s half-sister, the Catholic Mary I, became queen of England and accused Protestant Elizabeth of continually plotting against her.


In January 1554, one Thomas Wyatt led a Protestant rebellion in Kent. Mary accused her half-sister of complicity in the rebellion and had her arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London, the very place in which Anne Boleyn had been held prior to execution. After two months here, in the shadow of the ax, Elizabeth was transferred to house arrest at an estate called Woodstock. Physically freed after about a year, she spent the entire reign of Mary I under the anxiety of impending rearrest and was truly liberated only after Mary I died childless on November 17, 1558.


Elizabeth I was queen at last. But the country to whose throne she ascended was a poor and troubled place. Bloody Mary, as her sister was called, had violently persecuted Protestants in her effort to reverse the Protestant Reformation of her father, Henry VIII, and return the nation to Catholicism. Married to King Philip II of Spain, she had led England into a disastrous war on behalf of Spain, which had brought the country to the verge of economic ruin and civil war. The England Elizabeth inherited was described by one traveler of the time as “the arse of the world.” Yet through a combination of force of personality, economic savvy, and political will, Elizabeth I began the rapid transformation of England from an insular European backwater to the island nexus of what would eventually become the greatest empire since Rome. However, in May 1588, when Mary’s widowed husband, Philip II, assembled in the port of Lisbon an invasion fleet consisting of 122 ships carrying 19,000 men—the Spanish Armada—England was still very far from enjoying the glory it would later attain.


At the end of the sixteenth century, Spain was Europe’s greatest military power and its richest kingdom. England at the time had a growing, but still diminutive navy and an army that was both puny and inconsiderable by Continental standards. The kingdom’s coastal defenses, built by Henry VIII, were obsolete and hopelessly vulnerable to modern naval artillery fire. Philip II had no wish to rule England as part of the Spanish Empire, but he burned with zeal to return the country to the “true church,” to restore Catholic lands and property usurped by Henry VIII, to reopen the monasteries, to restore Catholic worship, and, most of all, to put a Catholic on the English throne. Agreeing to support an invasion, the Pope excommunicated Elizabeth I (even though she was Protestant), absolving her subjects of any duty to obey her. Philip prepared his Armada, charging it with the mission of holding the narrow sea between England and Flanders, where the Duke of Parma, a brilliant general, commanded Spain’s Army of Flanders. The Armada would secure safe passage for Parma’s forces and would also carry additional troops as well as massive amounts of supplies and siege artillery.


England’s prospects for successfully repelling the invasion did not look bright, and there was no shortage of courtiers and advisers in Elizabeth’s court who advised the monarch—a mere woman, after all—to salvage England and herself by coming to some accommodation with Philip. As Elizabeth saw it, however, to “save” the country in this manner would be to lose it. She decided to fight.


In making this decision, she did not forget the many lessons of her imperiled childhood and young womanhood. In the ways of the world, Elizabeth was a hard realist. She knew that it was one thing to declare that she would fight, but quite another to succeed in resisting so powerful an enemy as Spain. She decided, therefore, not to fret over England’s weaknesses, but to exploit its strength, which she found in its people and herself. She turned to Sir Francis Drake, her kingdom’s most skillful seafarer and its boldest privateer (a mariner who practiced state-sanctioned piracy). Back in 1572, Elizabeth had presented Drake with an official privateering commission and sent him off to plunder Spanish New World ports. In 1577, she sent him privateering again, and with just five ships manned by no more than two hundred men total, Drake plundered Spanish towns and vessels throughout South America. He even claimed California for his queen, christening it New Albion. In 1585, as Anglo-Spanish relations rapidly deteriorated, Elizabeth defied the advice of such highborn seafarers as Sir Richard Grenville and Sir Martin Frobisher, as well as her own secretary of state, Lord Burghley, and once again sent Drake, now in command of a fleet of twenty-five ships, against the overseas empire of Spain. Drake captured Santiago in the Cape Verde Islands, Cartagena in Colombia, St. Augustine in Florida, and Santo Domingo in Hispaniola. The effect of these triumphs led by a single man with a small fleet was devastating to Spain. The nation’s credit all but collapsed as the Bank of Spain went broke, the Bank of Venice (which had made immense loans to Philip II) nearly followed suit, and the important Bank of Augsburg refused to extend any more credit. When Philip began making threatening noises about mounting an invasion, Elizabeth, in 1587, commissioned Drake to “impeach the provisions of Spain” and fitted him out with thirty ships. Drake led these in an attack on the Spanish harbor of Cádiz, destroying in the space of thirty-six hours thousands upon thousands of tons of shipping as well as supplies—the very core of the great Armada Philip planned to hurl against England.


Drake’s action delayed but did not stop the advance of the Armada. And that is when Elizabeth turned to herself. In 1588, while dispatching a large defensive naval force to meet the Armada, she set out personally to rally the ground troops whose mission it would be to repel an amphibious landing. For few in England believed that the English fleet, composed of a core of navy warships and a large auxiliary flotilla of armed merchant vessels, could stop the mighty Armada.


To a man, Elizabeth’s advisers pleaded with her not to venture into Tilbury Camp, where the English army had assembled to meet the invaders. Given what they believed was the great instability of England on the verge of invasion, many close to Elizabeth feared that Catholic sympathizers would aid the Spanish by attempting to assassinate the queen. To walk among so many armed men, they warned her, was the height of folly.


Elizabeth surely understood that the danger was real, but she believed that the far greater danger lay in seeming—now, of all times—to neglect her duty by failing to make personal contact with the defenders of her realm. She wanted them to see her willingness to share their dangers and, by so doing, she was confident that she could inspire victory. Thus, at Tilbury Camp, on the eve of the anticipated invasion, the queen, arrayed in the body armor of a cavalry officer, spoke to her troops. She did not trumpet her personal courage or honor, but conveyed to her men her absolute trust: “My loving people,” she began, “we have been persuaded by some that are careful of our safety to take heed how we commit ourselves to armed multitudes for fear of treachery, but I assure you, I do not desire to live to distrust my faithful and loving people.” And then she continued:




Let tyrants fear, I have always so behaved myself that under God I have placed my chiefest strength and safeguard in the loyal hearts and good will of my subjects. And therefore I am come amongst you as you see at this time not for my recreation and disport, but being resolved in the midst and heat of the battle to live or die amongst you all. To lay down for God and for my kingdom and for my people my honour and my blood even in the dust.





Powerfully, unmistakably, she told them of her intention to share their fate. Yet she also made it clear that, under her leadership, she and her loyal followers would become masters, not victims, of that shared fate, and that, in the victory to come, all would be rewarded:




I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a King of England too, and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain or any prince of Europe should dare invade the borders of my realm to which rather than any dishonour shall grow by me, I myself will take up arms, I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of every one of your virtues in the field. I know already for your forwardness you have deserved rewards and crowns [coins; that is, money] and we do assure you in the word of a prince, they shall be duly paid you.
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FOR ELIZABETH I, THE DECISION TO SAVE THE COUNTRY was no matter of appeal to abstract concepts of patriotism. It consisted, rather, in laying her life on the line and in offering tangible, real rewards to those who followed her. In an immediate, physical, and spiritual sense, Elizabeth assumed personal command, presenting herself as the army’s general. Yet, ever the realist, she also nominated a “Lieutenant-General,” a commander with the practical military experience she knew she did not possess, a lieutenant to “be in my stead.” She assured her troops that “never prince commanded a more noble or worthy subject” than their military leader, and she further proclaimed her complete confidence that, “by your obedience to my General, by your concord in the camp and your valour in the field we shall shortly have a famous victory over those enemies of God, my kingdom and of my people.”


They were great words, eloquent words, and, backed by Elizabeth’s personal presence combined with her good sense, they proved far more than empty words. By deciding to order resistance, then deciding openly to share with the lowliest soldier the dangers of that resistance, Queen Elizabeth descended from her throne to embrace her people—yet, in doing so, she retained her regal presence. Inspiration spread like a sweet contagion.


As it turned out, the troops at Tilbury Camp were never called upon to repel invaders, because none were able to land. The English fleet had made two attempts to intercept the Armada in Iberian waters during June and July, but the English vessels were blown back by storms. Worse, when the Armada appeared in English waters, the defensive fleet was caught by surprise, in the process of reprovisioning at Plymouth. As best they could, the English captains pursued the Armada up the English Channel, but managed to sink only two of the enemy ships. Then, unexpectedly, the Spanish admiral, the duke of Medina Sidonia, suddenly decided to anchor off Calais on August 6. This gave the English a magnificent opportunity, which they were quick to seize. Fire ships—flaming English hulks—were sent against the anchored Spanish fleet, resulting in the destruction of four Spanish vessels and, more importantly, forcing the entire Armada to flee to the north, sailing around Scotland and Ireland in order to maneuver back toward home. In these brutally storm-tossed waters, thirty-four or more Spanish ships were lost, the Spanish Armada decisively defeated, and England saved from invasion.














Beethoven and Deafness (1802)


THE DECISION TO OVERCOME


One of the most pervasive popular myths about Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), regarded by generations of musicologists and music lovers alike as the greatest composer who ever lived, is that he was universally misunderstood, unrecognized, and unrewarded during his own lifetime, that only after his death was his greatness appreciated. In fact, Beethoven was widely regarded, even early in his career, as a composer of extraordinary merit and a very fine pianist. He not only made a good living, but was the artist whose achievements probably did the most to change the way composers were rewarded for their work. Traditionally, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, composers had to rely on the patronage of wealthy nobles, in whose employ they were regarded as little more than specialized household servants. Beethoven likewise commanded some noble patronage, but he made his living mostly from public performances and sales of his compositions.


By the summer of 1801, during the height of his early success, Beethoven found his prosperous and promising career under grave threat. He wrote to his friend Karl Ameda on July 1, 1801, that he was “having a miserable life, at odds with nature and its Creator, abusing the latter for leaving his creatures vulnerable to the slightest accident . . . My greatest faculty, my hearing, is greatly deteriorated.” Beethoven had been aware of a developing problem for perhaps as long as three years before he wrote of it to Ameda, but it was about this time that Beethoven’s friends began noticing that he was becoming withdrawn, avoiding company and conversation. As he explained to another friend, Franz Wegeler, later in 1801, “How can I, a musician, say to people ‘I am deaf!’ ” Yet he also swore to “defy this fate . . . if I can.” Some five months later, he wrote again to Wegeler: “I will seize Fate by the throat. It will not wholly conquer me! Oh, how beautiful it is to live—and live a thousand times over!” It is clear that he was conflicted—despairing on the one hand, yet determined to win through on the other.
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