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Prologue


Assassination is defined as murder by sudden or secret attack, often for political reasons. What separates assassination from simple murder is the prominence of the victim—a king, politician, or celebrity—and political aspect of the motive. Though the first assassination is lost to history, it likely came shortly after politics was invented. Virtually every ancient and modern culture has experienced it. When it comes to the study of assassinations, historically the focus has been on the victim, and rightfully so. It is their lives that are being ended prematurely, and they are ones with the notoriety. Oftentimes the assassin is but a footnote. In this book, we intend to look equally at both the assassins and their victims.


It is not our purpose to glorify or demonize the assassins but rather to put their actions into perspective. We seek only to shed light on these persons, their backgrounds, and why they thought killing was the best way to achieve their political objectives. For this reason, we chose not to include assassins who acted out of personal malice or vendetta or had apparent mental illness, or assassins for which insufficient historical records exist to reasonably discern their motives.


In most of the cases detailed in this book, the assassinations were the product of political conspiracies with clear political motives. As such, we examined the aftermath of these acts—the short-term and long-term effect of the assassinations—and asked, “Did they achieve the overall political goals of the assassins?” In most cases, we learned they did not. They resulted in more harm than good for the conspirators and their causes. The assassinations detailed in this book are all true, as are the players. Dialogue and some minor characters were fictionalized to make the story more entertaining, but direct quotes, when available, were used, and all events and dates are factual. We hope you find it enlightening.









Chapter 1


Brutus, the Senate, and Caesar


—Nobody Likes a Tyrant


It was late 50 BCE and a year since Gaius Julius Caesar defeated the last organized Gallic force at Uxellodunum. After the battle, he had the hands cut off of every surviving Gallic soldier and then released them as an example of what happened to those who dared challenge Roman rule. Not surprisingly, local resistance was low.


He sat quietly in his tent in southern Gaul, reading and rereading the scroll delivered by courier that morning. It was from the Senate. It ordered him to disband his legions and return to Rome. This was not unexpected news. Provincial governors traditionally served for only one year. Caesar had been serving as governor of Gaul (modern-day France) for over eight years, ever since his one-year term as Consul of Rome expired in 58 BCE.
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Gaius Julius Caesar


Caesar had to get special legislation passed—the lex Vatinia—granting him governorship of Cisalpine Gaul (northern Italy) and Illyricum (southeastern Europe). While a governor, he was immune from prosecution for crimes committed during his consulship, and he desired this more than the position itself. Fate intervened on his behalf when the governor of Transalpine Gaul (southern France) died and the Senate gave him control of that region as well. Transalpine Gaul came with four Roman legions, each with 4,200 infantry and 300 cavalry. Caesar raised two additional legions on his own, and with these troops he conquered all of Gaul. That made him popular, powerful, and extremely wealthy. He wanted to use his status to run again for Consul of Rome and continue his immunity.


The order came from the Senate, but Caesar had no illusions; the order really came from Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, Pompey the Great. Pompey was Caesar’s former political ally when they, along with Marcus Licinius Crassus, formed the First Triumvirate. It was an unofficial partnership through which they wielded great influence. Pompey was also Caesar’s son-in-law, married to his only daughter, Julia. When Julia died in childbirth in 54 BCE, Caesar offered Pompey his great niece Octavia as a new wife to reaffirm their alliance, but Pompey declined. Instead, he married the daughter of one of Caesar’s rivals, a sure sign their old partnership was dead.
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Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, Pompey the Great 


Julius Caesar was in a quandary. He needed to run for consul, but if he returned to Rome as a private citizen, his immunity would be void. He feared his political rivals would prosecute him for old crimes, real and imagined. Caesar dragged his feet. If he disbanded his legions, he’d be at the mercy of his rivals. In response to his delay, Pompey accused him of insubordination and treason. As Caesar considered his limited options, a brash soldier abruptly entered the tent. It was his best general, Marcus Antonius, Mark Antony.
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Marcus Antonius 


“Caesar, what are your orders? The men are getting antsy.”


Caesar smirked. “That’s a good question to which I have no answer.” He handed the scroll to Antony. “This arrived this morning. I’ve been ordered by the Senate to disband my legions and return to Rome.”


“Senate? Bah, you mean that blustering ass Pompey.”


“Undoubtedly. He might as well have signed it himself.”


Antony read the scroll. “What’s this ‘You are explicitly forbidden from taking your legions across the Rubicon’ nonsense?”


“Since it is the official boundary of Illyricum, if I were to cross it in force, I’d be invading Rome. That would make me an insurrectionist and a traitor. It would be tantamount to a declaration of war.”


“Pompey is an old, fat blowhard. He’s bluffing.”


Caesar cautioned jokingly, “Careful my friend—Pompey and I are the same age.”


“Okay, Pompey is a fat blowhard. I say I go to Rome and shove this scroll up his arse.”


Caesar smiled. “Not a pretty picture.”


Antony grinned. “Since I was just elected one of the plebian tribunes for next year, I can travel there without issue. Or better yet, we could march on Rome itself. There are no troops between us and them. It’d be easy.”


“Well, I don’t know about that, but this is a decision not to be made lightly. Pompey may be soft from living on his estates, but he’s a fine general. You underestimate him at your peril.”


“So says you. I’ve never seen ‘Pompey the general’; I’ve only seen ‘Pompey the fat senator.’ And it’s not a pretty sight. Your niece Octavia should make sacrifice to the gods every day for not having to marry that pig.”


Caesar chuckled. “He’d have you crucified if he heard you talk like that.”


“Well, I wouldn’t have to worry about him driving in the spikes. I doubt he could even lift a hammer, let alone swing one.”


“All hypothetical, my young friend. I don’t plan to put him in a position to do anything of the sort. The law is clear. As governor, I’m a promagistrate and only have imperium, the right to command troops, in the provinces. Under Roman law, only a consul or a praetor has imperium within Italy. If I enter Italy at the head of my legions, I forfeit my imperium and can no longer legally command my troops.”


Antony snorted, “That’s such hypocrisy. Pompey is officially the governor of Spain, is he not? But that law does not apply to him since the lazy bastard is running Spain from Rome. He’s already doing what he condemns you for even contemplating. Just give the order. The legions would follow you to the gates of hell itself if you asked them.”


“That would make all of us criminals and subject to execution.”


Antony grinned. “They can only execute you if you lose. And we wouldn’t lose.”


“We? I can’t ask you to join me in such an endeavor.”


“You didn’t ask—I volunteered. I’d pay for the chance to stick it to those pompous goats in the Senate.” Antony leaned in. “So, general, what are your orders?”


Caesar took a deep breath. “I will not disband my legions. But I don’t want to march near Italy with all my army. That would be too provocative. We’ll leave four legions here with Gaius Trebonius to secure Belgic Gaul and move the rest to Illyricum. I don’t want them so close as to be seen as a provocation, but close enough to be available if we need them. Pompey’s legions are in Spain, too far away to be an immediate threat. I’ll move south, but with only one legion.”


“Who will you take?”


“There is but one choice. My most loyal troops. The Legio XIII Gemina. The Thirteenth Legion.”


Caesar’s troops broke camp and began moving east. It took a few weeks to cover the distance, but his troops were all disciplined veterans and accustomed to long marches. When they reached Italy, the Thirteenth Legion continued south along the eastern side of the peninsula to avoid the swollen Arno River. In early January 49 BCE, they reached Ravenna, a town just north of the Rubicon River. To call it a river was being generous. It was only knee deep and a few meters across, but it was the official boundary between Cisalpine Gaul and Italy proper.


Approaching the stream at the head of his column, Caesar halted and dismounted his horse. Antony approached and asked, “Well?”


Caesar gazed at the muddy waters. “On the north side of this humble stream, we are in Cisalpine Gaul where I am still the governor. This is the limit of my lawful authority. Beyond it lies Italy and Rome. If I cross this, we are traitors and criminals.”


Caesar was wavering. Antony asked, “Your orders, sir?”


Caesar handed Antony a scroll. “Take this to Pompey and the Senate. It is my last, best offer. I want to avoid bloodshed, but I will do what I must to defend my rights.”
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Marcus Junius Brutus was in his estate going over paperwork when a servant entered. “Excuse me, dominus. You have a visitor.”
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Marcus Junius Brutus 


“Who is it?”


“It is your brother-in-law, Senator Cassius.”


“Show him in and then leave us.”


“Yes, dominus.” The little man scurried away and returned a moment later with Gaius Cassius Longinus in tow.


“Cassius, what brings you to my home? I assume my sister isn’t mistreating you.”


Cassius laughed, “No. Of course not. I bring news regarding Caesar.”


“Oh?”


“Tribune Mark Antony has called a meeting of the Senate.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “He wants to resolve the conflict between Caesar and Pompey.”


Brutus replied, “Well, then we shall hear him out. I would like to resolve this peacefully.”


Later that day, the senators of Rome dutifully gathered to receive Caesar’s offer. Antony addressed the crowd, “Senators of Rome, I extend you greetings from my commander, General Gaius Julius Caesar. He wishes to resolve the problems straining the relationship with his oldest and dearest friend, the great Pompey Magnus.”


Cato, an irascible, old senator famous for his wit and his bile, asked sarcastically, “And what does the great Caesar offer to us humble denizens of the Senate?”


“Caesar and Pompey are both provincial governors with many legions at their disposal. Caesar proposes that both give up their commands and return to life as private citizens. A mutual de-escalation of tensions, if you will.”
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Cato the Younger


Many of the senators nodded in agreement, but Cato and both of the current consuls, Claudius Marcellus and Cornelius Lentulus, loudly disagreed. Lentulus roared, “Preposterous! He is offering us something that he is required by law to do anyway! That’s like paying a thief not to steal your goat.”


Antony raised his hand to quiet the crowd. “All right, all right. An optional proposal. Caesar will retain two of his eight legions and remain the governor of Illyricum if he is allowed to stand for consulship in absentia.”


Pompey had been quiet up to this point. “He only wants to avoid prosecution for his crimes, but I would find such an arrangement acceptable.”


Lentulus shouted, “As consul, I do not accept.” Cato nodded in agreement. “How dare you dictate terms to us! You insult this august body by your very presence. Tribune or not, I want you out!”


Antony stood firm. “As you so correctly point out, I am a tribune of Rome, a position with considerable rights and privileges of its own.”


Lentulus motioned to the guards and shouted, “Put this man out!” The guards roughly hustled Antony to the door and tossed him out onto the steps. Fearing they would kill him, Antony fled.


Brutus whispered to Cassius, “Well, that could have gone better. I admire Cato, but he can be a little too fixed in his ways. Caesar’s offer was quite reasonable.”


Cassius sighed, “Brutus, I know you have a soft spot for Caesar and he for you. I understand that he and your mother, Servilia, have been . . . close for a long time. However, what Caesar is proposing is dangerous. We cannot let one man dictate to the Senate what will and will not be done.”


“Yes, I agree. I just wanted to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed. I’m not sure that’s possible now.”


Cassius replied, “Caesar’s political power comes from the Populares, the common rabble. With the fortune he amassed in Gaul, he could easily bribe enough of them to get elected Consul of Rome. We are the Optimates, the elites of Roman society. It is our responsibility to stand up for the traditions of the Republic. Were it left to the common folk, they’d keep chickens in the Senate chambers.”
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On January 7, the Senate met again with Cato taking charge. Pompey’s silence was interpreted as tacit support. At Cato’s urging, the Senate passed a senatus consultum ulitmum, a final decree of the Senate, which stripped Caesar of his command and ordered him to come to Rome to be tried for war crimes. If he did not immediately disperse his army, Caesar would be proclaimed a traitor and a public enemy.
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On January 10, Mark Antony rode back into Caesar’s camp in Ravenna. He was cold, tired, and dirty.


“Where is he?”


The sentry saluted and then pointed him to a cluster of tents near the top of a low hill. Antony strode up the hill and into Caesar’s tent.


Caesar sat up with a start. “Will you ever learn to announce yourself before entering? Heaven forbid I should be indisposed.” Antony’s only response was an expression of irritation and contempt. “Well, what news have you?”


“They rejected your offer. On top of that, I barely escaped with my hide! I traveled northeast for a ways just to make sure I wasn’t being pursued.”


“I know. Word arrived from Rome this morning. The Senate, meaning Cato and Pompey, has stripped me of my command and ordered me back to Rome to stand trial.”


“Trial? For what?”


Caesar chuckled. “War crimes.”


“Since when is winning a war considered a crime? We need to crush these fools.”


Caesar sighed. “I must agree with you. I’ll not have Cato and Pompey deny me what is mine by right. Do you think the men will follow me? They risk condemning themselves if they do.”


“They’ll follow you, general. They owe their lives—past, present, and future—to you. If you don’t prevail, they know Pompey will never give them the lands they’ve earned. Just give the word.”


“Order the men to break camp and prepare to march . . . south.”


Antony grinned wide. “Yes, sir. Oh, one thing. No one kills Cato except me.”


The Thirteenth Legion broke camp and got into formation. The infantry was in the front, followed by the cavalry and the supply train. Caesar and Antony rode at the front. As they approached the Rubicon, Caesar halted his mount. The horse snickered as Caesar stared at the muddy stream in front of him. He stood erect in his saddle, spurred his horse, and it took a few steps into the water. Caesar turned to Antony and said, “The die has been cast.”


Crossing the Rubicon made Caesar a criminal in Rome, but that didn’t mean he had no friends. That night he had dinner with five well-connected Roman politicians. Not everyone was in the Cato/Pompey camp.


[image: image]


In Rome, Brutus was in his villa. Cato and Pompey’s response to Caesar’s proposal was harsh. It was as if they were goading him into invasion. A moment later, Servilia entered. “Thinking about Caesar?”


“Uh, yes Mother, I was. I fear Cato and Pompey have forced his hand. What if Caesar decides to march on Rome? Will they kill Caesar?”


“My son, Caesar is very capable. If they try to kill him, they’ll find it a difficult task.”


“I know you love him, Mother, and so do I. He’s been a father to me. I admire him greatly, but if he marches his army to the gates of the city, I cannot abide that. I would have to side with Pompey and the Senate . . . and the law.”


“I understand. You’re in a difficult position. Whatever happens, remember Caesar has nothing but love and admiration for you.”


As she said this, a servant entered. “Dominus, domina, I apologize for interruption. A courier has arrived with a message for dominus.”


“Send him in.”


A moment later a young man entered. He was out of breath. “Senator.” He handed Brutus a scroll.


Breaking the seal, Brutus read the message. He stared at it for a long minute without speaking. Finally, his mother touched his shoulder. “What is it?”


“Caesar and his legions crossed the Rubicon on the tenth and took the town of Ariminum two days later.”


“What does this mean?”


“We are at war.”


The Senate met that afternoon to discuss the situation. Cato was his usual cantankerous self. “Well, Caesar might as well have nailed himself to the cross. He has declared war on the Republic and must be dealt with accordingly.” Placing his hand on Pompey’s shoulder, he said, “I move that we appoint Pompey Magnus to defend the Republic from these pirates. All in favor?” There was a roar of “ayes.” No one even asked for those opposed. “What do you need from us, Pompey?”


Pompey sat stoically. “Gentlemen, we are in a precarious situation. I have legions, but they are in Spain, and it will take some weeks to bring them here. We have no confirmation as to the size of Caesar’s force, but he had eight legions in Gaul. We must assume he has most of them if not all. We’ve just learned Caesar has taken three more towns on the Flaminian Way. Antony has taken Arretium, so they now control the Cassian Way as well. Rome is effectively cut off from the north.”


Cato asked incredulously, “What are you saying?”


“Our position is untenable. We cannot defend the city. We must take what forces we can and move south. We need to stall for time until my troops arrive from Spain. Then I will meet him on the field of battle and crush him.” His confidence inspired his fellow senators. No one objected to the plan.


Pompey gathered the local troops and headed south to Capua in southern Italy. The aristocratic Optimates—including Brutus, Cassius, Cato, the consuls, and their supporters—followed him. They abandoned Rome to Caesar without a fight. Little did they know Caesar only had one legion. Pompey and his senatorial forces actually numbered some ten legions. By the time Pompey ordered one of his commanders, Domitius, to stop Caesar, two more of Caesar’s legions from Illyricum had arrived on scene along with over thirty-two cohorts of recruits. As each cohort numbered about 480 men, this was equivalent to about three legions. Caesar forced the senatorial army to surrender after a brief siege of Corfinium. He released their commander and the senators with him, and even gave back six million sesterces of captured money for the commander to pay his troops. In return, the three captured legions had to swear allegiance to Caesar before being sent to Sicily.


With the victory, Caesar’s army continued to grow. He had three battle-hardened legions, but his volunteers had swollen to fifty-three cohorts.
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Brutus and Cato called on Pompey in his command tent. He leaned over a table studying the map laid out before him. Cato said, “General, might we have a word?”


“Certainly, gentlemen. Do you speak for the Senate?”


Brutus replied, “As much as any two men could, I suppose. What is our situation? What do you propose we do now?”


“Domitius’s defeat at Corfinium has put us at a disadvantage. We lost three legions. We have no choice but to move south. I’ve already sent for ships to meet us at Brundisium.”


Brutus was surprised. “Brundisium? If we are going meet your legions in Spain, wouldn’t Neapoli be the logical choice?”


“Brundisium is closer. Besides, we’re not going to Spain.”


Cato asked, “Then where are we going?”


“Epirus in Greece. I have allies there with money and legions. We need money as much as we need men. Those provinces are far richer than Spain.”


Brutus asked, “What if Caesar follows?”


“I fully expect him to. In fact I’m counting on it. It will buy us time. He’ll have to arrange transport for his legions, but before he can do that, he has to put Rome in order. All that will take time, time we’ll use to raise funds and more legions. By the time he gets to Greece, his men will be exhausted, and ours will be fresh.”


Brutus wasn’t convinced. “I’m not so sure about this. Caesar is in a very strong position.”


Pompey snorted, “Not as strong as you think. Just yesterday I received a dispatch from him. He proposed that we both sheath our swords and work together like in the old days of our triumvirate. It is the third time he has proposed such a move. He’s desperate.”


“Or generous.”


Pompey scoffed, “Bah. Brutus, you think too highly of Caesar. I refuse to consider any such agreement. I have the Senate and the consuls. We are the legitimate authorities of Rome. I will not let a subordinate dictate terms to me. No, we’ll go to Greece, raise an army, and I’ll destroy him. That is what we will do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an army to transport.”


As they walked away, Brutus asked, “Cato, do you think his course is a sane one? I mean, what Caesar proposed was not that bad considering he has us outmanned and outmaneuvered. If we go to Brundisium and the ships do not arrive, we’ll be trapped on the heel of the Italian boot. Let’s not forget, Caesar has Rome and its treasury. When it comes to raising an army—and paying them—he is in a much stronger position.”


Cato looked concerned but said, “I trust Pompey. He is a great general. He knows what he is doing.”


“For the sake of the Republic, I hope you’re right.”
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As it turns out, Cato was wrong, as was Pompey. Once Pompey and his senatorial allies boarded their ships, Caesar was in sole possession of Italy. Rather than follow them to Greece, Caesar marched west. He laid siege to the city of Massilia (the modern city of Marseille), then under control of the Optimates. Leaving one of his commanders in charge, Caesar took the rest of his army to Spain, where he defeated Pompey’s legions stationed there.


Caesar returned to Rome in December of 49 BCE, where he was appointed dictator. In ancient Rome, dictator was an official title, a magistrate granted full authority to deal with a military emergency or some other specific duty. All the other magistrates were subordinate to him and the tribunes had very limited veto authority over him. Caesar only wanted to be dictator long enough to run for one of the two consul positions. When he won his election for consul, he promptly resigned as dictator after only eleven days.


Pompey was able to rebuild his forces and amassed a navy superior to that of Caesar. Pompey, ever cautious, was weighing his options when Caesar forced his hand by pursuing Pompey into Illyria (modern day Albania). On July 10, 48 BCE, they fought a battle at Dyrrachium. Caesar lost over a thousand of his veteran legionaries and had to retreat. Thinking it was a trap, Pompey didn’t pursue him. Caesar commented, “Today the victory had been the enemy’s, had there been anyone among them to gain it.” Caesar was able to slip away and regroup. In Pompey’s camp, the mood was mixed.


Pompey Magnus was pleased. “We really stung Caesar today. He lost hundreds of his best troops. He was lucky to escape with his skin!”


Brutus nodded. “Yes General, the gods were definitely smiling on us today. Congratulations. I have but one question. Why did you not pursue him aggressively? Why not strike the fatal blow while his troops are bloodied and in disarray?”


“Brutus, I can see why you are a senator and not a general. You’d best leave the military thinking to me.”


Brutus boiled at the man’s arrogance, but the situation called for diplomacy. “You’ll forgive me, general. Of course, I don’t mean to second-guess your decisions. Maybe you could educate me on such things.”


“Certainly, my boy. You see, I know Caesar, probably better than he knows himself. He is a master of the feint. He excels in drawing his opponents into elaborate traps. He did it to the Gaul, Vercingetorix, at Alesia. I’m sure he is out there right now trying to figure out why we didn’t stumble into the snare he set for us.”


“But General, you said it yourself: he lost hundreds of his best troops today. Certainly you’re not suggesting he sacrificed them for bait?”


“I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s as ruthless as he is clever.”


“Whatever the reason, his forces are depleted. It seems now would be the time to force a decisive battle, before he has time to regroup or gather reinforcements. I was talking to Cato and the other senators and they agree that—”


Pompey Magnus was growing impatient with the impertinent young senator. “Posh! What does the Senate know about waging war? Let me do my job without all your second-guessing!”


Brutus shook his head and left. He’d known Caesar his entire life. Pompey was wrong. The two armies shadowed each other for the next month. Pompey was loath to engage Caesar’s troops. Instead, he hoped to hem them in and starve them into submission.


After a month, Pompey became impatient and met Caesar’s forces in Pharsalus. With his future sitting on a knife’s edge, Julius Caesar was still concerned about his young friend and protégé, Brutus. Before the battle, he gathered his officers. “Gentlemen, I expect nothing less than a great victory today. The enemy has underestimated us at their peril. Among their group is Senator Marcus Junius Brutus. My orders to you are that he is not to be injured. If he surrenders himself, you are to take him prisoner and treat him with respect. If he fights capture, leave him alone and do not harm him.”


A centurion asked, “General, are you saying that if he refuses to surrender, we are to let him go?”


“Yes. That is exactly what I am saying. Do you understand?”


The men replied in unison, “Aye, sir.”


After Caesar left, one of the centurions pulled Mark Antony aside. “General Antony, may I ask a question?”


“Certainly.”


Speaking in a low voice, the man asked, “What is it with Caesar and Brutus? Is there more to their . . . relationship?”


Antony smiled. “It’s not like that. Caesar and Brutus’s mother have been lovers for years. There was even talk the old man might actually be Brutus’s father. I don’t believe it, personally, but you never know. For whatever reason, Caesar thinks of Brutus as the son he never had. My suggestion to you is, if you encounter Brutus on your sector of the battlefield, make sure he lives.”


Despite being outnumbered almost two-to-one, Caesar’s confidence was not misplaced. His army scored a massive victory. Pompey’s forces were routed, and Pompey fled the field, leaving his remaining troops to fend for themselves. Caesar’s troops took Pompey’s camp; the old general barely escaped with his life. Caesar’s report indicated he lost only two hundred troops and thirty centurions. Pompey lost over six thousand soldiers, and most of the survivors surrendered. Pompey escaped and headed for Egypt. Brutus was captured.


Caesar was jubilant. He scored a decisive victory over his Optimates rivals. While Pompey, Cato, and others were still on the loose, they were no longer a military threat. As Caesar relaxed in his tent writing his account of the battle, a centurion entered. “General, I have word of Senator Brutus.”


Caesar dropped his pen. “And?”


“He was captured, sir. He is alive and unhurt. He wrote you a letter and asked that I deliver it to you.”


“Give it to me!” The man handed Caesar the parchment. Brutus surrendered himself to Caesar and accepted whatever punishment he saw fit. He also apologized for opposing Caesar, stating that his loyalties were to Rome and the Senate, not to Pompey. “Bring him here immediately!”


Brutus was shown into Caesar’s tent. He was dirty and tired. His legs were muddied to the knees and his tunic smeared with blood. Caesar exclaimed, “Your tunic! Are you all right? I was told you were uninjured!”


Brutus looked down at his clothes. “Oh, that. No. It’s not mine. I was trying to help a wounded centurion when I was captured. You received my letter?”


“Yes, most gracious of you. Please sit. Have some wine and something to eat. You look starved.”


“Thank you, general. You’re most kind.”


“Bah, forget the formalities. I’ve been out of touch with Rome these past few months. Any word on your mother? She’ll be thrilled you’re unhurt.”


Brutus was befuddled by his reception. “Uh, she was well, last I heard from her.” A slave entered the room with a large platter of fresh fruit, cheese, and bread.


Caesar snapped his fingers. “Cipius, fetch a clean tunic for Senator Brutus. Take one from my luggage.” Caesar picked up a grape and popped it in his mouth. “This is from Pompey’s personal kitchen. The grapes are excellent . . . but then you must know that.” He poured a cup of wine and handed it to his confused guest.


“Uh, General . . . excuse me, Caesar. I don’t understand.”


“Brutus, we’re old friends. We shouldn’t let politics get in the way of that. I was only asserting my rights as a citizen, and you’ve apologized for opposing me. It’s all water under the bridge. We need to get back home and put all things in order. I’ll need smart men like you to help me do it.”
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Brutus returned to Rome without penalty for having opposed Caesar. Pompey fled to Egypt expecting help from King Ptolemy XIII, the boy king of Egypt who owed a debt to Pompey for help provided to his father, Ptolemy XII. When Pompey arrived, he was murdered. Pursuing him, Caesar arrived shortly after. He was presented Pompey’s head as a gift. Enraged, Caesar had those involved in Pompey’s murder killed.


Cato escaped as well. Rather than flee to Egypt with Pompey, he left for Africa with former consul, senatorial general, and fellow Optimate Metellus Scipio. Scipio committed suicide after Caesar defeated him at the Battle of Thapsus in North Africa in 46 BCE. Cato wasn’t at the battle, but nearby in Utica. After hearing of Caesar’s victory, he disemboweled himself rather than allow Caesar to pardon him. Upon hearing the news, Caesar said, “Cato, I grudge you your death, as you would have grudged me the preservation of your life.” With the leaders of the senatorial faction dead or surrendered, Caesar was firmly in charge in Rome.
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By March 45 BCE, Caesar’s Civil War was over. Caesar defeated the last of his enemies’ armies, led by Pompey’s son, Gnaeus. Brutus was back in Rome and once again a senator representing the conservative Optimates political faction. Most of the senators who opposed Caesar were back as well. The senatorial military commanders who died were killed in battle like Gnaeus Pompey, committed suicide like Cato, or, like Pompey Magnus, were murdered by people unaffiliated with Caesar. Caesar advocated reconciliation with his enemies rather than punishment. He appointed Brutus governor of Cisalpine Gaul for 47–45 BCE, one of the provinces that made Caesar among the wealthiest men in Rome. Caesar was definitely not settling old scores.


In 46 BCE Caesar was elected to one of two annual Consul of Rome positions, with the other going Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. The next year Caesar was again elected consul; this time it was sine collega, without a colleague. That was against Rome’s constitution, but no one was in a position to argue. Caesar shared his power with no one.


Caesar had three stated goals for his stewardship of Rome. First, he wanted to restore order and end armed resistance. He did this when he defeated Pompey and his allies in the civil war. His other goals were to create a strong central government and blend all the provinces into a single, unitary nation—a Roman Empire. To do this, he needed complete control over the Roman government. He increased his authority and decreased that of other institutions, including the Senate.


Caesar threw extravagant games to celebrate his victories, but afterward got to work on reforms. He ordered a census, which saved the government money by reducing the grain dole. He declared that jurors should come only from Senate and equestrian ranks. He passed a law restricting the purchases of luxury goods. Recognizing that Italy needed to be repopulated, he subsidized families for having many children. He enacted term limits for governors and restructured debts, which eliminated about a quarter of all debt. While the Optimates boiled, the common folk were ecstatic.


His biggest reform was the calendar. Rome used a lunar-based calendar, which was not very practical, especially for farmers trying to determine when to plant their crops. When he was in Egypt, Caesar was introduced to a solar-based calendar, which he then adopted for Rome. He set the length of a year to 365.25 days, with a leap day added to February every four years, and added two months. This is the same system we use today, and it is why the month of July is named in honor of Julius Caesar.


Caesar was aligned with the Populares political faction, which supported the plebeians—the common people. To push through his agenda, he had to contend with the elitist Optimates, which included Brutus and Cassius. Since entering Rome in 49 BCE, he steadily chipped away at the authority of those who opposed him. In 48 BCE he was given permanent tribunician authority that allowed him to veto the Senate. On the rare occasion someone challenged him, they were removed from office. In 47 BCE he used his power as censor to appoint scores of new senators. These new senators were aligned with him and the Populares movement, which diluted influence and prestige of the aristocratic Optimates.


In 48 BCE Julius Caesar was appointed dictator for a year, ostensibly to settle the dynastic succession issues in Egypt between Caesar’s lover Cleopatra and her brother, Ptolomy XIII. Two years later he was appointed dictator again, only this time for a period of ten years. His ability to act unilaterally with no check on his authority was becoming an issue for the Senate, especially the older, established Optimates faction. In late 46 BCE Cleopatra came to Rome, where she was feted and put up in Caesar’s villa. By late 45 BCE Caesar was preparing for another war. This time it was against the Parthian Empire, which spanned modern-day Iraq and Iran. Since such a war would take him away from Rome for a long time, he passed a law that authorized him to appoint all magistrates, consuls, and tribunes. They would no longer be representatives of the people; they would be representatives of Julius Caesar.


[image: image]


Brutus’s term as governor of Cisalpine Gaul ended in 45 BCE. Upon his return to Rome, Caesar nominated him for the position of praetor urbanus, or urban praetor, for the following year. The urban praetor presided over civil cases between citizens, defended the city if attacked, and in the absence of the consuls, was the senior magistrate in the city.


Despite the honor Caesar bestowed on him, Brutus was still torn over their relationship. Caesar had always been generous with Brutus, even after he sided with Caesar’s enemies during the civil war. Maybe the rumors that Caesar was his real father were true. Maybe it was Caesar’s yearslong affair with Brutus’s mother, Servilia. Brutus simply could not reconcile his affection for Caesar with the man’s increasingly tyrannical actions.


As Brutus sat at his desk, Servilia entered the room. “You look deep in thought, my son.”


“I am. I’m in a quandary.”


“Oh? About what?”


“Caesar. He has seen fit to nominate me for urban praetor. And if Caesar wills it, it will be done.”


Her mood changed instantly. Though she and Caesar had been lovers for many years, they’d recently had a falling out. Upon his return to Rome, he refused to divorce his wife, Calpurnia. Then Cleopatra showed up in late 46 BCE and moved into his villa. Rumors were swirling that the son the Egyptian queen left behind in Alexandria was Caesar’s. She even named him Caesarian. “That man is a disgrace. He brought that Egyptian whore to Rome and moved her into his villa. His wife is humiliated. I’m surprised Cleopatra didn’t drag along that little bastard son of hers.”


Brutus suppressed a smirk. This was a sore subject for his mother. “Uh, that ‘whore’ is the Queen of Egypt and the ruler of one of our most important client states. Chances are, the bread you ate this morning was from wheat grown along the Nile.”


“Be that as it may, it is an affront to Calpurnia.”


“Would this be the same Calpurnia whose husband you slept with for years and asked him to divorce so he could marry you?”


“Don’t you dare disrespect me! I’ve known Caesar longer than her. Longer than almost anyone!”


“I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just—” Brutus was relieved when a servant meekly entered the room. Oh, thank god. “Yes, what is it?”


“Excuse me, dominus, but your brother-in-law, Senator Cassius, is here.”


Jumping up, Brutus said, “Show him in.”


Servilia just shot him a dirty look. Cassius walked in and turned to make sure the servant left before he spoke. “I suppose you’ve heard the news?”


“Depends. What news are you referring to?”


“Caesar, of course.”


“Of course. What is it now?”


“He is setting himself up to be declared king, that’s what.”


“Does this have to do with him not standing when he received the senatorial delegation at the Temple of Venus Genetrix?”


“They were bestowing great honors on him and he laughed in their faces! That’s unconscionable! He has a total disdain for the Senate. But no.”


“So, are you talking about the diadem tribunes Marullus and Flavus claim they found on Caesar’s statue in the Forum? A crown on a statue does not a king make. Besides, anyone could have put that there just to smear him.”


Cassius was growing frustrated. “Or he put it there to test the waters before declaring himself king. You think I’m overreacting, but the other day he was riding on the Appian Way and the crowd called him rex. They called him ‘king!’ He did nothing to correct them. He said, ‘I am not rex, but Caesar.’”


“If that’s not a correction . . .”


Cassius ignored Brutus’s comment. “When Marullus and Flavus had the man who first shouted ‘rex’ arrested, Caesar accused them of stirring up trouble.”


Returning to the papers on his desk, Brutus mumbled, “A fair assessment, I’d say.”


“Caesar has revoked their tribuneships and their membership in the Senate! The man is out of control.”


Brutus now looked Cassius in the eye. “That was an extreme response, I’ll grant you. It’s not right for him to simply remove senators with whom he disagrees.”


“He’s been doing it for years! Get your head out of the sand. You need to put aside your personal affection and recognize the man is a tyrant!”


“Cassius, you need to calm down. I do not agree with him on most things but the plebes love him. They will side with him in any conflict. So what were you referring to when you first walked in?”


“At the festival of Lupercalia, Mark Antony climbed on the Rostra and placed a diadem on Caesar’s head and said, ‘The people give this to you through me.’ When the crowd was mostly quiet, Caesar took it off but Antony put it back.”


Now interested, Brutus asked, “What happened then?”


“The crowd’s response was still not positive, so Caesar took it off and set it aside. He said, ‘Jupiter alone of the Romans is king.’ The crowd cheered this, but I swear the man is trying that crown on for size. He wants to be king. He must be stopped.”


Brutus smirked, “What do you propose? Murder him?”


“Yes.”


Brutus lowered his voice. “Just speaking such things could get you crucified.”


“How many indignities must Rome suffer before you’ll act?”


“Apparently, at least one more.” He leaned back. “I sided with Pompey and Cato against him and instead of killing me or forcing me into exile, he made me the governor of Cisalpine Gaul. He has been nothing but generous to me. I will not contemplate doing him harm.”


“Well, if one more is what you require, I have it.”


Brutus was confounded and more than a little scared. “What? What has he done?”


Cassius took a deep breath. “He has declared himself dictator perpetuo, dictator for life.”


Brutus gasped. “Oh, good god. A king by any other name is still a king. You’re right. We must stop him.”


[image: image]


The plot against Caesar came together quickly. With Caesar’s longtime friend Brutus as the face of conspiracy, others quickly joined, but the leaders were careful whom they selected. Since the death of Cato, Marcus Tullius Ciciero was probably the most influential senator and member of the Optimates faction. He was a prolific writer, scholar, and philosopher as well as a skilled orator. He supported Pompey in the recent civil war but was cautious. He fled the city but made a concerted effort not to alienate Caesar. After the Battle of Pharsalus, he pragmatically declined to take command of the remnants of Pompey’s army and continue the war. As a result, the victorious Caesar pardoned him. While the conspirators were certain of his moral support, they felt his excess of caution could be a fatal delay in a plot that required swift action. Cicero was excluded.


One of the first men they approached was Quintus Antistius Labeo, a noted legal scholar. Brutus asked, “Labeo, is it wise for a man to put himself in danger if it means overcoming evil or foolish men?”


When Labeo responded “Yes,” Brutus had him.


On March 7, 44 BCE, Labeo and Cassius then approached Decimus Junius Brutus, a distant cousin of Marcus Brutus. He was a general and politician who supported Caesar during the Gallic Wars and the war against Pompey. Caesar had appointed Decimus praetor peregrinus, a judge who administers justice among foreigners. Despite his closeness to Caesar (he was Caesar’s second heir in his will), he too was disturbed by Caesar’s efforts to consolidate all power.


Another recruit was Gaius Trebonius, one of Caesar’s trusted generals and the man who secured northern Gaul while Caesar marched on Rome in 49 BCE. Caesar appointed him consul in October 45 BCE to complete the term of the previous consul who died. Trebonius called Caesar out for disrespecting the senatorial delegation at the Temple of Venus Genetrix, and Caesar was none too pleased. Cicero later wrote that Trebonius preferred the liberty of Romans over his friendship with Caesar.


Lucius Tillius Cimber was an ambitious Roman senator who joined the plot despite his recent appointment by Caesar as governor of the lucrative provinces of Bithynia and Pontus on the southern coast of the Black Sea. Another disgruntled acolyte convinced to betray Caesar was Lucius Minucius Basilus, who served Caesar in Gaul. He was angry that, after his term as praetor, Caesar did not give him a province to govern.


The brothers Gaius and Publius Servilius Casca also sided with Brutus. Their family was loyal to Caesar, and Publius was a tribune of the Plebes. Their motives for joining the plot are not known. Pontius Aquila also served as tribune of the Plebes in 45 BCE. He and Caesar were feuding ever since Aquila refused to stand as Caesar’s procession passed by during one of his triumphs. An irritated Caesar shouted, “Come then Aquila, take back the Republic from me, you tribune!” For the next several days, Caesar wouldn’t make a decision without adding, “That is, if Pontius Aquila will allow me.”


The conspirators considered approaching Caesar’s trusted subordinate, Mark Antony. Someone suggested, “We could approach Antony. He is seen as Caesar’s loyal man, but there is tension there. He owes his very existence to Caesar but he does not think so. He is a very ambitious man.”


Another added, “As consul, Antony would become the most powerful man in Rome should something befall Caesar. That would certainly appeal to him.” Many voices echoed this assessment.


Brutus and Cassius looked at each other. Cassius commented, “It would certainly simplify things. He could definitely keep the army in check, and no general would dare challenge him. Okay, who should do it? Who should talk to him?”


Before anyone could step forward, Trebonius spoke up. “That would not be a good idea.”


Brutus asked, “Why not?”


“I approached Antony last year. There was another plot to get rid of Caesar. I will not name names, but it was being seriously considered. I asked Antony if he would consider joining the plot; he turned me down flat. That said, I assume he never told Caesar.”


Cassius asked, “How can you be so sure?”


“I’m still breathing.”


“Ah.”


Brutus said, “Well, I’d say that precludes Antony.”


Aquilla asked, “But what to do about him? He is consul and very popular with the army. If he isn’t going to be part of our conspiracy, he is a potential impediment to it. You said it yourself, he would become the most powerful man in Rome, and he’ll not be happy with us for killing his patron. He’ll have to die too.”


This issue created a rift among the men. Quintus Labeo spoke for the Optimates. “If we want to return to the days of the Republic, the days before Caesar, logic would dictate that we eliminate not just Caesar but all his men, and we rescind all his reforms.”


Basilus objected. “I have no quarrel with Caesar’s men. I fought with many of them. They should not be punished for his crimes. I also take issue with rolling back his reforms. They are very popular with the people, and we’ll need their support.” The other men who served under Caesar supported Basilus’s position. He added, “I do agree, however, that Antony needs to die. He’s too loyal and too powerful. If the army sides with him, and I think they will, he’ll be uncontrollable.”


Everyone nodded in agreement except Brutus who, in effect, saved Antony’s life. “Gentlemen, we should only kill Caesar and no one else.”


Cassius asked, “And why is that?”


“Killing a tyrant like Caesar is in accordance with principles of justice and the law. To kill Antony or any of his supporters would be viewed by the people as a political purge, revenge by Pompey’s supporters. By preserving Caesar’s popular reforms, we’ll retain the support of the people and the army. To do otherwise, we risk losing the city moments after we save it.”


Cassius and Labeo contemplated what he said. Labeo agreed. “Brutus is right. We need to be seen as stopping a tyrant. Even Caesar’s supporters have been given pause by his recent ambitions. If we limit our action to him and him alone, they will see it as what it is—tyrannicide, not unlike what Brutus’s distinguished ancestors did when they overthrew Tarquinius Superbus more than four centuries ago.”


Brutus asked the group, “Then it’s decided?” The others nodded in assent.


The men began seriously plotting Caesar’s assassination. They knew if he found out, he would have them killed. For that reason, they limited the number of people who knew of their plan. They only met in small groups in their homes, never in the Senate or any other public building. Despite their precautions, there were rumors in Rome that a plot against the dictator was afoot. They needed to act before details got out and they were undone.


Several ideas were floated. They agreed the murder should be public to have maximum impact. Someone suggested they kill him as he walked on the Via Sacra, the most important street in the city. Another offered they might throw him from a bridge to assassins waiting in the water below. An attack at a gladiatorial game was recommended, noting armed men would not be out of place.


Finally, someone brought up an inconvenient fact. “Caesar may not have bodyguards, but he has asked his friends to protect him in public. These ‘friends’ usually include some capable former soldiers who are rather . . . intimidating. We’re not young men, and most of us have limited combat experience. To engage these men might lead to our deaths, not Caesar’s.”


Tillius Cimber spoke, “The one place these ‘friends’ are not allowed is the Senate. Only senators are allowed in Senate chambers. Doing it there would send a message to the people that the Senate removed the tyrant.”


Cassius smiled. “I like it. We have the where. Now we need the when, and it needs to be soon. Caesar is scheduled to depart Rome on March 18 for his military campaign against the Parthians.”


Brutus shrugged. “The last meeting of the Senate before his departure is on March 15.”


Gaius Casca said, “Then it will be the Ides of March. The day of Rome’s liberation.”
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The Ides of March was a deadline used to settle debts, and the entire Senate would meet. The Forum, where senators usually gathered, was being renovated, so they met at the Senate House of Pompey, a part of the Theater of Pompey completed some nine years before. The main theater was hosting gladiatorial games, and Decimus Brutus, who owned a stable of gladiators, stationed some of them in the portico. If a battle broke out, the gladiators would protect the conspirators. They could also block the entrance of the Senate House to prevent anyone coming to Caesar’s aid.


They waited impatiently for Caesar to arrive, but he was late. The night before, his wife, Calpurnia, had a nightmare in which he was murdered. This came on top of a warning days earlier from a seer named Spurinna. He told Caesar to “beware the Ides of March.” Calpurnia begged him not to go to the Senate and, while not superstitious, he decided to acquiesce. He sent Mark Antony to dismiss the Senate. After Brutus and the others learned of this, Decimus Brutus went to Caesar’s home to change his mind. When he learned why Caesar chose not to go, Decimus teased him. “What do you say, Caesar? Will someone of your stature pay attention to a woman’s dreams and the omens of foolish men?” Embarrassed, Caesar changed his mind.


As Caesar walked to the Senate with Antony, he encountered the seer and called out to him good-naturedly, “Well, the Ides of March have come!” Spurinna replied, “Aye, the Ides have come but they are not yet gone.” As they walked up the steps to the Senate House, Trebonius intercepted Antony. “Excuse me, Tribune. Might I have a brief word?”


Caesar walked in alone toward his chair. As he was about to sit, Lucius Tillius Cimber presented him with a petition asking that his brother be allowed to return from exile. The other plotters gathered around to vocalize their support for the petition. Caesar had no time for such nonsense and waved Cimber away. When he did, Cimber grabbed his shoulder and pulled down his toga. Caesar was irked and snapped, “Why, this is violence!” Publius Casca pulled his dagger and stabbed at Caesar’s neck but the dictator turned quickly and grabbed Casca’s arm. Caesar was shocked. “Casca, you villain, what are you doing?”


Publius panicked. He yelled to Gaius, “Help, brother!”
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Death of Caesar by Vincenzo Camuccini (1804)


Seconds later, Brutus and the rest of the conspirators descended on Caesar, stabbing him repeatedly. Caesar spun from his assailants and tried to run, but blinded by the blood in his eyes, he tripped and fell to the floor while they kept stabbing. Caesar was shocked Brutus was one of his attackers. “Et tu, Bruté?” (“You too, Brutus?”) Consigned to his fate, he covered his head with his toga. He was stabbed twenty-three times, but there was only one fatal wound—a thrust to his chest that pierced his aorta. He bled to death on the floor of the Senate House.


Brutus, his dagger still in his hand, stood to address the Senate, the vast majority of which were not party to the conspiracy. He never got to speak. The unwitting senators fled the building in a panic. Brutus and the other conspirators decided to march through the city shouting, “People of Rome, we are once again free!” They were met with dead silence—not the reception they expected. Fearing they’d grossly misjudged the situation, the conspirators fled. Meanwhile, Caesar’s body lay in a bloody heap on the marble floor of the Senate House. After a few hours, three slaves loaded his corpse on a litter and carried it to his house.
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The reaction to Caesar’s assassination was swift. The public was outraged. A wax statue of Caesar—complete with twenty-three stab wounds—was erected in the forum. A mob started a fire that damaged the Forum and destroyed nearby buildings. Antony, detained by Trebonius, had been outside during the assassination. He immediately fled, assuming his life was in danger too. Two days later, after determining his head was not on the chopping block, Antony called a meeting of the Senate and hammered out a compromise whereby the assassins would not be punished in exchange for all of Caesar’s appointments remaining valid.


Antony took full political advantage of the public outrage over Caesar’s murder. He stirred up the plebes to the point that, though officially pardoned, most of the conspirators fled Rome in fear of their safety. Brutus moved to Crete and Decimus Brutus left for Cisalpine Gaul to take up his governorship. Antony directed the public animus against all the Optimates with an eye toward taking over the city for himself. As consul and Caesar’s top subordinate, he was the obvious choice to rule Rome. But Caesar himself threw a monkey wrench into Antony’s grand plans—from the grave.


Caesar, with no legitimate children of his own, named his great nephew, eighteen-year-old Gaius Octavius, a.k.a. Octavian, his heir. Young Octavian instantly became one of the richest citizens of the Republic. In addition, Caesar adopted the young man posthumously. With the adoption came Caesar’s name and Octavian became Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus, the son of Caesar. As Caesar’s son, he also inherited the loyalty of the plebes.
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Gaius Octavius, Octavian—later Caesar Augustus


The great orator, Cicero, became the de facto head of the Senate. He was not directly involved in the assassination, although he did support its objectives. In the wake of Caesar’s death, Cicero and Antony were the two most important men in Rome. They were also on opposite sides of the political spectrum, and they hated each other. Antony made a number of missteps that turned public opinion against him. When his consulship expired, he passed legislation naming him governor of Cisalpine Gaul—a position already occupied by Decimus Brutus, one of the assassins. He’d have to fight for his seat.
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Marcus Tullius Cicero


Octavian, it turned out, had considerable political skills of his own. While Antony fought Decimus Brutus for Cisalpine Gaul, young Octavian consolidated and strengthened his position in Rome. He also raised a private army, funded with his dead father’s money. Cicero and the other senior men of the Senate assumed the tyro would be easy to manipulate. Cicero had him admitted to the Senate in January 43 BCE and tried to play Antony and Octavian off one another. Fighting soon broke out between Antony and Decimus. When Antony ignored the Senate’s order to cease hostilities, Octavian and the two new consuls of Rome took Octavian’s army to fight Antony. Octavian’s forces won, and Antony fled into Transalpine Gaul, but both consuls died in the battle, leaving Octavian in sole charge of the army and with sole credit for the victory.


The Senate tried to give Decimus Brutus command of Octavian’s legions but Octavian wasn’t having it. He sent emissaries to Rome to demand that he and a relative be elected consuls. When the Senate refused, he marched on Rome with eight legions. On August 19, 43 BCE, a little more than a month shy of his twentieth birthday, Octavian was sworn in as consul of Rome. He was the most powerful man in the empire. One of his first moves was to rescind Antony’s pardon for Caesar’s killers. He declared them murderers and enemies of the state.


Cicero thought he could handle young Octavian, but he misjudged badly. When Antony combined forces with Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, one of Caesar’s closest allies, the Senate sent Octavian to confront them. But instead of fighting, Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus formed a partnership—the Second Triumvirate. Its goal was the destruction of Brutus, Cassius, and the other assassins who now called themselves the Liberators or simply the Republicans. Since fleeing Rome after the assassination, the Liberators had taken control of all the eastern provinces from Greece to Syria. The triumvirate now wanted to secure control of the entire Roman Empire and avenge Caesar’s murder.


Whereas Caesar tried to reconcile with his enemies after the civil war, the Second Triumvirate wanted none of it. They opted instead for proscriptions. They went after the conspirators, their supporters, and their families. Men were killed, families exiled, and estates seized and sold to fund more legions. Upwards of three hundred senators and two thousand equestrians were proscribed.


Old political enemies were also added to the lists. Lepidus proscribed his own brother and Antony his uncle. However, Cicero sat at the top of Antony’s proscription list and Octavian did nothing to spare his old ally. Forced into hiding and hunted for months, Cicero was finally captured and executed by two of Antony’s soldiers. On Antony’s orders, Cicero’s hands were severed and his head chopped off. His hands were nailed to the doors of the Forum and his head put on display.


On January 1, 43 BCE, Julius Caesar was formally recognized by the Senate as Divus Julius, a divinity of the Roman state. This also made Octavian Divi Filius, “Son of the Divine,” a convenient title for a man with political ambitions. Octavian and Antony set sail for Greece with twenty-eight legions to face the armies of Brutus and Cassius.


The two armies met in Greece and fought two battles in Macedonia at Philippi. The engagements were fought on a grand scale with each side fielding over one hundred thousand men. In the first battle on October 3, Brutus drove back Octavian’s forces, while Antony got the better of Cassius. The battlefield was large and dusty, so one side could not see what was happening on the other. Cassius mistakenly believed Brutus was routed and the battle was lost. He had a servant kill him with a sword rather than be captured. Both armies reformed, but the loss of Cassius was devastating. Brutus was not as skilled a commander as his now dead brother-in-law.


The loss of Cassius also hurt morale among the Republican troops, and after three weeks of maneuvering, Brutus’s army was starting to falter. Octavian and Antony’s forces kept stretching the line, and Brutus’s front got thinner and thinner. When his allies started deserting, he had to fight. On October 23, 42 BCE, the battle came, an extremely bloody, close-combat affair with thousands killed. The center of the Republican line failed, and Brutus was routed. He fled to the hills with only four of his seventeen legions. Defeated, he refused to be captured. He resigned himself to suicide, but not before calling down a curse on Antony, saying, “Forget not, Zeus, the author of all these crimes.” He then had two of his men hold his sword while he ran onto it. His last words were, “By all means must we fly; not with our feet, however, but with our hands.” When Antony’s men recovered Brutus’s body, he had it wrapped in Antony’s most expensive purple cloak as a sign of respect. Antony did not forget that it was Brutus who had argued against his death when plotting Caesar’s murder. His body was cremated and his ashes sent to his mother. Upon learning of his death, his wife committed suicide. The Republic of Rome died with Brutus just as it was born with his ancestor.


Aftermath


After the Battles of Philippi, Lepidus was marginalized, and Octavian and Antony essentially split the empire between them as their alliance grew strained over time. Antony took up with Cleopatra, and when he declared their children to be kings of Roman provinces, hostilities broke out between Antony and Octavian. After a prolonged war, Octavian was victorious when his troops defeated the combined forces of Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 BCE. The following year he invaded Egypt, and with nowhere left to go, Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide in 30 BCE, leaving Octavian the sole ruler of the Roman Empire at the age of thirty-three.


For the next three years, he worked to stabilize the chaotic empire. In 27 BCE, Octavian became consul. He publicly returned power to the Senate and relinquished his control of the provinces and their armies, although no one doubted that Octavian and Octavian alone was in charge. It was the start of the principate, the reign of a single emperor, and it would last for 311 years. Octavian became the first emperor and changed his name to Caesar Augustus. He ruled Rome for the next forty years, and when he died he was replaced by another emperor, his adopted son Tiberius. The conspirators’ actions and Caesar’s assassination had been for naught.


Like the Senate, the conspirators and their supporters did not fare well in the aftermath of Caesar’s assassination. Cassius and Brutus both committed suicide after being defeated in battle. But what of the others?


Quintus Antistius Labeo, the legal scholar brought in to the conspiracy early, was present at the Battle of Philippi on Brutus’s side. After the defeat, he was unwilling to survive Brutus. Inside his tent, Labeo dug a hole the length of his body. He calmly settled his affairs, and sent messages to his wife and children. He took the hand of his most faithful slave and turned him round—a part of the ceremony by which a slave was freed. Labeo gave the now ex-slave his sword and presented his throat. The ex-slave killed his master and buried him in the hole he had dug.


Decimus Junius Brutus was initially made governor of Cisalpine Gaul. With Cicero’s support he crossed the Alps to join Lucius Munatius Plancus in the war against Antony, but when Plancus switched sides, Decimus Brutus was forced to flee. He attempted to join his cousin, Marcus Brutus, and Cassius in Macedonia but was executed en route by a Gallic chief loyal to Mark Antony.


Gaius Trebonius was nominated by Caesar for the post of proconsul for Asia and immediately left for the province after the assassination. There, he raised money and troops for Brutus and Cassius. He was captured in Syria by Publius Cornelius Dolabella, one of Antony’s allies. In January 43 BCE, Dolabella put Trebonius on trial for treason. He was found guilty, tortured, and beheaded.


After Caesar’s death, Lucius Tillius Cimber left for Bithynia to raise a fleet in support Brutus and Cassius. He was last heard of shortly before the Battle of Philippi and was presumed killed during the fighting.


Lucius Minucius Basilus was killed in 43 BCE by some of his own slaves whom he had punished by mutilation. Brothers Gaius and Publius Servilius Casca committed suicide after Battle of Philippi. Pontius Aquila died in battle in 43 BCE fighting Antony at Mutina.


The Roman Senate never regained the power and influence it had during the Republic. As for Julius Caesar, his name became synonymous with king for centuries afterward and in many languages. The royal titles of tsar, kaiser, and many others are based on his name. To this day, our calendar is called the Julian Calendar, and the months of July and August were named after him and his adopted son, Augustus Caesar. He was immortalized like no man before or since. In contrast, the name Brutus, like Judas, became synonymous with villainy and treason.
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