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INTRODUCTION
◆
The empire that changed the world
Read this sentence aloud and listen to the words: “I went by the calendar, passed a senator and July, paid in cash, read the novel and went home to the republic.”
Nearly every second word in it comes from Rome.
The calendar by which we count the days. The months July and August, named after two Romans. The word “senate,” which still stands above legislative chambers around the world. “Republic,” “citizen,” the very idea of written law. Even the alphabet this book is written in is the Latin alphabet of Rome. An empire that fell fifteen centuries ago still speaks through your mouth every day — and you don’t even hear it.
That’s the first thing to feel about Rome. It isn’t a chapter in a history textbook, closed and finished. It’s the foundation on which the Western world is built — so deep in the footings that we’ve stopped noticing it.
How one city became a world
But here is what makes Rome’s story almost unbelievable.
Rome didn’t begin as an empire. It began as nothing — a small settlement of huts on a few hills beside a river in Italy, one of dozens of similar little towns, nothing special. There was no sign that this one in particular would conquer the known world. And yet, over centuries, that little town grew, swallowed its neighbors, then the whole of Italy, then the Mediterranean, until one day it ruled a world stretching from rainy Britain to the deserts of Egypt, from the shores of the Atlantic to the rivers of the Near East. Millions of people, dozens of nations, one law, one road, one name: Rome.
How? How did an ordinary little town become the most enduring empire the West has known?
That’s the question driving the whole book. And the answer, you’ll see, isn’t “luck” and isn’t “cruelty.” Other cities had both luck and cruelty, and vanished. Rome had something else — something we’ll meet again and again: the ability to organize. To build roads, to write laws, to structure armies, to govern what it had conquered, to absorb the defeated instead of simply slaughtering them. Rome won with the sword — but held what it won through organization. And that is exactly what made it eternal.
REMEMBER
Rome didn’t conquer the world by force alone. It conquered it through organization — roads, laws, an army, and the skill to govern what it had taken. The sword conquered. Order held.
Why we still haven’t stopped talking about Rome
Many empires have vanished. Why is it Rome in particular that won’t let us go?
Because Rome is a mirror. In it we see everything that moves people to this day: a rise from nothing to the summit; splendor and power; brilliant rulers and deranged tyrants; blood in the arena and wisdom in philosophy; and finally the slow, inexorable decline that frightens every great power, because it raises the question “if Rome fell, what awaits us?” The history of Rome is the history of power itself — how it’s won, how it’s held and how it’s lost. That’s why every subsequent empire looked at itself in that mirror, why every subsequent ruler wanted to be the new Caesar, and why we’re still studying it.
CAUTION
Much of what we “know” about Rome comes from films and television — orgies, mad emperors, doomed gladiators. Some of it is true. Much of it is decoration. In this book we’ll separate the real Rome from the cinema, carefully.
A short map in time
Before we set off, here’s a compass. Don’t memorize the dates — you only need a feel for the order of things. Roman history passes through four great eras:
	The Kingdom (from about 753 BC) — by tradition Rome is founded and at first ruled by kings.
	The Republic (from about 509 BC) — the Romans drive out the kings and introduce power without a single master: a senate, elected magistrates, assemblies. In this era Rome conquers the Mediterranean.
	The Empire (from about 27 BC) — after a century of civil wars, Augustus becomes the first emperor. Rome’s most brilliant and most famous era begins.
	The Fall (AD 476) — the Western Roman Empire collapses under the pressure of invaders. Its eastern half, however, will live on for another thousand years.

From a few huts on a hill to ruler of the world and back to ruins — about twelve hundred years. That’s the book in one sentence.
CURIOUS
When we say that “Rome fell in 476,” we’re speaking only of the western half. The eastern part, with its capital at Constantinople, went on existing as the Roman Empire for almost another thousand years — its inhabitants called themselves “Romans” right up to the fifteenth century. In a sense Rome outlived its own fall by an entire millennium.
What you’ll learn in this book
This book won’t make you a historian. Its aim is different: in about ninety minutes, to give you a clear, connected picture of the most influential empire in history — how it was born, how it grew, how it lived, why it fell and what it left to us.
We’ll follow the road from the legend of Romulus and Remus to the iron republic that conquered a world. We’ll stand among the legions and in the Senate. We’ll meet Hannibal with his elephants and Caesar on the bank of the Rubicon. We’ll enter the noisy city of a million people, the bloody arena of the Colosseum, the palaces of great emperors and deranged tyrants. We’ll watch the giant slowly weaken and fall — and finally we’ll discover how much of Rome never actually went away.
And throughout we’ll hold on to one thread: separating what we genuinely know from what the cinema has made us believe.
We begin where the Romans themselves begin — not with a fact but with a legend. With two brothers, a she-wolf and a city that would conquer the world.
FIRST PART
◆
THE BIRTH OF ROME
Chapter 1
◆
From legend to state
Every great city has a story about how it came into being. Rome has two.
One is a tale of gods, twins and a she-wolf — bloody, dramatic, impossible. The other is quieter, slower, far more ordinary: how a few villages on the muddy hills beside a river gradually merged into a city. The first the Romans told with pride. The second is the one archaeologists are slowly digging out of the ground.
Both deserve to be heard — because the difference between them is the very substance of this book.
The she-wolf and the brothers
Let’s begin with the legend, because the Romans began with it.
According to the tale, everything starts with two twin brothers, Romulus and Remus — descendants of gods and heroes, their line reaching back to a Trojan prince. As babies they were abandoned by the river Tiber, condemned to death by a usurper who feared they would take his throne. But they didn’t die. A she-wolf found them — a wild animal that, instead of tearing them apart, suckled them. Then a simple shepherd raised them.
Grown, the brothers decided to found a city on the spot where the she-wolf had saved them. And here the legend turns dark. The two quarreled — over which hill, over whose name, over who would rule. The quarrel grew into violence, and Romulus killed his own brother Remus. Left alone, he founded the city, gave it his own name — Roma, Rome — and became its first king.
Pause on that for a moment. The greatest city of antiquity told a story about itself that begins with fratricide. It didn’t hide it — it was proud of it.
CURIOUS
The image of the she-wolf suckling the two babies became the symbol of Rome for millennia — and stands as the city’s emblem to this day. An empire that conquered the world with discipline and law chose for its badge not an eagle or a lion but a wild animal that saved two abandoned twins. Rome never forgot that it began from nothing.
What we actually know
Now the other story. The less thrilling one, but the truer.
No she-wolf, of course, suckled anyone. Romulus and Remus almost certainly never existed — they’re a legend, invented much later to give Rome a noble, heroic origin. The truth is more earthly: on those hills beside the Tiber people really did live, in simple villages, centuries before there was any “Rome.” Over time those communities grew, merged, walled themselves in, and somewhere around the traditional date — about 753 BC — a real city took shape out of them.
Why here in particular? Because of the place. The hills were easy to defend. The river gave water and a road to the sea. And the ford across the Tiber made the settlement a natural crossroads for trade. Rome wasn’t founded by magic. It was founded where geography made it profitable — exactly as Egypt was born of the Nile (described in 90 Minutes on Ancient Egypt). Great things almost always stand on very ordinary advantages.
CAUTION
When a people tells you about its “founder” — one hero, one day, one decision — you’re almost always listening to legend, not history. Real cities and states aren’t born in an instant from one man. They grow slowly, out of many people whose names nobody recorded. Beware tidy stories about beginnings.
The seven kings
After the legendary Romulus, tradition lists further rulers — seven kings in all, who governed Rome in its earliest era.
Here again we have to be cautious: these seven are half history, half legend, and even their number is too tidy to be entirely real. But the tales about them carry a grain of truth — they describe how Rome slowly turned from a settlement into an organized community. Different kings are credited with different “firsts”: the first laws and religious rites, the first fortifications, the first public buildings, the expansion of the city. Whether or not one particular king did one particular thing, the message is accurate: early Rome was slowly acquiring institutions, order, shape.
And then, according to the story, things went wrong.
How the Romans came to hate the word “king”
The last kings, tradition says, were Etruscans — from a neighboring, more developed people to the north — and the last of them was a tyrant. Arrogant, cruel, contemptuous of the law. His name has remained in history with the epithet “the Proud.” The cup overflowed after a particularly outrageous act of violence committed by the royal family, and the Romans rose. They drove out the king, destroyed the very idea of one-man rule and swore something simple and furious: never again a king.
This happened, by tradition, around 509 BC — and it was one of the most important moments in all of Roman history. Because in place of the king the Romans created something new: a republic. A state without a master. Power that belongs not to one man but is shared, distributed and limited.
The hatred of the word “king” — rex in Latin — became so deep that it would last for centuries. Even when Rome one day had sole rulers again, the emperors carefully avoided calling themselves “kings.” The wound left by the Proud never healed.
REMEMBER
Rome didn’t become great overnight. It grew slowly — from villages to a city, from kings to a republic — across centuries of development. And its hatred of tyrants gave birth to something new: a state without a master.
The takeaway
So Rome has two stories about its birth. One — of a she-wolf and a fratricide — is the myth the Romans loved. The other — of villages slowly merging at a profitable crossroads — is the truth the ground tells. As readers we’ll keep the two apart: we’ll enjoy the legend, but we won’t mistake it for fact.
If you’re to leave with one thing from this chapter: great powers don’t fall from the sky ready-made. Rome began as nothing special — a handful of huts on muddy hills — and became a world thanks not to destiny but to centuries of slow building. And its first great step was to throw out the king and try something new.
That “something new” — the republic — turned out to be a machine such as the world had never seen. In the next chapter we’ll see exactly how it worked, and why it in particular turned little Rome into the conqueror of the Mediterranean.
EPUB/images/cover.jpg
=(90) 90 MINUTES ON

SERASTIAN NORTH





EPUB/nav.xhtml
Contents

		INTRODUCTION — The empire that changed the world

		FIRST PART — THE BIRTH OF ROME

		Chapter 1 — From legend to state

		Chapter 2 — The Republic: the machine for conquest

		Chapter 3 — The army that conquered the world

		Chapter 4 — How Rome conquered the Mediterranean

		Chapter 5 — Julius Caesar

		Chapter 6 — The birth of the Empire

		SECOND PART — THE ZENITH

		Chapter 7 — Life in Rome

		Chapter 8 — The Colosseum and the gladiators

		Chapter 9 — Emperors: geniuses and mad rulers

		Chapter 10 — The secrets of Roman success

		THIRD PART — THE DECLINE AND THE LEGACY

		Chapter 11 — The decline and fall of the Western Empire

		Chapter 12 — The legacy of Rome

		Chapter 13 — The greatest myths about Rome

		CONCLUSION — Why Rome never disappeared

		IN CLOSING — Ten things to remember about the Roman Empire

		ABOUT THE AUTHOR





