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This portrait of Julius Caesar shows him wearing 
a wreath of laurel leaves. Wreaths were a sign of 
honor and respect.
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Julius Caesar* was always eager to learn. As a 
youth, he had studied with some of the finest 
scholars of the classical world. Now, in the year 75 
BCE, twenty-four-year-old Caesar was on his way 
across the Aegean Sea to the Greek island of 
Rhodes to study with the famous Greek 
philosopher Apollonius Molon. However, his 
thirst for knowledge was about to take a dramatic 
turn.

Caesar’s galley made its way across the 
turquoise Aegean Sea. The water was clear, 
dolphins breached the waves to gawk at the ship, 
and scores of islands rose from the sea. But all 
was not peaceful. The eastern Mediterranean was 
home to pirates, and Caesar knew that he might 
not reach Rhodes without some adventure.

While Rome had a powerful navy, the republic’s 
rulers did not send their ships to crush the 
brigands. They had a selfish reason for this. Rome 
needed slaves to work on its plantations and serve 
its wealthy senators. The pirates gladly sold their 
captives to Rome. Thus Rome got the slaves it 
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CHAPTER 1
needed, and the pirates got the money they wanted. It was a convenient 
system—except for those enslaved!

Sure enough, Caesar’s ship was attacked as it sailed eastward. The 
pirates quickly seized the vessel and took Caesar and the other 
passengers prisoner. They took their captives to their base on the tiny 
island of Pharmacusa, today called Farmakonisi. There the pirates 
told Caesar that they would hold him hostage until he could raise a 
ransom of twenty gold talents. This was a large sum—about $600,000 
in today’s money1, but Caesar was not worried. In fact, he laughed at 
the pirates!

Caesar scolded them for not knowing who he was. He said that he 
was worth far more than twenty talents, and demanded that they ask 
for fifty. The pirates were surprised, but happily agreed to demand the 
larger figure. Some of Caesar’s fellow passengers were released so 
they could raise the ransom money. Meanwhile, Caesar, a servant, 
and two friends remained as the pirates’ prisoners. However, their 
captivity didn’t go as the pirates had planned.

Though the pirates were bloodthirsty, Caesar was fearless. He did 
not regard the pirates as his captors. Instead, he treated them like his 
servants! He bossed them around, and made them listen to speeches. 
The famous writer Plutarch explained, “He held them in such disdain 
that whenever he lay down to sleep he would . . . order them to stop 
talking. For eight and thirty days, as if the men were not his watchers, 
but his royal body-guard, he shared in their sports and exercises with 
great unconcern. He also wrote poems and sundry speeches which he 
read aloud to them, and those who did not admire these he would 
call to their faces illiterate barbarians.”2

The pirates found Caesar very funny. They admired his pluck, and 
let him do whatever he wished during the thirty-eight days of his 
captivity. They didn’t even object when Caesar warned them that after 
he was released, he would return and kill all of them. They thought 
he was kidding.
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After a little more than a month, Caesar’s friends delivered the 
ransom of fifty talents, and the pirates released their captives. Caesar 
set about getting his revenge. Assembling a small fleet and dozens of 
armed men, he sailed back to Pharmacusa. The pirates were still 
there. Perhaps at first they were glad to see their former captive, but 
Caesar was no longer their friend. He took all the pirates captive and 
delivered them to a prison in Pergamon, today the city of Bergama 
in Turkey. Caesar reclaimed his fifty talents, as well as all of the 
pirates’ other treasure.

Pergamon was an important city near the Aegean Sea. Today, 
visitors can see ruins of the ancient city’s public buildings.
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With the pirates safely in jail, Caesar 
paid a visit to Marcus Junius Silanus, the 
governor of the Roman province of Asia, 
today in western Turkey. Caesar demanded 

that the governor execute the pirates. Junius, 
however, wanted to sell them as slaves and 

keep all the money. Stalling, he told Caesar 
he had not yet decided what to do.

Impatient, Caesar returned to 
Pergamon and let the pirates out of 
prison. Then as Plutarch described, he 

executed them himself, “just as he 
had often warned them on the 

island that he would do, when 
they thought he was joking.”3

Julius Caesar had a lot of 
nerve, and he was not afraid 
to take action. The pirates 
were not the only people to 
find that out! Caesar became 
a Roman politician and gen-

eral who let nothing stand in 
his way. He became one of the 

most powerful people who ever 
lived, and changed the face of 

history. However, Caesar became 
too ambitious. His desire for power 

led him to a bloody downfall at the 
hands of his enemies.

This statue of Julius Caesar was made by French 
sculptor Nicolas Coustou and can be seen at the 
famous Louvre Museum in Paris, France.
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Romulus and Remus and the Rise of Rome
At the time of Caesar’s capture by the pirates, Rome was the domi-
nant civilization in the Mediterranean Sea region. According to legend, 
it was founded by the twin brothers Romulus and Remus. Their 
mother was named Rhea Silva. She was the daughter of King  
Numitor, who ruled a small city near the future site of Rome.  
Numitor’s brother Amulius overthrew him and seized power.  
When Rhea Silva gave birth to the twins, Amulius ordered a servant 
to drown them in the Tiber River. Otherwise they could threaten 
his position as king when they grew up. But the servant took pity on 
the helpless infants. He put them in a basket that carried them 
downstream.

The basket became entangled in the roots of a tree growing along 
the river’s bank, where a she-wolf discovered the boys. She suckled 
them until a shepherd named 
Faustulus found them. He 
and his wife raised them to 
young manhood. They be-
came the leaders of a group 
that killed Amulius and re-
stored their grandfather 
Numitor to power.

Then they founded a city 
on the site where their bas-
ket had drifted ashore. After 
a quarrel, Romulus killed Remus and named the city after himself.  
According to the ancient historian Livy, this occurred on April 21, 
753 BCE. Romulus continued making Rome even larger and more 
important. Finally he disappeared during a storm. By then the city was 
on a firm foundation.

Mythology aside, Rome was established sometime in the mid-
eighth century BCE. It became a republic in 509 and began gobbling 
up its close neighbors. By the middle of the second century Rome, 
controlled much of the Mediterranean shoreline. Caesar would even-
tually push its borders even further. 

Romulus & Remus being suckled by the 
she-wolf.
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