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A visitor to our shores, recently arrived from Mars, might well conclude that the number 14 
holds a mystical power for the human race. Tune in to any channel on the BBC for 
examples for an obsession with 1914. The year has been, and continues to be, sliced and 
dissected from every conceivable angle, - political, social, industrial, economic. Even the 
weather of that year cannot be left in peace, as we seek to understand the causes  and 
effects of World War One. (That it might all be over by Christmas is almost certainly wishful 
thinking.)

But there is one anniversary that so far has received scant attention. On August 19th, 
14AD, in his villa at Nola, the Emperor Augustus died. He was in his 76th year, a 
remarkable age for the time. His death was probably due to natural causes, but inevitably 
there were rumours that he had been poisoned by his wife, Livia.  Being poisoned by your 
wife, mother, sister was an occupational hazard for most Roman Emperors.

Appointed Emperor at the age of 19 he reigned  for some 40 years, an astonishing 
achievement when compared with some of his successors, whose life expectancy was 
akin to that of a fighter pilot in World War One, measured in days rather than weeks or 
months. Arguably the greatest of all the emperors he established a solid foundation for the 
Empire. In his own words he claimed that he had found a city built of bricks and left it 
cloaked in marble.

To have survived so long in such a dangerous occupation suggests a ruthless single-
mindedness and lack of any scruples in his dealings. His public persona was one of frugal 
modesty and lack of ostentation.  He lived in the same small house on the Palatine for 
over forty years. He dressed simply and ate sparingly. He didnʼt drink and worked long 
hours for the sake of Rome. When his grand-daughter Julia built herself a luxurious 
country house, Augustus had it pulled down. (Both his daughter, also called Julia, and his 
grand-daughter were a constant source of embarrassment to him. Eventually, such was 
the  disgraceful behaviour of his daughter that he had her exiled and expelled from Rome. 
He would never see his her again.)

Amongst his positive achievements was the reorganisation of the army and fixing soldiersʼ 
pay. He did his best to outlaw corruption in public office and sought out men of ability to 
participate in the organisation of the state, - in roads, public buildings and aqueducts. He 
initiated a large scale programme of public building in Rome. In short, he saw himself as 
the upholder of the principle of public service for the greater good. 
 
 But he had his faults, hypocrisy in some measure being one of them. He introduced a law 
making adultery a criminal act, placing more blame and more serious penalties upon the 
erring wife than upon the husband. However, he did not think it necessary to lead by 
example. for Augustus was a notorious philanderer and seducer of other menʼs wives. “Do 
what I say, and not what I do”, might be a suitable epitaph relevant to much of his reign.
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