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Trajan

Never before had it been so hard to wake up. The alleyways of Rome were not exactly comfortable, and every morning they put up a fight. They would not let you go back to sleep, no matter when it was. If a rat scurrying by had aroused you seconds after you had finally gone to sleep, you were awake until the next sleepless night. I hated this life, begging, stealing, and scavenging.  I could not bear to live this way much longer. I wanted to have a purpose in life. I wanted to be able to tell what all of the odd symbols meant on dropped pieces of parchment. I wanted to know how to read and write.

I finally gave up to the hard stone and sat up. I had been thinking about all the possibilities of learning how to read and write; barely anyone knew how. I could soon become an argentarius, or a --
“Hey, Marcellinus! Are you dreaming about learning to read and write again? You know it will never happen. Even people who have bundles of aureus don’t know how!” Ignatius was my only friend. He was an orphan too, and we did everything together, the good and the bad. If we were pick-pocketing, I would usually be the distraction, and Ignatius would grab the money with his quick and nimble hands. If we were successful, we would share the bread. We took care of each other since no one else would offer us help or comfort.

We were like brothers in every way, including the fact that we sometimes fought. When we did, I usually made a bet over whatever it was that we were fighting about. That was the case today. After Ignatius had told me I could never learn to read and write, I was quick to speak, but not to think. I bet him that if I could steal a scroll from the nearby school, I could teach myself how to read and write. 

Only after we shook hands, I realized what a lofty task it would be. The school was run by a freed Greek slave, and about twelve children attended. They could appear any minute, so I had to be quick. I had to find the scrolls, look through them to find the perfect one, and then escape before anyone saw me. Since I had little time, I decided to go right away.

The schoolchildren luckily had not arrived yet. I waited a few moments for the teacher to unexpectedly arrive, and then I went in. As soon as I walked inside, I looked for the scrolls. I saw some in the back corner and ran straight to them. I scrambled through the symbols and drawings, and finally found a scroll that I liked. I grabbed it and began to run to the door. I nearly fainted when I reached the entrance because standing in the way was the teacher.

“And what do you think you are doing, young man?” he said in an angry tone.

“Um, nothing, sir. I was just… just, um… “ I stuttered on for a few minutes, and the man just stood there with his arms crossed firmly in front of his tunic, waiting for me to come up with an excuse. After making me extremely uncomfortable, he finally let me out of my misery. 

“What do you have behind your back?” he asked.

“Nothing, sir. I just have my hands behind my back, that’s all.” It was a terrible excuse, and the teacher saw right through it. He motioned with his hands to give what I had to him, and I reluctantly did so. 


“Why were you stealing my scroll, boy?” He was very angry, and was expecting a response. I decided to answer truthfully.


“I wanted to learn how to read and write, sir. I thought I could teach myself with the scroll.” At first the man looked at me quizzically, but then his thin lips rose into a smile.

“What is your name child?”

“Marcellinus.”

“Marcellinus, knowledge has great power, but power is nothing to steal. Power is achieved, not by stealing it, but by earning it.” These words had a great impact on me, but as I tried to truly understand the meaning, the schoolchildren began to arrive. I was horrified. There was no way I could escape without being seen, and with my ratty clothes and appearance, the children would know that I did not belong. 

“Marcellinus,” the man whispered, “go hide in the corner behind the scrolls, and listen very carefully to my lesson. After school, I will come get you to see if you understood.” I did not know what to say. The man was going to give me free schooling; it was the kindest thing anyone had ever done for me. 


“Thank you, sir. You have been very kind to me.” It did not even begin to express my gratitude, but the man understood. He motioned me off to the corner and greeted his students. He began his lesson. I took mental notes of everything he said, from the letters to the arithmetic. All of the students seemed bored, but to me, school was the most exciting thing in the world. 


About halfway through the school day, the teacher told the children to go outside, and they did not dare question his authority.  They were very excited to have this little break because they never were given time off during a school day. After all the students were outside, the man came over to me to see what I remembered. I recited a few of the letters and their sounds, and he was very impressed. 


“You are a very quick learner. I was planning on simply explaining the lesson to you after class, but I think I will tell you a bit of history afterwards.” I had not thought about learning history, but it sounded excellent. The rest of the lesson went quickly, and I was very excited to start my private lesson. After all the children had left, the teacher called me out of my hiding place. I repeated a couple more letters, and then we began my history lesson. 


“Today, I will teach you about our current emperor, Caesar Marcus Ulpius Nerva Traianus Augustus. He is more commonly known as Trajan, and he is our first emperor who has not been born in Italy. He was born Marcus Ulpius Traianus in Spain about fifty years ago. Any questions so far?” I shook my head.  

“Then we continue. Trajan is very well known for extending the Roman Empire all over the world. He is a very respectable military commander. Five years ago he conquered Dacia, and one year later he added the Arabia Petraea to the Empire.  Trajan is now a peaceful emperor. With his funds he won from the Dacian War, he has had his architect Apollodorus of Damascus build many amazing buildings. The places he has built include the famous Trajan’s Forum, Trajan’s Column, and Trajan’s Market.” I must have had a quizzical look on my face because he stopped and asked what I had not understood. I told him I had never heard of, nor seen, any of these buildings. 


“Never? Where do you live, Marcellinus?” 


“Well, it depends, but usually in an alley just a few blocks from here. I don’t have any parents, but I do have a friend named Ignatius. He’s an orphan too.”


“Marcellinus, are you hungry?”


“Almost always.”


“Have you not heard that there is free dole for children like you on the top floor of Trajan’s Market?” I told him that I had never known about it, and the man told me all about Trajan’s alimenta program, and how the poor and orphaned were given another chance by being provided with free food.  

“Go get your friend, Marcellinus, and I will show you the way.” We walked out of the school building, and I ran to get Ignatius.  I had no time to tell him all that had happened, so I simply told him to follow me.  When we arrived back at the school, my teacher showed us the way to Trajan’s Market. It was huge. Filled with shops of every kind, it was one of the most amazing things I had ever seen. There was no time to waste, though, so my teacher showed Ignatius and me to the top floor. It was crowded with people, all waiting for their grain. After we had received our handfuls of grain, my teacher asked if Ignatius would like to come to school tomorrow.  Ignatius looked at me suspiciously, but I told him I would tell him everything later. 


After we had said good-bye, we went back to our alley with our dole. I told Ignatius my story, and by the time I had finished, it was getting dark outside. My stomach would never be empty again, and I easily drifted to sleep, thinking about the wonderful possibilities of tomorrow.
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