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Thursday Year CCCXIII AD  Galeria Valeria My Friend

Oh, how could it end this way, on this awful day in the year CCCXIII (313) AD?  As I gaze upon Mistress Valeria and Mistress Prisca’s bodies afloat in the sea, I think of all that we endured together.  Oops!  I keep forgetting.  Valeria and Prisca are no longer my mistresses, for Valeria freed me from slavery.  But, what shall I call them?  I do not quite dare to call Valeria friend, but what else is there to call her?  

I still remember the day Valeria and Prisca (Valeria’s mother) were exiled.  I was a boy slave then, no more than XI (11) years of age.  I had recently been known as Galerius puer, but then (since Maximin had succeeded Galerius) I was known as Maximin puer.  My father was a Christian in private (during the time of Diocletian), so I had become one too. Valeria (it is hard not to say “Mistress”) was in favor of Christians whom Maximin disliked.  That was one reason I was fond of her.


Imagine my horror when the news of Valeria and Prisca’s exile reached me.  I was told that Maximin had condemned my Mistress Valeria to exile only because she refused the idea of Maximin divorcing his own wife and marrying Valeria for only her beauty and wealth.  I agree with Valeria’s answer.  She was still in mourning of her husband Galerius’s death.


I immediately hurried to their side and pleaded to accompany them on their journey of exile.  At last they agreed.  I never imagined how miserable and humiliating it would be for them. We were paraded through many towns, escorted by quite a few of Maximin’s soldiers.  There were regular announcements proclaiming that Valeria and Prisca were criminals.  I was outraged!  Valeria had only done what an honorable woman would do (and I did not know what Prisca had done).  If I had been in her place I would have done the same.  


Finally, after that long and humiliating trek we endured side by side, we reached a small and poor village in the middle of the desert of Syria.  Here we were guarded day and night.  Later I heard that Diocletian (the husband of Prisca and father of Valeria) had begged for the freedom of his wife and daughter.  He had asked that they join him in his retirement in Salone.  Maximin refused.  This made me even more forlorn than ever before.


I remember clearly one short conversation that I had with Valeria during her time of exile:  “Maximin puer,” she had said.  “Will you please fetch a bucket of water from the well to cook dinner with?”  “Yes Mistress,” I answered.  “But please remember this.  I am Maximin puer no longer.  I serve you not Maximin.  From now on I am called Valeria puer.”  Her face was like a picture of love.


After a long while too painful to remember, that evil Maximin died.  Since he was dead, the guards stopped watching us as closely as before, and we thought it might be safe to escape from this awful desert and return. So we set out on a journey to reach the new Caesar Licinius’s court.  We traveled for a completely terrible XV (15) months in disguise.  Our disguise?  Plebeian habits which are horribly uncomfortable.  During these unforgettable months, we traveled through many different cities.  I remember none of these cities’ names at the moment however.  Finally, after our long and dangerous journey, we arrived at the court of Licinius.  We were greeted with, to say the least, anger, horror, and shock.  Unfortunately, Licinius held the exile still valid!  And, to top it all, Licinius had killed, while we were exiled, the adopted son of Valeria!  His name was Candidianus, and he had been Galerius’s son by another wife.  Valeria had adopted Candidianus, since she had no children of her own to care for.  

 
Licinius furiously ordered some of his soldiers to hurry us to a cliff overlooking the sea.  On the way, Valeria said something that I will never forget in all my life.  She said “Valeria puer, what is your first name given to you by your parents?”  “Marcus,” I replied shyly.  “ Marcus, I name you Marcus Diocletian Libertus, and you may choose your last name, for you are a freedman now,” she whispered to me.  I stared, speechlessly.  How could she do this?  Here she was, with her mother, about to be punished by death I suspected, and her last thought was of me.  How unselfish she is.  I thought.  Finally I found my voice.  “I choose that my last name be…” I took a deep breath.  “Valeria.”  She smiled so kindly that it took my breath away.  


We had reached the cliff at this time, and the soldiers rushed Valeria and Prisca to the cliff but left me standing there.  A huge crowd gathered at the cliff, and, to my horror, Valeria and Prisca were beheaded in front of the crowds’ very eyes.  I turned away from the bloody scene with tears in my eyes, and when I turned back the bodies of Valeria and Prisca had be thrown in to the sea. 


Now, back to the present.  I am so mournful that my only real friend is dead.  In my sorrow, as the crowd disperses and chatters away, I rip off the cross my father had given me.  This cross has been in my family for generations.  On this cross there is the figure of Jesus being crucified.  I think of how Valeria’s friendship with Christians began my friendship with her.


Raising my fist, I fling the cross into the sea, and it lands on Valeria’s chest.  Silently I folded my hands.  In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.  I pray.  Dear Lord, I pray for Valeria, who freed me, acted honorably, and liked Christians.  Since she was in favor of the Christians, I know that she will be grateful of this prayer.  I pray that she eventually makes it to heaven and lives forever with you.  I also pray that when I die, I make it to heaven as well so that I can be with her for all eternity.  But in the meantime, help me to find a place in the world where I feel that I belong.  Amen.  In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.


Slowly and sadly I turn now.  As I begin to walk off into the distance with the dispersing crowd, I wonder where I will go, now that I am a freedman.  “Hey boy,” someone yells.  “ Where are your parents?”  I realize that now I could be called an orphan.  “My mother is dead and my father is a slave of Licinius,” I call back.  That someone walks up to me and says, “Dear orphan boy, I have no children except one boy who left me.  How is it that your father is a slave and you are not?”  “Um, Galeria Valeria freed me.  On the day she was exiled I left with her.  We became such great friends that just on the way to this cliff where she was exiled she freed me.  I am a freedman now,” I reply to the strange man.  

Suddenly, he looks familiar.   He looks very closely at me.  Suddenly he gasps.  Very softly he whispers to me, “Marcus?”  He looks me directly in my eyes.  “Father?” I gasp. “Why? How? When?” I stutter.  He grinned at me, and I smiled back.  “I escaped my dear son.  Licinius has collected so many slaves that his guards cannot watch them all at the same time, so I sneaked out when the guards weren’t watching my group.  I don’t think that I was missed. It is a good thing that you were not beheaded yourself.”  I had not thought of that.  Thank you God that I am still alive.  I think.  “How did Valeria, Prisca and you all end up here?”  Father asks me.  “It is a long story, Father.  But if you like I will tell it to you.”  “Please tell me, son.  I love long stories,” He replies with a smile.  As my father and I walk into the distance, I begin.  “Well, it all started when I heard the news from another slave that Valeria and Prisca were exiled…”  

Bibliography

“Ancient Roman Women 2.” Crystalinks.  11/16/06 <http://www.crystalinks.com>.

Gibbon, Edward.  The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Other Selected Writings.  New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1963.

“The Decline and Fall of The Roman Empire XIV.” Ccel. 11/18/06 <http://www.ccel.org/g/gibbon/decline/volume1/chap14.htm>.

Johnston. “Names of Slaves.  Names of Freedmen.” Forumromanum. 11/18/06 <http://www.forumromanum.org/life/johnston_2.html>.

“Roman Coins of Galeria Valeria.” Forumancientcoins. 11/16/06 <http://64.233.161.104/search?q=cache:xqvN7d5YjcgJ:www.forumancientcoins.com/roman->. 

“Romans-Roman Slaves.” Historyonthenet. 11/16/06 <http://www.historyon thenet.com/Romans/slavery.htm>.

1
1

