What happened to my Rome?
Rome ruled the Mediterranean world for 600 years.  At its peak, during the first and second centuries A.D., the empire extended from Spain to the Euphrates River and from England to Egypt.  Yet by the end of the fourth century, the Roman Empire was collapsing. 

In the following story, we look in on two farmers who live in a village in central Italy. The year is 350 A.D.  The two farmers are surrounded by acre after acre of golden, ripening wheat.  They talk of the good old days of the Roman Empire.  They think back to happier times when they were young.
DIRECTIONS: Read the following passage about the fall of the Roman Empire.  Highlight key words and sentences that explain why the Roman Empire collapsed.  Then fill out the graphic organizer.
________________________________________________________________________________
Horace: Antonio, why are you so angry today?  It’s a beautiful day. The wheat is high. We’re going to have a great crop!

Antonio: (Antonio mocks) We’re going to have a great crop?  Whose crop is it going to be?  Not too long ago, each of us had our own land, were citizens of Rome, and we were free!  Now we’re nothing but miserable tenants (occupants) who can’t even leave the land.

Horace: Don’t get so upset.  Things could be a lot worse.  Our landlord isn’t too bad. He protects us, and we’re still working on Roman soil.  Don’t forget, we do get to keep part of our crops.

Antonio: (Angrily) Who needs the landlord?  If the enemy had ever come, we could have protected ourselves.  The Roman army would have rescued us from the barbarian invaders, such as the Huns and Visigoths.

Horace: There are too many barbarians around these days.  We can’t trust the army anymore. The Romans decided they were too important or too wealthy to fight for Rome. That’s when our government decided to hire mercenaries from places outside of the Roman Empire.  Most of the mercenaries are German, who have little loyalty to Rome. 

Antonio: That’s one point I’ll agree with. How can we trust a Roman army that’s not even made up of Roman soldiers?  In the glorious old days, things were different. Remember how powerful our armies were, and how they crushed the tribes around us? People from all over the world learned to speak Latin because it was our language!

Horace: Antonio, those days are in the past! You may be right about Rome in the old days, but times have changed! Why can’t you understand that?  It’s our job in life to be tenant farmers.  Our job is to live on the land lord’s farm and work on his land.  Accept it.  I don’t expect you to be happy about it, but this is the way things are!

Antonio: Maybe I do think too much about the past.  But what’s wrong with remembering the power and wealth of our country? I will never forget the first time my father took me to the city of Rome.  There were great buildings, fountains, wide streets—all marvels of engineering.  The people seemed happy and didn’t worry about barbarians!

Horace:  You mean they didn’t seem worried.  You were a child. How could you tell whether people were happy or sad, worried or carefree?

Antonio: Child or not, I knew that Rome had great playwrights, poets, and orator (speakers) who stirred the imagination of the people.

Horace: No, don’t forget any of it, but it wasn’t all beauty, poetry, and good looks.  There was cruel treatment of the Jews and Christians because there values were different from the Romans.  Christians practiced humility, kindness, and forgiveness that Jesus preached, unlike the Romans, who felt that power, success, and defeating our enemies were more important values.  Don’t also forget about the suffering and starvation of the poor!  The emperors put on big shows, but you know they weren’t interested in poor people.

Antonio: Yeah, Rome has had its share of good and bad emperors over time, but the ones that spent our money on big gladiator and chariot race shows just to distract us from all the real problems facing the empire were the big reason Rome is broke.








Horace: Hey now, lets be fair to some of the emperors.  Let’s not forget the barbarian invasions and civil wars that forced the emperors to spend too much money and manpower on the military.  This resulted in shortages of resources to provide for the everyday needs of the poor and the middle class, but you have to admit that watching people’s gut spill out on the arena floor sure takes you mind of all your troubles.  It was also possible that our empire was just too large for one emperor to handle, even if they were related to the gods.  Look what happened! Emperor Diocletian decided to split the empire into two parts—East and West! Keeping us distracted was probably the best he could think of considering the size of the problem he faced.   
Antonio: You have a point there. Remember when taxes got difficult, then impossible to pay?  Plus, many people in Rome were out of jobs, because of slaves. Who’s going to give me a job when they have so many slaves that they don’t have to pay a salary.  It wasn’t just the poor starving but almost the whole empire was short on food.  I realized that on the farm I had always had enough to eat.  I came back to my life on the land I have suffered, but I must admit that I have never been hungry or homeless.

Horace: Now you’re starting to sound more like yourself.  I think that you’re beginning to see that we must accept our future.  Our lives will be spent on the land. We’ll have to work hard, but we’ll live!

Antonio: I really don’t disagree with you, Horace. It was just impossible for me to accept the laws that forced us to stay on the farm when we weren’t making money.  Now this—we’re tenant farmers!  We’re no longer free! Our lives, are no longer in our hands!

Horace: Calm down, please. If some of the other farmers hear you, we may not be able to live out even this miserable existence.

Antonio: How could this happen to loyal trusting citizens of the greatest empire in the world?  Where has it all gone? Why do filthy, ragged savages roam every where?  Where is the glory that once was Rome?

Horace: Try not to be so bitter. Perhaps some day we will be free again. Perhaps…
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Graphic Organizer: Fall of the Roman Empire
DIRECTIONS: Using the information you highlighted from the story, fill in the graphic organizer about the political, military, economic, and social causes for the fall of the Roman Empire.  Then explain how these caused affected people in Rome.
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