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Burn one’'s boats/

Cross the Rubicon

A Chinese legend holds that Xiang Yu showed
his unflinching determination to overthrow the Qin
Dynasty (221-206 BC) by burning his boats.
Strangely enough, another great warrior in the West
did the same in ancient Rome.

Julius Caesar (100-44 BC), the well-known
Roman general and statesman, became the governor
of Gaul in 58 BC. He had since then taken vast
amounts of the region's wealth. However, he did
little to appease his many rivals. Amongst them was
Pompey, also a political strong man with strong
military support throughout the provinces. Jealous
of Caesar's success and hence eager to cease Caesar's
power, he goaded the Senate into ordering Caesar
to resign his command in Gaul and demobilise his
army in 49 BC.

Caesar was adamant in pressing his honour,
even at the price of a civil war. He marched his
soldiers across the Rubicon River, the boundary
between his province and Italy. That had constituted
an act of treason under Roman laws. There he cried
out the celebrated remarks “the die is cast”, ruling
out any intention of a U-turn. It was further alleged
that Caesar ordered his troops to burn all the boats
after crossing the river to cut off the escape route.
His determination paid off when he defeated Pompey
in just three months and became the master of all
Italy.

Thus the expressions to “Burn one's boats” or
“Cross the Rubicon” mean that someone is acting
very firmly and decisively in a way that will not
allow him even the slightest chance to change his
mind later. For example: “David was determined to
quit his job. He burned his boats/crossed the Rubicon
when he tendered his resignation letter to his boss.”
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