
Lovereading Reader reviews of  
Iron and Rust by Harry Sidebottom 
Part of the Throne of the Caesars Series 
 
 
Below are the complete reviews, written by Lovereading members. 
 
 

Benjamin Mercer  

Sidebottom succeeds in 

bringing to life the intrigue, 

the tension, the grit and the 

violence of a Rome fractured 

by the loss of its emperor.  

Historical fiction is a particularly 

difficult genre in which to write. 

One can know all there is to know 

about 3rd century Rome, for 

example, but the level of 

craftsmanship required to 

translate academic knowledge 

into a compelling story is one that 

few modern writers possess.  

Harry Sidebottom numbers 

amongst the few.  

‘Iron & Rust’ is an alloy composed 

in equal parts of a scholar’s 

rigour and a writer’s feeling for 

pace and flow. Whilst it lacks the romance of Mary Renault’s books, and the 

flair and temper of Gore Vidal, Sidebottom succeeds in bringing to life the 

intrigue, the tension, the grit and the violence of a Rome fractured by the loss of 

its emperor.  

It is not a light read. It may not quite warrant the label of ‘page turner’. But for 

those for whom history, in all its glorious and inglorious detail, represents the 

greatest story still being told, ‘Iron & Rust’ will doubtless seem a worthy 

addition to its chapters. 

www.arecordofentropy.blogspot.com 



Alan Brown  

The beginning of this story conceals a masterpiece of historical 

fiction. The story is told in a clear cut fashion necessary for a plot 

with so many characters, locations and twists.  

Perhaps the author's writing skills are better than my reading skills. The plot is 

filled with many characters and different locations such as The North, Rome, 

Africa and The East around 235AD 

The writing style is clean and crisp and the reader will feel exposed to the 

vagaries of the story with no time to take breath. This makes the beginning of 

the book difficult to assimilate because of the many different strands. I imagine 

some readers may give up but if they can persevere they will be confronted by a 

brilliantly written historical fiction. 

The era of the kingdom of gold descending to one if iron and rust is one that I 

was unfamiliar with. This is no longer the case as Harry Sidebottom has lit up 

those times for me and enlightened me using incredible detail and absorbing 

characters. 

 

Sarah Jones 

The reader is thrust into a turbulent period of Roman history. 

The action moves between the city of Rome, Africa and the Eastern part of the 

empire Maximus, a soldier, takes the purple and becomes Emperor in the wake 

of the murder of Alexander Severus.  His lowly beginnings mean he is treated 

with suspicion by some amongst the senators and nobility and he in turn is 

wary of them. He sees his duty to protect the empire at a time when Rome's 

control of the outer reaches is weakening. He is ruthless towards those who plot 

against him. 

There is the ever present threat of assassination and rebellion and the story 

shows the way the lust for power can tempt many to consider treason. 

The story is highly detailed and well researched, with much for those 

who have an interest in Roman history. 

I would have liked to have seen more detail about the thoughts, motives and 

emotions of the main characters included. 

 

 



 

Cathy Petersen  

Political mistrust and paranoia, violent bloodshed, passion and 

tragedy - welcome to Rome AD 235.  

Certainly not unambitious in scope you really do need the maps etc. to keep 

track of who is doing what where and to whom. I have not read any of the 

author’s previous series to which this is a prequel, but I may well give them a 

try. Despite the huge cast of characters I enjoyed the way the author brought 

third century Rome and its Empire to life. Harry Sidebottom undoubtedly 

knows the period well and I personally liked the detail of everyday life although 

I can see how some might find it slows the plot down. There is a well written 

blend of political mistrust and paranoia, violent bloodshed, passion and tragedy 

as Maximinus Thrax, the first Emperor from the lower ranks, fends off those 

who would take the purple from him. I loved the characters and also the fact 

that the novel dealt with a period of Roman history I didn’t know anything 

about. Good fun, will keep an eye out for the next in the series. 

You can follow Cathy on Twitter:  @Cerysthepup 

 

Lindsey Whittle  

Exciting story, lots of atmosphere and gory battles. An interesting 

view into a little-known episode of Roman history.  

This book opens with the murder of an Emperor, to make way for the reluctant 

first of the soldier-emperors.  Maximinus is a fundamentally good man who has 

a talent for waging war in the bloody third century AD, and soon surprises the 

slippery politicians who thought to manipulate him.  His main personal focus is 

to subdue the barbarians attacking the Empire’s borders in the north, but 

Rome’s power and authority are under threat all over their world. 

Maximinus is not the story’s only protagonist; and the experiences of 

Timesitheus, Gordian, Priscus and others in other areas of conflict give a more 

rounded view of the upheaval at that time.  The author has brilliantly evoked 

the atmosphere of mistrust, fear and ruthless striving for power at all levels of 

Roman society in this period of rapid change – and the harsh and violent 

punishments for supporting the wrong side.  Dialogue is convincing; with no 

jarring modernisms even in the rough talk of the soldiery. Battles are clearly 

explained and excitingly developed. 

For me, however, the sheer volume of historic information got in the way of 



being swept up by the story.  For example, on p42 – “It was five days after the 

ides of March, the Quinquatrus, the day of the birth of Minerva.”  All that just to 

say the equivalent of “on 20th March”.  Harry Sidebottom is immensely well-

qualified to write about this period of history, and the 49-page historical 

afterword, glossary of terms and list of characters are very helpful and indeed 

educational, but personally I found the need to keep flicking back and forth 

broke the flow too much. For readability, I'd rather recommend Anthony Riches' 

Empire series. 

 

Jo-anne Atkinson  

A view of the factions fighting to take Imperial power during a 

turbulent time in Roman history.  

The Emperor Alexander is on campaign in the northern part of the Empire 

when he and his mother are assassinated by supporters of Maximinus Thrax.  

Maximinus is not part of the noble society, his origins are to the East of the the 

Empire and he has rose through the ranks of the army.  As he is proclaimed 

Emperor, other factions are plotting his downfall in Rome, Africa and the far 

Eastern provinces.  Meanwhile Maximinus is committed to defeating the 

massed forces of barbarians before he returns to Rome. 

It is clear from this story that the book is intended to be the first in a series and 

it suffered from that.  A lot of time is spent introducing various characters and 

explaining their relationships, without giving details of the various plotlines to 

follow.  This makes it quite hard to follow the different stories and to pull a 

coherent narrative together.  There is no doubt that Sidebottom is a learned 

writer who has deep understanding of the Roman military machine as well as 

the everyday life of the citizens, his descriptions of battle are excellent.  However 

I found it hard to follow the plot and therefore to engage with the characters. 

www.pluckedhighbrow.wordpress.com 

 

Dana Captainino  

Overcomplicated and too many characters.  Disappointing.  

I was looking forward to reading this book which follows the intricate events 

after the brutal murder of Emperor Alexander in Spring AD35. It could be a 

great novel but I found it very difficult to follow.  There are so many different 

characters in different locations and complicated explanations of journeys 

across the Roman Empire with unfamiliar names that I kept losing the thread of 



the plot.  There are fourteen pages detailing all the characters and a twenty six 

page glossary which says it all. Eventually I had to give up, feeling very 

disappointed. 

 

Jane Nicol  

An interesting, very detailed story of a violent age, a few too many 

battles for me!  

Not my usual read but I'm glad I persevered with it. I enjoyed the personal 

parts like the relationship of Maximinus and his wife Paulina more than the 

descriptions of the battles, but appreciate that they are a major part of his story 

and need to be told. I felt the author was setting the scene for future books in a 

series which will hopefully develop the characters more.  

I would certainly recommend this book to those who enjoy reading well 

researched historical fiction. 

 

James Ryall  

The start of an exciting journey in 3rd century Rome. Written by an 

Oxford scholar it is very well researched. The story does suffer from 

introducing so many characters and setting the scene. However, I am 

looking forward to the next book in the series. 

 

Pam Kennedy  

A very good book, I really enjoyed it.  

I was very pleased to be asked to review this book because I am a lifelong lover of 

ancient history and I was not disappointed.  It is a brilliant book. Two things 

that made this book better for me were the glossary and the list of characters. 

As I get older I sometimes forgot what something means or who is who so this 

was a great plus. As the Daily express said ‘hooked from first to last’.   I loved it. 

Thank you for giving me the chance to read it. I have never read Harry 

Sidebottom before but I will be doing so now. 

 

Jane Gilman 

I loved this book. It has everything. Political intrigue, gossip, social 

climbing of the 1st order. Plot and counter plot to rival the best 



thrillers. The author's classical background roots this novel in authenticity 

and I felt completely carried away into the life of 3rd century Rome. 

The novel opens with a bloody coup. How is the new Emperor Maximinus Thrax 

to manage intrigue in Rome alongside defending the borders against the 

barbarians? Who is friend and who foe? As the elite either push themselves 

forward to high office or quake not knowing if they will be next to be purged 

alliances shift and change.  In a single year no less than 6 Emperors will lie 

claim to the Throne of The Caesars. What it takes to remain on that throne 

intrigue, murder, passion and war are all vividly brought to life. 

A real page turner. For anyone who loves historical fiction with a note of 

authenticity. I found the notes and Glossary really helpful and made the novel 

even more enjoyable feeling I had actually been informed as well as royally 

entertained. 

 

Caz 

A story of conflicts set in the year AD 235. The Roman Empire is vast with 

battles being fought on all frontiers. Alexander the Emperor is weak, and is 

killed. Maximinus an equestrian army officer is proclaimed Emperor. He is not 

a willing choice but has to accept. The story goes from one frontier to another, 

Mesopotania in the East, Germania in the North and Africa. So many 

characters I did need to refer to the map and cast pages throughout 

the read. I have definitely learnt a lot about the Romans. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


