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— Discovering the
Humanity in Us All

ooks in The Way People Live series focus

on groups of people in a wide variety of

circumstances, settings, and time pen-
ods. Some books focus on different cultural
groups, others, on people in a particular histor-
ical time period, while others cover people
involved in a specific event. Each book em-
phasizes the daily routines, personal and his-
torical struggles, and achievements of people
from all walks of life.

To really understand any culture, it is
necessary to strip the mind ol the common
notions we hold about groups of people.
These stereotypes are the archenemies of
learming. It does not even matter whether the
stereotypes are positive or negative: they are
confining and tight. Removing them is a chal-
lenge that’s not easily met, as anyone who has
ever tried it will admit. Ideas that do not hit
into the templates we create are unwelcome
visitors—ones we would prefer remain qui-
etly in a corner or forgotten room.

The cowboy of the Old West is a good ex-
ample of such confining roles. The cowboy
wWas courageous, vet unli-quvn His time (it
is always a he, in our template) was spent al-
ternatively saving a rancher’s daughter from
certain death on a runaway stagecoach, or
shooting it out with rustlers. At times, of
course, he was likely to get a little crazy in
town after a trail drive, but for the most part,
he was the epitome of inner strength. It is
disconcerting to find out that the cowboy is
human, even a bit childish. Can it really be
true that cowboys would line up to help the

cook on the trail drive grind coffee, just hop-
ing he would give them a little stick of pep-
permint candy that came with the coffee
shipment? The idea of tough cowboys vying
with one another to ht'lp “Coosie (as tllc}'
alled their cooks) for a bit of candy seems
silly and out of place.

So is the vision of Eskimos playing video
games and watching MTV, living in prefab
housing in the Arctic. It just does not fit with
what “Eskimo”™ means. We are far more com-
fortable with snow igloos and whale blubber,
harpoons and kayaks.

Although the cultures dealt with in
Lucent’s The Way People Live series are often
historically and socially well known, the em-
phasis is on the personal aspects of life.
Groups of people, while unquestionably af-
fected by their politics and their governmental
structures, are more than those institutions.
How do people in a particular time and place
educate their children? What do they eat?
And how do they build their houses? What
kinds of work do they do? What kinds of
games do they enjoy? The answers to these
questions bring these cultures to life. People’s
lives are revealed in the particulars and only by
knowing the particulars can we understand
these cultures” will to survive and their mo-
ments of weakness and greatness.

This is not to say that ufiderstanding poli-
tics does not help to understand a culture.
There is no question that the Warsaw ghetto,
for example, was a culture that was brought
about by the politics and social ideas of Adolf

Hitler and the Third Reich. But the Jews who
were crowded together in the ghetto cannot be
understood by the Reich’s politics. Their life
was a day-to-day battle for existence, and the
creativity and methods they used to prolong
their lives is a vital story of human persever-
ance that would be denied by focusing only on
the institutions of Hitler's Germany. Knowing
that children as young as five or six outwitted
Nazi guards on a daily basis, that Jewish police-
men helped the Germans control the ghetto,
that children attended secret schools in the
the things that reveal the fabric of life, that can
inspire, intrigue, and amaze.

Books in The Way People Live series al-
low both the casual reader and the student to
see humans as victims, heroes, and onlookers.
And although humans act in ways that can fill
us with feelings of sorrow and revulsion,
it is important to remember that “hero,”
“predator,” and “victim” are dangerous terms.
Heaping undue pity or praise on people re-

duces them to objects, and strips them of

their humanity.

Seeing the Jews of Warsaw only as victims
is to deny their humanity. Seeing them only as
they appear in surviving photos, staring at the

camera with infinite sadness, is limiting, both
to them and to those who want to understand
them. To an object of pity, the only appropni-
ate response becomes “Those poor crea-
tures!” and that reduces both the quality of
their struggle and the depth of their despair.
No one is served by such two-dimensional
views of people and their cultures.

With this in mind, The Way People Live
series strives to flesh out the traditional, two-
dimensional views of people in various cul-
tures and historical circumstances. Using a
wide variety of primary quotations—the
words not only of the politicians and govern-
ment leaders, but of the real people whose
lives are being examined—each book in the
series attempts to show an honest and com-
plete picture of a culture removed from our
own by time or space.

By examining cultures in this way, the
reader will notice not only the glaring differ-
ences from his or her own culture, but also
will be struck by the similarities. For indeed,
people share common needs—warmth, good
company, stability, and affirmation from oth-
ers. Ultimately, seeing how people really live,
or have lived, can only enrich our understand-

ing of ourselves.

- Bife of a Roman Soldier Discovering the Humanity in Us All -




= The World’s Fifst Truly

Professional Warrior

he ancient Roman soldier constituted the

basic, integral unit of one of history’s most

extraordinary and successful military sys-
tems. Between about 400 B.¢. and A.D. 100, the
legendary Roman army conquered the entire
Mediterranean world, bringing Rome the
mightiest empire the world had yet seen. For
centuries afterward, Rome administered that
world, spreading Roman culture and ideas far
and wide; and after its empire collapsed in the
fifth century, numerous elements of that cul-
ture remained ingrained, protoundly shaping
the development of medieval and modem Eu-
rope. These far-reaching developments could
not have occurred without the t'xu'pliumﬂ dhis-
cipline, skill, courage, daring, and often sheer
tenacity displayed by many generations of Ro-
man military men.

The dié(.-iplinv. courage, and training of

Roman troops is attested not only by their
many successes on the battlefield but also by
the surviving accounts of eyewitnesses. For
vxmuplv. the first-century-A.D. Jewish histo-
ran ]u:\t*plms, whom the Romans delfeated
and captured and who came to greatly respect
the Roman military machine, writes in his

]t'u‘i.sh War

Anyone who will take a look at the orga-
nization of their army . . . will recognize
that Ilu*} hold their wide-flung empire as
the prize of valor, not the gift of fortune.
... No lack of discipline dislodges them
from their regular formation, no panic in-
Ca!mcit;.ltvs them, no toil wears them out:;

Disciplined and courageous, Roman soldiers were
part of one of history'’s most successful armies.

s0 victory over men not so trained follows
as a matter of course. It would not be far

from truth to call their drills bloodless
battles, and their battles bloody drills.’

Often matching the Roman soldier’s disci-
pline and courage were his hardiness, stub-
bornness, and determination, traits that in
general long characterized the Romans as a
people. Time after time during their long his-

tory, they suffered horrendous and crippling
hardships and seemed on the brink of total
ruin, vet they refused to admit defeat and
soon bounced back stronger than ever. In the
Second Punic War (2158-202 s.c.), for in-
stance, pitted against the powerful maritime
empire of Carthage, Rome suffered its worst
battlefield defeat ever, losing more than fifty
thousand men. Yet in the span of little more
than a decade, the Roman ranks replenished,
rallied, and decisively defeated Carthage. The
Roman military displayed the same gritty de-
termination and resourcefulness in almost
everything it did. In their first war with
Carthage (264-241 B.C.), having no warships
or naval tradition of their own, the Romans

managed the phenomenal accomplishment of

building some 120 fully equipped warships in
only sixty days. This feat, the second-century-
B.C. Greek historian Polybius exclaims,

illustrates better than any other the extra-
ordinary spirit and audacity of the Ro-
mans. . . . It was not a question of having

uate resources for the enterprise, for
they had in fact none whatsoever, nor had
they ever given a thought to the sea before
this. But once they had conceived the
idea, they embarked on it so boldly that
without waiting to gain any experience in
naval warfare they immediately engaged
ljoined battle with] the Carthaginians,
who had for generations enjoyed an un-
challenged supremacy at sea?

Moreover, Roman soldiers and their bat-
tlefield formations were highly flexible, with

the ability to adapt quickly to changing situa-

tions. In Polybius’s words,

Every Roman soldier, once he is armed
and goes into action, can adapt himself

The Roman Empire
at Its Greatest Extent
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equally well to any place or time and
meet an attack from any quarter. He is
likewise equally well-prepared and needs
to make no change whether he has to
fight with the main body [of the army] or
with a detachment . . . or singly. Accord-
ingly, since the effective use of the parts
of the Roman army is so much superior,
their plans are much more likely to
achieve success than those of others.’

The discipline, courage, determination,
and flexibility of the Roman soldier, coupled
with his excellent training and the superior
strategy and tactics of his commanders, made
him the world’s first truly professional warrior.
As such, he was often a highly efficient killing
machine. Roman troops were far from merely
brutish, ruthless destroyers, however. In their
conquests, they often carried with them a
powerful civilizing influence in the form of
Roman administration, law and order, archi-
tecture, literature, and other cultural aspects.
According to Michael Simkins, a noted expert
on the Roman military,

The Roman soldier was . . . the primary
agent for the propagation of Roman

ideas and the establishment of a settled
way of life. . . . Though the initial shock
of conquest and the often unjust treat-
ment of the subjugated nation must
seem unacceptable behavior to many
people today, it is all too easy to overlook
the fact that a good proportion of those
« brought so roughly within the Roman
pale [sphere], settled down . . . and flour-
ished. Some became Roman citizens
themselves, by military service in . .
Rome’s forces; others by services ren-
dered to the Empire in a variety of ways.
. Citizenship was |1(=~redlt.|n and car-
rwd with it substantial benefits under
the Roman system.*

Therefore, it was with the “one-two punch,”
so to speak, of military aggression and the
spread of culture that Rome first conquered
and then absorbed and/or successfully ruled
so many diverse peoples. And in century af-
ter centun the Roman soldier stood at the
forefront of that process. Today, more than
fifteen centuries after Rome’s fall, he and his
army still symbolize the best and worst traits
of one of history’s greatest and most pivotal
peoples.

|

or more than twelve centuries, from its
legendary founding in 753 B.C: to its
renowned fall in A.D. 476, ancient Rome
existed as an independent state. During this
long interval, the Roman people and their
government, society, and culture steadily
evolved, changing in response to an ever-
changing world, as well as to a constant influx
of new ideas and customs borrowed from
other peoples. All the while, the Roman realm
relentlessly expanded and contracted. At first
consisting of a tiny city-state in west-central
Italy, Rome grew into a vast empire encom-
passing the whole Mediterranean world; even-
tually, this process reversed itself and that
empire shrank back into a small Italian state of
marginal power and influence.
Simultaneously, responding to the needs
of the Roman state, the Roman army under-
went an evolution of its own. It began as a
small, militia-like force of farmers called to-

gether periodically to defend their local fields
and villages; over several centuries it devel-
oped into the world’s most formidable stand-
ing professional army; and over still more
centuries it mutated and deteriorated until it
could no longer effectively defend the realm.
At the same time, the army’s structure, strate-
gies, battlefield tactics, armor, and weaponry
all changed with the times, in some cases
markedly. Therefore, to speak of “the Roman
soldier” is misleading. In reality, there were
many distinctly different Roman soldiers, de-
pending on the age in which they lived. The
following brief summary of the evolution of

The Evolution of Rome and

Its Military System

the Roman realm and its renowned armed
forces makes this clear.

The Early Roman Army

Vell betore 1000 B.C., tribal peoples calling
themselves Latins had come to inhabit the area
around the fertile plain of Latium, located in
west-central Italy between the Mediterranean
Sea and the rugged Apennine Mountains.
Some of these agrarian folk established villages
on seven low hills near the Tiber River; and in
time, these villages came together into the city
of Rome. (Archaeological evidence suggests
that this occurred within a century or so of 753
B.C., the traditional founding date calculated
by later Roman scholars.) At first, Rome, a
small city-state only a few square miles in ex-
tent, was a monarchy ruled by kings. Their
word was law, although they increasingly came
to take the advice and respond to the demands
of a small group of well-to-do landowners—the
patncians.

The exact nature and makeup of the army
that defended this small monarchy is un-
known. However, writings by later ancient his-
torians suggest that it was a militia, a group of
nonprofessionals called into service during an
emergency or when otherwise needed and
disbanded after a short campaign. The army
was under the direct command of the king,
but as it grew larger. the king needed ofhicers
to help him control it. The first such unit com-
manders were three tribunes (from the Latin

m e of a Roman Soldier The Evolution of Rome and Its Military System -
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oligarchy (a government headed by an elite
few) rather than a true democracy.

In the Republic’s first century, Rome be-
gan the physical expansion that would eventu-
ally lead it to Mediterranean mastery. And its
land army, now commanded by the two con-
suls (and below them the traditional tribunes).
was the principal instrument of that expansion.
(Still strictly a land power, Rome had no navy
at this time.) At first, the Romans” enemies—
other Italian tribal peoples—were situated
nearby. As military historian Lawrence Keppie
points out, in these years

the wars between Rome and her neigh-
bors were little more than scuffles be-

Macedonian soldiers line up in a phalanx
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tween armed raiding bands of a few hun-
dred men at most. . . . Fidenae, against
which the Romans were fighting in 499
|B.C. ], now lies within the motorway cir-
cuit round modem Rome, and is all but
swallowed up in its northern suburbs.

Over time, however, the Roman army pushed
the borders of Rome’s territory and influence
ever outward. After absorbing the vill; ages and
tarmlands of the Latium plain, Rome fought a
ten-year-long war against the Etruscans, cap-
turing the important Etruscan city of Veii in
396 B.C.

By this time, the army had expanded to a
legion/phalanx of six thousand men, supported
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by some eighteen hundred cavalrv. Because
the soldiers. called legionaries, had to spend
more and more time away from home, the
state began to pay them. Also, the army had
come to represent a wider cross-section of so-
ciety; some of the soldiers were now drawn
from social classes that could atford to suppl
only limited armor and weapons (although
they were by law still property owners). Some
had shields, thrusting spears, and swords but
no cuirasses (chest armor), for instance, while
others had no armor at all and armed them-
selves with throwing spears (javelins) or slings.

Camillus’s Reforms

This early Roman army met its greatest test vet
in 390 B.C. A large force ol Gauls, tribesmen
from the wilds of central Europe who had ear-
lier crossed the Alps into northemn Italy, de-
scended through Etruria and marc hed on
Rome. The Roman phalanx assembled near the
Allia River, a few miles north of Rome, expect-
ing easily to repulse the invaders. Even though
the Callic army lacked organization and disci-
pline, its fearsome-looking warriors—naked,
long haired, and wearing war paint—staged a
wild, screaming charge that completely tem-
fied the unprepared Roman soldiers. The pha-
lanx fell apart, the Romans were defeated, and
the Gauls proceeded to sack Rome

To avoid any other such disasters, the Ro-
mans decided to institute radical military re-
forms. Under a strong leader named Marcus
Furius Camillus, who went on to defeat the
Gauls, they abandoned the rigid, sometimes
inflexible, phalanx. In the coming years,
Camillus and other reformers created an army
in which a legion broke down into several
smaller units on the battlefield. These units,
called maniples (manipuli, meaning “hand-
fuls™), were capable of independent action and

m Léte of a Roman Soldier

could be combined into various configura-
tions, making the whole army much more flex-
ible. Moreover, the Romans discarded the
circular hoplite shield and adopted the more
protective oval (later rectangular) scutum (of
[talian origin), and they largely replaced the
thrusting spear with a throwing spear, the
pilum. “The new flexibility of battle-order and

equipment,” says Keppie.

were cardinal factors in the Romans’
eventual conquest of the Mediterranean
world. The hoplites had worked in close
order at short range, but the new le-
gionaries were mostly equippt‘d to en-
gage with the pilum at long range, then to
charge forward into already disorganized
enemy ranks, before setting to with sword

and shield.’

By the 360s B.C. this new army consisted of
two full legions, each with about forty-two
hundred to five thousand men. And by 311,

there were four legions, which thereafter
became the standard minimum. Each consul
usually commanded two legions. In addition,
when campaigning, a consul’s two legions, in
which the legionaries were Roman citizens,
were accompanied by two more legions
drawn from Rome’s allies (Italian peoples it
had conquered and signed treaties with).
These noncitizen soldiers were collectively
referred to as the alae sociorum ("wings of

allies”™).

All of Ttaly and Far Beyond

This newly refurbished armV soon won Rome
control of all of Italy. By 290 s.C. the Romans
had conquered the Samnites and other hill
tribes of central Italy; and by 265 the Greek
cities scattered across the peninsula’s south-

em sector had been absorbed into the Roman
sphere. Next, Rome cast its gaze beyond the
shores of Italy and onto neighboring Mediter-
ranean coasts, Carthage, a powerful trading
city and empire centered at the northern tip
of Tunisia, on the African coast, fell to Roman
steel after the three devastating Punic Wars,
fought between 264 and 146 8.¢." In 216, dur-
ing the Second Punic War, the largest and
bloodiest conflict fought on earth up till that
time, the Romans suffered a horrendous de-
feat at the hands of the brilliant Carthaginian
general Hannibal at Cannae, in southeastern
Italy. But under their own equally talented
general, Publius Comnelius Scipio, they went
on to defeat Hannibal in 202 at Zama, in
north Africa, and win the war. As prizes in
these conflicts, Rome gained the large and
fertile island of Sicily, at the foot of the Italian
boot; other western Mediterrancan islands;
Spain; and much of north Africa.

During these vears, the Roman army con-
tinued to expand in size and became increas-
ingly better organized. Campaigns often lasted
many months or more and newly won territo-

ries required garrisons (groups of soldiers

manning forts) to hold and protect them, so
the army developed a hard core of professional

soldiers who signed up for hitches lasting sev-
eral vears. Also, out of necessity during the

Punic conflicts, Rome built a powerful navy.
Soon after obliterating Carthage, Rome
unleashed its formidable combined land and
naval forces on the Greek kingdoms clustered
in the Mediterranean’s eastern sphere, includ-
ing Macedonia, Seleucia, and Egypt. The wa-
tershed battle took place at Cynoscephalae, in
Creece, in 197 B.C. There, the flexible Roman
maniples met and demolished the more rigid
Greek phalanx commanded by Macedonia’s
King Philip V, signaling the beginning of the
end of Greek autonomy in the Mediterranean.
Indeed, by the end of the second century B.C.
that sea had become in effect a Roman |ak('
Thereafter, the Romans rather arrogantly re-

ferred to it as mare nostrum. “our sea.”

“Marius’s Mules”

But Rome’s phenomenal success had come at
a price. By the dawn of the first century B.C.,

Here, Hannibal’s army is
defeated at Zama

The Evolution of Rome and Its Military System n



Omens of Military Deleal

As was the case in other ancient conflicts, the

battles of the Punic Wars were typically ac-
companied by superstitious tales of omens,

supernatural wamings of impending good or

bad fortune. In his famous history of Rome,

the first-century-B.C. Roman historian Livy

includes this list of evil omens that suppos-
edly preceded one of Rome's debilitating de-

feats at the hands of the Carthaginian general

Hannibal

“In Rome or near it many prodigies [strange

or marvelous events] occurred that winter,

or—as often happens when men'’s thoughts
are once turned upon religion—many were

reported and too easily credited [believed].

Some of these portents [omens | were: that a

ominous cracks had appeared in the Repub-
lic’s structure. To begin with, in their creation
of a Mediterranean empire, the Romans had
tound it increasingly dithcult to administer so
many diverse lands and peoples with a gov-
ernmental svstem that had been de signe «d to
rule a single people inhabiting a small city-
state. In addition, the state had deve l()p( d
[Hlllt'\ by which it failed to reward its soldiers
with substantial PENSIOnSs | and land when tlu*\
retire tl Mee Tng tlllk nee ll tllt W tultlllt'\t uul
most powerful generals began using their in-
fluence to secure such benelits for their men.
Consequently, the troops began to show more
allegiance to their :_::-m-nda than to the state
A formidable general named Gaius Mar-
jus was the first of a new breed of military
strongmen to amass such a personal army. He
also instituted a new round of far-reaching
luilltar‘_\ reforms. First. he dmppcd all prop-
erty qualitications and accepted volunteers

n Lite of 4 Roman Soldier

free-born infant of six months had cried
“Triumph!™ in the marketplace; that in the
cattle market an ox had climbed, of its own
accord, to the third story of a house, and
then . . . had thrown itself down; that phan-
mdmhndlwenwmmmﬂrsky
. that in Lanuvium a slain victim had
stirred. and a raven had flown into [the god-
dess| Juno’s temple and landed on her very
couch; that in the district of Amiternum, in
many places apparitions [ghostlike images|
of men in shining raiment |outfits] had ap-
peared in the distance, but had not drawn
near to anyone; that in the Picentian region
there had been a shower of pebbles . . . that
tn(.wlaudfbadsnatdialamtrfsmd
from its scabbard and run off with it.”

from all classes. This not only greatly in-
creased the number of potential recruits, but
also initiated profound changes in the army’s
character. In the past, the majority of soldiers,
especially the well-to-do, looked on serving as
4 necessan but unplt'dsaut tlllt). Their goa]
was to discharge that duty as quickly as possi-
ble and resume their civilian careers. For the
volunteers of Marius’s more permanent, pro-
fessional foree, ln contrast, serving in the
army was their career, to which many brought
enthusiasm and a sense of purpose and pride.

Among Marius’s other reforms was supply-
ing all of the troops with standard weapons. Es-
pecially important in this regard was his
introduction of an improved version of the
pilum, this one equipped with a wooden rivet
that broke on impact, preventing an enemy sol-
dier from throwing it back. He also reorganized
the army into cohorts, groups of about 480 men,
cach further divided into six centuries of 80

(rather than 100) men, so a typical legion now
had 4,800 men (although apparently it could
have fewer or more men under certain condi-

tions). In addition, Marius standardized and
improved the quality of training and taught the
soldiers to carry their own supplies rather than
to rely on cumbersome baggage trains of mules
that slowed down an army on the march. The
first-century-A.n. Greek biographer Plutarch
wrote,

Gaius Marius, shown here, instituted massive
military reforms.

There was practice in running and in long
marches; and every man was compelled to
carry his own baggage and to prepare his
own meals. This was the origin of the ex-
pression “one of Marius’s mules,” applied
later to any soldier who was a glutton for
work and nlx-\ml orders cheerfully and

without grumbling’

Finally, the nature of the auxiliary troops
who supported the legions changed shortly
after Marius instituted his reforms. This was
because the Roman government granted citi-
zenship to all the residents of Italy in the S0s
B.C. Since Rome’s former noncitizen allies
(socti) were now citizens, the alae sociorum
ceased to exist. Thereafter, in their place.
the army recruited its auxiliaries—including
archers, slingers, and other light-armed troops,
as well as some cavalry units—from Spain,
north Africa, Germany, and other more distant

lands.

The Early Imperial Army

A number of other Roman generals followed
Marius’s example of amassing a personal
army, including his famous nephew Julius
Caesar. It was during Caesar’s colorful but
brutal conquest of Gaul, the then wild lands
of what are now France and Belgium, that he
gathered and polished a erack force loyal only
to him. The dangerous rivalries that devel-
oped among him and other ambitious leaders
soon afterward led to a series of devastating
civil wars that rocked the Republic to its toun-
dations and eventually brought it down. The
climactic battle of these conflicts took place in
the waters near Actium, in western Greece, in
31 B.C. Caesars protégé, Mark Antony, and
Antony’s lover/ally, Cleopatra VII, the Greek
queen of Egypt, went down to defeat and
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”- e at Actium in 31 Bt

_\r.'f iy .-'j?if! ('.J" . ';Hif’h’

soon afterward committed suicide. Four vears
l.tft'l ?'u* MDA ‘xlr"fll.-t”\ l’-ll".\t*l"l'\\ HIIHMII S1-
ate bestowed on the victor of Actium—Caesar's
acle aptnl son, Octavian—the title of \ugustus,
the exalted one.” Though he never Person-
ally used the title of emperor, Augustus was in
fact the hirst in the long line of dictators who
ruled the political entitv that became known
AN fin' Hnm.m l“,llll'nl't'

Augustus rightly viewed the impernial army
as one of the main pl”ar\ supporting his vast
autocratic power Under his reforms. the mili-
tary had twentv-eight legions, each with about
5,500 men (including cavalry), for a total of
more than 150000 men. By the end of his
reien., each legion was commanded by an ofhi-
cer called a !P*_{lult.tr\ It‘;{dlt* L';_{r;!rn ,l':_:h”tl.\
W !Ifl WS .i[‘ilvﬂtlfl'd !‘I\ l’]lt- vm‘wnrr nmlvr fllt"
lt”_{.lh' wore tlu' tl’.ullllun.ll SIX ll‘lhl!llt'\. .uul
under them were the centurions (each in
charge of a single century), whose position
like that of the tnbunes, dated from the fourth
century B.C. Augustus also sought to eliminate

lih‘ O 4 anl-.lh \Hlillf'!'

Cctavian .\.'l;_:u sl ('dl"ﬂ]? r’t'ft‘fif\ fllf f;ffr't'\ llf

the pre blem that had lmmgllt the Ht'publi(' to
its knees—troops swearing lovalty to individ-
nal generals rather than to the state. He
banned conscription (the military draft), ex-
cept the case of a national CINCErgency, and
opted instead for a professional standing army
of volunteers, correctly reasoning that career
men who enlisted by choice were more likely
to support the establishment than a renegade
-_{rlu-l’.tl_

Among Augustus’s other military reforms
was the requirement that once each vear sol-
diers swear an oath to him as their supreme
commander. He also granted them helty
bonuses and created a system of land grants
as part of their pensions, making it almost im-
possible for a general to buy their allegiance.
In addition, he created some special military
garnisons for the ulpit.a city. One was a force
of about forty-five hundred elite, highly paid
troops called the Praetorian Guard (a force
that later emperors considerably expanded).
Its membership was restricted to men of Ital-

ian birth, and its primary tasks were to guard
Augustus and to see that his orders and poli-
cies were enforced. The other city units
included three “urban cohorts™ (cohortes
urbanae), consisting of about fifteen hundred
policemen to keep order in Rome (and later
in other cities), and a brigade of about thirty-
five hundred vigiles, firefighters who some-
times also patrolled the dark and dangerous
night streets. :

The Century of Crisis

During its first two centuries, the Roman Em-
pire enjoy('d a pvriod of relative peace and
prosperity that came to be called the Pax Ro-
mana, or “Roman Peace” (ca. 30 B.C. to A.D.
150). This was because Augustus and most of
his immediate successors were thoughtful, ef-
fective rulers. The five emperors who ruled
from 96 to 150—Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, An-
toninus Pius, and Marcus Aurelius—were es-
pecially capable and enlightened leaders.”
They brought Roman civilization to its politi-
cal. economic. and cultural zenith. Under Tra-
jan, an able, thoughtful, and generous ruler.
the Empire was larger than it ever had been or
ever would be. It stretched from the Atlantic
Ocean in the west to the Persian Gulf in the
east, and from north Africa in the south to cen-
tral Britain in the north. This huge realm cov-
ered some 3.5 million square miles and
supported more than 100 million inhabitants.
Unfortunately for those inhabitants, how-
ever, Marcus Aurelius’s death in 150 marked
the end of the largely safe and happy Pax Ro-
mana. Thereafter, the Empire’s political and
CCoONnomiC pmhlmns mpidl_v increased, leading
to a century of severe crisis in which the Ro-
man realm approached the brink of total col-
lapse. The crisis had several dimensions and
causes, among them poor leadership, lor one

ambitious, brutal, and/or incompetent indi-
vidual after another occupied the throne, and
serious  economic problems, including a
shortage of precious metals, rising inflation,
and declining agriculture.

Worst of all, the Empire faced grave mili-
tary threats; large seminomadic Germanic
tribes assaulted its northern borders. At the
same time, by the early third century the Ro-
man army, though larger than ever, had grown
less disciplined and reliable than it had been in
the past, so it was often unable to stop enemy
incursions into Roman territory. Making mat-
ters worse, army units in various parts of the
realm swore allegiance to their generals, much
as in late republican times, and these leaders
frequently and foolishly tried to fight one an-
other while defending against the invaders.
During the ensuing roughly fifty-vear period of
near-anarchy, more than hifty rulers claimed
the throne, though only about half the claims
had any legal basis. All but one of these men
died by assassination or other violent means.

Although chaos, disunity, and so-called
barbarian invaders threatened to tear the Ro-
man world asunder, Rome managed, seem-
ingly miraculously, to pull back from the brink
ol ruin. Beginning in the vear 268, a series of
strong milil;lr_\' leaders took control, and in
the next sixteen vears they pushed back the
Germans and defeated illegal imperial
claimants in various parts of the realm. With
the Empire reunited and minimal order re-
stored, in 284 a very intelligent and capable
leader named Diocletian ascended the throne.
He initiated numerous reforms—substantially
reorganizing the provinces, the tax system,
and the imperial court—creating what was in
eftect a new Roman F.mpire Modem histori-
ans often refer to this realm, a gnmmer, more
dangerous and regimented, and far less opti-
mistic society than that of the Pax Romana
era, as the Later Empire.
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Disaster in the '|‘t'l|ln|)vrg Foresl

The worst military disaster of Augustus’s
reign, a defeat that foreshadowed Rome’s
large-scale losses to Germanic tribes in later
centuries, occurved in A.D. 9 when a Roman
force commanded by Publius Quinctilius
Varus was cut to pieces in Germany's dense

Teutoberg Forest (about eighty miles east of

the Rhine River). This description of the
event is from the Roman History of the sec-
ond-century Greek historian Dio Cassius.

Diocletian’s and Constantine’s
.\lilitar}' Reforms

Another of Diocletian’s Major reforms (which
his successors continued) was a thorough
overhaul of the militarv. The new army that
emerged reflected a general change in the
Flnpmw overall defensive strategy that had
been devel ping for some time. The new out-
look. sll.nl‘nwl by the sober reality ol many
decades of relentless barbarian incursions
across the northern frontiers, was based on
the Assumputon that it was no |mtut'r ]mw\i‘)lt'

n Life ol a Roman Soldier

A violent downpour and storm developed, so
that the column [of soldiers] was out
lover a distance]; this also caused the ground
around the tree-roots. . . to become .
the Romans were mst the ele-
ments, the barbarians v surrounded
them on all sides at once, stealing through the
densest thickets, as they were familiar with the
paths. At first they hurded their spears from a
distance. . . [and then] closed in to shorter
range: for their own part the Roman troops . . .
were everywhere overwhelmed by their oppo-
nents [and] suffered many casualties and were
quite unable to counter-attack. . . . They could
neither draw their bows nor hurl their javelins
to any effect, nor even make use of their
shields, which were v sodden with
rain. . . . Besides this the enemy’s numbers had
been greatly reinforced . . . [making] it easier
to encircle and strike down the Romans,
whose ranks . . . had lost many men. . . . So
every soldier and every horse was cut down.”

As his doomed army battles on, Roman General
Varus runs his sword through his body rather than

accept defeat.

to make the borders, or limes, completely im-
pregnable; some invaders, the reasoning
went, must be expected to get through the
line of forts along the frontiers. However,
these intruders could hopefully be inter-
cepted by one or more small, swiftly moving
mobile armies stationed at key points in the
border provinces. To makg such “defense-in-
th'[)tll" strategy work, historian Arther Ferrill
points out, the forts had to be “strong enough
to withstand attack and yet not so smmgl}' de-
fended as to become a drain on manpower
weakening the mobile army.™

The emperor Gallienus (reigned 253-268)
had taken a step in this direction of less static
defenses in the 260s by recruiting extra cavalry
forces for a mobile army that could move in-
dependently of the slow-moving main legions.
Diocletian now took the idea a step further.
He stationed small armies, each accompanied
by detachments of cavalry, called vexillationes,
at key positions on the frontiers. He also at-
tached two highly trained legions to his.per-
sonal traveling court, the comitatus, supported
by elite cavalry forces, the scholae, thus creat-
ing a fast and very effective mobile field force.

Constantine 1 (reigned 307-337) further
elaborated on these changes. Like Diocletian,
he divided his military into both mobile
forces, the comitatenses (from comitatus), and

frontier troops, the limitanei (from limes).
However, Constantine withdrew troops from
some frontier forts and used them to create
several small mobile armies. These patrolled
the frontiers, traveling from town to town,
and when needed hurried to any new trouble
spots.”

The actual size of these armies, as well as
of Rome’s overall forces, is difficult to calcu-
late and often disputed. A realistic figure for
the Empire’s combined armies in the first half
of the fourth century is perhaps 400,000. At
first glance this sounds truly formidable. But
we must factor into it certain realistic limita-
tions. First, army lists were frequently in-
flated with hictitious entries, such as the
names ol little boys and old men attempting

The Praetorian Guard (shown here) was an elite group of soldiers whose job was
to protect the emperor:
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to draw free pay and rations. There were also
high desertion rates, spotty training, and in-
adequate supplies (caused in large part be-
ause of the government’s shortage of funds).
Finally, the military was composed of numer-
ous small forces dispersed across a huge
realm: and the individual field armies were
tiny in comparison with those of republican
times. Each of Constantine’s mobile army
units likely consisted of little more than 1,000
infantry and 500 cavalry. These were some-

times combined to form larger armies, of

course, but only rarely did generals in the
Later Empire field forces numbering in the
tens of thousands

The Army and Empire in
Decline

The new grand strategy of the Empire, with
its frontier forts and small mobile armies,
worked well enough as long as barbarian in-
cursions in the north were illfrm,]lwlll and
small scale. However, as time went on these
mvasions became more numerous and much
larger in size. In about 370, the Huns, a hierce
nomadic people from central Asia, swept into
eastern Europe, driving the Goths and other
German tribes into the Roman border
provinces. These events set in motion the
greatest folk migrations in history, as the

Goths, Vandals, Burgundians, Franks, Angles,
Alani, Saxons, and many other tribes spread
over Europe in search of new lands. That the
Roman army was by now inadequate to keep
all these invaders out became painfully clear
on August 9, 378, On that dark day for Rome,
the emperor Valens (reigned 364-378) at-
tt‘llll)lt'(l to halt the advance of some 200,000
members of a branch of the Coths, the Visig-
oths (meaning “wise Goths”), who had earlier
poured across the Danube River. Near Adri-

- Life of a Roman Soldier

anoplc in northern Greece, Valens died.
along with at least two-thirds of his army, per-
haps as many as 40,000 men.

The disaster at Adrianople marked a cru-
cial turning point for Rome. Therealter, the
barbarian invasions continued to increase.
while the quality and morale of the Roman
army steadily decreased. Part of the problem
was that, b}' the end of the fourth century,
many of the soldiers in that army were bar-

barians themselves. The “barbanzation”™ of

the Roman military had begun in prior cen-
turies when the government had allowed
Germans from the northern frontier areas to
settle in Roman lands, Once these settlers
had established themselves, they were more
than willing to fight Rome’s enemies, includ-
ing fellow Germans. Roman leaders, always in
need of tough military recruits, took advan-
tage of that fact. However, as the recruitment
of Germans into the military accelerated, this
policy began to take its toll, particularly in a
loss of discipline, traditionally one of the Ro-
man army’s greatest strengths. According to
Ferrill, the German recruits

began immediately to demand great re-
wards for their service and to show an in-
dependence that in drill, discipline and
organization meant catastrophe. They
fought under their own native comman-
ders, and the barbaric system of discipline
was in no way as severe as the Roman.
Eventually Roman soldiers saw no reason
to do what barbarian troops in Roman
service were rewarded heavily for not do-
ing. . . . Too long and too close association
with b.trh‘mtm warriprs, as allies in the
Roman army, had ruined the qualities
that made Roman armies great. . . . The
Roman army of A.D. 440, in the west, had
become little more than a barbarian army
itself.”

German-born Odoacer commanded the last of
the Roman armies in Italy

Eventually, this military decline, coupled
with the continuing invasions, severe economic

decline, and other problems, caused the west-

ern Empire to shrink drastically in size and
power. (The eastern portion of the Empire,
centered at Constantinople, founded in 330 by
Constantine, escaped most of the invasions
and remained largely intact; in time, it mutated
into the Greek-speaking Byzantine Empire.)
The last few western emperors ruled over a
pitiful realm consisting only of the Italian
peninsula and portions of a few nearby
provinces. And even these lands were not safe
or secure, for claims by Germanic tribes con-
tinued. In 476, a German-born general named
Odoacer, who commanded the last of all the

Roman armies in Italy, demanded that he and
his soldiers be granted lands on which to settle.

When the government refused, Odoacer’s men

acclaimed him as king of Italy, and on Septem-
ber 4 he deposed the voung emperor Romulus
Augustulus. No new emperor took the boy's
place, and most later scholars came to view the
event as the fall of the western Empire.
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Recruiting, Paying, and
Training Roman Troops
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diers died from ailments that modem soldiers
easilv suntve. According to Michael Simians,

The reality of service life was harsh,
with a rather limited chance that the indi-
vidual would service the 25 years’ enlist-
ment term. which usuallv began at the
age of 1S; many of the inscriptions upon
sunmvIng grave stelae ;marki*r u‘tmws: n-
dicate that the men fn-qm-ntlx died be-
fore. or shortly after. the age of 30
Unfortunately the cause of death is not
recorded. unless the man had been killed
in action One assumes therefore that
the majority of the premature deaths
were caused by disease, accidents, or pos-
siblv blood-poisoning contracted from in-
fected wounds that could have readihy
been incurred in the normal course of

evenday mabitany lite

Becoming a Soldier

The very first issues a prospective Roman sol-
dier dealt with were the method of his re-
cruitment (dilectus), his actual acceptance,
and the length of the term of service he faced.
In wartime or utht.‘r lldllull.t] t'lllt‘l‘L‘t‘lKﬁ tll'.
govemment umtl.'nptt'(r however manyv men
it needed to deal with the situation. But on
the whole, Rome was at peace more often
than at war. and during both wartime and
peacetime u)hmt.ir} enlistent was more

common than conscription. In peacetime, not
all of those who desired to enlist were ac-
cepted, since there were usually only a set
number of openings at any given time. It was
customary, therefore, for a prospective recruit
to obtain a letter of introduction or recom-
mendation (litter commendaticius) to show
why the military should take him over others
Such letters, such as the following surviving
example from the second century A.D., came
from respected citizens, vsp«.ull\ those with
military records and/or connections.

To Julius Domitius, legionary tribune,
from Aurelius Archelaus . . . greetings. |
have even before recommended my
friend Theon to you, and once again | beg
you, Sir, to consider him in VOUT eves as
mvwll For he’s just the sort of fellow vOu
like. He's left his family, his property, and
his business and followed me, and in
every way he’s kept me free from worry.
And so I beg you to let him see vou, and

he can tell you everything Hold this
letter before vour eves, Sir, and imagine
that I'm talking with VOu. Goodbve

However t'lmpwnt and pr.u'w“urtln the
letter of introduction might be. it served onh
to get the prospective recruit’s foot in the
door, so to speak. He also had to pass his pro-
batio, which consisted of an interview and a
physical examination. The interview mainh
determined the recruit’s legal status and the
branch of the service for which that status
qualified him. It was required that he be a
full-fledged citizen if he wanted to join a le-
gion, lor example. A noncitizen was eligible
for the anxiliaries. of course. but he had to
show that he was a free person and not a
S[:.l\t‘ In dt'(llhﬂll. ﬂu' recnuters unl.ﬁldt'n'd
the prospective soldier's moral character; if he
had a reputation for dishonesty or laziness, he
might well be rejected.

The phuicul exam ensured that the re-
cruit met certain minimum height and other

Although the government conscripted (drafted) men during war, most Roman

soldiers enlisted voluntarily.

Recruiting, Paving, and Training Roman Troops
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In this excerpt from The Army of the Cae-
sars, noted historian Michael Grant explains
the relative worth of the denarius and other
coins the Roman government issued to its
troops over the centuries.

“Soldiers’ pay is generally reckoned in
denarii or sestertii, of which there ware four
to the denarius. . . . In the time of Caesar
[mid-first century 8.¢.] silver denarif were
coined. but not sestertii. Under Augustus
. the denarius was the standard silver
coin, valued at one-twenty-fifth of the stan-
dard gold coin, the aureus. The sestertius
was at this period a
large brass
token
COII.

paid, since they served only on an occasional
basis for short periods and made their livings
from their farms. By the earl fourth centun
B.C., however, the troops received a siall
help

dailv cash payment «!qn-n:h’um :

alue of a Soldier’s Pay

Unfortunately, it is quite impossible to give
any useful modern equivalents of these de-
nominations, owing to the notorious ab-
sence of ancient economic statistics. . . . The
Romans did not understand or appreciate
token currencies [those consisting of cheap
metals or paper rather than precious met-
als|. The population was never prepared to
admit a token principle for the coinage in
precious metals, which they invariably ex-
pected to contain gold or silver worth one
aureus or one denarius respectively. Yet one
emperor after another failed to resist the
temptation to erode these values by issuing
coins that were increasingly debased | made
mostly of cheaper metals] or light-weight, or
both. . . . In the third century A.D., this and
other economic mislortunes caused an
acute inflation which brought widespread
misery and destitution. The influtiml
also meant that the soldiers |of the
Later Empire}, whom the emperors
urgently needed to satisty, had to be
given substantial payments in-
kind [in the form of goods and ser-
vicesl, as well as additional al-
lowances,”

Here, a Roman coin shows the face of the emperor
Augustus

cover their living CXPenses and cavalryvmen

received money to maintain their horses
when on campaign. As ime went on and sol
diers’ terms of service lasted for years, these

daily pavments evolved into a regular salan
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(still referred to as a stipendium) that was
paid in three installments—in January, May.
and September (later increased to four in-
stallments
These installment payments were mosth
“on paper, for most Roman soldiers did not
receive their whole pay up-front, as modem
soldiers do. First, it had long been standard
procedure to deduct some of the soldier’s
salary to cover the cost of his armor and
weapons (if he could not supply them him-
sell), food, bedding, his burnial it he died on
duty. and other expenses. The government
deposited a large portion of what was left in a
lmht iry bank. This money, savs Vegetius, was
..nul there for the men themselves to pre-
vent it from be "1y waste 'l |>j. them Ihrnlluh
extravagance or the purchase of useless arti-
cles.”™ After the initial deductions and savings
(ll'[“l\it h-.lll !H'l'“ “li'l]"_ th{' S l]llil‘l’ l'l‘(_‘t'i\t‘{l
the small amount remaining as pocket money.
It is no wonder, then, that an average service-
man frequently found himsell strapped for
cash. In a surviving letter (found in Egypt), a
young soldier complains to his mother,

When vou get this letter 1 shall be much
obliged if you will send me some money.
| haven't got a penny left, because | have

bought a donkey-cart and spent all my
money on it. Do send me a riding-coat,

some [olive) oil, and above all my monthly

allowance. When 1 was last home vou
promised not to leave me penniless, and
now vou treat me like a dog. Father came
to see me the other day and gave me
nothing. Evervbody laughs at me now.
and says, “his father is a soldier, his father
gave him nothing.” Valerius's mother sent
him a pair of pants, a measure of oil, a box
of food, and some monev. Do send me
money and don’t leave me like this. . . .
Your loving son."

The actual pay a Roman soldier received
was most often in the form of currency based
on a common silver coin called a denarius. In
the early second century B.C., shortly after the
end of the Punic Wars, a regular legionary re-
ceived 112.5 denarii per year.” This amount

remained standard until the mid-first century
B.C., when Julius Caesar doubled the pay of

his legionaries to 225 denarii. Rival generals
had no choice but to follow his example, and
that figure remained standard for more than a
century. In about A.D. 84, the emperor Domit-
ian (reigned 51-96) raised the legionary’s pay
to 300 denarii, and in the early third century

I{J’lfiflfl \t'!lfit‘f'\ WLere ’ifiif[
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the emperor Caracalla (211-217) upped it to
675 denarii. (When adjusted for steadily rising
prices due to inflation, these increases were
not as substantial as they might seem.)
Through all these centuries, other kinds
of soldiers received higher wages than regular
legionaries. Centurions (each in charge of a
century of men), for instance, the key officers
who kept the army running from day to day.
earned from 3,750 to 15,000 denarii pex. vear
under Augustus. This means that even the
lowest paid centurion made almost seventeen
times more than a regular legionary. More-
over, the pay for centurions more than dou-
bled in the early third century. Praetorians at
first received 375 denarii under Augustus; he
later raised their pay to 750 denarii; and Cara-
calla raised it to perhaps 2,250 denarii.

In addition to their standard salaries. all of

these soldiers on occasion received bonuses or
bounties called donatives and sometimes re-
ceived retirement gifts. The donatives usually
consisted of either booty (valuables captured
from the enemy in wartime and doled out by a
general to his men) or direct cash payments.
But they could also take the form of money be-
queathed to soldiers in a generals or an em-
peror’s will. For example, in his will, Augustus
left each praetorian 250 denarii, each member
of the urban cohorts 125 denarii, and each of a
select group of legionaries 75 denarii. Retire-
ment gifts included land grants, cash bonuses,
and, in the case of auxiliaries (beginning in the
mid-first century A.D.), the granting of Roman
citizenship. (Auxiliaries did not receive dona-
tives, however, and sailors evidently received
neither donatives nor retirement gifts.) Not
surprising, some recruits joined the army
mainly in hopes of acquiring generous dona-
tives and/or retirement rewards at some later
date.

In general, the pay structure in the Later
Empire (from Diocletian’s time on) was very
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In the third century A.D., a Roman legionary like
this one would have been paid 675 denani per year

different from what it had been in prior ages
Partly because the Empire’s economy more
or less collapsed during the upheavals of the

century of crisis, the society that emerged
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The I’rul)vr Use of the Sword

Much of the weapons training Roman mili-

tary recruits underwent involved the use of

their sword, the gladius. As scholar Michael
Simkins explains in this excerpt from his
Warriors of Rome, the way these swords
were used was the key to their effectiveness.

“The method taught was to thrust, rather
than to slash at an opponent; for a slash-cut
rarely kills, but a thrust makes a deep pen-
etration of the vital organs. The Roman
short sword was clearly designed for stab-
bing, with its sharp angled point, though it

alterward was less prosperous or stable and
more poverty stricken. Consequently, the
government had more trouble making ends
meet. So a hefty part of a soldier’s pay was in-
kind (in the form of goods and services rather
than money), including many items for which
troops in earlier ages had been required to
pay. Oxlord University scholar Roger Tomlin
elaborates,

Late-Roman soldiers did not have to
pay for their uniforms, arms and equip-
ment, and were issued with rations
which increased as thev rose in rank.
Payment in-kind was supplemented by
a regular salary paid in bronze small
change, and by donatives p;ii(l in silver
and gold at five-yearly intervals. Offi-
cers also received imperial gifts [gifts
from the emperor], inscribed silver
plates, gold and silver medallions, gold
and silver belt fitlings and brooches
These terms were generous in an em-
pire where most of the population lived

at subsistence level ?

could be, and certainly was on occasion,
used to effect cutting strokes. The skulls
belonging to the hapless defenders of the
great . . . fortress of Maiden Castle in
Dorset, England, show the appalling fatal
wounds inflicted by the soldiers of [the Ro-
man legion| LEGIO Il AUGUSTA against
adversaries who were most probably unhel-
meted. The use of the thrust also meant
that the Roman kept himself covered with
the bones of his own arm. To raise the arm
to make a cut necessarily exposed his entire
right side.”

Training Methods

Immediately following a Roman soldier’s re-
cruitment process came his training. To say
that this training was extensive is an under-
statement, for the Roman army in its prime
was by far the best-trained army the world
had yet seen. Little is known about early Ro-
man tnililnr}' training methods. Fuﬁllllill('l}'.
Polybius described the Roman general Sci-
PIOS retraining ol some troops soomn alter cap-
turing the Carthaginian stronghold of New
Carthage in 209 B.C., at the height of the Sec-
ond Punic War. On the first day of each week,
the soldiers had to run about 3.7 miles in full
armor, an extremely arduous feat; on day two,
they cleaned and polished their weapons and
underwent an exacting inspection; on day
three, they rested; on day four, they endured
relentless weapons drills—practicing sword
play, spear throwing, and the like; on day five,
they ran another 3.7 miles in armor; on day
six, they had another inspection; and on day
seven, they rested again. The following week
they repeated the process.

As time went on, the training became
even more wide-ranging and rigorous. During
the early Empire, new recruits leamed to
march by engaging in exhausting parade drills
twice a day until they were able to cover
twenty-four miles, wearing full armor, in just
five hours. Next, they had to march mile after
grueling mile, day after day, carrying a full
pack consisting of some sixty pounds of
weapons, tools, and rations. They also learmned
how to build a camp, how to ride a horse, and

how to swim. Then came weapons training, as

described by Vegetius:

They [the trainers] made round wicker-
work shields, twice as heavy as those of
service weight, and gave their recruits
wooden staves [sticks] instead of swords,

and these again were of double weight.
With these they were made to practice at
the stakes both moming and afternoon.
..+ A stake was pluntt-d in the ground l!}'
each recruit, in such a manner that it pro-
jected six feet in height and could not
sway. Against this stake the recruit prac-
ticed . . . just as if he were fighting a real
enemy. Sometimes he aimed as against
the head or the face, sometimes he
threatened from the flanks [sides]|, some-
times he endeavored to strike down the
knees and the legs. He gave ground, he
attacked, he assaulted, and he assailed the
stake with all the skill and energy re-
quired in actual fighting . . . and in this ex-
ercise care was taken to see that the
recruit did not rush forward so rashly to

New recruits were subjected to rigorous training methods, including forced

marches, spear throwing, and sword play
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Within the Roman army, there were clearly defined ranks, with officers having

the most fa“”lﬂl?ff{ and advantages

inflict a wound as to lay himself open to a
counter-stroke from any quarter. Further-
more, they leamed to strike, not with the
edee |of the sword !, but with the point.
For those who strike with the edege have
not only been beaten by the Romans
quite easily, but they have even been
I.lllt{lll‘tl at.

Alternating with such drills with sword and
shield were others with throwing spears, as
well as forced marches, long runs in armor,
and practice at jumping and felling trees.
Eventually, the recruits lined up in an open
field and practiced shaping the various
common battle formations until they could
do so quickly and precisely. Fin; dlv. they
engaged in mock battles (in which the
points of their swords and javelins were

‘ Lifle of a Roman Soldier

covered to prevent serious injuries). The
Romans took war and soldiering very seri-
ously; failure, in training as well as on the
battlefield, was not an option. As a result, as
Vegetius informs us,

so strict was the attention paid to training,
that weapons training instructors re-
ceived double rations, and soldiers who
had failed to reach an adequate standard
in those exercises were compelled to re-
ceive their rations in barlev |a grain then
considered inferior to wheat) instead of
wheat. The wheat ration was not restored
to them until they had demonstrated by
prac tical tests, in tlu- presence of the .
tribunes or the senior officers, that lhc}
were proficient in every branch of their
military studies.”

To Rise Through the Ranks?

It goes without saying that nearly every new
recruit hoped he would somehow manage to
gain promotions and rise through the ranks.
Especially desirable was becoming an offi-
cer, which carried with it many advantages,
including better pay, more imtlmnt\ and re-
spect, and increased prestige and social and
political opportunities. In the imperial army,
the first step up from an ordinary legionary
was the position of immunis. The immunes
were so named because they were immune
from normal, and often unpleasant, daily
military duties because they possessed spe-
cial skills.* An immunis received higher pay
than a legionary and generally worked on his
own and at his own pace. A small sampling
of the more than one hundred kinds of
known immunes includes aerarii (bronze
workers), agrimensores (surveyors), carpen-
tarii (carpenters), ferrarii (blacksmiths), lap-
idarii (stonemasons), librarii (clerks), medici
(orderlies or doctors), sagittarii (arrow mak-
ers), stratores (grooms), tubarii (trumpet
makers), and veterinarii (veterinarians ),
Above the legionaries and immunes were
the officers, grouped into commissioned, or
senior, officers, and noncommissioned, or ju-
nior, officers. The junior oflicers, called prin-
cipales, were divided into two groups—those
in the century and those at the legion’s head-
quarters. Of the century’s junior officers, the
lowest ranking was the tesserarius (from
tessera, meaning “watchword”), a type ol
sergeant who made sure the legionaries were
doing their jobs. Above him was the optio, the
deputy centurion who assumed command of
his century in the centurion’s absence. An-
other principalis, the signifer, bore the cen-
tury’s standards, a highly prestigious duty. The
hmdqu.lrters principales included a large
number of specialized officers, among them

the aquilifer, who bore the Eagle, the stan-
dard for the legion; the imaginifer, who car-
ried a portrait (tmago) of the CIMPeror; and
several kinds of beneficarii (later called offi-
cia), head clerks and assistants on the staffs of
the senior officers.

The lowest-ranking senior officer was the
centunion, a kind of top sergeant or sergeant-
major, somewhat mluiv;llwll to a company

A Standard Bearer (left ) and Roman Commander
were two of the ranks soldiers could achieve in
the Roman army
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commander in a moderm army. The highest-
ranking and most prestigious centurion in a le-
gion was the primus p:lus “hirst spear”), who
had the right to attend meetings and strategy
sessions with the tribunes. In his history, Livy
imcludes a passage in which a centurion of the
early second century B.C. describes his own ca-
reer. The speech shows how an ordinary sol-
dier with skill, guts, perseverance, and a bit of
luck might rise through the ranks.

I am Spurius Ligustinus, of the tribe of
Crustumina. . . . | joined the army in the
consulship of Publius Sulpicius and Gaius
Aurelius; | served two vears in the ranks
in the armyv which was taken across to
Macedonia [in the t-arl_\ 190s B.C. 1. in the
campaign against King Philip [V]. In the
third year Quinctius Flamininus pro-

mote (l me, for my brave ‘v, ‘to the lxm-
tion of] centurion of the te nth maniple of

The Courageous and

hastati | voung infantrymen who fought in
the front rank in a battle]. . . . [Later, in
Spain, the consul Marcus Porcms] judged
me worthy to be appointed centurion of
the first century of hastati. 1 enlisted for
the third time, again as a volunteer, in the
army sent against the Aetolians [a federa-

. tion of Greek cities|. . . . Marcus Acilius
appointed me centurion of the first cen-
tury of the principes [infantrymen who
fought in the second rank]. . . . Four times
in the course of a tew vears | held the
rank of chiel centurion [primus pilus/;
thirty-four times | was rewarded for brav-
ery by the generals.”

Ranked above the centurions in both a re-
publican and imperial legion were its six tri-
bunes. In the Republic after about 190 s.C.
one or more legions might be under the com-
mand (usually for a relatively short period) of

I{vsl)v('lv(l (Centurions

This informative examination of Roman
army centurions is from historian John
Warry's Warfare in the Classical World.

“Following the reforms of Marius [in the

mogcemﬂw B.C.], centurions’ . . . im-
portanccgrcwandb\Cmsdwtlm
were the men who actually commanded the
troops. while the still amateur and youthful
tribunes. nominally superior to them, held
mainly staff appointments. In imperial times
the legion had 59 centurions, comprising
five in the st cohort and 54 in the remain-
der. Those of cohorts 2-10 were equal in
rank and differed only in seniority. Above
these ranked the senior centurions (primi
ordines) who each commanded a double

n Life of a Roman Soldier

on the

size century of the first cohort. . . . Caesar’s
respect for his centurions is revealed by his
many tales of their courage and leadership.
.. | The rank of] a centurion of the 1st cen-
tury A.D. [was] . . . denoted by his transverse
'helmet] crest, which might be of horse hair
or feathers. . . . His rank [was] also signified
by his vine stick,” which was some-
times used to inister corporal punish-
ment. His armor [was] of mail or scales
[small pieces of metal sewn into cloth or
lcatherT'and. unlike the legionaries’, was
The centurion carried his [sword]

opposite side to the le and
in battle carried shield and pila [spears] like

his men.”

a higher-ranking officer, the legate (legatus),
appointed by the Senate. Above the legates
were the consuls, until the late Republic
when elected officials no longer commanded
the army during their terms of office. In the
carly Empire, Augustus introduced the posi-
tion of legionary legate, who had charge of a
single legion for several years and reported
directly to the general commanding the
whole army (who was sometimes the emperor
himself). There also appeared at this time the
position of camp prefect (praefectus casto-
rum). Similar in rank to a tribune, the camp
prefect, supported by a large stall, laid out the
army base or encampment and maintained
order, sanitation, medical services, and
weapons training within it.

This general command structure contin-
ued until the Later Empire, when dramatic
changes in military organization called for the
creation of some new officers. The frontier
armies of these times were commanded by
duces (from which the title “duke” evolved):
the mobile armies were led by the magister
equitum (“master of cavalry”) and magister
peditum ("master of infantry”); and small de-
tachments of the mobile armies were led by a
comes (“count”). Because of a lack of firm ev-
idence, it remains uncertain whether tradi-
tional regimental offices and positions, such
as tribune, centurion, and optio, still existed
in this period, but considering the character-
istic Roman reverence for military tradition, it
is likely that many of them did.
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Roman Soldiers
on the March

ince Rome was at peace more often th;m
it was at war. many Roman tre OPS Saw lit-

tle or no action during their careers. And
even when an army was in the held (on cam-
paign in wartime), the soldiers spent most of
their time marching and making and breaking
camp The distances thev had to cover to
reach the enemy were often large. And be-

cause the Romans rarely used ships to trans-
port land armies long distances, w alking was
the chiel mode of travel, Therelore, several
days of marching might be required if the bat-
tiefront was in ltul} as it otten was in the Sec-
ond Punic War) and several weeks if the front
was in a distant provinee ol foreign land.

The highly practical, regimented Romans
developed systematic and eflicient methods
and rules for moving armies from place to
place early on. These are sometimes referred

to as hield logistics. There was a set order of

march, lor ('\.llllllll'_ in which specilic groups
and units (scouts, surveyors, the general and
his bodvguards, the cavalry, the legionaries
the baggage train, and so on) always occupied
the same positions in the line. The Romans
also raised the task of constructing an army
camp to a virtual art. It is revealing that Poly-
bius’s description of a Roman army on the
march. written in the mid-second ce ntur
B.C., and Josephus’s description, l‘nllll)(l.\('tl
more than two hundred years later (and not
influenced by Polybius’s), are nearly identi-
cal. This illustrates that once the Romans
found an ethicient way to do something, they
usually stuck with it. The Roman army's held

logistics were so well planned and efficient
that Josephus, a former adversary, was moved
{O sav.

When pl;mmng goes betore action, and
the plans are lollowed by so effective an
army, who can wonder that [the Romans
have managed to conquer the whole
Mediterranean world|? One might say
with truth that the conquests are less re-
markable than the conquerors.”

The Soldiers’ Heavy Burdens

If one could transport him- or herself back in
time and witness a Roman army on the
march, he or she would immediately be
struck by the tremendous amount of equip-
ment each soldier carried. In the early Re-
public, baggage trains of mules carried much
of the load. but from Marius’s time (late sec-
ond century B.C.) on, to enable the army to
move faster, the number of pack animals was
reduced and the men (“Marius’s mules”) car-
ried more. The legionaries marched along
with their shields hanging from a shoulder
strap and their helmets strapped to their right
shoulders. In his hands, each soldier carried
his javelins and a bundle of long wooden
stakes that would later be used to erect the
stockade fence protecting the camp. Over his
left shoulder he carried a pole to which his
lm('lx was attached, a load that t}pica"}' in-
cluded a bronze mess tin (patera), a portable

hand mill to grind grain, a cooking pot or
bucket, a leather bag containing extra clothes,
and a sack containing from three to fifteen
days' worth of rations, depending on the
length of the trip. (In the Later Empire, sol-
diers in the mobile armies always carried
twenty days’ worth of rations.)

In addition, the men carried the tools they
used for building roads and bridges in remote
areas and the camps in which they spent their
nights while on the march. Each member of a
contubernium, a group of eight men who ate
together and shared the same tent (equivalent

to a modern army platoon), carried a few of
these tools. Among them were a saw, basket,
coil of rope, pickax (dolabra), sickle, length of
chain, turf cutter, bundle of small wooden or
metal stakes, and so on. Often, the members
of a contubernium shared one mule, which
carried their tent, perhaps a larger millstone
for grinding grain, and other extra baggage.
Apparently, some of the soldiers who could af-
ford it also had a personal slave to help carry
equipment, a servant who could be sold and
replaced as need dictated. (The army also had
a few large wheeled carts to carry heavy siege

This section fnml the famcms column erected by the emperor Irajan shows
Roman soldiers cutting and carrying wheat, which they will grind into grain
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equipment.) Incredibly, considering they were
loaded down with such heavy burdens and

faced with the time-consuming daily tasks of

clearing their route and both erecting and dis-
mantling a camp. the troops managed to
march about eighteen miles a day on average
and thirty or more miles a day under emer-
gency conditions.

According to Polybius, the two orders of

march (for normal or dangerous conditions)
in the mid-Republic were as follows:

As a rule the extraordinarii |elite troops
of the forces .\npplu-cl by Rome’s Italian
allies! are PL!(‘('(! at the head of the col-

umn; after them come the right wing of

the allies and behind them their pack an-
imals: next in order is the first of the Ro-
man legions with its baggage behind it,
after which comes the second tollowed by
its pm'k animals [the consuls and their
hngguut* well pr tected in their mld\t] 1O~
gether with the baggage train of the allies

who bring up the rear, the left wing of the
allies providing the rearguard. The cav-
alry sometimes ride in the rear of their re-
spective divisions, sometimes along with
the |:.tt{£{ugr animals, so as to l\l'('p them
tngr-'tht-r and protect them. When an at-
tack is expected from the rear, the same
general formation is maintained, but the
allied extraordinarii drop back and form
the rearguard instead of the advanced
guard. . . . If a situation of unusual danger
threatens, however, they adopt a different
order of march, assuming there is suftli-
cient open ground. In this case the army
advances in three parallel columns. . . .
The baggage trains of the leading mani-
ples are placed in front, those of the sec-
ond immediately behind, and so on, the
baggage trains being interspersed be-
tween the bodies of fighting troops. With

d.ife of a Roman Soldier

this formation, if the column should be
threatened, the troops face to the riglll or
left, according to the direction from
which the attack comes, and can then
quickly get clear of the baggage train and
confront the enemy.”

_ The normal order of march in the early
Empire was very similar, although by that
time some minor changes had taken place.
Notably, the consuls had been replaced by a
commanding general appointed by the em-
peror. And since the extraordinarii had long
since ceased to exist (when the Italian allies
Iu ame citizens in the early first century

B.C.), the advance gnard was now made up of

umtmgc nts of noncitizen auxiliaries from the
provinces. Likewise, units of auxiliaries took
the allies’ place in the rearguard. Describing
an army on the march led by the emperor Ti-
tus (re mmd 19-81), Jose plms hills in some
blanks left by Polybius:

| After the advanced guard] came road-
makers and camp-constructors, then the
officers” baggage with its armed escort,
Behind these came the commander-in-
chiel [general] with his spearmen and
other picked soldiers, followed by the
legionary cavalry. These marched in
front of the [siege]| engines, with picked
men behind them commanded by tri-
bunes . . . then came the Eagle [symbol
of the legion|, surrounded by the stan-
dards, with their trumpeters in front,
and after them the main column, march-
ing six abreast.”

Laying Out the Camp

In the late afternoon, the traveling army
slowed and prepared to encamp for the

§ (f;unp L.ike a Mushroom Town

The following account of the building of a Ro-

man army camp, written by the first-century-
A.D. Jewish historian Josephus, excerpted here

from his Jewish War, is quite similar to that of
the Greek historian Polybius, who wrote over

two centuries earlier:

“Whenever they [the Romans| invade hos-
tile territory they rigidly refuse battle till
they have fortified their camp. This they do
not construct
do they tackle the job . . . without organized
squads; if the ground is uneven it is thor-
oughly leveled, then the site is marked out

evening. (Sometimes, after the army had
reached its destination, for instance. such
camps remained in place for days or even
weeks or more.) At this time, says Polybius,
“One of the tribunes and those of the centu-
rions who are in turn selected for this duty go
ahead to survey the whole area where the
camp is to be placed.™ Once the site was se-
lected, surveyors marked the spot having the

haphazardly or unevenly, nor

as a rectangle. To this end, the army is fol-
lowed by a large number of enginwrs with
all the tools needed for building. The inside
is divided up, for the huts. From out-
side, the perimeter looks like a wall and is
equipped with towers evenly spaced. In the
gaps between the towers they mount [me-
chanical| spear-throwers, catapults, stone-
throwers . . . all ready to be discharged.
Four gates are constructed, one in each
length of nall. racticable for the entry of
baggag and wide enough for
arme somes [detachments of combat
troops ), if called for. The camp is divided up
by streets, accurately marked out;

in the middle are erected the offi-

cers huts, and in the middle of
these the commander’s headquar-
ters, which resembles a shrine. It
all seems like a mushroom town,

with marlt‘::{:xv. +, workiman's quar-
ters, and orderly-rooms.”

These stone foundations mark the

site of a permanent Roman army
camp, which, like @ marching
camp, was laid out in an orderly
manner

best general view of the camp and surround-
ing (_'mmtr}si(lv with a white flag and mea-
sured off a square roughly one hundred feet
per side around it. Here, the soldiers would
soon erect the consuls tent (praetorium

About fifty leet to one side of the square, a
red flag marked the line where the tribunes’
tents would be placed, and a hundred teet in
front of the tribunes’ tents, another red flag
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indicated where the tents of the legionaries

were to be pit('llt'd.

Next, the surveyors used an instrument
called a groma to obtain the measurements

‘as doscrded Dy Polybeus
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| The Roman Army Camp of the Mid-Republic®
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for the remainder of the camp. The groma

consisted of two boards fastened together so
that they crossed each other at a right angle.
The boards were mounted horizontally on a

vertical post and plumb lines were hung from
Mh‘::ndl.nllm amertoadjt?ﬂthe
houthlothuheywom perfectly level. The
mrdghtednlongtboleveledbomhin four
directions to determine the measurements
for a rectangular grid. Two of the most im-
portant lines measured within the grid were
those that would become the camp’s two main
streets. These were the via principalis, which
ran between the row of tribunes’ tents and
the first row of legionaries’ tents, and the via
praetoria, which connected with the via prin-
cipalis in front of the praetorium and ran
away from the other street at a right angle, di-
viding the camp in half. The rest of the
streets, lined with tents, ran off of these two
main streets. And as Polybius says, “the
t both of the streets and the gen-
elﬂﬂglmittbeappumofatown."
(Indeed, modern scholars suspect
Romans borrowed the concepts for laying out
army camps from contemporary Italian town
planners, who had likely derived their own
ideas from Greek town planners.)
Finally, if the soldiers were in hostile ter-
ritory, the whole camp was surrounded by a
defensive ditch (fossa) about three to ten feet
deep (the latter if camped near the enemy).
The troops piled up the earth excavated from
the ditch to make a rampart (agger), a mound
forming a protective barrier, along the inside
of the ditch. On top of the mound, the men
embedded the stakes they had carried all day
(or if necessary cut new ones from nearby
trees), creating a stockade fence. In a typical
camp, these outer defenses formed a perime-
ter nearly two miles in extent, containing be-
tween forty and fifty thousand stakes. As noted
military historian Peter Connolly explains,

These stakes were cut from trees and usu-
ally had two, three, or at the most four lat-
eral branches, all with sharpened points

on one side. They were planted so that
the branches intertwined in such a way
that it was not easy to see which branch
belonged to which stake; nor was it easy
to pull out one by itself. As they were
planted very close together, it was diffi-
cult for more than one attacker to get
hold of the same stake, and they would
gash their hands trying to do so.”

Polybius describes another ingenious feature
of the camp’s outer defenses:

The rampart is dug on all sides at the dis-
tance of 200 feet from the [outermost row
of] tents, and this empty space |interval-
ium| serves a number of important pur-
poses. First, it provides the proper and
necessary facilities for marching the
troops in and out; it ensures that they all
march into this space by way of the road
which passes their own quarters, and thus
do not enter any one street in a mass, and
so hustle or jostle one another. Also, all
cattle which are brought into the camp
and all plundcr captured from the enemy
are collected in this precinct and safely
guarded during the night. But the most
important use made of this space is that if
the camp is attacked by night it prevents
the tents from being set on fire and keeps
the soldiers out of range of the enemy’s
missiles [arrows, stones, etc. ], or if a few
of them do carry so far, they are almost

harmless because of the distance and of
the margin which has been left in front of
the tents. ™

The army camp of imperial times was in
most ways similar to that of Polybius’s day. One
important difference was the use of the areas

adjoining the praetorium, which housed the
commander. In the republican camp described

Roman Soldiers on the March -
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Duties and Routines

Most of the legionaries shared the duties of

setting up and later xtrll\mg_ the camp, 1
) Imhw' l!l""llt',_[ fllt'-f;*\wf .lml t'l'l‘t'flll';_{ lln-ug_[-
aer and stockade. Of course, the eight men in
cach contubernium were also n'slxmstlllv for
[nu hlw_: their own tent .r\pl(ut”\'. it was about
ten Roman feet (9.7 English feet s(quare and
made of leather. “Evervone knows exactly in
which street and in which part of that street

his tent will be situated.” l’ul_\hm% h-"s s,

since every soldier invariably occupies the
same pusntmn in the camp, and so the
process of pitching camp is remarkably
like the return of an army to its native city.
When that happens, the troops leave their
ranks at the city gate ai i each man makes
straight for his home.™

In addition, some men had the pvrnnm-nt re-
sponsibility of pitching the commander, tri.
bunes’. and other ollicers” tents.

Once the camp had been erected, the sol-
diers performed other standard duties. Some
were assigned to lu:vp the via principalis and
other vital streets clear and clean, for exam-
ple. Specialists, such as engineers, black-
smiths, weapons makers, and doctors, set up
their own workshops (fabrica) or headquar-
ters, among them a hospital for the troops
(valitudinarium) and one tor the horses (vet-
erinarium). Josephus provides this brief ac-
count of other duties and camp routines:

All other duties are carried out with atten-
tion to (liwiplim* and security, wood. food.

and water as required being brought in by
the units detailed |assigned . Tlu'_\ do not
have supper or breakfast just when they
fancy at their individual discretion, but all
together. Times for sleep, guard-duty, and
reveille [wake-up call] are announced Iy
trumpet calls, and nntlnng whatsoever is
done without orders. ™

As for the meals the men ate together, on
the march l_|w} tmtu"} consisted of the ra-
tions they carried. The main staple was bis-
cuits baked from whole wheat (sometimes
with honey added to the dough to sweeten it).
Supplementing these were other foods that
conuld be preserved for many days and also
c':t\||}- carried. llit'lll(liug bacon, cheese, and
sour wine. When the army was encamped for
several days or more (or if the camp was a
pt-rlll;uu'nl one on the fre mtier). the diet was
more varied and appetizing; beel, pork pmll-
try, eggs, lish, fruits, and vegetables were
common fare. If camped near a town or vil-
lage in Roman terntory, the soldiers could get
most of these items from local farmers, but il

Falling Asleep on One’s Shield

In his famous history of Rome, the first-

century-B.c. Roman historian Livy (Titus
Livius) includes this interesting footnote to
the subject of soldiers falling asleep on their

night watches. The consul mentioned, who
cﬂ'errd a parﬁal solution to the pmblnn. was
Lucius Aemilius Paulus the Younger, who
served in that office in 168 B.c.

“The consul also introduced a new rule for-
bidding sentries to carry a shield while on
watch, “A sentry,” he said, ‘is not going into
battle, so as to make use of weapons; he is

going on guard [duty], so that when he is
conscious of the approaching enemy, he
may retire and arouse the others to arms.
Men stand on guard with their shield set up-
right in front of them, and their helmet on
their head. Later on, when they are tired,
| some of them have been known to] lean on
their spear, put their heads on the rim of
their shield, and stand there dozing—with
the result that the enemy can catch sight of
them from afar in their gleaming armor,
while they themselves do not see anyvthing
coming.

“”Ill.lll \Ill'i'lt"l'\ o [lli‘ \lilTl'!I m
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cial group of four s idiers was selected to pa-

trol the camp. The duty of these inspectors,
one for each of four nightly watches, or shifts,
was to check up on the guards. “When the ap-
pointed time comes,” Polybius explains,

the man who has drawn the first watch by
lot [random selection] makes his rounds,
taking some friends with him as wit-
nesses. He visits the posts which are de-
tailed in his orders. . . . If he finds the
guards of the first watch awake, he takes
their tablet, but if he finds any one of
them asleep or absent from his post, he
calls upon those with him to witness the
fact, and continues on his rounds [with-
out taking the tablet]. The same proce-
dure is repeated by those who go the
other rounds on the other watches. . . .
Each of the men who have made the
rounds returns the tablets at daybreak to
the tribune. If all are handed in, the men
are dismissed without question, but if
any one of them delivers a smaller num-
ber of tablets than the number of the
posts he has visited, the signs [watch-
words| on the tablets are checked so as to
discover to which post the missing one

belongs.®

At this point, the tribune ordered the centu-
rion who commanded the unit to bring the
suspects in for questioning. The inspector
then called his witnesses and a court-martial
(military trial) ensued. If the accused was
found guilty, he was condemned to be beaten
to death, a penalty known as the fustuarium,
usually immediately. “This is carried out as

follows.” says Polybius.

The tribune takes a cudgel [club] and
lightly touches the condemned man with
it, whereupon all the soldiers fall upon
him with clubs and stones. . . . But even

those who contrive to escape are no bet-
ter off. . . . They are not allowed to return
to their homes, and none of their family
would dare to receive such a man into the
house. Those who have once fallen into
this misfortune are completely and finally
ruined. . . . The consequence of the ex-
treme severity of this penalty and of the
absolute impossibility of avoiding it is that
the night watches of the Roman army are
faultlessly kept.™

Other infractions punishable by the fustuar-
ium were stealing from the camp stores; lying
under oath; trying to avoid one’s duties by
wounding oneself; abandoning one’s post in
battle out of fear; throwing away one’s sword
or shield in battle; and lying to a tribune or
other officer about one’s exploits in battle.

On rare occasions, when a whole unit was
accused of cowardice or some other serious
offense, the officers meted out a dreaded
punishment called decimation. First, the men
of the disgraced unit had to line up in front of
the assembled legion. Then the tribunes se-
lected 10 percent of them by lot. The unfor-
tunate ones chosen were executed via the
fustuartum, while the rest of the men in the
unit, according to Polybius, “are put on ra-
tions of barley instead of wheat and are or-
dered to quarter themselves outside the camp
in a place which has no defenses.™

Penalties for minor infractions varied ac-
cording to the individual whims of the othcers
who meted them out. Reduction in rank
‘eradus deiectio) was one option; Julius Caesar
is said to have plmislu'd a signifer by stripping
him of his coveted rank. Transferring the ol-
fender to a less prestigious branch of the ser-
vice was another option; a common scenario
was for a legionary to be transferred to the
navy, which was widely viewed as a step down
Other typical minor punishments mcluded

Roman Soldiers on the March n



Soldiers on Parade the starter’s signal. Then they fire [bum] siasm “Ready!” hardly waiting for the

the |wooden portions of the] camp, question, and filled with a kind of martial
i 1di L) S s e “The | : _ which they can easily reconstruct if re- \warlike| fervor they raise their right
[ oman sole u,r.\ ma;c ml !mu, ,rm ¢ their rI’"u- mruiuwul v|||t¢-r lrn' ‘t'tt"rt’lS':f ground quired, lest it might some day be useful arms as they shout. Then the v step off, all
S'S ' » » Sl . - : F 2 ¢ - e
wrses not only in the field while on cam lly armed, and those of high rank or supe to the enemy. For the third time the marching sile ntly and in Lnntl order, as
paign but also in thm’rridunj ;mm:h*w. called rnor i hurwnmuslnp wear h{'l(lt‘d lguld TP
| | , g trumpets give the same signal for depar- on active service every man keeping his
triumphs, and in other kinds of parades. This covered] helmets of iron or bronze to draw : T T SRR e R lace in the col .
:h'u'n'ptum :gfrmaln; soldiers pamdiug at a the attention of the spectators. U nlike the |llrf', ln ur;,tl (T" -lﬂ\t .\ m' ‘nr any -n .i\I'!lI place in the column
sporting event ullmt;rd in Webster’s Roman helmets made for active service, these do b R A e S |
o _ frs _ not cover the head and eves. . . . From the may be missing from his pl;lu-. Then the Having marched and (‘;uu]w(l tor davs. weeks,
Imperial Army) comes from a military hand- : : . IS . -- | -. . ‘

i % ©.5 * o1 helmets hang vellow plumes, a matter of dé- announcer, standing on the right of the or more, and finally locating the enemy, the
book compiled by the second-ventury Greek 1 o bas of cutil _ * | | ) - ‘ {B"
historian Arrian cor [decoration] as much as of utility. As the supreme commander, asks three times  Roman field army proceeded to the task for

horses ""‘l‘;' '““i""rl‘] the “l’ii»:“l‘ﬂt ';I'PPZ(‘ . whether they are ready for war. They  which it was and still is most famous—lighting
.:t|( s to the be: .|"|h of t llvw'(; um;’\ three times shout loudly and with enthu-  and winning a battle.
eV carry oblong sinelds or a :

lighter type than those used in ac-
tion, since both agility and smart
turnout l.lp[wamnm-] are the sub-
jects of the exercise and they im-
rove the appearance of the ]orhns
ﬁwuts] omrmndem(l with scarlet,
red, or blue and other colors. On
their legs they wear tight trousers.
. The horses have frontlets [deco-
rutive hﬁl]pit'u'sj c'url'fu"}-' made to
measure and have also side armor.”

Here. soldiers march in a L‘idory
parade in ancient Rome

logging (usually with a stick) and standing out- nately, Josephus’s account of the Roman army
side at attention all day. The Roman militan includes a vivid description of this process:
did not :-mphn imprm mment as a |H'll.l|l\. As

modern armies do. Although there was a camp When the camp is to be struck, the trum-
prison, it was used only to detain soldiers who pet sounds and every man springs to his
were awaiting tnal or execution duty. Following the signal, tents are in-

stantly dismantled gnd all preparations
made for departure. The trumpet then

Brcaking (Iamp sounds “Stand by to march!™ At once,
RO TE T me AR RS thev load the mules and wagons with the
After one or more days, the soldiers received baggage and take their places like run-
the order to strike camp and move on. Fortu- ners lined up and hardly able to wait for

n Lite of a Homan \“l'lll‘l' ' Roman .‘\ull]it'ls (i l'lr Mare ll n




CHAFILR

he new tactical lighting system the Ro-

mans devised alter their disastrous de-

leat |v} the CGauls in the n-url_\ fourth
century B.C. broke down the old phalanx into
smaller units—the nmmplvs. On the battle-
field, the maniples were arranged into lines
with open spaces between both the maniples
and the lines. This allowed individual units to
move back and forth with ease, lwnni(tinu
tired troops to fall back and rest while fresh
Ones Prt'\.\l'(l torward into the I'r.n When

need dictated. various-sized contingents ol

maniples could also separate from the army’s
main body and fight on their own

Because the new system was both flexi-
ble and etfective, it remained in place for a

Julius Caesar leads his
troops across the Rubicon
River, initiating one of the
civil wars that brought down
the Roman Republic

Life of a Roman Soldier

The Battlefield Tactics of
Roman Troops

.
Even alter the army’s structure
underwent another important revision in
Marius's time (the Im~ second century to
early first century B.C.), most generals em-
plnm d basically the same battlefield tactics
as their predecessors had. The main differ-
ence was that the maniples had been re-
placed by larger units—the cohorts—which

long time.

were arranged into attack formations of

VArious s‘ll;llw.s. Highly gifted generals such
as Scipio and Caesar, who devised some
new and innovative tactics, were rare. Most
of their colleagues were content to fall back
on the tried-and-true tactics that had so
long and so well exploited the Roman
army’s greatest asset—its highly disciplined

i

IF.
L] ‘

and superbly trained infantrymen. Simply
put, for century after century, Rome won

most of its battles primarily because the
Roman foot soldier was a more formidable
fighter than most of the opponents he
faced. When that ceased to be the case.
Rome was doomed.

Preparing for Battle

Except in unforeseen or emergency situa-
tions, the Roman army followed a more or
less standard procedure on the day of a battle.
It was common for the Romans and their
enemy to camp a few miles from each other

“Follow the Path ol Justice!”

Like other Roman battle speeches, the one
delivered by Octavian just prior to the battle
of Actium (in 31 B.C.) extolled Roman
strengths and virtues and belittled the enemy
leaders and troops. In this excerpt from Dio
Cassius’s reconstruction of the speech (from
his history of Rome), Octavian emphasizes
the need to uphold Roman justice, tradition,
and pride, and at the same time heaps abuse
on his opponents, Antony and Cleopatra.

“Soldiers, there is a conclusion | have

reached. . . . It is a truth I have taken to
heart above all else, and I urge you to keep
it before you. This is that in all the greatest
merpnm of war, or indeed in human af-

justice and reverence for the gods

our fa

fairs of any kind, victory comes to those
whose thoughts and deeds follow the path of
. No mat-
ter how great the size and strength of our
force might be . . . still 1 base my confidence
far more upon the principles which are at
stake in this war than upon the advantage of
numbers. We Romans are the rulers of the
greatest and best parts of the world, and vet
we find ourselves ?mmcd and trampled
upon by a woman o . This disgraces
.. .. It [also] disgraces our own
generation. . . . Who would not tear his hair
at the sight of Roman soldiers serving as
bodyguards of this queen? Who would not

groan at hearing that Roman knights and

senators grovel before her? . . . Who would
not when he sees and hears what

Antony has become? . . . He has abandoned
his whole ancestral way of life [and] em-
braced alien and barbaric customs. . . . |

cannot describe to you any greater prize

than that of upholding the renown which

your forefathers won, of preserving the

proud tradition of your native land, of pun-
ishing those who have rebelled against us, of

conquering and ruling over all mankind!”

' Augustus Caesar (Octavian), the first Roman
' ) emperor, was the victor of the sea battle of
’ Acttum.

The Battlefield Tactics of Roman Troops m



e ”lt' ared \SIlt'l‘l' llu‘ 'I'.l”lt' was o t;lkt*
pl;u'v The Romans, as well as many of their
adversaries, were very religious and supersti-
LIOUS; llu-_\ believed that the gods and fate had
ordained that some days were favorable for
major undertakings while others were unta-
vorable. To discover which day was lavorable
for battle, each moming the Roman com-
mander consulted his augurs. These were
soothsayers who read the omens (supernat-
ural signs) supposedly inherent in birds” flight
patterns, cloud shapes, and other natural oc-
currences. Once he made the decision that a
certain day was favorable to engage the en-
emy, the commander tied a red cloak to a
spear and pl;mtml it outside his quarters
After the camp had been alerted that bat-
tle was imminent and the tribunes had re-
ceived their orders and passed them along to
the centurions, the army assembled outside
the camp. Like so many other Roman milit: ry
procedures, this was accomplished in a |m'|||\

|ngim|. pr;u'ti(-:tl. and efficient manner. In re-

pnhlit';m times. the standard pl;lu*m('nt of

troops on the battlehield was the legions in the
center, the allies to their left and right, and
the cavalry on the wings. To move the troops
out of the camp and into this battle order in
the qui('kv.\t. least confusing way, the various
units departed through separate gates. The
Iiégions marched out of the camp’s front gate;
the allies exited the two side gates and moved
to their places beside the legions; and the two
main cas nlr} units exited the back gate, The

Roman horsemen swung around one side of

the camp and took their places on the right
wing, while the allied horsemen moved along
the opposite side and formed the left wing,
Once the soldiers had assembled on the
battlefield, many (if not all) of the troops in
the opposing army got their first look at a
Roman field army fully arrayed in its ranks
and ready to hght In I’nlxlnuss time, the
front of such an army consisted of a long

In an historical reenactment, Roman soldiers line up battle ﬂ:rrmmun

-

line, a few ranks deep, of light-armed skir-
mishers, the velites, very young men usually
wearing no armor and carryving throwing
spears. According to Polybius, “They also
wear a plain helmet which is sometimes cov-
ered with a piece of wolf’s skin or something
similar, which serves both to protect and

identify the soldier.”™

Arrayed behind the velites was the bulk of

the army, the infantry deploved in manipular
fashion. The term manipular refers to the ma-
niples, which assembled in three long lines
facing the enemy. In each line there were
spaces separating the maniples, each space
being the same width as a maniple. At the
same time, the maniples and spaces of the
three lines were staggered in such a way that
there was open space in front and back of
each maniple, overall rendering a sort of
checkerboard effect.®

The three lines of maniples were distinct
because each contained a specific kind of sol-
dier. The front line was made up ol the has-
tati, young men with minimal experience but
possessing a great deal of vigor and en-
durance. Each maniple of hastati (and each
maniple in the other two lines) was composed
of two centuries, one positioned behind the
other. The front century was termed the
“prior” and the back one the “posterior.” Each
maniple of hastati had 60 men to a century
and therefore 120 men in all. (The other 20 of
a century’s standard 80 men were velites, who
stood in their separate line.)

Behind the hastati were the principes, ex-
perienced fighters in the prime of their life
(probably age twenty-five to thirty). Their
maniples were also composed of 120 men
cach. Both the hastati and principes wore full
armor, consisting of a breastplate (cuirass),
helmet, and greaves (lower-leg protectors),
and each was armed with two pila (one light,
the other heavy) and a sword (gladius)

Finally, the rear line was made up of the
triarii, older veterans who lacked the physical
endurance of the others but possessed more
etp(*nenc(-' Each century of triarii had 30
men, so these rear m.lmplvs had 60 rather
than 120 men each. Polybius says that the tri-
arii had the same armor and weapons as the
others, “except that instead of the throwing-
spear, the triarii carry long thrusting spears.™

The Manipular Tactic

Traditionally, just prior to battle, the opposing
commanders delivered speeches designed to
steel their soldiers” nerves and to rouse their
enthusiasm for the fight ahead. The actual
contents of these speeches are unknown. Nu-
merous ancient historians ;tttﬂnptﬂl to re-
construct them, a typical example being the
second-century Greek historian Dio Cassius'’s
version of Mark Antony’s speech preceding
the battle of Actium. “Soldiers,” said Antony,

all preparations for the war which it is my
duty to undertake have been uunplt'tvd
in good time. You belong to an army
whose strength is as overwhelming as its
quality is unsurpassed. . . . Your training
has given you such a mastery of every
form of combat that is known in our times
that each of you, man for man, can strike
fear into our adversaries. . . . If we are res-
olute, we shall win the greatest pnzes of
all: if we are careless, we shall sufter the
worst of misfortunes.

(It must be emphasized that this and similar
speeches from the works of ancient historians
are at best paraphrases based on secondhand
testimony and probably more often complete
fabrications, so they cannot be taken at face
value.)

m Lile of a Roman Soldier
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Having said his piece, the Roman com-
mander signaled the trumpeter to sound the
attack. and the armv advanced on the enemv.
When the enemn line drew close enough, the
velites opened the battle by charging forward
and hurling their jav elins. “The purpose of
this,” Peter Connolly explains, “was to try to
break up the enemy formation in anticipation
of the charge of the heavy infantry. . . . When
both sides had hightly armed troops in front,
this tactic was neutralized. ™

As the enemy line neared the Roman in-
fantry, another trumpet blast signaled for the
most common battlefield maneuver of repub-
lican times—the m.mipu]ar tactic—to begin.
The velites suddenly retreated, passing
quickly through the open spaces in the three
lines of maniples and re-forming their line in
the rear, behind the trigrii. Meanwhile, after
the last of the skirmishers had made it past
the hastati in the front line, the posterior cen-
turies of hastati swiftly moved from behind
the prior centunes and filled the gaps in the
line. This formidable solid bank of infantn
now charged forward. the men shouting
fiercely in unison in an attempt to frighten the
enemy. At a distance of about one hundred
feet, the hastati hurled their light javelins and
a few seconds later followed with their heaw
ones. Then they drew their swords, rushed
forward, and crashed into the enemy ranks
with as much impact as possible.

The ch.uu’v of the hastati sometimes
damaged and demoralized the enemy enough
to force his retreat, giving the Romans an easy
victory. On the other hand, if after a while the
hastati could make no headway or appeared
to be in trouble, the Roman trumpet signaled
the next stage of the manipular tactic. The
hastati retreated, their posterior centuries re-
turning to their original positions behind the
prior centuries. They then hurried through
the gaps separating the maniples of principes

BB Life of 2 Roman Soldier

antd triarii and stood behind the trianii
Meanwhile, just as the hastati had done ear-
lier, the principes formed a solid line and
charged the enemy, who now faced a force of
fresh soldiers with even more battle experi-
ence than the hastati

If the charge of the principes was not
enough to defeat the enemy, they retreated
the same way the hastati had and filled the
gaps between the hastati’s maniples. Then
one of two scenanios played out. If it looked as
though the battle could still be won, the has-
tati, having had a chance to rest, pressed for-
ward and had a second go at the enemy.
However. if the Roman commander decided
it was best to quit and fight again another day;
he ordered the fresh and very experienced
triarii to enter the fray. They formed a solid
line and pointed their spears forward in pha-
lanx fashion, creating a protective barmer be-
hind which the whole army retreated in an
orderly manner.

Catastrophe at Cannae

The manipular tactic helped to revolutionize
warfare in the Mediterranean world. The
highly disciplined and efficient Roman sol-
diers, trained to deliver one devastating
charge after another during battle, succeeded
in exhausting and/or crushing many enemy
armies. Therefore it is not surprising that the
Romans were able to conquer so many di-
verse peoples in only a few centuries.

There were occasional exceptions, how-
ever. The effectiveness of standard Roman
battle tactics could be blunted or even nulli-
fied if the enemy commander was gifted
enough. The classic eumple was Carthage’s
Hannibal (247-152 8.C.), one of the greatest
generals of all time. During the early stages of
the Second Punic War, he defeated one Ro-
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The Roman Manipular Tactic
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sarbet. and Luach Bexr own charge on the Opposing army.

LI R BN B BN BN BN BN BN BN BN BN B B B B B B B B IR B BN BN B BN BN AR B BN B BN B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B
LA B BN B B BN B BN BN B BN B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B R R BN B B N R B B B N B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B I N B B B B
LR B B B B B B O B B B N B B O B B R B B B B B B BN N BN B I R B B B B D I B B B B B B B N B N B B B B

T

Stage 4. if the principes are unable 19 socure 2 victory, they retreat through the gaps among e maniples of vk and 1l i Tw gaps among the
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manipies of hastati The hastedl who have had & chance 10 rest might now move forward and attack e enemy sgain. Or, ff continped Tghting
appears fruitiess, the conturies of trigny form 2 solid line and the whole army retreats n orderty fashion Dehind the Irany's uprasad spears
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man armv after another, mficting horrendous
Josses and bringing Rome almaost to its knees.

The stunning victory Hannibal achieved
in 216 8.« prmr-dmh-drﬂfmmsd(hrfs
darkest hour. A huge Roman armv of some
seventy-five thousand to eighty thousand
men. commanded by the consuls Paullus and
Varro. confronted Hannibal's forty thousand
troops on a small plain near the village of
Cannae in southeastern Italv. Because the
plain was very narrow. the Romans made
their maniples narrower and deeper than
usizal Seeing that the Romans had assembled
for battle in their usual manner, with the in-
fantrv maniples massed in the center, Hanni-
bal anticipated that they would attempt to
attack and overwhelm his own center So he
set a trap for them. Instead of placing his
strongest infantry, the Africans, in the center,
he held these troops in reserve on the flanks
and put his less formidable Spanish and
Celtic infantry in the center

The battle opened in the usual way, with
a clash of the light-armed troops from each
Roman hastati closed ranks and charged the
Carthaginian center. They easilv pushed the
enemy back. And the rest of the Romans,
mamtaining ranks within their ines of mani-
ples (along with the vefites, now arraved in
the rear), moved forward behind them, ready
to enter the heht if needed The confident
Roman infantrvinen had no idea that mean-
while thetr comrades on horse were not fm
so well. Soon after the opposing cavalry units
the upper hand and began to drive the Ro-
man horsemen from the field

It was not long before Hannibal's giant
death trap snapped shut on the unsuspecting
Romans. Just as he had expected. the Roman
infantrvinen, still led by the hestati. drove the
Carthaginian center back so far that thev

B Life of 3 Roman Soldier

completely fresh units now tumed inward
and attacked. At the same time, the
Carthagimian cavalry, having chased away the
Roman horsemen. wheeled around and as-
sanited the Romans from the rear. Sur-
rounded. the Roman ranks crumbled. “As
their outer ranks were continually cut down
and the survivors were forced to pull back and
huddle together.” Polvbius writes, “they were
finally all killed where they stood. . . . So
ended the battle . . . at Cannae, aw:n

which both vnton and znqmshed fought
with indomitable courage.™ Roman losses

are estimated at a crippling fifty thousand,
about eight times those of Hannibal

The Roman Legions Against
the Greek Phalanx

Luckily for the Romans, they never again
faced an enemy of Hannibal's caliber. Partly
for this reason, despite their heavy losses at
Cannae they retained their standard field ar-
mzdmmﬁrahlznuwa&md
And thev won nearly all of the battles they
fought. bhada!wwsbtrntlrcmr not all of
these engagements went “by the book.” fol-
lowing the neat and simple manipular tactic
step by step. The chief strength of the Roman
svstemn was that it was flexible. One or more
legions, each containing celites, hastati,
principes, and triarii, could separate from the
others and act independently; at the same
time, if a situation called for it, a line of has-

tati. principes. ottrurﬁmuklsepnrarfm

thanmthrpn«:lhnleof(hw
fought in 197 8.C.), which demonstrated

once and for all the superiority of the Roman

Stage 1. As he 0pposIng armies prepare for datthe,
™w Romans form ranks in thew esoal tashon, with thar
stronges! infantry-made up of Roman legotares-a the
center, Rankad by her alled indintry, 300 08 ™e wings
e Roman and alled cavairy units Aware that the -
Romans mean to aim for his own G2nter ¢ overwheim
1, Hanntal maves tis strongest infantry—the Afrcans-
dack 1o halding postions on the flaniks and draws wp

s less formidable Spanish and Cotic infandry units in

a cresoent formation in the ceater The battle cpens with
a dash of the Sght-armed shirmishers of he opposng
sades.

Stage 2. Afer the intal indecisive exchange Detuaen the
siormishers per the ssual procedure they refreat (0 he
redr and Te Opposing inlantry units advarce on sach other
The Roman legions and alied ends push the weaker
Carthagraan center backward, just as Marndal had
DO ed ity woulkd, whis he sheewdly continees 10 hold
his Africant in reserve. Meanwhile, the cavalry umits on
the rigit clash whie on the ie®t the Roman cavalry Dresks
and fees from the aumencally supenar Spanish and

Ceitic cavalry.

Stage 3. As the Roman nlantrymen continue 10 press
forwarg, bekeving hey arz wenng the hattle, Hanmbal's
briliant trap begins 10 5peng on them, W the added
SUPPOT Of hes Shrmishers i e rear hes conter holds. At
the same time_ ha Alrcans tum toward the center ind
dogin 10 ervvellp the Roman Nanks Meanwhie a3 2 small
contingent of his Spansh and Ceite Cavalry persues the
Roman horsamen off tha fieid the rest swing betend ™e
Roman army ang atack the Roman alied caraly from De
ear

Stage 4. Assaulted front and back by te enemy, e
Roman alied cavalry breaks and fees. purswed by
Hannbal's Rumidians. Mes Spanish and Ceit cavalry then
whaeis around and attacks ™e Roman center from befund
Now nearly surrounded. the normaly dacpined Romas
racks 1l apart and 3 massive syghter ensees. Some

50 000 Rormans are lled the Qrgest sogle batthefuid loss
n Rome's hstory, whie Maendal, whose wictory & comphete.
loses only 6.000 to 7 000 men
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Stage 3. With only ball of his anmy depioyed. Philp

reaized that he had to act quickly and ordered the
phatanx 00 e ridge % charge This succeeded in
graving the Romuan el wing partway Gown the Mi in
response, Faminnus hurrad over 1o fis rght wing and
fed it in an assauR on the barely hat-formed
Macedonun left

Stage 4. The devastatng charpe of hé Roman

elephants and infantry easily desprsed the soldiers of
Me Macedonian Rt wing, who ran for thew lves. Al

™S crucal penctere. 0 unnamed Roman mbune took
it on himsed! o lead twenty mangles (adout 2 400
men) of the Roman nght weg Dack up and over e
rddpe and directly into the rear of Philp’s nght wing
Unabie 10 swing thes long ples around 10 defend thew
backs. M Nacedonian ntintrymen were Laught
betwee= two Roman forces and ot 10 peces Phiip’s
losses were some 8,000 dead and 5,000 captured. by
contrast, the victor, Flaminings. iost only adout 700
men
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tury B.C., battlefield tactics did not change
very much, for the following reasons. To be-
gin with, each cohort, made up of six cen-
turies of eighty men, was, like a maniple, an
individual unit that could act on its own. And
on the battlefield. the cohorts l\[li('.l“_\
formed three lines, just as the maniples had.
A common arrangement of the cohorts (of
which there were ten to each legion) was
four in the front line and three each in the
second and third lines. One line of cohorts
could advance on the enemy while the co-
horts of the other lines waited in reserve, as
in the m;mipulur tactic. In fact, the cohorts
were even more [lexible than the maniples
because they could more easily be arrayed in
unusual formations. One that prmn-d partic-
ularly effective was the “pig’s head.” It con-
sisted of one cohort in front, two in the
second row, three in the third row, and the
other four in the fourth row, together creat-
ing a massive wedge that was highly effective
in frontal attacks

The major diflerence between the old

system and the new was the llldl\t‘lll} of the

-‘.‘ . | | _‘ ) . ; S “r - Much l?fu'fuzl scholars know about Rome's mid \Ulih!‘f.\ lht'msvlu-s_ Tlu' lll\tllu'tmn\ In ar-

" L L T = republican army comes from the Greek historian mor, weapons, and tactics among the velites

- . ' ¢ T d hetore the - Pnlybiu-t pictured in this statue hastati, principes, and triarii ceased to exist
' ' AL | t ' e Of The former velites donned armor and began

_'F S thousand captured, while the Romans lost  carrying the infantry shield (scutum) and
: _' : - | UIII}' seven humlrml men. In t|n~. .\.inglp st )kp‘ \\\'Ur(l. oS Wt'" as two ,H,H‘ .‘tll(l ||l(' lormer tri-
ST % the Romans rendered the Greek military sys- arii traded in their thrusting spears for pila
_ | o | oYY TR X tem obsolete and paved the way for Romes  Well before Caesar’s time, all of these kinds
. P : _~ .- ‘ o~ A P = uhsuq)timl of the Greek lands in the coming of fighters had become regular l*"-i""'*“""*
‘ | ket | ' decades. armed and trained in similar fashion
- The legion/cohort system and its time-
" | B | e | proven tactics built around the formidable le-
SURCEN ' | h | | ju WEy THROE el Pt Later Militﬂl‘} Tactics ZIOnary remained the mainstay of the Roman
H . | ' s military until the advent of the Later Empire

For a long time, the Roman system retained In the western Empires last two centunies. with
| the same flexibility as it evolved. Even when increasing numbers ol enemies pressing on the
2 o _ : _‘ - ey = s ‘L 3 : ' B th(" lllilllipll‘§ were ;1]);1]]('()"(-(] as |);g"|pﬁp|d Il!l’llt‘l‘\, ”It' hlll‘(ll'll llf(lt'“'ll(lill&.{tlll‘ H*;lllll |t‘"
| ' | | e units in favor of cohorts in the early first cen- mainly on the mobile armies developed by
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Diocletian and Constantine. These torces came
to emphasize the role of cavalry, which became
o pr'im'llml attack force. The infantry, on the
other hand, increasingly fell into a supporting
role, especially after the loss of so many in-

fantrvimen at .-\dn.umplv in 378. (Because of

the huge costs ol recruiting, outlitting, arming,

and training so many soldiers, many of them
were never replaced.) One effect of the le-
gionary’s reduction in importance and prestige
was a \‘tt'a(l_\' decline in the tminillg and disci-
pline of foot soldiers. This in tum contributed
heavily to the Roman military’s decreased ef-
fectiveness in the Empire’s last years.

w

Roman Fortifications and
0 d Siege Warfare

Il Roman soldiers were trained to en-

dure the difficulties and dangers of

wartime campaigning, including forced
marches, camp building, and of course fight-
ing battles. The truth is, though, that many of
the men who enlisted and trained for these
duties never experienced an actual military
campaign. This was because there were peri-
ods of several years or more when there were
few or no military emergencies or wars. And
even when a war broke out, more often than

not only a small part of Rome’s total forces
were needed to fight it. The rest of the troops
on the military rolls continued to man the
arious bases, often in frontier areas, to
which they had been assigned after the com-
pletion of their training. Indeed, it was not
unusual for a soldier to spt-ml his whole ca-
reer and retirement living in and around such
a base.

This situation became increasingly com-
mon beginning in the early Empire. On the

The Romans, seen here laying siege to an enemy town, became highly skilled at

the use nf siege devices and tactics.
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one hand. the rc'*l;atlwl} l)(‘;ll‘t*flll conditions of

lll(' |HIIL{ Pax Romana era l'll\llrl'(l lh;.lt most
Roman soldiers would not see action. On the
other. it was in the latter part of this lk-riml
that the Roman realm reached its largest ex-
tent, so there were a great many provinees and
frontiers to pmtv(l n-uluilint_'_ tens ol thou-
sands of troops to be in uniform at any given
time. In the second centun lor t-\umplv.
three legions were stationed pvrumm'utlx' 1
Britain, one in Spain, fifteen along the Rhine
and Danube Rivers (marking the frontiers be-
tween Roman and German lands ), nine in the
Near East, and two in north Africa.

The tt-mlrnu of manv ol the soldiers sta-
tioned in these areas to settle in them alter re-
tirement had two important consequences.
First. the men \Iu‘t'tul Roman civilization to the
frontiers, helping to tame them; second, they
created local manpower pnnl\ trom which the
army drew new generations of troops. Since the
lllll!Lll'\ tlt'si!'t'll ol L‘ullliullillu \lll)pl\ Ul- -
power, noted scholar Lionel Casson explains

it encouraged them to form liaisons |rela-
tionships| with local women. . . . Thus,
many a veteran simply continued to live
on where he had been based, where he
had founded a familv. Often he had the
pleasure of seeing a son replace him in the
ranks and, profiting from having a father
\l'hu WAS an ex-semnviceman ;lllll (ﬂ.)llld pll“
strings, move up in the ranks| faster and
higher than he had. Centurions often re-
tired with the money and respect to make
them pl";u‘\‘ ol society in the modest com-
munities where tht'} settled down ™

Although the majority of Roman soldiers,
like those stationed in distant pre VINCeS or on
the frontiers, remained on the defensive side
of fortifications. some of the few who did see
action found themselves on the offensive side.

These were the troops who engaged in siege
warfare—surrounding and capturing enemy
fortresses and towns. As Peter Connolly
points out, “Fortifications and siege warfare
are inextricably [inescapably] combined. The
development of one inevitably stimulates
changes in the other,”™™ and therefore the two
must be considered together. Even the largely
chlm Pax Romana saw its share of such sieges,
including one of the most dramatic and fa-
mous of ancient times, the siege of the Jewish
fortress of Masada (A.D. 72-73). The Romans
did not invent most of the siege techniques
thev emploved there and elsewhere; rather, in
their usual manner, they borrowed the ideas
from others and then applied them in the
ways that best suited their own needs.

Protective Walls and the
Defensive Mentality

In Rome’s earliest davs. there were no distant
provinces or frontiers to defend. of course.

Archaeological evidence shows that some of

the original seven hills of Rome were fortified
by mounds of earth topped by stockade
tences and fronted by ditches, similar to the
outer delenses of later Roman marching
camps. The residents apparently relied on
these simple barriers, along with the steep-
ness of the hills, to discourage large-scale at-
tacks. In 378 B.C.. the Romans began work on
the so-called Servian Wall, a more formidable
stone barrier that ran around the city’s entire
perimeter. It was backed (and strengthened)
by an enormous rampart of earth and fronted
by a wide, deep ditch (or moat). As time went
on and Rome’s territory é&panded, other Ro-
man cities, as well as forts, were protected by
similar barriers.

The only significant innovation the Ro-
mans made in the art of fortification during
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Roman armies built stone walls, moats, and forts to protect themselves from

outside enemies.

the remainder of the Republic and early Em-
pire was the portcullis, which later became a fa-
miliar feature of medieval castles. This was a
heavy door, usually made of wood and shod
with iron for extra strength, that protected a
wall or a fortress’s gateway. A system of ropes
and winches located in a chamber above raised
and lowered the door. The fourth-century-p.c.
Greek writer Aeneas Tacticus gives this de-
scription of a version of his own time:

If a large number of the enemy come in

. and you wish to catch them you should
have ready above the center of the gate-
way a gate of the strongest possible timber
overlaid with iron. Then when vou wish to
cut off {part of| the enemy [forces| as they
rush in, you should let this drop down and
the gate itself will not only as it falls de-

stroy some of them, but will also keep the
Lrest of] the foe from entering, while at
the same time the forces on the wall are
slumting at the enemy at the gutv."'

By the reign of the emperor Hadrian, in
the early second century A.D., the Romans
had come to perceive a need to fortify not just
individual cities and forts but the realm as a
whole. So they began building delensive
walls, fortresses, and forts in larger numbers
and on a grander scale than ever before. (In
the Later Empire, with increasing numbers of
enemies pressing on the borders, especially in
the north, this defensive mentality became
deeply ingrained.) The most spectacular sur-
viving c.'uunplt' of a fortification wall meant to
keep enemies out of Roman territory is
Hadrian’s Wall, begun in 122, In its heyday, it

m. Life of a Roman Soldier
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he huge and complex project not only re-

quired many vears to complete but also un-
derwent periodic alterations and restorations
for more than three centuries. Thus it is
hardly surprising that thousands of Roman
soldiers over several generations spent most
or all of their careers either building or
guarding it. (The soldiers also labored on
construction projects in the towns that grew
up alongside the wall.) Beginning in about
140. Hadrian'’s successor. Antoninus Pius
I't'iﬁlu't! 135-101

smaller wall several miles north of Hadrian's

erected a similar but

The new fortilication was intended to re-
i‘!l.u't' Tllt' n'il O .tnl] ;’ll-lrtl il t‘\p.llltlt‘d
Roman frontier. But about six or seven
decades later. the Romans abandoned the
Antonine Wall and fell back to the one
Hadrian had built

Fortresses Versus Forts

Both Hadrians and Antoninus’s walls had
roads running behind them, and along these
roads were forts. where most of the soldiers

assigned to man the walls lived. In the case of

Hadrian’s Wall, the forts were spaced about
six miles (ten kilometers) apart. Beginning in
the late first century, the Romans con-
structed a much larger network of forts
linked by roads along the Rhine and Danube
frontiers bordering Germany. Significantly
reinforced and expanded by Hadrian in the
second century, this defensive line stretched
for some twenty-five hundred miles, from
the North Sea in the northwest to the Black
Sea in the east. And it later became the basis
for an even more formidable network of
frontier defenses installed by Diocletian and
his successors in the Later Empire. The forts
were eventually spaced about five to six miles
apart (or closer in some places), and between
them loomed numerous imposing burgi
(solidly built, freestanding square watchtow-
ers from twenty to forty feet per side) and in-
termittent sections of stockades and ditches.
all guarded by sentries.

Constituting the next level of defense, a
system of fortresses backed up the lorts. The
major factors that distinguished the fortresses
from the forts were their size and/or the kinds
of soldiers who manned them. Generally, the
forts were relatively small—ecach covering
about two to lourteen acres and accommodat-
ing a few hundred to perhaps a thousand men.
Some housed only anxiliary troops, almost al-
ways inhabitants of the provinces or nonciti-

zens; Roman legionaries or a mixture ol

legionaries and auxiliaries garrisoned the oth-
ers. Fortresses, by comparison, were much
larger. Each covered fifty or more acres and
housed at least one legion, up to five thousand
or more men, usually Roman (rather than aux-

iliary) troops. There were obviously fewer
fortresses than forts at any given time

Despite these difterences, Roman forts
and fortresses, which can be classified to-
gether as fortified military bases, had much in
common. Both were \Irlu'tumll} similar, be-
ing more permanent versions of the tradi-
tional and temporary Roman marching camp.
Like marching camps, permanent bases had
outer defenses, including ramparts and
ditches. However, the defenses of the bases
were much more elaborate. like those of for-
tified towns, including towers at intervals in
the walls and wider and deeper moats.

Life on a Roman Army Base

Indeed, a Roman army base was in almost
every sense of the word a town in its own
right. It had streets arranged in a grid pat-
tern (called the via principalis, via praeto-
ria, and so forth, just as in a marching
camp). It also featured blocks of barracks, af
first made of timber and later of stone, in
place ol the marching camp’s tents. Each
block had ten or eleven sets of double
rooms, each of which housed an eight-man
contubernium. The main room, about hi-
teen square feet, was lor slt'vpiuu. while the
second, somewhat smaller, room provided
storage for the men’s equipment. A centu-
nons llll.lrlt'rs was located at the end ol
ecach block of barracks. Because of his rank
and prestige, a centurion had eight or nine
rooms, including a latrine and washroom,
arranged around a central cormidor. (Some
of these chambers were probably oflices
and storerooms, and it is pusnlrlv that a cen-
turion’s optio shared the quarters with him.)
Tribunes had their own separate houses.
equipped with kitchens, dining rooms, and
suites for their personal stafis.

Roman Fortifications and Siege Wartare m
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\lso like a town, an army base had various
civilized amenities. These included bath-
|H|ll‘x4'\. llil!lﬂiliu Il imnto lt‘;{linl.lt\ lortresses in
the first century A.D. Later. some auxilian
forts also leatured bathhouses (smaller in
scale of course). most often located I!l\[ Out-
side the walls. Unlike the relativels mnpl.-

IH*H'*'!II l'.l”l () \Ili*‘n\l'l SAv S ﬁlllill‘l lhlll\t‘l'-

sity ol Birmingham scholar Graham Webster,
the Roman method of bathing

demanded a series of fooms of varving tem-
peratures and humidity which induced a
perspiration subseque nthy shuiced [washed]
oft by warm or cold water, followed by mas-
Seigde® and oils rmabbed into the |ux|}. It must

have been an exhilarating expenence and its
effect on the morale of the trox PS very con-

siderable.™

Much more than a mere bathing facility, how-
ever, a Roman bathhouse was a place in which
people exercised, plaved sports, gambled,
read, and socialized. And it is a good bet that
a soldier spent a good deal of his time in the
local bathhouse when his daily shift was over

[t is also lik('l}' that (1”-1!!1[‘) servicemen fre-
quented their local amphitheaters (arenas with
wooden or stone seating, such as the Colos-
seum in Rome) in those bases that had them
From the second century on, small amphithe-
aters were erected outside the walls of many of

the fortresses (the forts were generally too small
to ment such luxunes). One of these :.uuphilluu
aters, excavated at Caerleon in southwesterm
Britain, measures about 265 by 220 feet and sat
an estimated 6,000 pvuplt'. well more than the
complement of an average legion. A few such
arenas were even larger, but most were ln‘nlm-
bly a bit smaller. These arenas were only occa-
sionally used for staging gladiator and wild
animal hghts, since these shows were very ex
pensive to stage and were rarely seen outside of
Rome and other large cities. Less expensive
sorts ol entertainment, such as boxing, trained
animal acts, and pantomimes, ma have been
presented a bit more often. For the most part,
though, activities such as (';un[m'nlt- religious

The Bases Administrative Center

In the following excerpt from The Roman
lmperial Army, scholar Graham Webster of-
fers this reconstruction of the principia of a
typical Roman fortress.

“This was the administrative center, a large
complex of buildings with a central court-
vard. . . . The broad fagade of the principia
along the via principalis would have been
carctully planned to present to the visitor an
impressive appearance. . . . There would
robably have been an external colonnade
row of columns | and a massive central gate
fa('ing the via practoria. One p;tssml
through this opening into the square with its
wed or graveled surface. On three sides
{:thd a colonnade were the ranges of
storerooms and the offices of the quarter-
master and his clerks. Facing one would be
the great cross-hall, dwarfing the surround-
ing buildings. . . . A modem visitor would
immediately be struck by the similarity in

appearance to a great Norman cathedral,
but without the . . . religious embellish-
ments. . . . . At one end of the cross-hall stood
the tribunal, a platform on which the com-
mander could stand to address the troops
No one has yet satisfactorily explained t [i‘w
purpose of this enormous building.

was undoubtedly used as a court of Jushu'

and probably for swearing in new recruits
and receiving foreign dignitaries. The hall

was approached through a central doorway

in the square . . . [across from] the scallum,
or shrine of the [legion’s] standards. Like
the altar in a church, this was the focus of
religions attention The shrine had a
secondary function, for below the floor

was a small cellar in which was kept the

great iron-bound box which constituted the
soldiers’ bank, since the standard-bearers
acted as treasurers of these funds. Thus, am
attempt at robbery was overshadowed lr\

L

the greater crime of sacrilege.

u Lile of a Roman Soldier
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there was the little prison (carcer), with
its cells. by one of the gates. Here also,
there is. . . the so-called schola. which has
been considered a kind of officers’ club.

A\t |the Roman bases in| Chester lin
west-central Britain] part of an odd build-
ing has been excavated northwest of the
principia. It has a curved wall hitted into a
comer with traces of radial walls. . . . It
could possibly be a drill-hall with a small
arena for arms practice and demonstra-
the two

main streets are llurlll.i”_\ lined with

Hons In most tortresses

roOms nf:a[x-'n-fmntm! structures. identi-
hed as shnp\ land/or taverns | >

It appears that the soldiers were not the
ulll}. OIS \\Im p.urunmﬂl l'ht'&t* \hnps :.md
availed themselves of some ot a base’s other
facilities. Recent excavations of a Roman fort
at Vindolanda, just south of Hadrian’s Wall in
northern Britain h;.t'u' rl*\t'.ill‘(l th;lt SO
women used the base bathhouse (lying just
outside the fort’s walls). Debris from the bath-
IIHH\(' tlr.m:s Contains women s Ildirpill.\ iﬂld
combs. And of the more than fifteen hundred
documents found in the fort (many consisting
of thin wooden sheets, called leal tablets, in-
scribed with ink), some were written by and to
temales. In one, Claudia Severa, the wile of
the commander of a m-lghlnmug fort, writes
to Sulpicia Lepidina, the wile of Vindolanda’s
. I)IIIIlt.llll!t’r Fl.i\llls | 't‘n;i]i\'

Creetings. | send Vou a warm invitation to
come to us on St'ptt'llllu‘r “th. for my
birthday celebrations, to make my day
more t*llJn\';Ihlt* h\ vour prvwnu'- Give
my greetings to vour Cerialis. My Lhus-
!mm!‘ .\t'lllh greets you dll{l your sons. l
will t—\pt'('t you sister. Farewel| sister, my
llt'dfl‘?‘if ﬁ()ll‘. s l IIH[H' to pl’ﬂ!ip(’f. md

grectings.”

These women probably lived in a settlement
adjoining the town and visited the base and its
bathhouse on a regular basis, enjoving the so-
cial life these facilities atforded. It is unknown
whether the wives of ordinary soldiers were
allowed this same privilege.

The Standard Roman Siege
System

The image of soldiers hanging around their
base for years on end, leisurely socializing in

their oftf-duty hours, and rarely if ever seeing
action might give the HNPression of a not-so-
formidable highting force. However, when the
Romans were on the other side of a fort’s or
town'’s walls, as attackers, thl'_\ were all busi-
ness and nearly always victorious. Very little is
known about Roman siege wartare before the
time of the Punic Wars (third century B.C. ).
According to later ancient historians, the Ro-
INans }wsit'gt*d the Etruscan ('it} of Veii in the
late tifth century B.C. and finally captured it
by digging a tunnel under its walls; however,
although we know that Veii did fall to the

The m'c'mly excavated remains ufﬂu’ Roman army base at Vindolanda, seen
here, have revealed much about every day life in such military installations.
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Field artillery pieces like this dart thrower constituted only a small portion of

the sicge frrhm'qm's f'mpfq ryrd hy the Roman mih'tmy

Romans, the details of the siege remain un-
confirmed.

The flirst Roman siege for which details
are known was that of the Sicilian town of
Agrigentum in 262 B.C., near the start of the
First Punic War. Here, the besiegers used a
technique that they borrowed from the
Greeks and that became the standard Roman
siege system. This was circnmvallation, basi-
cally blockading a town or fort by surrounding
it. According to Connolly,

Several camps would be established
around the besieged town at some dis-
tance from it, These would be joined by
lines of trenches and [earthen] ramparts
cutting the town off from the surrounding

K Life of a Roman Soldier

country and preventing anyone from es-
caping. If there was no enemy army in the
field this would be sulficient, but if there
was any possibility of relief from the out-
side, a second line of ramparts and ditches
| bicircumvallation] would be established
facing outwards. Between the two lines
there was a broad thomugllfare [road-
way], often several meters wide, facilitat-
ng mpid troop movements to any part of
the fortifications. Forts and picket [sentry]
posts were placed at intervals along the
whole circuit so that every point of the
line was watched. ™

This was the method Julius Caesar em-
ploved in his famous siege of the Gallic

fortress of Alesia in 52 .. Because the fearless
Cauls repeatedly sent out warriors to harass
the Roman soldiers guarding the perimeter, he
thought it prudent to make some additions to
the usual ramparts, ditches, and guard posts.

In that way, Caesar tells us in his surviving per-
sonal log, the Commentary on the Gallic Wars,

our lines could be defended by a smaller
number of men. Tree trunks or very stout
branches were cut down and the ends
were stripped of bark and sharpened.
long trenches, five feet deep, were dug
and into these the stakes were sunk and
fastened at the bottom so that they could
not be torn up, while the top part pro-
jected above the surface. There were five
rows of them in each trench, fastened and
interlaced together in such a way that
anyone who got among them would im-
pale himself on the sharp points. The sol-

diers called them “tombstones.” In front
of these, arranged in diagonal lines form-

ing quincunxes, we dug pits three leet

deep and tapering downward toward the
bottom. Smooth stakes as thick as a man’s
thigh, hardened by fire and with sharp
points, were fixed in these pits and set so
as not to project more than about three
inches from the ground. To keep them
firmly in place, the earth was trodden
down hard to a depth of one foot and the
rest of the pit was filled with twigs and
brushwood so as to conceal the trap.
These traps were set in groups, each of
which contained eight rows three feet
apart. The men called them “lilies” from
their resemblance to that flower. In front
of these was another defensive device.
Blocks of wood a foot long with iron
hooks fixed in them were buried under-

neath the surface and thickly scattered all

over the area. They were called “spurs™ by
the soldiers. When these defenses were
completed, I constructed another line of
fortifications of the same kind, but this
time facing the other way, against the en-
emy from the outside. These additional
fortifications had a circuit of thirteen
miles.”

Caesar’s siege of Alesia was ultimately suc-
cessful. He was able to defeat both the Gauls
within the fortress and an even larger force
that attacked the outer perimeter of his de-
fenses.

The Siege of Masada

The considerable time and energy Caesar and
his men expended sealing off the Alesia
fortress clearly illustrates the difference be-
tween Roman siege techniques and those of
the Greeks, from whom the Romans learmed
the art of siege wartare. In the Republic’s last
few centuries, the Greeks developed numer-
ous clever, sophisticated, and often enormous
siege machines. These included giant drills
that could pierce stone walls and monstrous
siege towers that moved on rollers and held
dozens of catapults and other mechanical mis-
sile throwers (artillery). The Romans also em-
ployed siege towers and artillery, but their
versions were generally smaller and used less
frequently. More often, the Romans preferred
to exploit the nearly limitless muscle-power of
the thousands of soldiers making up their le-
gions. The men took weeks, or even months,
to build the kind of elaborate defenses and
booby traps that Caesar emploved at Alesia or
to erect gigantic earthen ramps or long under-
ground tunnels to gain access to the town or
fortress they were besieging. In almost every

Roman Fortilications and Siege Wartare -
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by a Roman army under the command of the governor of ]mlm'f.:

Roman sede Y'n'la'f-nlt' {]ll';__::i‘tl Pt't\l\(l'llu'
and patience along with sheer manpower,
won the dav,

The siege? of Masada was a classic demon-
stration of the Roman APProdad h to SIege wWar
fare, 1'-Hl|]=i!|3|t*_: methodic l\;lln*ltu-_ CHONTNoOUS
LAY |t‘-lu wer. the ft'i"lll:-lilu' of circumvalla-
L0 .t!lil ol IHI'_{I' SO !'.ll!li‘l 'Hll\ WS fllt‘ [.L\f
ol three MANor sieges timqllu {t't! I llu- MR-
Mans agamst the l't"u‘.\ in the province Ol Ju—
daea in Palestine ). who rebelled against Rome
from A.D. 66 to 73. The town ol _Iuldp.tl.t COMN-
lli.lli(}t'li !1\ Tlu h:xfur'l.m Jnxrplnl&. h-” i b
after a hitv-dav siege. (..qmm-xl by the Ro
tHials Jrnt‘llhlh went on to 1!!'\1‘!! l'll' J{'\'-l\h
(A1se. 1o !n LOne 2 Htlllhlll citizen .I!lil SN S R
tually to compile his now-famous detailed ac-
ot HT-f_Iit' Wl ’]‘lil' seee iﬂ* 't‘lll'\;l]t"l!l I.l\tt’tl
hive months and ended in 70 with the Roman
LrOOpPSs lull,r_::n-_{_ and .‘nn'mn'_t the city

With ]t'H;MlEt'lil\ fall, most of the revolt
t‘fl”.lp%l't! But 1 1ew I!lllll.ull lilt‘ll.lr‘{!\ e

treated to Masada. a seeminghy impu':n.dllv

n I.Ht‘ ul ol Hll!!l.lfl \H!lill f

fortress at the summit ol an imposing rock
platean overlooking the western shore of the
Dead Sea. There, the leader of the group,
Eleazar ben Ya'ir, and some 960 men,
women, and children bravely determined to

resist, to their dving breath, the might of

H“llll'

In 72, the new Roman military governor,
Flavius Sihva, set about capturing Masada. The
manpower at his disposal was considerable—
two full legions (ten thousand men) and several
”Illll'\.‘.ill(l Jl'\\l\ll [)rmnwru_ resources llliﬂ
helped him to solve his first major problem
This pre blem was that the fortress was pvrl‘hvd
in the midst of a desert wasteland with no ready
access to food. drinking water. or timber. So
Silva ordered the creation of a vast supply train
of men and mules to carry in the food, water,
timber, and uqmpnu-nt he needed to pmsr-cut('
the SICge

Then the Roman commander prmvvdvd
to circumvallate Masada., in the usual Roman
fashion. He surrounded the platean with a
six-foot-thick stone wall with guard towers

Roman Soldiers Sack a City

After besieging and finally at
mmp& meym

nations throughout history, often went on a

of killing, looting, and burming
mhh]ewhhwmjmeﬂmsdmﬂba
the brutal sacking of Jerusalem after it fell to
the Romans in A.D. 70.

“Masters now of the walls, the Romans set
their standards on the towers and with
and singing celebrated their vic-
tory. . . . [Then] they poured into the
streets, sword in hand, cut down without
mercy all who came within reach, and
burnt the houses of any who took refuge
indoors, occupants and all. Many they
raided, and as they entered in search of
plunder, they found whole families dead
and the rooms full of the victims of starva-
tion. Horrified by the sight, they emerged
empty-handed. Pity for those who had
died in this way was matched by no such

feeling for the living. They ran every man
through whom they met and blocked the
narrow streets with corpses, deluging
[flooding] the whole city with gore, so that
many of the fires were quenched by the
blood of the slain. . . . Every man who
showed himself was either killed or cap-
tured by the Romans, and then those in
the sewers were ferreted out, the ground
[above the sewers] was torn up, and all
who were trapped [below]| were killed.
There too were found the bodies of more
than 2.000, some killed by their own hand,
some by one another’s, but most by starva-
tion. So foul a stench of human flesh
greeted those who charged in that many
turned back at once. Others were so avari-
cious [greedy| that they pushed on, climb-
i:s over the piles of corpses; for many
valuables were found in the passages and

all scruples [morals] were silenced by the
prospect of gain.”

After capturing a
cily, it was common
practice for Roman
troops to pillage it
of valuables

Roman Fortilications and Siege Wartare -



spaced at intervals of about eighty to one hun-
dred yards. Beyond the wall, his soldiers
erected two large camps (accommodating
about half a legion each) and six smaller ones.
Then Silva ordered the construction of a huge
assault ramp (of earth and stone, reinforced
by large timbers) and other siege works on
Masada’s western slope. Describing  this
tremendous logistical feat, Josephus writes,

They [the Roman legionaries| worked with
a will and with ample manpower, and soon
a solid platform had been raised to a height
of 300 feet. As this did not, however, seem
cither strong or big enough . . . they built
on top of it a pler Ccomjpx wed of great stones
fitted together, 75 feet wide and the same
height. . . . Further, a tower was erected 90
feet high and covered all over with iron
plate. . . . Meanwhile, Silva had a great
|battering| ram constructed. Now, by his
orders, it was swung continuously against
the wall till at long last a breach was made
and a small section collapsed.™

(The remains of Silva’s giant ramp, as well as
his camps and perimeter walls, can still be

n Life of a Roman Soldier

seen around the plateau’s base, some of them
in an excellent state of preservation.)

Having executed most of the siege with
perfect precision, the Romans braced them-
selves for the final stage, a round of savage
hand-to-hand combat with the defenders.
But Silva’s men were in for an unexpected
and eerie surprise. “The Romans armed
themselves at dawn,” Josephus continues,
“bridged the gap between platform and ram-
parts with [wooden]| gangways and then
made their assault. Seeing no enemy, but [in-
stead| dreadful solitude on every side . . .
they were at a loss to guess what had hap-
pened.”™ Soon they learned that all of the
defenders (except for two women and five
children) had killed themselves in a suicide
pact, preferring death to surrender.

The Romans who found the bodies had
nothing but respect and admiration for these
former enemies. Generation after generation
of Roman soldiers saw dving for one’s home-
land as the noblest, most heroic deed a person
could perform. And in the final, defiant act of
Masada’s defenders, the victors recognized the
same kind of courage, determination, and for-
titude that had made Rome great.

O

i The Crews and Tactics of

Roman Warships

ecause the Romans were not originally a
maritime people, as the Carthagipians
were, Rome had no appreciable navy of

warships in the Monarchy and early Republic.
Only when the Romans perceived an urgent

need did they build such ships, and then they
did so with amazing speed and on a grand
scale. These were the 120 warships that Poly-
bius tells us they produced in only two months
to meet the challenge of fighting Carthage in
the First Punic War. “The Romans are an
anomaly in maritime history,” remarks Lionel

Casson,

a race of [land [lubbers who became lords

of the sea in spite of themselves. Only a
nation of bom landsmen would have
dared, as they did, to pit against one of
the greatest navies afloat [i.e., Carthage’s|
a jerry-built fleet, manned by green crews
fresh off the farms, and commanded by
admirals who lost four ships to the
weather for every one to enemy action.™

Rome’s military tradition as a land power
was so ingrained, in fact, that even after its
navy became an institution, it was for the
most part viewed as secondary to and consid-
erably less prestigious than the army. So for a
long time young Roman men aspired to be
soldiers rather than sailors. “God willing, 1
hope to be transferred to the army,” a young
naval recruit wrote home in the early second
century A.D. “But nothing will be done
around here without money [for bribes?], and

letters of recommendation will be no good
unless a man helps himself.™

The ships’ rowers and other crewmen
were mostly noncitizens or foreigners, who
were organized as auxiliaries rather than le-
gionaries. (The rowers were not slaves, nor
were they chained to their oars, as so often
depicted in Hollywood movies.) In the Re-
public most of these seamen were members
of Rome’s Italian allies, while in imperial
times they tended to be Greeks, Egyptians,
Phoenicians, Syrians, and others from soci-
eties with long-established maritime tradi-
tions. Often their major motivation when
signing on for their grueling twenty-six-year
hitches was to be granted Roman citizenship
as a reward when discharged.

Though the Roman sailor served in what
was seen as the inferior branch of the service,
the navy and its personnel had important,
sometimes even vital, duties and responsibili-
ties to perform. First, when the need arose,
they fought enemy navies. Although these en-
counters rarely decided the outcome of a war.
on occasion they did, as in the case of the
First Punic War or the civil conflict between
Octavian and Antony. Second, the ships trans-
ported consuls, governors, emperors, and
other high officials (and sometimes contin-
gents of land troops) to distant locations much
more swiftly than was possible over land. The
ships also bore important military dispatches
and orders during both wartime and peace-
time. Finally, sailors routinely acted as police
forces for commercial ports; guarded the

The Crews and Tactics of Roman Warships .
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W .u\,ali)s were a handiul of small craft built in
311 BC. to puhn- the local waters of westem
[taly against pirates who periodically raided
the area. About twenty vears later, some of
these Roman \]ill?\ made the mistake of gt'f-
ting into a hight with the war fleet belonging
to the still uu_!t-[n-mirut Greek city of Taras
Tarentum in Latin), in southern Italy. The
Hl)!ll.nu wWe'le }N'dtt‘ll S l!dt"} l"hlf tllt‘“}
S mpp-_*il their Shlps And for the next several
vears thev relegated the task ol P licing their
Coast o \llli\\ frnm llt*.‘.trh\ (;rt*t'L cities that
were already subjects of Rome

In the mid-260s B.C., however, Rome’s re-
LtIIUn\ x\ith (,;tuﬂmﬂt' gIrew str.um-d djbll ll'd to
a war declaration. After the First Punic War

- e

Ridding the Sea Lane ol Pirates

The decline of the Roman navy in the sec-

~ ond century B.C. increasingly emboldened
 bands of pirates, who became a menace to
~ shipping. In this excerpt from his Life of
~ Pompey (Rex Warner's translation in Fall
of the Roman Republic), Plutarch tells

'“nhu operation launched
in 67 B.C., his fc some thirteen
hundred pirate vessels and captured four

hundred more, all without the loss of a sin-
gle Roman ship.

“The power of the pirates extended over the
whole area of our Mediterranean sea. The re-
sult was that all navigation and all commerce
were at a standstill; and it was this aspect of
the situation which caused the Romans . . . to
send out with a commission to drive
the pirates off the seas. . . . Pompey was to be
not only the naval command
R T
solute authority and uncontrolled
power over everyone. The law
vkbdduhiammuddnnklenz:l
over the sea as far as the of Her-
cules | Strait of Gibraltar] and over all
the mainland to the distance of fifty
given power to. . . take from the trea-
sury and from the taxation officials as
much money as he wanted, to raise a
fleet of 200 ships. and to arrange per-
sonally for the levying of troops and
sailors in  whatever numbers he
thought fit. . . . He divided the
Mediterranean and the adjacent coasts
into thirteen separate areas, each of
which he entrusted to a commander
with a fixed number of ships. This dis-
posal of his forces tl the sea
enabled him to s entit:::lﬂa'ls
of which he hunted down
mdmbrough!minm harbor. . . . All this
was done in the space of forty days.”

The renowned general Gnaeus Pompey
became a national hero for ridding the
sea lanes of the pirate menace.

The Crews and Tactics of Roman \\Jnlups' -



commenced in 264, the Romans at first at-
tempted to defeat the enemy on the island of
Sicilv (off Italy's southwestern coast), the
western half of which Carthage controlled.
But the (;.;nlumman navy kr-pt ins (rmmr}'s
Sicilian strongholds well supplied, and
Rome’s etiorts Calne lar‘_-_'t*lﬁ 0 lluﬂllllt_{. Even-
tually, the Roman Senate accepted the hard
reality that the Carthaginians would have to
be fought on their own terms. Rome would
have to wrest control of the sea from the en-
emy, and to do this, it would have to construct
a large fleet of warships

The problem, of course, was that the Ro-
mans had little, if any, idea how to build a
proper, eflective warship. They also did not
have the thousands of trained crewmen that
would be needed to operate the new fleet
Luckily for Rome, it had earlier come into
possession of a Carthaginian warship that had
accidentally run aground. “It was this ship.”
Polvbius explains,

which they [the Romans| proceeded to
use as a model, and they built their whole
{le-e-t .sunrdmg 10 1S urmnﬂcahum for
which it is clear that but for this accident
they would have been prevented from
carrving out their program for sheer lack
of necessary knowledge. As it was, those
who had been given the task of \luphm]d-
ing occupied themselves with the con-
struction work, while others collected the
crews and began to teach them to row on
shore in the following way. They placed
the men along the rowers” benches on dny
land, seating them in the same order as if
thr_\ were on those of an actual vessel
and then trained them to swing back
their bodies in unison. . When the
CTOWS had It'.sl"lu‘(i tllls dnll, t|w 5|ups
were launched as soon as they were fin-

ished “

Lide of 3 Roman Soldier

By 256 8., the Romans had some 330
warships. Manv of these were lost in battle or
in violent storms, so they continually built
new warships and fleets. Incredibly, during
the First Punic War, which was fought mostly
at sea. Rome lost an estimated 700 Warships
and troop transports and more than 100,000
crewmen. [hese remain the largest naval
losses ever suffered by a single nation in one
war, vet the determined and resilient Romans
still managed to win the war. They then pro-
ceeded to defeat Carthage again in the Sec-
ond Punic War. By 201 8.C., at the dlose of
that conflict, Rome, which less than seventy
vears before had had no war fleets at all, was
the mightiest sea power in the Mediter-
ranean.

In the centuries that jollowed. Roman
navies came and went as need and circum-
stances dictated. With Carthage’s navy out of
the Wav, the uﬂl} other fleets p.rsing the
slightest threat to Rome’s belonged to a few
Creek states in the eastern Mediterranean.
Rome quk'H) gained control of this region,
though, and with the seaways largely at peace,
it allowed its war fleets to decline. Not until
the civil wars of the late first century 8.C. did
the Romans require fleets of warships again;
and this time they commandeered most of
them from Greek cities under their control.
Once the civil wars were over. these same
ships became the nucleus of the imperial
fleets organized by Augustus. In the first cen-
tury A.D. he and his successors established
fleets on the coasts of Italy, Egypt, Syria, the
Black Sea the English Channel. and the
Rhine and Danube Rivers. In the second cen-
tury the fleets began to @ecline again, how-
ever. Sea power had almost no role in warfare
in the Later Empire; and by the end of the
fourth century, the once-mighty Roman navy
had virtually ceased to exist.

Roman Warships

The sailors of these war fleets served on a
wide variety of vessels. But the Romans pre-
dominantly used four kinds of warships:
triremes (“threes”™), quadriremes (“fours™),
quinqueremes (“fives”), and Liburnians. The
original designs of the first three types were
Greek; and over the centuries, a large num-
ber of the sailors who manned the Roman
versions continued to be Greeks (who, if they
lived long enough, i{ined Roman citizenship
at the ends of their hitches). As its name sug-
gests, the trireme had three banks of oars,
with one man to an oar. A Roman trireme
probably carried a complement of about 220
to 250 men, including ngout 170 rowers (with
between 50 and 60 in each oar bank), about

15 to 20 crewmen, and a few dozen marines

(fighters). Adding together the hull, decks,

Wooden figureheads, such as
this one were mounted on

the bows of the Roman

warships. Images of gods
and goddesses were

particularly popular.

mast, oars, men, weapons, and supplies, such
a vessel would have weighed, or in nautical
terms “displaced.” 50 to 90 tons. Yet it was
relatively quick for its time. In short spurts,
when attacking for instance, it could attain a
speed of perhaps 7 to 8 knots (8 to 9 miles
per hour).

The quadrireme and quinquereme were
both somewhat larger than a trireme. A
quadrireme appears to have had two banks of
oars, with two men to each oar. The quin-
quereme likely took this design a step further
so that it had three oar banks, the top two
having two rowers to an oar and the bottom
one having one man to an oar.” Perhaps the
most common warship in Roman navies dur-
ing the mid- to late Republic, the quin-
quereme was up to 120 feet long and carried
some 270 rowers, 30 crewmen, and from 40
to 120 marines (the larger number in battle).

The Crews and Tactics of Roman Warships .
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Roman warships were of four types: triremes (like the one shown here),

quadrin':m'\, quingqueremes, and Liburnians.

B} contrast, the Liburnian, invented b}' a
tribe of pirates inhabiting what is now Bosnia,
was much smaller. “It was a destroyer,” says
Casson,

a light, fast, highly maneuverable vessel,
ideal for pursuit of pirates or for quick
. The Romans found
it useful enough to adopt as a standard
[naval] unit, particularly for the provincial
fleets which used such craft almost exclu-

commumecations. . .

sively. Originally, it was most probably
‘illlglt‘-h;lllkt"tl. but its borrowers devel-
upvd a heavier version driven l)}‘ two
banks of oarsmen. . . . Its two banks were
casier to handle than the three of the
| trireme and quimlm-n-nw] and . . . its mast
and sail . . . perhaps could be lowered un-
der way for a hight without disturbing the
rowers. The Liburnian became so popular
in the Roman navy that the term eventually

ame to mean warship in general ™

The seamen who manned these ships
gave them names, just as sailors name their

Life of a Roman Soldier

boats today. One difference was that Roman
sailors did not inscribe ships” names on the
sides of their hulls; rather, they prominently
displayed wooden figureheads and other ¢
ings on the bows. Many ships were named af-
ter deities, especially those associated with
the sea. Popular names were Neptune, lord of
the sea; Neptune’s son, Triton; and Nereus,
the “old man of the sea,” a god thought to
possess the gift of prophecy. Roman sailors
were also partial to Isis, an Egyptian goddess
who came to be widely worshiped across the
Roman Empire. Other common names for
Roman warships included important abstract
concepts such as Justice, Liberty, Peace, and
Piety.

How Roman Sailors and
Marines Fought

To the average Roman safllor, peace was more
than the name of a ship. It was also the state
he hoped the Roman realm would be in dur-
ing his term of service, for going to war
greatly increased the chances that he would

be seriously wounded or even killed. Because
Rome was at peace more often than at war,
the majority of Roman sailors, like Roman
land troops, never actually took part in a mil-
itary campaign. But those who did experi-
enced the horrors of naval warfare, which
included the high risk of drowning if one’s
ship sustained major damage and sank.

When the Romans learned about naval
affairs from the Grecks and Carthaginians
during mid-republican times, they adopted
the basic naval battle tactics then widely in
use. The first of these was the employment of
a bronze-coated beak mounted on the ship’s
bow to ram an enemy vessel. The object was
to open a hole in the enemy ship’s side and
thereby sink it. Among the tactical maneuvers
a fleet used to gain the advantage and in-
crease the likelihood of sinking enemy ships
was the periplus, in which an attacking fleet
managed to outflank (envelop the sides of)
the enemy fleet; this allowed some of the at-
tacking ships to ram the t'tpowd sides of the
outer ships in the enemy’s line. Another com-
mon maneuver was the diekplus. One ship at-

tacked an enemy vessel at an angle, sheering
off most of its oars on one side and thereby
rendering it helpless; then a second attacker.
stationed directly behind the first, moved in
for the killing ramming run.

Although the Romans sometimes used
these maneuvers, they much preferred the
second basic naval battle tactic—boarding an
enemy ship and taking control of it via hand-
to-hand fighting. Perhaps it was the long and
prestigious record of their army that led to
their increased emphasis of land warfare
techniques in naval battles. The first major
advance in this direction was their invention
of the corvus (“crow” or “raven”) in the early
years of the First Punic War. This was a long
wooden gangway with a spike attached to its
end. The corvus stood in an upright position
on the front deck of a Roman ship until the
vessel pulled up alongside an enemy ship, at
which time sailors dropped the device onto
the enemy’s deck. The spike pierced the deck.
holding the gangway in place, and Roman
marines charged across and attacked the en-
emy vessel’s crew. Describing the first use of

How the Raven Was Constructed

ulnl:l-e

made

&‘.r‘ﬁe d'dispule
was i
= four feet in

feet from one end of the gangway, an
dotwuut.mmubueomw:nle
was fitted, and each of the long sides the
gangway was protected by a rail as high as
mkhee.l\nhemthwdlfu]mddthe
gangway was fastened an iron spike. . .. When
SR et
mkl mdthepuﬂey
m&ntb&d'theemnq
\ud.tlileouldelhnrhetbnewdw

bows, or the gangway could be swiveled
round if the two ships collided broadside on.”

The Crews and Tactics of Roman Warships
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Sometimes the tactics

the size of these vessels. This is well illus-
trated by the battle of Actium (31 B.C.), in
which Octavian defeated Antony. Here,
from his history

how Octavian’s smaller .
runs and other tactics
maneuverability,
sels

while Antony’s larger ves-

wbmhi«mandlhmbtmrdthm In a way,
Dio points out, it was like a land battle
al sea.

“The two sides used different tactics. Octa-
vian's fleet, having smaller and faster ships,
could advance at speed and ram the enemy.
... If they sank a vessel, they had achieved
their object; if not, they

[row backwards| before they conld be en-

gaged at close quarters, and either ram the

same ship suddenly a second time, or let it

anced, unsteady, and more prone to capsizing
in stormy conditions. However, they continued
to develop and use devices that allowed them to
hold fast and board enemy ships. These in-
cluded long poles or lengths of chain with large
grapnel (hooks) attached to the ends; when
their ship maneuvered close enough to an en-
emy vessel, Roman sailors tossed the g gr;nplwl
snagging the enemy’s deck, and the marines

boarded on wooden planks or ladders. In the
30s B.C., Augustus’s talented admiral, Agrippa,
introduced the harpax, a grapnel with long
ropes or chains attached that was shot trom a
catapult mounted on the deck of a Roman ship:
this allowed an enemy ship to be ensnared from
a much greater distance. Larger ships also
sometimes featured wooden towers mounted

by the
crews of Roman warships were dictated by

of Rome, Dio Cassius tells
used ramming

ting speed and
to pound their opponents into

wr;uld back water

';n;lll'_\ and Infantm

go and turn against others. . . . They would
sail up suddenly so as to close with their tar-
get before the enemy'’s archers could hit
them, inflict damage or cause enough con-
fusion to escape being grappled, and then
quickly back away out of range. Antony’s
tactics, on the other hand, were to pour
heavy volleys of stones and arrows upon the
enemy ships as they approached, and then
try to entrap them with iron grapnels. When

they coukr reach their targets, Antony’s

ships got the upper hand, but if they missed,
their own hulls would be pierced by the

rams and they would sink, or else, in the at-
tempt to avoid collision, they would lose
time and expose themselves to attack by
other ships. . . . Octavian’s ships resembled
cavalry, now launching a charge, and now
retreating . . . while Antony’s were like heavy
infantry, wanimg off the enemy’s efforts to
ram them, but also striving to hold them

with their grappling hooks.”

on the deck at front and back: Jil\'l‘“ll men or
archers stationed atop these towers fired down
on an enemy ship’s deck as the opposing ships
neared each other, softening up the enemy be-
fore the marines boarded.

The Opportunity for Promotion

The wide range of duties and skills involved in
such battles (rowing, steering, lowering the
sails, fighting, commanding and coordinating,
and so on) required a diversity of personnel
and a command structure no less complex than
that for the land army. And within that com-
mand structure, there was the chance for pro-
motion through the ranks. A major exception

The Crews and Tactics of Roman \\'.ll\l'llrhi



was the topmost naval position—admiral. The
admiral was alwavs a Roman citizen from a
prominent family, so noncitizens in the lower
ranks could not aspire to his post. In the Re-
public, the admirals—commanders of whole
fleets and the home bases where these fleets
docked—were usually senators. In the Em-
pire. in contrast, they held the rank of prefect
and tended to be well-to-do, high-ranking
army officers. (The fact that these admirals
were drawn from the army rather than the
navy reflected and reinforced the common
perception that the navy was the inferior of
the two services. )

As they did with so many other naval con-
cepts and customs, the Romans borrowed the
terms used to describe most of the other
naval officers from the Greeks. The comman-
der of a squadron, perhaps about ten ships,
was a navarch (from the Creek navarchos),
and the captain of an individual ship was
called a trierarch (from the Greek trierar-
chos). Navarchs were generally promoted
from the paosition of trierarch, and trierarchs
were likely promoted from the lower ranks of
navy men. In the early Empire, both positions
were filled mainly by experienced Greek
satlors.

Under a trierarch, as under an army tri-
bune, existed a number of junior officers who
made up the captain’s staff. These included a
chief administrator | beneficarius | and various
kinds of clerks with specialized jobs, such as
making reports to the admirals office and
keeping financial records. The trierarch also
had deck officers to help him run his ship.
Among them were the gubernator (the term
from which the word governor evolved), who
supervised the steersmen from his station on
the aft (rear) deck: his assistant, the proreta,
stationed on the prow (front), who kept an
eve out for rocks and shoals in the vessels
pdh; the celeusta. who used wooden mallets

B i of 2 Roman Soldser

to pound out a beat for the rowers to follow;
two or three velarii, experts at raising and
lowering the sails; and a nauphlax, in charge
of the ship’s physical upkeep, and his carpen-
ters, the fabri. (It is probable that only larger
ships, such as quinqueremes, had a full com-
plement of such specialists: the fewer crew-
men manning Libumians and other small
craft likely doubled up on these jobs.) Usually,
these junior officers and specialists received
double the pay (or more) of an ordinary sailor.

In addition, each warship had its comple-
ment of marines. Since an individual warship
was, for organizational purposes, designated
as a naval century, these fighters were trained
and commanded by a centurion. As in an
army century, he was assisted by an optio.
the trierarch, including who had more au-
it is almost certain that the centurion made
all the important decisions concering actual
combat.

The lowest-ranking naval personnel, the
rowers and other ordinary sailors, were well
aware of the drawbacks of naval service when
they signed up. In addition to the navy’s infe-
rior status, as compared with that of the army,
they faced long hitches featuring hard and
sometimes dangerous work and little pay
Still, for a poor boy from an Italian or provin-
cial farm or city slum, the rewards of serving
in the navy could well outweigh the draw-
backs. Even if small, the pay was steady and
often amounted to more than he could make
as a farmhand or ordinary laborer. There was
also the opportunity for travel and seeing far-
away cities and Most of all, the po-
a citizen loomed large.

These factors fueled the enthusiasm and
optimism revealed i the following letter, writ-

sometime in the second century. Having left
his village in F and joined the Roman

navy, Apion had been assigned to the naval
bdl&unmhlhlyl’ermmam

Dear Father: First of all, 1 hope you are
well and will always be well, and my sister
and her danghter and my brother. I thank
the god Serapis that when I was in danger
on the sea [in a storm?] he quickly came
to the rescue. When [ arrived at Misenum

I received from the government three
gold pieces for my traveling expenses. I'm
fine. Please write me, Father . . . so that |
can kiss your hand because you gave me a
good education and because of it 1 hope
to get quick promotion if the gods are
willing. . . . I've given Euctemon [a friend
on leave?] a [painted] picture of myself to
bring to you. My [new] name is Antonius
Maximus, my ship the Athenonice. Good-
bye. PS. Serenus, Agathodaemon’s son,
sends regards, and so does Turbo, Gallo-

nius’s son.”

The Crews and Tactics of Roman Warships .



Military

=2 The End of the Roman

When the Roman soldier ceased to be the de-
termined, enthusiastic, elfective ﬁ‘_{lltt‘r he
had been tor many centuries, Rome’s days
were numbered. Indeed, the decline of the
Roman militm*_\ and the often-discussed “de-
cline and fall of the western Roman Empire”
are intimately related. Over time, poor pay
and training, loss ol prestige, high desertion
rates, increasing recruitment ol less disci-
plined non-Roman Germans, and other fac-
tors urnzth reduced the ellectiveness ol

Rome’s armed forces. l):*lll‘l\t-il of the chief

tool it needed to ]wt'p its territories from
falling to the northern tribes, the central gov-
ernment could not stop the western realm
from steadily shrinking. And eventually, the
last remmnants of that realm fell under the con-
trol of an armv that called itself Roman but
was in fact made up ol and commanded
by Germans. This was part of the ongoing
process by which the traditional Roman world
in the West slowly but steadily changed into
something else—what came to be called Eu-

l’npv

From Offense to Defense

The seeds of Roman military decline were
plmlu-d lmv_: before the Later l‘:mpin-_ the
realm that eventually succumbed to the
forces of deterioration and change. Strategic
military decisions made hundreds of years be-
fore set in motion a series of events and
trends that later profoundly affected the lives

aid fortunes of Roman soldiers and civilians
alike. Beginning in the early Republic, Rome’s
overall military strategy was for a long time
largely offensive, stimulating a steady expan-
sion of the realm. The usual scenario was for
the Romans to defeat a people, consolidate
their territory, and then Romanize and ab-
sorb them, thereby expanding Roman fron-
Hers

The fatetul turming point that signaled the
coming transition from an oflensive to a defen-
sive militun posture came in A.D. Y, late in the
reign of the first Roman emperor, Augustus.
When he had come to power, the E.mpire s
northern border was a ragged, ill-defined fron-
tier that ran west to east through south-central
FEurope. Over the centuries, the Germanic
tribes who inhabited the regions north of that
border had periodically pressed southward,
threatening Roman termtory. The defeat of the
Romans by the Gauls at Allia in the early
fourth century B.C. had been one example. An
invasion of two warlike tribes, the Cimbri and
Teutones, whom Marius had routed in 102
B.C., had been another. Like other Roman
leaders. Augustus felt that the Cermans’ close
proximity to the Roman heartland was danger-
ous and intolerable. So he set about pushing
the northern borders back. Beginning in the
mid-20s B.C., his armies slowly advanced
northward, establishing new towns in the areas
they secured.

These campaigns increased in size and
speed. And after several years of intermittent
fighting, Roman territory extended to the

Danube River, prompting the creation of
some new provinces. The frontier then re-
mained relatively quiet for a few vears, until
Augustus sent an official named Publius
Quinctilius Varus to turn a section of Germany
into still another new province. In A.D. 9, in
the dense Teutoburg Forest (some eighty
miles east of the Rhine River), a large force of
Germans ambushed Varus and his fifteen
thousand troops, killing them almost to the
last man. According to the first-/second-cen-
tury-A.D. Roman historian Suetonius, Augus-
tus “took the disaster so dt'vply to heart that
he left his hair and beard untrimmed for
months; he would often beat his head on a
door, shouting: ‘Quinctilius Varus, give me
back my legions!"™ Varus could not give the
legions back, of course. And the fact was that

no one, including Augustus, could replace
them. Raising, outfitting, and training three
entire legions was too expensive a proposition,
even for someone as wealthy as the emperor.®

More importantly, Varus's defeat ended
up having important consequences for Rome’s
future. In the years immediately following it,
the Romans became discouraged, wrote off
Germany as a loss, and pulled their forces
back, allowing the natives to maintain control
of the area. The result was that Germany was
not absorbed into the Empire and thoroughly
Romanized. Permanently retaining their in-
dependence, the northemn tribes proved an
increasingly dangerous threat in the centuries
to come, especially in the bleak days of the
Later Empire. (In view of their final triumph
over Rome, the encounter in the Teutoburg

A germanic chieftan like the one pictured in this modern reconstruction,
defeated the Roman general Varus and his legions in the Teutoburg Forest
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Forest ranks as one of the most crucial and
decisive battles in world history.)

Serving in the Army Loses Its
Allure

Meanwhile, the size and power of the Empire
peaked in the early second century. After that,

with the Cermans and others increasingly

pressing on the borders, the Romans were al-
most constantly on the defensive. As the
chaos of the third-century crisis and the fi-
nancial restrictions of the Later Empire took
an added toll, the tasks and duties of the av-
erage Roman soldier became increasingly
thankless and hopeless. And serving in the
military, once a prestigious and coveted goal,
stes .|d1|\ lost its allure.

Because now fewer Roman men enlisted
in the army than had in prior, more peaceful
times, to keep troop numbers up Diocletian
made service for the sons of veterans compul-
sory. But conscription remained unpopular
and difficult to enforce. To avoid serving, some
young men resorted to extreme measures,
such as amputating their own thumbs. When

this practice became widespread, the govern-
ment at first ordered that such shirkers be

bumed alive, but later, as the need for new sol-
diers became more desperate, the authorities
spared self-mutilated men from the stake and
forced them to serve in the army despite their
handicap. “Those who tried to evade their duty
were liable to be rounded up by recruiting of-
ficers,” historian Stewart Perowne explains.

Every estate or village, or group of villages,
had to provide so many recruits every so

many vears. The levy fell wholly on the
rural population. . . . As soon as they were
enrolled, recruits were branded, as a pre-
caution against desertion. This fact alone
shows how unpopular the service had be-
come, and consequently how hard it now

* was to find enough recruits.”™

Other factors contributed to the erosion
of the Later Empire’s military establishment.
Not only were the soldiers paid very little,
but because of the government’s ftequcnt
money problems their wages were often
months or even vears in arrears, which dam-
aged morale. Lack of military funding, in
combination with other factors. also affected
the quality of weapons and armor. "By the
end of the fourth century, weapons and
weapons training had deteriorated drasti-
cally,” writes Arther Ferrill. “Except for
heavy cavalry . . . body armor was almost
abandoned b\ the Roman army. While cav-
alry wore mail shirts and metal helmets, in-
fantry had only leather caps.™ In addition,
after Christianity became the official state re-
ligion in the fourth century, increasing num-
bers of Chnistians refused to fight, claiming it
violated their moral principles.

Put simply, the traditional Roman sol-
dier—the tough and tenacious legionary who
eagerly volunteered to defend family and
state—eventually ceased to exist. And with
him perished the last remnants of the western
Empire.
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: Femlr The Fall of the Roman Empire,

aerarii: Bronze workers.

agger: A defensive mound raised around the
perimeter of a Roman army camp.

Surveyors,

sociorum: “Wings of allies”; in Rome’s re-

publican army, legommdothermﬂucom-

posed of noncitizen allies.

aquila: “Eagle”; Romesdnefxlenufyingsym-
bol; also, a silver eagle used as the symbol for
an army legion.

aquilifer: A soldier who bore his legion’s aquila

unlalps)thumppwedlyexlstedlnmmnl
phenomena such as the flight pattems of birds
and the changing shapes of clouds and flames.
aureus: The most valuable Roman coin, com-
posed of about one-quarter ounce of gold.
auxilia: Military forces consisting of noncitizens
recruited from the provinces that supple-
beneficarii (or officia): Head clerks and assis-
tants on the staffs of senior army or naval offi-

cers.
berm: In a fort, castle, or defensive fortification,
tbelpncebetweontlwmodandtheouter

bwgi(dngnlu burgus): Freestanding watch-
towers placed at intervals between forts in

Rome’s later frontier defensive systems.
carpentarii: Carpenters,
centuries: Small units within a Roman legion, at

first containing one hundred men each and

later containing eighty men each; a naval cen-

tury consisted of the crew of one warship.
circumvallation: A basic siege technique of sur-
rounding a town or fortress with troops and
fortifications so that none of the besieged can
escape and no one can get in to reinforce or

supply them.

Glossary

cohort (cohors): A unit of a Roman army le-
gion, usually consisting of about five hun-
dred men, used in the late Republic and
thereafter.

cohortes urbanae: “Urban cohorts™; Rome’s po-
lice force, instituted by the emperor Augustus.

comes: “Count”; in the Later Empire, the com-
mander of a detachment of a mobile army.

comitatenses: In the Later Empire, mobile
armies stationed in towns,

comitatus: In the Later Empire, the emperor’s

traveling court.

consul: In the Roman Republic, one of two
jointly serving elected chief government ad-

ministrators who also commanded the armies;

their office was the consulship and matters

pertaining to it or them were termed consular.

contubernium (plural, contubernia): An army

platoon composed of eight men who shared

the same tent and traveled and ate together.

corvus: “Crow” or “raven”; a naval warfare de-
vice consisting of a wooden gangway with a
spike protruding from the end, which stood
upright on a Roman deck until dropped onto
an enemy deck; the spike penetrated the deck
and held the ships together while Roman sol-
diers ran across and boarded the other vessel,

cuirass: Chest armor.

decimation: A Roman military punishment in
which one-tenth of the members of a unit of
soldiers convicted of cowardice were chosen
by lot and executed.

denarius (plural, denarii): A silver coin worth
one-twenty-fifth of an aureas.

dilectus: Method of recruiting soldiers (either

conscription or voluntary enlistment ).
donatives: Bonuses or bounties consisting of

booty or cash payments, given by a Roman

commander to his troops.
dux (plural, duces): “Duke”; in the Later Em-
pire, the commander of a frontier army.

Glossary [



equites: “Knights™: Roman businessmen and
other well-to-do indniduals who made up a
non-land-based anstocracy second in prestige
only to the hmloumnzpahkum also, the
cavalnmen drawn from this class.

evocatus: An off-duty soldier who could be re-
called at any time to fll out his term of service.

extraordinarii: During the Republic, elite
tmnps of the forces supplied by Rome’s Italian

fubnm. Workshops maRomanarm\ camp.

ferrarii: Blacksmiths
forum: A city’s main square, used for public

gatherings and as a marketplace; also, the mar-
ketplace of a Roman army camp.

Jossa: A defensive ditch dug around the perime-
ter of a Roman army camp.

fustuarium: A form of Roman military execution

in which the condemned man was beaten to

death by other soldiers.

garrison: A group of soldiers manning a fort or

other installation.

gladius: The short sword wielded by Roman sol-
diers

gradus deiectio: A Roman military punishment
of reduction in rank

groma: A surveving instrument used for sighting

gubernator: A Roman naval officer in charge of
a ship’s steersmen.

harpax: A grapnel (hook) hurled at an enemy
ship by a catapult mounted on the deck of a
Roman ship: the object was to hold fast the
other ship so that it could be boarded.

hastati: In Rome’s mid-republican army, voung
soldiers who fought in the first line of infantry.

hoplite: A heavily armored infantry sokber who
fought in the ph.nhm formation.

horrea: The grananes or food stores of a Roman
army camp or base.

imaginifer: The soldier in a Roman legion who
carried a portrait of the emperor.

imago: A lifelike mask or painting of a person: in
a Roman imperial army legion, a soldier car-
ned an imago of the emperor as one of the le-
gion's standards.
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immunis (plural, immunes): A soldier who was
excused (and therefore immune ) from normal

daily military duties because he possessed a

special skill

intervalium: In a Roman army camp, the open
space between the stockade and the outer
rows of tents.

lggatus: “Legate™; in the mid-to-late Republic.
an officer in command of one or more legions.

legatus legionis: “Legionary legate™; from Au-
gustus's time on, a military officer in command
of a single legion.

legion: An army battalion, consisting at first of

about three thousand men, then about forty-

two hundred. and later about five thousand or

more.

librarii: Clerks.

Liburnians (liburnae): Small. fast. highly ma-
pecially in their provincial fleets

limes: Frontier zomes or borders.

limitanei: In the Later Empire, troops stationed
on the frontiers.

litter commendaticius: A letter of introduction
or recommendation.

magister equitum: “Master of cavalny™. in the
Later Empire, the commander of the horse-
men of a mobile army.

magister peditum: “Master of infantny”. in the
Later Empire. the commander of the foot sol-
diers of a mobile army.

maniple: A tactical fighting unit. usually consist-
ing of about 120 men, used in Rome’s early

manipular tactic: A basic combination of battle-
ficld maneuvers in which the Roman maniples
formed lines, each of which engaged in a sepa-

mare nostrum: “Our sea”: an informal term
used by the Romans to the Mediter-
ranean Sea after they had gained control of all
of its lands and peoples.

medici: Orderlies or doctors.

nacvarch: The commander of a Roman naval
squadron.

oligarchy: A government controlled by a small
elite group of individuals.
opﬂmAHomnamymge-nwhowumud
command to a centurion,
pnquAnldier’smpleteumydm
and weapons.
Landowners who made up Rome's
‘wealthiest and most privileged class.
Pax Romana: “Roman Peace™; the highly peace-
ful and prosperous era initiated by Augustus,
lasting from about 30 B.C. to about A.D. 150,
phalanx: A battle formation introduced by the
Greeks and adopted by the early Romans:
ranks (lines) of infantry soldiers stood one be-
hind the other, their upraised shields and

thrusting spears creating a formidable barrier.
pilum: A throwing spear (javelin).
portcullis: A heavy door made of wood and

iron; raised and lowered by ropes and
winches, it protected the gate of a fortress or
wall.

praefectus castorum: “Camp prefect”; the Ro-
man army officer who laid out a base or an en-
campment and maintained order and essential

services within it.

praetores: In the Republic, government offi-

cials who managed the legal system and also
administered the city when the consuls were

away; a praetor could also command an army
in a consul’s stead.

sul's or general’s quarters.

primi ordines: Senior-ranking centurions in a
Roman legion.

primus pilus: “First spear”; the highest ranking
centurion in a Roman legion.

principales: Noncommissioned or junior offi-
cers in the Roman army.

principes: In Rome’s mid-republican army, sol-

diers in the prime of their life, who fought in

the second line of infantry.

principia: In a Roman imperial army camp, the
operations center, generally situated in the
center of the camp.

The initial interview and physical ex-

amination undergone by a military recruit,

quaestor: During the Republic, a public official
in charge of financial matters; in a Roman
army camp, his office was called the quaesto-

rium.

quincunx: The pattern of dots displaved for the
number five on a dice cube; also used to de-
scribe the checkerboard arrangement of the

Rommmlplesmthebmleﬂeld&mngre-

publican times.
quinguereme: A warship likely having three

banks of oars, with two men to an ocar in the
upper two banks and one man to an oar in the
lowest bank.
sagittarii: Arrow makers.
scallum: A shrine containing a Roman legion’s
standards, usually located within the central
administrative center of an army camp or base.
scholae: In the Later Empire, cavalry forces
guarding the emperor’s traveling court.
scutum: A Roman soldier’s originally oval and
later rectangular shield.
Senate: The Roman legislative branch, made up
of well-to-do aristocrats; it directed foreign
policy, advised the consuls, and in general con-
trolled the state during the Republic.
sestertius (plural, sestertii): A silver or bronze
coin originally equal to 2.5 asses and later 4;

also one-fourth of a denanius.
signifer: A soldier who bore his century’s stan-
dards.

socii: Rome’s noncitizen Italian allies during the

Republic.

standards: The emblems, flags, or colors of an
army or army unit, usually raised on a pole as a
rallving point for the soldiers.

stelae: Inscribed stone markers.

stipendium: A soldier’s pay.

tesserarius: A type of low-ranking sergeant who
made sure the Roman legionanes were doing
their jobs.

triarii: In Rome’s mid-republican army. older
veterans who fought in the third line of in-

fantry.

tribune (tribunus): “Tribal officer™; one of the six

elected officers who ran an army legion: they

ranked below a legate but above a centurion.

Notes .



trierarch: The captain of a Roman warship.
trireme: A warship having three banks of oars,
with one man to each oar.

tubarii: Trumpet makers.

valitudinarium: The hospital in a Roman army
camp.

velarii: Roman seamen skilled at raising and
lowering a ship’s sails.

velites: In Rome’s mid-republican army, light-

armed skirmishers who threw javelins at the
enemy and then retreated behind the in-
fantry.

veterinarii: Veterinarians; their facility within a
Roman army camp was the veterinarium.

vexillationes: In the Later Empire, cavalry units
stationed at frontier forts.

via praetoria: In a Roman army camp, a major
street running at a right angle to the via princi-

palis.

via principalis: In a Roman army camp, the

. main street, running in front of the comman-
der’s quarters,

vigiles: Firefighters introduced by Augustus for
the city of Rome.
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the Warsaw Ghetto veceived a starred review from Booklist, the review jour-

nal of the American Library Association:

The words of witnesses add compelling interest to this focused, in
depth history of what happened to one Jewish community under the
Nazis. . . . Candid about the vicious Jewish police and the profiteers . . .
[the author] tells astonishing stories of heroism and endurance. . . . The
documentation is exemplary, with chapter notes and references to the
best books on the subject and a long, annotated bibliography for all
those who want to read further. A most promising start to a new The
Way People Live series and a fine addition to the Holocaust history
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