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Chapter 1: Britannia Before Rome 
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The land

The British Iron Age runs from roughly 800 BCE to the Roman invasion of 43 CE, and the island in this period looked broadly familiar to a modern eye, only cooler, wetter, and less heavily managed. Climate reconstructions from peat cores, pollen sequences, and tree-ring data place the late Iron Age in the so-called Subatlantic phase — the cooler, damper climatic period that succeeded the warmer, drier Sub-Boreal around 1000 BCE and persists in modified form to the present. Mean temperatures were probably close to current values, with a wetter trend in the centuries around the conquest. Regional contrast was sharp: the lowland southeast was mild and relatively dry, the western highlands and Pennines colder and wetter, the far north harsher still. Palaeoenvironmental work at sites like Meare and Glastonbury in the southwest indicates rising water tables in the late Iron Age, and similar trends are visible in the East Anglian Fens, where timber trackways and votive metalwork suggest both an active wetland economy and a steadily rising challenge of access.

The popular image of an unbroken primeval forest before Rome is wrong. Pollen evidence from across southern England, the Midlands, and East Anglia shows woodland clearance underway since the Neolithic and extensive by the late Iron Age. Much of the lowlands was a managed mosaic of arable fields, pasture, coppiced woodland, and settlement, increasingly organized into recognisable field systems with droveways, enclosures, and boundary ditches. Iron Age field systems are visible across the lowland landscape from aerial photography and excavation: the so-called co-axial fields of the Scole-Dickleburgh area in south Norfolk, the brick-pattern field systems of the Dengie peninsula in Essex, and many smaller traces elsewhere indicate sustained agricultural improvement over generations rather than slash-and-burn cultivation. Oak, ash, hazel, elm, and alder dominated the remaining woods. Heavy clay vales were harder to plough but were being increasingly opened up; chalk and limestone uplands carried hill forts, droveways, and grazing.

Three landscape types mattered for what came later. The chalk downs of southern England — Wessex, the Chilterns, the Yorkshire Wolds — supported dense settlement and visible monumental architecture. The wetlands — the East Anglian Fens, the Somerset Levels, the lower Thames marshes, the Humberhead Levels — were rich in fish, fowl, reeds, and seasonal grazing, and offered defensive isolation. The highland zone of the north and west remained more pastoral, less centralized, and harder for any outside power to hold, a fact Rome would learn slowly.

Rivers were arteries. The Thames, Severn, Trent, Great Ouse, Welland, Witham, and the smaller East Anglian systems — the Yare, Wensum, Waveney, Bure, Stour — defined territories, carried trade, and shaped the easiest routes for goods and armies. Estuaries shaped contact with the continent: the Wash, the Thames, the Solent, the Severn. The North Sea coast had its own seasonal rhythm of wildfowl, fish, and salt that supported substantial coastal communities; the Wash in particular was a productive shallow embayment, and its margins yield Iron Age salt-working sites in number. Sea travel from Gaul to southern Britain was routine and well-attested by classical writers and by the archaeology of trading sites.

By the early 1st century CE, much of the southeast was politically organized around large, defended late Iron Age centres — the so-called oppida — covering tens or in some cases hundreds of hectares. Camulodunon, with its long earthwork dyke systems running across the gravels of north Essex, was the most spectacular. Verlamion (the predecessor of Verulamium), Calleva (Silchester), and Bagendon in Gloucestershire were comparable in scale, if not in elaboration. These were not towns in the Roman sense but combined seats of power, mints, markets, and cult sites, and their existence shows that the southeast in the conquest period was already politically centralized in ways the Roman administration would adapt rather than invent.

Tribal boundaries tend to fall along watersheds, river systems, and natural barriers, and the same lines later channelled the Boudiccan rebellion. Coin distributions, hill fort patterns, and place-name evidence allow modern scholars to sketch territories with reasonable confidence for the southeast and Midlands, less confidently for the north and west. Tribes also tended to control buffer zones rather than sharp lines: shared upland pasture, contested river crossings, and trade routes through nominally neutral ground. Modern tribal maps are interpretive sketches based on coin distributions and Tacitean place-names, not the products of an ancient cartography.

Several boundaries shaped the political geography. The Thames Valley separated the southern tribes — Atrebates, Regni, Cantiaci — from the powerful Catuvellauni and Trinovantes to the north. The Fens isolated the Iceni from the Corieltauvi to the west and the Catuvellauni to the south. The Severn estuary divided the lowland tribes from the more militant peoples of Wales. The Humber separated the Brigantian confederation from the Parisi of east Yorkshire and the Corieltauvi to the south. The Pennine and Cambrian uplands acted as cultural and political watersheds throughout the period.

These features mattered for the rebellion in three concrete ways. First, the Fens and the dense woodland and clay belts of central East Anglia made the Iceni heartland defensible and slow to penetrate, which is part of why early Roman administration left it as a client kingdom — a polity that retained its own ruler and laws but accepted Roman overlordship, conducted no independent foreign policy, and supplied troops or tribute when required — rather than annexing it directly. Second, the Roman road system, when it was laid, deliberately cut across these older patterns. Ermine Street, Watling Street, the Fosse Way, and the lesser-known Pye Road and Peddars Way through East Anglia turned watersheds into corridors. The roads gave Boudicca's coalition the means to march fast at Roman targets, and they also gave the Roman governor Suetonius Paulinus the ability to bring his army back from Anglesey at speed when the rebellion broke. Third, the choice of battlefield in the rebellion's final engagement, almost certainly somewhere along Watling Street, reflects the way the Roman road framework now organized lowland Britain. The campaign played out on a landscape that was simultaneously ancient and freshly Romanized, and both layers shape how it moved.

East Anglia in the 1st century CE was a defined, semi-isolated bloc within this larger geography. The unreclaimed Fens to the west — a vast wetland of peat, silt, and seasonal water — formed a barrier that funnelled overland movement onto narrow corridors. The Icknield Way, a long-established prehistoric trackway running along the chalk from Wessex through the Chilterns to East Anglia, provided one of the few practicable land routes in. To the south, the heavy boulder-clay belt of central Suffolk and southern Norfolk, with its dense woodland and small streams, slowed armies. To the north and east, the Wash and the North Sea opened the region to coastal trade but also to coastal raiding.

The Iceni had no oppidum complex of southeastern scale, a sign of a polity that was wealthy and organized but not as deeply absorbed into the cross-Channel Romanizing world as its southeastern neighbours. The geography supported a distinctive settlement pattern of dispersed enclosed farmsteads tied into the river systems, and it gave the tribe an outward-facing orientation, with North Sea contacts that ran toward the Low Countries and the Rhine mouth as well as Gaul. Estimates of Iceni population in the conquest period are speculative, but a tribal manpower in the low tens of thousands is broadly consistent with the settlement evidence and with the scale of the rebellion when it came.

The peoples

By the early 1st century CE, the southeast of Britain was dominated by a cluster of tribal polities whose names are recorded by Caesar, by later Roman writers, and on their own coinages. The picture is fuller for the south and east, where coin issues, classical references, and excavated oppida combine, and thinner for the highland zones, where the tribes are mainly known from Tacitus — the senatorial historian writing in the late 1st and early 2nd centuries CE, whose father-in-law Agricola had governed Britain — and the geographer Ptolemy, working in 2nd-century Alexandria.

The Catuvellauni, based in Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire and centred on Verlamion, had become the most expansionist polity, swallowing or dominating the Trinovantes of Essex (centred on Camulodunon) and pushing into Atrebatic territory in the south. The Atrebates and Regni held the central south coast, with Calleva and the Chichester area as key centres. The Cantiaci held Kent, the Dobunni the Cotswolds and Severn Vale, the Durotriges Dorset and south Somerset (with their famous hill fort of Maiden Castle), and the Dumnonii the southwest peninsula. The Corieltauvi held the east Midlands; the Cornovii the west Midlands and Welsh borders.

In the north, the Brigantes formed a large, loose confederation across what is now northern England, ruled in the conquest period by Cartimandua. To their east, the Parisi of east Yorkshire occupied a culturally distinctive area marked by chariot burials. In Wales, the Silures of the southeast and the Ordovices of the north became the most determined opponents of Rome; the Demetae of the southwest were quieter; the Deceangli held the northeast. Beyond them, into Scotland, the picture becomes a list of names — Caledonii, Votadini, Selgovae, Damnonii — whose internal politics are largely lost.

Political organization was generally tribal rather than statelike, with kings, queens, councils, and noble warrior elites. Some tribes operated under a single ruler, others under more diffuse leadership. Inscribed coinage in the southeast names rulers — Tasciovanus, Cunobelinus, Verica, Tincomarus, Epaticcus, Eppillus — and shows the language of kingship being articulated in Roman as well as native idiom by the early 1st century CE. Religious authority cut across this pattern: the Druidic class, where it was strong, gave the tribes a lateral institutional structure that did not depend on any single king. Tribal identity coexisted with broader cultural and linguistic kinship across the Celtic-speaking world; a Briton, a Gaul, and a Galatian could probably make themselves understood to each other with effort.

The Iceni occupied roughly modern Norfolk, with extensions into northern Suffolk and northeast Cambridgeshire. The name appears as "Iceni" in Tacitus and as "ECEN" or "ECE" on the tribe's own coins, and may relate to a Celtic root for "horse," consistent with the prominence of horse imagery on their coinage.

Iceni material culture is recognizably part of the late Iron Age La Tène world — the dominant central and western European Iron Age culture from roughly the 5th century BCE, named after a type-site on Lake Neuchâtel in Switzerland — but with regional accents. The tribe is best known for a remarkable concentration of gold and silver torcs, including the Snettisham hoards in north Norfolk, deposited in the mid- to late 1st century BCE and constituting one of the richest finds of prehistoric gold from anywhere in Europe. Iceni coinage is distinctive, with a long sequence in silver and gold from roughly the mid-1st century BCE into the 1st century CE, often featuring stylized horses on the reverse and abstract or human heads on the obverse. Some later Iceni coins carry inscribed names — ANTED, AESU, SAENU, ECEN — which may be royal names, dynastic markers, or tribal sub-group identifiers; the chronology and political meaning remain debated. A coin series with the legend SVB ESVPRASTO has sometimes been connected with Prasutagus, but the reading and the connection are contested.

The settlement pattern in Iceni territory differs from the hill-fort heartlands of southern Britain. East Anglia in the late Iron Age has relatively few major hill forts, with Warham Camp in north Norfolk and Bloodgate Hill at South Creake among the principal exceptions, and more in the way of enclosed farmsteads, open settlements, and ditched ritual sites. Iceni territory contained a number of major ritual or assembly sites, including the rectilinear enclosures at Fison Way, Thetford, dated to the immediate pre-conquest and conquest period, whose elaborate timber architecture has been interpreted as a tribal sanctuary, royal residence, or both. No single site has been securely identified as a "capital" before the Roman foundation of Venta Icenorum at modern Caistor St Edmund.

The Iceni in the conquest period appear as a kingdom rather than a loose confederation, ruled by a named king. They had probably been brought into a treaty relationship with Rome by the early 40s CE and were one of the polities formally constituted as a client kingdom under Claudius. The earliest direct evidence for a willingness to resist Roman demands comes from Tacitus's account of a revolt around 47 CE under the new governor Publius Ostorius Scapula. Scapula ordered the disarmament of allied tribes inside the recognized Roman zone — a measure aimed at making client polities effectively non-military — and the Iceni, joined by neighbouring peoples, refused. They fortified an enclosed position, fought a Roman force in pitched action, and were defeated. Tacitus describes the engagement as a difficult fight in which Scapula's son distinguished himself, and the Iceni leadership was clearly broken, but the kingdom and the structure of client rule were left in place. The episode established a pattern: the Iceni would tolerate client status, but only up to a point, and Rome was prepared to retain the client framework even after armed resistance, provided the immediate revolt was crushed.

Late Iron Age British society, on the available evidence, was hierarchical, kin-based, and heavily organized around cattle wealth, land tenure, and patron-client relationships. The classical sources — especially Caesar's Bellum Gallicum (the Gallic War, books 4 and 5 covering Britain) and later Strabo, Diodorus, and Tacitus — describe a society of kings or chiefs at the top, an aristocratic warrior class beneath them, then free commoners, with bonded labour and slaves at the bottom. Druids and bards, treated separately by Caesar, formed a learned class with religious, judicial, and educational functions. The classical descriptions are mostly of Gaul rather than Britain, but the broad social shape is generally accepted to apply, with regional variation, to Britain as well, and is consistent with the archaeology.

Wealth was carried in cattle, in precious metal (especially gold and silver torcs, brooches, and harness fittings), in slaves, and in land-use rights. Status was performed through feasting, gift-giving, hospitality, and the display of weapons and ornaments. Warrior identity ran deep: weapons in graves, weapon hoards in rivers and ritual sites, and the prominence of war chariots in Britain (as Caesar found to his frustration in 55 and 54 BCE) all attest to a military-aristocratic culture. Slavery was significant; classical sources mention British slaves as exports, and the archaeology of iron neck-shackles from Llyn Cerrig Bach and elsewhere is consistent with a regular trade in human beings out of Britain.

Gender roles within this society were probably less rigid than in contemporary Roman society, though "less rigid" should not be read as "egalitarian." Elite women in the British Iron Age could clearly hold political and military power: Boudicca and Cartimandua are the two best-attested examples, both ruling tribes in their own names. Female burials with high-status grave goods — chariot burials in East Yorkshire among the Parisi, including the Wetwang and Pocklington burials — show women being marked out as important in death, sometimes alongside warrior accoutrements. Whether women fought regularly, or whether the warrior queens of the historical record were exceptional rather than normal, remains debated. Caesar's claim (BG 5.14) that some southern Britons practised polyandry is an outlier in the evidence and is widely treated by modern scholars as either a misunderstanding of fosterage or kin-group customs, or as a moralizing rhetorical exaggeration. The picture is otherwise of patrilineal kindreds with significant female inheritance rights and visible elite female agency, but with day-to-day labour, household, and warrior roles still strongly gendered.

The contrast with Rome was sharp enough to shape Roman descriptions of Boudicca and her cause. In Roman law of the 1st century CE, a freeborn woman remained legally subordinate to a paterfamilias or, depending on the form of marriage, to a husband. Two forms of marriage operated in this period: cum manu marriage, in which the wife passed into her husband's legal authority, and the increasingly common sine manu marriage, in which she remained legally part of her father's family and retained more practical control of her property. Even in sine manu marriage, women were excluded from formal political office, from voting, from sitting in the Senate, and from commanding armies; their legal personality was filtered through male guardianship, even where this guardianship was eroding in practice.

In Celtic Britain the available evidence suggests that elite women could inherit property in their own right, hold rank, and, in some circumstances, succeed to rule. Boudicca's position as queen of the Iceni after Prasutagus's death is intelligible only if Iceni custom recognized some form of female political agency, even if Prasutagus's will was an attempt to formalize a contested situation. Cartimandua of the Brigantes ruled in her own name, took political decisions, dissolved her marriage, and aligned with Rome on her own authority. Later Irish and Welsh legal traditions, which preserve elements of older Celtic practice, give women significant property rights, divorce rights, and capacity to hold honour-price independently. The match is imperfect but suggestive.

Tacitus has Boudicca, in the speech he gives her, draw an explicit line between Britain and Rome on this point: it is "customary," she says, for Britons to fight under the leadership of women. Whether the historical Boudicca said anything of the kind is unrecoverable, but the rhetorical move tells a Roman reader that female rule was already coded as foreign, barbarian, and disturbing. Cassius Dio — a senatorial historian writing in Greek in the early 3rd century CE — leans even harder into this in his later account, describing Boudicca with deliberate emphasis on her stature, voice, and bearing as deviations from Roman feminine norms. The picture should not be romanticized: Celtic women were not equal to men, and the surviving sources are filtered through hostile Roman authors. But the gap between the two societies on female agency was real, and it is part of why the rebellion, when it came, was thinkable under a queen.

Belief and craft

Pre-Roman British religion is reconstructed from a mix of classical descriptions, archaeological deposits, and later Insular Celtic literary echoes, and any detailed account has to be cautious. The broad shape, however, is reasonably clear. The religion was polytheistic, locally rooted, and tied closely to landscape — to springs, rivers, groves, hills, and bogs — and to the ritual deposition of valued objects.

Druids are the most famous religious specialists and the most heavily mythologized. The fullest classical account is Caesar's (BG 6.13–14), which describes them as a learned class drawn from the aristocracy, exempted from war and tax, responsible for sacrifices, judgments, education, and the transmission of an oral lore that took up to twenty years to learn. Caesar locates their training centre in Britain and says Gaulish druids travelled there to study. Strabo, Diodorus, Pliny the Elder, and Tacitus add detail and colour, including the famous accusation of human sacrifice — burning victims in wicker images — which is rhetorically convenient for Rome's moral case against the Druids and which is impossible to verify or dismiss with any confidence from the archaeology. Tacitus places the most important British Druidic centre on the island of Mona (Anglesey), which the governor Suetonius Paulinus was attacking in 60 or 61 CE when the Boudiccan revolt broke out.

Native worship outside the Druidic frame is best attested by deposition. British rivers, lakes, and bogs have produced large numbers of deliberately deposited weapons, ornaments, and human remains across the Iron Age — the Battersea and Witham shields, the Waterloo helmet from the Thames, the Llyn Cerrig Bach hoard from Anglesey — indicating an enduring tradition of giving valuable objects to watery places. Across centuries, weapons, harness fittings, and other valued objects were systematically given to water rather than reused, on a scale that argues for organized, sustained ritual rather than incidental loss.

Iceni religious practice is partly reconstructable from the tribe's own deposits. The Ken Hill site at Snettisham, where the great gold and silver torcs were repeatedly buried in pits across roughly a century, looks like a sustained ritual centre rather than a single emergency cache; the deposits include broken and deliberately damaged objects of a kind associated elsewhere in Europe with votive practice. Other concentrated metalwork finds in Norfolk and Suffolk — the Sedgeford torc, the Bawsey hoards, the Saham Toney scatter — suggest similar sites of cult or assembly. Burial practice in Iceni territory is largely invisible: very few late Iron Age graves have been excavated in Norfolk, suggesting either disposal modes that leave no archaeological signature (excarnation, river deposition) or social practices in which only a tiny minority received formal burial.

Sacred springs, later often Romanized as healing shrines (as at Bath), already had pre-Roman cult. Animal symbolism — especially horses, boars, bulls, and stags — appears on coinage and metalwork and probably had religious as well as heraldic meaning. Calendar festivals tied to the agricultural year are reconstructed mainly from later Insular evidence (Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasadh) and should be treated as plausible rather than directly evidenced for 1st-century Britain. Roman policy toward British religion was mixed: tolerant of most local cults, which were assimilated and renamed during the conquest, but actively hostile to the Druids, whom Roman writers consistently associate with ritual violence and political subversion. The attack on Mona was framed in those terms.

The material record is rich enough to give a textured picture of daily life, even where the historical sources are silent. Settlement evidence ranges from the great hill forts of southern and western Britain — Maiden Castle, Hod Hill, Danebury, Cadbury — to the smaller enclosed farmsteads typical of much of the Midlands and East, to the lake villages of the Somerset Levels and the brochs and crannogs of the north and west. Roundhouses, built of timber, wattle, and daub, sometimes in stone, were the standard dwelling, often grouped in family compounds. Sites like Gussage All Saints, Danebury, and Hengistbury Head show an Iron Age population organized in working agricultural communities embedded in a wider regional economy, not in isolated villages.

Subsistence was mixed agriculture: cereals (spelt, emmer, barley), legumes, cattle, sheep, pigs, and horses. Storage pits and four-post granaries are characteristic of southern sites; salt production along the Essex, Suffolk, and Lincolnshire coasts (the so-called Red Hills) and from inland brine springs supported food preservation and trade. Iron working, increasingly skilled through the period, supplied tools and weapons; bronze and precious metals were worked into a sophisticated tradition of decorated objects.

The decorative style of late Iron Age Britain is the insular branch of La Tène art: curvilinear, asymmetric, abstract, fond of triskeles, scrolls, and stylized animal motifs. It is on display in objects like the Battersea Shield, the Wandsworth Shield, the Snettisham torcs, the Aylesford bucket, and a long sequence of fine bronze mirrors found mainly in southwest England. These were elite goods, used in life, deposited in burials, or given to water and earth.

Coinage is a central material source. Indigenous British coinage begins in the late 2nd or early 1st century BCE, derived from Gaulish prototypes — themselves ultimately derived from the gold staters of Philip II of Macedon, transmitted through centuries of Celtic copying — and develops a series of regional traditions: the gold and silver of the Catuvellauni, Trinovantes, Atrebates, Iceni, Corieltauvi, Durotriges, Dobunni, and others. By the early 1st century CE, coins increasingly carry inscribed names — TASC, CVNO, VER, EPATI, ANTED — sometimes in Latin lettering, and motifs that mix Celtic abstraction with classical imagery (vines, bucrania, cornucopias). The shift is itself a sign of the cultural traffic with the Roman world, and the coins are a key tool for mapping tribal territories and political change.

Burial practice was regionally varied: cremation in pits in much of the southeast (the so-called Aylesford-Swarling tradition), inhumation under barrows in East Yorkshire (the Arras culture, including chariot burials), and largely invisible disposal — perhaps excarnation — over much of the rest of Britain.

Trade tied this material world into a continental system, and the volume of long-distance contact was rising throughout the 1st century BCE and into the 1st century CE. Strabo (Geography 4.5.2) lists Britain's exports as grain, cattle, gold, silver, iron, hides, slaves, and hunting dogs, in exchange for finer continental goods. The list reads as broadly accurate against the archaeology.

The principal pre-conquest trading axes ran from southern Britain to northern Gaul and the lower Rhine. Hengistbury Head in Dorset functioned as a major port-of-trade in the late 2nd and 1st centuries BCE, handling Italian wine amphorae, Armorican fineware, glass, and metal stock, with associated metalworking on site. After Caesar's conquest of Gaul, the centre of gravity shifted east, and the southeast — particularly the Thames estuary and the territory of the Trinovantes and Catuvellauni — became the dominant gateway. Sites at Camulodunum (Sheepen and Gosbecks), Verulamion, Silchester, and the lower Thames yield Italian and Gaulish wine amphorae (the Dressel 1 and later Dressel 2-4 forms), Arretine and other fine pottery, Roman glass, and a growing inventory of Mediterranean luxuries. Continental wine arrived in volumes sufficient to leave amphora dumps in elite settlements; Italian bronze drinking vessels appear in elite burials at Welwyn and elsewhere, alongside imported gaming sets and Roman-style firedogs.

East Anglia's trade ran somewhat differently. The Iceni and their neighbours had North Sea contacts as well as overland links to the southeast, with finds suggesting connections across to the Low Countries and the Rhine mouth. Wash- and coast-based traffic likely supplied salt, fish, hides, and grain in exchange for continental goods. The relative scarcity of Mediterranean luxury imports in Iceni territory compared with Catuvellaunian or Trinovantian sites is one reason scholars suspect a more guarded, less Roman-influenced elite culture in East Anglia even in the early 1st century CE; an Iceni elite buried with imported wine and Italian drinking sets is essentially absent from the archaeological record, which is consistent with a cultural choice to maintain native styles even where contact and silver bullion were available.

Trade brought more than goods. It brought silver bullion and the prototypes for indigenous coinage; it brought Mediterranean drinking practice into elite British feasting; it brought literacy, in the form of Latin lettering on coins; and it brought political contact, with British rulers sending envoys and hostages to Rome, receiving Roman support against rivals, and, in some cases, fleeing to the empire when domestic politics turned against them. By the 30s and 40s CE, the British elite was already partially aligned with Rome in taste, practice, and political vocabulary, even before a Roman soldier landed on the south coast.

Rome on the horizon

Direct Roman contact with Britain began with Julius Caesar's two expeditions in 55 and 54 BCE, undertaken during his Gallic Wars and described in his own Bellum Gallicum (books 4 and 5). The first crossing, in late summer 55 BCE, was a small reconnaissance that landed in Kent, fought several engagements, and returned to Gaul after weather damaged the fleet. The second, in 54 BCE, was much larger — five legions and around two thousand cavalry — penetrated north of the Thames, fought against a coalition led by the Catuvellaunian leader Cassivellaunus, took hostages and tribute, and again withdrew.

Caesar's accounts remain the most detailed surviving descriptions of any Iron Age British engagement, and they preserve specific tactical details that are otherwise lost: the British use of war chariots, the difficult landings on a hostile coast, the river crossing in pursuit of Cassivellaunus, the role of the Trinovantes in defecting from the Catuvellaunian coalition. They are also the source of the only surviving pre-Roman British personal names in any quantity — Cassivellaunus, Mandubracius, Cingetorix, Carvilius, Taximagulus, Segovax — the names of kings and chieftains who briefly entered the Roman written record before their tribes faded again into archaeology.

Caesar's expeditions did not produce conquest, but they did produce a treaty framework. British leaders were drawn into a relationship with Rome involving hostages, promises of tribute, and the recognition of Commius the Atrebatian and other client figures as Roman intermediaries. Tribute, by all later evidence, was paid only intermittently, but the political fact of having been entered into Roman dealings was permanent.

For the next ninety years, no Roman army crossed the Channel, but Roman interest in Britain did not vanish. Augustus, according to Strabo and Cassius Dio, contemplated invasion three times and dropped each plan; British envoys were received in Rome, and dedications by British kings appear in Augustan-era inscriptions. Tincomarus and Dubnovellaunus, two southern British rulers ousted in domestic disputes, are recorded in Augustus's Res Gestae — the official autobiographical inscription that the emperor composed to be displayed at his mausoleum and copied across the empire — as having taken refuge with him as suppliants. Their inclusion in that document signals that the Roman state thought British exiles worth memorializing, even where no concrete intervention followed.

Tiberius (14–37 CE), who succeeded Augustus, declined to extend Roman territory in the west and showed no interest in Britain. His reign coincided with Cunobelinus's growing dominance, and the southeast of Britain in those decades was effectively allowed to consolidate without Roman interference.

Caligula notoriously assembled an army on the Channel coast in 40 CE for an invasion that, in the surviving accounts, dissolved into farce, with troops ordered to gather seashells as "spoils of the ocean." The episode is hard to read clearly through the hostile Suetonian source tradition, but no invasion took place. Caligula is also reported to have received a refugee British prince, Adminius, son of Cunobelinus, around the same time, providing both a personal cause and a strategic rationale for the abortive plan.

Through this period, trade and diplomatic contact deepened. British coinages adopted Roman imagery; rulers like Tasciovanus and his son Cunobelinus issued coins in Latin lettering naming themselves rex. Cunobelinus, who ruled the Catuvellauni from a power base around Camulodunon and dominated the southeast for perhaps thirty years until his death around 40 CE, used Roman political vocabulary to advertise himself, controlled the most important trading and minting centres in Britain, and held southeastern Britain in something like a stable hegemony. His coin types are themselves a political document: a wheat ear (advertising agricultural surplus and an exportable grain trade), a horseman, a bull, and various classicizing motifs; some types carry the legend CAMV or CAMVL for Camulodunum, marking the mint and the seat of power. The volume of his issue, the consistency of design, and the use of Latin lettering all argue for a mature, well-organized polity, not a precarious chiefdom.

By the late 30s and early 40s CE, the political situation in southern Britain was unstable enough to give Rome a pretext, and by 43 CE an emperor with reasons to use it. Cunobelinus's death, conventionally placed around 40 CE, removed the dominant figure in the southeast. His sons Caratacus and Togodumnus took up his power and pushed the Catuvellaunian-Trinovantian hegemony harder against neighbouring polities, in particular driving the elderly Atrebatic king Verica out of his kingdom around 41 or 42 CE. Verica, like Tincomarus and Dubnovellaunus before him, fled to Rome and presented himself as a suppliant client requesting Roman intervention.

The new emperor Claudius, who had taken power in early 41 CE in difficult circumstances after the assassination of Caligula, needed a military success to consolidate his position with the Senate, the army, and the Roman public. Britain offered a campaign that was politically familiar (Caesar had been there), logistically possible (the fleet in Gaul could carry an invasion force), and ideologically resonant (a triumph over a famously remote and "barbarian" people whom Augustus and Caligula had failed to subdue). Verica's appeal supplied the formal pretext.

Within Britain there was no unified front. The Catuvellauni and their dependants were the dominant southeastern bloc; the Atrebates, Regni, and Cantiaci were either weakened or politically divided; the Iceni, Corieltauvi, and Brigantes were distant from the immediate flashpoint and would be drawn into Roman dealings on different terms. Some southern rulers, including elements of the Atrebatic and Regnan elites under figures who would soon be associated with the loyalist Cogidubnus, were probably already inclined toward Rome. Others, especially in the Catuvellaunian heartland, would resist. The Druidic order was concentrated in the west and on Mona, with networks running across the Irish Sea and into Gaul. The existence of a literate, coin-issuing, Romanizing elite in the southeast meant that Rome would not be entering an alien world; it would be entering a world that already partially spoke its language.

The invasion of 43 CE was launched with four legions — the II Augusta, IX Hispana, XIV Gemina, and XX Valeria — under the overall command of Aulus Plautius, plus auxiliary forces, totalling perhaps forty thousand men. Plautius was a senator of consular rank, an experienced commander, and a politically reliable figure for Claudius. His subordinates included Vespasian, the future emperor, in command of Legion II Augusta. The force was substantial by any provincial standard but not exceptional by the scale of imperial war: roughly the same order as the army Germanicus had led across the Rhine a generation earlier. The legions were drawn from stations on the Rhine and the Danube, assembled at Boulogne, and crossed the Channel in summer; the precise landing site is debated, with Richborough in Kent the most widely supported candidate.

The situation immediately before that crossing can be summarized: a partly Roman-influenced southeast hosting Roman exiles and being hosted by Roman political networks; an Iceni kingdom in East Anglia organized, defensible, and not yet directly threatened; a Druidic religious order based in the west; and a fragmented political map across the rest of the island. The strategic question, from a Roman point of view, was no longer whether to act in Britain, but on what excuse, with how much force, and to what depth.
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Chapter 2: The Coming of Rome 
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From Caesar to Claudius

Caesar's first expedition in late summer 55 BCE was a small operation by his standards: two legions, the Seventh and the Tenth, and a cavalry contingent that never reached Britain because their ships were turned back by weather. The fleet crossed from the Channel coast and made for a stretch of beach in east Kent, probably between Walmer and Deal. The landing was opposed. British chariots and infantry on the cliffs and shore made debarkation difficult, and it was only when the standard-bearer of the Tenth jumped into the surf shouting that he would not let his eagle be taken that the legionaries followed in numbers. Caesar's account is precise on the tactical problem: the British knew the ground, fought from chariots and horseback at speed, and could be everywhere at once on the beach while his heavy infantry, weighted with armour, struggled out of the surf. Once ashore the Romans fought several short engagements but failed to gain a decisive victory. A high tide and a storm wrecked or damaged most of the transport ships within days, and the British, sensing the Roman position was precarious, attacked again. After further inconclusive skirmishing, Caesar accepted hostage promises he had little prospect of enforcing and withdrew before the autumn weather closed the Channel.

The 54 BCE expedition was on a different scale. Five legions and around two thousand cavalry crossed in a fleet of perhaps six hundred transports. The landing this time was unopposed; the Britons had withdrawn into the interior. Caesar marched inland and fought an engagement near the River Stour, where the British retreated into a wooded fort and were stormed out by men of the Seventh forming a testudo and pushing their way up the rampart. From there he pushed on toward the Thames. The British coalition that emerged to oppose him chose Cassivellaunus, ruler of a polity north of the Thames, as overall commander. Caesar describes a campaign of hit-and-run chariot actions in which the Britons avoided pitched battle, harried Roman columns, and used difficult country to cancel the Roman advantage in heavy infantry. He gives one of antiquity's clearest descriptions of chariot warfare: the chariots ran along the front of the enemy line, the warriors threw javelins, dismounted to fight on foot, and remounted to withdraw if pressed, while the drivers held the chariots at hand for retreat. By Caesar's time the use of war chariots had effectively ended in Gaul; Britain had retained the practice and would still be using it under Boudicca a century later.

The crossing of the Thames was contested at a ford that Caesar reports the Britons had fortified with sharpened stakes set in the riverbed. The Roman cavalry led; the legions followed; the British line gave way under the pressure. Cassivellaunus's main stronghold, north of the Thames and probably in or around modern Hertfordshire, was eventually located and stormed. The Trinovantes, who had a quarrel with Cassivellaunus over his killing of their previous king and the expulsion of the heir Mandubracius, defected and provided guides and grain. The feud was useful to Caesar in a way that anticipated 43 CE: British politics was internally divided enough for Roman force to find an opening. With Mandubracius restored and Cassivellaunus brought to terms — hostages, tribute, an undertaking to leave the Trinovantes in peace — Caesar withdrew before the equinox to deal with revolts in Gaul. Tribute was paid only intermittently in the years that followed; the political fact of a Roman treaty framework was permanent.

For ninety years after Caesar's withdrawal, no Roman army returned to Britain. The reasons were not lack of interest. Strabo (Geography 4.5.3) reports that Augustus considered occupation of Britain unnecessary because trade revenue from the unannexed island already exceeded what tribute would yield after the cost of garrisons; Cassius Dio attributes three abandoned invasion plans to him in 34, 27, and 26 BCE, each dropped when other crises supervened. Tiberius declined any expansion in the west, and the Varus disaster of 9 CE — the loss of three legions in the Teutoburg Forest — reinforced an imperial preference for consolidation over conquest. Caligula's brief reign produced the famous coastal farce of 40 CE but no actual crossing. The cumulative effect was that southern Britain by 40 CE had been politically and economically partly Roman-aligned for a century without ever being conquered.

Claudius came to power in January 41 CE in difficult circumstances after the assassination of Caligula. He had no military reputation. A successful campaign would consolidate his position with the Senate, the army, and the Roman public, and Britain offered one. The Catuvellaunian sons of Cunobelinus, Caratacus and Togodumnus, had recently driven the Atrebatic king Verica out of his territory; Verica fled to Rome and presented himself at the new emperor's court as a suppliant client. Caesar's framework gave a precedent. Verica's flight gave a pretext. The forces in Gaul and on the Rhine could be reassembled without weakening the eastern frontier. By the spring of 43 CE, an invasion was being assembled at Boulogne.

The invasion of 43 CE

The invading force consisted of four legions — II Augusta, IX Hispana, XIV Gemina, and XX Valeria Victrix, by inference from later evidence rather than direct attestation — drawn from the Rhine and the Danube, and an approximately equal number of auxiliary troops, for a total of perhaps forty thousand men. The overall commander was Aulus Plautius, a senator of consular rank with experience of campaigning in Pannonia. His subordinates included his brother-in-law Vespasian, the future emperor, in command of the Second Augusta. The legions had varied service histories: II Augusta had been raised under Augustus and stationed on the Rhine; IX Hispana had served in Pannonia and was experienced in mountain campaigning; XIV Gemina was a long-established Rhine legion; XX Valeria Victrix had spent decades in Illyricum and the Rhine. Auxiliary units included Batavian cohorts (originally raised in the Rhine delta and noted for amphibious operations), Tungrians, Thracian cavalry, and others. The combined force was the largest expeditionary army Rome had assembled in a generation.

The force gathered at Boulogne, where it stalled. The legionaries balked at crossing the Ocean — a body of water that, in Roman cultural imagination, was at the edge of the known world and not safe to cross. The mutiny was broken when Claudius's freedman Narcissus addressed the troops; Cassius Dio reports that the men were so amused by the spectacle of an ex-slave standing on a tribunal in their commander's place that their resistance collapsed. The episode dramatizes a recurring Roman anxiety about provincial campaigning, and in the case of Britain that anxiety had a real basis: the Channel had wrecked Caesar's transports, and the invasion was being launched late enough in the year that weather was a serious risk.

The crossing was made in three divisions, probably to confuse the British defence about the landing site. The principal landing is traditionally placed at Richborough (Rutupiae) on the east Kent coast, where extensive Roman remains and an early supply base have been excavated. A secondary landing on the south coast — in the Solent or Sussex area — has been argued for on the basis of pottery distributions and recent fieldwork at Fishbourne, though the question is not settled. The Britons had been waiting on the coast and missed the actual landing; they had to react after the legions were already ashore.

The first major engagement followed on a river in the southeast, almost certainly the Medway. Cassius Dio (60.20) describes it in more detail than any other British engagement before Boudicca. The battle lasted two days. On the first day, an auxiliary force of Batavian swimmers — noted for their ability to swim in formation — crossed the river upstream and emerged in the British rear, concentrating their attack on the chariot horses and immobilizing the British mobile arm. With the chariots out of action, Vespasian and his brother Titus Flavius Sabinus forced a crossing further down. On the second day, a sustained Roman attack pushed the British line off the field. Togodumnus was killed or fatally wounded soon after; Caratacus, with what was left of the coalition, withdrew westward. Plautius advanced to the Thames, fought a further engagement at the river crossing — possibly near modern Westminster or Brentford — and paused.

Plautius then halted the advance and waited several weeks for Claudius to arrive in person. Cassius Dio describes the emperor's route in detail: overland from Rome to Ostia, sea passage to Massilia, overland and by river through Gaul along the Rhone–Saône–Seine corridor to the Channel coast, and crossing to Britain in time to take the ceremonial credit for what was already a successful campaign. Claudius brought reinforcements that included elephants — animals previously unknown in Britain — and the Praetorian Guard, crossed the Thames, took Camulodunum (the Catuvellaunian capital), and received the formal submission of eleven British kings. He was in Britain for sixteen days, returned to Rome to celebrate a triumph, and granted his infant son the cognomen Britannicus to advertise the victory. The triumphal arch later raised in Rome carried an inscription enumerating the kings who had submitted; fragments of it survive. The Catuvellaunian heartland had already fallen by the time the emperor arrived; Claudius needed the personal credit, and Plautius's pause was the political concession that gave it to him.

A legion of the early imperial period numbered roughly five thousand to five and a half thousand men, organized in ten cohorts. The first cohort was double-strength and held the legion's eagle; the other nine cohorts were each subdivided into six centuries of around eighty men under a centurion. A legatus legionis of senatorial rank commanded the legion; six tribunes (one of senatorial rank, five equestrian), an equestrian camp prefect, and the centurionate provided the officer hierarchy. Detachments of legions could operate independently as vexillationes, and the operational flexibility this gave Roman command was a major advantage on campaign.

Beneath the citizen legions, auxiliary cohorts and cavalry alae of non-citizen recruits provided lighter infantry, archers, slingers, and most of the cavalry; auxiliaries usually equalled or exceeded the legion in numbers in any provincial army. Auxiliary units were typically of about five hundred men (a cohors quingenaria) or one thousand (a cohors milliaria). Specialized units brought capabilities the legions lacked: Cretan archers, Balearic slingers, Numidian and Thracian cavalry, Batavian amphibious infantry. After twenty-five years of service, an auxiliary received Roman citizenship, formalised on a bronze diploma; this incentive made auxiliary recruitment sustainable across the empire and tied frontier peoples to Roman military service for generations.

The legionary's individual equipment was standardized in a way no Iron Age army achieved. He carried a heavy javelin (the pilum) for an opening volley, a short stabbing sword (the gladius) for close work, and a curved rectangular shield (the scutum) of laminated wood and leather faced with bronze edging and a central iron boss. Body armour by the mid-1st century CE was either segmented plate (lorica segmentata) or mail (lorica hamata), worn over a quilted under-tunic. A helmet, usually iron with cheek-pieces and a neck-guard, completed the panoply. The whole outfit was heavy — perhaps twenty kilograms with kit — but it was made to last and to be replaced from imperial workshops.

Tactically, the legion fought in close order. A line of cohorts presented a wall of shields; the first volley was the pilum, designed to bend on impact so it could not be thrown back; the legion then advanced behind the scutum and fought with the gladius at very close range, stabbing low under the shield. The discipline was relentless, and replacements rotated through the line so fresh men were always at the front. Field fortifications — the marching camp, ditched and palisaded each evening — protected the army on campaign. Against opponents who fought as the Britons did, in open order, with long slashing swords, less armour, and a strong tradition of single combat, the result in pitched battle was almost always Roman victory. Where the Britons did better — in skirmishing, ambush, and chariot harassment — the Roman response was patience, discipline, and the methodical reduction of refuge after refuge.

The conquest under Plautius and his successors

After the campaigns of 43 CE, the four legions were assigned roughly to the four corners of the new province. The Second Augusta under Vespasian was directed into the south and southwest. Suetonius writes (Vespasian 4) that Vespasian fought thirty battles, subdued two powerful tribes, and took twenty oppida, including the Isle of Wight; his career as a future emperor was effectively built on the campaign. The two tribes are not named directly but are usually identified as the Durotriges of Dorset and the Dumnonii of the southwest peninsula, with operations also against southern elements of the Belgae and Atrebates that resisted Roman rule.

The southwestern campaign is the best-attested part of the early conquest in archaeology. Excavations at Hod Hill in Dorset uncovered a concentration of Roman ballista bolts inside the British hill fort, including one lodged in the doorway of a roundhouse, evidence that the fort was assaulted with siege artillery — almost certainly by the Second Augusta, since a Roman fort was built inside the captured hill fort soon after. Maiden Castle, Hod Hill, and South Cadbury all have destruction layers in the mid-1st century CE. The older interpretation of a "war cemetery" of British dead at Maiden Castle has been revised in more recent work; the dating of the slighting of the ramparts is also less precise than Wheeler suggested. But the broad picture of forced reduction of fortified centres in Vespasian's zone is consistent with the literary account, and the supply chain for the campaign — running through the south coast, particularly through the natural harbour at Chichester and the developing Romanized centre at Fishbourne — is visible in the early Roman ceramic and amphora finds.
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