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FOREWORD



Gladius is not a history of the Roman army, though it has a great deal of Roman army history in it. Nor is it a handbook of Roman military organization, equipment and fighting methods.1 Instead, Gladius uses evidence from the Roman world to recreate a sense of what it was like to be a soldier in the army that brought the Romans their vast empire. During its many centuries of existence the Roman army fought its wars in places as far apart as northern Britain and Syria, North Africa and across the Danube. Roman troops faced enemies as diverse as Parthian cavalry and archers in the east, and Caledonian tribes who fought a guerrilla war from the forests and swamps of northern Britain. They were sometimes defeated but more often they prevailed. They came from every part of the Roman Empire and were stationed in isolated forts anywhere from the Arabian Desert to the Rhine, in great legionary fortresses like Lambaesis and Xanten (Vetera), in the Castra Praetoria in Rome, or took their turn in lonely watchtowers on remote frontiers. They variously sharpened their swords, were bullied by centurions, erected forts, built aqueducts and bridges, made weapons and equipment, policed civilians, collected taxes, sought promotion, wrote letters, had families, petitioned the emperor, marched on campaign, committed acts of great valour, participated in atrocities and worshipped their gods. Some died in service from disease, enemy action or accidents. Others lived to sign on again as veterans or retired to find their way in civilian life, with a few reaching remarkably advanced ages. The Roman army was the greatest force, perhaps in most respects the only force, the Roman state had to exert its power and influence over the Empire and beyond. Soldiers and veterans were present in every community in the Roman world.


The word gladius – or gladius Hispaniensis, to give its full name – was the name of the standard Roman infantry sword. The so-called ‘Spanish sword’ appeared in the days of the Second Punic War and remained in use for centuries. Few other examples of military weaponry endured so long. Although the exact shape of the tapering iron blade and its length varied over the period, all examples of the gladius shared a similar blade and a carefully shaped handgrip made of wood, bone or sometimes ivory, with a wooden pommel. Some of the most elaborate examples had decorative scabbards made of wood with metal skins embossed with designs. Although not all Roman soldiers used the gladius – cavalry troops had a longer version known as a spatha – it seems from a letter found at Carlisle that in practice Roman soldiers used the word gladius as a generic term for ‘regulation swords’.2 There can be no other piece of Roman military weaponry that so effectively symbolizes the Roman army. It therefore seemed only logical to name this book after the gladius.


*


Compiling this book has been an absorbing and very interesting experience. Indeed, the research could have gone on indefinitely. The flow of stories about soldiers, their units, their lives, families, preoccupations, and their failures and achievements, seemed to be unstoppable. Inevitably, compressing such a vast subject into so small a space has involved a great deal of selection, frustrating though it has been to have to leave so much out. The result is a primarily and unashamedly anecdotal text, made up of evidence from inscriptions, original letters and other documents, and the writings of Roman historians or commentators who composed personal accounts of what they had seen or used other sources which no longer exist. Some instances and episodes were automatic inclusions, such as the Varian disaster of AD 9 or the military letters and records found at Vindolanda, a fort on Britain’s northern frontier. In many other cases it was a question of making a choice, often a difficult one.


The book is also unavoidably unbalanced. This is a consequence of the material we have to hand. Rome’s great age of warfare and conquest was the last three centuries BC during the late Republic, a period beloved of some of Rome’s greatest historians like Livy, Polybius and Appian who provide us with detailed accounts of the period and in particular the generals, the campaigns and the battles. However, at that time the Roman army was not a standing force and we also know very little about individual soldiers. Under the emperors the picture turns almost volte face. Fighting was less sustained and wars of conquest were infrequent. Gaps in the sources also mean that apart from Tacitus, who only covers the first century AD (and even then not all of it), we have little to match what we know about the earlier period. Paradoxically this is when the ordinary soldiers, the milites gregarii, emerge from the shadows in the haul of tombstones and documents of imperial date recovered from sites across the Empire to provide us with a wealth of information about their lives.


The ancient texts have invariably been consulted rather than relying on modern secondary sources. These days with so much published online the task has been made much easier, whether that means reading a papyrus found in Egypt or an inscription from a legionary fortress on the Rhine. All those used here are fully referenced so that the reader can follow any of them up. The process is very instructive. The original wording of these texts is often somewhat more ambiguous than a secondary source might imply, but can also reveal additional information or nuances omitted from a secondary source. The many different ways in which a sword was referred to is an excellent case in point.


The army of the Romans belongs to the ages. But to read a letter from a soldier in Egypt or northern Britain, study the life of a centurion and his family on the Rhine frontier from his tombstone, or learn about the successes and disasters of legionaries and auxiliaries across the centuries in countless places from Syria to Spain, is to make the Roman army live again. No other military institution of the ancient world offers us this remarkable privilege.


It is important to make clear that it is the laborious work of untold numbers of scholars over the last two centuries or more that has made a book like this possible. The Further Reading section, inadequate though it is, should be considered a testimony to their efforts as much as anything else.


A NOTE ABOUT STYLE



There is today, surprisingly, no agreed format for the names of Roman military units, even amongst Roman military specialists. A reader might find a particular legion referred to in any number of books variously as Legio III Augusta (its Latin name) or Third Legion Augusta, Third Augustan Legion, III Legion Augusta or Legion III Augusta. Auxiliary units are even more challenging: Cohors II Thracum might appear for example as Second Cohort of Thracians or II Cohort of Thracians; an auxiliary cavalry ala might be called an Ala, or a cavalry regiment or wing. With this in mind the decision was made early on in this book’s preparation to use the Latin form as far as possible to avoid ambiguity. It is, incidentally, worth noting that the Roman army did not normally use IV for ‘Fourth’, IX for ‘Ninth’ or XIV for ‘Fourteenth’. Instead IIII, VIIII and XIIII were more commonly used.* This book follows Roman military practice. Dates throughout are AD (CE) unless specified as BC (BCE). Place names are normally given in modern form unless the location has no modern equivalent, such as Vindolanda and Dura-Europos.


Sometimes Roman sources supply details of distances in Roman miles. I have not normally bothered to include laborious comparisons with modern miles; such precision is not really relevant, because the Roman mile was not measured with any high degree of accuracy or consistency (reflecting Roman society in general). A Roman mile was theoretically about 4,850 ft, or approximately 92 per cent of a modern mile (1.47 km). So long as the reader bears this in mind when coming across such references he or she will not be misled.


It is hoped those who read the book from start to finish will forgive occasional repetitions of information and dates. These are to help others who have chosen to read the book by dipping into individual chapters.


GUY DE LA BÉDOYÈRE


Welby by Ermine Street, a road built by Legio


VIIII Hispana in the mid-first century AD


Lincolnshire 2020





 


_________________


* Needless to say, even that was not consistent. The Eighteenth Legion is attested, for instance, as Legio XIIX, i.e. ‘ten plus ten less two’.










ONE



INTRODUCTION


THE ARMY OF THE EMPERORS





The Romans have conquered the whole world by no other
means than thorough training in the use of weapons,
strict discipline in military forts, and practice at war.


VEGETIUS3





T he Roman army has been a source of fascination ever since antiquity. No other military force has lasted so long or achieved so much. The focus in Gladius is on the individual soldier, on real people whose personal experience of the Roman army has reached us through a variety of routes. The information comes from Roman historians, from inscriptions set up by the units, from official documents, and from the soldiers themselves or their families on their tombstones, religious dedications or even personal letters. These include everything from the records of individual soldiers to the stories of Rome’s great battles, whether victories or defeats, and the physical remains of forts and military equipment. This material has been found all over the Roman world, and includes writing tablets preserved in bogs in northern Britain, inscriptions in North Africa, papyri in Egypt, the physical remains of forts on the frontiers, and of the civil engineering projects undertaken by the army. Taken together they paint a remarkable picture of the largest permanent organization in the western ancient world, one without which the Roman Empire could not have existed, let alone been created; of the men who made it work and the women and children who shared their lives.


Imagine the whole Roman army, which numbered from around a quarter to not much less than half a million at its height (see below for how this has been arrived at), all gathered together on one vast parade ground. Now multiply that many times over to take into account all the soldiers who ever served in it over the centuries. If just 25,000 new men were needed annually to compensate for the discharge of veterans and those dying in service from illness or in war, then over the three centuries from the reign of Augustus to the accession of Diocletian it is clear that millions of men served in the Roman army at some time during its history. Obviously it is impossible to work out the actual total. Now imagine that vast parade ground emptied out abruptly. All that remains are a few scattered broken swords, fragments of shields, the odd helmet, as well as a few hundred scattered, ripped and damaged documents blowing about in the wind, some battered tombstones and dedications to gods. Apart from the derelict and usually buried ruins of forts, that is what we are left with today in terms of physical relics of the mighty Roman army. Of course we also have the anecdotes and accounts recorded by Roman historians, virtually all of which survive only in copies of copies of copies, usually incomplete and frequently short on essential detail, which made it through to the Middle Ages in monastic libraries.


Despite all that, the Roman army has survived into our own times as one of the most vivid of all ancient institutions, not least because the evidence for it is stronger than for any other part of the Roman world. Thanks also to cinema and television (despite all their reckless liberties with accuracy), books, re-enactors and education, the Roman soldier is often regarded today as the defining image of the Roman world. This is not at all inappropriate. The Romans ‘surround the Empire with great armies, and garrison the whole stretch of land and sea like a shingle stronghold’, said Appian.4 Even the word Rome itself was derived from the Greek word ρωμη (‘romē), which means ‘strength’ or ‘might’.


Writing in the early second century AD, the historian Florus stressed that until the reign of Augustus Rome had been almost permanently at war. Until 29 BC, he said, the doors of the temple of Janus had been symbolically closed only twice to mark times of peace. Valour and Fortune (Virtus et Fortuna) had competed to create the Roman Empire, ‘so widely have their armed forces spread through the whole world’ in the face of toils and peril. He was disparaging about what he called the ‘inertia of the Caesars’ compared to the endless wars of the Republic, but was delighted that the soldier emperor Trajan had reinvigorated Rome with war in his own time.5 In the late fourth century an unknown poet harked back to the Republic too and was certain that adversity and war had driven the Roman people to success, concluding that ‘therefore a protracted and oppressive peace is the ruin of Romulus’ people’.6 This was the cultural backdrop to every Roman soldier’s life.


Roman soldiers not only built and lived in forts and went on campaign, but they also served in limitless capacities in everyday Roman life on behalf of the state. This was especially so under the emperors when the army had become a standing force and the Empire enjoyed long periods of internal peace. Soldiers were among the most literate members of the ordinary Roman population. More written material survives from the Roman army than from any other sector of society. The vast majority of soldiers’ inscriptions or surviving documents are in Latin in the Western Empire and Greek in the East (though occasionally Latin appears in the East and Greek in the West). This shows that, regardless of where they came from, soldiers were accustomed to using the official languages of the Roman world, even if privately they still spoke to their fellow countrymen in their native tongue. Soldiers used writing all the time, whether it was to pursue grievances, claim pay or expenses, record loans, request leave, write letters, prepare their wills or appeal to their gods.


The army was the Roman world’s biggest bureaucracy. Although most documents are long lost and rotted away, some remarkable material has been found, especially in Egypt and Britain, that shows how inclined to recording and cataloguing everything Roman military administrators were. Roman army units commemorated their achievements and activities in inscriptions. Individual soldiers were also far more likely than civilians, especially in frontier provinces, to record themselves on religious dedications or tombstones.


The Roman army is the best-documented military force of the ancient world. But that does not mean it is consistently or even well recorded. For example, the historian Appian explained that an individual report was made of every soldier’s character. When Mark Antony wanted his tribunes to bring all the troublemakers in his army before him so they could be punished, the tribunes were able to do so by consulting these documents.7 Such records are virtually non-existent today in any form for any part of the Roman army.


Inevitably, the evidence varies enormously across both time and place, not least because the details of Roman military history varied enormously. The time from the Second Punic War to the end of the Republic saw Rome’s most sustained and extensive wars of territorial conquest, but it is also a period from which little evidence of individual soldiers has survived. Under the emperors there was a great deal of warfare but much of it involved Roman civil wars, and the defence or consolidation of frontiers. The campaigns to conquer Britain, Dacia and Parthia were exceptions. Conversely, the first to early third centuries AD are amongst the best recorded, albeit erratically, and include by far and away the most extensive evidence for the lives of individual soldiers from inscriptions, letters and other documents.


We have therefore to make the best of what there is. Although the works of, to take one instance, the Roman historian Tacitus are invaluable, we do not have all his Annals, which covered the period AD 14–68. His description of the invasion of Britain in 43 by Claudius, for example, is lost. His Histories, which carried the story on to the end of the first century, are only extant for the Civil War period of 68–9 and the early months of the following year. Military themes often dominated his history, but Tacitus had many other topics to cover and was not concerned with providing the level of detail modern historians, especially military ones, crave. Similar problems afflict the accounts written by other Roman historians such as Livy, Appian, Plutarch, and Cassius Dio (sometimes known as Dio Cassius).


These historians were also often writing about events that occurred generations or even centuries before they lived, and had to use documents and histories written by their predecessors that no longer exist. On the other hand we have, for example, some of the correspondence of Pliny the Younger from the early second century AD. He included references to officers and soldiers he knew personally, especially in connection with his letters to the emperor Trajan while he was governor of Bithynia. As a young man, before being elevated to senatorial status, Pliny had moreover served as an equestrian tribune with Legio III Gallica in Syria.8 However, there is no comparable collection of correspondence from any other governor to any other emperor. To Pliny and Trajan’s letters we can add anecdotes and asides that pop up in a myriad other places, such as the collection of past deeds and sayings compiled, with accompanying commentary, by Valerius Maximus in the reign of Tiberius; or Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, which happens to include a description of the famous strongman praetorian Vinnius Valens among other military references. Valerius Maximus and Pliny provide some fascinating insights, but what they include is inherently rather random.9 Much the same applies to Valerius Maximus and Aulus Gellius. Their compilations of anecdotes cover a huge variety of topics. In among what they recorded are snippets of information about military history and the Roman army, sometimes preserving references to much longer works that no longer exist.


Not all of these written sources are reliable; indeed they are all unreliable in some way. It is one thing to make that observation but quite another to know what to do about it. Evaluating the relative reliability of sources, especially where they contradict each other, is challenging enough. If every source is treated with outright scepticism then the only alternative is for the modern historian to substitute his or her opinion instead, a tactic that is unlikely to be any more reliable. However, there are certain principles which need to be considered, especially with military matters. All Roman historians were given to a greater or lesser degree to using rhetorical devices such as stock depictions of villainy, atrocities, brutality and heroism, or inventing stories that were transposed retrospectively onto accounts of the past. They were also inclined to provide numbers for armies and casualties that were patently rounded up or down, depending on the agenda. These figures should also be seen as rhetorical devices, rather than as statements of fact. There are many instances of this habit which had a long tradition, stretching back into the Republic. For example, Sulla said his army had killed 20,000 soldiers under Marius the Younger’s command at Signia in 83 BC with the loss of only 23 of his men; or so Plutarch reported after reading Sulla’s autobiography.10


In his account of the Civil War of 68–9, Tacitus described complex and fast-moving events several decades after they occurred, using sources about which we know next to nothing and which were unlikely to have been based on notes taken at the times and places concerned. Most of the time, we only have one source for an event. When we have two, such as Herodian or Cassius Dio for the Severan period, they often diverge in crucial detail.


Some of the biographies of second- and third-century emperors in the Historia Augusta are unreliable in important respects. Modelled on the Twelve Caesars of Suetonius which covered Julius Caesar to Domitian, they were attributed to six different authors such as Aelius Spartianus and Flavius Vopiscus, but these names were probably made up. The texts were compiled during the late third and early fourth centuries from official records and other unspecified sources, and are anecdotal in style in their treatment of emperors such as Hadrian, Septimius Severus and Probus. Although they make for entertaining reading, the texts frequently include what are obviously invented quotes from fabricated letters and speeches, as well as interpolations made by later contributors. The result is a series of pastiches incorporating a jumble of truths, half-truths and outright falsehoods. Deciding which is which is far from straightforward.


Some Roman military manuals such as those by Frontinus, Onasander and Vegetius have survived. These can provide some very useful information but present other problems. Vegetius, for example, wrote his military manual in the later fourth or early fifth century, a very long time after the period he was writing about. He may not have had reliable information to hand, and he was also inclined to idealise the world of ‘Augustus and his illustrious successors’ as he called it.11 Another work on building a military encampment was once thought to have been written by a surveyor called Hyginus in the early second century but now seems to have been written a century or more later by someone whose identity is unknown.


Military sculptures can provide an exceptional visual record of the Roman army at war. Trajan’s Column and the Column of Marcus Aurelius in Rome both have running friezes that record campaigns. They show everything from foraging and camp building to the crossing of rivers, fighting and parading. Triumphal arches were occasionally erected both by generals in the Republic and by emperors from Augustus’ time on to commemorate great victories. Appropriately enough they featured sculptures of the campaigns, the despoliation of the vanquished enemy and other symbols of military success. In Rome today, three still stand: the arches of Titus, Septimius Severus and Constantine the Great, but there were once dozens more not only in Rome but also across the Empire.


As for the personal record of individual soldiers, there are few letters and documents and no diaries we can read through to find out about their experiences as we might do for, say, the Napoleonic Wars, the American Civil War or the First and Second World Wars. Unless they were copied into carved inscriptions, written documents of Roman date tend only to survive in waterlogged or arid conditions. The two provinces that have produced the most such documents are Britain and Egypt. Two places which could hardly have been further apart or more different, they were also not necessarily representative of the rest of the Roman Empire. The documents are usually damaged, difficult to read, and entirely random in their nature, but are often fascinating records.


There are also the far more numerous inscriptions that record imperial edicts, the construction of buildings, religious dedications in the name of a unit or individual soldiers, and tombstones. The texts on funerary memorials and personal offerings to deities, the vast majority on stone, provide the most tantalizing glimpses of military lives. They represent a tiny fraction of the number of soldiers who once served in the Roman legions or auxiliary forces. Almost all belong only to the first to third centuries AD, though few carry any precise dating information. The edict of Domitian in 94 declaring that veterans were to be exempt from certain taxes (see Chapter 15) illustrates just how random the record we have is. The text only survives because a veteran copied it down on a writing tablet found in Egypt.


Funerary inscriptions are by far and away the most important evidence for the lives of individual soldiers, whether as the deceased or as those responsible for commemorating their comrades, friends, children, wives or parents. A soldier was entitled to write a will and leave instructions as to how he was to be remembered, either by his parents, his family or his comrades (see the Epilogue). Tombstones of soldiers have been found at military sites across the Empire, and also in civilian communities where some were stationed or where as veterans they made second careers, though inevitably their survival is down mainly to chance. They record invaluable information which can include where the soldier came from, the units in which he served, his age at death, and details of his wife and children, freedmen, and friends.


For all their shortcomings, these inscriptions and documents of the Roman army of the emperors are a universe apart from the records of other ancient or medieval wars, where nothing comparable has survived or perhaps ever existed. To take the English Wars of the Roses, fought across the period 1455–85 as an example, there is not a single instance of any equivalent personal record of the thousands of ordinary soldiers who fought in that conflict.


The standard of modern publication varies hugely too – Britain, Egypt and Germany have been well served, some other provinces of the Roman Empire rather less so.


Gladius inevitably includes material covering a long period of time (about five centuries). It features a mixture of individuals from lowly recruits to exalted generals, and a number of specific battles, campaigns and rebellions, placing them in the broader context of life in the Roman army. The reader will find lists of Roman emperors and of Rome’s wars at the end of the book, together with other appendices, tables and a glossary, which will make it easy to place any part of the main text in historical context as well as acting as a reference for Roman army organization.


The position with the evidence may sound bleak, but in fact the Roman army has been the subject of such intense scrutiny and study that a remarkable amount is now known, even if that usually means relying on information gathered from different times and places in what must seem sometimes to be a haphazard way. This is unavoidable but there is always a danger that in the absence of anything comparable, a body of evidence – the Vindolanda letters are a good example – will be taken as representative of the Roman army at all times and places. Usually there is no way of knowing. However, there is reasonable consistency in the evidence, which suggests that most parts of the Roman army operated in a fairly similar way. The way almost all forts known today from excavation and extant remains resembled one another is a plausible basis for assuming that. Nonetheless, perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Roman army – one that has become more and more conspicuous – is how much local variation there was in almost everything from basic equipment to the way army units were organized.


THE EMPERORS AND MILITARY COMMAND



The emperors had supreme command of the army, but it was typical of the Roman world that their military power was cloaked in nebulous and tenuous links to the days of the Republic. When Augustus took power he embarked on a charade of having restored the Republic in order to avoid any public admission that he ruled in the capacity of a monarch. For the Romans any whiff of kingship was completely unacceptable but everyone was prepared to play along with him for the sake of peace and stability.12 A successful Republican general could be acclaimed imperator (‘commander’) by his army. Such an honour could be conferred on more than one general at any one time and crucially did not denote precedence of any one over another.


Imperator was itself linked to imperium, the power of military command. Under the Republic, imperium was granted by the Senate on a strictly temporary basis to the consuls when a war had to be fought, and could not be held within the sacred boundary (pomerium) of Rome. In exceptional cases it could be awarded to a more junior man of senatorial rank. For example, Scipio was awarded imperium in 212 BC when he was only twenty-four because his military skills had become a matter of life or death for Rome in the Second Punic War.13 This all changed under Augustus in 23 BC, when the Senate voted that he could not only hold imperium in Rome but also did not need to have it renewed. In addition, his imperium was deemed to exceed in authority that held by any consul or former consul and was known as maius imperium proconsulare. In addition, the Senate annually voted him and his successors the privileges and powers of a tribune of the plebs which allowed him to pose as the protector of the plebs.14 Although there was no Latin word for emperor, the fact that Augustus’ special imperium had become an integral legal component of his supreme power led seamlessly in the future to the title imperator becoming synonymous with that supreme power and is the basis of our word emperor.


Under the emperors it was briefly possible for a general to be acclaimed imperator by his legions in the manner of the old days as a special favour. Augustus allowed this several times prior to 27 BC, Tiberius just once in AD 22.15 Thereafter only the emperors held the title, often enumerated on their coins, but from then on the legions were still quite capable of making a unilateral acclamation of their general as imperator. When this happened they were effectively declaring him supreme ruler in place of the incumbent emperor. This was what happened in 68 when Galba’s legions declared for him and initiated the Civil War of 68–9, again when civil war broke out in 193 in the aftermath of the murder of Commodus, and on and off throughout the third century.


LEGIONS, AUXILIARY INFANTRY AND CAVALRY, AND IRREGULARS



Writing about the state of the Roman world at the death of Augustus in AD 14 Tacitus said ‘the Empire was enclosed by the Ocean or far-off rivers. Legions, provinces, fleets – all were interconnected’.16 Even so, the Roman army under the emperors was a remarkably varied collection of units, ranging from the legions to irregular bands of infantry or cavalry hired from frontier tribes. The Roman army reached its most coherent and consistent form under the emperors, especially from the time of Augustus until the middle of the third century AD. But it never operated as a single institution, and its overall size and the disposition of its units changed continuously.


Accounts of the army’s origins in Republican times provide us with a great deal of evidence for how its various elements came into existence. Great generals of the Republic, such as Scipio Africanus and Scipio Aemilianus, were greatly venerated in later centuries.17 The Augustan poet Virgil even had Aeneas discover the two Scipios during his visit to the Underworld, when they were pointed out to him as ‘the two thunderbolts of war’.18 Stories about the Scipios were included in admiring anecdotes and references in all sorts of later works, for example Valerius Maximus’ collection of ‘memorable deeds and sayings’. Disastrous battles of the Republic, like Cannae in 216 BC, were also remembered, but as warnings.


There were important differences between the armies of the Republic and the army under the emperors. In the Republic armies were raised on an as-needed basis and were made up predominantly of Roman citizens from Rome and the surrounding area, supplemented later by Italian allies. This reinforced a sense that their purpose was to defend the homeland, especially during the First and Second Punic Wars, even though by the second century BC the army was more likely to be used in predatory wars to seize more territory. Under the emperors the army was not only permanent but was also distributed predominantly in the frontier provinces. In a process that started in the late Republic, its manpower was largely drawn from much further afield, such as legionaries from Gaul and Spain, or Thracian, Batavian and Sarmatian auxiliaries. These soldiers were liable to feel a sense of loyalty to their units and commanding officers, or to their own homes, rather than to Rome – a place which few of them had probably ever seen.


The best-known parts of the Roman army today are the legions. The infantry legions were dominated by men from Italy, Gaul and Spain, but by no means exclusively so. They were supported by provincial auxiliary units (auxilia) which ranged from crack cavalry wings (alae) to basic infantry cohorts. The Praetorian Guard (Cohortes Praetorianae), the imperial bodyguard, was the elite section of the army and the most privileged. It was based in Rome where it held sway along with its associated cavalry force, the equites singulares Augusti. The Guard was commanded by one of the most senior equestrian prefects in the Roman world, the praefectus praetorio (praetorian prefect), and was supplemented by the urban cohorts (Cohortes Urbanae), effectively a city police force created by Augustus in around 13 BC and commanded by the praefectus urbi (Prefect of Rome). There was also the night watch or fire brigade (Cohortes Vigilum, or Vigiles Urbani) under the praefectus vigilum, established by Augustus in AD 6. Although the Guard and the urban cohorts were nominally based at the Castra Praetoria in Rome under the emperors from the time of Tiberius on, in practice they were often sent out to various places across the Empire, either as cohorts or in the form of individual soldiers detached on imperial duties. There were, for example, additional urban cohorts stationed at Lyon and Carthage. Scattered around the Empire were various fleets, such as the Classis Britannica and the Classis Germanica, also placed under individual equestrian prefectures.


The numbers of legions, auxiliary units, Praetorian Guard, urban cohorts, Vigiles and fleets all varied constantly, and it is impossible now to do more than estimate how many there were of each at any specific time. Only rarely do we have any evidence for the army’s size at any given date, especially under the Republic. When Livy researched the size of the army assembled in late 217 BC he found his various unnamed sources disagreed about the numbers and types of additional recruits. ‘I should hardly to venture to declare (these) with any certainty’, said Livy, before explaining how the figures differed, drastically affecting the possible number of legions and men involved.19 He made no attempt to decide which was most likely to be accurate. (This incidentally illustrates why figures for battle casualties given by ancient historians are virtually meaningless, other than as metaphors for the scale of relative losses.)


The position was not a great deal better under the emperors. Tacitus provided a reasonably detailed description of the army’s disposition in 23 during the reign of Tiberius. Even so, he did not write this down until around seventy years later, using records he must have found in the imperial archives. There were, he said, eight legions on the Rhine, three in Spain, two in North Africa and another two in Egypt, four in Syria and the Middle East, and four on the Danube with an additional two behind them in reserve, making a total of 25 legions. Rome had its own army, made up of nine praetorian cohorts (Tacitus does not say how big these cohorts were) and three urban cohorts, with the whole of Italy defended by a fleet on the west coast at Misenum and on the east at Ravenna. He added that the men in the auxiliary units of cavalry and infantry came in total to not much less than those of the legions, but was at pains to stress their numbers constantly fluctuated according to requirements.20 From this we can gather that the legions amounted to about 125,000 men, and if Tacitus was right the auxiliaries came to roughly the same again. The Roman army in 23, then, numbered approximately a quarter of million soldiers of various types, scattered across a vast Empire but mainly on the frontiers, distributed in provinces where the need was greatest. Their distribution varied over time as legions were raised and lost, or moved, and the same applied to auxiliaries. Tantalizingly, an inscription found in Rome lists all the legions, and the provinces in which they were stationed, but can only be approximately dated to the second century AD, with additions made after 160.21


One survey of attested auxiliary units, both cavalry and infantry, known to have been in existence under Hadrian around 130, has provided an estimate of just under 218,000 auxiliaries in service by then, with a ratio of about 2:1 in favour of infantry. Another survey generated a figure of just under 181,000 auxiliaries. The numbers are nominal, prone to all sorts of caveats (see Chapter 5 for surviving strength reports of individual units), and the difference shows how susceptible the evidence is to variant interpretations. However, both estimates suggest that the auxiliary forces had grown considerably since the reign of Tiberius.22


Writing in the early third century, Cassius Dio looked back at the army’s size in AD 5 under Augustus so that he could make a comparison with his own time. He reckoned there had been 23 or 25 legions in those days, although like Livy he said his sources did not agree with one another. Of those, 19 still existed when he wrote, but he explained that a further 13 had been raised since Nero’s time, making a grand total of 32, or approximately 160,000 men (see Table 1 for a summary). Dio was uncertain about the auxiliaries: ‘I cannot give the exact figure’, he said. But if the estimates for the auxiliaries under Hadrian are at least approximately true it seems likely the Roman army numbered about 340,000 to 380,000 men by the reign of Septimius Severus (193–211). It may even have been considerably larger; some modern estimates take it up to around 450,000 plus another 30,000 or so in the fleets.23


Dio added that the Praetorian Guard was made up of 10,000 praetorians in ten cohorts, in addition to an unspecified number of veterans who had signed on again, in the army of Augustus in AD 5.24 There is some confusion over whether he had transposed figures from his own time concerning the Praetorian Guard, as obviously the figure does not match the nine cohorts mentioned by Tacitus for 23. Other evidence shows the Guard varied in size, with the result that we cannot be certain of its exact numbers or organization at any one time. The same applies to the Cohortes Urbanae, for which Dio gives no figure. Neither Dio’s account nor that of Tacitus (both of which can be found in the Appendices) refers to other parts of the army that we know to have existed, for example the equites singulares Augusti, the 300 speculatores who served as the emperor’s personal mounted bodyguard, or the special units of German bodyguards called the Germani corporis custodes hired by some emperors.


The evidence shows that, whatever the position at one date, it was different at others, and usually in ways we cannot now resolve. It is extremely unlikely that the Romans themselves ever knew the army’s size with any precision. It would have been impossible to produce a wholly reliable census of the army’s strength, which in any case would have been out of date the moment it had been compiled. Legions also operated largely independently of one another. The men might bestow their loyalty on their commanding officer or the provincial governor if the emperor fell short of their expectations. This was what made it relatively easy for rival would-be emperors, who were frequently provincial governors, to mount rebellions leading to civil wars, for example in the turmoil following the disastrous reigns of Nero and Commodus.


The Romans moreover used inconsistent numbering systems to label both legions and cohorts, whether praetorian or auxiliary. Disbanded or lost legions, or auxiliary units, disappeared from the numerical sequence, leaving gaps (see below).25 Legions themselves were not organized in a broadly consistent way until the first century BC, though they had been a key part of the army for much longer than that. By the time of the emperors, the structure of a legion still bore some resemblance to that of the army described by Polybius in the mid-second century BC, while having changed significantly into a form that lasted until well into the third century AD.


Each legion from Augustus’ time until the late third century AD theoretically numbered around 4,800 men, divided into ten cohorts of 480 men each, plus centurions, optiones, officers and at least in some cases 120 cavalry (whether all legions had 120 cavalry is unknown. See Chapter 6). By the late first century, the first cohort was doubled in size, but not necessarily in every legion, elevating the total to 5,120 men plus the extras.26 In practice there is not a single reference in the sources to the exact size of any one legion. The general assumption is that a legion’s strength was probably between 5,000 and 6,000 soldiers most of the time. In time this changed. In the early fifth century Vegetius described what he called the ‘ancient establishment of the legion’, but said a legion consisted of 6,100 infantry and 726 cavalry in ten cohorts. Although he implied this was how many men a legion had had in earlier times it is a clearly a mixture of old detail and arrangements in legions closer to his own time, especially the much larger number of cavalry.27


Each legionary cohort was made up of six ‘centuries’ of 80 men each, except for the first cohort which was made up of five double centuries of 160 men each (800 in total).* ‘Century’ meant what it sounds like: 100 men under the command of a centurion (centurio). But it was typical of the Roman world that an old word had been kept on when its original meaning had become obsolete. A century of 80 men was divided up into ten ‘tent-parties’ or ‘squads’ (contubernia) of eight men. Each contubernium (the word means ‘with a tent’) shared a tent on campaign, or rooms in a barrack block in the unit’s fort. Pairs of facing barrack blocks in forts may represent the continuity for two centuries of the old term manipulus. The word means ‘a handful’ but came to be a colloquial military term for a group of soldiers. In the later Empire ‘among the maniples’ meant ‘among the general soldiery’.28 There were also the legion’s cavalry contingent, plus various non-commissioned officers, the centurions and the optiones.


The Roman legion mirrored Roman social structure. Each was commanded by a senator of senior rank, the legatus legionis. Normally, the only exceptions were legions based in Egypt. Here senators were prohibited from entering or holding office: there was always a fear they might use the province’s massive resources and mount a challenge to become emperor. Instead Egypt was governed by the praefectus Aegyptii rather than a senatorial legate and each Egyptian legion was commanded by an equestrian praefectus. Until the third century, one of the few exceptions to this general rule was when Commodus placed equestrians in certain legionary commands in 184 as part of his vendetta against senators.29 During the third century equestrian legionary commands became the norm.


The legatus legionis was the emperor’s personal delegate. He was a senator in his thirties who had reached the status of a praetor, a senior magistracy that entitled him to be awarded a military command. He was by now approaching the climax of his senatorial career, which might involve proceeding next to a provincial governorship, or to a consulship in Rome, the most senior magistracy, and then to the most senior provincial governorships as a proconsul. He might command the legion for only a few years. The legate’s second in command was the tribunus laticlavius, which meant ‘tribune with the broad purple stripe’. This was a reference to the fact that he was a senator too, albeit at an earlier stage of his career, and thus had the right to wear the senatorial toga, whose wide stripe of purple indicated his rank. He would move on in due course to a variety of positions which might include commanding a legion himself. These two men were the only men of senatorial rank in the legion.


After the two senior senatorial posts in a legion came the praefectus castrorum, ‘prefect of the camp’, a man promoted to equestrian status. The position was filled by a soldier who had been in the army all his working life and had made his way up through the centurionate to be primus pilus, ‘first spear’, the most senior centurion in a legion. Marcus Pompeius Asper was one such man; it is recorded on his elaborately carved tombstone that he had served as a centurion in Legio XV Apollinaris and Cohors III Praetoria, and as primus pilus of Legio III Cyrenaica, before his final promotion to praefectus castrorum of Legio XX in the late first or early second century.30 As so often for a man of his seniority, his earlier career was considered trivial by comparison and not worth mentioning.


After the praefectus castrorum came five tribuni angusticlavii, ‘tribunes of the narrow purple stripe’, who were men of equestrian rank. These were officers who could be given any task involving leadership and might subsequently go on to command an auxiliary unit. Below the tribunes came the centurions. Each centurion had a second called an optio, a word that meant ‘assistant’.


Legions were also often temporarily split into detachments known as vexillationes (‘wings’), based in and fighting in different places. The word came from vexillum, ‘flag’, because each vexillation had its own flag. Veterans were sometimes organized into wings attached to legions, augmenting their numbers. A few surviving strength reports show that soldiers were liable to be detached either in groups or individually for an almost infinite variety of duties, such as serving on the governor’s staff, keeping the peace in a city, or supervising at the mines. On the edge of London, the capital of Britain, a fort housed the governor’s bodyguard. Soldiers from all over the province were detached from their legions or auxiliary units to serve there on his staff, recorded on inscriptions found in London. Similar secondments happened across the Roman world, such as to take part in building work. Construction of Legio XX’s fortress at Chester in Britain seems to have been suspended for some time in the second century because so many of the men were away working on building Hadrian’s Wall. Other absences at any fort were caused by sickness, or by leave for personal reasons. In short, were we able to travel through time and visit a legionary fortress there would be virtually no chance of finding anything like the whole legion there at any given time, and exactly the same would happen on a visit to an auxiliary fort.


Although legions numbered anywhere from I to XXII (First to Twenty-Second) – and, incongruously, XXX (Thirtieth) – have been identified from the evidence from Augustus’ time onwards, there was no regular sequence in operation. After his victory at Actium in 31 BC Augustus had both his own army and Antony’s, a total of 60 legions. He cut these down to 28, but the numbering does not reflect that. Six different legions styled I (the ‘First’) are known to have existed at some point; they are distinguished only by their epithets, which might identify where they were raised or mark some special quality they had, such as Legio I Germanica or Legio I Flavia Minervia. A legion’s life might end prematurely because the soldiers had been defeated, or even wiped out. Three legions were destroyed by German tribes in AD 9 in the humiliating Varian disaster. Consequently their numbers, XVII (Seventeenth), XVIII/XIIX (Eighteenth) and XVIIII (Nineteenth), were never used again. One of the later legions, Legio XXX Ulpia Victrix, was raised by Trajan in the early second century. The numbers XXIII (Twenty-Third) to XXVIIII (Twenty-Ninth) were omitted. Perhaps raising a Legio XXX helped compensate for the duplicated lower numbers and provided a more accurate overall impression of the army’s size. However, another explanation is that Legio XXX was supposed to be the first of a new series of legions, starting with XXX.31


This peculiar numbering almost certainly had its origins in a much more coherent system that operated under the Republic. Lawrence Keppie has suggested that originally I–IIII were the numbers allocated to the four legions raised by two consuls if circumstances meant that they had to form an army during their year of office. Higher numbers were then allocated to additional legions raised for specific deployment on campaign.32 The legions were also only numbered, rather than having more elaborate titles.33 In 58 BC in Gallia Cisalpina and Transalpina, the garrison was made up of the VII–X legions when Caesar arrived to take up command. A centurion called Numerius Granonius from Luceria in Italy was serving in Legio ‘XIIX’ (the Eighteenth) in the East when he died in Athens in the mid-first century BC, suggesting it was one of another block of higher-numbered legions allocated to serve in the area. He had also served in Pompey’s Legio II.34 The inscription is, incidentally, exceptionally rare for the date and largely serves to illustrate that nothing comparable from anywhere else at that time has been found to clarify which legions were stationed where. All that can be said is that some of these legions might have survived the late Republic’s civil wars, retaining their numbers and being joined by others that were formed along the way.


It is equally possible that the numbers are purely coincidental. Any geographical significance was long lost by the first century AD, which was why Britain had four legions numbered II, VIIII, XIIII and XX by then. When XIIII was withdrawn by 70 it was temporarily replaced with another one numbered II (Adiutrix, drawn from fleet troops). Likewise, the Praetorian Guard was known collectively as the Cohortes Praetorianae, ‘the praetorian cohorts’. The number and size of the praetorian cohorts varied across the period, with mysterious gaps in the attested sequence. The same applied to the urban cohorts.35


Under the late Republic and the emperors, the legions, or at least those that remained in existence, developed strong identities, especially if they had enjoyed great success and were favoured, which played an important part in morale. Caesar, for example, was particularly fond of his Legio X.36 Most acquired names that reflected their history or the nature of their formation, and these names can help distinguish them. Legio I Flavia Minervia was raised by the emperor Domitian of the Flavian dynasty, who had a special interest in the goddess Minerva. As early as the 30s bc, one of the legions numbered VI became known as Legio VI Ferrata, ‘Ironsides’, clearly a nickname acquired from its performance in war and linked to the word ferrum, used sometimes for swords. Similarly, Legio VI Victrix was called ‘Victorious’. Legio XIIII Gemina Martia Victrix had one of the longest names. The Gemina (‘twin’) element commemorated how, shortly after the Battle of Actium, it was reformed out of one of Octavian’s legions with the addition of soldiers drawn from Antony’s disbanded army. Martia Victrix means ‘the Warlike, the Victorious’, titles awarded for its victory over the tribal leader Boudica in Britain in 60–1. It enjoyed those titles for the rest of its existence. One of the most unusual was Legio V Alaudae, using a Gaulish word meaning ‘the crested larks’.37 The legion was raised by Caesar in Gaul, and the only explanation for the name is perhaps that wings were worn on the legionaries’ helmets (but see below for its incongruous emblem).


In the Greek-speaking eastern part of the Empire private correspondence used the Greek convention of letters for numbers, and substituted a Greek translation of the legion’s titles. Legio II Adiutrix, ‘the Helper’, was formed by Vespasian in 70 from fleet soldiers, possibly as a reward for their support in the Civil War. It was sometimes referred to by its own men in Greek as λεγεών β βοηθός (Legeōn II Boēthos), a direct translation of the Latin.38


The auxiliary units defy attempts to place them in any kind of neat categories. Even Roman historians made no attempt to do so. Auxiliaries were generally units originally made up of soldiers raised from a provincial ethnic group. They served in theory for 25 years; in practice discharge was carried out in batches on specific dates. For example, troopers and soldiers were all discharged together from three cavalry alae and 21 infantry cohorts respectively in Moesia Superior on 8 May 100.39 The auxiliary forces were frequently distinguished by ethnic labels, such as the Cohors VIIII Batavorum, but in reality the men serving at any one time could have come either from Batavia (a region on the lower Rhine and now part of the Netherlands) or any one of a myriad other places in the Empire (see Chapter 2). On completion of service, auxiliaries were made Roman citizens on honourable discharge. Some whole units were awarded Roman citizenship as a reward for valour while still in service, but that only applied to the individual men involved in the action which had earned them that honour and not subsequent recruits to the unit.


Auxiliary organization varied wildly too. Auxiliaries were only ever arranged into units that approximated in size to a legionary cohort or double cohort. Anything bigger might have risked creating a potential rebel force of dangerous size. In small units the auxiliaries were useful for manning frontier garrisons and outpost forts, or for being attached to legions as supplementary forces, particularly where auxiliary cavalry could compensate for the legion’s minimal mounted component. Auxiliary units were usually led by men of equestrian status, who could be prefects or tribunes. Sometimes centurions detached from legions were used instead. Infantry were formed into cohorts of a nominal 500 men, a cohors quingenaria. These were made up of six centuries of 80 men each (480), with centurions and their assistants, the optiones. They were commanded by prefects. There was a ‘double-sized’ version known as the cohors milliaria, which literally meant ‘1,000 strong’, though these were in fact made up of ten centuries (800 men). A milliaria cohort was usually commanded by a tribune. Some infantry cohorts were part-mounted, meaning there was a cavalry component, indicated by the addition of equitata to the unit’s name. It is likely, but uncertain, that a cohors equitata quingenaria had about 120 cavalry and 480 infantry, while a cohors equitata milliaria had around 240 cavalry and 800 infantry.


There were also the cavalry units, known as alae, ‘wings’, which were organized differently to infantry. An ala was divided into turmae (‘squadrons’) of around 30 or 32 cavalrymen each, led by a decurion and his second, a duplicarius. An ala quingenaria, made up of 16 turmae (about 512 men), was commanded by a prefect; an ala milliaria, made up of 24 turmae (about 768 men), by a tribune. Again, the totals were nominal. Actual strength varied from unit to unit and from day to day. Virtually no detailed history of auxiliary units is known. They were in a constant state of flux. Tacitus explained that it was impossible to identify or enumerate them all for that reason. He also tells us that in exceptional instances, like civil war, gladiators could be recruited as extra but ‘disreputable’ auxiliaries.40 The same numbering problem that affects legions applies also to the auxiliary units. In Britain a Cohors VIIII Batavorum is known. Cohortes I–IIII Batavorum are also attested, but V–VIII have never been identified and either never existed or had had only short lives before being disbanded.41 One possibility is that the ethnic epithet is misleading and the numbering was based on something else. Cohors XX Palmyrenorum at Dura-Europos in Syria is the only such Palmyrene unit attested. The number may just refer to it being the twentieth cohort in Syria when it was formed.42 Specialist units, such as archers or even camel riders (dromedarii), were also hired. And then there were the irregular units of cavalry (equites) and infantry (numeri), taken on when needed but whose men enjoyed few privileges beyond being paid.43


A papyrus found in Egypt and written in 63 offers a good example of the various legal provisions affecting different parts of the Roman army. It was concerned with the rights and entitlements of veterans from legions, auxiliary cavalry wings and infantry cohorts, and of men who had served in the fleet. The veterans were so disgruntled at the way they were being treated differently from other serving soldiers that they had decided to make a representation to the prefect of Egypt, Caius Caecina Tuscus. The legionary veterans seem to have accosted him ‘on the camp road at the temple of Isis’. Caecina Tuscus admonished them and told them not to make ‘an ungodly uproar’. He told them that no one was harassing them, and instructed them to write down their names and addresses so that he could make sure the local officials (strategoi) left them alone.


When the legionaries handed over the documents on 4 August, Caecina Tuscus asked them if they had done so individually, which they assured him they had. They greeted each other the next day, and on 7 August the legionaries went to hear Caecina Tuscus address them from the tribunal (the original Greek text describes this as being in an ‘atrium’ (‘hall’), presumably part of a basilican building where the governor heard cases). Realizing that the men were so angry that a rebellion was possible, Caecina Tuscus pointed out that the legal rights differed for each branch of the service (legions, auxiliaries or fleets) and that this would affect what was due to each man. He reminded them that ‘I told you (this) before’. He said he would see to it that those individual rights were established and guaranteed.44


The identity and loyalties of each legion and auxiliary unit were displayed on a variety of different types of standard which the soldiers were supposed to venerate and protect to the last man. Every legion had an aquila (eagle) standard in the charge of the aquilifer standard-bearers. They were made of, or at least plated with, gold and were stored in a shrine at the legion’s winter quarters.45 On campaign they were placed on a long pole with a sharp point at one end. It was the general Gaius Marius who in 104 BC came up with the idea of making eagles the sole symbol of the legions. Before that the legions had used not only displayed eagle standards but also ones depicting minotaurs, wolves, horses and bears. Marius ordered those to be given up permanently – though in fact they were already falling out of use – and thereafter ‘a pair of eagles’ was routinely displayed in the legion’s winter camp (for Marius’ wider changes to the army, see Chapter 2), according to Pliny the Elder.46 A legionary eagle standard was not supposed to leave the unit’s base unless the whole legion was on the march. It was carried on a long pole by one of the legion’s aquilifers, who planted it in the ground when the legion made camp. When Titus Flavius Surillio, aquilifer of Legio II Adiutrix, died around the year 214 aged forty his tombstone was erected by his fellow aquilifer Aurelius Zanax.47


Every unit, legionary or auxiliary, had imaginiferes who carried a standard bearing an image of the emperor. Josephus described military standards with ‘busts of the emperor’ attached to them.48 In the late first century Virssuccius was a trooper and imaginifer with the Cohors I Brittonum equitata when he died aged thirty-five in Pannonia Inferior. His tombstone was set up by his heirs Albanus, probably another soldier, and a fellow imaginifer called Bodiccius.49


Standard-bearers of all varieties, for whom the generic word was signiferi (from signum, another word for a standard), stuck together when it came to funerals and other activities. Attianus Coresi was a vexillarius (flag-bearer) of an unnamed unit in Germania Superior in 239. Together with an imaginifer called Fortionius Constitutus he invested in a shrine and stone votive tablet dedicated to the Imperial Divine House and the Genius vexillariorum et imaginiferorum (‘of the flag and imperial image bearers’).50


The vexilla flags were said by Dio to resemble sails, by which he meant they were hung from a cross-bar on a pole and provided a setting for symbols of the unit, including the name of the unit and the name of commander spelled out in purple letters. He was referring to the late Republican army of Crassus in 53 BC.51 From Augustus on, the name of the emperor took precedence. Legions had motifs which appeared on their standards and sometimes also as sculptures, used to lead the cohorts and centuries on the march and in parades, and to rally the men on the battlefield. Legio XIIII’s emblems included a capricorn symbol, associated either with the date Octavian took the title Augustus (16 January 27 BC) or when he was conceived. Legio II Augusta shared the same emblem and also used a figure of Pegasus. Caesar’s Legio V Alaudae, despite its name, used an elephant, which represented the animals in Metellus Scipio’s army, which the legion had defeated at the Battle of Thapsus in 45 BC. Appropriately, Legio XII Fulminata (‘Lightning-Bearer’) used a thunderbolt.


Standards played an essential visual role in coordinating fighting. In AD 15, during Germanicus’ campaign in Germany, part of the army’s baggage became bogged down. In the chaos the Roman formations were disrupted, and the soldiers could neither see their standards properly nor hear orders. The German tribal leader Arminius spotted his chance and attacked. The battle raged around the standards, which could not be carried forward in the hail of weapons. Nor could they be erected where they were. The battle was nearly lost and in the end only the German tribes’ preference for chasing after plunder and the bravery of Legio I helped save the day.52


Planting standards where a victory had been won was a powerfully symbolic act. When Titus seized the citadel in Jerusalem in 70, ‘the Romans erected their standards on the towers, clapping and singing to celebrate their victory with joy’.53 Affiliation to a legion and loyalty to the legion’s reputation and identity became an important part of a soldier’s career. Even detachments of soldiers made up of a century or two sent out to build roads or bridges, or perform any other task, had banners or flags (vexilla) that they stuck into the ground wherever they were working to identify themselves and serve as rallying points.54


Standards also appeared in imperial parades, serving as imperial propaganda in a civilian context. Gallienus laid on one in Rome in around 261 as a publicity stunt to divert attention for the military disasters and troubles that had afflicted his reign. Along with the senators, equestrians, a troupe of 1,200 gladiators and other groups, the standards of the legions as well as statues from their sanctuaries, and the standards of auxiliary units, were displayed along with those of the guilds of the professions.55


Disgracing the legion (or indeed any unit), and especially losing its standards, by being defeated was a devastating blow both collectively and individually. Recovering lost standards was the only way to restore face. Those lost by Crassus at Carrhae in 53 BC were eventually brought back by Tiberius to great acclaim in 20 BC, and those lost by Varus in AD 9 were recovered one by one in AD 15, 16 and 41.*


Members of the Roman armed forces found themselves in an organization that was hugely complicated by a variety of legal arrangements, terms and conditions, custom and practice, precedent, and ad hoc circumstances. Evidence shows, for example, that while the children of auxiliaries, born while their fathers were serving, were enfranchised when their fathers were discharged and themselves enfranchised, the children of praetorians born in service were not, even though their fathers were already Roman citizens.


In short, anyone looking for a predictable and reliable system of organization in the Roman army will look in vain. Units, even legions, came and went. No one seems to have been troubled by the chaotic numbering system, the nominal nature of auxiliary ethnicity or the use of terminology that implied units were of fixed sizes. A nice neat picture of a Roman legion or cohort’s deployment belies the everyday reality that saw various members of the units scattered across the province on different duties, or even engaged in illicit second jobs; instead the picture emerges of an organization that often operated on an ad hoc basis with semi-autonomous units. Yet, somehow, it usually worked brilliantly and made the Roman army the most powerful military force in antiquity.


Whatever the differences in detail, the Roman army pervaded every corner of the Roman world. The army was made up of men drawn from one end of the Empire to the other and beyond. With no central ‘high command’, this was an army based on numerous individual units widely dispersed around the Roman Empire, each with its own commanding officers and overseen by a provincial governor. Many soldiers had wives, legal or otherwise, and children. Most soldiers spent at least some of their time fulfilling duties on behalf of the state, but there is a great deal of evidence that soldiers also engaged in private business during their term of service.


This book focuses mainly on the Roman army up to the time of Constantine I (307–37), even if some of the sources post-date his reign. The late Roman army was a different institution from the one described here. Probus (276–82), one of the most successful soldier emperors, was said in his ‘biography’ to have promised a ‘golden age’ to his people in which there would be no wars, no forts, soldiers could leave the army and become farmers or students, and weapons would not need to be made.56 Whether Probus ever said anything like that it is impossible now to say, but it reflects an era weary of endless civil wars and militarization.


What happened to the Roman army by the fourth century? The answer is that it changed dramatically, largely in response to the way the Empire had been forced onto the defensive.57 One of the Empire’s darkest days came in 260 when Valerian I, desperate to avoid fighting Shapur I’s Persians with his own plague-ridden army, tried to talk terms and buy them off. Valerian set off to negotiate with Shapur but was captured by him and ended his life in a state of degradation and humiliation unprecedented for an emperor. The historian Zosimus dismissed Valerian as ‘effeminate and indolent’.58


One of the few significant records we possess for the late Roman army is the Notitia Dignitatum, a document compiled in the late fourth and early fifth centuries that records government offices and military units across the Western and Eastern Empires. It was made up from various sources but its exact date and author are unknown, and survives only in medieval copies. It tells us little more than the names of units, where they were stationed and the title of the official in overall charge of groups of units such as ‘the Count of the Saxon Shore in Britain’. Some of the old names, such as those of the legions, survived, but it is clear from the limited evidence that they were differently organized and of variable sizes though we know almost nothing about either. Legio II Augusta, for example, was said by the Notitia to be based in Richborough, a coastal fort in east Kent in Britain that was much smaller than its former long-time legionary fortress at Caerleon.59


Diocletian had begun the process of change at the end of the third century, splitting the army into the limitanei and the comitatenses. The limitanei were the fixed frontier defence forces, manned by Roman conscripts and hired barbarians. The lives of these soldiers blurred into the civilian communities that grew up around them. The comitatenses were mixed units of infantry and cavalry, but the mounted soldiers were far more important and provided Diocletian and each of his imperial colleagues with a highly mobile force that could race to trouble spots. In 312, Constantine I abolished both the Praetorian Guard and their mounted contingent, the equites singulares, for backing his enemy Maxentius. They were replaced with new types of bodyguard, including the protectores, which had first appeared half a century earlier or more, and the scholae palatinae, a mounted bodyguard created by Diocletian. We have immeasurably less evidence for the lives of individual soldiers from this time because the habit of creating inscriptions waned dramatically. However, legal decisions involving soldiers at this date often do survive in the emperor Justinian’s sixth-century Codex and Digest; a number of these are cited in this book.


Regardless of the reorganization, the army was increasingly on the back foot, the victim of circumstances more often than defining them. Losses in frontier wars were only kept at bay by relying on the induction of barbarian tribesmen as confederates into the Roman army. In 378 Valens was trying to organize a major resettlement of Visigoths into the Empire. It went spectacularly wrong. Roman officials took bribes instead of relieving the Visigoths of their weapons. Next they extorted the tribesmen with overpriced food. The Visigoths rose up and were joined by other tribes. Valens set out against them but failed to bring enough soldiers. He was defeated and killed on 9 August 378 at Adrianople, making him the first Roman emperor to be killed in battle by a barbarian force. Two-thirds of his army was annihilated. The historian Ammianus Marcellinus considered the disaster the greatest massacre of a Roman army since Cannae 594 years earlier.60


The death of Valens was not the end for Rome, at least not yet, but by the end of the fourth century the great days of the Roman army had long been just a memory. In 396 the priest and theologian Jerome said that ‘the Roman army, conqueror and ruler of the world, is now conquered by [the mounted Huns], and are terrified at the sight of these men who cannot walk on foot’.61





 


_________________


* A normal-sized cohort’s six centurions, each commanding a century of 80 men, were arranged in an ascending order of seniority:




hastatus posterior – rear man armed with a spear


hastatus prior – forward man armed with a spear


princeps posterior – rear captain


princeps prior – forward captain


pilus posterior – rear spear


pilus prior – forward spear (except for the primus pilus who was first centurion of the first cohort in the legion)


In the double-sized first cohort the centurions were hastatus posterior, hastatus, princeps posterior, princeps and primus pilus. Although little is known about first cohorts, the likelihood is that they were the pre-eminent force within each legion.





* See Chapter 7.










TWO



STRENGTH AND HONOUR


SIGNING ON IN CAESAR’S ARMY





Sextus Valerius Genialis, a trooper of the Thracian cavalry regiment, a member of the Frisiavones tribe, in the squadron of Genialis, lived forty years and served twenty. He is buried here. His heir erected this.


Tombstone, Cirencester, Britain1





I n AD 68 the emperor Galba, subscribing to the view that he wanted the best, famously boasted ‘I choose my soldiers, not buy them.’2 Tacitus nostalgically called it an ‘impeccable statement of public policy’. In reality Galba’s brag was monumental hubris. Every Roman soldier had his price. A few months later, in January 69, Galba found himself being murdered by some of his own soldiers who had been bought by his rival Otho. In reality the common soldiery, the milites gregarii, of the Roman army were drawn from a vast range of men of all sorts and from across the Empire. Soldiers were enticed into the service with the prospect of regular pay, theoretically enviable conditions of service, bonuses paid by emperors on their succession, retirement grants of land and money, and even bribes. They were expected to aspire to the qualities of virtus et honos (‘strength and honour’), qualities that became divine personifications and were worshipped in temples like those built by the general Pompey the Great in his theatre complex in Rome.


RECRUITMENT UNDER THE REPUBLIC



Back in the earliest days of the Republic, the financial costs of serving were borne largely by the men. Military service started out being at the soldiers’ expense (pay was not introduced until the very end of the fifth century BC (see Chapter 4). Under the original system, military service was an obligation which all free Roman men were bound to fulfil, each according to his financial circumstances. It was a temporary arrangement because there was no standing army. With the war or campaign over, each man returned to his farm or business and attempted to resume his normal life. It was only possession of land in the first place that had made him eligible for service. There was little prospect of making a reliable career out of being a soldier, even though he might be called up again one day during his 20-year term of eligibility, which could be served between the ages of seventeen and forty-six. Luck, or misfortune, played a big part in a man’s chances of becoming a lifetime soldier. Sometimes, if he was lucky and the army had been victorious, a soldier brought home the proceeds of his share of the booty. In 297 BC, during the Third Samnite War, shortly after the seizure of the city of Murgantia, the Roman general Decius encouraged his men to sell their shares of the booty to the traders who followed the army around and promised them there would be plenty more to come.3


In 171 BC a new Roman army was being recruited for a war in Macedonia. Some of the veteran centurions from previous campaigns were keen to sign up, until they discovered their former ranks were to be ignored. Furious at the thought of demotion, they appealed the decisions. Spurius Ligustinus, one of the veterans, stepped in to make a speech to try and calm things down. He is one of the earliest individual Roman soldiers (as opposed to officers) we know anything about in terms of his career. Ligustinus, who had first signed on as a soldier in 200 BC, proudly proclaimed his origins as a member of the Sabine people in Italy, his modest background on a small farm where he still lived, and his family of six sons and two daughters. He recounted a remarkable career which had seen him promoted to centurion in his third year as a soldier. He had fought in Macedonia, Spain, and against Antiochus III of the Seleucid Empire. He was a modest man and said ‘it is for the military tribunes to decide what rank they think I deserve. I will take care that no one will exceed me in valour.’ He chided the other old soldiers gently and reminded them that they should ‘place themselves at the disposal of the senators and consuls and treat any position in which you are defending your country as an honourable one’. As a result the other centurions abandoned their appeal and signed up without further argument.4


THE ARMY OF THE MID-SECOND CENTURY BC



In the middle of the second century BC a Greek historian and soldier called Polybius wrote a history of Rome. He wanted to explain why Rome had become so powerful by his time. Polybius was fascinated by the rise of Rome and was especially intrigued by how the Roman army worked under the Republic. He was also a friend of the Roman general Scipio Aemilianus, and was thus in an excellent position to pursue his project through the contacts he made. He travelled with Scipio during the Third Punic War and saw the destruction of Carthage in 146 BC at first hand. Polybius realized the army was the main reason Rome had come to dominate the Mediterranean area in such a short period of time.


When an army was raised a lottery was held which determined in which order of the 35 Roman tribes soldiers would be enrolled from. The process of recruiting an army began when the Roman political system of voting by tribes elected the two annual consuls, the most senior magistrates. Next, 14 military tribunes were appointed and divided up among the four legions that were being formed, each consul commanding two legions. A laborious ritual followed in which batches of four men at a time were brought forward, and the officers of each legion chose one each in order of precedence. The word for a legion, legio, was derived from leguntur, ‘are gathered’, which referred to how soldiers were collected together when an army was raised.5 Once a legion had 4,200 men it was considered complete, unless an emergency required it to be enlarged to 5,000. Each legion was allocated 300 cavalry, chosen from those who could fulfil a higher property qualification. The new conscripts were then obliged to swear an oath of obedience (see Oaths below in this chapter). The Roman army of this period was strengthened by ordering the magistrates in allied cities in Italy to supply designated numbers of men, chosen and organized in a similar way. These normally amounted to the same number of infantry as the Roman citizens, but three times as many cavalry.6


The new conscripts were sent home once they had been sworn in, but with orders to turn up on a day chosen for their legion to assemble. They were only exempt if they had to attend a funeral, were suffering from disease, had experienced an omen that could not be expiated, were obliged to attend an anniversary sacrifice, or had been attacked by a foreigner. Any other failure to turn up meant being branded a deserter.7


When the recruits reassembled they were organized into four classes, based on tiers of the property qualification and their ages. The oldest men were allocated to the 600 triarii, and those in the ‘prime of life’ to the 1,200 principes. Below them came the 1,200 hastati. The remaining 1,200, who were the youngest and on the bottom rung of the property qualification, were known as the velites. All except the velites elected twenty centurions, divided into ten centurions priores and ten centurions posteriores. Each centurion appointed his second, an optio. Each of the three senior classes was divided into ten companies known as maniples, with two centurions and two optiones each, divided into two centuries. The centurions then chose two standard-bearers, signiferi, for their maniples. These men had to be the bravest because they would have to lead by carrying the standards into battle and draw the troops on behind them. Finally, the velites were divided up among the maniples at 120 each. The 300 cavalry per legion were organized into the ten squadrons known as turmae. Three officers called decuriones and three optiones were selected from each, with one of the three decurions commanding the squadron.8


The four classes of infantry soldier were also differentiated by equipment. The velites carried a sword and javelins, and wore a plain helmet. The hastati were better equipped, carrying the so-called ‘Spanish sword’, two throwing spears and a long shield, and wearing a bronze helmet and leg greaves. The triarii and principes had largely the same equipment but carried thrusting spears instead of throwing spears.9 The newly organized and equipped soldiers were then sent home again. They were given another date and place on which to reassemble, with no excuse acceptable for failing to turn up unless bad omens or unavoidable circumstances had prevailed; the normal practice was for the two consuls to choose different locations. The allied soldiers were also ordered to present themselves on the same occasion, so that they could be organized under the consuls’ supervision.10


The picture Polybius painted of Rome’s militia army reflected the enormous respect he had for the Romans, based on what he knew they had achieved in the First and Second Punic Wars. In reality the pristine and ordered distribution of troops with their equipment he described was probably rather more ragged. Absence, illness and other factors were bound to have made the numbers constantly variable, while the arms used were far more likely to have been based on what was available.



A MANPOWER CRISIS



A Roman citizen cavalryman in the army described by Polybius had to serve overall for 10 years, whereas an infantryman had to serve for 16 years, both by the age of forty-six. Those below the property qualification threshold of 400 drachmas for army service had to serve in the naval arm. If there was a national emergency the infantry could be ordered to serve for 20 years, and no man could stand for political office until he had served at least 10 years.11 It was therefore possible for a man to be taken away from his home to serve for two decades of his most productive life. That meant he could not farm or develop a trade, and nor was he likely to be able easily to father children at home.


Not long after Polybius wrote his account, the reliance on forcing huge numbers of free men into military service erupted into the greatest political crisis in the Republic to date. Tiberius Gracchus was a man of senatorial rank whose career proceeded on fairly conventional lines to begin with. He saw action in the Third Punic War with his brother-in-law Scipio Aemilianus, and in 137 bc, during the Numantine War in Spain (143–133 BC), served as quaestor to the consul Gaius Hostilius Mancinus, who was then commanding the army.


So many Roman citizens had been taken away for extended military service during Rome’s wars that there was a crisis on the land. Greedy senators had been blithely helping themselves to property those men might otherwise have been farming, and had been creating estates operated by slaves, thereby ruining many peasant families. Tiberius Gracchus was not only worried that the increased number of slaves would lead to a rebellion, but also that so many free peasants had been dispossessed that it would be impossible for Rome to recruit enough men for its legions when they were needed. Everything that Rome had achieved might be lost. Neither was Tiberius the first man of his class to believe that a potential disaster was looming. But when a friend of Scipio Aemilianus called Gaius Laelius proposed measures in or around 140 BC to restrict the working of estates by slaves instead of free men, he was warned off and backed down, earning the ironic name Sapiens (‘wise’ or ‘prudent’).12


Tiberius Gracchus ignored the threat. His legal campaign for reform was to end in violent disorder in Rome, and in his murder. He waded into a quagmire of ‘unimaginative conservatism and entrenched interests’, his views of the Senate’s arrogance perhaps compounded by his experience in the Numantine War.13 War had made Rome rich, but the money had not benefited the ordinary masses anything like as much as it had the senatorial elite.


The unpredictable withdrawal of men from the land to serve in the army meant that it was difficult to operate farms efficiently. Unfortunately, the use of slaves on the land made more sense. The rich might have been greedy, but it was also unacceptable to compromise Rome’s existence by threatening the routines on which agriculture depended. One of the reasons the senators had been able to appropriate the land in the first place was because so many men were absent and unable to operate their own farms.


Elected tribune of the plebs for 133 BC, Tiberius Gracchus tried to force through land reforms to rectify these problems. He was frustrated by senators who were determined not to give up the land they had appropriated. When he sought election for another term as tribune (to widespread senatorial outrage) he was murdered by a senatorial mob. A decade later his brother Gaius, also tribune of the plebs, tried to institute reforms (see Chapter 4). Elected for a second term without any protest in 121 BC, Gaius eventually committed suicide before he was himself destroyed by the Senate. Some subsequent tribunes of the plebs attempted to introduce further reforms, but with limited success.


THE MARIAN REFORMS



Although lowering the property qualification was one way of increasing the numbers of eligible troops, the solution was eventually to be the creation of a professional standing army in which men could make a lifetime career. When in 107 BC Rome was fighting a war in Numidia, Rome’s militia system found itself unable to service this conflict as well as others. The consul Gaius Marius, placed in charge of carrying on the Numidian War, decided to take volunteers instead of relying on the traditional methods of recruitment. Highly ambitious, and scornful of the privileged senatorial elite, he had already ingratiated himself with the troops by living as they did. Now he chose what Plutarch called ‘poor and insignificant’ men whom previous commanders had passed over.14 These new recruits owed their chance to improve their lives to Marius and they responded accordingly. He also made some provision for retirement grants in the form of seized Gaulish land handed to his men.15 Such endowments offered them a permanent route out of destitution. This transference of loyalty from the state to the person of the general was significant. Soldiers were always opportunists. Their loyalty was easily bought, but the buying and selling was done by generals. The result was the best part of a century of intermittent civil war.


Marius also did away with the idea of arming and equipping soldiers differently according to their relative wealth. His new recruits had no status anyway. Marius’ troops went into battle with the same equipment and a sense of shared purpose, status and identity. They carried their own kit and were better able to look after themselves on the march and when they camped. Another significant difference from the old system of raising legions on a basis of need was replaced by Marius’ idea of legions as permanent organizations with individual identities. This engendered fierce loyalty and a sustained sense of common purpose.


The Marian military reforms started a process in the last century of the Republic that led to ambitious Roman military leaders forming what amounted to personal armies. Marius himself determined to be given command of the war against Mithridates of Pontus in 88 BC. He sent tribunes to take over the army of his arch-rival, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, which was based at Nola. However, the type of loyalty Marius had encouraged backfired. Sulla’s men were loyal to Sulla. They killed the tribunes and stripped and humiliated praetors sent out by the Senate to encourage them to back down. Sulla then marched into Rome with six legions. This spectacularly outrageous breach of precedent was one of the most infamous acts of the Republic.16 Marius fled. An ugly civil war followed, which resulted in Sulla becoming dictator. This led to the age of the imperators, a period of instability characterized by powerful armies loyal to their generals, such as Pompey and Caesar. It eventually reached its climax in the triumvirate of Octavian, Antony and Lepidus, formed in 43 BC after the assassination of Caesar in order to pursue his killers. The three political associates became bitter rivals and squared up to each other, swaggering into Rome with their legions and praetorians. It was hardly surprising that the triumvirate collapsed as Antony and Octavian went to war with each other over control of the Roman world.


THE ARMY OF AUGUSTUS



In 31 BC Octavian won supreme power by defeating Antony at Actium, and established his regime.* Augustus, as Octavian was known from 27 BC, wanted an army of career soldiers whose loyalty to his person was synonymous with loyalty to the state. He reduced its size of around half a million by more than 50 per cent, paying off veterans from his legions and from Antony’s, leaving an army in AD 5 of the approximate size described by Dio.17 Augustus also made permanent arrangements for his legionary veterans by providing them with discharge grants and the opportunity to settle in new colonies on conquered land. By taking responsibility for his veterans he managed to combine the soldiers’ loyalty to him with loyalty to the state. Whether they were citizens or provincials in search of citizenship, soldiers could now embark on a career in Augustus’ army and be confident that they would be taken care of when they had served their term.


ENLISTMENT AND LEVIES



There were no Roman army press-gangs that we know of. Under normal circumstances there was no routine need during the time of the emperors to force young men into the army. The prospect of pay, a profession, food and board, retirement grants and the chance of excitement and prestige were incentives enough for men with no other future. Even so, the emperor Tiberius believed only the ‘impoverished and vagrants’ were likely to take up soldiering voluntarily.18 Vegetius, writing several centuries later, was keen to point out that being a legionary was extremely hard work. Some potential recruits were put off, he claimed, by the severe discipline and the physical load, and – if they enlisted at all – preferred to sign on with auxiliary units instead because of the prospect of lighter duties.19


Any would-be soldier aged in theory between seventeen and forty-six had to prove his eligibility by passing an approval process called probatio, along with a medical examination. Physical fitness was obviously important. Vegetius commented on how it had always traditionally been the case that a cavalryman or soldier in the first cohort of a legion had ‘to stand six or at least five [Roman] ten inches’ (1.7–1.8 m) in height,20 although he advised that by his time a shortage of suitable men meant such limits should be overlooked.


Intelligence was only a consideration insofar as a new recruit (tiro, a ‘beginner’) had the right mental attitude and the ability to understand his training.21 Mental acuity was not necessarily regarded as a virtue. Soldiers with minds of their own could be dangerous men, especially if they were natural leaders. Spartacus, the celebrated leader of the slave revolt in 73 BC, had originally been a Roman auxiliary. His intellect was identified as having been a key factor in the danger he presented to Rome.22 The same applied to Civilis, a Batavian tribal leader who had joined the Roman army as an auxiliary commander before leading a destructive revolt against the Romans on the Rhine.


Men like Spartacus and Civilis were exceptional. In contrast, during the Parthian campaign conducted in 216 by Caracalla, two soldiers started squabbling over a skin filled with wine, each claiming it as his booty. Unable to settle the row, they presented themselves to Caracalla and asked him to adjudicate. Dio said it was remarkable that they could be so disrespectful as to trouble the emperor with such a trifle. Caracalla told them to divide the wine equally between themselves. The men obliged by cutting the skin in two, in the expectation that they would each walk away with half the wine. The wine of course spilled out onto the ground and they lost the lot. It served them right for their stupidity, which was perhaps what Caracalla had in mind.23


Sometimes soldiers could be hoodwinked. Gordian III, who succeeded in 238 after a period of turmoil and several other brief reigns following the death of Severus Alexander in 235 (see the Maximinus story later in this chapter), was only about thirteen and as small as one might expect a boy of that age to be. To impress the soldiers he was allegedly carried around on the shoulders of a tall man, apparently successfully.24


Each new recruit was carefully scrutinized for any physical defects and also for features that suggested he was alert, well-toned, with an erect head, broad chest, muscular shoulders, strong arms, long fingers, narrow waist, and slim buttocks, all of which would indicate his personal qualities, ‘just as one would examine a horse or dog’, advised Vegetius.25 The emperor Trajan, however, declared that a man born with only one testicle, or who had lost one, could still serve, though what had inspired such a decision is unknown.26 Distinguishing marks became the way a soldier was identified, not only so that he could not easily desert but also presumably to help pick him out should he die in battle. Gaius Longinus Priscus, aged twenty-two in AD 103 in the reign of Trajan (98–117) when he was sent to join a cohort in the Fayum, an oasis and extensive settlement in Egypt to the west of the Nile, was distinguished by having a ‘scar on the left eyebrow’.27


Only Roman citizens could join the Praetorian Guard or the legions, although the latter were sometimes supplemented in emergencies by freedmen or even slaves. Provincials were able to join the auxiliary forces. Slaves were normally excluded, along with deserters, adulterers, exiles and those condemned to being savaged by wild beasts. In later dates being a Christian was also a disqualifying factor, since a Christian’s loyalty to the state could not be guaranteed; this would change only when Christianity was legitimized.28 Men whose civilian professions were dismissed as being more suitable for women, such as ‘fishermen, fowlers, confectioners, and weavers’, were not thought ideal.29


Disease, desertion and discharge (whether honourable or not) meant the demand for new soldiers never let up.30 Sometimes pressing military requirements might oblige a general to go out actively looking for recruits. A levy (known as a delectus, ‘selection’) was a rare event and generally only followed a crisis or preceded a major war. In 275 BC, the consul Marcus Curius was forced by circumstances (the war with Pyrrhus) to call a sudden levy in Rome. When no one came forward, Curius proposed a lottery. All the names of the tribes of Rome were put in an urn. The first to be drawn was the Pollia tribe, but the first eligible young man of that tribe on the list did not come forward. Curius ordered that the man’s property be sold at auction. The reluctant conscript was furious and protested to the tribunes. Curius decided not only to sell the man’s property but also the man himself, on the basis that the Republic had ‘no need of a man who did not know how to obey’.31


In 215 BC, during the Second Punic War, the huge losses to date had occasioned a recruitment crisis. The normal system had to be suspended. A levy was organized for all men over seventeen, and even some younger ones, to raise four legions and 1,000 cavalry. The numbers, however, had to be made up with the purchase of 8,000 slaves at public expense.32 Valerius Maximus, referring to the same occasion, claimed that all the new recruits, 24,000 in all, were specially purchased slaves. ‘Sometimes’, he said, ‘a noble spirit gives way to expediency’, adding that even 6,000 debtors and convicts were recruited. They became known as the Volones and were remembered as having been volunteers.33 In 63 BC a senator called Lucius Sergius Catalina led a plot to topple the consuls Cicero and Hybrida. In the midst of the emergency Cicero ordered the praetors to ‘administer the oath of enlistment to the populace’ as a means of preparing everyone in case soldiers had to be recruited.34


A rebellion in Pannonia in AD 6, during Augustus’ reign, took place because most of the garrison had been sent to fight in a campaign in Germany led by the emperor’s son-in-law Tiberius. After the Romans suffered a large number of defeats and heavy losses in the war to crush the revolt, Augustus sent out Germanicus, Tiberius’ nephew, with a fresh army. It was made up not only of freeborn citizens but also of freedmen. Augustus had to pay the cost of their manumission and compensate their former owners for six months’ keep.35


Three years later, in AD 9, an even more serious catastrophe occurred when the XVII, XVIII and XVIIII legions were lost in Germany. To make up the numbers – around 15,000 legionaries alone – Augustus had to resort to desperate measures. ‘There were no citizens of military age left worth mentioning’, said Dio, and those who were available did not want to sign up, which was hardly surprising given the appalling news. The auxiliaries had suffered heavy losses too. Augustus had no choice but to force men into the army. He made them draw lots: every fifth man who was under thirty-five had his property seized and his right to vote removed. Every tenth man over thirty-five suffered the same fate. Extreme though the measures were, they still did not produce enough men prepared to join up. Extraordinarily, Augustus started executing some of those who had ignored the call to arms, but ended up having to draw lots among men who had already completed military service to send back into the army. He also forced freedmen into the army, though in their case it is possible the opportunity represented more of a privilege and a step up.36


Augustus’ levy showed how dangerous trying to force men into the army could be, especially if the men concerned were unsuitable and unwilling. In Syria in 58 the general Domitius Corbulo was preparing for a campaign in Armenia but found that Legio III Gallica and Legio VI Ferrata were relying far too heavily on veterans who were taking part in absolutely no military activity, and instead swanned around in the local towns on private business. Corbulo dismissed them but had to organize emergency levies in the provinces of Galatia and Cappadocia. How far this involved coercion is not clear but an element of pressure must have been applied, though the opportunity of regular pay and security of employment may have been enough for some. The levies nevertheless failed to raise enough recruits. Corbulo had to have another legion sent out, as well as auxiliary cavalry and infantry.37


In the Civil War of 69 Corsica was one of the Mediterranean islands kept on the side of the short-lived emperor Otho by a Roman fleet patrolling the nearby waters. However, the governor of Corsica, Picarius Decumus, loathed Otho and decided he would use the island’s resources to support Otho’s rival Vitellius who was trying to topple him and become emperor himself. Picarius had two senior fleet officers executed and organized a levy on the Corsican men – who were furious, having no interest in or knowledge of military discipline. Realizing the war and other Roman forces were a long way away, they decided to act. When Picarius was unattended in the baths, a group made their way in and killed him and his staff. They tried to curry favour with Otho by sending him Picarius’ head, but events in Corsica went unnoticed in the middle of the tumult sweeping the Empire at the time.38


Later in 69, Vitellius, who was now emperor, faced the prospect of many of his army going over to his rival Vespasian. Vitellius made a reckless offer: anyone who signed up with him would be discharged after victory over Vespasian, and then receive all the grants and privileges a veteran would usually receive only after a full term of service.39 The offer was meaningless: not long after, Vitellius was defeated and Vespasian became emperor.40


Regardless of the theoretical minimum requirements, in reality almost anyone might be signed up or kept in service. Hadrian had to order that no one be enlisted who was ‘in military service younger than his age warranted’ or so old that it was inhumane to keep him on.41 During the reign of Marcus Aurelius a plague, possibly smallpox, ravaged the Empire and killed a huge number of people, including many troops. With the Empire’s frontiers increasingly under assault it was essential more men be found. The emperor resorted to having slaves trained for military service, as well as Dalmatian bandits. Naming them after the Volones, the slaves who had volunteered to serve in the army in the Second Punic War, he called them the Volunteers, which suggests they were given the option of remaining slaves or agreeing to serve. The Diomitae, a form of military police similar to the Cohortes Urbanae but who worked in the Greek cities of the Eastern Empire, were incorporated into the Roman army, along with gladiators who obviously already had useful weapons experience. These were called Obsequentes (the Compliant).42


Caracalla later used a levy as a punishment. He arrived at Alexandria in the winter of 214–15 and proceeded to hurl abuse at the population because he had heard they had been mocking him. He issued an order that anyone with the necessary physical attributes should be enlisted, but decided to demand that all recruits called Ptolemy (which amounted to one-eighth) be killed. It formed part of a larger massacre of Alexandrians instigated by Caracalla, who instructed the soldiers he had brought with him to do the killing.43


The great and mighty legions were made up of men who hailed from opposite ends of the Empire and anywhere in between. Legio III Cyrenaica and Legio XXII Deiotariana spent at least some of the period 30 BC–AD 110 in Egypt. A remarkable document records the places 36 of the legionaries had come from. Seventeen alone were from Galatia (now central Turkey); others were from Syria, Cyprus, Gaul, Italy and even Egypt, among other places. Two are mysteriously labelled castris, ‘in the camp’.44 The only sensible interpretation is that the two were born in a fortress or its environs, presumably to the unofficial wives of soldiers, and had followed in their fathers’ footsteps. Italy, Gaul and Spain, however, were the most common sources of legionaries in the earlier Empire. Between the reigns of Augustus and Caligula, evidence from inscriptions indicates that the majority came from Italy north of Rome and south of the Alps.45


For the most part the men were immensely strong and resilient, apart from when poor leadership allowed garrisons to fall into indolence. Among the bodies recovered on the beach at Herculaneum in excavations during the early 1980s was that of a man in his late thirties wearing a military belt and a gladius. He had been crushed by the pyroclastic flow when Vesuvius erupted in the late summer of 79, was not wearing armour and therefore must have been dressed in an everyday tunic. The man was also equipped with an adze and three chisels slung over his back. At some earlier date he had suffered a serious wound to his left thigh, but the recovery and healing to the bone indicated an individual who was in excellent condition and well nourished.46 He cannot be identified as a soldier for certain, but it is most likely that he was, and if so he was probably a praetorian on duty in the region.47 Finds of known Roman soldiers’ corpses are extremely unusual, but one such was the skeleton of a soldier in his mid-twenties found at Viminacium; this showed that the mere wearing of armour and equipment had left pressure marks on a number of his bones, such as his shoulder blades and pelvis.48


Praetorians were often unusually tall and powerful, and were specially selected for that reason.49 Vinnius Valens was one of the most famous individual praetorian soldiers, for the reason that he was a celebrated strongman. The legendary muscleman lived in the time of Augustus. He was said to have been able to hold wine carts in the air while they were unloaded, and also to have been capable of stopping wagons with one hand. Valens was commemorated with a tomb that was still standing in Pliny the Elder’s time. Two centuries later a Thracian legionary called Maximinus, famous for his physical strength and height, so impressed the emperor Septimius Severus that he had Maximinus transferred to the Praetorian Guard. Maximinus did well in the Guard. In the year 235 he led a rebellion against the last emperor of the Severan dynasty, Severus Alexander, toppling and murdering him. Maximinus then ruled as emperor himself until he too was killed in 238 while on campaign in Italy against his rivals. It showed how far a man could go in the Roman army even if it did end in tears.50


Maximinus’ short reign is sometimes seen as a turning point for the Roman army.51 Prior to 235 soldiers were loyal to an emperor if they respected him and showed leadership, though this could be amplified if like Hadrian he had had a respectable military career and continued to try to live like a soldier. He was not expected to pull out his sword and join in the fray. From Maximinus on the emperor became a warrior-ruler, fighting alongside his men in battle and in some cases dying beside them too as Philip I and Trajan Decius did in 249 and 251 respectively. Any emperor deemed to have fallen short as a warrior-ruler, however well he had started out, was liable to be assassinated by the soldiers and replaced with perfunctory ease by someone at least temporarily perceived as more convincing in the role (and who also was able to promise generous pay and handouts).


HONOURS



Being decorated after a battle or war was a major event for a soldier or even a whole unit. A range of crowns (coronae) and other awards was available, depending on the nature of the action. They included the triumphal, siege, civic, mural, camp and naval crowns. The triumphal gold crown was awarded to a commander who had been awarded a triumph. An ovation crown made of myrtle was available for the commander who had had an easy victory, fought a low-grade enemy (such as slaves) or fought a war that had not been officially declared. A general who relieved a siege was presented with a crown, made from grass grown in the besieged location, by those he had rescued. The oak-leaf civic crown was awarded to a citizen soldier who saved the life of another in battle. The first man to scale the walls of an enemy’s stronghold won a gold mural crown, while the gold camp crown went to the first man to fight his way into an enemy camp. The gold naval crown went to the first soldier to board an enemy ship. There was also the incongruous notion of the olive crown presented to someone who had been awarded a triumph but who had not fought in a battle. These awards were a matter of enormous prestige but could be abused by commanders anxious to curry favour with their men. Cato made a point of accusing Fulvius Nobilior, consul in 189 BC, for awarding crowns on the slightest pretext.52


Lucius Antonius Quadratus of Legio XX was decorated twice during the reign of Augustus with bracelets and necklets, awards proudly commemorated on his tombstone with representations prominently displayed on either side of a legionary standard.53 The stone was found at Brescia in northern Italy, where he had retired after military service. He had almost certainly served in Illyricum under the governor Marcus Valerius Messallinus, who in AD 7 had confronted a rebellion there with only half of Legio XX at his disposal. Despite that handicap, Messallinus managed to fend off the rebels, who allegedly numbered 20,000. For this he was awarded a triumph.54


Towards the end of the Jewish War in 71, Titus, eldest son of the emperor Vespasian, had the whole of his army in Judaea parade before him, and commended the soldiers for their bravery, exploits and obedience. He had already been provided with a list of the men who had acted the most bravely. The men concerned were promoted and awarded gold crowns, gold necklets, gold spears and a share of the spoils. They would brag about the occasion for the rest of their lives. The ceremony was followed by a thanksgiving sacrifice of oxen that were then distributed among the army as food.55


The men of a victorious auxiliary cohort or ala could find themselves elevated to Roman citizenship, while a legion might be awarded special titles. If on the other hand a unit fell short of what was expected, then ignominy was the normal outcome. After celebrating his army’s success in Judaea in 71, most of Titus’ men had cause to be proud. All, that is, except the soldiers of Legio XII, which he remembered had been defeated by a Jewish force at the Battle of Beth-horon and lost its aquila standard. The legion fought well thereafter, but was still punished by being removed from its comfortable garrison in Syria and stationed beyond the Euphrates. Conversely, Legio X Fretensis was repaid for its success by being allowed to garrison Jerusalem.56


The emperor Probus served as a soldier early in his adult life. He was said while holding the rank of tribune to have performed with exceptional bravery during a Sarmatian war, allegedly crossing the Danube to carry out his feats. The account of his life is not considered to be especially reliable, but the story of his military career probably has at least some truth in it. He was presented with four spears, two rampart crowns, one civic crown, four white banners, two gold bracelets, one golden torque, and a sacrificial saucer weighing five pounds (probably of gold). After this he was promoted to command of ‘Legio III’ (possibly Italica).57


LEGIONARY CAREERS



Military tombstones from early in Britain’s conquest period give us a good idea of the sorts of places from which some of the legions were drawn in the middle of the first century AD, as well as the careers of individual soldiers. Wroxeter and Lincoln were two fairly short-lived fortresses, established within a few years of the invasion in 43 and used for only twenty years or so. Gaius Mannius Secundus, a soldier of Legio XX, passed through Legio XIIII Gemina’s base at Wroxeter while serving on the staff of the governor as a beneficiarius, but seems to have died while he was there. The word beneficiarii referred literally to those who were ‘beneficiaries’ of the extra privileges awarded to men on such duties. These could include guarding other visiting imperial officials, clerical tasks or even something as extreme as torturing prisoners.58 Secundus’ tombstone says he came from Pollenza in Piedmont, Italy. He was fifty-two when he died and had served 31 years, so he had evidently stayed on in the army long after he needed to.59


Marcus Petronius came from Vicenza in north-eastern Italy and joined Legio XIIII Gemina when he was twenty years old. He had served for 18 years, some of that time as a signifer, when he died at Wroxeter.60 Gaius Saufeius served for 22 years in Legio VIIII, signing up when he was eighteen and dying in Lincoln aged forty. He came from a city called Heraclea Lyncestis in Macedonia (now Bulgaria). At twenty-three, Lucius Sempronius Flavinus was a little older when he signed on, but only managed seven years’ service with Legio VIIII before expiring at thirty. He had come from Clunia in Hispania Tarraconensis (northern Spain). Titus Valerius Pudens was twenty-four when he was recruited from Szombathely, a Roman colony, in Pannonia (Hungary) but also died at Lincoln also aged only thirty, after serving just six years.61


As the unusual career of Quintus Vilanius Nepos illustrates there was no fixed pattern of promotion through the Roman army. His tombstone text says nothing about his earliest positions, the first of which he assumed when he was enlisted at eighteen. It starts with the fact that he was a centurion of Cohors XIII Urbana, a job which must normally have involved policing duties in Rome or other Italian cities. However, it seems that Vilanius Nepos was sent off to Dacia and Germany to fight in Domitian’s wars, perhaps because the whole cohort was ordered there. He was decorated for his service in both conflicts, receiving ‘collars and bracelets’ for his performance in Dacia. He died aged fifty after 32 years’ service.62


Petronius Fortunatus was eighty (or thereabouts) when a monument was erected in the third century AD to commemorate his remarkable career in the army, though ostensibly it was a memorial for his son. He had survived until a considerable age for the ancient world, and especially for someone who spent his life as a soldier. Fortunatus joined the Roman army as a legionary in the frontier province of Moesia Inferior (now parts of Bulgaria and Romania), signing up with Legio I Italica. Unlike many legionaries he moved from one legion to another once he had been promoted to centurion; he was decorated in the Parthian War and went on to serve in legions in parts of the Roman world as far removed as Syria and Britain. An army man through and through, he stayed a soldier for over 46 years. His son joined up too and served for six years before dying at thirty-five.63


Moving between the legions and the Praetorian Guard became common in later years, especially after Septimius Severus cashiered the praetorians on his accession in 193 and replaced them with his best legionaries. Aurelius Vincentius came from Thrace, joined Legio XI Claudia where he served for five years and then moved to Cohors III Praetoria for 11 years. He died, still serving, aged forty in Caesarea in Mauretania, where he had perhaps been sent on official business.64


Legionary centurions could find themselves promoted up and out of a legion to command an auxiliary unit. Marcus Censorius Cornelianus was born in Nîmes in Gallia Narbonensis, a part of the world that many legionaries came from. He rose to the rank of centurion in Legio X Fretensis during its long stay at Jerusalem in Judaea. He seems to have made a sudden jump from that job to the command of Cohors I Hispanorum milliaria at the coastal fort of Maryport in north-western Britain, a remarkable move across the Empire.65 However, rather than being styled a prefect or tribune in the manner of a normal equestrian leader, including other attested officers of the unit at Maryport, he was called a praepositus or ‘commander’ (literally ‘foremost position’). The post may well have been an emergency appointment following the death of an equestrian prefect, perhaps in battle.


This also seems to have happened at Dura-Europos in Syria after a Persian attack on the fort in 239 when the commanding officer was killed and a legionary praepositus was installed.66 The centurion Flavius Betto was detached from Legio XX and placed in ‘acting command’ of Cohors VI Nerviorum on the Antonine Wall in Scotland at some point between c. 143 and 160. Betto’s unusual name suggests he came from Gaul (or even Britain). Since the Nervians had been originally recruited in northern Gaul, Betto may have been picked to stand in as their commander because of his ethnicity and ability to speak their native language.67


It was not unusual to find brothers in the army. Gaius Canuleius fought for Caesar with Legio VII in Gaul. He survived the war, in which he was decorated, and became an evocatus, dying when he was thirty-five at Capua, probably his home town. His tombstone commemorates his brother Quintus, who died during the same war aged eighteen. It is easy to imagine the two brothers enlisting together and setting out on what they imagined would be a thrilling and profitable future. Gaius may have been one of those who landed in Britain during one of Caesar’s two invasions (55 and 54 BC
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Plan of the auxiliary fort (1.66 h, 4.1 acres) at Wallsend (Segedunum) on
Hadrian’s Wall in Britain in the late second century (after Daniels). The
oblique lines represent a modern road. Most of the fort’s area was filled
with barracks, some of which were used as stables.
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Plan of the legionary fortress (22 ha, 53 acres) at Inchtuthil in Britain (Scotland)
built and used c. 83-7 by Legio XX and perhaps VIIII Hispana during Agricola’s
campaign (after Richmond). The short-lived fortress was not finished before its
demolition and clearance but remains one of the most complete legionary fortress
plans known. To the west of the fortress were the temporary labour camps and to
the east temporary compounds for the stores and officers, the latter including an
elaborate officers’ baths built after the officers moved into the fortress. These are
not shown here.
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