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PREFACE


LIVING IN PEACE


Pax Romana is one of those Latin expressions that journalists and cartoonists still expect their readers to understand without the need for translation, alongside tags such as mea culpa and Shakespeare’s ‘et tu Brute’. A cartoonist can depict a modern politician in toga, sandals and laurel wreath and invoke Julius Caesar or a generic Roman emperor and know that people will think of a leader betrayed by those close to him, or of one prey to pride and folly like Caligula or Nero. Few schools teach Latin or Greek, but TV documentaries about Rome are common, and dramas appear every so often, tending these days towards ever more lurid pictures of a world of treachery, sex and violence – blood and buttocks rather than the old sword and sandals. Such caricatures tell us little about the ancient past and a good deal about current tastes in entertainment, but it is striking that their makers are confident setting these stories in a Roman context because they feel that the audience will recognise that world.


The Romans continue to fascinate us even though more than fifteen centuries have passed since the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West. In language, law, ideas, place names and architecture they have had a profound influence on Western culture, and much of this has passed on to regions wholly unknown to the Romans. Many leaders and states from Charlemagne onwards have done their best to invoke the spirit of Rome and the Caesars as justification for their own power. Rome often appears in debates in the USA about their country’s role in the world and its future, and is used by people of all political persuasions. The use of military force and diplomatic pressure to spread a Pax Americana across the wider world is held up as an aspiration by some and depicted as a sinister plot by others. Empires are not fashionable, and for many anything associated with empires and imperialism must be a bad thing. In this view peace, whether Roman or created by a modern power, is a veil to conceal conquest and domination. This is not a new idea. At the very end of the first century AD the Roman historian Tacitus has a Caledonian war leader tell his men that the Romans ‘create a desolation and call it peace’.1


The words come in a biography praising Tacitus’ father-in-law, Agricola, and precede a dramatic account of a battle in which this man defeats the Caledonian tribes. Both in this work and his others, it is hard to see the author as a devout critic of the Roman Empire, and the overwhelming tone of literature from the Roman period is one of celebration of power and success. Obviously this does not come as a surprise, since it is human nature to want to think well of ourselves. Like most imperial powers, the Romans felt that their domination was entirely right, divinely ordained and a good thing for the wider world. Emperors boasted that their rule brought peace to the provinces, benefiting the entire population.


Yet the Roman Empire was remarkably successful for a very long time, the Pax Romana holding sway over much of Western Europe, the Middle East and North Africa for centuries. This area was stable and apparently prosperous, with little or no trace of desolation. Roman Peace does appear to have been a reality, for rebellions and large-scale violence were extremely rare. Even critics of empires must concede this about Rome. By any standards the Roman Empire was unusual, and this – apart from its continuing fascination and appearance in current debates – makes it all the more important to understand what Roman Peace really meant. It matters if it was solely the product of bluntly wielded military power and oppression, or of subtler, more insidious methods of coercion. As important is some understanding of the cost of imperial rule to the subject population and how these felt about being part of a foreign empire. A significant proportion of the world’s inhabitants lived in the Roman Empire and that in itself is a good reason to wish to understand what this meant. It is well worth asking how complete and secure the Pax Romana actually was, but from the start we ought to think a little about just what peace means.


I was born in peacetime, the child of parents who had lived through the Second World War. My mother was a small child during the Blitz in Cardiff, and still remembers the air raid siren wailing, the fear of going into the dark and cold air raid shelter in their garden, the different sounds of bombs, land-mines and anti-aircraft guns, the patter of falling shrapnel, the stench after a raid and the houses reduced to rubble, sometimes with people buried underneath. She also speaks about she and her friends staging concerts and collecting pennies to ‘buy a Spitfire’, of uniforms everywhere and of being unable to cross the street because of the stream of trucks carrying GIs and supplies on their way to the docks to embark for Normandy. The memories are still vivid today and very immediate whenever she talks about those years. My father was an apprentice in the Merchant Navy, did the Atlantic run, and then was in the Mediterranean supporting the landings in Tunisia and Italy. His ship was in the Bay of Naples when Vesuvius erupted in 1944, and he remembered having to clean ash off the deck. Only occasionally would he speak of the constant threat of U-Boats and air attack, of ammunition ships exploding and the sea on fire from burning fuel, with men trying to swim to safety through it. He left the Merchant Navy and was soon old enough to be conscripted into the Army, and served in Palestine under the British Mandate, caught between Jewish and Arab militants and a target for both. His father had served through the First World War on the Western Front, at Gallipoli and in Egypt and Palestine. Neither were professionals. They had ‘done their bit’ like millions of their contemporaries and then happily returned to civilian life.


The seventieth anniversaries of VE and VJ Days were commemorated in 2015, while I was writing this book, alongside centenaries of events in the First World War, but it still seems natural to speak of 1939–1945 as THE War – a habit picked up from my parents and their contemporaries. My brother and I are among the last to be born for whom active memory of the Second World War was just one generation away. This was not uncommon at our school, where the parents were a little older than the national average, and there were a fair few boys whose fathers had been in the Forces, and at least one Bevan Boy sent to a coal mine. The War still seemed very immediate, and most boys of our age were more or less obsessed with it. There were new dramas being broadcast, and by this time the great flurry of war films produced in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s were old enough to appear regularly on television. We watched these avidly, read books and comics about it, assembled plastic model kits of fighters, bombers, tanks and warships, and brandished toy guns in imaginary battles where one side was usually the Germans or Japanese, doing our best to mimic the sounds of machine guns and explosions. Sometimes our games instead took us to the Wild West or Outer Space – both staples of television in the 1970s – but more than anything else we relived the Second World War. It was a good war against bad enemies, and ‘we’ won, led by familiar actors on screen, the heroes of our comics and our dads. To a young boy’s mind, it seemed a lot more exciting than school – and in our games no one was hurt, apart from the odd bruise or scratch from running through brambles.


The War was won in 1945, so that I was born and grew up in peacetime. This was the era of the Cold War, the threat of a Third World War there in the background, but not real to a child, and in my memory it was only in the 1980s that the media became obsessed with the prospect of impending nuclear destruction. Then the Cold War ended, suddenly, abruptly and with little or no warning – I have heard more than one person who worked in military intelligence for NATO admit that it caught them by surprise. Politicians spoke of the ‘Peace Dividend’, which meant slashing the size of the Armed Forces and spending the money on things they thought would win votes. As a student in the early 1990s I served in the Oxford University Officer Training Corps, and there were still classes on identifying Warsaw Pact vehicles, but no longer a sense that there was a likely enemy for a future major war. Another world war was hard to imagine, and by now I was certainly old enough to appreciate how fortunate I was to live at this time. Peace reigned, at least in the sense that there were no ongoing major wars involving Western states. Yet neither then, nor at any stage in my life, has peace meant the complete absence of armed conflict involving Britain, let alone in the wider world.


A few months after I was born, the Troubles flared up in Northern Ireland. For decades, television news showed film of riots and petrol bombs, and the aftermath of explosions and other attacks. It is probably a question of semantics and political beliefs as to when a terrorist campaign becomes a war, but there can be no doubt about the loss of life. Although predominantly focused in a comparatively small geographical area, at times it spread, with PIRA and other Republican paramilitary groups launching attacks on mainland Britain, and on a few occasions in Europe, their targets civilian as well as military. For much of my lifetime there were no rubbish bins on railway stations because it was thought too easy to conceal a bomb in them. In the OUOTC we were specifically banned from wearing uniform outside Yeomanry House if we were not on exercise or parade because of the perceived risk of becoming a terrorist target. It is only comparatively recently that this policy has been reversed in the Army as a whole.


Since 1945 only one year has passed without at least one member of Britain’s Armed Forces being killed on active service. Apart from the Korean War, there were all the many conflicts accompanying the withdrawal from empire. In my lifetime there was the Falklands, the First Gulf War and – after the era of the ‘peace dividend’ – Sierra Leone, Iraq and Afghanistan, not to mention air operations in the Balkans, Libya and elsewhere, or peace-keeping commitments where the peace was not always perfect. Even when the UK is not directly involved, it is rare for newspapers or broadcasters not to be reporting from some conflict zone somewhere in the world. Like famine or earthquakes, wars can too easily be dismissed as the sort of terrible thing that happens in distant lands, while coverage tends to be patchy, as the news cycle moves on to fresh stories.


A list of conflicts since 1945 would be as long as it would be depressing. Nothing has approached the scale of devastation inflicted by the world wars, but that is unlikely to have been any consolation to those caught up in these struggles, which have varied from open wars between states to protracted campaigns of violence involving small communities, militias and other irregulars. Yet for most Westerners, even the conflicts involving their own countries have been distant affairs, prosecuted by professionals, with no direct impact on day-to-day life. Britain has not faced the danger of invasion since the Second World War, the USA for even longer. No conflict since 1945 has posed a serious threat to the very existence of these countries, or threatened to cut off food supplies or other essentials. The Cold War might have escalated to this level, but did not in spite of periods of crisis.


Today the main danger to Western countries is posed by terrorism. This dominates the media at the moment, for I am writing this preface in November 2015, just days after the savage terrorist attacks in Paris which claimed more than a hundred innocent lives and have left others critically, perhaps fatally, injured. Ghastly as this was, an atrocity of this sort will not prevent Paris from functioning as a city, a centre of commerce and government and a home to over two million people. Life will go on, even if it is hard for those who lost loved ones, just as life went on in New York, Washington DC, London, Brussels, Madrid and Sydney after terrorist attacks on them. The numbers involved, the resources and weapons available to terrorists limit the amount of damage they can inflict. During the Second World War it took sustained aerial bombing causing death, injury and destruction on a far bigger scale seriously to disrupt a town or city.


The main aim of terrorists is to gain publicity, spreading fear and enhancing their own reputation. They cannot win a military victory on their own and hope only to shake the countries they attack, changing opinion and achieving some political end. Terrorist movements are very hard to defeat, making it probable that attacks will continue for a long time, more or less sporadically. However effective the security services are in limiting opportunities and making it ever harder for the terrorists to operate, it is doubtful that they will be able to prevent every plot. Statistically the risk of falling victim will remain low, for modern populations are very large, and people will adapt, perhaps more nervous than they were before the threat emerged, but still far more occupied with the concerns of living their lives. The odds are that such attacks generate as much or more anger than fear in the wider population. The vast majority of people in Western countries will continue to feel that they live in peacetime. Most will take the stability, security, wealth and much higher life expectancy of the post-war world as both natural and normal – even as a right. It requires effort to remind ourselves that it is merely a matter of chance when and where we are born.


This is a book about the Roman world and the Roman Empire. I have spoken at such length about my own life and the present day as a reminder that peace is not an absolute, but relative. People can feel that they live in a peaceful world even when organised violence and even large-scale operations are going on. Distance has a great influence on perspective. Anyone serving in the Forces, and especially the combat arms, is likely to have a very different sense of these decades, as will their families. It is vital to remember this when we look at the evidence for the Roman period. We should not be surprised to find evidence for fighting and warfare somewhere in the empire even at the height of the presumed Pax Romana. What matters is understanding its scale and frequency, and trying to judge how far it impinged on the lives of the wider population. The answers are unlikely to be simple, but this is the very heart of the question. Even in the modern world peace is a rare and precious thing. If the Romans really did create conditions where most of the provinces lived in peace for long periods, then it is well worth studying this achievement.


I am an historian, and this book is an attempt to understand one aspect of the past on its own terms. It is not meant either as a justification for or condemnation of the Roman or any other empire, but to explain what happened and why. Nor do I intend detailed comparison between the Romans and other imperial powers, still less to draw lessons for the current day. Others are far better qualified to speak of such things – and plenty of people who know little about history or the present day will no doubt make strident assertions that the Roman experience proves this or that. Lessons can be learned from history, but it is wise to take great care to understand a period before drawing any conclusions. This book is intended for that purpose.









INTRODUCTION


A GLORY GREATER THAN WAR


‘For these [the Romans) I set no bounds in space or time; but have given empire without end.’ – the pronouncement of Jupiter in Virgil’s Aeneid, 20s BC.1


THE PAX ROMANA


‘If a man were called to fix the period in the history of the world, during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed from the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus [i.e. AD 96–180]. The vast extent of the Roman empire was governed by absolute power, under the guidance of virtue and wisdom.’2


Edward Gibbon’s judgement on the Roman Empire at its height was generous and reinforced the importance of his main theme tracing its decline and fall. From the perspective of the late eighteenth century it was not altogether unreasonable. Europe in Gibbon’s day was divided between kingdoms great and small, always competing for power and often at war, while – fairly or not – North Africa and Asia appeared primitive. Under Rome all this area had been united, sharing the same sophisticated Greco-Roman culture. It was a monarchy, lightly veiled by ‘the image of liberty’, but of universal good when the monarch was a decent, capable man. Monuments to its prosperity – temples, roads, aqueducts, circuses and arches – survived into Gibbon’s day. Most remain today, and centuries of archaeology have added greatly to their number and provided many other objects great and small. The empire was prosperous because it was peaceful, warfare banished to the frontiers which were protected by the army. This was the Pax Romana or Roman Peace, which allowed the greater part of the known world to flourish.


Many people today are still struck by the technical skill of the Romans, and the apparent modernity of their world. This image of sophistication runs alongside one of decadence, of the underlying cruelty of mass slavery and brutal gladiatorial entertainments, and the whimsical and very personal cruelty of mad and bad emperors. In spite of this there is a sense that the world beyond Rome’s frontiers was a bleak, grim place. Rome was the civilized world, its boundaries marked by barriers such as Hadrian’s Wall, another great monument which still snakes across the Northumbrian hills as a reminder of a lost empire. In fact Hadrian’s Wall was unusual, and such linear boundaries were rare. When Rome collapsed Europe sank into the Dark Ages, literacy and learning all but forgotten, and there was warfare and violence of every sort where once there had been peace.


Peace is almost as rare today as it was for Gibbon and his contemporaries, and if the Romans truly did create a long period of peace over such a wide area then this deserves to be explained. Praise of peace was commonplace for authors in the ancient world, Greek as well as Roman, but they also readily accepted that war would be frequent. The word pax came to mean something very close to our ‘peace’ by the first century BC. Peace was celebrated by poets, and often held up as the most desirable state. Roman emperors boasted of preserving peace, and sometimes the expression ‘Roman Peace’ was used when speaking of the good brought by the empire. They also spoke a good deal of the glory of victory. Imperator, the word from which we get our ‘emperor’, meant ‘victorious general’, and an emperor’s reputation was badly damaged if his troops suffered serious defeats, whether or not he was personally in command.


Warfare played a central role in Rome’s history. The Romans fought many wars, and thus conquered an empire that stretched from the Atlantic to the Euphrates, and from the Sahara desert to northern Britain. Its sheer extent remains impressive even today – no other power has ever controlled all the lands around the Mediterranean – and was even more remarkable in an age before modern communication and transport. More striking still was its longevity. Sicily was Rome’s first province, and remained under Roman control for more than 800 years. Britain, one of the last acquisitions, was Roman for three and half centuries. An eastern empire that considered itself Roman survived even longer, and some regions there were ‘Roman’ for one and a half millennia. Other leaders and powers, most notably Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan, have expanded faster than the Romans, and a handful have controlled more territory – roughly a quarter of the globe in the case of Britain’s own empire. Yet none have lasted anything like so long, and it is arguable whether or not any have had so great an impact on subsequent history.


The Romans were warlike and aggressive, but that scarcely requires saying for empires are not created or maintained without violence. Precision is impossible, but we can confidently state that over the centuries millions died in the course of the wars fought by Rome, millions more were enslaved, and still more would live under Roman rule whether they liked it or not. The Romans were imperialists – the word, just like ‘empire’, comes from the Latin imperium, although the Romans used it in a slightly different sense. Once again, to say this is merely stating the obvious. The Romans were highly successful, which in itself suggests that they were good at waging war and skilled in the politics of dominating others. Other empires have done much the same, although none have matched Rome’s talent for absorbing others. When the empire finally collapsed in the western Mediterranean there was no trace of independence movements in any of the provinces, a stark contrast to the crumbling of the twentieth century’s imperial powers after 1945. As the system decayed around them, the people in the provinces still wanted to be Roman. A world without Rome was very hard to imagine and does not seem to have held much appeal.


Rome’s power lasted so long that memories of a time before Roman domination can only have been faint. Rebellions appear surprisingly rare, and nearly always occurred within a generation or two of conquest. When the empire was at its height, the greater part of the Roman army was stationed on its fringes in the frontier zones – a second-century AD Greek orator compared the soldiers to a protective wall surrounding the empire as if it were a single city. Warfare continued, but it was waged mainly on these frontiers. The provinces of the interior contained tiny garrisons, and many areas rarely saw formed bodies of Roman soldiers. For periods of a century or more, large swathes of the empire were entirely free of warfare.


This at least is the traditional view, and is generally reflected in the popular perception of Rome. Scholarly opinion changes far more often, and any historian or archaeologist working on this period would qualify much of this overview, and some would reject it altogether. For the moment, let us just say that the truth is a good deal more complicated than this sweeping summary. Yet there can be no doubt about the enduring power of Rome, or that its domination did mean that large parts of the empire experienced no major military activity, let alone open warfare for long periods of time.


It is important to remember just how rare this has been in recorded history, most of all in the areas controlled by Rome. At no other period since then has Western Europe, North Africa or the Near East experienced a single century without major conflict, and usually it has been a good deal more common than this. Those of us living in the Western world in the last half-century or so all too readily take peace for granted, assuming it to be the natural order – we are too prosperous, too well educated, simply too advanced to permit this ever to be shattered by war – and foreign affairs in general, let alone decisions about military commitments, play scarcely any role in deciding the outcome of elections.3


In a sense, this may not be too far removed from the experience of many living in the Roman Empire. If so, then this was at first almost accidental. Rome did not conquer the greater part of the known world to create a golden age of peace. Expansion came from the desire to benefit, and Romans were quite open in talking of the wealth and glory brought by empire. They also spoke a good deal about peace as the most desirable condition. At the start of the first century AD, the poet Ovid spoke of a monument to peace – specifically the peace brought by the Emperor Augustus. He hoped that the goddess of Peace would let her ‘gentle presence abide in the whole world’ so that there would be ‘neither foes nor food for triumphs, thou shalt be unto our chiefs a glory greater than war. May the soldier bear arms only to check the armed aggressor . . .! May the world near and far dread the sons of Aeneas, and if there be land that feared not Rome, may it love Rome instead!’4


Ovid was one of the least martial of Roman poets, and yet even so his peace was the peace that came from Roman victory, where enemies were either defeated or persuaded to accept Roman dominance and ‘love’ Rome. It was not the peace between equals, each respecting the other. A little earlier, the poet Virgil told his countrymen, ‘Remember, Roman, – for these are your arts – that you have to rule the nations by your power, to add good custom to peace, to spare the conquered and overcome the proud in war’.5 The Latin verb pacare had the same root as pax and meant ‘to pacify’, and was often used to describe aggressive warfare against a foreign people. Pax Romana came from Roman victory and conquest. Wars were fought because they benefited Rome and – at least as Romans saw it – for the sake of their own security, and only then, with dominance achieved, was there some sense that there was a duty to govern the conquered well, to establish peace and security within the provinces. This did not alter the open desire to profit from their dominance, but complemented it. Peace promoted prosperity, which meant that the yield of tax and other revenue could be higher.


Rome seized control of the greater part of the three continents known to it, Europe, Africa and Asia. Virgil has Jupiter promise the Romans imperium sine fine – empire or power without end or limit . The conquered were given ‘Roman Peace’ whether they liked it or not, and the method was through the use or threat of military force, wielded ruthlessly and savagely – Tacitus’ desolation called peace. The Romans were fully aware that others may not wish to be ruled by them, but that did not mean that they ever seriously doubted that it was the right thing to expand their power.


The Romans were warlike, aggressive imperialists, who exploited their conquests for their own benefit. These days empires are not widely admired, least of all by academics in the West. Britain’s own imperial past is largely ignored (as indeed is history in general, apart from a few narrow topics and periods), or viewed with a bitterly hostile eye. Attempts in the USA to draw comparisons between their own situation and historical empires whether British, Roman or anyone else, tend to be controversial, reflecting very different views of the role that America ought to play in the world. A century or so ago most – though not all – people in the West had a vague sense that empires could be, and often were, good things. Nowadays the opposite is true. Moves to intervene overseas by the USA and its allies are readily criticised as imperialism, not just by the targets and their allies, but domestically.


The danger is that we have simply replaced one over-simplification with another. Dislike of empire tends to encourage scepticism over its achievements. Much recent scholarship has doubted the efficiency of the Roman state, whether as a republic or under the rule of the emperors. Archaeologists who used to talk enthusiastically of a process of Romanisation of the provinces have almost all rejected the term and the concept behind it, often with surprising passion. The influence and impact of Roman rule is questioned, and any sign of resistance – whether political or cultural – seen as more significant, and centuries of imperial rule viewed as aberrations. The Romans are depicted as brutal and exploitative rather than a civilising influence on the world, and as part of this wider scepticism the reality of any Pax Romana is questioned. Boasts of peace throughout the world become little more than propaganda to justify imperial rule, veiling endemic and frequent banditry, resistance and acts of oppression by the authorities. Many modern views of the Roman world are grim indeed. One characterised the history of the Roman Empire as simply ‘robbery with violence’. Less extreme, but still critical:




Roman claims that the provincials enjoyed unbroken peace were an exaggeration, and some Romans knew it. Quite apart from the routine violence that characterized life in all ancient societies, the provinces also suffered revolts and civil conflicts of a more serious nature than emperors were prepared officially to admit. The provinces were pacified, but pacified repeatedly, rather than once for all, and they were not peaceful.6





Here something of the Pax Romana remains, but its extent is severely limited, although importantly the alleged ‘routine violence’ is not specifically Roman. Another approach is to admit that there was widespread peace over much of the empire, but to see it as coming at far too high a price for the provincial population: ‘Roman peace – even if, for the vast majority of the population, this was the peace enjoyed by a domesticated animal, kept solely for what it could produce – was an enduring reality.’7


Yet the size and longevity of Rome’s empire cannot be argued away, which means that such views assume either prolonged oppression or disturbances and large-scale bloodshed to be a feature of the stories of many or most provinces for much of the time, and make this long-term survival hard to explain. This interpretation implies that the Romans were even more skilled at domination than we would expect and, if true, would have a profound impact on our understanding of the period. Other scholars tentatively suggest that the long-term survival of the empire was the outcome of chance, of wider factors encouraging so much of the world to unite at this time around a common Mediterranean economic model. Yet so many centuries of success do not suggest mere coincidence, and still beg the question of why it was Rome and not some other state that dominated.


The signs of prosperity in large parts of the empire are obvious, which does not mean that this comfort and wealth was spread equally or at all fairly. It does mean that the provinces were not so heavily exploited as to ruin them and impoverish all of their inhabitants – which is not to say that some did not suffer. Nor is there clear evidence of warfare over large parts of the Roman world for long periods of time, and its presence has to be taken from hints, or simply the assumption that imperial propaganda must contain plenty of untruths. The claim that revolts happened is not easy to justify in the case of most provinces and periods. There is also the question of lower levels of violence and whether these were tolerated by Rome – or considered impossible to eradicate. It is common for scholars to assert that banditry was endemic in the empire, but the evidence is far from straightforward.


The period of Roman domination and empire represents a large chunk of the histories of the lands included within it, and it is clear that in many ways the experience of it was very different to the periods before and after the imposition of Roman rule. It is well worth looking again at the Pax Romana, and attempting to understand what it really meant and whether or not the Romans did preside over a peaceful and stable empire where war was rare and mainly banished to the fringes of the world. To answer this broad question we must look at how the empire was created and how it was run. Most importantly, in spite of all the problems of evidence overwhelmingly generated by the imperial power, we must consider the experience of the conquered peoples as much as that of the Romans.


I cannot hope to cover in detail all the ways in which life changed after the imposition of Roman power or direct rule, for the subject is vast and complex. Much of the evidence is archaeological, influenced by the amount and quality of excavations, surveys and other work done in a region. We have a lot more data for some provinces than others, and often it is concentrated in particular areas of those provinces and certain types of settlement, ritual or funerary practice. Analysing this evidence to produce a general picture of a province, and then comparing it with that of the periods before Roman rule in an attempt to discern changes, is not straightforward. In the western provinces it becomes much easier to date levels in an excavation after the arrival of Rome, which provides coinage and faster-changing patterns of ceramics and other goods. The pace of change in the pre-Roman Iron Age cannot be as readily measured as some developments in the Roman period. All data is subject to interpretation, and often opinions differ radically, often being overturned by fresh discoveries or new methods of analysis. I have tried to be fair, but have presented my own views on these matters. Others will see things differently.


This book presents an overview, and tries to give an idea of the range of different experiences, but cannot hope to be exhaustive. The works cited in the endnotes should allow the interested reader to discover more about the many topics touched upon only lightly here, for each will yield more references to additional studies. Many more books and articles could have been added to the notes, and as always I must acknowledge my debt to the labours of so many scholars. My aim is to present the most relevant material and ideas, and always to explain what we do not know as well as what we do know. When writing about the ancient world almost every statement could be qualified. I hope that the reader is shown enough of the evidence and the methods used to interpret it to make up his or her own mind on these issues.


The same is true of the broader issue of whether or not the Roman Empire was a good thing, as I do not feel that there is a simple answer to such a question. It is fruitless to ask what would have happened if the Roman Empire had not been created, but even so it is important to remind ourselves that Rome was far from the only aggressive, imperialistic state in the ancient world. We should no more idealise the provincials or the peoples outside the empire than we should the Romans. It is important to consider the frequency of warfare in each region before the Romans arrived to judge whether or not the situation improved or became worse. Empires are unfashionable, while much about Roman society is alien and unpleasant to modern eyes, but dislike for Rome must not translate into automatic sympathy with others, nor must it compel us to deny that the Romans achieved anything at all worthwhile. As misleading is the tendency to focus so heavily on Roman imperialism, Roman warfare or Roman Grand Strategy, so that all other participants are reduced to an entirely passive role. There were plenty of other peoples, states and leaders in this world with aims, ambitions and fears of their own.


The Romans were more successful than their rivals and created a vast empire which they maintained for a very long time. Its impact was felt in the provinces and also far beyond the frontiers. The question as to how far the empire enjoyed internal peace must always be weighed against its cost, and it is worth considering more generally just how life changed because of the empire. Thus any discussion of Roman Peace – whatever this truly meant – should be set in the context of Roman conquest, and of understanding how the empire worked. The administrative and military machinery of the Roman state limited what could be achieved, whatever the aspirations of its leaders. This is a book about peace and sometimes about defence, but it must also be a book about conquest, aggression, warfare, violence and exploitation, and so we should begin with the Romans as conquerors, rather than as imperial overlords.









PART ONE


                       


REPUBLIC









I


THE RISE OF ROME


‘But the Romans have subjected to their rule not portions, but nearly the whole of the world (and possess an empire which is not only immeasurably greater than any which preceded it, but need not fear rivalry in the future) . . . . For it was owing to their defeat of the Carthaginians in the Hannibalic War that the Romans, feeling that the chief and most essential step in their scheme of aggression had now been taken, were first emboldened to reach out their hands to grasp the rest and to cross with an army to Greece and the continent of Asia.’ – Polybius, 140s BC.1


ORIGINS


Rome had an empire long before she had an emperor, but there was a time, well before that, when she was simply one Italian city among many – more specifically, one Latin community in the area known as Latium. The Latins were a linguistic group, not a united people, and in many ways their settlements had much in common with those of neighbours like the Etruscans or Greek colonies such as Capua. Rome began in the eighth century BC, roughly around 753 BC when later tradition held that the City was founded. The story of Romulus and Remus, twin sons of the war god Mars suckled by the she-wolf and raised by a shepherd, existed in many forms during antiquity, but little was known with certainty about the early years. No Roman began to write narrative history until around 200 BC. The Greeks began much earlier, but we should not forget that Herodotus did not write until after the defeat of Persia in 479 BC. The Greeks’ knowledge of their own history in the eighth and seventh centuries BC was hazy indeed, and just as filled with legendary stories and the deeds of heroes. The Romans were not unusual in knowing little hard fact about their origins.


That is not to say that there were no records, for these were societies that from early on made some use of the written word. Laws were preserved, as were dedications of altars, temples and monuments to commemorate victories, and there was a rich oral tradition, with songs and stories told about the past, many of them preserved by aristocratic families and inevitably highly flattering to their ancestors. There is no good reason to doubt the basic outline of the later traditions about the City’s early centuries, even if many of the incidents and individuals who figure in the stories were invented or distorted beyond recognition. It is safe to say that in the early centuries Rome was ruled by kings. The expulsion of the last king in 509 BC and the foundation of the Republic does seem to have been based on reliable records, even if the stories surrounding it included considerable romantic embellishment.2


Warfare is a constant theme in the traditions about monarchy and Republic alike. The scale was no doubt small, most of the enemies very close neighbours, and much of the time it was little more than raiding for cattle, captives and plunder. The Romans attacked and were attacked by nearby communities in this way, and only occasionally did the fighting escalate into major battles. The same enemies were fought year after year, which suggests that neither side was able to win a permanent victory over its rivals. Not all contact with others was martial, and there was also trade and peaceful exchange of skills and goods. In the first year of the Republic the Romans made a treaty with the great mercantile empire of Carthage in North Africa (its heartland in modern Tunisia), a long-forgotten copy of which, written in archaic Latin, survived in the state archives some 350 years later and was read by the Greek historian Polybius. It was mostly concerned with the rights and restrictions placed on Romans travelling in Carthaginian territory, but gives an indication of just how far afield merchants were going.3


Over time Rome grew in size and prosperity, its population increasing both naturally and from an unusual willingness and capacity to absorb others. Alongside warfare, the arrival of outsiders to join the community figures heavily in the later myths, whether it was Romulus gathering settlers from the vagrants and outcasts of Italy, the abduction of wives from the Sabines, or the arrival of the aristocratic Claudii with all their dependants under the Republic. Rome’s power also grew, so that it became by far the largest and strongest of all the Latin cities. The 509/508 BC treaty with Carthage names five other Latin communities allied to Rome as well as ‘any other city of the Latins who are subject to Rome’. These were not alliances between equals, but marked the rise of a dominant local power.4


Compulsion on the part of a stronger neighbour was one reason for the other cities to accept Roman supremacy, but so was the need for protection from very real threats. Late sixth- and fifth-century BC Italy saw widespread upheaval as groups like the Aequi, Volsci and Samnites, Oscan-speaking hill peoples from the Apennines, pushed out onto the more fertile coastal lands, while Gallic tribes drove into northern Italy. Many Latin, Etruscan and Greek cities were overrun by these invaders – Herodotus declared the defeat by one of these tribes of the great city of Tarentum (modern Taranto) in 473 BC as ‘the worst the Greeks have ever suffered’.5


Rome survived and was able to protect its allies, but in such dangerous times warfare took on a harder edge, and as Roman power grew it could also prove more permanently decisive. In 396 BC the Romans sacked the Etruscan city of Veii and massacred most of its inhabitants, ending a rivalry that had been going on since Rome’s earliest days. Veii stood on a strong natural position barely ten miles away from Rome, which is a reminder of the small scale of so much of this early warfare. The tradition that the siege took a decade may well be an invention meant to draw parallels with the epic siege of Troy, although it is possible that fighting did take place for a long time. It was during the course of this war that the Romans first began to pay their legionaries, suggesting that these soldiers were required to undertake continuous service away from their farms for long periods. Veii’s territory was permanently added to the lands of the Roman people, the ager Romanus.6


[image: image]


The Roman Republic and its empire, c. 60 BC


In 390 BC a band of Gallic warriors routed a Roman army with disdainful ease and sacked Rome itself. Later tradition tried to put a gloss on the humiliation by claiming that defenders held out on the Capitoline Hill, but admitted that the warriors were bribed to leave. It was a reminder of how dangerous conditions were in Italy in these centuries. Fortunately for the Romans, the Gauls were a mercenary band seizing an opportunity for plunder rather than invaders looking to settle. They left, and Rome gradually recovered, but the memory of these dark days long remained part of the Roman psyche. A visible sign of the trauma was the swift construction of expensive stone walls some seven miles in length, making Rome by far the biggest enclosed community in Italy.7


In the decades that followed, some Latin communities turned against Rome, either less convinced of Roman might or resentful of her dominance and sensing an opportunity while she was weak. Others maintained the alliance and fought alongside the Romans to defeat the rest of the Latins. In 340 BC a group of cities formed a league and rebelled against Rome, but they were beaten two years later and the attempt was never repeated. The next half-century saw warfare on an ever larger scale against Etruscan cities and Samnite and Gallic tribes, including an alliance of all three in the year 296 BC. The Romans suffered defeats, some of them serious, but in the end prevailed, their levy of citizen soldiers defeating other citizen soldiers and warriors alike. They learned from their enemies, copied tactics and equipment, and adapted to fight each enemy in turn.


The Roman Republic grew to be far more than the City of Rome and the lands around it. Roman citizenship was granted to loyal allies and to freed slaves – albeit with some limitations on the rights of the latter – and so the citizen body grew to be much larger than that of any other city-state in Italy or the wider world. Other communities received Latin status, which ceased to have any connection with race or language. Colonies were established on conquered territory, some in strategic positions and others just on good farmland. The settlers were both Romans and Latins, although often the entire community was given Latin status.8


Incorporation contributed more to the growth of the Republic than colonisation, significant though this was. Defeated enemies occasionally ceased to exist as political entities, but the vast majority became subordinate allies of Rome. More or less quickly they were granted Latin rights and even citizenship. Greek cities were jealous of their citizenship, even the smallest of them being determined to retain an independent identity. There were cases of Latin communities declining the offer of Roman citizenship – a decision respected by the Senate – but more often they willingly accepted. As a result the city-state of Rome grew to dwarf even the greatest of Greek cities. Athens at the height of its democracy and overseas empire grew less rather than more generous with its citizenship. As a result it boasted at most 60,000 male citizens, fewer than half of them with sufficient property to serve as hoplites, the armoured infantrymen who constituted the great strength of the army. An Athenian field force of 10,000 or so hoplites was a major enterprise.9


Writing in the first century AD, Pliny the Elder claimed that there were 152,573 Roman citizens in 392 BC, although the figure may include women and children. Some scholars are inclined to see this as too high, but more reliable are the numbers provided by the Greek historian Polybius for 225 BC. These are only for men registered to serve in the army, and, if no doubt rounded up and on the high side, at the very least they give an idea of scale. He states that there were 250,000 citizens eligible to serve as infantry and 23,000 as cavalry. Latins – there were at this date twenty-eight Latin colonies – provided 80,000 infantry and 5,000 horsemen. Adding in all other allies, the total numbers that could theoretically be called upon by the Roman Republic were a staggering 700,000 foot soldiers and 70,000 cavalry. The mobilisation of forces in the struggle with Hannibal, which began seven years later, makes it clear that Polybius did not exaggerate by much.10


THE REPUBLIC


Rome was larger than any other city-state, but its institutions were not profoundly different from many other communities in Italy and the Greek world. The same was true of the Latin colonies and allied cities, each of which ran its own internal affairs, electing magistrates and having its own laws. They were not permitted their own foreign policy, nor were links between the allies themselves encouraged. Instead each was an ally of Rome, and the Roman Republic was the centre of everything, not merely one strong element in a communal alliance. Even so, the allies did not pay taxes to Rome, nor did the Romans interfere in their day-to-day affairs, and their sole obligation was to provide contingents of soldiers when required. These men served in distinct units, but were under overall Roman command and subject to the regulations of the Roman army, which imposed harsh punishments on infractions of discipline and also paid them.


At least half of every Roman field army consisted of allied soldiers, and normally the proportion was higher – Polybius’ figures show that the Latins and other allies made up nearly two-thirds of total manpower. Allies, and especially the Latins, shed their blood on behalf of the Republic, and also shared in the spoils of victory. Thus as Rome expanded the enemies of one generation helped as allies to win the wars fought by the next generation. Some became Roman, while all enjoyed the greater security that came from belonging to so great a military power. In essence, it was safer to be Rome’s ally than its enemy.11


The Republic proved remarkably stable in comparison to other citystates, where political revolution was all too common. There were serious social tensions, but solutions were eventually found sufficient to satisfy most groups in society, expanding the elite from the original small circle of patrician families and limiting the power of magistrates. The system that emerged was based around preventing any one individual or group from securing permanent supreme power. All of political life was conducted at Rome itself, and a citizen had to be present to take part. This remained true as the citizen body expanded, and only those resident in or near Rome, or those with the wealth, time and inclination to travel there, could vote or stand for office.


Elected magistrates provided the state with its executive officers. The most important were the two consuls, who held power for just twelve months and gave their name to the year. The political year began in March – the month named after the war god Mars. Consuls were first and foremost war leaders, and they were elected by an Assembly of the Roman People structured according to categories of the early army. As time passed restrictions were created to prevent a man from standing for the consulship in consecutive years, and eventually a ten-year interval was set down in law, as was a minimum age of forty-two for candidates seeking it. Yet a relatively small number of aristocratic families supplied a disproportionately high number of consuls, both because of ties of obligation with many important voters, but also a tendency for the electorate to prefer familiar names. It was difficult – although never impossible – for a man from outside to reach the consulship, but even so competition for the magistracy was fierce. With only two posts a year, the consulship was a prize won by only a small minority of senators.12


Consuls did their best to win glory during their term of office, for this gave them personal prestige and status within the community and enhanced the reputation of their family with voters as well. Defeating the enemies of the Republic brought the greatest fame, ideally marked by the award of a triumph, when the victorious commander and his soldiers processed through the heart of Rome. The victor rode in a chariot, wearing the regalia of Jupiter Optimus Maximus (Jupiter Best and Greatest), his face painted terracotta-red like the clay statues of the god. At some point it became the tradition for a slave to stand behind him and whisper reminders that he was mortal. The day of the parade was soon over, but the fame of the deed remained, the laurel wreath displayed on the porch of the victor’s house a constant reminder to visitors. Aristocratic families took every opportunity to advertise the successes of the current and earlier generations. Funerals were public events, and actors were hired to don the funeral masks and insignia of office of a man’s ancestors, their deeds being recounted along with his to offer an implicit promise of what the generations to come would achieve if trusted by voters.13


The consuls possessed imperium or ‘power’ which included the right to command soldiers and to dispense justice, but this lapsed when their office expired. The citizens as a whole met in formal assemblies presided over by a consul or other magistrate to make declarations of war and peace, to pass laws and for elections. Unlike in Athens and other democracies, these Popular Assemblies simply voted yes or no on proposals put to them and were not permitted to debate issues or to propose votes of their own. Such discussion occurred in the Senate, the permanent council of some 300 members whose task it was to advise the consuls. Senators were men of mature years – one of their other names was the patres or ‘fathers’ – and wealth. They were not elected, but enrolled by the censors, the pair of magistrates who every five years carried out a census, listing every citizen and his property.


The Senate supervised all foreign affairs, as well as much domestic business. They received delegations from rulers, peoples or states when these travelled to Rome. (In the ancient world no state maintained permanent embassies with even the most important external powers.) The Senate decided what the main tasks of the consuls would be for the year, allocating to them provinciae or ‘provinces’. At this stage the province was not a geographical entity but a sphere of responsibility, such as ‘the war with the Samnites’. The Senate also decided what resources would be given to the consuls, announcing how many troops would serve for the year. Its decisions on all of these matters reflected the current influence of distinguished members and especially the consuls as much as a pragmatic assessment of the good of the Republic – something which was inevitably often a matter of opinion. It is a mistake to think of the Senate pursuing clear and consistent long-term policies, although there was obvious consensus on some broad aims, most notably guarding and expanding Roman power.


Legio or legion originally meant ‘levy’ and referred to the entire army raised from the Roman people. Over time, as the numbers of citizens grew, each consul was given his own legion and by the third century BC it was normal for them to command an army of two legions. The legion had become the most important unit of the army. It varied in size from at least 4,000 men to more than 5,000, reflecting senatorial opinion of the scale of the military problem. Each legion was also normally supported by a similarly sized ala or wing of allies, named because the two Roman legions would deploy in the centre of the line with one ala on either side.


Citizens were eligible for service with the legions on the basis of their property as registered in the census, since men were expected to provide their own equipment. The richest, able to afford a horse, acted as cavalry, while the strength of the army consisted of the equivalent of hoplites, armoured infantrymen fighting in close order. The young and the poor served as skirmishers. Military service was a duty to the Republic, and the pay issued by the state was modest, providing little more than subsistence level while a man was on campaign.


Legionaries were men of property – overwhelmingly farmers – who were felt to have a stake in the success of the Republic and who, when the army was disbanded, would return to their homes and normal lives. In the early centuries warfare was often little more than a brief seasonal interruption to the agricultural year, fought against similar enemies and most likely occurring when both sides could be spared from their farms. As Rome expanded, wars were fought further afield and on a larger scale, so that a man might find himself serving with the legions for much longer periods of time. At some point a law was passed stipulating that no citizen should be required to serve for more than sixteen years or sixteen individual campaigns if more than one was fought in a single year.


Romans – and their allies, who appear to have raised contingents in a similar manner – willingly accepted this obligation to their Republic. The levy worked because year after year men presented themselves to be selected by the officers tasked with raising new legions. Romans of all classes appear to have identified strongly with the state, and thus the Roman army was in a very real sense the Roman people under arms, commanded by leaders it had elected.14


OVERSEAS


By the early third century BC the Republic controlled by far the greater part of the Italian Peninsula south of the River Po. In 282 BC the Greek city of Tarentum, made nervous by this, attacked a squadron of Roman ships, claiming that their presence was a violation of treaty. Two years later they enlisted King Pyrrhus of Epirus to fight on their behalf. Pyrrhus was a famous general, a man thought exceptionally talented even in an era when Alexander the Great’s veteran generals were battling for power. He brought with him a Macedonian-style army of high-quality cavalry, pike phalanxes and war elephants, but although he beat the Romans in battle they refused to accept a peace imposed by the enemy. The war dragged on, Pyrrhus’ strength was slowly eroded – the expression a ‘pyrrhic victory’ for a battle won at too high a cost to the victor is modern, but appropriate – and in the end he gave up. All of Italy was now Roman or allied, apart from the Gallic and Ligurian tribes in the north.15


In 264 BC the Romans intervened in Sicily, sending an army outside the Italian mainland for the first time. It was a provocative act, challenging the Carthaginians in what they considered to be their sphere of influence, and soon led to the First Punic War. (Carthage was a settlement originally founded by Phoenicians from what is now Lebanon, hence the Latin name for them of Poeni and our Punic.) The Carthaginians were a great maritime and trading people, but their empire was based on conquest as well as trade. Their fleet was famous and powerful, while the Romans had little experience or knowledge of naval warfare. In spite of this the Romans constructed hundreds of warships – the design of the first famously copied from a Carthaginian ship which had run aground – and learned how to defeat the enemy. Twenty-three years of war proved appallingly costly to both sides, but the Romans persevered and won.


Victory brought them their first province as we would understand the term, encompassing much of Sicily – the rest was made up of allied communities. A few years later the Romans cynically exploited Carthaginian weakness and seized Sardinia and Corsica as well. Resentment at their defeat and humiliation led the Carthaginians to expand their presence in the Iberian Peninsula. It was from his base there that Hannibal began his invasion of Italy in 218 BC, determined to restore what he felt was the proper balance of power. Within two years he had killed fully one-third of the Senate and over 100,000 Roman and allied soldiers. Some of Rome’s allies defected, most stayed loyal, and the Romans refused to negotiate for peace, but kept raising new armies, learning all the time from their defeats. They contained Hannibal in Italy – he was not to leave until 203 BC – and prosecuted the war in other theatres, eventually landing in Africa and threatening Carthage itself. Hannibal was recalled to defend his homeland, only to suffer his first real defeat at Zama, forcing the Carthaginians to accept the peace imposed on them in 201 BC.16


Two new provinces were created in the Iberian Peninsula in the wake of this conflict – Nearer Spain in the east and Further Spain in the west – and over time these initially small regions grew larger. In the early decades of the second century BC a concerted effort broke the power of the Ligurian and Gallic tribes and extended Roman control up to the Alps. During the Second Punic War they had also found themselves at war with the kingdom of Macedonia. This was one of three great powers to emerge after the break-up of Alexander the Great’s conquests, the others being the Ptolemaic kingdom based around Egypt and the Seleucid Empire with its heartland in Syria. There were also smaller kingdoms and leagues of city-states forming the wider Greek world. Rome attacked and defeated Philip V of Macedon in the Second Macedonian War (200–196 BC), and the Seleucid Antiochus III in the Syrian War (192–189 BC). By this time the Ptolemies were the weakest of the three, internally divided and under a young and ineffective king, but they had a long-standing alliance with Rome, having supplied the Republic with grain during the Punic Wars. As the Ptolemies wasted their strength in internal power struggles, over time it became clearer that the Romans were the dominant partner in this relationship, and only Roman backing prevented the kingdom from being carved up by the others.17


No new provinces came from these conflicts in the eastern Mediterranean, and after each success the Roman armies withdrew. Roman influence was maintained by alliance and the threat of renewed force. A sense of recovering Macedonian strength led the Romans to declare and win the Third Macedonian War against Philip V’s son Perseus. He was deposed in 167 BC and the kingdom of Macedonia dissolved, but once again no province was created until after a final conflict when a pretender to the throne appeared in 149 BC. In the same year Roman suspicion of an economically strong, if militarily weak, Carthage caused them to provoke the Carthaginians into the Third Punic War. In 146 BC Carthage was eradicated as a state, the city physically destroyed and its population removed. In the same year Corinth in Greece suffered a severe, if less total destruction at the hands of the legions.


The provinces of Africa and Macedonia raised Rome’s total to six – Corsica and Sardinia were treated as a single appointment. Slowly the idea of the province as a clearly defined territory emerged, but with the exception of Nearer and Further Spain none of the other provinces were physically adjacent. The Romans do not appear to have thought of their empire as a unit and instead each individual province was connected to Rome at the centre. At this stage there was virtually no settlement of any province by colonists. (Cisalpine Gaul, the area of Italy north of the River Po, was in some respects viewed as a province, but increasingly was treated much like the rest of the Peninsula and did see extensive colonization.) Apart from the provinces there were large areas where Roman influence was provided by allied rulers and states.18


Later in the second century BC the Romans added Asia – bequeathed by its last king to the Roman people and eventually accepted – and Transalpine Gaul (modern-day Provence) to the list of permanent provinces. This last addition hints at a growing sense of the strategic advantage of linking provinces together, since it provided a land bridge to Spain. Yet, as in the earlier period, annexation and direct rule did not automatically follow a successful Roman war, and areas such as Numidia in North Africa, defeated in 105 BC, were left in the hands of allied rulers.


The creation of this empire had profound consequences for Rome’s political system, economy and society, but on the surface the Republic appeared to change remarkably little. Two consuls were inadequate for all the tasks that needed to be done, and so a greater role was given to the praetors, the college of magistrates junior to the consuls. Traditionally there was just one praetor, who remained in Rome and had largely judicial and administrative responsibilities. Around 242 BC a second praetor was created, and two more added to the college a few years later. This reflected not simply growing judicial activity, but also the need to provide governors for Sicily and Sardinia and Corsica. Another two praetors were introduced at the start of the second century BC so that there were sufficient magistrates to deal with the two Spanish provinces. There were few other visible changes, such as an increase in the number of quaestors, the most junior magistrates who came to have a largely financial role assisting provincial governors. Army service now often involved long years spent in more or less active garrison duty in one of the provinces. Yet no substantial bureaucracy was created to administer the empire, and in every region almost every aspect of administration was left to local leaders and communities.


Changes were happening in spite of this, and the imperial role created severe strains on the Republic, so that in the course of the first century BC it began to break down. In 91 BC a substantial number of Rome’s Italian allies rebelled, resenting the limited rights many still possessed and the often arrogant behaviour of Roman magistrates. The war was fought on a large scale by armies as aggressive, disciplined, and well equipped as each other, and led to heavy losses on both sides. By 89 BC the Romans had won, as much by rapid grants of full citizenship as by force. Soon, all free inhabitants south of the Po were citizens. A year later a dispute between rival senators turned to civil war when a consul led his legions against Rome itself. Stability never really returned and civil wars followed one after another until the future emperor Augustus won the last one in 30 BC. Alongside the chaos and political violence, these years were also times of rapid conquest, as men like Pompey the Great and Julius Caesar carved out great swathes of new territory. Rome survived these decades of crisis, and the empire would grow stronger and more prosperous.









II


WAR


‘. . . the young state, once liberty was won, waxed incredibly strong and great in a remarkably short time, such was the thirst for glory that had filled men’s minds. To begin with, as soon as the young men could endure the hardships of war, they were taught a soldier’s duties in camp under a vigorous discipline, and they took more pleasure in handsome arms and war horses than in harlots and revelry. . . . Their hardest struggle for glory was with one another; each man strives to be the first to strike down the foe, to scale a wall, to be seen while doing such a deed. This they consider riches, this fair fame and high nobility.’ – Sallust, middle of the first century BC.1


MASSACRE


Late in 150 BC, several groups of Lusitanians came down from the hill country to make their peace with Rome in the person of the governor of Further Spain, Servius Sulpicius Galba. He was waiting with his army, the heart of it legionaries and Italian allies. Most of these soldiers were heavily equipped with long oval shields, mail armour and bronze helmets topped with either three tall feathers or a billowing horsehair crest. They carried the heavy throwing spear known as the pilum, and wielded a well-balanced cut-and-thrust sword which they knew as the gladius hispaniensis – the ‘Spanish sword’ – because they had copied the type used by Iberian warriors.


They were typical of the men who served the Republic out of duty, mainly farmers or the sons of farmers, and most were probably under thirty, for other than in emergencies the recruiters seem to have preferred to enlist the young. These men served out of a strong sense of duty to the state and because the wider community expected it of them. Many no doubt saw it as a chance for adventure away from the cycle of sowing and harvesting, and hoped to profit from the spoils of victory – their pay remained modest – before they returned home and became civilians again. Some may have come to the army with dreams of glory, of winning praise or one of the military decorations designed to encourage such spirit. Awards for valour were worn each festival day, so that brave former soldiers could be honoured by their fellow citizens.2


In many ways the Roman and Latin soldiers in the middle of the second century BC were much like plenty of other young men sent off to war in other ages and other countries. They were ordinary men by the standards of the times, and certainly had a lot in common with the citizens of most cities in the wider Mediterranean world. Citizenship brought legal and political rights and also obligations to the wider community. They served because they were citizens, and if they died it was as citizens and not soldiers that they would be commemorated. There were no permanent army bases or institutions, and even the legions were renumbered every year if the Senate decided to keep them in service. This meant that the two consuls always commanded the First, Second, Third and Fourth Legions. The Roman army is almost invisible archaeologically in this period, its soldiers merging back with the wider population at the end of each campaign.


A hint of professionalism came from a growing tendency for some men to seek prolonged service as centurions, the officers who commanded the basic administrative and tactical units of the legion, but even this was informal and we do not know how common it was. Most senior officers were like the men they led, citizens who interspersed spells of military service with normal civilian life. At the head of an army was the provincial governor, a magistrate elected by an Assembly of the Roman People. Either a consul or praetor, these were men successfully pursuing a career in public life. They were always wealthy and usually aristocrats, but eminence imposed even greater obligations on them – a man had to serve for ten years or as many campaigns in the army before he could offer himself as a candidate for even the most junior magistracy. Although a fellow citizen, the governor held imperium and along with his greater responsibilities had the opportunity to win far greater fame and wealth than ordinary legionaries.3


Great glory came to a magistrate who led an army of the Roman people to victory in war. There was also profit to be made from plunder and the sale of captives as slaves, and the prestige and wealth of a victor were great benefits to a man for the rest of his career, giving him an advantage over all the other senators jockeying for office in the fiercely competitive political culture of Rome. Since the tenure of each magistracy was brief, so was the window of opportunity for a man to make his name and fortune. Sometimes the Senate chose to extend a provincial command into a second year – in which case the man was given the title of proconsul or propraetor. A third year of command was almost unheard of in the second century BC. With ambitious new governors arriving so often, the system encouraged them to behave very aggressively.


In Lusitania in 150 BC the dreams of glory and rich plunder had turned sour both for the soldiers and Galba. The year before they had been badly mauled by these same Lusitanian tribesmen, or at least by men who looked much like them in their dark tunics and with long hair hanging down their backs – the custom was to plait it when preparing for battle. The Lusitanians were not a nation, but one of the three main groups of indigenous peoples in the Iberian Peninsula. The Iberians lived to the south, while the Celtiberians held central and much of northern Spain, their culture showing elements of Celtic and Iberian influences, but being clearly distinct from both. The Lusitanians were in the west, covering an area very roughly equivalent to modern Portugal. None of these peoples were politically united, and it is doubtful that any of them thought of themselves as Iberians, Celtiberians or Lusitanians. These were labels imposed by Greek, Phoenician, Carthaginian and Roman outsiders – in the last two cases by imperial powers expanding into the Peninsula. More important to each people were tribal groupings, and especially the close communities of each walled town or village.4


Galba was praetor in 151 BC, and received by lot command of Further Spain. There had been heavy fighting in both of the Spanish provinces since the middle of the decade and Galba was not the only governor to suffer defeat at the hands of the Celtiberians or Lusitanians. Roman citizens were well motivated and tended to prove excellent soldiers, if they were given time to train and were competently led. The longer a legion remained in service the better it became, so that during the latter stages of the Second Punic War and the early conflicts with the Macedonians and Seleucids they proved themselves as good as or better than the hardened professionals they faced. There had been far less fighting in the middle of the second century BC, and as the veteran generation faded away, officers and ordinary soldiers alike came to the army with far less experience and a complacent belief that they would win simply because they were Roman. Defeats became much more common, and wars were only won because of Rome’s greater resources and persistence, and because the legions did learn from experience and improve.


Such setbacks shocked a Republic accustomed to victory. It is hard to see how Carthage presented any real military threat to Rome in 149 BC, but it is clear that many Romans were genuinely afraid of their old rival. When the inexperienced and overconfident Roman army and its commanders arrived in North Africa, the desperate enemy fought with determination and there was a string of reverses and failures which no doubt fed these fears. Polybius, who was in Rome during these years, reflected contemporary panic when he wrote of the struggle with the Celtiberians as the ‘fiery war’ because it raged almost unceasingly year after year. Rumours of this hard service against ferocious enemies reached Rome, and in 151 BC for once the sense of patriotism of its citizens wavered. Very few men appeared when the levy was called to raise an army to serve under the consul Lucullus in Nearer Spain. Only concerted encouragement and the very public volunteering of a popular young aristocrat eventually persuaded sufficient men to present themselves for the levy.5


These campaigns in both Spanish provinces were wars of raid and counter-raid, attacks on walled settlements and ambush. Battles were fought, but were often the result of sudden encounters and occurred in difficult terrain such as mountain passes. During these years marauding bands of Lusitanians ranged ever deeper into Further Spain, reaching the coast and at one point even crossing the Straits of Gibraltar into North Africa. Only rarely were the victims of their attacks Romans or Italians, for as yet there were relatively few of these in either province. Instead the targets were local communities allied to Rome. Galba had only a single legion and ala – together at most some 10,000–12,000 men and the normal force allocated by the Senate to a praetor. This was too small to defend so long and so open a frontier, and the problem only became harder when his strength was severely reduced by his defeat in 151 BC. The Romans could not hope to stop each raid as it came in, and the best they could do was try to catch the raiders as they withdrew, or launch reprisal attacks of their own against the Lusitanian settlements believed to be responsible. Every raid that succeeded – and still more every occasion on which the Romans caught the warriors but were defeated – encouraged more and larger bands to try their luck. We hear of the Lusitanians parading captured Roman army standards and other trophies around neighbouring communities and into Celtiberian territory to display their own power and encourage others to join them in fresh attacks.6


There were some lulls in the fighting, and for a while Roman reprisals prompted these same bands of Lusitanians to make peace with Galba’s predecessor, but when he returned to Rome they broke the treaty and went back on the warpath. In 150 BC Galba attacked, having done his best to make up his losses from the previous year by raising local levies, men who quite reasonably saw the Lusitanians as enemies. Simultaneously Lucullus, whose command had also been extended so that he was now a proconsul, drove into Lusitanian territory from another direction, capturing one walled settlement after another. His resources were larger, for he led the standard consular army of two legions and two alae. The twin assault convinced the Lusitanians that it was better to seek peace, and so their envoys went to Galba, claiming that lands too barren to support their numbers had made them return to raiding to take what they needed from richer neighbours.


The Roman governor appeared sympathetic, declaring that ‘poorness of soil and penury force you to do these things. But I will give my poor friends good land, and settle them in fertile country’. Galba was well thought of as an orator at Rome, although in this case he surely addressed the representatives via a translator. As far as we know he had never been to the Iberian Peninsula until he went out as governor of Further Spain, and few Roman governors had either the time or the inclination to learn local languages. Yet removing troublesome warriors and resettling them on better territory far from their homes was a technique that the Romans had used before and would use again, always with success. Taken away from their old territory and their old feuds, given the ability to support their families, and also no doubt aware that they were under the close observation of the authorities, raiders readily turned into peaceful farmers. Galba told the envoys to bring their people to an arranged spot so that they could surrender themselves to Rome’s power under promise of resettlement.7


They were told to come in three groups, each presumably composed of specific communities, clans or the followers of particular leaders so that the division was natural and easy to arrange. We do not know the names of any of the groups or leaders. One source says that they numbered as many as 30,000 in total, the women in the colourful dresses and long cloaks favoured in the area, and children and perhaps some elderly as well as the warriors. There were probably more men of military age than in a normal population, for these were raiders reliant on their swords because they did not have enough good land or animals. With them came their horses and flocks and all the possessions they were able to carry, including their weapons. Each of the three groups went to the appointed place and camped there to wait for the Romans to arrive and assign them to their new lands.8


Galba came to the first group and ordered the tribesmen to hand over their weapons. This was a normal mark of surrender, but also a likely moment of tension – in 1890 the spark that ignited the battle (or massacre depending on your viewpoint) at Wounded Knee. Weapons – and especially expensive items such as swords – were highly prized and emotionally important as a means of protection for a man and his family. Yet the Lusitanians obeyed, and handed over at least some of their military equipment. Galba then ordered his soldiers to surround the Lusitanian encampment with a ditch. Perhaps this was justified as protection for the tribesmen and their families, now at least in theory weapon-less, but it would surely have made them nervous, adding to the tension of the situation.9


Then the Roman governor sent soldiers into the camp and they began to kill. After all the occupants were dead or captured, Galba moved on to the second and third groups and treated them in exactly the same way. This was a massacre, and one not carried out at a distance with modern firearms, but at close range. The Roman and Latin soldiers, and their local allies, did most of the killing face to face, cutting and thrusting with their swords – another source tells us that in battle it was normal for shields and the chests of cavalry horses to be drenched in blood. Livy described the wounds inflicted by legionaries using the Spanish sword, with ‘bodies chopped to pieces . . ., arms torn away, shoulders and all, or heads separated from bodies, with the necks completely severed, or vitals laid open’. (Some of the grim pictures from the civil wars in Rwanda in the 1990s showing multiple machete wounds might best convey something of the horror of the scene.) If there was any fighting then it was one-sided, and Galba’s men slaughtered at will. These were the survivors of last year’s costly defeat at the hands of the Lusitanians, or local men from communities preyed upon by these very raiders, and so reluctance to obey the orders is neither hinted at by our sources nor likely. We do not know how many died, but the total was large enough to make this massacre infamous. Substantial numbers survived to be sold into slavery, and only a few Lusitanians managed to escape in the confusion.10


Galba’s treachery was deliberate and premeditated, his orders to his soldiers clear. This was not some ghastly accident, where ill-judged or misunderstood words or actions ignited an already tense situation into an unplanned atrocity. Later the Roman governor claimed that he had acted in this way to pre-empt treachery on the part of the Lusitanians. His evidence was that they had performed a ritual where they sacrificed a man and a horse to the war god, something that it was their custom only to do before going on the warpath. Another source confirms this custom, and describes how they would take a war captive, swathe him in a cloak and then would stab him through it, watching how he fell and writhed to divine the future.


If Galba invented this story, then at least it suggests some attempt to understand the Lusitanians’ customs. Perhaps he was mistaken – or even misinformed, since his allied soldiers may well have encouraged harsh treatment of the surrendering tribes for their own reasons. It is also possible that the sacrifice had occurred, although it may not have reflected the hopes or opinions of all of the tribesmen. In the loose political structure of the Lusitanians some leaders or groups may well have resented the decision to make peace with Rome, or simply have not trusted Galba and the Romans – with justification as it turned out.11


The news of Galba’s actions provoked outrage at Rome, but not because of the massed slaughter and enslavement in itself. Such brutal methods were sometimes considered necessary in Rome’s wars, and fitting punishment for enemies of the Roman people. Roman attitudes to atrocity in warfare were essentially pragmatic, and mercy and cruelty judged on their effectiveness in bringing a conflict to a successful conclusion. Galba’s crime was to act in this way against an enemy who had already surrendered, wantonly breaking his own agreement with them. This was a breach of ‘good faith’ or fides, something on which the Romans prided themselves, choosing to believe that they dealt honestly and straightforwardly with others. In contrast they portrayed their old Carthaginian rivals as proverbially treacherous, just as the late-seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English maligned the Dutch with expressions such as ‘Dutch courage’.


Once again there was an element of practicality to this. A reputation for keeping agreements and treaties, for reliable support of allies and fair treatment of defeated enemies, helped to foster future negotiations with other peoples. There was also a religious dimension. The Republic’s prosperity and success in warfare were held to rely on divine favour, confirmed in careful and regularly repeated ritual to placate the gods. Many of Rome’s temples were built by victorious generals who claimed at a moment of crisis in battle to have vowed to honour a god or gods in this way. Pietas – a much stronger concept than the modern idea of piety, for it embraced reverence for parents and ancestors as well as gods – was one of the quintessential Roman virtues. Part of this special relationship with the divine powers was the belief that Romans behaved in a proper way, dealing fairly with others and only fighting just wars to defend themselves or their friends.12


Plenty of other imperial powers have had a similar belief in their own virtue. The massacre of the Lusitanians gives a far grimmer illustration of Roman expansion, but before we return to Galba’s story it is worth looking at the wider picture, and seeking to understand what caused and drove the creation of the Roman Empire.


RICHES AND REPUTATION – THE DRIVE TO EMPIRE


These are not new questions. Polybius began his Universal History around the middle of the second century BC – roughly contemporary with Galba’s activities in Spain, although sadly his account of this has been lost – and for him one theme loomed larger than any other: ‘For who is so worthless or indolent as not to wish to know by what means and under what system of polity the Romans in less than fifty-three years have succeeded in subjecting nearly the whole inhabited world to their sole government – a thing unique in history?’13


Polybius wrote his book in Rome, where he was one of many hostages sent from Greece by the Achaean League of cities as surety of the good behaviour of their home communities. For a long time a guest in the household of a prominent Roman aristocratic family, the historian met many of the leading figures of the Republic and accompanied the famous Scipio Aemilianus when he captured and destroyed the great city of Carthage in 146 BC.14


How the Romans overcame the Carthaginians in the three Punic Wars features prominently in Polybius’ work. He described the Roman military system in some detail, praising it for its order, discipline and also its encouragement of individual bravery. He gave even more importance to the Republic’s political system, which he saw as a well-balanced mixed constitution combining elements of monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. Unlike most Greek citystates, which were prone to periodic revolution and over time would cycle through all of these systems, the Romans enjoyed stability and a truly unusual level of political and social unity. Roman strengths helped to explain the Republic’s long-term success, but Polybius also looked at events elsewhere and in particular the rivalries of the kingdoms and states of the Hellenic world.


Modern scholars have accepted some of this view but, since it dealt with how rather than why, have for a long time looked elsewhere to explain Roman conquests. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – an era when modern empires had colonised much of the globe – many were ready to take the Romans’ own claims at face value. Faced with hostile neighbours, the Romans fought only to protect themselves, and so won conflict after conflict and acquired an empire almost accidentally. More recently the pendulum swung to the opposite extreme, a view that crystallised among Englishspeaking academics in the years following the Vietnam War, and especially among scholars who had become adults in the decades after the Second World War. Deep discomfort with warfare of any sort, let alone overseas adventures, pervades this scholarship, which portrayed Rome’s political system, society and economy as driving the Republic to near-continuous aggressive warfare that was almost a biological necessity. Any talk of defence was a sham, and the Romans were active and determined predators who attacked other peoples year after year.15


The studies of these years showed how central a role war-making played in the life of the Republic. Victory in war brought senators the greatest glory and wealth from plunder, and opportunities for command came only when a man reached the higher magistracies. Galba was one of six elected praetors in 151 BC, but there were only two consuls – in this case Lucius Licinius Lucullus and Aulus Postumius Albinus. Competition for this highest and most prestigious of posts was fierce, and simple arithmetic tells us that most praetors would not go on to hold the consulship. If a man was lucky enough to be given a provincial command as praetor in a province with an army – something no longer true of Sicily and sometimes Sardinia and Corsica – and if he faced a military threat – or at least something that could be presented as one – and if he was able to win a decisive victory, then it greatly increased his prospects of becoming consul. The consuls could expect to receive the most important commands of the year, but the larger scale of a war often made it difficult to win a complete victory before their twelve months of office had expired.16


Magistrates usually spent several months in Rome before travelling out to their province. In 153 BC the start of the political year was changed from 15 March to 1 January to allow them to reach a distant province and still be able to use the spring and summer months for campaigning. Extension of command as proconsul or propraetor was the exception rather than the rule, since each year brought a fresh crop of magistrates equally eager to win glory. With many governors in province for just a year, and scarcely any for more than two years, there was little time for a man to gain local experience and most were impatient for a quick success.17


In 264 BC an ambitious consul had helped to convince the Senate to intervene in Sicily, provoking the First Punic War. In 198 BC the consul fighting against the Macedonian King Philip V began negotiations to end the war because he feared that he would be replaced and so a rival would gain credit for completing the victory. For a while he was willing to offer the king generous terms until he discovered that both consuls of 197 BC were to march against the Gallic tribes in northern Italy and thus his own command was to be extended by the Senate. He immediately broke off negotiations, renewed the conflict and was fortunate enough to win the decisive battle, after which he was able to impose a harsher peace treaty on Philip V and take for himself the credit for having won the Second Macedonian War. When the Third Macedonian War broke out in 172 BC, one of the year’s consuls was disappointed that the command in this war fell by lot to his colleague. Sent to Illyricum instead, he disdained the prospect of protecting a frontier against petty raids and instead began marching his army overland to Macedonia. A senatorial commission had to be sent to order him to return to his province.18


When Lucullus arrived in Nearer Spain in 151 BC he discovered that the war with the Arevaci, a Celtiberian people, had been concluded by his predecessor. Instead he attacked the Vaccaei, a tribal group allied to Rome. They were probably not wholly innocent victims, since they do seem to have raided other allied communities, but even so he had not been tasked with fighting them by the Senate. His methods were similar to those of Galba. Moving against the town of Cauca, he negotiated for the inhabitants to surrender on generous terms, but then broke his word and massacred many of them, selling the survivors into slavery. The next town surrendered and was granted terms which the governor kept, but the combination of cruelty and generosity failed to convince the third major community to submit when he approached it. Lucullus attacked and failed to take the town, so that his campaign ended in a sharp repulse.19


Other governors who went hunting for a triumph had rather more luck. In 189 BC the consul Cnaeus Manlius Vulso was given command in the Syrian War, but reached Asia Minor only to discover that his predecessor had already won it, defeating Antiochus the Great at Magnesia. Vulso led his army to the frontier with the Seleucids, trying and failing to provoke the king to break the peace treaty. Determined to win a major war, he instead launched an attack on the Galatians – three tribes who had migrated from Gaul in the third century BC
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