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 ‘Is it not crucial to try to understand the bewildering diversity of the real, from the most noble to the most abject?’


Javier Cercas


 


‘When I think of antiquity, the detail that frightens me is that those hundreds of millions of slaves on whose backs civilization rested generation after generation have left behind them no record whatever. We do not even know their names.’


George Orwell
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Author’s Note


When anyone writes about slavery in the ancient world, they are also writing about slavery as we know it in the modern world. Slavery has not been abolished in the twenty-first century; an estimated 50 million people live in slavery as I write this in 2024. When we write about ancient slavery, however, we are talking about a specific form of slavery, which in the modern world has just one real parallel in scale and horror: chattel slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean. Chattel slavery is a particular type of slavery in which the law defines the slave as the property of the slaver which can be bought, sold, willed, lent and used as a commodity. In this system, the children of enslaved women are born as property too. The Romans practised this form of slavery, as did every single other ancient culture, and so did the colonial settlers in the Americas and the Caribbean. The last person to have been captured and enslaved and trafficked to the USA, Matilda McCrear, was alive during the Second World War. The last American person to experience chattel slavery – Elizabeth Cash Green – died in 1975, when my mum was twenty. This is not the distant past, and apologists for American slavery both before and after abolition have used Roman slavery as a justification for centuries. They still do. The race ‘science’ developed to defend and justify slavery in the Americas remains embedded in modern law, culture and experience. It isn’t possible to write about Roman slavery without referencing modern slavery and its impacts on the modern world. And so, with that in mind, here are a few explanatory notes on my approach.


Firstly, terminology. The debate about whether to use the term ‘slave’ or ‘enslaved person’ has been going on for a long time in academic circles. Those who defend the continued use of ‘slave’ argue that it’s the easier term, that it accurately depicts the experience of the enslaved and that it is, generally, the term that most enslaved people would use to describe themselves. In that last one, they are not wrong. The corpus of Latin inscriptions contains innumerable epitaphs in which a dead Roman person described themselves with merely their name and the word servus – slave. However, those who advocate for the use of ‘enslaved person’ argue that this terminology highlights the human being at the centre of the narrative. It also emphasises that enslavement is a process of dehumanisation, often of violence, not a single act. The debate continues and there remains no such thing as a neutral term. I can only tell you my feelings on the situation and my reasons for preferring the term ‘enslaved person’.1 I believe that the word slave is inherently and deliberately dehumanising. The use of the word slave to describe a person, per se, legitimises slavery because it separates The Slave from the human.


In addition, ‘enslaved person’ is a deliberately awkward term, unlike ‘slave’, which is familiar and easy. Slave comes off the page and slides into your brain with a billion easy connotations, so you don’t even think about it. ‘Enslaved woman’ or ‘enslaved child’, on the other hand, goes down hard and forces the brain to stop for a millisecond. In that millisecond, the image of ‘the slave’ – invariably a chained man, almost certainly Black – is interrupted and you can imagine different images in that space. A woman, a child, a white Gaul with a moustache or a bronzed Greek with long curls. So in part, I have chosen to use this terminology to make reading this more difficult for you (and the audiobook more difficult for me) so that you have to really think about slavery and who experienced it. No need to thank me! For the same reason, I have chosen to use the Latin terms dominus (masculine) and domina (feminine) rather than master, mistress, enslaver or owner. The English terms contain racial and cultural baggage that is hard for a reader or writer to overcome. All contain the notion of whiteness, for example, removing the possibility of imagining a Roman slave owner with any other skin tone. Dominus/a interrupts this thought process too.


The second area of debate in writing about ancient slavery is the use of modern slave narratives. This used to be more controversial than it is now; it’s pretty commonplace now because the sources for Roman slavery are inadequate.


Overwhelmingly, the written sources from the Roman world were produced by enslavers of the very richest kind. The voices of the enslaved are almost entirely lost, save for glimpses of lives left in the epigraphic record (mostly in the form of tombstones) and the writings of some imperial freedmen. Even there, we can only access the voices of the literate and the urban, and those who complied with their enslaved condition enough either to be freed or to die in a good enough position to leave something of themselves behind. The illiterate, the shackled, the rebellious, the suicides and the runaways are all absent from the surviving historical record. None wrote of their experience of being captured or beaten, of stealing to survive or out of rebellion, of being sold or having a child sold to another farm or province or continent, all of which we know happened. We only know what their enslavers thought about those things, mostly through the lens of law or contracts.


The absence of sources leaves historians with few options. The entirely ‘objective’ approach would be not to include enslaved voices at all, but that’s obviously terrible. Alternatively, we can read between the lines. When Columella, a Roman senator, describes his irritation at his field slaves stealing grain on one of his three enormous estates, for example, we can read a person trying to feed themselves, or selling grain on the side to save some money, or just engaging in petty resistance.2 This we will certainly do. A lot. But we can also use sources from other historical eras and use them with a bit of imagination and massive caveat. For the example from Columella where he grumps about grain theft, we could turn to Harriet Jacobs’s account of being an enslaved child, given carefully weighed-out and meagre rations by a cruel mistress who deliberately spat in pots of food so that her slaves couldn’t eat her leftovers, and we feel the starvation or desperation or anger that drives a person to steal when they can. This must be done with full understanding and acknowledgement that the transatlantic enslavement of millions of Black people was a unique horror in human history; it focused on a single race of people and was justified by philosophies disguised as science that impacted and impacts free Black people in ways that ancient slavery did not. The experiences are not equal. But the testimonies of those enslaved in the Americas often explore the same issues raised by enslavers in the Roman Empire. They can clearly illuminate the world and experience of chattel slavery, of having your entire physical being subjugated to another’s will, of enduring and sometimes failing to endure relentless efforts to subdue the mind as well, of living between the dangled promise of freedom and the looming threat of the whip, and they can tell us what it felt like to be removed from the category of human.


Just as the stories of the emperors are sometimes joyful, sometimes horrific, sometimes poignant and sometimes downright weird, so too are the stories of slavery. There is enormous suffering because to be enslaved is to inherently suffer lack of freedom, and sometimes that also involved violence and horror. But enslaved people are people,  and they left fragments of themselves behind, so there are also  love stories, lifelong friendships, the high highs of winning freedom, and low lows of child sexual abuse. Tiny victories abound, and sometimes there are big ones too. Also, there’s some weird shit. There’s a lot of piss, for example. Sorry about that in advance.










Introduction


‘The principal division of the law of persons is as follows, namely, that all men are either free or slaves.’


Gaius, Institutes Book 11


 


Once upon a time, a wolf, skinny and starving, met a domestic dog. ‘My god,’ commented the wolf, ‘how sleek and shiny your coat is! How handsome you look! How is it that you are so well fed and comfortable while I, the stronger of us two, cannot catch enough to eat?’ Eager to help, the dog told him how: the wolf just needed to serve a master. ‘My master gives me food every day. He tosses me scraps from his table and spoils me with treats. And all I need to do is watch his door at night.’ Thinking of his lonely life in the cold woods, hunting and being hunted, starving and freezing, the wolf near jumped for joy at the prospect of a life of a comfortable bed and a full belly and agreed to follow the dog. But as the pair began their journey to the master, the wolf noticed something and hesitated. ‘What’s that mark on your neck?’ he asked. ‘What caused it?’ ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ replied the dog. ‘Just at daytime my master puts a collar on me and ties me in a kennel so I won’t bother him, and it chafes a bit.’ Pondering this, the wolf enquired whether the dog could leave if he ever tired of being a watchdog. ‘Well . . . no,’ the dog conceded. And with this the wolf was out. Trotting back into the cold, dark woods, he shouted over his shoulder, ‘I’d rather be hungry and free than a king in chains.’ This fable, says its Roman author Phaedrus, affirms the sweetness of freedom.2


The author knew the truth of this better than most. Originally from the area we know as the Balkans, Phaedrus spent a good part of his life enslaved in the house of the emperor Augustus. When he turned to writing fables (and translating Aesop into Latin), he included this simple lesson: no suffering is worse than the loss of freedom.


Roman history began on 21 April 753 BCE, when Romulus killed his brother and founded a new city in Italy. According to Roman myth, Romulus initially populated his city by opening its gates to any man who wanted a new start, no matter what they were fleeing in their former lives. To the horror of existing Italian cities, Romulus allowed enslaved men to enter and restored them to life as free citizens. Rome began as a sanctuary for men fleeing slavery. This open-mindedness didn’t last long, and indeed, it never extended to women. Within a couple of years, Romulus had stolen some (freeborn) women from his neighbours and settled into running his city like all the others in the ancient Mediterranean, which included practising slavery. Every society in the ancient world practised slavery and considered it to be a kind of grim but unremarkable part of human life. Occasionally, a philosopher such as Aristotle (384–322 BCE) might ponder whether slavery was natural or not with about the same contemporary cultural impact as Slavoj Žižek considering the nature of ‘true freedom’ from a Hegelian perspective in the 2020s. Interesting to those who are interested in such things, but not exactly Stephen King. For most ancient people, slavery was as much a part of life as breathing.


The core of ancient slavery was war, and most enslaved people for most of Roman history were enslaved in battle. For millennia, small city states spent their time battling one another over resources, and whenever one side beat the other, they took all the loser’s stuff and some of the losers too. These losers became slaves and the next time the two states fought their side might win and they could maybe go home. It was all awful, obviously, but the back and forth of people was largely balanced. It took the Romans a long time to fuck this situation up into something truly appalling, but if they had a talent it was making things appalling and so they succeeded eventually. For a few centuries, they participated in generalised competitive warfare between neighbours in central Italy, but in 509 BCE, they overthrew their monarchy, introduced elected magistrates and started rewarding individuals for military success with money and power. Slowly but inexorably, the Romans became a terrifyingly dominant military force who made ‘Being the Best at Fighting’ their entire personality. Over about 250 years, Rome conquered the entire Italian Peninsula and forced all the states to submit to Roman rule. Then Romans started crossing the sea, like a virus, turning up with their unbeatable armies in Sicily, the Iberian Peninsula, North Africa, Greece and West Asia, and stabbing the people they found there until they stopped fighting.


The story of Rome became a story of unmitigated conquest, but they still stuck to the old rules: the winner got to take all the loser’s stuff and as many of the losers as they could carry. By 200 BCE, however, the Romans could carry an awful lot of losers and that became a problem. In 295 BCE, the Romans captured 1,740 people in the sack of Perusia in Italy. In 262 BCE, they captured 25,000 from Agrigentum.3 By the time Julius Caesar was fighting in Gaul in the 50s BCE, he could claim to have enslaved a million people.4 Roman dominance in battle unbalanced the old slavery system, and unbalanced the Roman economy.


The turning point in Roman history, when they shifted from being fairly normal ancient Mediterranean slavers like everyone else into a gargantuan imperial economy based entirely on slavery, came in 146 BCE with the destruction of Carthage. The Romans claimed they took 50,000 slaves from Carthage itself, and the annihilation of Carthage as a Mediterranean power also allowed them to take men, women and children from the whole of North Africa and the Levant. They flooded the markets with human chattel, sold cheap, at the same time that Roman citizens were becoming the owners of huge tracts of farmland in the highly fertile, brand new North African and Levantine provinces. Land, slaves and money deluged Rome and made the Romans so rich they didn’t know what to do with themselves except turn on one another. They started building homes and villas the size of temples and filling those with enslaved people just as they filled their fields and warehouses with enslaved labour.


It is at the point when Rome defeated Carthage that the Roman Empire as we know it really came into being. Slave labour very rapidly became the foundation of that empire’s economy, which means that the economy of the empire simply could not function without slavery. By the time Julius Caesar was born in 100 BCE, slavery underpinned every facet of Roman social and economic life and was embedded in every single Roman space. Caesar was born into a world that had perhaps the most extensive and socially integrated slave system in history. By the end of the Roman Republic, enslaved people ran bureaucracies and dug wells; they toiled barefoot in fields and wore purple tunics while sipping from golden cups. There was no one single ‘Roman slave’ or a universal experience, except that in the eyes of the law, none was a person. This situation developed with the empire, slowly and then all at once.


Between 146 and 27 BCE, aka the Late Republic, the Romans spent a lot of their time fighting one another and perfecting their slave system. It is in this period that the three so-called Servile Wars occurred, of which Spartacus’ notorious revolt (73–71 BCE) was the last. Each of these wars were attempts by the huge numbers of enslaved captives to disrupt the Roman reliance on slave labour and they all failed in that respect. Horribly. They simply taught the Romans how to be more successful slavers. During this brutal and bloody century, even by Roman standards, Romans fought foreign wars of conquest and fought their own captives, and in any moment they had left, they fought other Romans. They fought and fought until only one man with an army was left: in 27 BCE the repulsive little warlord Octavian officially transitioned into sacred elder statesman Augustus, ended all foreign wars of expansion and initiated the period of Roman history we now call either the Imperial Period or the Pax Romana.5


In terms of slavery, this precipitated a major and perhaps unique change in the system. For the first time, Romans stopped refilling their supply of slave labour by capturing people in war because they had reduced the number of wars they fought to a bare minimum. By the turn of the millennium, as 1 BCE ticked over into 1 CE (there is no year 0), most enslaved people in the empire were not born free but born into slavery. You see, Romans practised a chattel slavery system where enslaved humans were legally property with as many rights as a cow, and where children born to enslaved mothers were enslaved in the womb. Thus, the end of war as a primary occupation didn’t hurt the slave economy because the enslaved resupplied themselves.


The Roman Empire was built on slavery. Slavery existed in Rome from its foundation, relentless conquest swelled the ranks of the enslaved within Roman borders to ludicrous numbers, and slavery underpinned every glory of the Roman world. Empire and slavery are both forms of domination that Romans revelled in. Demographers estimate that between 20 and 35 per cent of the population of the Roman Empire were enslaved.6 Few people acknowledge this fact, and even fewer acknowledge Roman slavery to be as pervasive or as cruel as it was. There is a myth of Roman slavery in which it seems all kindly and cosy, closer to Downton Abbey than 12 Years a Slave. Twentieth-century historians of Roman slavery like William Linn Westermann often quoted Pliny the Younger’s self-congratulatory letter in which he says that he will honour his slaves’ wills as long as their beneficiaries are in his household, and that sometimes he even frees them on their deathbeds (so benevolent!) with a totally straight face as ‘a notable example of liberality’.7 Seneca’s philosophical essay on slavery, containing his smug reminder that slaves are humans, is trotted out just as often to prove that Roman slavery was not that bad for some people and perhaps even a net positive if Seneca owned you.8 Until Mary Beard finally replaced it with her (excellent) SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome (2015), Jérôme Carcopino’s Daily Life in Ancient Rome (1941) was the standard popular text on Roman life. (It’s still in print today.) Carcopino declares openly that ‘[t]he practical good sense of the Romans, no less than the fundamental humanity instinctive to their peasant hearts, always kept them from showing cruelty towards the servi. They had always treated their slaves with consideration as Cato treated his plough oxen . . . slavery in Rome was neither eternal nor, while it lasted, intolerable.’9 Treated like oxen. Just what I always wanted.


The main aim of this book is to undermine this irritatingly persistent myth that to be enslaved by the Romans was so benign as to be practically a privilege, and to emphasise that the sentiments expressed by Phaedrus’ wolf should be our guiding light. For too long, historians have read the statements of slave owners as truthful and objective, rather than the self-conscious constructions of those justifying slave ownership. I’m sorry (I’m not), but: Fuck that. Roman slavery was indeed chattel slavery, where the enslaved person was legally and practically reduced to personal property which could be bought, sold and treated like furniture. The children born to enslaved women were born into slavery and many of them died in slavery too. Generations of families lived and died as the property of other people without any rights, without any control over their lives or bodies, and sometimes without hope.


Enslaved people in the Roman Empire had their own world, their own experiences, their own desires, bodies, feelings and needs, which differed from those of the mega-rich and free. They also differed from each other. There was no single universal experience of Roman slavery, regardless of what the textbooks want you to believe. Dorcas, the professional ornatrix, was born into slavery as a member of the imperial family on Capri, trained in the art of hairdressing and make-up. She ended up living on the Palatine as one of the many women responsible for the empress Livia’s hair. Dorcas did not have the same experience in life as a Pannonian man captured in battle, paraded in Tiberius’ Triumph and sent to work in a chain gang on one of his Italian vineyards, though both were slaves owned by the imperial family in the same decade.10 The lives of enslaved people in the Roman Empire were as rich and varied and interesting as those of the free and powerful, and I am going to tell you about them.


This book is, in essence, an act of remembrance, for all the enslaved people who populated the world of the Roman Empire. History (with a capital H) has worked hard to erase these millions of people from our image of Rome; the ancient historians saw no reason to include something as unremarkable as slavery in their accounts and modern historians (outside of the academy) have too frequently been too willing to reproduce the ancient vision of Glorious Rome and its benevolent empire. Enslaved lives have been silenced at every stage of the making of Roman history, from the writing of the sources to the creation of the archives, to the production of histories and narratives.11 To give them voice again is hard and sometimes not fun, it’s patchy and weird, but it’s worth it to remember these lives that existed, and to complicate the picture of Rome.










PART ONE:


ENTERING SLAVERY


 


 


We are going to begin with the processes of enslaving people in the Roman Empire. Roman culture understood that there were two main pathways to slavery: people were captured in war or were born a slave. Romans understood war to be the foundation of slavery, and human chattel to be one of the major spoils of war, so that is where we will start. The scale of Roman warfare meant that the Roman army took many millions of people into slavery at the point of a military sword. At the same time, the scale of the Roman slave system meant that enormous numbers of enslaved women had children every year, bringing many millions of babies into slavery. This meant that enslaved women became mothers, enslaved men became fathers, enslaved children became siblings. People lived full lives with multiple identities. Families emerged in slavery and endured until death. Love could blossom and survive.


Outside of these two pathways, freeborn people sometimes found themselves trapped in slavery through criminal means. Pirates and bandits constantly roamed the empire, kidnapping travellers and selling them for profit to fulfil the Romans’ insatiable desire for enslaved labour.


Enslavement is a process, not just a moment in time. People captured or kidnapped or born to slavery rarely accept their fate without a fight. Slaves have to be made through a long, brutal process of domination, violence and the stripping of dignity. The details are harrowing, and I am sorry about that. Blame the Romans. Blame the institution of slavery, which had to fight every day and with the most horrific means to crush human will through terror and instil crippling shame into as many enslaved people as possible, as often as possible. To avoid the details of how Romans brutalised, terrorised and destroyed human beings for profit would be to do the people who experienced it a disservice and, after all this time, I think they deserve a full reckoning of their lives.










1


War Captives


‘Servi are so called because generals have a custom of selling their prisoners and thereby saving (servare) them rather than killing them.’


Gaius, Institutes Book 11


 


For a long time, possibly for most of Roman history, captives taken in siege and battle and raid provided most of the fodder for the Roman slave economy. Economic and demographic historians (all men) have been arguing for decades over precisely what proportion of Rome’s enslaved population was made up of newly captured enemies of the empire at various points, but those arguments are dense and inherently based on assumptions (including the surprisingly frequent belief that there were no women taken into slavery) so we will be leaving them to one side for now. What we do know for sure is that every year that the Roman Empire existed, from the first time they attacked a neighbouring city until maybe the sixth century CE, the Roman army removed individuals from their homes and absorbed them into the Roman economy as a slave. This process was always violent, painful and often involved intense cruelty.


This process is not unique to Romans. The Persian Empire didn’t run on volunteer labour either. It was a generally accepted part of ancient warfare that those who lost ended up imprisoned and sometimes enslaved. Prisoners and people counted merely as part of the booty of war, little different from the bronzes and silver that filled an army’s wagons after a victory. In particular, Romans seemed to consider everyone who was already enslaved within a conquered population to be part of the spoils of war. Enslaved people were, after all, moveable property of potentially great worth. Just as Romans took nice tables and women’s earrings, so too they took enslaved people. Three times, for example, the Roman historian Livy refers to enslaved people as part of the general and sometimes disappointing spoils of war. Pity the poor enslaved individuals of Cissus, sacked c. 218 BCE, who were abandoned in the city by the free people who fled and took their expensive slaves with them. Those left dealing with the ego blow of learning they were deemed too cheap to save were then confronted with the looks of disgust on the faces of the Roman soldiers who reluctantly looted them, complaining all the time about their worthlessness as spoils.2


One of the many millions of people captured by the Romans and sold into slavery was a man who died in Ravenna in the first century BCE. He wrote his own story, on his own tombstone, so that everyone who saw it would know what he endured and what he survived:


Gaius Julius Mygdonius, Parthian in origin. Born a free man and captured as a boy, given away to Roman territory. When helpful fate made me a Roman citizen, I began to save for when I became 50 years old. Ever since my youth I have wanted to reach my old age. Now, stone, receive me willingly; with you I shall be released from my worries.3


Gaius Julius Mygdonius wasn’t the name he was given by his father, and it wasn’t the name he bore when the Romans captured him, nor was it the name he was called on his travels to Italy or during his life in slavery. At some point he became merely Mygdonius to his captors and his enslavers, which simply denotes him as a person from Mygdonia (Bulgaria and northern Greece).4 Mygdonius describes himself as a Parthian, which means he was from ancient Persia.5


Captured in war as a child, we know that he experienced Roman war, possibly a Roman siege. Eyewitness accounts of Roman war terrify even across a few thousand years of distance. When the Romans breached the walls of a city, they killed, indiscriminately, everyone they came across, following their orders to ‘kill all they came across, sparing none, and to not start pillaging until the signal was given’. Bodies filled the streets. Not just of humans, but of dogs and horses cut in half, says the Greek historian Polybius who was himself taken captive in a Roman assault.6 The soldiers raped and killed until they were exhausted.7


We have two eyewitness accounts of the process of being taken as a captive by the Romans. Though sadly neither is by someone who was themselves enslaved, because both were too noble for slavery, they are by non-Roman witnesses to Roman war. The first comes from the works of Polybius, a Greek statesman from the fantastically named city of Megalopolis who ended up first a captive in Rome following the Third Macedonian War in 168 BCE, and then a tutor to Scipio Aemilianus. When Scipio grew up and became the leading general in the third war against Carthage, he took Polybius along with him – rather against Polybius’ will – and Polybius eventually wrote an account of what he saw during this time. The second account comes from Josephus, a Jewish scholar and leader born Yosef ben Matittyahu in Galilee who fought against the Romans in the Jewish War and was taken captive after the brutal siege of Yodfat in 67 CE. He accompanied the emperors Vespasian and Titus for the rest of the war until the sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE. Titus then took him back to Rome, where he developed a nice line in explaining Jewish history to the Romans and Roman history to the Jews.


Both Polybius and Josephus wrote accounts of the Roman process of taking and organising their captives following a battle or siege and, although they were writing 200 years apart, they are remarkably consistent. For a start, the life stories of both men provide useful examples that show that it was not local elites who were being enslaved by the Romans. Status protected people in captivity as it did in life and no Macedonian or Bithynian leader ever ended up chained in a field in Sicily. The people who the Romans took captive and enslaved were the poor, the workers and the already enslaved.


Mygdonius was one of these non-elites who survived the Roman onslaught. Still breathing when the signal came to stop the slaughter and start the pillage, Mygdonius became booty. Rounded up from his hiding place by a towering, battle-scarred soldier of Rome, he then waited to find out his fate. After hours, maybe days, of waiting the commander appeared to divide his captives; a tedious administrative job for a Roman general, but for Mygdonius and his fellow captives, perhaps the most important day of their lives. Would they be executed or enslaved? Would the general allow them to be ransomed, and was there anyone to ransom them?


Mygdonius was too lowly to be ransomed or taken into a relatively luxurious prison as a hostage, a fate open only to those blessed with noble blood.8 The choices facing him were death or slavery, and he was granted slavery. The Roman lawyers believed that slaves were called servi because generals saved (servare) them from death and so it was with Mygdonius. He was not given to the soldiers as a prize, or sent into public slavery, or kept as a treat by the general; he was simply sold there and then to the slave traders who followed the Roman army on even the smallest missions to take their booty and turn it into profit.9


Both Polybius and Josephus offer detailed breakdowns of individual sieges and the aftermath in which the huddled, terrified inhabitants of cities were divided up into categories and sent off to new lives. Polybius describes the short and (relatively) uneventful siege of New Carthage (Cartegena, Spain) in 209 BCE. Scipio took the city in a matter of days and without much struggle but still ‘as is the Roman custom’ sent his troops to slaughter the population without mercy, dismembering not just the people but also their animals and burning their homes until they had the New Carthaginian general in custody. This worked pretty fast because, well, it would. Start cutting a person’s children and dogs in half in front of them and they do tend to despair.


Within a few hours Scipio had accepted the unconditional surrender of his Carthaginian counterpart. The next day, he set to dividing up the booty, including the 10,000 prisoners. First, says Polybius, Scipio removed the political men with their wives and children and, asking them to look kindly on the Romans, he let them go free. This act of clemency was extended only to the city’s political elite.


The next group to be identified were the craftsmen or artisans, people like stonemasons and carpenters. These 2,000 men he made slaves of the Roman Republic, publicly owned to ply their trade for the good of their enemy. Then, Scipio picked out the strongest young men and condemned them to serve in the Roman navy as oarsmen. He also promised these men that if they helped him win the war and didn’t, y’know, die in hideous ancient naval battle or drown in the Mediterranean, he would free them when it was all over. All the rest of the prisoners, he handed over to the proper officials to be sold to the dealers who followed the armies. Polybius recorded these details because he believed Scipio to be uniquely merciful and moderate and to have generally demonstrated that the Romans were a great bunch of lads. The fates of the men, women and children who were stripped, eyeballed and sold on the auction block were of no more interest to him than the fates of the individual silver coins taken from the city’s treasury. They were merchandise now to be dealt with as property, not people.


As Cicero finished a minor campaign in Cilicia, he wrote a long letter to his bestie Atticus describing his adventures and finished up by saying that the only plunder he had kept for himself were the captives being sold at that moment. ‘As I write, I have 120,000 sesterces on the block,’ he said, reducing all those poor people to cold cash and naked bodies.10


Josephus describes pretty much the exact same process happening in Judea in 69 CE. There, the Roman generals were less interested in winning the goodwill of the population they had defeated and so Josephus claims that, in total, the Roman army took 97,000 people into slavery in the Jewish War, which is more people than can fit in Wembley Stadium. He describes Vespasian dividing up the captives at Tarichaea in Galilee, executing 1,200 of the elites, sending 6,000 of the strongest young men to dig Nero’s folly of a canal in Greece and selling 30,400 people on the auction block.11 These numbers blur. They are simply too big to conceptualise as individuals. 30,400 Mygdoniuses. 30,400 of your child, your mum, your brother. 30,400 human beings. A year later, after the sack of Jerusalem, the Roman general decided to divide the captives up by age and looks: ‘he selected the tallest and most handsome of the youth and reserved them for the triumph; of the rest, those over seventeen years of age he sent in chains to the works in Egypt, while multitudes were presented by Titus to the various provinces to be destroyed in the theatres by the sword or by wild beasts; those under seventeen were sold.’12 Very few of these would ever know freedom again; most would die hideously. Every one of them would be chained by the neck and ankle and wrist and led on nightmare journeys across deadly seas to foreign places. Every one of them would be beaten, at least as part of the process of making a free person realise that they were no longer a person, of turning a human into a slave.


Thus, with thousands of others, Mygdonius was chained at the neck and the leg, the cold metal resting heavily on his collarbone, chafing at his ankle, rubbing his skin raw and red. We see how enslaved people moved across the empire in the tombstone of Aulos Kapreilios Thimotheos, a dealer in slaves who had a line of eight chained men carved into his 2-metre-high memorial.13 This was the first step in Mygdonius’ transformation from a person into a slave, a life which hung between life and death.14 Maybe he thought about escaping, maybe he thought about suicide as he walked from the city to the sea, and then endured the Mediterranean crossing. Many, many men and women killed themselves on the boats to escape the violence and humiliation they knew lay ahead of them.15


But Mygdonius always had hope. He says so himself. ‘Ever since I was young, I have wanted to reach my old age.’16 Captured as a child, Mygdonius clung to the dream of survival. Through his sale into imperial slavery, through the erasure of his old self and the creation of a new person: Mygdonius, the slave known only by his place of origin. Through his grinding years of enslavement, and his tireless work that finally led to him being freed. Through his third renaming, taking on Gaius Julius, the names of the people who enslaved him. Through it all, he remained a free Parthian in his heart. He saved and saved and worked and saved so that when he died, in his old age, his ashes could be interred in a huge sarcophagus of marble and the important facts of who he really was – free, freed, rejecting the slavery that sought to erase him – could be proclaimed forever to all who passed by.


The ancient sources like to boast about the Roman ability to utterly destroy a population and will often give figures to demonstrate the brutal and uncompromising nature of the Romans, or the totality of their victories. Roman numbers cannot be trusted (they like to round up) so their numbers are imaginary, meant to give a sense of scale rather than a specific accounting, but if they aim to inspire shock and awe then they succeed. Even before the massive wars, when Rome was simply fighting other Italian city states, the numbers of people taken prisoner and sold into slavery by the Romans are eyewatering. Livy totals 69,000 people enslaved in just four years between 297 and 293 BCE; that’s more than three times the size of the village I grew up in, and that’s the largest village in England! A generation later, during the first war against Carthage, the Roman army could take 25,000 people into slavery from a single town in Sicily, and by the time Julius Caesar had finished fighting in Gaul he could boast that he had personally enslaved one million people.17 After the final destruction of Carthage in 146 BCE, the Roman army took so many prisoners from around the Mediterranean and sold so many of them into slavery that it fundamentally changed the make-up of the Italian countryside and the entire Roman economy.18


This process of violent capture followed by dispassionate and arbitrary division decided the fates of millions over the course of the Roman Empire. Very few narratives of real people’s experiences survive from the ancient world, mostly I suspect because the vast majority of people elite enough to have left behind a written account of their lives were not enslaved and those who were enslaved ended up in situations where they did not have access to writing or epigraphy.FN1 Pliny the Elder, in his glorious encyclopaedia, lists a few famous people who arrived in Rome as captives, were sold as slaves and managed to win freedom with their extraordinary talents. Allegedly, Publilius Syrus, the inventor of Roman mime, Manlius Antiochus, the first astronomer in Rome, and Stabirius Eros, the first Roman grammarian, all arrived as captives on the same ship from Syria in around 100 BCE.19


From fragments of what is known about them, we can piece together shades of their lives. Stabirius Eros, for example, was certainly not born with either of those names. He was Syrian, possibly also from Antioch like Manlius and Publilius. When the Romans captured him as a child, they took him from his home and gave him the name Eros. Romans absolutely loved giving enslaved men funny Greek names like Eros (love), Onesimus (useful) and Felix (lucky).FN2


Eros was educated enough already such that he could develop the discipline of Roman grammar once he learned Latin, so you might think that he earned his freedom through his intellect and hard work. He did, but not from the person who initially bought him. As an adult, Eros was put up for sale in a public auction – a profoundly humiliating event – and had to purchase himself through an intermediary using his own savings. The intermediary then freed him and he took the surname of that person, Stabirius.20 He was then able to set himself up as a teacher of grammar and ended up teaching both Cassius and Brutus, who later went on to totally stab Caesar.


Publilius Syrus, on the other hand, did earn his freedom while still young. He apparently arrived as a child in Rome and was purchased to work in the house of the Publili family where he won the attention of his dominus with his hilarious wit. The main example of his childhood brilliance is a quip he made when his dominus saw an enslaved man suffering from dropsy lying miserably in the baking hot midday sun.FN3 When the dominus shouted at the poor guy and asked what the hell he was doing (suffering, man, he was suffering!), Syrus quipped that he was ‘heating up water’.21 Hilarious! This kind of thing won him freedom, won him popularity on the Roman stage, won him theatrical contests in front of Julius Caesar himself and eventually won him immortal fame through the publication of a collection of Wise Sayings. And here we are still reading about him and his wit.


Pliny recorded the names of these men because they lived exceptional lives. Arrival in Rome – or any other city – in chains and suffering the indignity of being sold in public with chalk on your feet (which denoted a foreign import) rarely presaged an illustrious end of life. Notably, all of the people that Pliny cites as interesting cases of foreign slaves made good arrived in Rome as children where they were purchased for domestic work because they were seen as trainable and malleable and where they had access to education. As we shall see from the Servile Wars, the first two of which were started by men who came from Syria at almost the same time as Publilius Syrus and Stabirius Eros, most adult men and women ended up in very different circumstances.


Captive taking and enslavement was a part of Roman life from the very start to the very end. No single year passed in Roman history when they weren’t fighting someone and taking captives in raids and skirmishes. We can assume that basically every single day a person who had been taken in war, turned into a slave, had their name changed and language changed and life changed, had to wander around their city and look with complex feelings upon the astonishing amount of art that Romans made depicting sad captives wailing and being brutalised. It always shocks me, no matter how long I study and write about the Romans, how much they loved brutalising people. They loved it! They revelled in it!22 Sure emperors and generals put harrowing images of men, women and children being taken captive on their triumphal arches and columns, but normal Romans also made amulets of prisoners tied up and looking sad and wore them as jewellery, and made incredibly expensive jewellery that depicted women being dragged by the hair across the floor and wore it about. How many Parthian children had to look at images of Parthian men being led to their deaths on the Arch of Septimius Severus in the Forum? The private artwork was more likely to be seen by people who had direct personal experience of the Roman army as an invading, raping, brutalising, enslaving force. One can’t help but wonder what it was like for enslaved Syrians and Britons and Ethiopians to dust – or even make – the mass-produced plaques depicting triumphal processions where their people walked in subjugation beside a celebrating Roman general which hung in some private homes, or the silver cups and gems given as gifts by emperors depicting conquered barbarians cowering beneath a glorious Roman.23


The Romans put these images on their public art to celebrate how much the gods loved them, how they had won glory, but there is something deeply weird and uncomfortable in how much they wanted to show the suffering of those they conquered and took captive, how they luxuriated in the despair and sadness on the faces of the captives, even on tiny objects like coins with bound captives. It speaks to something dark in the Roman soul, and I wonder what it felt like to be a person who was captured, chained, enslaved and who now needed to tolerate the Romans in order to survive, and to become Roman in order to thrive. For people like Mygdonius and Publilius Syrus who witnessed horror as children, who charmed their Roman domini, and won over a Roman public, how did it feel to earn a coin celebrating their enslavement? We can never know; we can only imagine what it was to swallow that pain, to move on and fall in love and have children. Which is what a lot of enslaved people did, and how the Romans kept their slave supply moving in times of Roman peace.
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Born a Slave


‘To women, too, who are unusually prolific, and who ought to be rewarded for the bearing of a certain number of offspring, I have granted exemption from work and sometimes even freedom after they had reared many children.’


Columella, On Agriculture1


 


For someone who has never had children, I think a lot about childbirth. In particular, I think about how absent it is from the historical record. As domestic women’s business, written sources only consider childbirth and labour to be interesting if a famous man’s wife died while doing them, and even then only sometimes. The pregnancies and birth experiences of even the most elite women are gaps in history that can be filled in only with the broadest brushstrokes from fragments of evidence and that is a big enough loss. The experiences of enslaved women who became pregnant, gave birth, whether they survived or died, cannot be filled in with anything but imagination. All we have is incontrovertible evidence that millions of enslaved people had children, conceived in slavery, born into slavery, and often dying in slavery.


I can, for example, tell you for a fact that at some point in the second century CE, in Lecce, southern Italy, a woman named Tryphe contracted and probably screamed and bled as she gave birth to her son Hermes because twenty-four years later he died – still enslaved – and she had to write his tombstone: ‘To the gods, Hermes slave of Sisennae, who lived 24 years, lies here. His mother Tryphe made this.’2 I don’t know who was with her when she felt her first contraction or who told her to push or cut the umbilical cord, or where she was when she held her scrunchy gooey baby for the first time, whether she wanted a baby or not or how he was conceived or if she even named her own child, but I know she lived and she was a mother and she had a child she loved.


I can tell you that in Carthage, once upon a time, a man and woman lived together and had a daughter. They were called Asiaticus and Cupita and they were owned by the emperor they never saw on one of his far-away African estates. Their daughter was named Asia and she also died when she was twenty-four years old. The couple couldn’t afford a tombstone by themselves so a friend chipped in to make sure that she was remembered – so here I am remembering her. A whole family came into being and one by one died in slavery.3


Millions of epitaphs survive from the Roman Empire, covering a millennium in time and millions of kilometres in space. An awful lot of them were written by enslaved people commemorating their families, their mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters, and children, and sometimes even grandparents and grandchildren. They reveal a world in which tiny infants born to Persian mothers toddled around elderly women born in Algeria, eight-year-old boys from Syria learned from sixty-year-old men from Ethiopia, pregnant nineteen-year-olds from Egypt felt the first quickening of their child and screamed in labour and gave birth to babies in windowless rooms with their Gaulish husbands. In this way, the slave supply reproduced itself. Family could be both a comfort and a privilege for enslaved people and an economic benefit for enslavers, and it can be studied from both perspectives.


One can take an economic and demographic approach and question whether Roman slavers engaged in explicit ‘breeding’ programmes like those we see in the USA after 1808, where ‘slave breeding’ is defined as ‘the coercive reproduction of slave labourers for sale and resale’.4 Demographers have had some fairly intense arguments about this question and about what proportion of the Roman slave supply was produced through ‘natural increase’ versus importation.5 Such questions are intellectually interesting but nearly unanswerable. As with all questions of this sort, they rely on assumptions.


We genuinely don’t know whether Roman enslavers engaged in coerced reproduction because we don’t see any explicit evidence of such a thing. The only evidence we have at all is a single legal opinion from the third century CE which says that the children of enslaved women cannot be considered ‘fruits’ or ‘profits’ of an estate in the same way that rents from buildings or animals are because ‘it is not customary to purchase women for breeding purposes’.6 Gross sentence, yuk. Obviously, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, because we don’t have the voices of any enslaved women, but without evidence of ‘slave breeding’ we can’t talk about it. What we can talk about is the fact that Roman slavers very often encouraged the people they enslaved to have children, with incentives for women to have as many kids as possible, and that they considered it to be normal for enslaved people to have spouses and children. The legal sources, which mostly date from the second century CE onwards, refer repeatedly to the legal issues that can arise from enslaved women who have children and from incentives offered by domini for women to reproduce, some of which are more obviously hypothetical than others.


One example refers to an imaginary woman named Arescusa who has been promised her freedom if she has three children for her dominus. She gives birth to one child and then becomes pregnant with triplets. The question arose ‘whether any and if so which of the triplets is free’.7 The recorded opinion of the legal scholar is that Arescusa becomes free at the point that her third child was born, which is the second of the triplets: ‘There should be no doubt that the last triplet is born free . . . the one born last comes forth out of a free woman.’ Other laws fret about the theft of pregnant women (is the child in her womb also stolen property?), whether a pregnancy counts as a defect when women are being purchased from the auction block (no, because ‘the greatest and most important function of women is to have babies’), and who owns children born to women who are being borrowed by someone else (the original dominus).8


The law preserves and reinforces the perspective of the slave society, and is really only interested in ownership of property so all the legal scholars talk about enslaved people, pregnant people and enslaved children with the exact tone they use for fields, trees and buildings. Only occasionally does the law acknowledge that these are people they are talking about and that human emotions come into play. At one point, the jurist Ulpian, musing on the buying and selling of people, noted that ‘often’ slaves are returned to the seller even though there is nothing wrong with them because a ‘defective’ slave is being returned and ‘they cannot be separated without being inconvenienced, or without doing violence to natural affection’. At which he ponders, without reaching a conclusion, how far ‘natural affection’ should be allowed to extend without ripping off the purchaser.9


We don’t really need the law to tell us that enslaved people had families and children, though, or that huge numbers of people entered Roman slavery by being born directly into it. The epigraphic record is absolutely rife with enslaved people defining themselves by their family units, mostly their marital relationships or as parents. Epitaphs show us that people formed families and had children not because they were incentivised to but because they wanted to. Legally, none of their relationships existed. In Roman law, the slave was a non-person, alienated from human connections. Their marriages were not real in the eyes of the state, they had no legal parents or children, and nothing protected them. But they did it anyway, and called one another husband and wife, son and daughter on their tombstones. Romans were nothing if not pragmatic and Romans culturally understood both that enslaved people were people who would form bonds whether domini ‘allowed’ them to or not. They understood that there was absolutely nothing to be gained from preventing families from growing in slavery. From the perspective of the dominus, ties of marital and biological affinity within his household increased an enslaved person’s connection to the household and fostered loyalty and obedience which discouraged running away and sabotage. As a result, generation after generation of children were born into and died in slavery. In Asia Minor at one point there was a bit of a fad for building pre-emptive monuments and listing everyone who was allowed to be buried there, sort of like buying burial plots in advance and also making the tombstone in advance. One of these was purchased by three enslaved brothers – Pheidas, Maron and Eudaimon – who clubbed together to build a tomb for themselves, their wives, their parents and their future children.10 They assumed that there would be three generations of their family born into and dying in slavery, all to be buried together.


I find the dedication of enslaved people to the institution of marriage and family to be profoundly heartwarming. Written sources by enslavers reduce enslaved people to either a job title or property, and some Roman domini liked to write about how to foster competition, animosity and suspicion among enslaved populations. Most famously, Cato the Elder (of ‘Carthage must be destroyed’ fame) liked to keep his household in constant fights with one another so that they couldn’t plot against him, because he was an unbearable prick.11 More commonly, domini encouraged enslaved people in every situation to spy and inform on one another, to compete for promotions, rewards and favour and be constantly jostling for position in the household hierarchy. The law forbade enslaved people from having real marriages or from having any control over their children. To form and maintain and celebrate a loving family unit within that environment feels like a small resistance to the dehumanisation of slavery. In the epigraphy, we see families enduring in slavery, sisters and brothers and parents clinging to one another as a unit within the wider unit of the slave household, and a desire to have a deceased person remembered as a sibling or a child or a parent who experienced love. Some of these are expensive and heart-wrenching. Little three-year-old Gratus, for example, who died and whose ashes were placed in the columbarium of the Statilii family sometime during the first decades of the first century CE. Both his parents paid to write and erect a poetic memorial to the little boy:


Receive gently in your embrace, oh earth, the untimely bones of Gratus, buried in the proper way, and cherish them. The fates denied him four orbits of Phoebus [four years] and both parents mourn him who was taken from them. What use is it to live with charm and wit and to have made everyone love him with his kindness? Did such qualities of one so beloved increase his life? Alas, such a disgusting theft by Dis.12


From mourning the child’s sweet nature to raging impotently at the cruel gods, Gratus’ parents, who were enslaved in an aristocratic household, wept for their child and wanted people to remember that he existed and that he was perfect. Others are short and sweet: Hermeros, lived 25 years, from his brother Nicerotius; Logas, footman of Messalina, aged 16, your mother Aphrodisia made this; Faustinus, his father Faustus and mother Euochia made this for their most tender son.13 All these come from the same columbarium, the same household. All represent children born slaves, increasing the pool of slave labour in the Roman Empire as much as they increased the amount of love in the world.


We do not know what having a child in Roman slavery looked or felt like, but we can imagine it was a fraught experience. On the one hand, you bore a child into slavery, a position which at the very best encompassed lack of control, uncertainty, dependence and social shame. This experience is exemplified in the fact that mothers and fathers (probably) could not and did not name their own children in urban households.14 Children were property of the dominus or domina, and from the moment of their birth, their future lay in the hands of these people, not the parents. In some cases, babies were sent away to country estates to be raised by foster parents until they were old enough to have their value as workers judged and a decision made about whether to educate or train them, or leave them in the country if they were too ugly or odd to keep around the urban house.15


This happened especially if the parents were needed elsewhere. A domina can’t be going without her favourite dresser just because she had a kid. Better that the dresser gets back to work. Or maybe someone noble just had a baby and needs a wet nurse. No point wasting all that good milk. Thus, the new mother is put to work feeding and nurturing a child that is not her own while her own baby is sent away to some country estate to be nurtured and raised by strangers.16 On the other hand, these babies would at least grow up to have a privileged position within the social hierarchy of the house. They called themselves vernae, which meant home-bred or indigenous, and, because humans are incapable of having four people in a room without forming a pecking order, they were treated as ‘better slaves’ than those who were purchased. To be a verna was to be treasured a little more by the dominus because vernae were believed to be more trustworthy, more docile, better trained and less suspicious than other slaves. They got better jobs and more opportunities and, by the look of the epitaphs, they were often fairly proud of their status as just a little bit better than their peers.17


Some of these vernae clearly stayed in the household getting under everyone’s feet and being simultaneously adorable and gross as kids are, because they were commemorated in the city when they died at two or three or five years old. Not all of these can have been fathered by the dominus, though some certainly were. We will talk about the sexual use and abuse of enslaved people in detail later (sorry in advance), but suffice to say right now that all enslaved people (and I am sorry again about this bit) from infancy were legally and socially considered to be sexual fair game. For both adults and children, individual experience of sexual contact with the dominus varied a lot but Romans specifically staffed their urban homes with the most beautiful children they owned, especially boys, with the disabled and the funny-looking banished away to the countryside. Roman aristocrats primarily talked about beautiful male children in their poetry. Martial described his ideal boy as being Egyptian but pale skinned with sparkling eyes and pink lips.18 The combination of exotic foreign origin and white skin really turned them on. The boys should always be hairless on their bodies but with soft curly hair that brushed the shoulders. If you google Hadrian’s boyfriend Antinous and look at the statues, you’ll get a decent idea of what Romans considered to be a beautiful boy.19 The natural form of girls seems to have bothered them much less, possibly because enslaved girls were not on display or in public as often.FN4 Attractiveness was thus a double-edged sword: it guaranteed you a place close to the dominus and domina, it could help you achieve high status in the home and even freedom potentially, but the price of this was sexual slavery. And sometimes, for women, that resulted in children.


It is acknowledged in the law codes that children were often born of a dominus and enslaved women he owned, and it was generally expected that the dominus would favour his biological children. He may even wish to free them eventually. For example, this knotty hypothetical problem presented by one lawyer in which two men have fathered children with women enslaved by the other: ‘My natural son is your slave and yours is mine. We agreed that you manumit [free] my son and I yours; I manumitted but you did not.’20 Family ties – being the father or brother or sister – of an enslaved child are explicitly given as a legitimate reason for freeing an enslaved person before the legal age of thirty.21


In other places, the law deals with instruments that men used to manumit their enslaved children without imposing the status of being their client upon them. We will get to this, but when a person was manumitted (freed) they entered a new legal relationship as a client to a patron. They had new obligations to their patron in the form of work and support which could be quite onerous. On top of this, strict social hierarchical conventions made the patron–client relationship incompatible with the one between a father and child. To avoid the conflict, the father could sell his child to a third party, who would then manumit them. The child would be the client of the third party but could have a normal father–child relationship with their dad. What happened to the mum was left up to daddy dearest.22 Not all children would have been acknowledged by their biological father, or cared about. And, it’s worth mentioning, some would have been killed or exposed or sold as unwanted inconveniences.


How does an enslaved woman feel about these things, these monstrous complications? To return to Tryphe at the beginning of this chapter, who we know became pregnant in slavery, gave birth in slavery and raised a son for a quarter of a century in slavery – how did she feel? When she felt her first kick or the first grip of labour? When she held her sticky newborn in her sweaty arms for the first time? We don’t know. There were as many experiences of motherhood in slavery as there were enslaved women who became mothers. We don’t know how Felicla felt when she had to share the milk produced for her son Verecundis with her domina’s infant daughter. We don’t know how Urbica felt when her son was freed but she was not.23 All we know is that these women lived and experienced motherhood and felt something because they left a glimpse of themselves behind. So many, many experiences are lost, though. The mothers who bore wanted children in loving marriages, and the ones whose children were sent to the city or the country. The mothers who were raped by their dominus or by enslaved men. The mothers of the children born to a dominus and freed and raised as a ‘natural child’ of the family. They all lived and they are all gone. These lives and stories are all swallowed by the black hole of time, none important enough to be capital-H History. All we know for sure is that they were there, that there were as many experiences of pregnancy and childbirth in the urban elite home as there were women who gave birth.
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Born Free


‘Vegetus . . . has bought and received by mancipium the girl Fortunata, or by whatever name she is known, by nationality a Diablintian, from Albicianus [. . .] for 600 denarii. And the girl in question is transferred in good health.’


Contract for a slave sale in London dated 16 May 142 CE1


 


One winter’s day in 75 BCE, a young man named Gaius Julius Caesar set sail from Rhodes on his way to Asia to voluntarily involve himself in a war there. As he hurried to battle, small fast-moving boats intercepted his ship, boarded violently, slaughtered anyone who resisted and took captive anyone who didn’t. Young Caesar was taken captive by Mediterranean pirates and spent forty furious and anxious days as a prisoner waiting to see whether a ransom could be raised to free him. Julius Caesar obviously survived his ordeal (of which the worst part, according to his biographer Suetonius, was that he only had two attendants). His friends managed to raise 50 talents to buy his freedom (the equivalent of raising about £50 million).FN5 In return, Caesar made quite a name for himself by immediately raising a private navy, capturing and crucifying the pirates who had kidnapped him then going home to spread around heroic stories about how cool he acted during his time in captivity. One version of his time with the pirates has him joining in their sports and also forcing them to listen to his poems and speeches, which is exactly the kind of behaviour that eventually got him killed.2


Caesar’s post-captivity behaviour, with the crucifixions and such, was not at all common but the experience of being captured by pirates or bandits and held for profit absolutely was. In literary and epigraphic sources, stories of pirate raids and bandit attacks abound at every point in Roman history, with periods of political instability being times of particular danger on the seas and roads. Because the Roman Empire treated people as property which was worth hard money, these guys didn’t just rob people for their jewellery. They stole the whole person and sold them.


In cases like Caesar’s and other people of means, the pirates made their money through ransoms and if no ransoms appeared, they sold their captives into slavery and made their money that way. A novel from the second century CE, The Ephesian Tale of Anthia and Habrocomes by Xenophon of Ephesus, describes a pirate attack on a rich boat in vivid detail.3 The pirates have advance intel that a boat passing through their waters contains a good amount of silver and decide that they will ‘attack, killing any who fought back and taking the rest to Phoenicia to sell along with the goods’. They first move with stealth, quietly following the ship until the midday sun is at its highest and the ship’s crew at their sleepiest. Then, they suddenly appear at full speed, ramming and boarding the boat. Some sailors panic so much at the arrival of pirates they throw themselves over the side of the boat to drown. The rest are either killed or rounded up as ‘the most valuable cargo’ to be sold. Anyone who appears to be worthless in the market is left on the stricken boat, which the pirates set on fire. ‘It was a sad sight,’ says the novelist, ‘some being brought aboard the trireme while others, stretching out their hands and waiting, were burned alive on the ship.’4


Because this is a romance novel, the pirates don’t mess about with ransoming our heroes but instead immediately fall in love with the girl and start a romance plot moving. In reality, people habitually bought their way out of slavery by writing to their family for ransom money.5 But not everyone could pay large ransoms, and not everyone’s families were willing to pay to get them back. See, for example, one father in Seneca the Elder’s law school exercise book whose son is kidnapped by pirates and writes to his dad asking for a ransom. Unfortunately, the son had killed his brother shortly before departing on the fateful trip that resulted in his captivity and the father remained pretty cross about that, so dad replied with a letter to the pirate chief asking if he could pay double the ransom for the pirates to keep his son and to cut off his hands for good measure.6 An awkward moment when that letter arrived I’m sure. These people ended up in slavery.


During the Late Republic, when piracy in the Mediterranean was at its height, Cicero and the geographer Strabo both tell us that the island of Delos in the Aegean provided a hub for the piratical black market where they could sell their stolen wares, including people by the thousand. ‘Delos . . . could both admit and send away ten thousand slaves on the same day . . . The cause of this was the fact that the Romans, having become rich after the destruction of Carthage and Corinth, used many slaves; and the pirates, seeing the easy profit therein, bloomed,’ says Strabo.7 Pirates raided both boats and harbours throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, snatching up people and ferrying them to foreign slave markets where they sold them as merchandise. Technically, in Roman law, this could not happen and if a person forced into slavery in this way could get to a Roman magistrate and prove that they were born free and had not been condemned to slavery then they could have their freedom restored, especially if they were a Roman citizen. In practice, it’s hard to know how many people were able to take advantage of this because 1) pirates and purchasers 100 per cent kept their dodgy purchases under lock and key to prevent them from getting away, and 2) how does one prove that one is freeborn in a foreign land without papers?


The pirates knew this. Plutarch relates that when pirates took a free Roman captive and he tried to use his get out of jail free card by declaring (I imagine with great pomposity) ‘Civis Romanus Sum’ – ‘I am a Roman citizen’ – expecting the pirates to fall into line with a law they had thus far been breaking, some would instead amuse themselves by pretending to be terrified. Putting on a great performance of bowing and scraping to the mighty Roman among them, they would beg for forgiveness for their rudeness, wrap him in a warm toga and dry boots, supplicate themselves to clear a path for him right up to the ship’s railing where they would let down a ladder into the open ocean and offer him the opportunity to disembark immediately.8


Pirates had their Roman heyday in the Late Republican period (around 100–35 BCE), raiding towns and harbours right up to Ostia, which triggered a hardcore Roman response. Pompey the Great ended the worst of it but they were always a threat on the Roman seas (indeed, Pompey’s son became a notorious pirate) and Romans at least wrote as though free people were being fed into the slave system by pirates on a regular basis. Pirates appear as a plot point in every single Roman-era novel, for example, from the Greek romance stories to the Satyricon written by ex-consul and Nero’s friend Gaius Petronius. The legal sources concur, containing a surprising amount of legislation about people who were not slaves – because they were not legally enslaved – but who lived in slavery. In general, these laws reiterate over and over that there is a difference between someone who lives in slavery, such as someone taken captive or kidnapped or tricked or exposed at birth (a classic of the romance genre), and an actual slave, which is someone the law has decided is a non-person through being born into slavery, taken captive by the state or condemned to slavery. Frustratingly for the actual person, however, there was no real difference in experience for these two sets of people. Both existed in slavery, one was just presumably angrier about it. But the law accepts that free people end up in slavery through both legitimate and illegitimate means. The Roman state did its mediocre best to be fair and to free the ‘illegitimately’ enslaved when they came across them, even in cases where the enslaved person did not know they were actually a free person.9 Go ahead and invent your own romance novel plot for that.


The land-based cousin of the pirate was the bandit, who was largely a problem of the Roman countryside. Gangs of men would rob travellers, sometimes murder them and sometimes – if the conditions were right – disappear them into private workhouses, chain them up and set them to work. People vanishing while travelling never stopped being a problem, even at the height of the Pax Romana when Roman citizenship and protection under Roman law was supposed to be a cast-iron passport to safe travel.FN6


Pliny the Younger was a charmingly pompous man who gives the impression of having been fifty-seven since the day he was born and did his best to pass himself off as a silly old goose while actually being a wildly successful lawyer and politician in the court of Trajan. He also published an awful lot of his own letters. One piece of information preserved by Pliny’s letters is that sometimes people just disappeared. They set out to get from Ocricrulum to Brundisium and never appeared at the other end. Pliny’s friend, the magnificently named Robustus (Robustus!), vanished while travelling across Italy, causing someone to write to Pliny to ask if he had heard from him. Pliny had not, but in his response he noted that another friend of his had once embarked on a trip while carrying a small fortune in cash (40,000 sesterces) and neither he nor his enslaved attendants had ever been seen again.10


Such things happened then as they happen now, and sometimes it was because of bad guys doing bad things. At least in the reign of Augustus – about three generations before Pliny was writing – one such bad thing was the serial kidnapping and enslaving of travellers and draft dodgers on private land. That private individuals were running schemes to kidnap and traffic men trying to avoid their citizenship military service into slavery is fascinating to me, and I wish we knew more about it. But as it is, all we know is that it happened so much that Augustus had to create a special commission to inspect every private slave prison in Italy and check that people were really supposed to be there. Obviously, this is vaguely ridiculous because who is going to tell the inspector they would like to stay actually, chained up with 5-kilogram shackles, starvation rations and limited natural light working without hope? It seems like a setup for an ‘I’m Brian and so’s my wife!’ situation to me but I’m sure it worked out. A sign of how serious the problem was, though, is that, rather than delegate this task to some random local politician, Augustus set his own stepson (and future emperor) Tiberius onto sorting it out.11
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